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      Seren 41


       


      Highly Anticipated Souvenirs


       


      SPRINGTIME.


      Time flies, and before I knew it, a year and a half had gone by since my engagement with Prince Helios was broken off and I became a High Mage. Now I’m a married woman living happily with Viol, the leader of the High Mages and Archmage of the Third Mage Guild. Life truly is a funny thing.


      At first, I thought that High Mages were key to the nation’s defense, and that the future of technological innovation was in magic and magical devices. It was a job every bit as demanding as being queen someday. But it’s actually a lot more vital than I could have ever imagined.


      In fact, my own highly dependable husband, Viol, has developed a major and large-scale magical device.


      Considered the key to national defense, High Mages use their physical strength and magical prowess to maintain the magical barrier that surrounds and protects the entire country.


      Until recently, eight to ten Mages would form a circle and work together to cast the barrier continuously. This duty, known as the Wall Guard, involved the periodical rotation of Mages, but it was a long and arduous job, requiring constant casting of high amounts of magical energy for well over half a day.


      For a while now, Viol had been planning out a magical device known as a Barrier Amplifier, in an attempt to reduce the burden of Wall Guard duty. Wall Guard duty, of course, was the most arduous and time-consuming duty conducted by us High Mages.


      Together with the magical device engineer, Euleho, Viol had long been pondering the issue. But, since they couldn’t obtain any magical stones of sufficient size for the device, they’d run into a dead end.


      However, thanks to the large-scale, high-quality magic stones we obtained from the magical energy reservoir in the Kichul Forest, they completed the Barrier Amplifier they’d been developing. At this point, the first-ever Barrier Amplifier has been installed and is operating perfectly, and they’re now testing the second version.


      I became a High Mage with little basic magical knowledge, so I had to spend a lot of time on the basics after joining. The Barrier Amplifier was introduced shortly after I joined the Wall Guard, so it didn’t register with me that much, but from what the others have said, everyone’s prior time constraints had been significantly alleviated.


      The ultimate goal was to get three devices going at once to maintain the magical barrier with the minimum number of people possible. If we pull that off, High Mages will be freed up to devote all of our time to research and development. 


      My husband is a truly kind and talented man.


      Thanks to the magical device my excellent hubby created, we can enjoy another precious day off together today. I’m truly thrilled about that. What’s more, I’ve been eagerly waiting for this day off for a while, and I’ve been in a state of high excitement ever since I got up.


      After all, Father has finally returned from his trading trip, so I’ll get to see him today for the first time in ages!


      “You look happy.” Viol chuckled. It was obvious to anyone who looked that I was ecstatic.


      “Oh, yes, I am! Whenever Father comes back from trading, he brings back so many gifts and stories. It’s so exciting!” I exclaimed. 


      “I understand the feeling. Stories about unknown lands are fascinating.”


      “Yes. But you must be excited too, Viol. You’ve been smiling all morning.”


      “Well, who can blame me? After all, I heard he’ll be bringing us some intriguing magical devices and magic books. I can’t help smiling when I think of the possibilities there.”


      “Oh, I just can’t wait!”


      Laughing together, we got into the cart just like we always did.


      Father had said he’d bring the souvenirs to us, but rather than having Father come all the way here via carriage after just returning from a long trip and no doubt being tired, I thought it would be much more efficient for us to fly to him.


      Viol seemed a little nervous, but he said he’d come too, so I decided, why not?


      We hopped in the cart and arrived at my family home in no time at all. We barely had time to chat.


      Immediately, we were shown to the dining room. Hmm, the dining room and not the reception room? It seemed odd, but once we opened the door, we couldn’t help but be delighted by what awaited us.


      “Amazing! Did Father bring back all this stuff…?”


      The large dining room table groaned under the weight of a myriad of mysterious, colored stones and fabrics, curios, magical devices, fruits, sweets, and dried foods. Swords, knives, and even alcohol… So many varied and splendid items vied for our attention.
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      “The spoils of trade, I suspect,” Viol said. “But look at this array! Does he always bring home so much?”


      “No. Usually it’s about a third of this.”


      “I see. So this time is special. Now that I think about it, our people are able to travel much further since we introduced the magical device for blowing wind into ship sails. No doubt, trading with other countries has never been more profitable.”


      “That’s true. But knowing Father, he must have bought an especially large variety to show off to you, Viol.” Thinking of Father excitedly shopping for all this made me smile. But I knew Mother would be annoyed about him buying so much.


      “Did your father purchase all of this with his personal money?” Viol asked. 


      “Yes, of course. Any goods traded during work go straight into the national treasury.”


      “Wow…” Viol sighed, sounding impressed.


      “Aha! Welcome, Seren! And Viol, my dear boy!”


      “Father! Welcome home!”


      “It’s good to see you, sir.”


      Father entered through the door we’d left open behind us. He looked remarkably perky for someone who’d just returned from a long sea voyage.


      “Thanks to you two, this voyage was better than any before it! Have you seen my haul yet? All these wonderful items were so fascinating, I wanted to show them to you, so I ended up buying too many.”


      “Where are Mother and Marietta?” I asked. 


      “Oh, they’re sick of the subject by now. I’ve been waving items in their faces and exclaiming about their marvelous properties for three days now.” Father looked slightly doleful, and I had to laugh because it was so adorable. “I haven’t even explained the half of it yet.”


      “Hehe. By the way, what did Mother and Marietta like the most?” I asked.


      “Well, of course, the accessories and fabrics you see there.”


      “It certainly is an unusual fabric. I wonder if this is embroidery.”


      Textiles and embroidery vary considerably depending on the country and region. In the country that Father visited this time, many fabrics have colorful embroidery on slightly coarse backing. The soft texture of the handwoven fabric was lovely, and although it wasn’t really suitable for a dress, it would be nice to wear around town as part of a casual outfit.


      While I was looking through the textiles and accessories, Viol wandered over to the sweets. I chuckled to myself. Of course the sweets would interest him most.


      “Ah, those sweets are souvenirs for you, Viol, so you can gather them up and take them home later,” Father said. 


      “What? Really?!”


      Viol’s eyes sparkled and his cheeks flushed softly. His smile was so joyful that I couldn’t help grinning too. For me, his smile was the sweetest eye candy.


      “Yeah, I’ve already given samples and recipes to our chefs, so you can take them all home.”


      “Thank you, sir…!” Viol grabbed Father’s hand and shook it vigorously.


      I got a mental image of Vi’s black ears standing straight up on his head, and I couldn’t help but smile. I adore seeing Viol taking such gratification in sweets.


      “Adorable…” I muttered. 


      “Such a sweet boy…” Father was muttering under his breath, too. “Well, it was worth buying to see it so gladly received.” Father smiled happily and picked up several mysterious objects from the table. “By the way, Viol, I also found some magical devices and books that I thought you might like, so I bought them for you. Are you interested?”


      “Of course!” Viol’s eyes widened even further in delight.


      After sweets, the things that would please Viol the most would have to be magical books and devices. I was impressed with Father’s savvy when it came to choosing souvenirs.


      “I’m also interested in magical devices and books.”


      “Seren, you’re a true Mage now.” Beaming, Father showed me the selection of magic books.


      I say magic books, but they came in various forms, from bound paper books to those written on cloth, to stone tablets, to parchment scrolls, and even necklaces made of colored stones.


      “These necklaces are… magic books…?” I asked, curious. 


      “Yes, isn’t it fun? They’re from a region with a lot of indigenous things. Each tribe has their own way of preserving knowledge.” As I stood there puzzled, Father happily explained the items. “This necklace is interesting. Each stone represents some kind of character. If you read the letters clockwise starting from the stone that is the pendant, it forms a special spell, apparently.”


      “I see…! Is there some sort of clue for how to decipher it?” Viol leaned forward, naturally fascinated.


      After that, we lost track of time, wanting an explanation of each and every item that caught our eye.


      The magic books and magical items from across the sea were endlessly fascinating to me, being fundamentally so different from our own culture and perspective.


      Until now, the magical devices that Father had brought home were often interesting, but ever since I found out I could make magical devices myself, my personal interest in them had increased dramatically. Also, I’d never really thought before about how the magical books Father brought back could represent such a deep connection to the lands they came from.


      Having Viol with me was also a big part of what made it especially interesting. He kept asking the questions that were on the tip of my tongue. I found my imagination running wild, thinking about the magical evolutions that each country may have gone through, and which led to such amazing things that remain even to the present day.


      Father seemed to be enjoying himself very much as well.


      “The meal is ready, M’Lord.”


      When the head butler spoke, we all flinched. We’d gotten completely engrossed in our conversation.


      “Ah, thank you! Bring it in, please.”


      “M’Lady will be displeased if the table isn’t tidied up a bit…”


      Wow, the head butler calling Father out on his untidiness… I was shocked. 


      “The lady of the house has gone out, as per my advice, with Marietta… So there should be no issue. She’ll be back for teatime. It can stay as it is until then.”


      “Indeed, M’Lord.”


      I was a little surprised to hear that. Father had sent Mother and Marietta out so that he could show us his spoils to his heart’s content.


      Moreover, the table was large enough for more than ten people to dine leisurely, and it was already groaning under the weight of all the stuff displayed on it. I had to wonder how anything else would fit.


      While I was pondering that, my chef, Jean, came in along with the head chef, both carrying trays of food. Jean looked sparkly-eyed… No doubt he’d had a great time cooking at Father’s manor.


      The head chef somehow tidied up a section of the table with great skill and placed the food upon it, whereupon he looked me in the eye and smiled.


      “Lady Seren, it has been quite a while.”


      “It’s so good to see you again!” I greeted in turn. 


      “Indeed, it is. Today’s menu is made with recipes and ingredients that M’Lord procured from the land of Shiroo. Please, enjoy.”


      Seeing the chef’s gentle smile for the first time in a long time made me nostalgic for the old days. He’s still a fine old gent!


      Even when I had no appetite, or when I was so focused on studying that I had to eat my meals in the library, the head chef always went out of his way to make my meals as easy to eat as possible.


      Remembering the chef’s kindness filled my chest with warmth.


      “When I told them you two were coming, the chefs got all a-fluster. No doubt they’ve made more than anyone could possibly ever eat.” Father grinned, teasing, but Chef turned to Jean with a serene expression.


      “I summoned Jean today so that wouldn’t happen. Jean will bring home any leftovers and excess ingredients, along with recipes, so there is no cause for concern.”


      “Lord Viol! I’ve gotten lots of great dessert recipes, too! I’m dying to start making test batches! I promise it’s something to look forward to!”


      “Wonderful…!”


      Jean flexed his arm muscles, and Viol’s eyes lit up with delight. These two have become really friendly lately, to the point where I’m even a little jealous. I think it all started when I told Jean that Viol had once used his magic to make frozen yogurt for me.


      Jean immediately asked to see this spectacle with his own eyes… Whereupon Viol whipped up a variety of frozen yogurts of various consistencies to suit Jean’s demands. And though he complained about all the work it had taken later, Viol was obviously pleased by Jean’s thirst for culinary experimentation.


      Yes, I think that’s where their friendship began.


      After that, Jean began to chat with Viol more casually, and Viol would request certain desserts from Jean… And sometimes he would present Jean with local confectionaries and ask if he could try to emulate them.


      “Hmm, they seem to be getting along well,” Father noted. 


      “Yes, I must confess I’m a little jealous.”


      “Hahaha! Well, a pastry chef has charms you don’t, I suppose.”


      Father… Father is laughing at me…?


      “Anyway, let’s dig into this delicious feast, and eat it while it’s nice and hot!”


      “Right!”


      Each dish consisted of a modest portion, so that we could try as many different kinds as possible before getting too full. Everything was delicious and steaming hot.


      As I tasted the dishes that were brought out one after the other, I noticed one distinctive feature. “The cuisine of other countries is really unusual, isn’t it? It’s interesting how, even though they don’t seem to use a wide range of spices, each dish has its own strong flavor that brings out the best in the ingredients.”


      “Absolutely. In this particular country, spices are rarely combined. Instead, each dish and ingredient uses a relatively large amount of one spice, so the flavor of that particular spice is even more evident,” Father explained. 


      As I enjoyed the meal, I thought about how fascinating it was that, just like magic, a country’s cuisine can reflect its individual characteristics.


      Although Mother and Marietta also enjoy eating foreign cuisine, they can’t really put away as much of it as men seem able to do.


      Father looked excited to be able to treat Viol to the foreign delicacies.


      We caught up with each other while we enjoyed the fascinating and delicious food.


      “It appears you did a great deal of purchasing this time, Father. No doubt, you traveled even further than planned. Lady Ladia was talking about it,” I said.


      “Ah, yes! The wind-propulsion device you all developed is truly a marvel! Everything went swimmingly… Exceeding all my expectations!”


      “Well, that’s great to hear!”


      “Even if there’s no wind, we can just fire up the ol’ device. And even if a strong squall starts to blow us off course, we can counteract it. And with wind and magic power propelling us, we never run out of fuel.”


      Viol’s eyes narrowed with satisfaction as Father extoled the virtues of his device.


      “The crew are in fine spirits, too. They feel secure, you see. They’ve suggested we foray even further afield next time.”


      “I see… I’m glad to hear that everyone’s motivated.”


      “Yes, but sea voyages are always accompanied by danger. It’s hard to be honest about feeling trepidatious and to voice those feelings. It’s great that we were able to dispel those fears somewhat. As the one who’s responsible for the lives of my crew, I couldn’t be more grateful.” As Father spoke, his expression went from excited to serious. “Thank you, Viol and Seren. I really appreciate what you have done.”


      “You needn’t thank us,” Viol said. 


      “I’m just glad you and the others can sail safely,” I added. 


      “I’m relieved to hear that there were no problems with the basic navigation, but are there any inconveniences or other areas that could be improved?” Viol solemnly asked.


      It’s impressive how he’s always striving to improve, and never just leaves it at the development stage.


      “It’s all good for now. But you know, without that magical device, that last voyage would have been a fraction of what it was. I’m even starting to think about buying a spare.”


      “Goodness.”


      “They say that once you experience true convenience, you can’t go back easily. It’s true. I’m experiencing that right now,” Father said. 


      “Hehehe, I agree. I can’t imagine life without my trusty flying cart, either.”


      “So it’s the same for you then.”


      “Yes, and Viol can fly too, now.”


      “What?!”


      Father whipped his face around to gaze at Viol, who jumped and mumbled in a small voice.


      “…Seren made it look so convenient. So I asked her to teach me too…”


      “I didn’t know someone other than Seren could fly. What a genius you are, Viol.”


      “I think that’s down to Seren’s teaching… The other day, I had Seren train some of the other High Mages. It’s not just me. Several other Wind Mages have also mastered flying now.”


      “I wouldn’t call that teaching,” I said. “I just gave them a few pointers…”


      “Amazing,” Father said in awe. 


      “Flying may soon become commonplace,” Viol added. 


      Right, it really might! That would be interesting. No doubt, transportation would be revolutionized…


      “Come to think of it…” Father muttered, apparently having just thought of something. “I heard that you two went on your honeymoon. And it seems that you went quite far in that cart. Marietta said that you looked so happy that she felt embarrassed just witnessing it.”


      “Goodness…”


      How could you, Marietta! A bit embarrassed, I blushed. Viol seemed embarrassed as well and looked away slightly.


      “We only went as far as Mincallan,” I said.


      “Is Mincallan the village that produces silver? What’s the appeal of going there?” Father asked. 


      “I wanted to order us matching hair accessories. It was a lovely, rustic sort of village. We had a splendid time.”


      “For a honeymoon, you went to a pretty secluded place. Still, it’s fitting for your personalities, I guess.”


      “Hehe. Actually, Viol arranged everything. Oh, and we also paid a visit to Prime Minister Borden’s countryside estate.”


      “Borden himself wasn’t there, though.”


      “You visited his home when he wasn’t there…?” Father looked a little taken aback by what Viol had muttered.


      “I’d heard that magic books were in the library, and it sounded interesting, so we decided to visit,” I explained. “There were so many magic books that I couldn’t possibly ever read them all. I had a fabulous time.”


      “Yes, that was a good day. We completely lost track of time.”


      “Yes! I’d love to go again someday!”


      “Hmm… For your honeymoon, was it…?”


      I’m used to people raising their eyebrows over what Viol and I do. But we had a splendid time and saw some beautiful scenery together. There were a few hairy moments, true, but overall, we had a ton of fun. A lovely honeymoon all around.


      “By the way, we saw Prime Minister Borden’s mother as well,” I mentioned. 


      “Ah, yes, she’s quite the interesting lady,” Father said. 


      “She was a very wonderful lady.”


      “And her confectionery game was on point.”


      Father burst out laughing at what Viol had muttered this time. “You never change, Viol. You went all that way, and your lasting impression was of the sweets?”


      Right, it’s hard for others to understand Viol’s love of sweet things. Anyway, I decided to give Father some context.


      “Actually, as a thank you for letting us stay and giving us access to the library and everything, Viol used his magic to burn away some of the forest and clear some farmland. Lady Borden was very pleased and sent along some tasty sweets via Prime Minister Borden.”


      “I see, that makes sense then.”


      “Although, unfortunately, we made the good lady feel somewhat over-indebted to us.”


      “Hmm? Hold on, you burned away the forest, you said?” Father looked to Viol for confirmation. Viol nodded, for it was so.


      “The lady was lamenting the lack of progress in developing farmland, so we decided to do some slash-and-burn farming.”


      “What exactly did you do, if I might ask?”


      “Nothing too major. Wind magic to cut down the trees, then earth magic to soften the soil and to extract the roots… Then, fire magic to burn what was left. And wind magic again to scatter the ashes on the soil… Followed by water magic to put out the fire and water the soil.”


      “…What?”


      “The trees that we cut down were neatly cut and turned into firewood and lumber by Seren, so I think the lady was very happy about that as well.”


      “You did all that on your HONEYMOON?”


      “It only took a few hours of work to clear the land, you see.”


      “Yes, not that long at all,” I agreed. 


      Father looked at us in amazement as we beamed at each other. “By the way, how much land did you cultivate?”


      “Hmm, I’m not sure… It’s quite a large forest.”


      “Since Lord Borden’s mother said it was about 3,400 atals, I think it was probably about the size of a stretch of land equivalent to going from the central market in the royal capital to the artisan district,” I estimated. 


      “Ah, yes. I think that’s about right.”


      Father’s eyes widened.


      Since Father asked, we’d tried our best to answer correctly. But now he was grimacing at us.


      “I’ve just realized that what you two think of as common sense is vastly different from what other people think…”


      We’ve been hearing that a lot lately. I didn’t go to magic school, so maybe I don’t get it, but Viol seems confused as well…


      Perhaps we were doing something a little outside of the bounds of common sense when it comes to magic.


      “Well, never mind that. By the way, Viol, did you discuss that with your father?”


      “Hmm? No?”


      “Maybe you should. Since Lady Borden was pleased with the work, maybe it would also be useful to your father in some way.”


      “I see… Yes, that makes sense.”


      “That reminds me, I forgot to tell you. This box here is a souvenir for your parents and your brothers,” Father said. 


      “Huh? For my family…? You didn’t have to…”


      “Well, they’re not really souvenirs as such. Most of them are agricultural products from the country of Shiroo. Seeds, seedlings, fruits, that sort of thing.”


      “Oh, for my father then…?”


      “Yes, I thought he might find it all useful. It was an extremely hot desert country, so there were a lot of rare crops. I thought maybe it would be possible to grow them in this country with a little effort, so I brought them back with me.”


      “Thank you. I’m sure he’ll be pleased.”


      “I think it should all keep for a while. You can come and fetch it the next time you plan to visit home. All right?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Oh, but Father, we could take it all over there right now.”


      I spoke without thinking. Viol’s family home was quite a ways away, but via cart, it would take under an hour. And if we all went with Viol, it would just be easier.


      “Huh? Ah, yes. Right, you could fly it there.”


      “Yes, I think we’d arrive rather quickly.”


      “But Anessa and Marietta will be disappointed if you’re not here when they return,” Father fretted. 


      “But we’ll visit again soon. I know you’ll not be on land long, Father. And only you can explain how the crops are to be grown. Wouldn’t it be better if you came in person, too?” 


      “Hmm, I suppose so.”


      “Right?”


      “All right. Anessa and Marietta will just have to be disappointed. Seren, let’s go.”


      “You can count on me!”


      “What fun! Okay, wait a moment.”


      Father left the dining room in an excited state, and Viol and I looked at each other and smiled as we started loading the things into the cart.


      Once we were about done, Father returned clutching several bottles of alcohol. He was now dressed in casual sailing clothes, and his face was alit with excitement.


      “Goodness, that’s a lot of alcohol,” I remarked. 


      “Viol’s father and I are drinking buddies. I bought these so we could drink together.”


      “Oh my, when did that happen?”


      “We met at your wedding, right? After that, I visited him quite often to talk about the selective breeding of crops. And I always bring him a gift or two, you know?”


      “How very like you, Father.”


      “It’s been a while since we’ve had a drink together. I’m looking forward to it!”


      As we were about to depart, Jean ran over with a basket.


      “You’re going to Viol’s family home, aren’t you? Please take this with you, too!”


      “What is it?”


      “The rest of the food from earlier, and dessert! Food from other countries is quite rare, so no doubt they’ll be pleased, right?”


      “Oh, thank you, Jean.”


      “I’m sure they’ll love it,” Viol said. “Thank you for your thoughtfulness.”


      Jean and the head chef looked pleased to be getting a personal thanks from Viol. We finished loading the cart with souvenirs and food and then took off into the sky.


      🐈🐈🐈


      “HELLO!”


      When I called down from above, loads of people emerged from the orchard.


      Thanks to Viol’s help with amplifying my voice, my father-in-law and the others in the orchard heard me without me having to strain my voice too much.


      “Viol!”


      “Seren!”


      “Huh? His Grace the Duke, too?!”


      Amidst the cries of surprise, the door to Viol’s parents’ house opened, and his mother ran out to greet us as well.


      “Goodness me, to what do we owe the pleasure?”


      In the past, she used to seem a bit nervous around Father and me, but now she seemed totally at ease. A welcome change.


      “My good duke, I do believe you’re more sun-tanned than ever…?”


      “Oh yeah, he is. He’s almost as dark as Dad.”


      “I just got back from a voyage. We went south this time. I must have caught the sun.”


      Oh yes, Father does seem more tanned than usual.


      Not that Father was concerned. He was grinning away. I’m used to his big personality, but I guess he’s a bit different from what you’d imagine when you think of a duke. 


      Viol’s family seemed to be very amused by this.


      “How about a drink together? It’s been a while! Would you come in?”


      “Nah. It’s such a nice breeze out here… Better to be outside!”


      Father grinned back at Viol’s father.


      “Okay, then let’s drink in the garden.”


      Oh, so they were really going to drink, then? The concept tickled me.


      A large, round wooden table sat in the garden in front of the house. Father placed the box of souvenirs on it, along with the bottles of alcohol.


      “Hmm, what’s this? More exotic booze?”


      “Yeah. I thought it would be nice to drink together, so I ended up buying a lot of stuff. I’ve got all girls in my house, you know! I have no one to get my drink on with!”


      “Ah, great! Well, all the more for me, eh?”


      The two of them laughed together like they’d been friends for years.


      “Oh, please, Your Grace, don’t encourage my husband. He’s forgetting his manners more and more.”


      “No need for manners! By the way, good wife, here’s some souvenirs for you.”


      “Goodness, what’s this? …Cream?”


      “You said before that your hands get rough, right? This tube is for the hands, and this bottle is for the face. I also brought you some exotic food and desserts, so please don’t fuss too much about a little alcohol.”


      Father winked playfully at her, upon which Viol’s mother threw up her hands, grinning, and said, “Oh, if you insist.”


      Without my knowing about it, Father had gotten surprisingly close with Viol’s family.


      “Wow, what exotic-looking cuisine!”


      My mother-in-law peered into the cart with a curious look. Plates were piled high with beautifully arranged dishes and desserts; her eyes lit up with excitement.


      “It all looks delicious! Let’s get everything on the table.”


      “Okay!”


      “Oh, it’s gotten a bit cold.”


      As my mother-in-law was about to place the food on the table, she touched the plate and tilted her head. I also touched it, and it was indeed ice cold.


      “We flew at a high speed, and it must have cooled the food… I’m so sorry!” I apologized. 


      “Oh, you came in a hurry. How sweet. Well, not to worry. All we need to do is heat it up. Let’s pop it in the oven.”


      My mother-in-law and I quickly reheated the food in the kitchen, and with the garden firepit, the air was soon thick with delicious smells.


      Just the smell of all this unknown, exotic food sparked everyone’s appetite. Everyone was grinning.


      The meal with Viol’s family was lively. His younger brothers were chattering nonstop, asking where this and that dish had come from, and quibbling over who had the bigger portion or juicier cut of meat. It was also funny to see them pouting when Viol’s mother scolded them for their rudeness.


      After we’d eaten all the delicious food and some alcohol had been drunk, my father-in-law looked through the fruits and seeds in the box. The colorful fruits were fresh and looked delicious, considering they had been through a long voyage.


      “The world truly is vast…” Viol’s father sighed. “So many types of fruit. I don’t even know what species these are.”


      “Fascinating, isn’t it? I got a few samples of each thing. Do you want to try some?” Father whipped out a knife and began deftly paring the fruits. 


      Viol’s father grinned and accepted the piece that Father handed him. “Yeah. First, it has to taste good. Everything else can be discussed after.”


      Father quickly chopped up the rest of the fruit and shared it between Viol’s younger brothers, who all took a bite at the same time. Finally, he gave me the last piece. I popped it into my mouth with anticipation.


      “Whoaaa!”


      “Sour!!!”


      “The skin is sour, and the flesh is bitter…!”


      Everyone started spitting it out at the same time. To be honest, I wanted to spit it out too. Instead, I swallowed it with teary eyes, and my mother-in-law quickly handed me some water.


      “Your Grace! I can’t sell fruit like this!”


      “You should at least taste-test things before you drag them back across the ocean!”


      “It’s disgusting! The skin, the flesh, it’s inedible!!!”


      My father-in-law and Viol’s brothers were all yelping out their honest thoughts to my father. To be honest, I wanted to shout at him, too.


      Viol chewed painfully, brows furrowed. Since he loves sweet things so much, it must have been especially hard on him.


      “Sorry, sorry. But this fruit is surprisingly not to be underestimated, you know.”


      “How so?”


      “You know that meat dish everyone was eating earlier, and saying was delicious? In fact, the secret ingredient used in that dish is… This very fruit.”


      “What…?”


      “You mean, how it’s a little sweet and spicy, but also has a bit of sourness to it?”


      “Exactly! It tastes awful when eaten raw, but once you heat it or dry it, it becomes sweet. The skin has a slightly sour taste that rounds out meat nicely and adds a little depth of flavor. Interesting, right?”


      “Indeed. This flavor doesn’t exist in this country at all.” Viol’s mother nodded, seeming to have understood what Father was saying. “But I don’t think it’ll catch on anytime soon.”


      “That’s right. If drying makes it sweeter, then why not just sell it dried?”


      “Does it affect the dish’s taste, whether it’s fresh or dried, do you know?”


      “Either way seems to be fine.”


      “Then maybe there’s no need to go out of our way and grow it in our country as a crop.”


      The whole family was very serious about examining each fruit and vegetable, and I enjoyed just listening to them.


      “Viol… Your family is really wonderful.”


      “Hmm? Are they?”


      When I whispered that to Viol, he tilted his head in confusion.


      “Yes. I can understand why Father wanted to bring so many seeds and things here.”


      Which crops are likely to grow in this country, be accepted in the market, and which could be further improved? The whole family had shrewd ideas, even Michel, who was still just a student.


      Their evaluations seemed sound to me, and none of them hesitated to give Father their frank opinion. A rare thing.


      “I see. I’m glad to hear you say that.” Viol smiled shyly. However, he looked a bit sad. “But when it comes to these sorts of discussions, I feel left out. I left home when I was still young, so I don’t know as much about crops as the others.”


      “But no one can match you when it comes to magical skill. We all have our strengths, right, Viol?”


      “You’re so kind, Seren.” Viol gave me a soft smile.


      “Hey! Just because you’re newlyweds doesn’t mean you get to smooch in front of company!”


      “That’s right! How rude! I don’t even have a girlfriend, you know!”


      “Have a bit more decorum!”


      His younger brothers all started heckling him.


      “We… We were not smooching…”


      Viol blushed and stammered, as his mother immediately went Whack! Whack! Whack! and lightly slapped each younger brother around the back of the head.


      “Stop it, you’re embarrassing yourselves. This is why no girl will ever want to smooch you.”


      The younger brothers grumbled, clutching their heads and blinking away tears as Viol’s mother went, Hmph!


      “Gah…! She didn’t have to go that far…”


      “And here I was thinking Viol was the only one of us who’d be a bachelor all his days!”


      Michel grinned at his two other brothers. “I’m all right, but I worry about your prospects, bros!”


      “Shut up!”


      Such fun! I haven’t laughed so much in ages.


      At home, at school, in the salon, or at the royal palace… I’d never been in such a free and easy atmosphere. At first I struggled, but now I find this casual, easygoing vibe to be… Really fun!


      And Father was completely unfazed. I’m sure he sees crazier stuff at sea, though!


      I felt so happy to have integrated into this cozy atmosphere… I couldn’t help the smile that came to my face. And Viol’s warm, gentle eyes on me made me feel even happier still.


    


  




  

    

       


       


       


      Viol 37


       


      The Responsibility of Ongoing Development


       


      HOW grateful I am for my father-in-law, not minding the noisiness and uncouthness of my family, who laughs and drinks so generously with my grouchy old man.


      Seren looked like she was having fun too, smiling away, but she drew the line at joining her father in the rabble-housing.


      My father-in-law’s composure comes from having so much contact with people from various countries, ethnicities, backgrounds, and ages. He risked his life many times to sail across the ocean, meeting unknown people in unknown lands. This intimate family gathering has made me appreciate all over again how well-rounded a person Duke Qumildy really is.


      I respect Mom and Dad, of course, but in getting to know the duke, I’ve found that I have a great respect for him, too.


      “Viol! Before we all get too drunk, maybe we should discuss you-know-what?”


      In the middle of the raucous meal, my father-in-law called out to me. That’s when I remembered.


      Right. Originally, we planned to tell Dad about the land development I’d done on the Borden property.


      “I almost forgot. Dad, can I talk to you for a second?”


      “Hmm? About what?”


      I quickly turned to him… And Dad looked back at me with slightly glazed eyes. Yikes. If I’d left it for any later, he’d have been too drunk to listen properly.


      “I told you that when Seren and I went on our honeymoon, we also visited the Borden country estate, right?”


      “Yes, you did say that.”


      “Actually, I was asked by Borden’s mother to cultivate a fairly large area of forest. We did something akin to slash-and-burn agriculture there.”


      “Slash-and-burn? …Yes, slash-and-burn agriculture is a good way to get rid of pests and turn the charcoal from plants into fertilizer. It’s a good method to revitalize land. But I’d have my concerns if it were done on a large scale…” Dad said.


      “Concerns? Is there something wrong with this method?”


      “Hmm, well, the main worry with that kind of agricultural development is forest fires… Though no doubt you controlled that well with magic. My concerns would be about smoke damage and temporary climate change. I’ve heard that slash-and-burn farming can cause heavy rains to occur soon after.”


      “…What?”


      “Oh no. Viol, perhaps we had better go and check out the situation over there,” Seren said, worry lacing her voice. 


      “You’re right. It would be terrible if something bad like that happened because of us,” I agreed. 


      “Ah, but that’s a rare occurrence…   Sorry, I didn’t mean to worry you,” Dad rushed to reassure us. 


      “Still, thanks for informing us… I’d never even have thought of that. Is there anything else I should be worried about?” I asked.


      “Hmm… Well… Since the habitat for the plants and the animals will have changed, the land might turn into a desert if not cared for properly. You need to make sure the land is still being managed after it’s been developed. Still, it’s going to be farmland, you said? Then that shouldn’t be an issue.”


      “Good to know… Thanks. We might pay a visit there again soon, just to see how it’s going,” I said. 


      “Indeed, it won’t take long to fly there,” Seren added. “It would be nice to go for a change of pace. And it’s better to check, isn’t it?”


      “Yes, I’d like to thank Lady Borden for the sweets, too.”


      “Oh, I know, Viol…We should invite Lord Borden and Lord Riesz, as well,” Seren suggested. 


      “Huh? What for?”


      “Lord Riesz was saying the other day that he can’t visit home very often because it’d take two weeks with the travel there and back, but… It’d only take us about half a day to fly there one way! I thought we might see if he wanted to go together.”


      “I see. That might be a good idea.”


      And so it was decided. It’d be even more enlightening to have Borden and Riesz along, too.


      “Thanks, Dad. I may come to you for advice again if there are any changes.”


      “Yes, yes, come anytime. You can fly now, right? That means the distance isn’t so great anymore. You come back and see us often. Make your mother smile.”


      I looked at Mom…and realized she was beaming at Seren and me with a look of great happiness. I felt warm inside and awkward at the same time.


      Ever since meeting Seren, my eyes have been opened to all kinds of things in this world. Things I never even noticed when I was wrapped up in nothing but work.


      It’s a new feeling to me, but… I suppose this is what they call happiness.


      🐈🐈🐈


      ONLY two weeks after that conversation and we were heading to Borden’s territory, with him and Riesz on board the cart.


      Seren had been in high spirits since last night, busying herself with preparations, like replacing the cushions on the cart to make it a little more comfortable, and requesting lunch boxes from Jean.


      Yes, since we’d be sitting for a half day…more comfortable cushions would indeed be nice.


      Now Seren was doing a final pre-embarkation check, nodding with satisfaction. Adorable, but I hope she doesn’t over-exert herself. I don’t want her getting tired out before we’ve even left.


      “Seren, don’t push yourself too hard. We’ll be sitting around for a long time, yes, but you’ll be the one flying the cart. It’s going to be quite mentally strenuous on you.”


      “Oh, it’s nothing compared to Wall Guard duty.”


      Well, what could I say to that? Seren clearly had it all in hand. If Seren got tired, I could simply take over the steering.


      “Shall we depart?” I asked. 


      “Yep! Let’s go!”


      I smiled and chuckled as Seren enthusiastically climbed into the cart. Then I dutifully climbed on, too. We left the room and floated downstairs to the entrance hall, where our reliable staff were all gathered to see us off.


      “Thanks for the lunch boxes, Jean!”


      “I’m confident you’ll love them! Please enjoy! And by the way, Lord Viol… I added a good amount of sweet treats!”


      “Thank you. I shall look forward to that.”


      “Off you go! Fly safe!”


      “We will. We should be back tomorrow evening. Please look after the house in our absence,” I said. 


      “We’ll bring souvenirs!” Seren promised. 


      The doors were opened amid a barrage of goodbyes.


      “Off we go!”


      With Seren’s cheery shout, we shot out of the house.


      The sun was shining brightly in the sky, the birds were singing, and the breeze was refreshing. It was a good day for flying. I felt so great, I wished we could fly all day, just the two of us, but… Not today.


      While I was lost in my thoughts, we arrived at the royal palace in no time at all.


      Seren’s flying skills seemed to have improved. She’s flying at a consistently faster pace.


      “Prime Minister Borden’s office is on the ninth floor, right?” she asked.


      “Yes… The one in the center. With the big windows.”


      “I’ll try to bring us close.”


      The cart rose smoothly, and we drew level with the large window, spotting Borden and his brother inside.


      Borden’s hair wasn’t slicked back as usual, and he was more casually dressed than was his habit. Still, he seemed determined to work right up until the point of departure. That made me worry that he was a more dedicated working man than I am…


      Or maybe the truth is that Borden works too much?


      “Yep, this was the right window,” Seren said. 


      “Yes. It looks like he’s still working.”


      “Maybe we should knock? Or would that disturb him…?”


      “Go ahead. We’d better get his attention, or he’ll stay there all day working.”


      “Hehe, you could be right. Here goes, then.” Seren pulled the cart up to the window and knocked lightly on it.


      Borden’s younger brother heard the knocking and looked up with a shocked expression. Then he frantically moved his mouth, trying to say something to Borden, but Borden didn’t even look up. No doubt he was finishing up some very important paperwork.


      Then, eventually, the younger brother, upon an apparent order from Borden, came over and timidly opened the window, and finally, we were able to enter the room.


      Seren glided the cart smoothly inside and landed without making a sound.


      “Lord Riesz! Oh, it’s been a while!”


      “Yes, it certainly has…!”


      In contrast to Seren’s enthusiasm, Borden’s younger brother looked…embarrassed.


      Well, when I was his age, I certainly didn’t know how to interact with others in the way I can now. Nostalgic for my clumsy youth, I jumped off the cart and addressed Borden.


      “You sure kept us waiting.”


      “Ah, just finishing up a bit of business.”


      Borden took a deep breath and stood up. As usual, a huge amount of paperwork was piled up on his desk. It looked like the slightest nudge could cause an avalanche.


      Now maybe I’m not one to talk, but I’d say Borden’s a bit of a workaholic.


      Borden seemed to have found a good place to call his work done for the day. Pulling on his coat and picking up his hat, he came over to join his brother. Placing a hand on the lad’s shoulder, he smiled warmly at me.


      “I guess I never properly introduced you to Viol, did I? This is my brother, Riesz.”


      Borden’s younger brother immediately smiled in the same way as Borden did. Hmm, he seems more socially savvy than I was at his age, actually. Well, you’d expect that from an aristocrat.


      Borden’s younger brother, huh… Yes, Seren’s mentioned him before…


      It was only when I closely scrutinized his brown hair and eyes, so similar to Borden’s as a student, that I remembered.


      “…Yes, I remember now. You’re the one with the good eye for magic, aren’t you? You know, I thought the same of Borden when he was younger… There’s magic aptitude in your family, and no mistake: you could have gone on to be great Mages.”


      “An eye for magic…?” Borden’s younger brother looked skeptical.


      “Seren said that she was performing magic at the academy before, and you picked up on what she was doing,” I explained. “You’ve got a keen eye indeed, to be able to see magical energy in flux.”


      “You never told me about that…?”


      Borden laughed gaily. No doubt he’d been amused to hear tell of his brother’s magical talent. In our student days, he’d often talked about his younger brother with the magical aptitude.


      “Yes, I’ve always been able to see magical energy flowing… It was clear to me that Seren was casting magic that one time.” Borden’s younger brother glanced at Seren with an embarrassed look.


      “I wasn’t used to steadily sustaining a flow of magic then… It was embarrassing being caught at it.” Seren shrugged and giggled with embarrassment as well.


      “Back then, your magic kept sputtering and cutting out… It’s amazing you’ve now grown so adept at it that you can sustain actual magical flight for extended periods of time…”


      The boy spoke as if it were almost beyond belief.


      The lad and I had both seen Seren’s earlier, shaky attempts at sustained magic. No doubt, of all people, he and I were best poised to state with confidence that her skills had improved by leaps and bounds.


      Borden’s brother smiled at Seren with admiration.


      “Of course, the constant practice she put in is what led to these results, but yeah, even to begin with, Seren always did have an outstanding aptitude for magic.”


      “Thank you for saying so.” Seren beamed, seeing how sincere those words were. I nodded emphatically, in total agreement with Borden’s brother.


      “It’s true that Seren’s aptitude for magic is outstanding. Why, she’s already highly regarded within the Third Mage Guild, which is populated only by High Mages.”


      “Goodness! …Viol, you don’t need to try to make me sound better than I am!”


      Although she seemed willing to take what Borden’s younger brother said without hesitation, for some reason, my words had Seren shaking her head in a sudden panic. But I wasn’t trying to embellish at all.


      “I’m not trying to make you sound like anything you aren’t. It’s not flattery, merely fact,” I stated. 


      “Right? Viol’s not the flattering type.” Borden smirked, making Seren blush even more.


      I’ve noticed this before, but… Seren always seems to get so embarrassed whenever she’s being praised. She’s so talented and hardworking, and recently she’s been getting all these great results. But I hope her low self-esteem will continue to improve bit by bit.


      Seren could afford to be a little more prideful.


      “I’m not flattering you, Seren, and I don’t think that either Borden or… Was it Riesz? …Borden or Riesz are flattering you, either. As for being able to see magical power, that’s an advantage when it comes to both magical development and combat against magical beasts. It’s one of the skills a budding Mage would definitely benefit from, right?” When I praised Riesz, for some reason, Borden’s expression suddenly darkened.


      “Well, that’s true, but… Someone has to take over the family business. It is what it is.”


      Right…


      Borden must regret his decision to have his younger brother, this budding magical talent, take over the family business instead.


      Borden’s father died suddenly, and Borden had to give up his own Mage career. He oughtn’t feel regret, I think.


      “Yes, you are nobility after all,” I said. “I understand, some things can’t be helped. Of course, protecting the family legacy is also important and an honorable thing to do. It’s just a matter of which you prioritize.”


      For Borden and Riesz, it was an unfortunate case of too much talent without the structure in place. It’s rare for two brothers to have so much magical aptitude that both could qualify for the magic academy.


      There was apparently an initial agreement that one of them would become a High Mage, while the other governed the family territory. But then, when their father, the former prime minister, fell ill, I heard Borden was quick to give up the path of a Mage and immediately went to work supporting his father.


      Up to this point, this was all pretty logical.


      But Borden was so capable that he went on to become prime minister after his father died. And the government concluded that he couldn’t govern his home territory at the same time. So it was decided that in the future, his younger brother would handle the territory.


      I don’t think Borden could have done anything differently.


      “I wanted… I wanted Riesz to choose his own career. I feel disappointed, too.” Borden looked terribly sad as he said that.


      It must have been a tough decision for Borden. I have a younger brother, too, so I know exactly how he felt.


      “I bet.”


      That was all I could say. So I followed it up by patting him on the shoulder. I wish I were better with words at a time like this. But I just don’t have the vocabulary. Sorry, Borden.


      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to get so maudlin. I can’t let Mother see me looking like this. I’d better pull myself together.”


      I stood there, wordlessly, and as always, Borden perked up on his own. I guess you have to be good at that to be prime minister. Borden was incredible at switching gears.


      I felt bad that I couldn’t have helped more, but I doubt that’s what Borden would have wanted from me, anyway.


      “Shall we go?” I prompted. 


      “Oh, yeah.” Borden nodded, looking calm and composed now. 


      Seren brought the cart forward, smiling. “Well then, hop aboard!”


      The journey was to be a rather long one. Hopefully, Borden would feel better by the time we reached his family territory.


      🐈🐈🐈


      “WHOA! It’s amazing! We’re actually flying!”


      “Yes. This is…exhilarating!”


      As soon as we got airborne, the two brothers started whooping with excitement. It’s the basic reaction when someone flies for the first time. Still, I’m glad they’re enjoying themselves.


      “The scenery whips by so fast, way faster than in a carriage… But the breeze on my cheeks feels amazing! It’s wonderful,” Borden murmured to himself in amazement.


      Seren preened, “Viol has cast a Wind Shield, that’s why the breeze feels so nice! Most people enjoy a bit of the wind on their cheeks when flying. Viol’s got it calibrated at the optimum level, I think!”


      Seren always compliments me like this, even though nothing I do compares to the infinitesimally fine adjustments she makes.


      “That’s possible…? Wow, amazing stuff.”


      Riesz, earnest boy that he was, seemed surprised by what Seren said. Meanwhile, Borden had a wicked grin and a sparkle in his eye.


      “What’s it like without the Wind Shield…? I think I’d like to experience it…”


      Aha. Somehow, I knew Borden would say that.


      “I could do it, but… I doubt you’d like it,” I warned. 


      “Ah, yes, everyone always wants to try it out,” Seren laughed. “All right, hold onto anything that might fly away, and grip the handrail hard.”


      “Okay.”


      “What? You’re seriously going to do it…?”


      Riesz, seemingly the more cautious type, balked. But a lot of people want to try to push the envelope, like Borden. I think, like Borden said earlier, they get a false sense of security because it doesn’t feel like we’re going that fast, even though the scenery is rushing by.


      “All right, then. Borden, you’d better hold onto that monocle of yours, or you’re losing it for sure,” I cautioned. 


      “Ah, yes, almost forgot.”


      Once Borden was ready, and I was sure Riesz was firmly gripping the handrail, I gave Seren a small nod.


      “Let’s do it.”


      Then with one word, I lifted the Wind Shield… Only around Borden and Riesz.


      All of a sudden…


      A fierce wind buffeted Borden and Riesz from head to toe. Their clothes and hair flapped noisily, and they both jerked backward, gripping on for dear life.


      “Whoaaaaa!!!”


      “Wow! Amaaazing!!!”


      Borden enjoyed being buffeted by the wind, but Riesz, who’d gotten caught up in his brother’s tomfoolery, cried out pitifully. Sorry, young man. I really am.


      “That’s enough! No more, Bro!” Riesz pleaded. 


      “All right! I guess my curiosity’s satisfied now!”


      “Roger.”


      Feeling sorry for Riesz, I quickly put the Wind Shield back up. The wind softened in an instant, returning to a cool breeze that ruffled both hair and clothes. Yes, this is the optimal amount of airflow.


      “W-Wow…”


      “Amazing, right? I haven’t felt this invigorated in ages!”


      Riesz looked a little stunned, but Borden was chuckling away.


      “Perhaps you’ve been a bit stressed lately, hmm?” I teased. 


      “Yeah, maybe. A lot of troublemakers are always about, giving me a headache.”


      I hadn’t seen Borden look this carefree in a very long time. Hence the teasing. But then he teased right back. It was obvious he was including ME in that list of troublemakers. Guess I’d better apologize.


      “Sorry.”


      “It’s cool. This fresh air has blasted it all away.”


      “Well, good. But you know, your hat flew off.”


      “What?!”


      A shame, he looked rather dapper in it. I should have said something when I warned him about his monocle. His hair, usually so neatly combed, was completely windswept.


      Rather adorable. Like my younger brothers when they wake up in the morning. Such extreme bedhead, you wondered what they’d been doing all night.


      “Bro, your hair’s all over the place…”


      “Makes him look younger, doesn’t it?” Seren commented. 


      “Ah, it’s fine! I’m not at work now! And I can always buy another hat. Boy, that was fun, though!”


      Seeing Borden laughing and enjoying himself this much made me think that I should take him on another wild ride through the skies sometime.


      I’d been feeling guilty about causing so much trouble for Borden of late, but there’s not much I can do to help out my friend. So I just get stuck in a loop of feeling bad.


      Next time he seems to be weighed down by the weight of the world, I’ll invite him on another joyride like this one.
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      🐈🐈🐈


      SEREN kept insisting she was fine to carry on, but I eventually got her to switch places with me, so I could fly the cart. It’s been about half an hour so far.


      A vaguely familiar sight approached, and I squinted my eyes at it.


      “Viol, I think we’re about to approach Mincallan.”


      Indeed. We were almost to Mincallan, the charming village where Seren and I had our honeymoon. The landscape did look familiar.


      Come to think of it, the hair accessory we ordered from the craftsman, Rote, should be nearing completion soon. We should take this opportunity to swing by.


      “Maybe we could stop somewhere for a bathroom break?” I suggested. 


      “Good idea. Let’s ask the innkeeper if we can relax by the lake for a bit. Maybe this is a good spot to descend.”


      As Seren and I were having this quick discussion, Borden suddenly spoke up as if he’d just remembered something.


      “Mincallan is a village famous for its delicate silverwork, isn’t it?”


      “You’re well-informed, as I’d expect,” I said.


      “We visited the village on our honeymoon and spent a few days there,” Seren added.


      “An odd choice of honeymoon destination, indeed.” Borden laughed, clearly amused. Seren and I could only shrug.


      Everyone reacted like that when they heard that we chose Mincallan for our honeymoon. It must be quite far from what the “honeymoon standard” destination is meant to be.


      “The person who made our wedding rings is a craftsman from the village called Rote. Viol and I were really pleased with his work, so we decided to come to the village and ask if he’d make matching hair accessories for us.”


      “Interesting. Ah, yes, that’s fine work, indeed. Is this also the artisan who made Viol’s cloak clasp?”


      “Wow, you’ve got a good eye. Yes, it is. The work was so exquisite that I made a point of asking the shopkeeper about the artisan who crafted it,” I said. 


      “You rarely see silverwork this delicate and detailed. I couldn’t help but notice when Viol, who usually wears just plain black, started sporting that fancy clasp. No doubt it’s a favored piece, I thought.”


      “Oh, yes! I loved the cloak clasp so much as well, that I thought I absolutely HAD to have that artisan make our wedding rings!” Seren exclaimed. 


      “Haha, well, who could say no to such an adorable request from one’s fiancée? Not even block-headed Viol could fail to be swayed.”


      “…”


      For some reason, I had the impression that Riesz had been staring at me with a gloomy expression for a while now… I hope I hadn’t said anything to upset him.


      At times like this, I hate how difficult I find it to read other people and pick up on why they’re angry with me. It’s almost as bad as my inability to find the right words to express myself.


      I can pretty much pick up on what Seren and Borden are thinking, but when it’s someone I don’t know very well, it feels almost impossible. However, I know from past shameful experiences that apologizing without knowing the reason will only make the other person even angrier. So, as a result, there’s really nothing I could do about it right now.


      Sorry, Riesz, I thought, keeping it to myself.


      “Ah! I can see it now,” Seren said. “The lake in front of the inn is beautiful, isn’t it? And they even raise cows and chicks right there on the grounds.”


      “Chicks… At the inn?” Riesz’s expression softened a little, perhaps in surprise. Seren perked up at the interest in Riesz’s eyes when she mentioned the chicks.


      “Oh, yes! They’re so cute, and petting them is so super-soothing!”


      “Y-Yeah… Sounds pretty adorable.” Riesz nodded vaguely as Seren gushed about the chicks.


      “Maybe we could stop by and see them…? What do you think?”


      I caught him murmuring “So cute…” under his breath.


      Yeah, I get it.


      Seren tends to deny her own wants and needs when others are around. So when she asks for something like this, it’s so unexpectedly adorable. It makes you want to give her everything she wants in this world.


      She is cute, isn’t she? You and I think the same. I mentally gave him a hearty handshake.


      We took a short break in Mincallan, ate our fill of the lunch Jean had made for us, bought some sugared rusk treats at the store, and since we were there, we stopped by Rote’s workshop.


      I thought Borden and Riesz might find it boring, but Borden said he was interested, so they opted to come along.


      After knocking and being invited inside, we stepped into Rote’s workshop and were greeted with a big smile.


      “Viol! Seren! Long time!”


      “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? Actually, we’re here today to—”


      “Oh, that’s unusual. You’ve got someone else with you instead of just your wife.”


      I was just about to introduce Borden and Riesz when Rote spotted them.


      “Yes, we’re just stopping here on our way to our friends’ house.”


      “Oh? Where’s that, then?”


      “Earlston.”


      “Well, no doubt you’ll be there well before evening. It’s handy to have a genius mage as a friend, you know!”


      And he laughed heartily as I blinked in surprise.


      “You knew that I’m a mage…?” I asked. 


      “Yes, of course. You often make appearances along with the prime minister when there are important announcements and so on.”


      That made sense.


      Whenever there is a national announcement, magical tools are used to broadcast images and sounds to the entire country. The king would usually make the announcements, but then I would step up to give detailed explanations about matters of magic, and Borden would explain the practical aspects of domestic affairs. It was only natural that people would remember my face.


      “And Seren, here, is far more formidable than her fair features would have you think!” Rote exclaimed. 


      “Is… Is that so…?”


      Seren blushed. She’s still embarrassed about that visual of her slaying the bear being broadcast nationwide.


      “Yes… That certainly makes sense, but when we last visited, everyone just treated us like ordinary travelers… We had no idea,” I admitted. 


      “Well, there was a bit of a fuss when you first came to town. Like, is it really them? But no one wanted to bother you when it was clear you were here for personal recreation.”


      I did think people were giving us random glances at first. I thought maybe it was because it was a village of artisans, and travelers were rare, but I never imagined the villagers were being so kind and considerate.


      “I see. Well, thank you.”


      “Eh, we soon realized that you’re just normal people living your own private lives, so I don’t think anyone really cares to make a fuss about it anymore. I certainly don’t.”


      “That’s good. Well, we look forward to continuing to do business with you.”


      “Sure, sure. Incidentally…the prime minister and your other companion are just here in a non-official capacity today as well, right?”


      “It’s Borden. And yes, I’d rather not be seen as the prime minister when I’m here off-duty.”


      “And I’m Riesz.”


      “All right then. Mr. Borden. Mr. Riesz.”


      “They’re just here as our friends today.”


      “All righty.”


      When I said that, Rote smiled and beckoned us further into his workshop.


      “Well then, Viol and Seren, here it is. Since you came all the way here, why not check it out? It’s almost finished, anyway.”


      “Wow! Can we really?!” Seren yelped in excitement, leaning forward, then suddenly blushed bright red. “Sorry, I…”


      “You were looking forward to seeing the finished article, weren’t you?”


      No need to apologize, love. Her enthusiasm was charming.


      “Let’s see it,” I said. 


      “Yes, please!”


      “I’m pretty confident about this piece, let me tell you.”


      I watched from behind Seren as she peered with delight at the intricate craftsmanship. Meanwhile, Rote proudly explained the work he’d been doing.


      I think that Rote’s work is wonderful, too, but Seren seems to know more about the ins and outs of craftsmanship and appreciates it on an entirely different level than I do. Her enthusiasm was much greater than mine.


      Rote must have picked up on that. He used some technical terms when explaining things to Seren.


      “…This is amazing work,” Borden spoke up from behind us. As the prime minister, Borden had seen many fine products in his time. His words made me feel somehow proud.


      “Right? Rote here is very passionate about researching his craft, and to make these hair accessories, he’s been experimenting with new techniques.”


      “How can it be so delicate, yet so intricate? It’s not just the contrast between the thickness of the flowers and leaves and how very thin the stems are…”


      “It’s because it doesn’t fit into the frame, see? Good, I’m glad that contrast comes across at first glance. Seeing people’s reactions to my work is the best thing about being an artisan.”


      “Ah, yes! That aspect makes it look very different from what you usually see in jewelry design. I’d like to see the finished product once it’s done,” Borden said. “Riesz, you should get a good look at this, too. Seeing master craftsmanship at a young age will benefit you in your future.”


      “Lord Riesz, this one is my barrette, and these are Viol’s hair cuffs. They look lovely, don’t they?” Seren proudly pointed out the almost-finished hair accessories.


      Riesz didn’t seem particularly interested in the accessories… In fact, he seemed quite glum. But Seren’s clear enthusiasm raised a smile from him.


      Borden, who’d finished scrutinizing the hair pieces, nodded in approval. “Once you’re done with this work for Viol and Seren, I’d like to put an order in, too. Can I order by mail?”


      “Certainly. Here is the address. Thank you!”


      Oh, good. We brought Rote a new customer.


      After we were done in the village, we sped off to Borden’s place, with Seren flying the cart. She was in high spirits after seeing how well the hair accessories were coming along. She was flying at much higher speeds than she’d flown on our honeymoon. Even I found myself gripping the rails with white knuckles.


      🐈🐈🐈


      WHEN we arrived at the castle and entered the reception room, Borden’s mother came running up and hugged Riesz tight, beaming. The last time we met, she seemed like an energetic and competent lady of the house, but now I could see her kind, motherly side.


      “I’m home, Mom. That’s nice, but… You’re embarrassing me…”


      Riesz looked embarrassed, though. Yes, I’m sure I’d feel the same way.


      Borden got a more reserved welcome. His mother clearly wanted to treat him like an adult. Well, thank goodness for that.


      “Welcome! Thank you for coming! And thank you so much for bringing my boys all this way to see me.”


      I could see tears in her eyes. She clearly was delighted. Though she was a powerful woman, she was probably as worried as any mother about her sons, who lived so far away.


      I was glad we’d invited Borden and Riesz.


      Though it was Seren’s idea. Seren and I exchanged smiles.


      “Oh, dear me! I got so excited, I forgot to ask you all to sit down! Please forgive me. I have some sweets prepared in the sitting room, along with some nice tea. Nothing too strong, so it won’t overpower the sweets. We can talk while we eat!”


      Those words made my ears perk up. The sweets Borden’s mother sent us were absolutely delicious.


      “Thank you…!”


      We went into the sitting room, and I was excited indeed. My eyes went straight to the desserts laid out on the table.


      Were those…pot pies…?


      I haven’t had those in a while. And I’ve only ever had savory stew pot pies. I’ve never really thought of them as being dessert fare. Still, if Borden’s mother was serving them, no doubt they’d be delicious.


      “Please, help yourselves!”


      I took a bite of the pie, and…


      “This is… Amazing!”


      I moaned despite myself.


      “I’ve never had such crunchy, fresh fruit before. It’s tart and also refreshing… But it goes so perfectly with the sweetness of the cream and the white chocolate…!” I gushed with praise.


      “Right? I knew you’d like it. It’s a kind of dessert pie made with Anlu, the rare fruit that only grows on a small section of our lands.”


      Anlu? I’d never heard of it before.


      Dad grew a wide variety of fruits and often ordered rare specimens for his research, but this was the first time I’d encountered one called Anlu.


      “Anlu, huh? It’s a type of apple, but it’s quite sour. That’s what makes it so good.” Borden helpfully explained, and I nodded thoughtfully.


      A type of apple? Yes, that explains the refreshing sweetness.


      You might think it’d be cloyingly sweet because of the fresh cream and white chocolate, but it was actually refreshing and tasted great.


      “Yes. It’s not too heavy. It’s subtly balanced. And I like that it’s served warm. It makes it seem sweeter,” I noted. 


      Borden’s mother smiled, looking pleased.


      She and I seem to have the same taste in sweets.


      “You… Like sweets, don’t you?” a voice tinged with surprise interjected.


      Riesz.


      Oh yes… Borden’s younger brother didn’t know about my great affinity for sweets. For a moment, I considered brushing it off and denying it, but I immediately gave up on that idea.


      “Well, you are Borden’s younger brother… I guess you’d notice, sooner or later,” I shrugged. 


      In fact, it might be easier just to let him in on the secret.


      After all, I planned to visit the Borden estate frequently from now on to monitor the situation, which meant I’d be discussing sweets with his mother quite often.


      Since both Borden and his mother know about my fancy for sweets, Riesz would soon find out through the course of normal conversation.


      Borden apparently thought the same. “Right. You and my mother already seem to have bonded over sweets. I guess it was only a matter of time until the cat was out of the bag.”


      “Lord Riesz isn’t the type to gossip. You don’t need to worry, Viol,” Seren reassured. 


      “I… I see. Well, good.”


      If both Seren and Borden insisted, then there was no need for concern. Riesz must be a trustworthy fellow. Still, I’d expect no less from Borden’s younger brother.


      I decided to drop my guard and be honest.


      “Yes… The thing is, I have a great passion for sweet things. Though it’s a bit embarrassing, so if you could keep it a secret, I’d really appreciate it.”


      Riesz looked stunned for a moment, then laughed awkwardly. I guess it’s weird for a grown man to admit something like this and then ask you to help cover it up… I felt awful.


      “Of course, I won’t tell anyone.”


      I was truly relieved to hear him say that. But I’d expect nothing less from Borden’s younger brother.


      “I see, thank you. That’s a relief.”


      “Lord Riesz knows how to keep a secret. Don’t worry.”


      Seren smiled at me, and I felt immensely reassured. Then I remembered why we’d come here in the first place.


      Yikes. The dessert was so delicious, it completely distracted me.


      I sat up straight and faced Borden’s mother. “I’m sorry. The sweets were so amazing that I almost forgot. I wanted to say that the roll cake you sent was absolutely delicious. So delicious, I wanted to come and thank you in person.”


      Today’s pot pie was excellent, but that roll cake was also exceptional. Recalling the flavor with some nostalgia, I thanked Borden’s mother profusely.


      “Oh, my! Well, I’m so glad you enjoyed it. It’s a type of roll cake called a Cortiroll. It’s very popular among sweets lovers.”


      “It was delicious, but also beautiful to look at. It was almost a shame to eat it.”


      “Indeed! The way a dessert looks is very important.”


      As Seren chatted with Borden’s mother, I tried to think of what to say next.


      Yes… When it comes to desserts, I never get tongue-tied. But with all other things, I have to plan out what I’m going to say first. Seren knows that and always covers for me in conversations. That is something I’ve come to realize only recently.


      I’m eternally grateful for my wife’s kindness and thoughtfulness.


      “Thank you for letting us peruse your wonderful old books, for your hospitality, and for the gift of such a delicious dessert. I’m afraid I don’t have enough words to express the depth of my gratitude…”


      But, trying to sound as natural as possible, I made my very best attempt at saying what I wanted to say.
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      How Versatile It Is to Fly


       


      ONCE Viol started expressing his gratitude for how we were hosted during our honeymoon, Lord Borden’s mother got quickly to her feet.


      “Oh, my! Well, I should be thanking YOU!” She dashed over to the window before turning to face us. “Just look below! Look what you’ve done for us!”


      Her face was bright and joyful, so different from the previously somber expression she wore. We couldn’t help being overpowered by it. 


      Drawn to the window by her summoning gaze, Viol and I exchanged a glance before quietly looking out through the glass.


      “…Oh!”


      It was a breathtaking sight.


      The land we’d recently reclaimed spread out below. What was once just a wide, brown expanse of dry land stretching into the distance was now a series of carefully divided crop fields. So many different kinds of vegetables had been planted there. There were neat rows and ridges, and green things in various stages of sprouting. The locals were busy at work, tending to the crops, with oxen pulling plows here and there.


      I could see something in the distance that I thought might be a farm. There was a big pasture, and cows dotted the landscape like peas scattered on a plate.


      It was a peaceful, prosperous, very bucolic scene.


      Lord Borden’s mother saw the look of amazement in our eyes and grinned with satisfaction. “What do you think? Isn’t it splendid?”


      “Yes…! Wow, there’s been so much progress.”


      “And it’s all thanks to you two.”


      I felt glad, seeing her gazing out of the window with such joy.


      “Never before have I appreciated the true goodness of magic. In just a few hours, all that forest was transformed into usable farmland!”


      Lord Borden and Lord Riesz seemed taken aback by the scene, too. Then Lord Borden started peppering Viol with questions.


      “Good work as always, you two. But, how’d you do it?”


      Viol, who’d already explained the whole process once to my father and then to his own father, answered smoothly and without any hint of hesitation.


      Once he finished answering all of Lord Borden’s questions, Lord Borden snorted air through his nose.


      “You really are something else, aren’t you?”


      I could appreciate how Lord Borden felt.


      Watching from the sidelines as Viol casually used a variety of different magic forms, from wind to fire to water to earth, to clear the forest in what felt like mere minutes… Even I’d felt like I was witnessing something from a dream.


      But Viol didn’t realize that what he’d done was incredible. Like Lord Borden said, he really was something else!


      “Really?” Viol tilted his head in confusion, blinking at his friend. “But Seren did all the nitty-gritty stuff, like collecting and stacking the cut trees for lumber, and controlling the wind direction so the fire wouldn’t spread. I only did the easy parts.”


      All I did was cut up the trees that Viol had cut down and then piled them up. I really hadn’t done much.


      How could Viol see that as more important than what he’d done…? But while I was puzzling over complicated thoughts, the topic suddenly changed, and Viol started asking about what changes had occurred since the new land was tilled.


      Whoops. I’d better listen carefully.


      “So, the reclaimed land is being put to use with no issues?” he asked. 


      “Of course! We were able to plant seeds that very same day! The field workers were all astonished.”


      “Have there been any other notable changes?”


      “Well, everyone’s been much busier. After all, now we’ve got much more land to farm.”


      “I see, that’s good then.”


      Lady Borden answered all of Viol’s questions concisely.


      From what I heard, it didn’t seem like any problems were arising from the land development.


      Viol looked relieved, a sentiment I shared.


      When nature bares its fangs, we humans often feel so powerless. It was good that nothing had gone wrong.


      “What’s wrong? Something bothering you?” Lord Borden frowned suddenly at Viol.


      “Ah… Maybe. I’ve been just a bit concerned.”


      “Concerned?”


      “My father grows his own fruits and vegetables, see, so I thought if I told him about the work we’d done here, it might prove useful. He said that large-scale slash and burn farming can sometimes cause the climate of an area to change, so it’s better to be cautious.”


      “Ah… I see. Yes, that’s something to consider.”


      “We used the trees we cut down as lumber, rather than burning them, but we did burn the weeds and roots. And we cultivated a large swath of land in one go. I was thinking that there had to be some sort of impact on the region’s flora and fauna… Right?”


      “Well, that kind of thing can happen anywhere you cultivate land.”


      “Indeed. If it’s just minor issues, it’s not a big deal, but if it led to something like heavy rains or drought, that would be terrible. I’d like to check on the situation here regularly.”


      “So that’s why you and your lovely wife came back to visit?” Lady Borden asked. 


      “Well, my main purpose was to thank you in person for the sweets, but I also wanted to see the situation with my own eyes, so I could reassure myself that all was well. I also wanted to discuss the risks with you, my lady, and ask you to monitor the situation from here as well.”


      As Viol spoke frankly about what he’d been thinking and feeling, Lord Borden wore a conflicted smile. Still, I could appreciate how he must feel. His smile seemed to be a mix of happiness and apologetic.


      “Thank you, Viol. But you don’t need to worry so much. We were the ones who asked you to cultivate the area,” he said. “You don’t need to feel so responsible.”


      I guess Lord Borden’s spent much more time around Viol than I have. He knows that, though Viol might seem cold on the surface, he’s actually a very kind and caring person. He probably felt bad that Viol had been troubling himself so much over all this.


      “Hehe, Lord Borden. You don’t need to worry! Our main purpose in coming here was actually to buy some nice sweets. We plan to visit every now and then for our own pleasure, so we’ll check in when we come, as it will be convenient to do so.” I smiled at Lord Borden and Viol, who also nodded calmly in agreement.


      “Anyway, I’m relieved that there doesn’t seem to be any problem for now,” Viol said. “If the land cultivation was a success this time, I thought High Mages could play a role in expanding farmland in the future. Only, now I realize we need to consider the variables and tread carefully when dealing with nature.”


      I nodded in full agreement with his assessment.


      I’d never even considered the possibility of the climate changing until Viol’s father suggested it. The wisdom of the older generation really is worth its weight in gold.


      “All that to say, we’ll be on the alert. But your field workers seem to be all smiles, which is wonderful to see. Now, if you could just tell me where I can buy those delicious sweets we ate earlier, that would be great.”


      That was a very Viol-like comment, and both Lord Borden and I couldn’t help laughing.


      “…Tsk. He never changes.” Muttering, Lord Borden shook his head, then composed his features into a prime minister-ly expression. “Viol’s idea is directly connected to increasing our nation’s power, but it would certainly be better to verify things first. I’ll observe the situation in our territory for a few years before I make any proposals to the king.”


      “With that much time available, we’ll be able to stabilize the magical device we recently developed and will be able to free up many more Mages for different forms of work,” Viol agreed. “That will work perfectly for us.”


      Currently, we’re still testing the second iteration of the Barrier Amplifier. Even if things go well, having a few years to work with would be a big help.


      Besides, even if things go well here in Lord Borden’s demesne, there’s a chance the same techniques in areas with different topologies could have adverse effects. The kinds of climate changes that Viol’s father mentioned could well happen elsewhere.


      Land cultivation usually takes a good deal of time, money, and manpower. That’s why Lady Borden was in such a bind. It’s a big challenge for any territory. Mages coming in and doing all this work in a matter of minutes was bound to upset the balance of things somewhere.


      I thought I’d better chip in with my own opinion a little. “It might be best to start slowly and not go too big at first.”


      “Yes, that’s right. If we start rolling it out on a national level, people would naturally have concerns and may start a backlash.” Prime Minister Borden seemed to be able to picture the worst-case scenario quite easily. He already looked depressed as he imagined what might happen.


      On the other hand, Viol didn’t seem too bothered about the trouble that might be kicked up by the public’s reactions. In contrast to Lord Borden’s pessimism, he looked excited.


      “I’m looking forward to it,” he said. “If we can expand your farmland, Borden, that means you’ll be able to grow and harvest more of those Anlu apples. I’ll be happy if I can get my hands on those more easily.”


      “Well, they’re hard to cultivate. They’re susceptible to blight and tend to be loved by insects.” Lord Borden smiled wryly, seeing the twinkle in Viol’s eyes, even as his face remained impassive.


      Though the farmland had been expanded, it seemed Viol’s wish wouldn’t come true that easily. Viol looked disappointed, and for a moment, I pictured him in cat form, ears drooping… But as I reveled in that image, an idea occurred to me.


      “Why not try improving the Anlu variety? I bet this fruit would interest your father, Viol.”


      “Huh… Yes… It might. Although it depends on what the Bordens think…?” Viol brightened for a second, then went solemn again and looked over at his friend.


      With specialized varieties, it’s often difficult to get permission to plant seedlings in other regions. Some regions prefer to keep their own varieties exclusive and to keep their cultivation techniques specific to their own territory.


      Prime Minister Borden didn’t respond at first. There was a moment of silence, then Lord Riesz spoke up.


      “I think selective breeding is interesting.”


      “Riesz.”


      “I think the Anlu’s only flaw so far has been that its production volume has been too inconsistent.”


      “Precisely.” Lord Borden smiled, pleased with what his brother had just said. 


      Encouraged, Lord Riesz turned to his mother. “Mother, can we furnish them with a few seedlings?”


      “Of course! I’ll have it all arranged. They should be ready by tomorrow.” Lady Borden beamed. She looked ready to roll up her sleeves and go potting seedlings right on the spot.


      Seeing that, I finally understood.


      When Lord Borden became prime minister, he entrusted the management of his territory to his younger brother, Riesz. Lord Borden might have avoided making decisions about the territory, thinking that it would be better to leave those decisions to Lady Borden and Lord Riesz instead.


      I felt like we’d gotten a glimpse of Lord Riesz’s future as lord of these lands. It made me happy to see it.


      🐈🐈🐈


      A few days later, while I was at work…


      “Hmm? Seren, what’s up? You seem uncharacteristically unfocused today…?”


      “What? Oh, sorry!”


      Vellia’s comment had me sitting up straighter in my chair.


      Yikes. I’m meant to be at work, but I was letting my mind wander.


      “What were you thinking about? I’d love to know if it’s okay?”


      “Well, it’s just that a few days ago we made a round trip to Prime Minister Borden’s lands in Earlston, via Mincallan.”


      “What?! Isn’t that a two-week round trip by carriage?”


      “Well, yes, usually. By carriage, you have to follow the winding roads instead of going straight. And you can’t go that fast, can you? It’s such a shame when flying is so fast. For most people, it’s still such a lengthy trip. I was wondering if there wasn’t something we could do about that.”


      “Like what?”


      “For example, I was thinking that if the town’s Mages could fly large carts, they could carry many people at once over long distances… Sort of like a horse and carriage.”


      “…” Vellia pushed up his glasses and stared at me in silence. Then he sighed heavily. “You know, Seren…”


      “Y-Yes?”


      “I think the idea is good, but it’s not that easy for an ordinary Mage to fly, you know.”


      “R-Right… I guess it wouldn’t be that easy…”


      “Seren, you didn’t even go to the magic academy, but you’re a genius who passed the High Mage exam through self-study. On top of that, you’ve used your genius to master flying.”


      I wanted to deny being a genius, but Vellia had an unusually stern look, so I couldn’t say anything.


      “You were able to teach us Mages the basics of flight, yes. But it seems like you’re under the impression that anyone can fly if they just train a bit.”


      I nodded.


      “But we High Mages are at the top of our game. Forgive me for phrasing it this way, but every one of us is a genius here. But even for us, mastering flight is tricky. Even if we learn enough to fly ourselves and a few others, it’s not like we can master it enough to take paying guests.”


      “Right…”


      “What I mean is, I just want you to understand that flight magic is by no means an easy thing that an average Mage could handle.”


      I felt instantly gloomy as Vellia gave me a stern warning. I’d thought it was such a good idea, as well…


      “Oh, come on, don’t look so despondent.” Vellia’s voice rose to a cheerier octave. “Maybe I was a bit harsh there, but you are quite a bit like Archmage Viol, aren’t you?”


      “…Am I?”


      “Oh, yeah. I know I said we’re all magical geniuses here, but I think that you and Archmage Viol are standouts among the rest of us.”


      “Oh, goodness…”


      “You might not be aware of it, but it’s true. And I think that’s why you assume other people can easily do the same things as you. Because though you’re a genius, you don’t think of yourself as anything special,” Vellia said with a wry smile. “Especially since you didn’t attend the magic academy at all, and you’ve only just recently joined the Third Mage Guild. You’ve never seen the skill level of an ordinary mage. I guess it’s unavoidable, really.


      “Hmm,” Vellia muttered, solemnly, pushing up his black-rimmed glasses. “That discrepancy in perception will always be an obstacle for you when trying to improve on existing magics. Perhaps you should take the time and go and have a tour of the magic academy.”


      I felt terrible. I’d interrupted Vellia’s work and gotten him caught up in thinking about unrelated things. I felt quite awful about myself.


      🐈🐈🐈


      THEN, after work that same day…


      I was having dinner with some of my coworkers. And, sadly, they were having a laugh at my expense.


      “Of course you’re in the wrong, Seren!”


      Hearing Gil say it so bluntly disappointed me even more. I’d just been telling everyone the proposition I’d made to Vellia earlier.


      I’d explained my thinking… that if we had local mages train to fly large carts, it would be possible to carry many people at once and travel quickly, just like in a horse-drawn carriage. Then I told them how I’d been scolded for my short-sightedness, and for assuming that just because I could do it, others could too.


      I thought they’d comfort me, but instead they all wholeheartedly agreed with Vellia and burst out laughing. How sad.


      “Haha, I’ve thought the same thing as Vellia on occasion. Seren’s a genius on a level that makes us pale in comparison.”


      “Listen, if you were earnest about it, then it’s just a misunderstanding. I mean, you’ve only just finished learning advanced magic.”


      “Still, if you think it’d help, then touring the magic academy might be a good idea.”


      “Oh… Really…?” I was honestly starting to feel a bit sulky since no one was sympathizing with me.


      “Although I don’t think your idea itself is that bad, Seren.”


      “You don’t, Gil…?”


      “When we were exploring that font of magical energy in the forest, we got to ride on carts flown by the wind mages… and it really opened up my eyes to a whole new world of travel. Once you experience that convenience, walking seems stupid.”


      “Is it really all that different?”


      Gil nodded vigorously in response to Arles’ question. “It’s worlds apart. I mean, Seren just said that it only took them two days to go all the way to Earlston and back.”


      “Two days… Sounds like something out of a dream. If it weren’t Seren herself who said it, I’d assume someone was making up wild stories. I mean, wouldn’t you?”


      “Right? Flying saves time, it’s comfortable, easy, and safe. For someone like Seren, who flies daily, it must seem like such an amazing convenience that she naturally wants everyone else to be able to use it, too.”


      “The issue is that there aren’t all that many mages about who could easily master flight.”


      “…Well, if people can’t do it, maybe a magical device could?” Lucien, who’d been listening in silence to Gil and Arles’ conversation up until then, suddenly blurted.


      “A magical device, eh…”


      “If it’s hard even for people to do it, then how can we get a magical device to do it?”


      Gil and Arles looked thoughtful, but I felt suddenly encouraged by their words.


      “There’s no need to perfectly replicate what Seren does, right? The point is, ultimately, we want to achieve a shorter transportation time than we currently have, right?


      Lucien was right.


      “…Indeed, it might be possible…” I mused. 


      “Do you have any ideas, Seren?”


      “I think so… The other day, when Viol and I went to the rescue of that trading vessel, we launched our rescue operation from the skies.”


      “Ah, yes! That tale has already become legend.”


      I couldn’t help but smile wryly when Gil said that. Calling it a legend was an exaggeration.


      “They got stuck in the first place because there had been no wind for a long time, and they’d run out of fuel,” I explained. “So we developed a magical device that can generate wind flow.”


      “I was thinking about that, too. It was a rather simple device, an improvement on the first air-blowing magical device that we newly hired High Mages devised. What you did was expand it in scope, and I’m sure you must have made some other improvements I’m not aware of, as well. But that just goes to show that with a bit of imagination, you can make large-scale reforms by simply improving on what we already have.”


      When Lucien said that, I nodded vigorously.


      Indeed, he had a point.


      “My father said that the voyage was very comfortable,” I said. “In fact, they could sail so smoothly that they were able to visit more distant lands than they’d originally anticipated.”


      “That’s great! I love hearing about magical devices being a success.” Lucien, who’s always so cool and laidback, was now beaming.


      “Just like Lucien said earlier, if we use our imagination, we can come up with a new means of transportation,” I said. “It’s definitely possible! I feel so much better now!”


      “Great, Seren! That’s the spirit!”


      “Well, it’s best to act when inspiration strikes, right? We’ve all finished dinner, so why don’t we go outside for a bit?”


      “Huh? You want to start right now?”


      Arles was surprised by Gil’s suggestion. Usually, the two of them, being big drinkers, would start in on the booze after dinner at about this point.


      Gil grinned in response to Arles’ question. “I mean, I was thinking we could have Seren do a little flying demonstration while we brainstorm about this new method of transportation we want to create.”


      “I see…”


      “Whoa! You mean, we can see her flying up close?!” Lucien sounded excited.


      I suppose flying is seen as something rare and exciting, after all.


      “If you’d like, I’d be happy to show you anytime,” I told them. “But if there’s going to be flying, perhaps we could go back to the Mage Tower first? I left my cart there, after all.”


      “Sure!”


      The three of them all nodded, so we decided to finish up dinner right then and head to the Mage Tower.


      But once we arrived there to collect the cart, I hesitated.


      “Um… There are a lot of people passing by here, so how about going to my house instead, if nobody minds…?” I felt nervous, inviting coworkers to my home for the first time.


      “Seriously?! Can we?! Heck yeah, I’ll go! Let’s go!”


      “Oh, but are you sure? I mean, you guys are newlyweds…”


      “I’m down, for sure.”


      Despite my nerves, everyone seemed to like the idea, which was reassuring. I quickly got everyone aboard the cart and then demonstrated levitating.


      “Whoa! It’s really floating!” Arles’ reaction was so earnest and adorable.


      Lucien seemed quietly impressed.


      Only Gil remained blasé. Well, Gil had ridden in the cart flown by the wind mages during the expedition to investigate that font of magical energy in the forest, after all.


      “Seren, why don’t you take us out into the open skies?” Gil suggested. “It’d be good if we could get an idea of your usual top speed. Take us out a little ways before returning.”


      “Sure… But it’s dark already, so I’ll just go as far as the lighthouse.”


      “It takes about two days by carriage to reach the town where the lighthouse is… Yes, that might be the right distance for us to get a good idea of the kinds of speeds we’re looking at.”


      Gil was previously an adventurer, so he knows the geography of this region well. Still, when flying, distance becomes an entirely different thing.


      “We’ll be there in a jiffy.”


      “I’ve no doubt.”


      “I find it hard to imagine, somehow…”


      It was interesting to see the different reactions between Gil, who was accustomed to flying, and Arles, who was experiencing it for the first time. After giving the usual safety warnings, I decided to get us airborne right away.


      “I’ll go slowly at first, then I’ll gradually increase the speed, okay?”


      “Seren, please fly as fast as you can. We need to know the upper limits of your flying capability.”


      “Okay! Now, please make sure you hold on tightly. If you don’t, you might get blown away.”


      “Seriously? Aren’t you exaggerating?”


      “Hmm, you never know. I don’t want anyone to fall. I’d rather exaggerate than take a risk,” I said. 


      No one has actually fallen yet, so I don’t know for sure.


      “Viol’s always telling me to slow down, that it’s dangerous, and I suppose I’ve started to worry that flying fast is dangerous, too. But today I’m actually very happy at the thought of being able to fly as fast as I want. I’m quite excited at the prospect!”


      When I said that to Arles, everyone suddenly went pale.


      “What? Archmage Viol said not to fly too fast…?”


      “Seren, hold on a sec…”


      “Okay, here we go!”


      “Waaah!!!”


      Everyone grabbed on for dear life.


      Keeping one eye on them in my peripheral vision, I upped my speed.


      “Whoa! This IS fast! This is way faster than I was imagining!”


      “It’s REALLY fast! I think too fast? Maybe?”


      “Wow… It’s amazing…!”


      “Is everyone acclimatized to the speed? Can I go faster?” I asked.


      “What?! You can go even faster than this?”


      “Oh, yes. I’m still just warming up. Actually, we’re still flying relatively slowly.”


      “So… So what happens when you fly all-out?”


      “Behold!”


      “No! Wait! Hold on!”


      I was about to throttle it, but Arles looked so panicked, I felt a bit guilty and held back.


      “Hehe, there’s no need to worry. The scenery is passing by faster and faster, and it’s disorienting you. If you look to the side and focus on the distance, you won’t feel like we’re flying all that fast. I recommend it if you’re a bit scared.”


      When I told Arles some tips on how to handle flying faster, she looked at me like I was some kind of terrifying monster. Oh, well.


      Lucien and Gil kept urging me on, so I zoomed all the way to the lighthouse and back. It was a short, enjoyable flight, accompanied by Arles’ screams.


      🐈🐈🐈


      “UGH… I think I’m gonna puke…”


      As soon as we arrived back at my house and got off the cart, Arles staggered and sat down, muttering helplessly. She was a little pale and was obviously feeling sick.


      “Sorry…!”


      I gave the exhausted Arles some water and rubbed her back.


      So far, no one had become ill from my flying, but if things like this were going to happen, maybe I’d have to be more careful.


      Was it flying that made her sick? Or was it the speed? Either way, I felt truly guilty about it.


      “Oh dear… I’m so sorry. Are you okay…?”


      “I’m okay… Anyway, we’re the ones who said we wanted to see you fly…”


      “Here, drink this,” Gil said. 


      “What is it?”


      “It’s an herbal concoction that makes you feel a bit better when you’re feeling nauseous,” he explained. “I often drink it when I’ve got a bit of a hangover.” 


      I was a little surprised to find out that such a medicine existed, but grateful all the same.


      “Thanks. I don’t know if hangover medicine will help, but it’s better than nothing. Oh, Seren… I’m going to rest for a bit. The rest of you, carry on your conversation.”


      “But…”


      “Don’t let my sacrifice go to waste.”


      “Hahaha, right! Don’t worry, we’ll be sure to make the most of it!” Gil found something about this very funny. He laughed out loud and clapped Arles on the shoulder, then beckoned me over.


      I was worried, but I left Arles in the care of our butler, Albert, and my maid, Rince, and returned to the cart with Gil. Lucien was already there, inspecting the cart intensely.


      As I approached, Lucien looked up, frowning with concern. “Is Arles all right?”


      “She’ll be fine, I gave her some medicine, and she’s calmed down now,” Gil said. “We may have gone a bit too fast.”


      “I feel bad about it…” I muttered. 


      “Don’t even worry about it, Seren,” Gil said. “We made you do it. At this point, we need to focus on getting some research results. Otherwise, Arles’ nausea and your feelings of guilt will be all for nothing.”


      “Right. So, Seren, can you talk us through what you were doing while flying the cart earlier?


      In response to Lucien’s question, I explained the mechanism of flying, which I’ve explained many times before. The force needed to generate lift, the propulsion to propel it forward, using the wind to change direction, and the use of the Wind Shield to soften the wind blast for the comfort of the cart riders.


      Lucien listened closely and, after thinking for a minute, said, “It’s impressive that you came up with this idea. Flight is a type of magic that has long been said to be impossible to develop.”


      “I think until now, people assumed it was too difficult to make the continuous adjustments of magical energy output needed to sustain flight for such long periods of time.”


      In fact, the senior High Mages I taught to fly were now able to fly quite well. Still, they seemed only to use flying in the course of their work. In their daily lives, it still seemed easier for them to walk, run, or travel by carriage instead.


      The magical adjustments needed to sustain flight really are very delicate and complex.


      “Wind mages have all probably used this technique before… Among the wind-based lifestyle magic spells, there’s this spell called Swiftness, which can increase your running speed. I recreated its effects by manipulating the wind. Many aspects of flying use that technique. It’s not really new technology, per se,” I clarified. 


      The truth about the fundamentals of flight magic isn’t so out of the ordinary, after all.


      When I was still training under Viol to become a High Mage, he instructed me to cast Swiftness when we went to the forest together. It was my first time casting magic on someone as well as myself, so I was nervous about it. But looking back, I think I based my flight technique on that experience. It was perfect for experimenting with delicately adjusting the output of magic, and Viol’s instruction was truly efficient.


      At every opportunity, I’m reminded of how blessed I am to have had such a great instructor.


      Today, I made up my mind to give Viol a thorough massage before bed.


    


  




  

    

       


       


       


      Lucien 1


       


      I’m About to Faint


       


      “IN everyday life?!”


      My voice had gone all high and squeaky.


      I mean, aren’t controlling wind flow and speed just the most elementary forms of lifestyle magic? I don’t have an in-depth knowledge of wind magic, but even I know that.


      Wind mages have often dreamed of mastering flight, but it’s always been a form of magic that’s just out of reach. I heard that a lot of Mages had attempted it at the academy, but had never had success.


      A wind mage friend of mine tried it once, but ended up covered in bruises, and ultimately concluded that it’s impossible.


      Now she’s talking about incorporating it into everyday life?


      But Seren continued with her usual calm smile, “Yes. I want to use the spell that blasts air against someone’s back from behind to facilitate faster running. Since each person’s build, weight, and natural running ability are different, the strength of the wind must be adjusted for each person to make several people run at the same speed, right? Well, flying is exactly the same!”


      Really…? I thought, smiling wryly.


      Once, when we were going to be late for class, that wind mage friend of mine tried using wind magic to blast me from behind and give me a boost… But he used too much force, and I ended up flat on my face.


      I ended up with some pretty bad scrapes on my face, and nothing but sour memories of that particular spell.


      It’s dangerous stuff.


      “I once had a friend try it on me, but a sudden gust of wind hit the upper half of my body only, and I got flipped over, landing right on my face,” I said. “Isn’t it a pretty dangerous type of magic?”


      “Yes, since people have different physiques and running speeds, I was pretty scared the first time I tried to assist someone else with it. It was extremely difficult to fine-tune it so that we could both run at the same speed. I’m not sure I’d say it’s a dangerous magic necessarily. Maybe it’s just a form of magic that’s difficult to control.”


      From the way she spoke, I got the feeling that even though Seren said it was difficult, she had at least never knocked anyone down.


      How was it possible she could do that without ever attending the academy…?


      “Hmm, well, it sounds pretty difficult to me…”


      “Hmm,” Seren hummed, deep in thought. She looked so solemn, I felt a little bad about impeding her. But then she suddenly lifted her chin so fast, I almost heard a whiplash sound. “I’ve just had an idea!”


      Her eyes sparkled, and it was clear inspiration had struck her. She’s usually so calm and reserved. It’s adorable when she gets all excited over something like this.


      “So, um… Um! With wind magic… We have this technique of creating a wall of wind!”


      Seren paused, tilting her head slightly, then quickly cast some sort of magic in the air. She probably decided that it would be quicker to do a demonstration rather than explain it in words.


      “Could you try touching this for a second?”


      Prompted by Seren, Gil reached out and touched the spot in thin air she was pointing out. Then he gasped and said, “Whoa!”


      “I can’t see anything, but there really is a wall there.”


      Hearing this, I also timidly touched it.


      Indeed, it felt like a springy wall. It was softer than an ordinary wall yet had a certain firmness against my fingertips. It was a strange sensation. If I had to compare the texture to something, I think I’d say…marshmallow-like?


      “It’s squishy. Can I try jumping in there?”


      I was a little surprised that Gil would say something like that.


      “You’re brave. You’re going to jump into something you can’t see?” I asked. 


      “Well, it’s transparent, so yeah, we can’t see it, but I know it’s there. Hyup!” Gil jumped right in, and then he seemed to bounce around in nothingness. Visually, it was sort of nauseating to watch.


      “Hehe, I could have made it firmer, but I’m glad I made it soft,” Seren giggled. 


      “Oh, you can change the firmness, too? So? How are you planning to utilize this?” Gil asked. 


      Right, there’s the question. ’Cause I can’t even guess.


      “With a Wind Wall, or Wind Shield, you don’t need the sort of delicate adjustments that you need to make while flying,” Seren explained. 


      “I see.”


      “If all you wanted was to travel quickly, there’d be no need to fly. One of the reasons carriages take so long is that the roads are bumpy and sometimes muddy, making it difficult to go all that fast, right? Well, if we could create a barrier of wind along the surface of the road, we could go faster regardless of the road conditions.”


      “Is that something a magical device could actually do, though?”


      “Our team has a senior wind mage in charge of magical devices. I’ll consult with them, I think.”


      Still, thinking of horses galloping across this marshmallow space… It made me a little nervous. I mean, I wouldn’t like to run around in it myself. I can’t imagine a horse not being freaked out by it.


      There’s no sense of airflow inside the Wind Shield itself. Maybe it’s something you can get used to, but it’s definitely unsettling to realize that your feet aren’t even touching the ground.


      Ah, but… Hold on a sec. After thinking about it for a bit, I decided to ask Seren about what was on my mind.


      “Seren, earlier you described this marshmallow-like mass of air as a “wall of wind,” but I wonder if this wall itself can create a wind current…?”


      “Well, I’ve never heard of that… But…do you have an idea how?”


      “I was just thinking of a way of transport that doesn’t actually use horses. Horses are easily spooked, and I was thinking they probably wouldn’t take to running along an invisible road.”


      “Ah, that’s true.”


      “Then how about using the wind itself as propulsion… Like with a sailboat?”


      Seren’s idea had sparked something in me, and the magical device I wanted to create was gradually taking shape in my mind.


      Maybe the magical device that creates the wind path should be attached to the front of the carriage. If we combined it with something like a boat’s rudder, we might be able to continuously cast a wind path ahead of the carriage in the direction we want to go, with wind being forced from behind to provide propulsion…


      “Maybe we could put a sail on the back.”


      “What?!”


      “That might work.”


      A voice came from behind us, and we all turned to see who it was.


      There stood our very own Archmage Viol, in his trademark all-black. Black hair, black robe, black cloak.


      “Viol!” Seren cried. 


      “A-Archmage Viol…!”
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      It’s been a long time since I’ve seen Archmage Viol up close and personal like this…!


      When someone I admire appears, I can’t help but stand up straighter.


      He really is fearsomely beautiful. But what’s most amazing about him is that he can control all four magical elements perfectly. My senior peers told me that this ability of his is precisely what makes him such a powerhouse when it comes to new magical development.


      He can mix different elemental magics to develop more powerful spells, and he can invent new forms of magic to enhance everyday life. What’s more, he’s also super knowledgeable about magical devices and their development, and he’s great at making them accessible to the common folk as well.


      He’s still at the start of his career, but he’s already been highly praised by Euleho, a man renowned for being a curmudgeon as much as for being a genius inventor.


      I was all tensed up upon seeing Archmage Viol, but Seren beamed and trotted happily over to the man.


      “You startled me! I was so engrossed in our brainstorming session. Welcome home, Viol.”


      “It’s good to be home, Seren.”


      Wow…the Archmage Viol, actually smiling. This cute “welcome home” newlywed vibe between them is giving me second-hand embarrassment.


      “Wow. Archmage Viol actually comes home from work,” Gil leaned in and muttered to me. I nodded in silence. 


      It’s hard to imagine Archmage Viol just returning home like a normal person. I wonder what it’s like for Seren, living with him.


      “Well, of course I return here from work… I mean, this is my home, too.” Archmage Viol shrugged. Still, it feels surreal to me. I can’t help being astounded that he’s like the rest of us. He diverted his attention from our confusion to Seren. “From what I just heard, I assume you’ve been considering ways to make long-distance travel more efficient?”


      “W-Wow…! You picked all that up just from the end of our conversation?” Seren asked. 


      “How much did you hear…?” Gil raised an eyebrow. I envy how Gil doesn’t seem intimidated by Archmage Viol at all.


      “Well, I only just got home. But I gather that Seren suggested creating a wind barrier along the surface of the road for faster traveling speeds?”


      “How could you possibly know that…?” Gil queried. 


      “Well, I may have heard a thing or two from Vellia. Vellia was worried about having been a bit too harsh on Seren here. But Seren, you’ve been thinking of ways to use flight magic for transportation, right?”


      “Yes. It’s so convenient, I was wondering if there’s any way to make it more widely available to the general public. But it seems like flight magic is too difficult for the average Mage to master…” she trailed off. 


      “Yes, it’s probably not possible.”


      It was a blunt statement, but Seren didn’t seem to mind him saying it.


      “I figured… But, we’ve been chatting about the possibilities, and Lucien said maybe there was a way to solve the issue with a magical device of some sort.”


      I twitched at the mention of my name. As soon as my name was mentioned, Archmage Viol’s eyes slid over to me. I was flattered to realize that he knew which one I was.


      “That’s a fresh approach. Indeed, there may be much we could achieve with a magical device.”


      Archmage Viol looked at me with warmth in his eyes, and I stiffened up even more. I wanted to say something clever, but the words just wouldn’t come out.


      “It’s great that you didn’t give up but instead explored the possibilities and found a potential route forward. Now that you’ve come this far, all that’s left is to keep making prototypes and testing them until you can make it a reality.”


      “…Right!” Seren exclaimed. 


      “You all came up with this idea together, so I hope you can make it a reality. I’m looking forward to seeing what you come up with.”


      Hearing those words from Archmage Viol directly… I couldn’t help feeling hugely motivated.


      Oh, I was SO going to make this a reality.


      I’d made up my mind about that.


    


  




  

    

       


       


       


      Jean 1


       


      The Black Cat Is Always Aloof


       


      “AHH…”


      I stretched tall, gazing up at the night sky.


      Ever since I moved from the duke’s mansion to Lady Seren’s, I’ve taken advantage of the fact that I have the kitchen all to myself and have devoted myself to researching different forms of cooking and baking.


      Now I’ve just popped out for a spot of fresh air.


      Ah. What a beautiful moon it is tonight. A full moon. It’s quite bright out. I love clear, cool nights like this one, with a breathtaking moon overhead. It always makes me feel refreshed in mind and spirit.


      Today was a rather tense one around the house, as Lady Seren’s colleagues suddenly came to visit.


      When they arrived, the woman called Arles was white-faced and exhausted. And the two men, along with Lady Seren, gathered around a cart, discussing this and that.


      When Lord Viol returned, the woman who’d been feeling unwell quickly recovered with some kind of mysterious magic, and when they had some alcoholic beverages and snacks later on, I was relieved that she was eating and drinking with gusto.


      Come to think of it…it was reassuring to see Lord Viol eating sweet things as usual while the others were all downing alcoholic beverages and eating strongly flavored savory snacks. Despite his frosty expression, his love for sweets is unwavering. Hilarious.


      The focus of their conversation seemed to be on whether Lady Seren’s special flying skill could be replicated via some sort of magical device. I realized then and there that High Mages really love their work. They were even talking about work over relaxing evening drinks.


      Mirth bubbled up inside me.


      Though she’s now a married woman, Lady Seren is as devoted to studying as ever. But what about me? I love my job too! Why, even today, I’ve been busy researching new bite-sized desserts just for my mistress.


      I rolled my shoulders, thinking that I should probably go to bed since I’d be getting up early tomorrow.


      Today, I tried making different kinds of canelés.


      Canelés are cute, round sweets made from vanilla-scented dough baked in special canelé molds. You can pick them up and eat them in one bite. The exterior is crisp, but the inside is moist and lightly sweet. I was sure that both Lady Seren and Lord Viol would like them.


      The batter is made by mixing milk, rum, butter, sugar, cake flour, whole eggs, egg yolks, and vanilla, and is then left to rest. Later, the batter is poured into a buttered canelé mold and baked in the oven.


      If you bake them thoroughly so the inside is soft and the outside is crispy, the contrast in texture is quite impactful. And, although they’re small, they pack a punch in terms of flavor and texture profile.


      The prototype turned out pretty well, so I wanted to bake them right before bringing a plate of them to their room tonight, so that they could enjoy them fresh, but today there was that evening drinking party. Surely they couldn’t possibly manage another morsel tonight.


      I’ll offer them when a more opportune moment arises.


      I could just picture Lord Viol’s sparkling eyes and Lady Seren’s happy smile. Ah, it made me grin.


      Now that I’ve had some fresh air, I ought to head back to the kitchen. But, just as I was about to open the door, a black lump fell out of thin air and landed in front of me.


      “Goodness!”


      I yelped in surprise, then I realized… Ah. It’s that black cat.


      “It’s you. It’s been a while, kitty.” I tried talking to him, but he just looked up at me in silence and still didn’t make a peep. “Tsk. As aloof as ever, I see.”


      He’s not very friendly toward me, but seems to become kittenish around Lady Seren.


      As I watched with a wry smile, the black cat sniffed the air and padded over toward the door as if he had a personal invite. Then, after scratching at the door, he turned around and looked up at me.


      “Huh. Did you smell the canelés?”


      When I said that, he scratched the door again as if to confirm it.


      “I know, I know. You really like sweet things.” But before I opened the door, I had to say one thing. “I can’t let you into the kitchen, though. You wait here. I’ll bring you something delicious.”


      Am I really talking to a cat, here? I wondered, but to my surprise, the black cat straightened up as if to say, “Got it!” 


      …What’s with this cat? It’s so cute.


      “Okay, okay, just give me a minute.”


      I tried to pat the cat’s tiny head on my way to the kitchen, but it ducked gracefully out of reach. It’s so aloof with me. Sort of makes me sad.


      Still, I could tell from the way his tail flapped joyfully around that he was looking forward to the sweets I made. So even though I felt a bit snubbed by him, I couldn’t stop myself from treating him. I’m a cat lover, after all.


      I made sure the baked goods had cooled down while I’d been getting some air outside. Then I placed two of them on a plate.


      After all, I can’t have Lady Seren’s beloved black cat burning its tongue.


      When I returned outside with the plate, the black cat sat up pin-straight.


      Wow. Despite those eyes being black as midnight, they’re clearly sparkling. Strange. Smiling to myself, I placed a plate of canelés in front of the black cat’s nose, and he sniffed it and made a blissful face.


      Ah. Seeing my desserts bliss people out just from a mere sniff alone. The pastry chef’s greatest joy.


      The black cat, apparently thoroughly enjoying the aroma of the canelés, looked up at me with sparkling eyes.


      “All right. Go ahead and eat.”


      At my word, the black cat snapped up one of the canelés.


      As the cat bit into the canelé, the cream inside squished out of the sides. The black cat’s ears twitched in surprise, but only for a moment. Then it resumed scarfing them down again, quickly snapping up both pieces.


      Wow. He looks so…happy.


      “Yummy?”


      The black cat seemed to nod at me…almost in affirmation. It was so humanlike. Maybe that’s why Lady Seren likes this kitty so much, I thought.


      “That one had fresh cream in it. The other one is a plain canelé, a bit lighter than the first. I thought about making some with jam or something more exciting, but I wanted people to enjoy something simple first, so for now I’m going to focus on fine-tuning these two.”


      The black cat gazed up at me, and I found myself talking away to it. As long as I don’t try to touch it, it seems happy to listen to me.


      “I’d like to try more techniques, like different degrees of browning of the crust, but there are limits to what an oven can do. If I could use magic like Lord Viol, I could try conjuring a gentle, candle-like flame to toast it with, or maybe something like a flambe torch, so that I could concentrate the browning.”


      Even though I knew it was wishful thinking, the words escaped my lips. The magic that Lord Viol had previously shown me for freezing yogurt was truly amazing, and it made me feel like it could broaden the possibilities for cold desserts even more.


      I think you could probably do something similar with fire.


      Looking up at the moon, I thought, if I could use magic, I’d be able to try all sorts of things, not just with baking cakes and pies, but also making jams and various glazes… Ah, ’tis but a dream.


      And yet, how fun it would be to research…


      While I was lost in my fantasies, I felt a warm sensation on my knee. When I looked down, a tiny, extremely black paw rested cutely on my leg.


      When our eyes met, the black cat immediately looked down at the plate, which was already empty, and as shiny as if it had been polished.


      “Oh, have you finished eating?”


      Apparently, he was polite enough to let me know that he was done.


      You don’t like me touching you, but you don’t mind touching me, do you?


      It’s not clear where he draws the line.


      “Was it good?”


      The tail flapped around. A response by tail, eh.


      “Thanks. Now, I can serve it to Lady Seren and Lord Viol with confidence.”


      The tail flapped again. Yes, be more confident… Was that what he was trying to say?


      I decided to take it as such.


      “Well, even if I tried, I could never use magic like Lord Viol does. I shouldn’t be greedy. The kitchen equipment I have now is more than up to standard. I just need to keep working on making more and more delicious things.”


      Compared to the shops and bakeries in town, we actually have better facilities here. Awful to even think of complaining, in fact. Even at such a young age, I have the equipment all to myself and plenty of time to conduct research.


      That’s right. I’m blessed.


      “All right! From tomorrow, I’ll work even harder and make the best sweets anyone’s ever tasted!”


      PAT. The little paw tapped my knee again.


      How adorable. It’s like he’s encouraging me.


      I found myself grinning goofily, and the cat looked up at me, narrowing its eyes in satisfaction before quickly running off back to the garden.


      Then it paused, looked back as if to say, “See you!” and gave its tail one last swish.


      “Come back again soon! I’ll give you something else good to eat!” I called out to its small form.


      There was no reply, but I had a feeling he would come again soon.


    


  




  

    

       


       


       


      Viol 38


       


      Dizzying Developments


       


      AFTER parting ways with Jean in cat form, I went around the garden to the back and climbed up the big tree. Once I reached the top, I braced my legs and jumped onto our bedroom balcony. I’d long gotten accustomed to making this jump.


      As I entered through the window I’d made sure to leave open, I made eye contact with Seren, who’d just at that moment opened the door and glided in.


      “Ah…” I squeaked. 


      “Oh, Viol… Just when I was wondering where you’d gotten off to.” Seren marched over and scooped me up. Holding me at eye level, she pressed her forehead against mine. “Viol…? Where have you been sneaking off to, secretly disguised as Vi, without telling me?”


      “Well, it’s not like I took off in secret.”


      I had nothing to do while Seren was taking a bath, so I just went for a little stroll.


      As for the reasoning behind taking my black cat form… Well, I’d had a sudden thought that it might be suspicious if the black cat who’d been hanging around the house so much and eating sweets here suddenly disappeared, so I thought I should make an appearance every now and then.


      “Mmm, you smell sweet.”


      I stiffened and covered my mouth with both paws, but it was too late.


      “Did you have a little snack from Jean…?”


      Don’t look at me like that.


      Taking a walk to the kitchens was as good a route as any.
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      “I-It’s not what you think, Seren… He actually had me test a new prototype he’s been working on. It’s not like I was just down there gobbling up sweets without you.”


      Seeing me stammering, Seren giggled, the sound like music to my ears.


      “Hehe, no fair. I can’t get mad when your ears look so droopy and precious. …Was it yummy?”


      “Yes. He’s been working on canelés. Of course, they were delicious!”


      “Canelés… You mean those cute, round baked sweets?”


      “That’s the one. I think Jean’s been working on lighter snacks for us. Jean is not only dedicated to his research; he also thinks carefully about the needs of his diners. That’s why he’s a first-class chef.”


      “Yes, I think so too.”


      “It’s just…”


      “Just what?”


      “Well, Jean was just saying that he wished he could use magic too.”


      “Magic?  …Ah, yes, you showed him that freezing magic before, didn’t you?”


      “I did. Jean seems to have a hankering to use fire magic as well.”


      “Hehe, he’s one of a kind. I’m sure he wants to be able to fine-tune the browning process.”


      “That’s what he said. If only a dedicated culinary researcher like Jean could use magic, he could create a truly revolutionary confectionery. It’s rather a waste of epic talent, if you ask me.”


      “That’s true. But anyone who can handle magic to such a fine degree would probably opt to become a Mage. I doubt you’d find many taking the path of a pastry chef.”


      “Yes, it would be difficult to hire a Mage as a chef, wouldn’t it? So wouldn’t it be great to invent a magical device that would make Jean’s wish come true?” I mused.


      “You mean, a device that would allow him to control flame output…?”


      “Exactly. We’ve developed ways to freeze, bake, and broil food, but we don’t have any magical devices that can be used this way… You know, to give really fine-tuned results. It would be great if something like that could be developed.” 


      When I returned home that evening, I found Seren and her classmates brainstorming together. With that kind of analytical thinking, we could integrate more and more magical devices into everyday life, and people’s lives would become easier as a result.


      “I think it’d be great if we could rely on magical devices whenever it’s too difficult to dispatch Mages, or when something’s out of a Mage’s skill set,” I shared. “If we pool our wisdom together like you and your friends were doing earlier, we might be able to eliminate a lot of the inconveniences that people experience in their daily lives.”


      “Indeed. Even just today, I think we came up with some seeds of ideas for magical devices. We might be able to make everyday life shockingly convenient within a few years.”


      “For that to happen, we High Mages will have to work hard, though.”


      “Yes, you’re right.” Seren beamed. She looked especially elated today, probably because of that discussion session with her friends. Seeing her smile made me feel happy, too.


      “How nice… You seem really happy tonight,” I remarked. “No doubt because you had that great brainstorming session with your work friends.”


      “Oh, yes, that was fun, of course. But just talking with you like this, Vi… Our stimulating conversations… I always get so inspired whenever we chat!” she gushed. 


      “Really?” I was a little surprised.


      “I mean, I never imagined you going out and about as Vi while I’m in the bath, then returning with all these new ideas.”


      “Uh… Sorry about that…”


      “Hehe, I was just kidding. But Viol, you really do come up with all kinds of ideas for magical devices one after another, don’t you? I wonder what goes on in your head? …I think you’re really amazing.”


      “Not really. It’s only recently that I’ve become such a fountain of ideas, I think.”


      “Oh my, really?” As she spoke, Seren carried me over to the bed.


      “Oh, sorry. I must be heavy. Put me down, I’ll turn back into a human.”


      “No, no. My dream is to sleep with a cat. Since you’re already in cat form, please stay as Vi for tonight.”


      “Uh… For real?”


      “Yes. I read in a book that if you sleep with a cat in your arms, it’ll keep you warm like a hot water bottle.”


      All right then, if that’s what the lady wants. I decided to be obedient and let myself be held in cat form. On closer thought, it’d be physically impossible to sleep in Seren’s arms if I weren’t a cat. I guess I’ll consider it another benefit of the feline form.


      Seren leaned against the headboard of the bed, relaxing, and I lay on her stomach and stretched out.


      So warm and soft. So comfortable. It made me want to doze off.


      “This feels nice,” she said softly. 


      “Yeah… Really nice.”


      “Hehe. You look like you’re having trouble keeping your eyes open.”


      “It feels so good, I might just fall asleep…”


      I stretched all four legs and slowly flapped my tail around.


      “By the way…you said it’s only recently that you’ve started having all these ideas, right? I wonder if there’s a trick to your recent bout of inspiration? If so, I’d really like to try it out myself.”


      Whenever Seren spoke, her voice reverberated through my body, which was incredibly soothing. It made me feel at ease and even sleepier. She gently stroked my head and back.


      “Hmm…? I think the trick is probably to meet and talk to lots of people.” Making sure to stay awake, I slowly explained my thinking. “Before, I was pretty much holed up in the Mage Tower, after all.”


      Many times, I’d stay overnight at work and devote myself to research instead of going home to bed. Looking back now, I think I was working to an unhealthy degree.


      “The number of people I encountered and the events I went to were very limited in number and scope… so I probably never had all that many opportunities to notice the inconveniences of daily life. But after I met you, Seren, I started going to a lot of different places and meeting people from a variety of professions. Just by listening to their opinions, ideas started to come to me.”


      “Indeed…!”


      “I think you’ve really broadened my horizons, Seren.”


      “Same here. If I hadn’t met you, I’d never have become a High Mage in the first place.”


      “I see. Well then, it seems we’re both equally grateful for our union.”


      “I couldn’t agree more.”


      I could hear the giggle in her voice, which was also very pleasant.


      “The magical devices you and the others are thinking of for transportation, and the magical device that can produce the kind of magic Jean wants… Wouldn’t it be nice if we could develop them both soon…” With that comment out, I finally fell asleep.


      🐈🐈🐈


      THE following morning.


      When I woke up, I was surprised to see that all was pitch black. It was nice and warm, but I felt like I was being restrained somehow. I couldn’t move, and it was a little hard to breathe.


      As I struggled, I noticed that my arms and legs seemed abnormally short.


      Ah… I think I fell asleep while still in cat form. As soon as I realized that, the arms around me started to loosen.


      “Viol…?”


      Seren sounded confused, which made me laugh. She was probably surprised not to find “me” in the bed, since I usually get up later than she does.


      “Oh…!”


      Aha. She remembered that she had been sleeping with cat me in her arms. She tossed the covers off, and I was suddenly exposed to fresh air. Fresh and slightly chilly.


      “Oh, Vi, I’m sorry… Was I crushing you?”


      “It’s okay. I was a bit surprised when I woke up and it was pitch black, that’s all.”


      “Even after a good night’s sleep, you’re still in Vi form.”


      “Yeah. I’ve never slept as a cat all night before. A catnap is one thing, but I’m surprised I stayed like this through deep sleep.”


      Ahhhh. I stretched and jumped off the bed. After I turned back into a human, I noticed Seren smiling away.


      “Hmm? What is it?”


      “I think you’re splendid in both human and cat form. Do you take catnaps as Vi often…?”


      “Sometimes. I’m sleeping better than before these days, so not as much as I used to. In the past, when I was really tired, I would often sleep on the roof in the sun.”


      “On the roof…!”


      “It feels really nice when it’s sunny and warm out. The breeze is nice too.”


      “Well…that certainly does sound nice.” Seren chuckled for some reason.


      “What?”


      “It’s just… now that I think about it, when we went to the grassy plains together, I remember you lying down on the grass and looking very comfortable. That must have been just like a regular day for you.”


      “Ah, yes, I remember. It feels good on the roof, but I also like the smell of grass out on the plains.”


      “Let’s go again together, okay?”


      “Sure. I’m looking forward to it.”


      We both shared a smile, then went to get ready for work.


      It’s only since meeting Seren that I’ve realized how much the promise of exciting plans with the woman I love can motivate me in my daily work.


      Yesterday, I said that meeting Seren broadened my horizons, but it’s the little things in everyday life, like this, that have really made the difference. I don’t think I’ll ever stop being grateful that I met Seren.


      And that’s a very happy thought to have.


      🐈🐈🐈


      AFTER breakfast, the two of us got into the cart as usual and sped through the crisp morning air to the Mage Tower.


      For some reason, Vellia was waiting for us out front, with a frightening expression.


      “Seren.”


      “Er, yes…?”


      Seren stood straighter, clearly picking up on the odd aura emanating from Vellia. It makes sense. There’s no point in opposing Vellia at a time like this.


      “Archmage Viol.”


      “Yes…?”


      Me, too? I’ll stay quiet until I know what it is Vellia’s mad about.


      “What did you two do yesterday?”


      “Er… What do you mean?”


      “Early in the morning, I was suddenly accosted by some wind mages from the magical device development lab and bombarded with questions.”


      “You were?”


      “All kinds of crazy questions, like how is flight magic connected to the concept of speed, how to cast a thin but durable wall of wind which will automatically vanish after a set period of time, etcetera, etcetera…!”


      Uh-oh… I was planning to discuss it all later. Things get complicated when another source mentions things first. I hope this won’t lead to unnecessary trouble…


      “So, I asked Yarko.”


      “Yarko? …Oh, right. You joined the same year,” I recalled. 


      “That’s right. Yarko said that this year’s new recruit, Lucien, heard some interesting things from Seren at that little after-work party they had.” Vellia looked at Seren through narrowed eyes.


      “Right… Very sorry about that…” Seren looked like a stunned deer. She had this, uh-oh, sort of expression.


      Even after being scolded by Vellia yesterday, Seren had gone on to discuss her ideas with other parties…which had caused a ripple effect through the workplace.


      However, when I looked closely at Vellia’s eyes, I saw a sparkle of enjoyment there. Maybe things would be okay if I stayed one step removed and watched how this played out…


      Relieved, I decided that yes, I would remain silent and observe the situation.


      “What exactly did you discuss that would lead to such a barrage of questioning?” Vellia grinned, and Seren reluctantly explained about the meeting yesterday.


      Vellia listened intently, nodding now and then. Since the group had pretty much wrapped up their brainstorming session by the time I got home last night, I, too, listened with keen interest.


      “I see, so you understand now that it’s difficult for an ordinary Mage to fly.”


      “Yes, I see that now,” Seren said. 


      “Somehow I didn’t expect you to jump from how difficult it would be to have Mages fly for transport, to whether or not you could somehow use a magical device.”


      “Well, Lucien came up with that.”


      Vellia seemed unable to hide his surprise. But Seren beamed enthusiastically.


      “Lucien’s way of thinking is just what we need at the magical device development lab.”


      In my excitement, I jumped into the conversation.


      “I think it’s great you’re trying to solve the problem instead of getting fixated on the flight magic aspect. After all, the issue here is how to achieve faster transport.”


      “Indeed. Usually, when discussing an exciting topic like flight magic, most people would want to focus solely on how to achieve it.”


      “Right.”


      “That guy… came straight from the magic academy, right?” Vellia asked. “So young… Or perhaps it’s youth that makes the mind so flexible…? Either way, I think it’s a great thing.”


      Seren beamed to hear Lucien being praised. She often looks embarrassed and uncomfortable when someone praises her, but she’s genuinely happy to hear people speak well of others.


      “So, I thought back to when I helped Marietta… and I thought that if I made a thin sort of path with a Wind Wall spell that we could run a vehicle on, it wouldn’t be all that difficult magically, and I could increase the speed as well,” Seren explained. 


      “Certainly, even an ordinary Mage could manage that. And it seems feasible that we could implement a magical device.”


      “Right, it’s possible. We can certainly achieve faster travel speeds on an absolutely smooth road surface.”


      “But Lucien said that horses might not like running along something they can’t see.”


      “Oh, no, they wouldn’t like that. Horses are delicate creatures.”


      When I was a kid, many people in my region had horses, so I know that, despite their large size, horses are upset easily.


      “Indeed… Well, anyway, Lucien was saying instead of using horses, we could conjure wind power to move the vehicle along the road, instead.”


      “Move the vehicle without horsepower! Innovative, eh?”


      “Indeed… So that’s why Yarko asked about a method to create a thin and uniform wall of wind, which deploys for a certain amount of time.”


      “Yes, that must be what prompted the question.”


      “But Lucien’s idea involves conjuring another Wind Wall in a certain direction. Is that even possible…? Hmm. Depending on the optimization, two forms may be possible…” Vellia fell silent, gazing at a fixed point in the distance.


      At times like this, it’s best not to interrupt. Various possibilities were running through Vellia’s mind. A flash of inspiration would soon follow. I know this well, because I’ve experienced it myself.


      Seren looked at me. I signaled her with my eyes to wait in silence. She understood immediately. Seren too stayed silent and seemed to be deep in thought as we waited for Vellia to reach a conclusion.


      After waiting like that for a while, Vellia’s attention finally returned to us. 


      “Ah… have you gathered your thoughts?” I asked. 


      “Oh, yes, sorry.”


      “So what does that mean, two forms of optimization…?”


      “Well, it seems possible to create a wind current within the Wind Wall itself, depending on how you do it. That way, you only need to use one spell. However, the formula seems complicated, and you’ll need a fair amount of experience and magical power to operate a magical device like that.”


      “I would guess so. It wouldn’t be a problem for us, but it seems like it would be quite difficult for the average Mage,” I replied. 


      “That’s right. So, here’s another idea.”


      This is what’s so great about Vellia. The ability to tell what’s within the capacity of a normal Mage. When it seems too difficult, Vellia quickly comes up with an alternative, often coming up with two or three types of magical improvements. And the cases that Vellia handles are known for producing efficient and improved results.


      “It’s difficult to use multiple functions in one spell, so as Yarko said, we’ll have to develop a spell to create a thin, uniform wall of wind, one that will only affect the section of the carriage that is moving, and that will deactivate after a set amount of time.”


      “Right.”


      “Also, if we create a separate, thin layer of wind on top of the Wind Wall and use it to turn the carriage wheels, that would handle the changes of direction. This would make for a more cost-effective magical device.”


      “Sounds good.”


      “I agree,” Seren interjected. I was thinking it would be better to use the wind pushing from behind, like with a sailboat, but your idea wouldn’t need anything like a sail. Much more streamlined.”


      “From behind, you say…” Vellia fell into deep thought again after Seren had finished speaking.


      “What’s on your mind?” I asked. 


      “Ah, I just thought it might actually be more reasonable to let the wind blow from behind. Also, if we had the wind blowing toward the wheels from below, there’s a possibility that the wind might blow upwards in the event of a malfunction, which might be dangerous.”


      “Oh no…”


      “Yes, I see that, too.”


      “I think we should discuss this all with the Magical Device Development Department and finalize the details.” Vellia smiled brightly. “You know, when I told you that flying is impossible for an ordinary Mage, I never thought you’d scheme up something like this.”


      “I… I wasn’t scheming…” Seren stammered. 


      “I was worried I’d said too much and was planning to apologize… Hmph, I’d like you to give me back the time I spent worrying about your hurt feelings.”


      I was surprised that Vellia was worried enough to even consider apologizing.


      Seren’s eyes were just as wide as mine, but who could blame her? She’d thought she was in trouble with Vellia, but actually Vellia had been intending to apologize to her. No wonder she was surprised.


      “Ultimately, it looks like we’ll be able to develop a magical device that’ll benefit a lot of people, so… it’s fine to go ahead with this project, right? Archmage Viol?”


      “Yes, of course,” I approved. 


      “Also, Yarko keeps nagging me to teach them all how to fly… What do you think? It seems they also want to explore the possibility of putting flight magic into practical everyday use.”


      “Hmm, that might be interesting in itself. Do you think you can find the time?”


      “Thanks to the Barrier Amplifier developed by you, Archmage Viol, we’ve been able to reduce the number of wall duty guards considerably, so we should have the free manpower now.”


      “Then please, teach them. If flight magic can be put to practical use, or if we can develop a magical device to facilitate it, that will remove a huge impediment to our travel needs,” I said. 


      “Will do!” After that perky response, Vellia paused and went, “Ah. Sorry, now that I think of it… There was one more thing…”


      “What is it?” I asked. 


      “Seren, maybe it would be a good idea for you to visit the magic academy or to go and see ordinary Mages at work.”


      I looked at Seren, who looked back at me with a worried expression. Judging from that look, it was not the first time this had come up.


      “Hmm, why do you say that?” I asked in her place. 


      “Seren, you became a High Mage without ever having attended the magic academy, and now here you are, surrounded by incredible geniuses like the other High Mages and, of course, Archmage Viol here.”


      “…” I almost flinched at being called a genius.


      I just happen to be able to use all four elements. I mean, there are people who can use even higher-level magic for each element than I can. Ergo, I don’t deserve to be called a genius. But every time I’ve tried to protest when Vellia says something like that, I’ve been told off. So, I guess I’ll keep my lips sealed on this occasion, too.


      “I think that this lack of fundamental experience will be a hindrance to you when it comes to developing new forms of magic and magical devices in your future, Seren.”


      I quietly nodded, indicating to Vellia to continue.


      “Most people living in this world only have a small amount of magical power that can be transferred to magical devices, right? And only 20 percent of those people possess enough magical power to cast their own spells.”


      “True enough,” I said. 


      “And only a handful of THEM can make a living from magic. Amongst them, only the very best can become High Mages. Magic and magical devices are always created to target people with the base level of magical ability, see?”


      “I see. What you mean is that Seren’s not in touch with the average magical device user.”


      “Exactly. That background context is absolutely vital when improving devices for versatility. Even if it’s just for a few days, I think it’d be a good idea to observe even just one lesson from each grade.”


      “I can see the logic there,” I agreed. 


      “Um… I…” Seren’s eyebrows came down low over her eyes. “Since I became a High Mage, I’ve been spending most of my time in class rather than working. I was finally starting to feel like I had more time to work… I don’t want to use up work time on other things…”


      “Hmm, then how about we take our days off at the same time and go together?” I suggested. 


      “…Okay!”


      I feel relieved whenever I see Seren’s happy smile. Besides, it’ll be fun for me to experience that magic academy atmosphere for the first time in a while.


      “Archmage Viol.” Vellia suddenly let out a loud voice, startling both me and Seren.


      “Wh-Why do you have such a scary look on your face?” I asked. 


      “So you just immediately try to solve it yourselves using your own private time, do you?!”


      “Hey guys, what’s with the angry atmosphere here?” came a new voice to the mix. 


      “Disto,” I greeted. 


      The deputy division commander, Disto, stepped in, and I let out a sigh of relief. 


      I’d angered Vellia again. Vellia rarely gets really angry, but sometimes he does get inflamed, like he is now. Maybe I did something again that I shouldn’t have done as Archmage.


      “Listen to this, Commander Disto!”


      “What is it?”


      “Since Seren’s never attended magic school, I thought she might not understand the level of the average magician when it comes to improving magical spells and devices to make them more versatile.”


      “Yes, that may be so.”


      “Right? That’s why I suggested that she should visit the magic academy, even if only for a few days, to observe even just one class per year group.”


      “That’s a great idea. Is there a problem?” Disto arched an eyebrow. 


      “Well, now Seren’s saying how she hates to take time off work, and she and Archmage Viol are now planning to go together on their days off!”


      “Hmm, that reminds me of the time they had a dispute over whether to take a honeymoon leave or not.”


      Ah, yes. That definitely happened.


      “Right? Both Archmage Viol and Seren are trying too hard to resolve work-related matters during their own private time.”


      “Ah… So that’s what the problem is…”


      Finally, the penny dropped. Vellia pushed up his black-rimmed glasses and looked at me with an expression of exasperation.


      “I’ve been saying this for a while now, but Archmage Viol… you’re too loose when it comes to drawing the line between your work and private life. I thought maybe getting a wife would improve that, but Seren seems to have the same problem. Do either of you have any idea how concerned I am about both of you?”


      “S-Sorry…”


      “Very sorry…”


      Both Seren and I apologized sincerely.


      “Still, Archmage Viol and Lady… I mean, and Seren… It might actually be a good idea for them to tour the magic academy together.”


      “What… Archmage Viol should go too?” Vellia seemed surprised by Disto’s opinion. I was surprised, too.


      “Of course, Archmage Viol should definitely stay an hour or two on the first day at least. He’s the object of admiration for all aspiring mages, after all.”


      “That’s true. I think a little bit of exposure to him would be a good way to encourage these promising young people.”


      “That’s a good idea.”


      “Great, then. And this year, we have Seren. Everyone will have seen that recording of her entry for the High Mage exam. The pupils will be excited to see her, too.”


      “It’ll be a great form of publicity.”


      Disto was grinning in a worrying way.


      Since I’m indifferent to this sort of thing, Disto is the one who always comes up with schemes like this to improve the status of High Mages. I don’t really have a leg to stand on here.


      “Uh, um, I think our original purpose has changed somewhat? I’d like to be as inconspicuous as possible, I mean, if possible…” Seren, who still seemed a little embarrassed about the recording of her killing the bear, was blushing now.


      Just like me, Seren doesn’t like to stand out. I could definitely empathize.


      “If you’re going to take the time to go, I want you to get the most out of it.” Vellia smiled. At this point, there was no room for Seren to argue.


      I sometimes think that Vellia is a bit like Borden. He has a gentle smile and is friendly, but he’s a shrewd thinker and tries to maximize profits in everything he does.


      In fact, he may be a much more suitable person to be a guild Archmage than I am…


      “In addition to all the work developing new magical spells and magical devices, it’ll be off to the magic academy with Seren! I’m really looking forward to it! It’s going to be busy!” Vellia seemed delighted.


      I blinked and looked at Seren.


      Seren was also looking up at me with her eyes wide open, and after we just stared at each other for a while, we started to laugh.


      “I guess it’s all been decided then…” I said. 


      “Yes… But I feel bad. There’s going to be a lot of people being inconvenienced on my behalf again…”


      “Don’t worry about it.” Disto shook his head. “I’m actually grateful for the contribution it will make to our publicity efforts. And if you’re going, you might as well take the opportunity to learn about what they teach over there at the magic academy.”


      When Disto laughed, the atmosphere instantly lightened. Disto is much older than me, and sometimes he comes across as more of a caring father figure than anything else. He had the face of a wise elder, watching over the younger generation.


      🐈🐈🐈


      A few days later, there was a knock on my office door.


      Contard, my assistant, ran over and whispered something in my ear. “His Majesty has summoned you. He has asked you to come to the audience chamber.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      Apparently, it was a direct summons from His Majesty.


      This kind of thing happens occasionally. I don’t know about other countries, but our king has a fairly flexible way of thinking and is the type to proactively try out things he thinks are good. Especially when it comes to issues that may be delayed one or two steps if they have to go through parliament. In those cases, he often summons the most senior person involved to see him. He asks for the project to be summarized and then takes action independently.


      If the project produces results, it will be moved ahead to parliament for a nationwide rollout, but if progress is poor, the matter will be buried in obscurity. To some people, this might seem like shady business, but… I like this approach.


      “I’ll be back in a bit. If we have any visitors…”


      “I guess I’ll just say you went for your break, right? Leave it to me.”


      By now, Contard has gotten used to the system.


      When he first became my assistant, whenever I received a direct and confidential message from His Majesty, Contard used to turn pale and his eyes would roll back into his head. But now it doesn’t even faze him.


      I was still thinking about how useful Contard had become when I arrived at the royal audience chamber, and before I could even knock, the door opened and I was ushered in. As expected, the throne in the audience chamber was empty, and I was led to a small anteroom instead.


      “Ah, you’re here!”


      A voice I’d grown somewhat used to hearing lately… Trying to place it, I looked around to see that it belonged to Seren’s father, my father-in-law.


      “An unusual assortment, isn’t it?”


      In attendance were the king, my father-in-law, and Borden. Plus, Duke Tide, who controlled the internal affairs of the Shipping Bureau. I knew immediately that this most likely had to do with seafaring.


      “Well, sit down.”


      My father-in-law beckoned me over. The king sat at the head of the table, with my father-in-law and Duke Tide on either side of him, and next to Duke Tide was a rather uneasy-looking Borden.


      Most likely, the king, my father-in-law, and Duke Tide were here chatting first, then Borden was summoned, and finally I was called.


      Inevitably, I ended up sitting next to my father-in-law and across from Borden, but I felt more comfortable being sandwiched between these two than I would have been sitting next to the unfamiliar Duke Tide. Phew.


      “Your Majesty, may I speak first?”


      When my father-in-law asked this, the king nodded magnanimously.


      “Yes, you came up with the idea. Explain it to these two in an easy-to-understand way, would you?”


      Judging from the way he said “these two,” it seemed certain now that Borden had only just been called as well.


      Looking back and forth between Borden and me, my father-in-law began to talk animatedly. “Not too long ago, if you’ll recall, Seren and Viol rushed across the sky to rescue a trade ship, right?”


      “Yes…”


      “When I looked down from the sky, the scenery was exactly as it was on the map, and I was amazed.”


      Come to think of it, when we were heading out on that rescue mission, it was none other than my father-in-law who guided us using the map.


      “Then it occurred to me that maybe we could make a more accurate map if we looked down from the skies above.”


      “Ah…”


      “Why, surely.”


      Beside me, Borden nodded deeply. “The other day, I, too, was taken to my estate by Viol and his wife, and when flying at a high altitude, I was able to see quite far. It certainly seems like it would be indeed possible to accurately survey the oceans and the vast forests.”


      “Oh, so the young prime minister has tried flying, too! Amazing, isn’t it?”


      “Yes. I’m always amazed by Viol and his wife.”


      “Hey, don’t call Seren ‘his wife’ in front of me.”


      “But she’s longer just your daughter, Your Grace. Now she’s a skilled High Mage, and she IS Viol’s wife.”


      Despite the pressure from my father-in-law, Borden kept his cool. I certainly couldn’t have managed a cool response like that.


      “Hmph! Impudent, aren’t you?”


      “We’re getting sidetracked. And wasting time. Let’s get on with the discussion.”


      After being calmly course corrected by Duke Tide, my father-in-law reluctantly began speaking again.


      “…Well, the idea’s simple. I thought that if I could travel through the sky and make detailed maps, we could navigate the ocean with less danger. I’m sure you noticed it too, Viol, right?”


      My father-in-law gave me a leading look. Not understanding what he wanted to say, I could only stare back in silence.


      “The ocean in the sunlight ranged from a beautiful emerald green to a deep indigo blue. The shades of light and dark were much more distinct than when looking down from the mast of a ship. I thought it would be easier to get an idea of the depth of the water from so far above.”


      “…Yes, I did notice that.”


      All I thought, though, was that the color gradation was beautiful. But of course, a man whose life has been lived at sea would have a different perspective.


      “Rather than slowly traveling around unknown waters by boat, always keeping an eye on the shallows, and creating charts from scratch, it’d be much quicker and safer to use maps and charts created from aerial views so that we can achieve greater accuracy, wouldn’t it?”


      “…Which is what he’s proposing, here, but His Majesty is thinking of using it in a more… proactive way.”


      I could only tilt my head at Duke Tide’s words. What did “proactive” mean?


      “If we could travel through the air at a speed much faster than any ship could go, and create accurate maps, then, as Borden said earlier, we could map out not only the oceans but also the land. We could explore vast forests and steep, high mountains, and it might even be possible to discover islands and foreign shores that we’ve overlooked until now.”


      “It may lead to an expansion of our territory, but we don’t want to be too greedy about it and get into a war. My priority is always to focus on things that will lead to the development of our own country.”


      …Yikes. How did we get here?


      Flight magic was developed from Seren’s adorable wish to fly through the sky, but it ended up being such a huge benefit in terms of convenience that now it’s in high demand everywhere.


      “Well, do you think you can do it?”


      “…If you’re asking whether it’s possible, yes, it is,” I answered. “Several wind mages have already mastered the skill of flying, although not to the same extent as Seren. But, they should be skilled enough to explore the nearby seas and land masses.”


      “YOU can fly now, too, eh?” Borden’s throwaway remark flustered me.


      “Well, I’m nothing compared to Seren.”


      “Hmm… Amazing.”


      Though I’d made an honest statement of my limited skill, Duke Tide was still clearly impressed. It’s pretty embarrassing. I mean, it’s really nothing special.


      “Despite what you say, Viol, it appears you do possess the necessary technique…?”


      “Of course he does. He’s not the type to make grandiose claims.”


      I was a little surprised to see that Duke Tide was staring intensely at me.


      Whenever I report on magical matters in parliament, they never heckle me or ask awkward questions. I wasn’t sure how to speak to this man.


      “Well then, why don’t you give it a try? The other day, you developed that new magical device, and the number of people needed for the wall guard decreased like crazy, right? So, you have some manpower to spare, right?”


      “It wasn’t developed to realize your whims and selfish desires.”


      Duke Tide immediately clapped back against my father-in-law, whose tone had grown increasingly carefree. Me? I just gulped.


      “It’s in the national interest.”


      “It’s not just about serving the national interest. Doesn’t it look like the Hapisery family will start raising objections soon…? There’s been a lot of exciting news in shipping lately, thanks to these High Mages. Some might say you’ve been getting too much of their resources.”


      “Oh, pish-posh!” My father-in-law looked genuinely annoyed. “It doesn’t matter who achieves what, as long as the country becomes prosperous and the people are happier as a result. I mean, isn’t that good enough?”


      “Tsk… Even though you’re a grown adult, you’re still talking nonsense like a little kid.” Duke Tide glared at my father-in-law with a bitter expression. “Don’t forget that it was you, announcing you wanted to go out to sea and join the shipping industry, that caused me to have to worry about this in the first place. In our generation, the balance of power is inevitably going to lean towards shipping at this rate!”


      “Well, sorry about that.”


      Hearing my father-in-law apologize without sounding the least bit sorry was so funny that it almost made me burst out laughing. I realized then that the people who always had such a stern look on their faces in parliament were, underneath their facade, no different from me.


      I’m sure Duke Tide had been trying to calm down my father-in-law, who was quite outrageous considering he was a noble, while trying to smooth things over for him with everyone else present.


      It reminded me a little of the relationship between Borden and me. I stole a glance in Borden’s direction and saw that he was deep in thought, with a heavy furrow between his brows, just like Duke Tide.


      Yes, they were quite similar, after all.


      “…As Duke Tide said, that is certainly something to be concerned about. The conservative Hapisery family will certainly be opposed to it.” Borden pursed his lips as he spoke.


      I’m sure Borden is always racking his brains over these kinds of concerns.


      “Speaking of the Hapiserys… Isn’t there a daughter of the Hapisery family in the shipping business?” I blurted out what had just occurred to me.


      I’m pretty sure Seren’s friend, Lady Ladia, was the daughter of the Hapisery family in question, the one who’d joined the shipping company.


      The moment I spoke, everyone’s eyes turned to me. Maybe I said something inappropriate, because they all looked at me with surprised expressions.


      “…There is.”


      “Oh, yes, Seren’s friend, Lady Ladia. She’s quite an interesting girl.”


      Of course, my father-in-law seemed to have a firm grasp on Seren’s social circle.


      “The Hapisery family is the most conservative family around, but the daughter is a bit of an oddball who’s decided she wants to go into the shipping industry. Don’t bully her, okay?”


      “Don’t talk nonsense. Those who have the ability and the motivation are welcomed by us reformists.”


      My father-in-law responded teasingly, to which Duke Tide had then retorted with a sullen look on his face.


      “Still, it might be a good idea to use the Hapisery girl.”


      “Viol is, surprisingly, a rather clever strategist.”


      My father-in-law grinned, but I didn’t think I’d said anything resembling a strategy. Still, since everyone else looked convinced, it didn’t seem like I could really ask for clarification.


      I decided to be quiet and pretend like I’d planned to say what I’d said all along.


      “However, even if appointing Lady Ladia will secure the Hapisery family, it won’t solve the underlying problem. It will be troublesome if they accuse us of not paying attention to the domestic situation.”


      “Right? No doubt we’ll be hearing from them soon!”


      Duke Tide strongly agreed with the anxieties that Borden had just expressed, and the furrow between Borden’s brows deepened even further.


      “Mmm… Hmm.” After thinking about it for a while, for some reason, Borden glanced at me.


      What now?


      “…Well, it’s not like I’m out of cards to play, so you can leave this one to me.”


      Borden twisted his lips, and Duke Tide chuckled.


      “That would be helpful.”


      “I should tell you, I was planning to let it slide for another two or three years… But you can have this one.”


      “All right by me.”


      It seemed like some kind of negotiation had been concluded. Borden has strictly warned me that, since I’m no good at this sort of thing, I must not interfere under any circumstances. So I just sat there, in my bubble.


      “Right! Good, good, young prime minister! Glad to have you in my corner.”


      “You need to be a little more careful. A country can’t move forward with idealism alone.”


      Duke Tide scolded my father-in-law, who remained in a good mood, with an exasperated look. But my father-in-law’s face was entirely cloud-free.


      “But, if it’s truly for the good of the country, I’m sure you, His Majesty, and the young prime minister will do something about it in the end. I have every confidence.”


      “For goodness’ sake…”


      “I’ll come back next time from my travels with some unique pottery that you like. Then this matter will all be forgiven.”


      Then, seeing my father-in-law’s grin, which was as refreshing as a clear blue sky, Duke Tide also smiled as if to say, “Oh, it can’t be helped.”


      These two seem to have a good relationship.


      Borden said that my father-in-law was a good negotiator and a tough man to beat, and I thought the same, but for some reason, negotiations had been left to Duke Tide this time. I found that strange, but when I thought about it, the one who benefited the most was my father-in-law.


      It seemed that Borden was going to play an important card, and for some reason, Duke Tide had accepted that.


      My father-in-law really is a tough man… As I thought.


      “…When the time comes, Archmage Viol…” Duke Tide cleared his throat.


      “Yes…? Can I do something for you, Your Grace?” When I looked at Duke Tide, he looked back at me with a slightly embarrassed expression.


      After watching his exchange with my father-in-law, the sense of mystery I’d felt toward Duke Tide had disappeared, and I was able to interact with him normally.


      “Well, I’m the only one here who has never actually seen flight in action… So, if possible, I’d like you to show me flight magic.”


      “Certainly.”


      All right, I’ll show you flight magic, I thought, and started trying to make the chairs that Duke Tide and Borden were sitting on levitate.


      “Ah! Wait, wait!!!” My father-in-law stopped me. “Viol, since the opportunity has arisen… I want to try something out, so would you mind taking us out to sea?”


      “All right, but… Who’s going? Depending on how many people there are, we might want to borrow the cart from Seren…”


      Actually, I don’t feel confident enough to do it myself, so should I ask Vellia or someone else…?


      “Of course, we will all be on board.”


      Up until then, the king had been observing the conversation with his usual calm smile, but at that point, he spoke up in a firm tone.


      “Flying is… the dream of all mankind.”


      How could I refuse a smile so bright from our sovereign?


      “I’ll bring the cart, so please open the biggest windows and wait here.” With that parting remark, I left the audience chamber.
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      “NO, no, no, that’s impossible!”


      Suddenly, Vellia’s voice echoed throughout the wind magic development lab.


      I turned around to see what was going on, but the partition was blocking my view and I couldn’t see him.


      But…


      “Impossible…?”


      I could hear Viol’s sad voice.


      Goodness gracious, I wonder what’s going on.


      “I’ve never ridden in such a big cart before… And now you want me to transport the king and dukes?! That’s far too heavy a load!”


      “Well, I suppose that’s true. I was a bit worried too, which is why I asked you.”


      “Right?! Well, I can’t do it either!”


      “Then there’s nothing for it but to ask Seren…”


      “Yes, sorry… I think that’s our only option.”


      Just as I heard my name mentioned, Vellia’s voice called out to me.


      “Seren! Did you hear that?”


      “Yes!”


      I quickly got up from my seat and headed over. Sure enough, it was Vellia and Viol.


      “Sorry, I didn’t quite hear what you were saying.”


      “Ah, really? Well, we want to transport some very important people via cart. Would you mind going? You won’t need to hurry back or anything.”


      “Certainly.”


      “Please ask Archmage Viol directly for details. Oh, and feel free to use the heavy-duty cart as well.”


      “Okay…”


      Without really understanding what was going on, and with only the bare minimum of essential info, I set off to the supply room with Viol as Vellia smiled and waved us off.


      On the way there, Viol filled me in, and of course, even I was surprised.


      “Goodness. So then we’ll be giving the king a ride…?”


      “Yes, it might be nerve-wracking, I know, but I really need your help.”


      “That’s true… Transporting the king of all people, in an unfamiliar cart…” But then I shrugged and giggled. “It’ll be a bit of a squeeze to fit everyone on. How many passengers in total?”


      I stepped into the large cart that was kept in storage alongside the two-seater cart. Viol seemed to be considering my question for a moment before he answered.


      “Hmm. Could you fly the king, your father, and Duke Tide? Borden wouldn’t mind being flown by me, I don’t think.”


      “Okay. I’ll make sure they have a safe flight.”


      “Yes, please do. I’m counting on you.”


      “I certainly wouldn’t want to try anything dangerous with His Majesty on board!” Chuckling, I took off into the sky aboard the bigger cart.


      🐈🐈🐈


      AS I headed to the audience chamber, I spotted the four of them out on the balcony, just where Viol said they would be. When I flew close by, Father called out to me with a cheerful grin. 


      “Oh, here she comes! Seren, over here!”


      “Whoa… She’s really flying…”


      “What, you didn’t believe it? You saw the recording orb, didn’t you?”


      “It’s a completely different thing, seeing it with your own eyes.”


      The man calmly chatting back and forth with Father was Duke Tide.


      A tall, slim man, just the type you’d imagine to be Lady Linde’s father. He always has his hair combed back and gives off a stern vibe, but he and Father are really good friends. He seems less scary when he’s joking back and forth with him. 


      Then, I spotted the king standing behind them, and I was so happy to see him again after such a long time.


      “Your Majesty, Duke Tide, Lord Borden, it’s been a long time,” I greeted. 


      “Oh, Seren. I’m glad to see you’re well.”


      The king gave me a gentle smile. Duke Tide’s stern face also broke into a smile.


      “Please excuse me… may I come in?” I asked. 


      “Oh, yes. This guy was just saying he wanted to see you fly in.”


      “Hey!”


      Even as his daughter, I found the exchange between Father and Duke Tide endearing. Father used to act polite and put on elegant manners in front of me, but now, he makes no effort to hide his salty sea dog ways.


      The fact that he acts this way even in front of the king and Duke Tide makes me suspect that he might have only been acting like a gentleman in front of Marietta and me all this time.


      As Viol and I slipped through the open balcony windows and into the audience chamber, Duke Tide cried out in an impressed voice.


      “Wow…! Such smooth movements!”


      “It’s almost silent… but the flying is so fast…”


      “I couldn’t even have imagined this…”


      “See? Isn’t my Seren something else?”


      “Ah, yes, to think that quiet, shy Seren can now create such wonderful magic. She’s grown quite a bit since I last saw her. It warms the heart.”


      Duke Tide’s unexpected words warmed my heart, too.


      Now that I think about it, I remember that he used to come over to our mansion often when Marietta and I were still young. I don’t think he ever played with us, but I’m sure he watched over me with kind eyes. Like he was doing now…


      “Quit sounding like a doting uncle.”


      Although I was moved, the mood instantly lightened when Father made a joke.


      “Why do you always have to be so rude?”


      “Now, now… let’s fly, shall we? I think we’ll be able to see Seren’s progress more clearly that way.” The king patted the displeased Duke Tide on the shoulder and invited him to board my cart.


      “You three go in Seren’s cart. Borden, you go in this one. You’ll have to stand, but as long as you hold on to the handrail, you’ll be fine.”


      As soon as Viol said that, Father turned to him and shook his head.


      “Viol, I shall ride in your cart.”


      “But… I think Seren’s cart will be safer and more comfortable for you, since you can sit down…”


      “I have something I want to do, see.”


      Seeing Father grinning, Lord Viol shrugged.


      “Well then, please, hop aboard. I can’t fly as well as Seren yet, though.”


      “Got it! Thanks!”


      Father swiftly jumped onto the back of Viol’s cart, and the other three climbed in behind me. After making sure that everyone was comfortably seated on the cushions, I lifted the cart into the air even more carefully than usual.


      “Oh… The ground is getting farther and farther away…” The king spoke in awe.


      “Ah, Seren. Wait a moment,” Viol said. 


      “The Wind Shield?”


      “Yeah. We won’t be going that fast today, so let’s just use a light Wind Shield. A simple barrier.”


      “Good idea!”


      The king, Duke Tide, and the prime minister, some of the most important people of this entire country, were on board. Thanking Viol for his consideration, I slowly floated us over to the window.


      “We’ll pick up the speed a bit once we pass through the window and get outside. Is that okay with you all?” I checked. 


      “Yeah! Wow… We really are floating in thin air! Isn’t this exciting…?”


      “It’s all right. Okay, I feel a little uneasy not having my feet on the ground… But yes, it’s all right…”


      The king grinned with amusement as Duke Tide looked a little anxious. Arles felt unwell the other day, too, so I had to be careful not to fly too fast. I wanted to keep that in mind, but then, we couldn’t spend hours in the sky, either.


      “Viol, you said you wanted to go out to sea…? Whereabouts?” I turned to look at Viol, who turned back to look at Father. It seemed Father was the one who had suggested going out to sea.


      “Fly past the lighthouse until you can see some islands,” Father said. 


      “…Hey! That’ll take all day!”


      “Nope. Not at these speeds.”


      Father interrupted Duke Tide, and I increased my speed in response. Certainly, everyone here is very busy, so their time is limited. Even if it’s only for a short time, I felt pleased to think that these eminent people would see the same spectacular view from the sky that I always see.


      “Wow…! I never thought I’d be able to look down on the city from such an angle!”


      “Isn’t it beautiful? I love the view of the cityscape you can see while flying through the sky like this.”


      “Yes, our country is indeed beautiful. People coming and going, so full of energy. Flying through the sky is exhilarating, yes… but I never thought I’d see the lives of the people in one vista like this, even though they seem so far away from the castle. I’m quite overwhelmed with emotion.”


      “Indeed… It almost makes one forget the fear of heights.”


      His Majesty and Duke Tide both looked down at the capital city with narrowed eyes. The market, the residential districts lined with houses, the wide pastures, the plains, the city outskirts with houses dotted here and there… It was all beautiful.


      It was a sight I loved, too.


      “But nobody’s looking up at us, are they?  …Viol, have you done something?”


      I heard Lord Borden speaking to Viol, who was following behind us, and I thought, Hmm, right.


      Usually, when I fly, at least a few people look up, and today we were flying slower than usual, so we must be pretty visible. But not a single person seemed to have noticed us.


      “I cast some soundproofing and shielding spells today. I thought it might startle the people to see the king go zooming across the sky above them.”


      Viol was truly impressive. I hadn’t even noticed him casting any spells like that.


      “More importantly, we’ll be arriving at the lighthouse soon.” Viol calmly informed us of our current location. Yes, while everyone was admiring the city below, the vast ocean was spreading out before us.


      “We’re there already?!”


      “Wow…! What a view!”


      “Isn’t it amazing?! You can’t see such a vast view from the mast of a ship. I was really impressed when I saw it for the first time…!”


      Duke Tide narrowed his eyes and laughed at Father’s exuberance. “This sudden talk of going to the ocean… I wondered what for… But this is what you wanted to show us, right?”


      “Indeed. Ah, look, I can see the island. Viol…?”


      “…Yes, sir?”


      Judging from the pause in his reply, Viol probably didn’t expect to be included in the conversation. I wasn’t expecting Father to turn to Viol, either.


      “Whoa!”


      I heard Viol’s voice sounding unusually panicked, so I stopped my cart in midair and hovered over the sea, wondering what was going on.


      Looking back toward Viol and Father, I saw that Father had his arms around Viol from behind, almost as if he was hugging him.


      “?!”


      I was shocked for a moment, then I realized Father was holding something small in front of Viol, with both arms over his shoulders.


    


  




  

    

      

        [image: Illust 5]

      


    


  




  

    

      “What is this? A net…?” Although Viol was surprised, he was doing his best to grasp the situation.


      “Yes. You can see the ocean through the mesh of the net, right?”


      “Uh… Yeah…?”


      Father! What are you doing?! Even though Viol is his son-in-law, this is a little too touchy-feely!


      Father often drinks with sailors, so this level of physical contact may be commonplace for him… but Viol is not a fan of social interaction in general. Even in his Vi form, he doesn’t like being petted by anyone other than me. Poor Viol. He looked so nervous. I couldn’t scold Father in front of the king, but I’d have to say something in private later.


      While I sat there quietly fuming, Father continued explaining something to Viol with a nonchalant look on his face.


      “Can’t we enlarge this and project it onto the ocean so everyone can see it like this, too?”


      “I can try it.” Viol thought for a while, no doubt thinking about what kind of magic he could use to make it happen. “…Okay.”


      He muttered something softly, then chanted some kind of spell. Instantly, rectangular mesh shadows were projected onto the sea and the island.


      I gasped. It was like…


      “Ah, yes! See, it looks like a map!” Father sounded delighted. “When you climb the mast and look at the ocean through the holes in the netting, it looks just like a map drawn on graph paper. There’s something adventurous about it, don’t you think? I wanted to show it to everyone.”


      Father guffawed. It was the same ocean as before, but with the addition of lines like a net, it really did look like a map on graph paper. I guess this is how the world looks through Father’s eyes…


      “Seriously, Viol is quite an amazing fellow. He effortlessly came up with a way to show everyone the very thing I wanted to show them. High Mages truly are amazing,” Father gushed. 


      “Not just any High Mage can do this, Father!” I corrected. “Viol has aptitude for all the elements, and has thoroughly trained with each, plus he has an incredibly excellent imagination.”


      “Hey, hey, enough of that! Don’t brag.”


      Father said this teasingly, but what I felt wasn’t about bragging. I felt pride and…a ouch of frustration.


      “Maybe I’m bragging a little… But I’m also envious,” I admitted. 


      “Envious?”


      “I may be a novice, but I know this much. No matter how many decades I spend training, I’ll never be able to become like Viol…”


      Seeing me with my shoulders slumped in disappointment, Duke Tide smiled with what looked like amusement.


      “Your daughter is very competitive.”


      “Haha, of course she is. She is my child after all.”


      “Seren’s hatred for losing has been there since she was a child, so it’s deep-rooted.”


      Now the king was making comments about me. Still, they were both right. When I looked at Viol, he was looking at me with a strange expression.


      “You’ve only been studying magic for such a short time, yet you still managed to make the long-held dream of flying a reality… I think your potential is limitless, Seren.”


      This time, Prime Minister Borden burst out laughing.


      “That’s the first time I’ve heard you go that far, Viol. But I agree.”


      “Well, first off, I’m just a jack of all trades, master of none, and I believe that someone who specializes in a particular element can develop and use much more amazing magic. Of course, I have no intention of allowing myself to be beaten, but I’m sure that Seren will continue to invent new magic that will amaze those around her. She has no reason to be envious.”


      “Is… Is that so…?’


      Viol spoke so earnestly that I was rendered speechless.


      “How nice for you. You’ve received the stamp of approval from someone you respect. You should be more confident.” Father beamed. “You didn’t become a High Mage just to be on par with Viol, you know.”


      I gasped with realization at that. Viol is so amazing that I can’t help but wish I could do what he does, but as Father said, I didn’t become a High Mage in order to match or surpass him.


      Right. As long as I can be myself and create the magic and magical devices that only I can come up with, having walked a different path than most Mages, then that’s fine with me. I’m sure I’ve had similar thoughts before, but I nearly forgot my original intention.


      “Thank you, Father. I can’t help but feel envious of Viol, but I’ll do my best to do what only I can!”


      “Sounds good to me!”


      It was quite a sudden arrangement, to fly with everyone on board, but I’m glad the opportunity arose. I’d have the chance to visit the magic academy soon, and then, I’d be able to see what they’re studying and the differences between them and me.


      Then I can figure out what it is that only I can do.


      “Seren, let’s go around the inland sea a bit before we go back. We don’t have much time, so just a quick spin.”


      “Okay!”


      At Father’s request, we took a leisurely flight over the inland sea. It was my first time flying over the sea in such a relaxed mood, and I couldn’t help but smile.


      “At such a low speed, you don’t need a Wind Shield.” As Viol muttered that, the smell of the sea suddenly became clearer.


      “Amazing! The smell of the sea has gotten stronger!”


      “It just isn’t the ocean without those ocean breezes!”


      Father sounded happy, too.


      “It’s been a while since I felt this relaxed.”


      “Exactly.”


      The king and Duke Tide also looked happy and at ease as they enjoyed the sea breeze.


      Viol and I can go wherever we want, whenever we feel like it, but I’m sure it’s different for men of their status… I felt happy that I could provide them with this relaxing ride.


      “If you give me a shout, I’d be happy to accompany you again.” When I said that, the king thought for a moment, then lowered his gaze and smiled gently.


      “Next time, please let Sheila ride, too.”


      “…Yes, of course.” I smiled.


      The king and the queen always get along so well, and I love being around them. It would be so nice to take them on a ride through the sky someday.


      After our brief flight out over the sea, we quietly returned to the audience chamber of the royal castle.


      As soon as we entered the small room and sat down at the table, the casual atmosphere from before was swept away, and the king began speaking aloud his thoughts.


      “Still, flying really is something else, isn’t it? If we can fly, it should be easy to create more accurate maps.” Seeing that everyone agreed, the king continued. “Let’s compare the current maps with the actual land seen through the net, and prepare a map of the country’s land area and the nearby seas. If we can check such a wide area at once, it shouldn’t take too many days to complete.”


      “Right.” Prime Minister Borden nodded in immediate agreement. “Since the issue of national borders is quite delicate, it is not something that can be left to a High Mage. Instead, we will have the land management department send a nationally qualified surveyor.”


      “Good, then there will be no complaints.”


      “For the ocean mapping, we’ll have the Maritime Ministry dispatch personnel, and for the coastal areas, we’ll have both the National Land Management Agency and the Maritime Ministry dispatch their personnel, too.”


      “Understood. I’ll see to the selection of personnel.”


      I could only look on as Duke Tide and Prime Minister Borden quickly reached an agreement.


      Actually, it might be better for me to leave now…? But, just as I was about to glance in Viol’s direction—


      “I would like to see someone selected from the Mage Division who can fly with them.”


      Prime Minister Borden conveyed his request to Viol, who nodded with a look of understanding.


      “Okay, but I have one request.”


      “What is it?”


      “The cart we have now is a compact one designed for flying through the forest and fighting monsters. It’s the same one that my father-in-law and I were riding on earlier. It’s not suited for land surveying. I’d like to have a budget to buy a new cart.”


      Prime Minister Borden turned to the king. “I don’t think there’ll be a problem with that. But, one suggestion.”


      “Yes?”


      “I think it would be a good idea to prepare something suitable for transporting eminent persons… As they did today.”


      “Oh, that’s interesting.”


      “H-Hold on, Borden!”


      Viol yelped, but Prime Minister Borden paid no attention to him and continued to make his proposal to the king.


      “Of course, the advantages of the cart are that it’s fast and stable, but above all, it’s extremely safe. Compared to being on the ground, the chances of being attacked by brigands are extremely low in the sky. There’s no reason NOT to utilize carts.”


      “Hmm, that’s true. By simply using it for diplomatic travel, we can subtly demonstrate the high level of magical technology we have in our country, without having to make a big fuss about it.”


      Duke Tide also nodded, clearly in agreement with Prime Minister Borden’s idea.


      The king smiled and agreed, leaving no room for Viol to argue. He looked at his friend with resentful eyes, but Prime Minister Borden remained placid.


      “Aren’t you lucky, Viol. It looks like we’ll have enough budget to prepare about five decent carts.”


      Viol glared at Prime Minister Borden with a bitter look. If he were in Vi form, no doubt his tail would have gone all puffed up and his fur would have stood on end. How cute would that be?!


      I quietly swallowed the smile that was twisting my lips and followed Viol out of the room.


      Father and Duke Tide came out with us. As Viol started to walk back to the Mage Tower, Father called out to him.


      “Viol!”


      “…Yes, sir?”


      “Sorry. I’m afraid all this has put more of a strain on the Third Mage Guild than I thought it would.”


      Well, even Father would want to apologize, seeing Viol’s despondent face. I could just picture those sad cat ears.


      “…Actually, I was just thinking about how to make our flying technology more versatile, and it struck me that we might be able to ask the First and Second Mage Guilds for help, but…”


      Seeing Viol hesitate, Duke Tide suddenly laughed. “You look like you find negotiations troublesome.”


      “Uh, well…”


      “I’ll help you there. Leave the negotiations to me.”


      “Huh?”


      Duke Tide smiled kindly as Viol blinked back his surprise. “The Archmages of the First and Second Mage Guilds are thirty years older than you, and have all been senior members of the Mage Guild for many years, so I understand it might be difficult to approach them. Still, when you decide to enlist the help of the First and Second Mage Guilds, you can just tell me what you want to do.”


      “Really…?!”


      “Yeah, of course. All this started with this knucklehead’s idea, after all. I’ll take the responsibility.”


      “Good for you, eh, Viol. Despite his slovenly looks, this fellow here is quite well-connected. If you ever run into any problems in the future, you can rely on him. He has a different network from the young prime minister, after all.”


      “Darn you…!”


      “…Thanks!”


      When Viol thanked Father with a relieved look, Duke Tide stopped spluttering indignantly and simply rolled his eyes and sighed.


      No doubt, he’d be a strong ally for Viol going forward. I felt a little sorry for him. He seemed to be given a hard time by my maverick of a father.


      “Viol may be a quiet guy, but he has some really out-of-the-box, interesting ideas.”


      “I know that.”


      “Then you understand. Maybe you’ll have some fun, too.”


      “You’re all the mad maverick I can handle.”


      “You should cut loose a little, you know.”


      “Not everyone can live the way they want like you. But I like the way I live now. You go ahead and travel the world however you want.”


      “Okay, I will. You just protect my lovely daughter and my son-in-law while I’m away.”


      “All right, if you insist. Luckily, Archmage Viol doesn’t have any strange ambitions. And Seren is my old friend’s daughter. Of course I’ll keep an eye out for her.”


      “Thanks! Now I can go out to sea again with peace of mind.”


      “Yes, please go and bring me back some amazing pottery from all over the world.”


      “I’ll bring you stuff that’ll knock your socks off. You can look forward to it.” Father gave Duke Tide a strong slap on the back and left, cheerfully saying, “See you!” Duke Tide’s eyes were smiling as he watched him leave. It felt to me like the two of them were something akin to best friends.


      “My goodness, your father is still a free spirit, even as an adult,” Duke Tide turned around and said with a laugh and a wink. 


      I laughed too and told him frankly what I’d been thinking. “Yes, but I only found out recently that Father is such a free-spirited person. He was always so formal and spoke so elegantly in front of Marietta and me. If anything, I’m surprised at how bold Father is.”


      “Ah, yes, it was a promise he made to his lovely wife. In particular, since you were Prince Helios’ fiancée, it was agreed that he would behave in a manner befitting a father in front of his daughters.”


      “Oh…”


      I wonder if that’s why, from the time I confessed that I wanted to become a High Mage, Father suddenly stopped hiding his bold side from me and started acting as he does now.


      “To be honest, he seems more like himself now. He’s not much of an aristocrat at heart.”


      “Hehe…”


      “Hmm?”


      “Ah… I just realized that you’re a very generous person, Duke Tide. You have the same kind spirit as Lady Linde,” I said. 


      “As Linde?  …Is that so?”


      “Oh yes. I simply adore Lady Linde, too.”


      “I see, well, thank you. I know people say that girl is a bit odd, but I’d be happy if she had a friend like you for life.”


      “Of course. I’d be happy to oblige.”


      “And, Archmage Viol.” Duke Tide turned to my husband. 


      “Yes?”


      “Since she was a child, Seren has been a hard worker, earnest and diligent. But I never imagined she’d turn out to be so like her father… doing such outrageous things. I’m sure it will be hard for you too, but please, take good care of her.” After saying that, Duke Tide laughed. “Well, you do outrageous things too, Archmage Viol… So I suppose there’s no need to worry.”


      Not knowing what to say, Viol nodded slightly with a blank look. Duke Tide grinned.


      “Well, I’ll be waiting to hear from you.”


      “…Right! Thank you again.”


      Duke Tide walked off, one hand raised in the air in parting. How cool he seemed.


      “I was worried it’d be a huge hassle at first, but…” Viol muttered under his breath. “This must be what they mean when they speak of the power of networking.”


      “Oh, yes. Duke Tide is known for being fair and impartial, and although he’s strict, I’ve heard that he always stands up for what he believes in. He’s a powerful man to have in your corner.”


      From the rumors I’ve heard so far, that’s how he comes across to me. And besides, Father said the same thing. If it’s for the sake of the country, Duke Tide will take action. Apparently, that’s what really makes him trust his old friend so much.


      Viol nodded in understanding and looked straight at me. “I see. It’s all thanks to you, Seren. You and your father.”


      “Oh, I didn’t do anything.”


      “No, I’m really grateful to both of you for always helping me out. Thank you.”


      “Goodness… It’s always the two of you who are helping me out…”


      Those words came out of my mouth without me thinking, but I quickly realized that if Viol was expressing these feelings to me, then the least I could do was accept them earnestly.


      “But I’m glad I could be of help to you, Viol.”


      I was aware that I was grinning sappily, overwhelmed with happiness. Viol looked down at me kindly and gave me a soft smile.


      Being with Viol is always so comfortable. So reassuring. It’s times like these that really make me realize that all over again.
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      “I’M glad I could be of help to you, Viol.”


      As she said that and smiled with such joy, I felt a swell of fresh motivation and resolved to tackle, with all my might, the many new challenges that had suddenly arisen over the past few days.


      Seren and I boarded our respective carts and zoomed away from the palace.


      Refreshed, I returned to the Mage Tower, and after parting ways with Seren at the place where we parked our carts, I immediately gathered together the very people I thought I’d most need.


      I approached Ohle, the director of the wind magic development lab, and also Vellia. From the magical device development lab, I approached Old Man Euleho and Yarko. I also approached Disto.


      With all six of us gathered, I cleared my throat and prepared to speak. “I have just come from a summons from the king.”


      “Aha! What’d he ask you to do now?” Old Man Euleho grinned at me.


      When the king makes a direct request to me, I often turn to Old Man Euleho when it involves the creation of magical devices. Now, Euleho spoke with the weary air of one who’s gotten used to being asked to do unreasonable things.


      “Well, to begin, there are two big projects.” I held up my fingers. 


      “Oh, two, is that all?” Old Man Euleho grinned in amusement while the others audibly gulped.


      “Both projects utilize flight magic. One is a project to improve the accuracy of surveying and mapping the land and nearby seas from a high altitude.”


      “I see, so that’s why you called us.”


      Ohle nodded while stroking his beard. Next to him, Yarko tilted his head thoughtfully.


      “But maps and charts already exist. True, the ones we have seem to be somewhat limited. I mean, some parts seem to take liberties without accurate information, like with the size of the forest and so on.”


      “Right. But even huge forests and steep mountains that people can’t easily explore can be viewed from the sky, right? And ultimately, they even plan to use flight magic to navigate uncharted waters as well.”


      “That would be useful.” Disto sounded impressed. 


      Old Man Euleho grinned. “Well, Arthur will be very happy.”


      “Arthur?”


      “Duke Arthur Qumildy. He’s Archmage Viol’s father-in-law.”


      Old Man Euleho was right on the ball. I had to give a wry grin.


      “Ah, that’s right, Old Man Euleho. You’ve known my father-in-law for many years, right? Apparently, the idea was his. It just came to him when we were flying through the sky after rescuing that trading ship.”


      “Sounds like Arthur.”


      “Actually, I just came back from a test flight with the king and others to sort of visualize the project.”


      “Aha! Indeed?” Vellia snapped his fingers in a “makes sense!” kind of way.


      “Yes, after actually viewing the land from above, we concluded that the accuracy of our mapping systems could be improved considerably, and they want me to send over some personnel from our organization. People who’ve mastered flight magic.”


      “I see…”


      “That’s where we come in, right, Vellia? So you’ve got to choose the right people for the job, eh?”


      “Yes, but there’s just one thing.”


      “Hmm, then let’s hear it. I haven’t heard a single thing about magical devices yet.”


      Feeling everyone’s eyes on me, I cleared my throat and began to explain. “They want us to be in charge of escorting important people on diplomatic occasions in the future.”


      “Well, that’s… Something.”


      “You mean, by flying?”


      “That’s right. Of course, it would save time, but the chances of an attack would also be lower in the air, and most importantly, it’d be an easy way to show off our high level of magical technology to other countries.”


      “Well, that’s all true. It’s certainly convenient. I mean, we’ve been planning to use it as a means of transportation anyway.”


      “Well, I don’t like it at all!”


      Yarko sighed, but Vellia continued to protest fretfully.


      Still, I understood their perspective.


      “It’s true that some of us have mastered flight magic, but even so, there aren’t that many of us, right? What they’re asking for is just too much!!! Moreover, flying the king?! Who wants that kind of responsibility?!”


      I understood Vellia’s feelings all too well. I couldn’t help but agree.


      “I understand how you feel. And it’s not great that the burden on our people will be increasing when we’ve just managed to reduce the number of people on wall guard duty.”


      “Archmage Viol!!!” Vellia seemed delighted to have my support. But, unfortunately, there was a caveat.


      “So I was thinking, right now the magical device team is trying to develop some means of transportation with flight magic, aren’t they? So, even if it’s not perfect, if we can get it into a somewhat satisfactory shape, we might be able to get the First and Second Mage Guilds to cooperate, too.”


      “No doubt! The First Mage Guild’s duties also include guarding the royal family! That’s the first place to look for royal escorts!” Vellia agreed with delight. Clearly, the thought of escorting the king really freaked him out. 


      In contrast, Yarko calmly conveyed her own concerns. “But aren’t most of the members of the Second Mage Guild dispatched to various locations to combat against magical beasts? Only a few are essential staff in residence at the royal capital. It might be difficult to get their help.”


      “Well, I was thinking that if flight magic could be made more versatile, it would be almost essential to the Second Mage Guild and their needs.”


      “…What do you mean?”


      “The most powerful magical beasts live in the deepest part of the Kichul Forest, but there are also places on the border where some pretty powerful magical beasts live, too. If we can develop a magical device that allows us to fly, it’d be an advantage in battle, as well as being very useful when delivering supplies or providing relief.”


      “Ah…”


      “Putting aside our request, they’d probably want to investigate the area they’re in charge of protecting in more detail. After all, their own lives are on the line.”


      “…”


      Everyone looked at me with shocked expressions. I thought it was a pretty good idea, but…


      “Vellia, Yarko, when you were talking earlier, you said you wanted to consider using magical devices not only for improving transportation methods, but also for making flight more versatile, right?”


      “Well, yes, but…”


      “If that’s possible, I thought it could be used for a variety of things. …I mean, why not?”


      “Archmage Viol… I think it’s an amazing idea.”


      “Yeah. Amazing.”


      Yarko and Vellia sighed for some reason.


      It sort of sounded like I was being praised, but everyone’s faces had a hint of exasperation.


      Why? It was only a suggestion…


      “Great work, as usual, Lord Archmage,” Old Man Euleho quipped. “All right then. I will take charge of the magical device development project. Now, as I recall, the ones pushing for this project were you, Yarko, and the new boy… Right?”


      “His name is Lucien. Please try to remember it, sir.”


      “Once we’ve finished this magical device, I’ll call him by name, but not before.”


      “Gah…”


      Hearing the conversation between Old Man Euleho and Yarko, I breathed a sigh of relief. Things should be fine for now.


      “Hmm… Well, at this rate, we have no choice but to focus on improving our flight skills.”


      “Yeah.”


      “We’ll need to research improvements to make it easier to incorporate flight into a magical device, and to make it easier to manipulate the magical energy.”


      “Leave that to me,” Vellia said. 


      “Hmm, of course, I’ll leave the main details to you, Vellia, and the other current generation of magic developers,” Ohle said, “but I think I’ll try learning to fly as well. It’s been a while since I’ve had some fun.”


      “You too, Director Ohle?!”


      “You never know, maybe I can think of something!”


      Ohle usually wears a warm smile and calmly watches over the young Mages as they earnestly develop new magic. But whenever they hit a roadblock, he appears out of the ether and offers advice using his wide range of knowledge. Now, even Vellia was surprised to hear that Ohle wanted to jump in and learn flight magic for himself.


      Still, Ohle is also a highly experienced High Mage. He’s not director of the wind magic development lab for nothing. I’m sure he’ll come up with something interesting, no mistake.


      “Looks like you can rest easy. It’s all being taken care of.”


      Disto smiled confidently, and this time, I breathed a huge sigh of relief.


      🐈🐈🐈


      THEN, that evening…


      When I returned to the mansion, Albert, the butler, handed me something I don’t usually get.


      “A letter…?”


      It’s rare for me to receive a letter. I tilted my head to the side as I checked the name of the sender. It was from my younger brother, Bart.


      The third of the four brothers, Bart, resembles Father the most.


      I’m the oldest and a Mage, Maurice works at a large store, and Michel, the fourth son, is still a student, considering his future. He’s a bit scrawny for the life of a farmer, though.


      As a result, Bart took over the family farming business, since he had the physical strength and robust frame of Father, plus a shared desire for agricultural research. He’s happiest with a garden hoe in hand, but he used to hate writing so much that he would gnash his teeth and cry. And now, he had written a letter to me.


      Wondering what this was about, I opened it and found just two lines of scribbled writing:


      “Dad wants to discuss crop breedin.


      Come home when u get the chance.”


      I walked into the dining hall, thinking that the writing style was very typical of Bart, when Seren, noticing the look on my face, raised a questioning brow.


      While eating, I told Seren about my letter from Bart.


      “Hmm, a letter?”


      “Yeah. He wants to discuss crop breeding. He’s never reached out to me like this before. I was thinking of paying a visit on my next day off.”


      “May I go with you?”


      “I don’t really mind, but you’re always working, aren’t you, Seren? Wouldn’t it be better to relax at home on your day off, every once in a while?”


      “I’m not used to taking it easy… When Vellia told me I wasn’t allowed to study or research magic on my days off, I had no idea what to do.”


      Seren looked troubled, which made me laugh. It was obvious that she’d been working hard since she was a child, trying desperately to keep up with her princess consort education, without even taking a single day off.


      “Well, I’m one to talk. On my days off, I only ever gave myself two choices: research or sleep,” I confessed. 


      “Viol, you’re the one who taught me how to force myself into a fainting state so I could get eight hours of sleep. Until then, I’d never gotten that much sleep in a night.”


      “Ah, yes, training for you to steadily raise your magical output. You’re still practicing it, then.”


      “You and I are two peas in a pod! The more magical power you have, the better, right?”


      “Well, that’s true.”


      “And you’ve got permission to research magic. I’m so envious.”


      “Actually, nobody’s stopping you from studying what you’d like to, on top of work. But maybe I was scared that if I told you that, you’d be working nonstop.”


      “I wouldn’t…”


      “Based on experience, I’m not confident about that.”


      When I laughed, Seren pursed her lips as if she wanted to say more. But in the end, she changed her mind. She said nothing and took a big bite of the glazed carrots.


      “Days off are up to you, so do whatever you like,” I told her. “You can study, sleep, read, or go out to have fun in town. And I’d be happy if you wanted to spend more time with me.”


      “Hehe, I’d be happy with that, too.” Seren beamed. It seemed like she was in a better mood now. “In that case, I’ll join you on the next day off, so we can have some time together.”


      “Great, then let’s go together. Mother and the others will be delighted.”


      “Wonderful!”


      Good, that was simple. That weekend, we decided to visit my parents’ house.


      After dinner, I took a bath and got into bed. I was reading a book, while Seren excitedly played with the magical device she’d gotten from Gil and the others. A soft fragrance filled the air, and a gentle melody began to play.


      The warm light shone through the patterns in the slowly rotating glass bottle projected onto the ceiling. The sight of the gorgeous flecks of light dancing in the darkness was so beautiful and captivating. You could never get tired of watching it.


      “It’s beautiful, every time,” I said. 


      “Yes. The scent, the sounds… so soothing,” Seren cooed happily as she gently slid into bed beside me. She was warm and steamy, fresh from the bath, and the warmth of her made my heart feel soft and fuzzy. “Today was a long day… Are you exhausted?”


      “Hmm? Actually, I feel invigorated. This is going to be, surprisingly, very interesting. A great jump-off point to start something great.”


      “Oh, dear.”


      “Oh dear?”


      I blinked at her, and Seren grinned.


      “I was just thinking that if you were exhausted, I’d use some heat to help you recover and give you a massage.”


      “I’d like that.”


      “Then please, lie face down.” Giggling, Seren had me lie face down. Mild warmth spread throughout my body as Seren placed her hands gently on my back.


      “That feels nice…”


      The thermal massage that she apparently learned just for me felt incredible, almost as good as being petted as a cat.


      “Hehe, you look like you’re going to fall asleep.”


      “Hmm. My eyelids feel heavy. This is so nice…”


      Warm, soft hands gently ran up and down my back.


      My body gradually relaxed. I was at peace and in a state of perfect bliss.


      “What exactly did you mean, that it looks like it could be something surprisingly interesting?”


      “Mmm? …Right.” I was beginning to doze off, but suddenly woke up. “Today, after the meeting with the king, I gathered together some people we’re likely to need… Ohle, Vellia, Old Man Euleho, Yarko, and Disto… For a discussion.”


      “They’re all working in wind magic or magical device development, right?”


      “Yes. The First Mage Guild, whose duties include royal bodyguard duty, will definitely need to be involved. But the Second Mage Guild is mostly dispatched out to the provinces. There was some discussion that it might be difficult to get their assistance.”


      “I was a bit worried about that too.”


      “But they’re the ones who most need accurate, detailed maps and the means to monitor the area from the air.”


      “…Do they?”


      “I think so. After all, when there’s a stampede of magical beasts, we’re the ones called in, but they’re the ones who deal with dangerous magical beasts on the frontier every day. They’re the ones on patrol, who rush immediately to areas of concern, after all.”


      “That’s a good point…”


      “And being able to use flight will be an advantage in battle. Also, when delivering aid supplies and relief from the capital. It’s killing two, or even three, birds with one stone.”


      Seren’s hands, which had been gently rubbing my back, stopped.


      “Also, those selected for the First and Second Mage Guilds might not be at the level of High Mages, but they do have magical skills that rank among the best in the country. I think we can come up with some magic or magical devices that they can easily utilize.”


      “Indeed… Yes, that must be so.”


      I rolled over onto my back, looked up at Seren, and smiled. “The flight magic you’ve invented will be more usable the more versatile we can make it.”


      “Still, I never thought it could be used like this.”


      “Well, transportation itself will change dramatically. It will be possible to save many lives that could not have been saved before.”


      “Save…lives?”


      “Your flight magic is wonderful magic, Seren.”


      “I love hearing that…” Seren flopped onto the bed.


      I scooped up her light body and hugged her gently to me.


      “But you know, Viol, I think I’ve realized that what’s truly amazing isn’t the magic of flight itself, but the raw imagination behind improving and implementing it in a way that can be useful to people.”


      “Yes, that’s also extremely important. Creating something from nothing, and seeing how well you can use what you’ve created to greatly change people’s lives…”


      “Viol, I… I’m going to do my best!”


      “Hmm? Haven’t you already worked hard enough?”


      What more was she trying to do now? My wife, acting so cute and cuddly with her cheek pressed against my chest, was all of a sudden filled again with fearsome determination.


      “I’m going to visit the magic academy soon, right?”


      “Yes, that’s been discussed, hasn’t it? It’ll be a learning experience in itself. A lot of people have trouble casting magic, and even those who manage to often find that it’s unstable, or the magical power doesn’t circulate well and disappears halfway through. You’ll be able to learn by seeing many cases of failed magic attempts.”


      “Oh…”


      “There’s a lot to learn from books and research, true, but it’s also good to see a lot of ‘ordinary’ aspiring Mages who are different from High Mages. Making improvements so that they can use magic comfortably is also an important part of our job.”


      “True.”


      “Also, because they’re young, though their skills are still lacking, their ideas are eccentric, and they have different thinking patterns than we do. That can help with ideas, so I hope you can gain some new insight.”


      “…Oh, yes! I’m so looking forward to it. There’s something to be learned from any person or environment.”


      “That is certainly true.”


      “Hehe, that was me just repeating what Father told me.”


      “That’s definitely the kind of thing he would say. Still…” Yawning, I tightened my arms around Seren. “Please don’t push yourself too hard, love…”


      As soon as I took my eyes off my cute wife, she’d be back to overworking herself. I had to remind her not to, every now and then.


      🐈🐈🐈


      THE days passed by, hectic with research and development, and the weekend came around in a flash. Of course, Seren and I went to visit my parents as planned.


      Seren was talking about something with my mother in the kitchen, and I was sitting opposite my dad and Bart on the wooden chairs outside. Looking at him like this, it really struck me how much Bart was starting to look like Dad.


      “You said you wanted to discuss selective breeding, right?” I prompted. “It was such a typical Bart letter; it made me laugh a little.”


      “Yes, I did, and… What do you mean, a typical Bart letter?” Dad asked. 


      “Here.”


      “Gah!”


      When I showed Dad the letter from Bart, Bart stood up in a panic and snatched the letter from me.


      “You didn’t have to bring it along!”


      “Hmm.”


      “Uh-oh…”


      Bart looked flustered as Mom came up behind him and plucked the letter out of his hands, making him grimace.


      “You don’t even know how to write a letter properly?!” Mom looked at Bart in shock.


      “I know! …I just didn’t think it was necessary to go to the trouble of writing a fancy letter just to my brother…”


      It was somehow cute to see this giant boy, now bigger than me, cowering after being hit lightly over the head by Mom.


      “So, what’s all this about selective breeding?”


      After I asked the question again, Dad spoke up with a slightly awkward look.


      “Oh, that… Actually, the seedlings I received from Duke Qumildy sprouted, but they didn’t grow very well. I think it’s probably because the climate is too different here.” Dad paused, then went, “Ah! But! The Anlu you brought from Borden is growing well, so don’t worry.”


      “That’s good. But I’m more concerned about those seeds,” I said. 


      “Apparently, it’s a plant that grows in a very hot region, and the soil has a high percentage of sand. I tried making a greenhouse for it, but though it’s doing better than before, it’s still not doing as well as it should.”


      “But if the situation is improving, then I think we’re heading in the right direction,” I said. 


      “I think so too. So, I’m not sure if it’s all right for me to ask you to do this, but I was thinking maybe you could help improve the greenhouse.”


      I was surprised. It was the first time that Dad had asked me for a favor that required magic.


      “Well, this is new.”


      “You’re a High Mage, in charge of important national matters, after all. I made up my mind never to bother you for silly household chores.”


      Just then, Mom came back out with some tea. “When you first became a High Mage, it was quite a tough time,” she said. “The neighbors were always asking me to get you to do them little favors. But I said no, absolutely not. I would not be an intermediary for my very busy son.”


      Dad, having been exposed by Mom, seemed a little embarrassed to admit this.


      It’s been about twelve or thirteen years since I became a High Mage, but in all those years, I’ve never heard anything about this.


      “I see… So I was able to stay unbothered and concentrate fully on my work because you were protecting me without me knowing, Dad.”


      “You make me sound cooler than I am.”


      “No, thank you.” I conveyed my heartfelt gratitude to my visibly embarrassed father. “But after making that decision, now you come to me… It must be very important. I’ll help in any way I can.”


      “Well, how can I put it… The greenhouse is an experiment to cultivate exotic plants domestically. And, since it will benefit the country, the duke suggested that it might be a good idea to ask for your assistance.”


      Seeing Dad being so hesitant, Mom and Bart started laughing.


      “And he’s been agonizing over it!”


      “That’s right. I’ve never seen Dad so incapable of acting before!”


      “Oh, be quiet. I have my pride, you know.”


      While we were talking, Seren brought over a delicious-looking strawberry pie and a spring cabbage quiche. Unable to resist, I started munching on the strawberry pie, and Dad looked at me in amazement.


      “Scarfing away… when I’ve been worrying so much, and here I am, finally opening up to you…”


      “Hmm? Of course, I will cooperate with all my might.”


      “Well, that’s fine. After you finish eating, then.”


      “No, let’s go. I can walk and eat pie at the same time.”


      “There’s no need to rush, boy…”


      That’s what everyone was saying, but no problem. I feel like my mind runs sharper when I have sugar. The glass shed built in the corner of the field was probably the “greenhouse.” Actually, when I looked down from the air earlier, I did notice an unfamiliar small structure.


      “This is my first time seeing a real greenhouse!”


      I realized Seren was walking beside me.


      “It’s my first time, too,” I said. “I don’t think too many people have been building greenhouses to cultivate things around here before this.”


      “Well, there were some small ones,” Dad interjected. “Anyway, a few years ago, there was a year when the weather was quite unstable, right? At that time, I just couldn’t get my vegetable seedlings to grow, so I racked my brain and made this greenhouse, and it worked amazingly.”


      “That’s innovative, Dad.”


      “Viol’s clever imagination and ability to improve on things were clearly inherited from you, Father,” Seren said. 


      “Could be, could be.”


      While we were chatting away, we arrived at the greenhouse in question.


      “Now that I see it closer, it looks pretty big,” I said. “How did you build it?”


      It looked to be more than twice my height and was as long as a regular crop field.


      “I got help from Gomez, the carpenter.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      As soon as we stepped inside the greenhouse, hot, humid air enveloped us. Sweat started pouring out of my pores in an instant. The weather is pretty nice today, so the temperature inside this “greenhouse” must be rising as well.


      “It’s pretty hot,” I noted. “I can’t believe this isn’t enough for the plants…”


      “Well, the weather is really nice today. In fact, it’s getting too hot. Actually, there are a few things that are bothering me about the cultivation.”


      “Can I ask you for more details?”


      “Before that, let’s have a look around the greenhouse, and I’ll show you the things we’re growing in here. It’s probably too hot to stay inside for long, though.”


      I felt like something was about to come to mind, but it was really too hot and I couldn’t think clearly.


      “Can I just go outside for a bit?” I asked. 


      “What?! You’re tapping out already?!”


      “No… I just wanted to think about things for a bit.”


      I slipped past my shocked father and flung myself out of the greenhouse, where a fresh breeze blew, making it easier to breathe. It must have been pretty humid inside.


      “Viol, are you okay?” Seren called out to me, worried.


      Even Seren had beads of sweat running down her cheeks. Her face was flushed red. It was certainly a harsh environment for us, since we were used to the comfortable, temperature-controlled environment of the Mage Tower.


      But Dad and Bart work every day in this heat…


      I suddenly felt bad for not coming home often and not caring about how hard my parents had been struggling. I was not only inconsiderate but also lacking in basic kindness.


      “Well, I do think it would be tough for people to work in there for long periods of time, so I was wondering if there was anything we could do to prevent this… Overheating. It’s so hot, I can’t think clearly.”


      “Just blowing air won’t be enough to blow away the heat and humidity, and we want to avoid affecting the seedlings and altering the overall environment…” Seren said.


      “It may be necessary to take separate measures. Improve the environment of this greenhouse, while also making it so that people can work comfortably.”


      “Ah, you’re out here brainstorming. I thought you’d done a runner.” Dad, who’d come out to check on us, smiled wryly.


      “…We could set air blowing only within the confines of a barrier, right?” Seren suggested. 


      “Yeah, I was thinking that too. But maybe water magic is better than wind magic. …Or rather, wouldn’t ice-based magic be best of all?” 


      “But I still haven’t learned to use ice magic…”


      “Hmm. I’ll give it a try.”


      I cast a barrier around myself, and then cast ice magic within it.


      It was extremely cold.


      After much trial and error, I finally came up with a working combination. A small fusion of ice and wind magic.


      “…Temperature regulation is difficult to balance,” I groaned. 


      “Yes, the barrier was created and then destroyed so many times that I could sense that you were having a hard time with it. …But it has taken shape, right?” Seren guessed. 


      “Mm-hm. Can I cast it on you?”


      “Go right ahead.”


      “Hey! Hold on! If you’re planning on doing any experiments on people, do them on me!” Dad came between me and Seren in a panic.


      “What are you fussing over?” I asked, one eyebrow raised. 


      “What if something happened to Seren, all because I made some dumb requests of you?!”


      “It’ll be fine, Father,” Seren reassured. “I have more resistance to magic than you, and I can create a protective barrier if necessary.”


      “I don’t know what this barry-air thing is, but don’t do anything dangerous!”


      “It’s not particularly dangerous, but… All right then, Dad. It might get a little cold. Is that okay?” I asked him. 


      “…Yes, of course! Go for it!”


      Dad closed his eyes tightly and looked determined.


      Thinking back, before I entered the magic academy, my life had no connection to magic. I had some simple magical items at home, but they were only the kind that you could activate by pressing a button and didn’t require any magical power at all.


      To Dad, magic must still seem like such a mysterious thing. And yet, he volunteered as a guinea pig, rather than risk Seren being put in danger. That’s my pops.


      With that settled, I quickly deployed ice and wind magic around Dad and instantly trapped him in a barrier. I kept the amount of ice to a minimum because the sudden temperature change could be scary.


      “…Huh?”


      “It’s a bit cooler than before, isn’t it?”


      “It really is… Very cool and refreshing.”


      He looked around him and tried moving his arms and legs. He seemed wary of being under the influence of magic, and I found myself grinning a little.


      “Doing okay?”


      “Ah, yeah… I think so…”


      “Great.”


      With Dad’s confirmation, I cast the same magic on Seren and Bart without asking any further questions. Bart looks like my dad, big and sturdy and reliable, but despite his appearance, he’s quite tentative.


      “Oh, what a pleasant breeze,” Seren said. 


      “Yeek?! I suddenly feel cold?!” Bart cried. 


      “I cast it on you both as well.”


      “It feels really nice.”


      “You could have warned me first!”


      “Well, I thought you might be scared if I told you first.”


      Bart glared at me, but it was true, so he would just have to suck it up.


      “Well then, shall we go into the greenhouse again?” I suggested. “Sorry for keeping you waiting.”


      When the four of us went back into the greenhouse, we found that it was completely different from before and that we could stand in there comfortably. It seemed like the cool barrier was effective, after all.


      “Huh… I don’t feel hot at all.”


      “I cooled the air around you with ice and surrounded you in a barrier.”


      “Bro… You’re something else!”


      I was taken aback. I rarely get praised by my younger brothers. I stared at him in shock.


      “…What?”


      “Just… Huh. You complimented me.”


      “Hehe.”


      Seren giggled. Bart must have gotten annoyed, because he walked off to the back of the greenhouse with heavy footsteps.


      “I might have angered him,” I remarked. 


      “Oh, leave him alone. He’s just embarrassed. Come on, I’ll tell you all about the seedlings I’m growing and the problems I’ve been having. Come on over here.”


      “All right.”


      I followed Dad, gazing idly at his strong, broad back as he strode through the greenhouse.


      When I was a kid, I always thought I’d grow up to be like Dad. But looking at how skinny I am now, I probably never would have looked like him, even if I had worked out.


      Even though he has four sons, Bart’s the only one who inherited Dad’s muscles and strength. That fact made me chuckle. Still, Bart’s done a great job with the family business. I have to give him that.


      “These are the seedlings I received from the duke.” Dad was pointing to a range of planters with various varieties of plants, comprising two or three seedlings each.


      “All of these?”


      “That’s right. There are thirteen kinds in total, five kinds of fruit trees and eight kinds of vegetables. These two are doing quite well, so it seems like we can manage with just the greenhouse, but the others are a bit more delicate.”


      “That one in the back looks a bit sun-scorched,” I observed. 


      “Yeah, apparently it’s not good for it if the temperature gets too high when the weather’s nice, and it’s not good for it if it gets too cold at night. Also, you noticed that when you came in just now, right? The humidity that’s trapped in here.”


      “Yeah, the humidity was pretty bad.”


      “Apparently, the climate over there is much drier. The temperature doesn’t drop that much at night, but the refreshing breeze is very pleasant, they say.”


      “I see… Yes, if it’s this hot and humid now, there’ll probably be condensation at night.”


      “That’s right. As you can see, they already look like they’re starting to ail.”


      “Yes…”


      On closer inspection of the seedlings, it was clear to see that they were an odd color and slightly powdery-dry. They still seemed salvageable, but if left unchecked, their weakening might go beyond the point of no return.


      That’s why Dad called me. He had no other choice. It must have been a difficult decision, though, for Dad.


      “All right. It’d be good if the climate inside the greenhouse could replicate their local climate, right?” I asked. “The ideal climate would be hot but not humid, with some air circulation, correct?”


      “Right. Can you do that?”


      “I think we can probably improve the barrier that’s surrounding us now. The issue is that sometimes it skews too cold…” I said. 


      “Also, considering that the upper parts of the seedlings are getting sunburned, we need to do something about the excessive direct sunlight,” Seren added. 


      “Big Bro, you don’t have to use magic to do everything. We’ll do what we can.” Bart reappeared and was now examining the thermometer hanging in the center of the greenhouse. Then he slipped past us and opened the door.


      “Fair enough.”


      We were comfortable now, but the plants were still suffering in the humid heat. By opening the door, Bart was trying to help them out a bit.


      I conjured a slight breeze and pushed the stuffy air out through the open door.


      “Hehe, their leaves are swaying. They look happy with the breeze you created!”


      When Seren said that, Bart nodded in understanding and passed by us again to check the thermometer. Then he cried out in surprise.


      “Ah! The temperature’s dropped a bit. Just a little bit of a breeze makes a difference.”


      “Yes, we’ll need to rely on venting the air for now. But I’m not sure which is best… It’d be less work to keep the temperature constant, but would it be better to have some temperature difference?”


      “It seems like it’s a hot climate all year round over there, so a constant temperature should be fine,” Dad said. 


      “I see. You said that the temperature doesn’t drop much at night, after all…”


      We could keep the greenhouse at a constant temperature using fire and water magic, along with a little ventilation. Maybe we could just bring over the same mechanism currently keeping the temperature constant in the Mage Tower…


      But the problem is…everything after that.


      “Dad, I think it’d probably be fairly easy to keep the temperature in this greenhouse constant.”


      “Really…?!”


      “Yes. We can use the same kind of magical device that keeps the temperature constant in the Mage Tower.”


      “…Good point. The palace and the Mage Tower are always comfortable,” Seren said. “That must be thanks to the magical device.”


      “Indeed, only…”


      “What?”


      “We can make these seedlings more comfortable, yes, but isn’t your goal to improve them? There’s only so much you can grow in a greenhouse.”


      “Haha, you’re so impatient.”


      “…?”


      “You’re right, of course, but first the seedlings need to grow. We’ll grow them in this soil, harvest their seeds, and repeat until only the seedlings that are suited to the climate are left. That’s how we acclimatize the plants to this environment,” Dad explained. 


      “I see. So, there’s no need to make it perfect right away.”


      “You got it.”


      I couldn’t articulate it, exactly, but I felt like I’d just learned something important.


      “I understand. Then I’ll try to think of something else, apart from the temperature and humidity. Something that’ll allow us to alter those things ourselves in the future.”


      “You… I… Well, all right, then.”


      “Yes, leave it to me. I’ve roughly come up with a plan… so I’ll make a prototype magical device and bring it over as soon as possible,” I promised. 


      “Thanks, but don’t push yourself too hard. You’re already busy enough.”


      “It’s okay, I think I can do it if I combine some simple mechanisms that I can make myself… Well, shall we head back? I want some more pie…”


      “Hahaha, you really don’t change, do you? Still, your mom slaved over the stove to cook those treats. You’d better eat as much as you can manage. And you, too! Don’t be shy, Seren!”


      “All right. It’s so delicious, I might end up eating too much, though.”


      “Eh, you’re so skinny, it won’t be a problem if you pig out a little.”


      While chatting, we arrived back at the house. Inside, we found that Mom had prepared many more dishes for us. There was also a healthy pumpkin and soy milk pudding that Seren had previously said she wanted to try. No doubt, Mom was looking forward to today as well.


      “Oh! The famous pudding…!”


      “Seren… you said you wanted to eat it the other day, so I made it for you.”


      “…It’s delicious! I thought pumpkin would be more cloying, but it’s light and rich, with a subtle sweetness… I love it!” Seren gushed. 


      “That’s good. That sweetness comes only from the pumpkin.”


      “What, there are no other sweeteners in it?!”


      “Yes, the pumpkin is steamed slowly, so it’s quite sweet.”


      “Amazing…! I wonder if the refreshing edge is because of the soy milk.”


      “Yes, it’s probably lighter than using milk and eggs.”


      Perhaps she was planning on having Jean recreate it later… Seren started asking for all kinds of details about the recipe. Dad and Bart looked at each other and exchanged a whisper.


      “Seren’s a bit like Viol, isn’t she?”


      “Yes… Her rhapsodizing about food sounds oddly familiar.”


      Oh, well.


      By sharing our impressions of food with each other, our food-related vocabulary has naturally increased. I, too, feel that my vocabulary has increased dramatically compared to before I met Seren.


      Probably because we’re both keen to express our feelings to each other.


      “Yes… Hearing Seren praise my cooking makes me want to cook more!” Mom exclaimed. 


      “Oh, does Viol not comment?” Seren asked. 


      “If I discussed the food in my usual way, Dad and my brothers would find it annoying. I try my best to keep my mouth shut here,” I answered. 


      “It’s always a fun time with all the boys in the house,” Mom said. “Though Michel’s usually the liveliest.”


      “Yeah, so even if I did say something about the food, I doubt anyone would listen.” I laughed, but Mom looked at me with a raised eyebrow.


      “Well, I’d still like to hear my cooking praised!”


      “I see. Well, I haven’t really said it much up until now, but the truth is, I’ve always looked forward to the pies and quiches that you make for me at this time of year, Mom.”


      “Yes, yes, you used to say that a lot when you were a kid. And even now, you always eat whatever I make with such relish.”


      “Today’s strawberry pie and spring cabbage quiche were also very delicious. The spring cabbage was soft and fragrant, and the strawberry pie’s rich sweetness and flaky pastry went really well together, and the buttery aroma was also—”


      “All right, all right, enough already!” Dad interrupted suddenly.


      “Bro! You’re raising the bar too high! It’s beyond us!”


      “Wh-What…?”


      Dad explained, dead serious, “We feel bad now! For not praising your mom’s cooking enough!”


      “Right. And I’ve been planning to say it more…!”


      “…But we can’t do it like you two can!”


      Bart also had a very troubled expression. I never thought that expressing my honest opinion on Mom’s cooking would cause trouble for the others.


      But Mom started laughing happily. “That’s so silly. You don’t have to search for the right words. Just tell me it’s delicious. I’ll be happy with that.”


      “Aw, Mom…”


      “Well, all right then.”


      Everyone was laughing, the pie was delicious, and Seren seemed to be having fun.


      What a happy day.


    


  




  

    

       


       


       


      Ladia 1


       


      An Unexpected Chance


       


      MY heart pounded.


      In front of me stood a heavy door. I’d been to this place a few times before to submit documents, but I had no idea why I’d been called here today.


      “…”


      I looked up at the door and sighed. I was in front of Lord Borden’s office. And I’d gotten so nervous that I’d started to sweat.


      So, so nervous.


      Was my makeup smudged? No, it was fine. I looked in the mirror countless times before I approached this door. I wore a natural, refreshing look befitting a student. The lipstick was a pale pink, with a hint of gloss that projected an aura of innocence.


      It’s okay.


      It’s okay, Ladia.


      After telling myself that again, I lightly knocked on the door.


      The door slowly opened, and Lord Borden’s secretary urged me in. When I entered, I was met with an unexpected face.


      The first thing I saw was the wily ol’ tanuki… I mean, Dad.


      Belly so big, you wonder what’s in it. Of course, it’s probably just fat, but I can’t help but wonder if some of it isn’t air.


      Sitting opposite were Prime Minister Borden and Duke Tide, and at the head of the table was Prince Helios, which only confused me even more.


      Er… I wonder what’s happened.


      This is scary.


      Despite my fear, I said hello politely and sat down next to my father as suggested by Lord Borden.


      I honestly don’t like sitting next to my father at the best of times. This room was cramped, hot, and the smell of his cologne was too strong…but there was nothing I could do about it.


      However, the moment I looked up, all of that instantly went away, because Lord Borden was looking straight at me. Whenever I’m captured by those slightly downturned, greyish-black eyes, my heart starts beating faster and faster.


      The distinguished-looking thin silver chain monocle suits him very well, and his short, sweet-walnut brown hair is always elegantly groomed, making him look more mature than his actual age of twenty-seven…


      Even though he’s a very official person, he doesn’t stand out a lot. I like a man with an understated appearance.


      Staring at me, Lord Borden finally spoke. “Lady Ladia, I apologize for calling you here so suddenly. The truth is, there’s an important matter I’d like to ask you to handle, which is why I had you come here today.”


      The exact details of the “request” that came from Lord Borden’s gently smiling mouth were unexpected, but at the same time, it was a great honor for me, and a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity in terms of my career goals.


      As I watched my smiling father’s plump back exiting Lord Borden’s office, I sighed softly.


      I took an elegant sip of tea, feeling the tension slowly begin to fade away.


      I was planning to return to the salon with Prince Helios, so I was just sitting and waiting, but it seemed that Prince Helios and Lord Borden still had several things to discuss, as they were looking over documents with serious expressions.


      For me, the waiting time was worth it, as it allowed my heart, which had been pounding from the shock, to calm down.


      Still, how amazing it is to be involved in such a national project! Surveying the country’s land and territorial waters, I mean!


      That Father was also summoned suggests there must be some value in my participation in this project as the daughter of the Hapisery family…


      The fact that it wasn’t my older brother could be because they thought I’d be easier to deal with as a civil servant, or maybe because I’m a woman, or perhaps because I’ve made it clear I want to work in the shipping industry.


      Still, the reason doesn’t matter.


      For me to gain power and stop being just Father’s pawn, I need to have some connections of my own.


      Also…


      “…!”


      I snuck a peek at Lord Borden, and just then, our eyes met. He smiled a little at me, and my heart skipped a beat, fast as a rabbit’s. I was sure my face was bright red.


      Despite my anxiety, I tried my best to appear calm and put on a faint smile.


      I hoped I looked all right in Lord Borden’s eyes.


      With that wish in mind, I looked right back at Lord Borden. Unfortunately, I was too far away to see the grayish tint in his black eyes. But I was still happy, since I got to see his favored gesture of pushing up his silver monocle with his fingertips.


      There aren’t many opportunities to see and talk with Lord Borden up close, so for me it felt like a special treat. If I hadn’t been selected for this project, I wouldn’t have been able to enjoy this secretly thrilling moment. How lucky was I?


      Eventually, the conversation drew to a close, and Prince Helios walked toward me with a smile. I stood up straight.


      “Lady Ladia, sorry to have kept you waiting.”


      “No, no, thanks for giving me a moment. I feel more at ease now.”


      “The sudden announcement shocked you, didn’t it?”


      “L-Lord Borden…!”


      Lord Borden appeared behind Prince Helios, and my usual smile faded. I couldn’t keep my composure in front of Lord Borden! Desperately trying to keep the heat from building up in my cheeks, I tried to act as normal as possible.


      “I apologize for how out of the blue it is, but this project is very important. And unexpected things often happen when a project just gets started. I know it’s difficult for you as a student, but it’ll be great if you can stay open-minded and flexible, okay?”


      “…Of course! Yes! You can count on me!”


      There’s one reason why I was chosen instead of my brother. That buffoon could never handle something like this calmly!


      “Unlike the others, I don’t have any skills… But I’m here to support the rest of you as much as I can. So that you can work smoothly.”


      Lord Borden smiled, clearly delighted by my perky reaction, and his intelligent face grew gentle and soft. It seemed I’d made the right choice of response.


      “I expect great things of you.”


      “Yes, sir!”


      A fiery fighting spirit welled up from deep within the recesses of my very body and soul.


      🐈🐈🐈


      “…SO, Lady Ladia will be participating in a national surveying project from this point forward. The actual surveying will be done by those with the skills needed to create nautical charts and maps, but Lady Ladia will be involved as an administrative staff member.”


      “So… You’re going to view the land from the air, and re-survey all of it?” Lord Kitz sounded impressed.


      After hearing Lord Borden’s explanation in his study, Prince Helios returned to the salon, whereupon he immediately summoned the salon members to the round table.


      Since the new developments would have a knock-on effect on support for future endeavors too, Prince Helios wanted to explain the situation in detail to the salon members. It didn’t seem like it was classified information or anything, and I felt more at ease having Prince Helios explain it.


      “It certainly seems like it would be easier to check the accuracy of any maps drawn up if you looked down from the air.”


      When Lord Riesz said that with a nod, Prince Helios also nodded vigorously as if he’d just remembered something.


      “That reminds me… Riez, you were given a ride to your family estate the other day by Seren, right?” 


      “Yes. It was my first time looking down on the town and forest from directly above. It was an eye-opening experience. The higher we went, the more we could see, as if from a bird’s-eye view, like a map spread out below us.”


      “Hmm, I’d like to see that.”


      “Perhaps ask Seren, then?”


      “Hmm. Yes. Maybe I really should see what it’s like for myself.”


      “Have you ever tried flying, Marietta?”


      “No way! I’d be terrified! To be away from the ground?!”


      It was funny, seeing Marietta go pale and flap her hands about.


      “I was really happy when Seren used that magic spell to save me when I fell down the stairs, but… It was a really weird feeling. Something supporting me, and yet nothing was physically there at all…!”


      The paleness of Marietta’s face seemed to accurately reflect her feelings. She must really have been frightened.


      “Even just falling headfirst down the stairs would be frightening enough, so I can understand how you feel.” Lady Linde comforted Marietta while agreeing with her.


      It’s true that it’s a little scary to imagine, but watching the two of them, I thought to myself again that I’d love to have the chance to fly. Because I already know that if I have the courage to take on a challenge, my whole world will change.


      Two years ago, I was secretly studying to become a civil servant, but I was sure I would never be lucky enough, and I spent my days resigned to the idea that I would have to simply go along with the marriage arrangements set in place by my wily old tanuki of a father. Become someone’s wife, and live like a hostage, no hope of anything else.


      Then, I was able to become a member of the salon through an unexpected coincidence, and that experience changed me.


      These days, I’m beginning to seriously think that maybe I can change the curse of my family. Change my fate of being shoved into the background by the old tanuki and my buffoon of a brother.


      It’s all about seizing opportunities.


      I thought of the smile on Lady Seren’s face when I visited her mansion the other day.


      “You’re not going to give up that easily, are you?”


      Saying that, she’d looked me right in the eye.


      “Even though the chances of becoming a civil servant were slim, you continued to study in secret and eventually grabbed the opportunity. You must have come here to break out of your current situation, right?”


      That’s right.


      I refuse to give up on myself ever again.


      “Ladia.”


      As I was lost in thought, Lady Linde spoke my name.


      I looked up at Lady Linde’s gentle smile.


      “I’m really happy for you. It’s not often that someone’s selected for a national project. I’m sure there’ll be all kinds of difficulties involved, but I’m also sure you’ll rise to the occasion, Ladia.”


      “For sure. Give it your all, Ladia.”


      Lady Linde and Marietta… giving me encouragement. But there was a hint of regret on their features.


      “It’s a bit frustrating. I’ll have to try harder so that I can be chosen next time.”


      Acknowledging their envy, but at the same time, cheering me on. It’s reassuring to have such honest friends. However, unless I worked much harder than those two, I’d never be able to forge my own path…


      “Thanks. I’ll certainly do my best.”


      With my usual cheery smile, I made a decision. I would forge my own path, or die trying. And in the process, if I happened to be able to catch Lord Borden’s eye… Well, that would just be the cherry on top.


      I clenched my fists by my sides. Oh yes, I was going to seize this opportunity, all right…


    


  




  

    

       


       


       


      Seren 44


       


      The First Visit to the Magic Academy


       


      “ARE you okay, Seren?” Viol asked, concern for me lacing his tone. 


      “Yep! I’ve got a whole week off work to learn! I’m going to study hard and learn as much as I can!”


      “Don’t get too worked up.” Viol chuckled.


      For a whole week, starting today, I’d be visiting the magic academy.


      However, since I’d still be able to see Viol every day when I returned home, the only thing that was really any different from before was that I’d be going to the academy instead of the Mage Tower for a while.


      I’m curious about the progress of various things related to flight magic, like the magical devices that Lucien and his team are researching, and the new magic that Vellia and his team are developing, but I have no choice but to leave all of that to them for now…


      I had to focus on my own thing and do my best!


      I hopped into the cart with excitement.


      “I’m sorry… I actually really wanted to go with you.”


      Viol was originally supposed to accompany me to the magic academy on the first day, but an important meeting came up that meant he couldn’t attend.


      It’s unfortunate, but oh well.


      “I’ll definitely go on the last day.” Viol lowered his eyebrows, looking truly apologetic.


      I don’t want him to push himself too hard to make that happen… That said, I’m sure the students would also love to meet Archmage Viol, so I hoped he’d be able to make it at least one day.


      “Thank you. I’m sure the students at the magic academy are looking forward to it. And I’m looking forward to being there with you too… So please try to make time!”


      “Right! I’ll do my best.”


      “Okay! Well then, I’m off.”


      “Right. Study lots.”


      Viol gave me a gentle parting smile, and I took off into the sky.


      I’ve never even been near the magic academy before, but based on what Viol said, there must be children younger than me studying magic there with all their might!


      After flying for a while, I came across a large tower standing tall in a fairly vast open area.


      According to Viol, a powerful barrier surrounds the magic academy building itself, but there are also many other magical barriers around the grounds due to fears of accidental explosions.


      Many children at the magic academy still can’t use their magical powers well. Sometimes a child with an incredible amount of magical power appears, and there’s no telling when they’ll make something blow up!


      Yes, I can certainly see that happening… In fact, the school grounds directly connect to the Kichul Forest. It’s actually a bit difficult to see where the school grounds end and the forest begins.


      The students of the academy make use of the Kichul Forest as a training ground, apparently. The forest is so large that it seems like it might swallow up the whole school one day…


      This is the school where Viol and Lord Borden studied together…!


      I flew with deep emotion in my heart, and as I got closer to the tall tower, I noticed a lot of people down in the schoolyard.


      “Students…? They’re in all-black, just like Viol…” I muttered softly to myself and increased my speed. Soon I was closer, and what had initially appeared to be small black ants began to look like people. There were a lot of students.


      They seemed to have spotted me, too. I heard excited shouts.


      As I increased my speed, I began to understand some of the shouts.


      “It’s Seren!!!”


      “Welcome!!!”


      “Flying! So cool!!!”


      “Hello!!!”


      Small people in black robes, waving their arms at me and hopping on the spot.


      Adorable!


      I wonder if Viol and his peers were like that once, too…


      I felt warm inside as I descended. I mean, I was just visiting. I never imagined I would be welcomed like this.


      As I got closer, I saw a large number of students of various ages and several people who appeared to be teachers standing around in the large schoolyard, looking up in my direction.


      It was kind of embarrassing.


      Thinking that it would be better to get down to the ground quickly, I looked more closely and saw an old man with a very long and impressive white beard among what appeared to be a group of teachers.


      Ah, that must be the headmaster, Mr. Bate, that Viol was talking about.


      I’d heard he was close friends with Kenrude, the professor who discovered and mentored Viol. He had a very gentle-looking, wrinkled face.


      Well, I thought I should greet Headmaster Bate first, so I slowly landed close to him. Then I immediately disembarked the cart and greeted him.


      “Thank you so much for agreeing to this request. I think I’ll learn a lot from this experience. I’ll try not to get in anyone’s way. I look forward to spending time with you all here at the academy!”


      “Yes, yes, Vellia told us everything. Apparently, you passed the High Mage exam in just three months without ever undergoing formal magical education… He said you were an incredible talent.” Headmaster Bate laughed heartily.


      Vellia negotiated this arrangement with the academy. I hope he didn’t exaggerate too much.


      “I’ve been taught many different types of magic since I became a High Mage, and I’ve finally completed all the wind magic courses. Vellia has been a huge help to me and my education!”


      “Yes, yes, I heard that too. Now, Malassa?”


      “Yes?”


      Headmaster Bate turned to a beautiful but strict-looking elderly woman, who stepped forward. She looked a bit like an elocution teacher or something…


      “I’m Deputy Headmaster Malassa. Nice to meet you.”


      “Yes! Hello! Nice to meet you!”


      “The headmaster has told me everything he wants to show you, and also what he wants you to do for the students. I’ll explain all the details to you in a moment, so please don’t worry.”


      “Yes, Ms. Malassa. If there’s anything I can do, please don’t hesitate to let me know!”


      “Indeed. I’m looking forward to your time with us. By the way, I would appreciate it if you could address the faculty members here with the title of Professor.”


      “Oh, yes! Professor Malassa.” I quickly corrected myself, and Professor Malassa smiled. My response softened her previously harsh-looking façade.


      “Let me introduce you to everyone first.”


      Saying that, Professor Malassa turned on her Voice Amplifier. I smiled to see a magical device being used so casually in a place like the magic academy.


      It made me feel warm and fuzzy inside…


      Until I realized they wanted me to take part in a mock battle?!


      They’d all seen the battle record on the Recording Orb and wanted me to show the students my battle style… and before I knew it, we were having a mock battle!


      I hadn’t even had time to prepare. Within the safety of the barrier shield, I tried to get myself ready.


      Facing me with a grin was Professor Grelb, the combat instructor of this magic school. He was as big as a bear, strong and frightening.


      “Please be gentle.”


      The voice he spoke with was so deep that it resonated with his whole person.


      He was three heads taller than me, with bright red hair, a broad chest, and thick arms. I wondered how much training it took to get that big. He seemed even stronger than Captain Arshtag, from the survey team.


      I doubted I could win against him. I mean, to start with, I’d never even thought of using magic against people…


      “Um, um, I’ve never cast magic on someone before…” I fretted. 


      “I’m a battle-hardened man, and we’ve put up strong protective walls and barriers, so you can rest assured.” Professor Grelb smiled, amused.


      I was floating in midair a bit, looking down at him.


      They’d asked me to battle while flying my cart, so I positioned myself at a height where everyone could see me. After all, the students were surrounding Professor Grelb and me in a circle, watching us keenly. Despite the barrier, it was still scary. But with me at this level, magical spells directed at me wouldn’t run any risk of hitting the students.


      “Now, to ease you in, try firing off a light Wind Cutter. Remember, you used that when you killed the bear?”


      “Y-Yes.……”


      I had no choice but to use a mild version of a Wind Cutter spell that had a lot of blades but almost no speed or heft to it.


      I conjured the blades and aimed them at a single point on the barrier.


      Even if the blades themselves are light, the spell’s attack power increases if it’s concentrated on one point. It was a technique that Viol showed me on our honeymoon.


      “Hey! Not like that! When you fought the bear, the blades you conjured were lethal! Give us 100 percent! Give us your all!” Professor Grelb shook his head.


      But I was too scared to try… I couldn’t just conjure up a deadly blade storm that easily when I wasn’t fighting for real.


      Professor Grelb, who seemed very used to fighting, looked with interest at the blades sticking out of the barrier near him. Then he got a suspicious look.


      “…Hmm?”


      I’d pulled my punches again this time, too. No matter what they said, I didn’t feel comfortable firing a strong Wind Cutter spell in this schoolyard full of students.


      “Huh… How many times did she conjure that spell in succession…?”


      “Amazing. They’ve all hit the exact same spot.”


      “No power behind them, though.”


      “But the accuracy, and the number of blades conjured simultaneously… Impressive, isn’t it?”


      As the students all discussed my work with excitement, a crack finally appeared in the barrier.


      The moment I saw this, I precisely drove all my remaining blades into the crack, destroying the barrier in an instant.


      “Whoa!”


      “It broke!”


      “Professor Grelb’s barrier!”


      The students got even more excited. Then, Professor Grelb’s grin widened, and he began to chuckle with eerie laughter.


      Yikes. A bit creepy.


      “Hahaha! Nice work, young lady!”


      Er, I’m married and a working adult… I’m not a young lady… But I was too intimidated to correct him.


      “This time I’ll attack first! Cast your protective barrier!”


      Professor Grelb instantly re-established the barrier and began casting spells in rapid succession. One after another, huge explosions and flames that looked like they could burn everything down for miles around attacked my barrier and then disappeared.


      Even with the barrier’s protection, the power was immense. It was clear that Professor Grelb was serious about his magic.


      “The students won’t learn anything from you if you’re only focused on defense! Fight as if you were facing a demonic beast! We’re not through here until you fight for real!”


      “I… I see. I’m just taking up everybody’s time this way…”


      I took a deep breath and tried to pull myself together.


      Professor Grelb was clearly a professional at combat. Someone like me didn’t have a hope of winning against him. Even if I did actually manage to break the barrier protecting the students, it’d be fine as long as no student got hit.


      Telling myself that, I fixed my gaze on Professor Grelb and spoke just one simple word.


      “Okay.”


      “Good, we’re on the same page.”


      Without taking my eyes off Professor Grelb, his grin widening, I removed the barrier that was protecting me and instead cast a thicker, stronger one. Then, I flew in my cart to avoid the barrage of fireballs that Professor Grelb fired in rapid succession, and tried to close the distance on him.


      “Amazing barrier spell!”


      “I do Wall Guard duty sometimes, too! Even I can cast a mean barrier!”


      I dove down to Professor Grelb’s feet, launched a Wind Cutter from below at his face, then instantly accelerated and escaped into the sky.


      “Whoa!”


      No matter how many barriers and protective walls were in place, anyone would be stunned and blinded by having Wind Cutter spells hit so close to them. Still, as expected of a combat instructor, he pinpointed my position using magic and unleashed his fireballs precisely in my direction.


      “I heard from Vellia! Apparently, when you took the final High Mage exam, the number of magic spells you knew could be counted on one hand!”


      “Sorry…”


      I couldn’t help but apologize.


      I realized I was in the presence of someone who’d studied for years, trained hard for years, passed the High Mage exam, and gone through so many challenges… And then, there’s…me.


      Vellia…! What did you tell this person about me?! And how much did you embellish? I wanted to shout. 


      “During the actual exam, you managed to learn Wind Lance almost entirely on your own and even tried your hand at improving it! Go on! Cast Wind Lance for us!”


      “Oh, but… It’s too strong, and…” As I hesitated, the barrier protecting the students grew stronger before my eyes.


      “I have a personal interest, as well. Go ahead. Shoot!”


      I couldn’t say no now, not with Headmaster Bate urging me on too…


      All right then.


      “What are you doing? Hurry up!”


      “…”


      Wincing as Professor Grelb called out, I concentrated all my magic. Then, aiming one body-width to the side of Professor Grelb, I unleashed my Wind Lance with whirlwind adaptation, which I’d named “Storm Lance.”


      There was a colossal roar, enough to blast your eardrums.


      Dust swelled up in clouds.


      The vibration was so strong that it could have been mistaken for an earthquake.


      It was incredibly powerful… way more so than I’d expected.


      As the dust cleared, I could see an enormous crater and Professor Grelb’s body, lying quite far away, having been blasted off his feet by the force of the impact…!


      “P-Professor Grelb?! A-Are you okay?!?!?!” I cried. 


      “Of course! Never better!” Professor Grelb jumped up with a demonic sort of expression. “Quit messing around! I told you to HIT ME with it!”


      “No, no, no! If I hit a human being with that, they’d be dead!” I shouted. 


      “I want you to hit me with it!!!”


      “But I don’t want to!!!”


      Did this man understand that my magic had just literally sent him flying and created a huge hole in the ground? And that was when I was HOLDING back. 


      My magical power had increased considerably since the actual test, and the Storm Lance I fired just now was far superior to anything I could have imagined…! To be honest, it scared me. I didn’t want to unleash it again!


      “Aim properly and shoot again! It’ll be fine, trust in my protective wall and barrier!”


      “But… You’re covered in dirt… Sorry, but I just don’t think…”


      Even though it wasn’t a direct hit, the barrier was broken, and his clothes were covered in dirt from being blasted off his feet. I certainly wasn’t about to land a direct hit on him!


      “I’m fine, not even a scratch!”


      “…”


      Panicked, I looked at Headmaster Bate, but he just smiled. It didn’t seem like he was going to help me. I never thought I’d end up in trouble like this right after I got here.


      I was only supposed to come to the academy to observe…


      I glanced at the students, and they all looked up at me with curious expressions. I had no other choice… So, I made up my mind.


      My Storm Lance was too scary to shoot again. But I could shoot Storm Arrow.


      After becoming a High Mage, Storm Arrow was the first magic I developed.


      When I developed Storm Lance, I had the idea that if, instead of a powerful lance-like blow, I could make thin blades rain down with countless blows in one go, then  I might be able to create a spell that could deal a fair amount of damage over a wide area, similar to the water magic spell Rain Arrow.


      It was only after I became a High Mage, though, that I was able to reach that level of magic.


      The power of each arrow is much less than that of a big lance, but it’s still a flashy attack, so it might please the current crowd.


      “Well then… May I demonstrate a more advanced form of magic, more advanced than Storm Lance?” The moment I said that, the crowd murmured excitedly. Seizing the opportunity, I stated my conditions. “In return, please stop asking me to cast Storm Lance.”


      “Hahaha! All right, then. Please, show us this new magic.”


      “…All right, then.”


      What a relief! I suddenly felt much better.


      “Here it comes!”


      “Right! Don’t hold back, now!”


      And I’ll cast a pretty strong barrier too, I thought, almost shouting inside my own head, as I began to cast my magic. Wind Arrows formed all around me, too many to count, and the crowd gasped in admiration from below.


      “Take this!!!”


      I yelled as wind arrows rained down on Professor Grelb. I then quickly cast a barrier to surround the arrows.
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      Another ear-splitting roar.


      It wasn’t a single thud like before, but the sound of many impacts burrowing into the ground one after another. Many slightly higher-pitched sounds resounded together, like a marching band beating drums.


      The dust and vibrations were different from before, but how long would they last? It just went on and on.


      Even I no longer knew what was going on with Professor Grelb.


      “Oh!”


      An extra-large Gigaflame spell shot out of the dust, and I quickly dodged in midair. Then, a small fireball appeared out of nowhere. As I tried to flee, a poisonous lump of lava came flying out of the dust with incredible force.


      “No way, an Explosion spell?!”


      I dodged the attack instantly, casting a barrier and unleashing Wind Bomb. The Explosion spell caused a massive explosion, not the kind of thing I could just ignore!


      The best way to deal with it was to use Wind Bomb to break through and detonate it safely inside the barrier.


      I watched with some relief as the explosion went off, yes, safely within the barrier. The barrier didn’t seem to be crumbling at all, so the students would remain unaffected.


      “…!” I sucked a sharp breath in through my teeth. 


      But I had no time to relax. When I looked down at Professor Grelb, I saw him standing majestically in the torn-up schoolyard, where the dust had now completely settled.


      “Well done!”


      “Is… Is that the end?” I asked, cautious. 


      “Yeah! Thanks! You put on quite an interesting show! Right, guys?”


      At Professor Grelb’s shout, the students and teachers all raised their voices and applauded in unison. I was glad it was over. And that nobody had gotten hurt.


      “Professor Grelb, could you please step aside for a second?”


      As Professor Grelb swiftly moved to the side, Professor Malassa chanted some long incantation, and the ground began to rise and fall, moving almost as if it were a living thing, and then the previously lumpy and uneven schoolyard was quickly leveled out.


      …Earth magic?


      The skill with which she was able to fix such a large area in such a short space of time was amazing, just like when Viol did that recent land development work.


      “Come on down.”


      When I flew down and landed in response to Professor Malassa’s call, I was greeted with a kind smile.


      “Good work. That was a nice battle!”


      “Oh, thanks…!”


      “It’ll be a great source of inspiration for the students, no doubt!”


      The students’ warm applause echoed behind Professor Malassa’s words, and a wave of relief washed over me. I bowed deeply to show my gratitude for the applause.


      “Well then, students! Let’s get back to class!”


      At Professor Malassa’s instruction, the students headed chattering back to the tower.


      Seeing them waving at me, shouting things, and walking along chatting about all sorts of things with bright smiles… It reminded me of my time at the academy with Prince Helios, and it made me feel nostalgic. I couldn’t help smiling.


      Anyway, now, I could finally actually observe a class!


      I sighed in relief, and just then, a small-figured woman with a kind face spoke to me.


      “Miss Seren! Thank you for coming; it can’t have been easy to do a demonstration like that in front of everyone.”


      “…It was my first time casting offensive magic on someone, so I was really nervous. But I think I learned a lot,” I said. 


      “Sorry… everyone was excited that someone they’ve heard so much about was going to be visiting. I’m Meiru, the instructor in charge of beginner’s magical manifestation. Nice to meet you.”


      “Nice to meet you, too!”


      I smiled back, but the words “someone they’ve heard so much about” made me a little anxious. I hope they hadn’t heard anything too insane or exaggerated about me.


      “Well then, let’s get started. The first class you’ll audit is MY class, Magical Manifestation. Students who are evaluated as having high magical power when they enter the magic academy take this class. They learn to manifest the magical power within their bodies and cast it outwards as magic.”


      I was led into a classroom where about fifty kids were seated, mostly around twelve or thirteen years old, with about ten of them being a little older or younger than that. This was still only about one-third of the first-year students. It seemed like a considerable number of students were studying magic here…


      After listening to Professor Meiru’s instructions, the students all began working on fine-tuning their magical powers at the same time.


      Professor Meiru said it was a spell to revitalize the body, but it seemed to be, more specifically, a spell to recover from fatigue. The same spell I first learned from Viol.


      It’s a form of magic outside the category of elemental attributes, and it won’t cause any trouble even if they can’t achieve a stable output. It’s probably a very safe and suitable sort of spell to teach initially.


      It took me a whole night to get it to work, as well.


      The students were also having a hard time casting the spell. It was obvious that they were going through a process of trial and error.


      It’s difficult even to sense the magical power that courses through one’s body like blood. At first, manipulating it seems impossible, much less refining it into a single spell, and then releasing it from within.


      But, while I was still struggling to “sense” my own magical energy, Vi had placed one small, pitch-black paw on the back of my hand and given me a little boost of magic. My own magic pushed back against it a little, and for the first time, I was able to feel the magical power within me.


      Looking at the students now, some of them were just like me back then… tilting their heads in confusion, unable to sense their own magical powers, while others were able to manifest a small amount of their power as physical magic.


      My hands twitched. I wanted to say, “Go for it! You can do it!”


      Then Professor Meiru came over and spoke to me. “What do you think?”


      “It brings back memories of when I first learned magic.”


      “It’s a path that all Mages must take. You didn’t go to any magic school, though, did you? If you don’t mind me asking, how did you learn magic?”


      “Well… I was first introduced to magic when I learned a fatigue-healing spell from Archmage Viol. He just gave me a basic lesson.”


      “Ah, so the rumor that Violy taught you was true after all.”


      “Violy…?”


      “Hehe, I was once a classmate of Viol and Borden, too, you know!” Professor Meiru smiled mischievously. “Even though Viol wasn’t into small talk back then, he was very good at teaching, and he had a lot of requests for tutoring from the other students. Maybe he’s got an aptitude for teaching.”


      “Well, that makes sense. His instructions were very easy to understand,” I said.


      “So, how long did it take you to be able to cast that spell?”


      “How long… Let’s see… I practiced secretly at home… It was already morning before I was able to cast it properly, so I think it took about eight full hours.”


      “What? You practiced all night?”


      “Yes, back then, I was also in princess consort training, so staying up all night didn’t feel strange. Now I release all my magical power every night before going to sleep, so I sleep soundly every day.”


      “Uh… I mean, hold on. You were able to master that spell in just eight hours?”


      “Goodness, no! Just to be able to cast it.”


      “But… you manifested magic after just eight hours of trying… Right?”


      “Yes, but even though I was taught how to control the output of my magic and how to sustain it, I still couldn’t stabilize the output. I was trying to practice it at school, and a classmate who’d attended the magic academy for a bit noticed what I was doing… which was quite embarrassing. It was a few days before I was able to manifest it the way I wanted, though.”


      Ah, I remembered it fondly. I was really nervous when Lord Riesz noticed what I was up to. I couldn’t help but smile wryly when I thought back to those days. It was fun, but I wasn’t casting very good magic at that stage.


      “Uh… I mean…” Professor Meiru smiled exasperatedly and then said something surprising. “The children in this class have been practicing manifestation for about ten days now.”


      “…Huh?”


      “Magic is something that requires intense concentration, so it’s normal not to be able to practice for eight hours straight. That’s why the curriculum stipulates that this ‘Magical Manifestation’ class can only be for one hour in the morning and one hour in the afternoon, for a maximum of about two hours every day.”


      Now that she mentioned it, I remember Vi often complimenting me in the beginning, saying that I had an amazing ability to maintain concentration. I think it’s something I learned from princess consort training, and it’s just sort of stuck with me.


      “The rest of the time is spent on magical theory, basics, and physical training.”


      “Physical training, too?”


      “We use magic for things like beast subjugation… If you don’t maintain a certain level of physical fitness, death is likely.”


      That’s true, but the bland way she just said that left me a little speechless…


      “But you really are a genius. Did you practice every day? What else did you do?”


      Though I balked a little at the word genius, I wanted to answer her questions as sincerely as possible. Since she was kind enough to show me around the academy, the least I could do was be transparent about my own experiences.


      “Let’s see… Every morning, as soon as I wake up, I cast a magic spell to recover from fatigue and do my best to keep it up throughout the day, and then before I go to sleep at night, release all my magical power in one go and then fall asleep totally unconscious.”


      “You cast it all day long?”


      “All day. At first, it would go out, and I would cast it fresh and adjust the output. Over and over. I wasn’t very good at it at first!”


      She stared at me.


      I guess…the curriculum I implemented in order to smash the High Mage Exam was kind of…unorthodox.


      “Are you still doing that now?”


      “Yes. Now I can control the output to be as much or as little as I want.”


      To make it easier to understand, I showed her how I cast a relatively large output of the spell to recover fatigue, holding it steady as she watched. Then I realized that a stir was growing among the students.


      “Wow… Amazing…!”


      “Huh? What is?”


      “That perfectly even flow of power through the whole body…!”


      “Yes, the magic level is completely unwavering…”


      “What? I can’t see anything!”


      I had heard that the students in this classroom were all new to the magic academy, so I was surprised to see that some of them actually had the natural ability to “see” magical power.


      I wish I had that ability, too…


      “Did you all see that? If you practice every day, you’ll be able to control your magic just as beautifully!” Noticing that the students were focusing their attention on me, Professor Meiru raised her voice and called out to them. “Right! Since the High Mage Seren has come all the way to visit us, perhaps we can ask her to field a few questions for us?”


      “Um… Er…” I waffled. 


      “All right, who has a question?!”


      All hands went up at once. No way out of this one.


      “Well then… Lucielle.”


      “Um, even though people say I have magical powers, I don’t understand them at all, I mean, I don’t know what it is I’m even supposed to do…?”


      A small, cute girl spoke in a flustered manner. I looked at her and realized something.


      She was the girl who’d been having trouble sensing her own magic earlier. I remembered the nostalgic feelings I’d had as I watched her… And I thought I might actually be able to help her.


      No doubt, she was feeling totally lost right now.


      “…At first, I too couldn’t sense the magical power within me, and thought that being able to control it was just a pipe dream.”


      “You, too… Miss Seren?”


      “Yes, but I did get a little help from a great teacher.”


      Just like Vi had done for me that time, I gently touched the back of the girl’s hand and let a little bit of my magical power flow through her.


      Lucielle’s body jerked a little.


      “Did you notice that there was a pushing force just now?”


      “Yes…!”


      “Well, that’s your magic power! Imagine that power flowing through your body and ask it to heal you. Right. Just let yourself go very soft…”


      As I spoke, Lucielle closed her eyes and clasped her hands in front of her. I felt like her small body started to radiate a little extra heat.


      Lucille looked up at me sadly, murmuring in a tiny voice. “I lost it…”


      “Yes, but once you’ve managed to grab hold of the ‘tail’ of your magic the first time, I think you’ll be able to find it within yourself again, so do your best!”


      “Thank you, Miss Seren!”


      After that, I was bombarded with questions.


      I looked at Professor Meiru many times for help, but she didn’t help me at all. Instead, she joined the students in asking me to explain things, and by the end of the lesson, I was exhausted.


      “Thank you for your hard work! You’re awesome. I really learned a lot.”


      As soon as the lesson ended, Professor Meiru congratulated me with a bright smile. As she guided me to the classroom for the next class, Water Magic, I let slip how anxious I was.


      “Yes, but… I don’t think I observed a typical class, as such…”


      I had the feeling that the combat training earlier, and the lesson on magical manifestation just now, had not been standard examples…


      “Sorry, but we’re really curious about the magic of someone who became a High Mage in such a short time without even attending magic school. We’re all fascinated to learn what training you had. We could learn a lot from you… Even reshape our future curriculum.”


      “But I don’t think I’m anything special…”


      “Hmm, it does sound like it’s all things we do teach here at the academy. But there’s still a lot we might learn from you… Tell me later what you did to Lucielle earlier to help her sense her magical power.”


      “Um, okay. You see, I’m really just doing what Viol taught me…”


      “Well then, I’m grateful to be learning, even indirectly, from the most powerful Archmage in history. And I think it was a good learning experience for the students. But I promise, no question time from tomorrow onwards. You’ll be able to observe and see how much the kids improve in a week.”


      “…Okay!”


      After that, I was able to listen to the lectures quietly along with the students, and although I was tired, I felt like I’d spent a meaningful time at the academy. I ended the day feeling very satisfied as I headed home.


      🐈🐈🐈


      “HMM, that does sound tough.”


      Viol listened to me discussing my day with interest. Apparently, he was worried about me, which was why he’d come home so early today. I felt cared for and loved.


      “But combat training? …That brings back memories.”


      “So you went through that back then, too… It was my first time casting offensive magic on someone. I was terribly nervous.”


      “Of course. The First Mage Guild works on an equal footing with the knights to protect the castle, the royal family, and the royal capital from attacks. And even adventurers need to use combat magic sometimes on escort missions.”


      “Yes… I see.”


      “When dealing with human adversaries, it’s necessary to adjust your strength depending on the situation, but Mages like us sometimes don’t know our own strength, and things can go very wrong.”


      “Oh…”


      That makes sense. I, too, was very, very scared when I performed magic today.


      “But, it was still completely different from fighting a magical beast. Fireballs kept flying at me, and it felt terrifying in a way that even mid-level and high-level magical beasts couldn’t compare to…”


      “Hmm, I get it. I was never any good at sparring against real people, either.”


      “I bet you weren’t. Your magic skill and magical power are so strong… it’d be hard to handle an opponent without hurting them. Though I guess some people actually specialize in combat against human adversaries…”


      “Yes, there were quite a few in my day. Some say human enemies are smarter than dumb magical beasts, so it’s more fun to fight them. Also, some are very good at binding magic.”


      “Binding magic… I’ve never done that.”


      “Well, there are a lot of people in the academy who specialize in earth magic. You meet all sorts at the magic academy. It’s fascinating to see it.”


      “Oh yes! This is a special opportunity for me. I’ll do my best to look at it from different perspectives and make the most of it!”


      “Yes, and it seems like the magic academy got a lot out of your visit, too. Maybe we should regularly send High Mages on school visits.”


      “The students would love that.”


      I couldn’t help but smile when I remembered the faces of the cute students who were so excited to ask all sorts of questions of a fellow young person like me.


      “If the magic academy’s teaching skills improve further, it’ll create an environment in which more talented people can be nurtured. It might be worth discussing it with the headmaster.”


      “Great idea!”


      I had to grin. I loved the way Viol’s mind worked.


      It’s only been about a year and a half since I became a High Mage, and yet in that time, Viol’s been coming up with and carrying out major reforms one after the other with a nonchalant look.


      He’s not the type to loudly promote his achievements, and he’s not very good at being in front of people, so he doesn’t appear very often when new innovations are announced, but I think he’s someone truly worthy of respect.


      I love how adorable he gets when he’s eating sweet treats. But he’s also a highly capable professional in his field.


      Filled with joy, I wrapped my arms around my amazing husband and hugged him tight.


    


  




  

    

       


       


       


      Viol 40


       


      Developments Follow Developments


       


      WHAT a relief.


      In my office during the afternoon, I recalled Seren’s behavior last night and couldn’t help but smile.


      Apparently, yesterday was quite a difficult first day at school for her. She was challenged to a fight as soon as she arrived at the magic academy, then was bombarded with questions when she thought she was just going to take a look around as an observer. But she still seemed to have had a great time and excitedly told me all kinds of stories about her day.


      For Seren, who’d never attended a magic school at all, and who now suddenly found herself working among the country’s finest Mages, everything about the classes at the academy seemed new to her. She especially found the children who’d just entered the academy, still unable to even truly sense their own magic, extremely adorable.


      “One kid was struggling with the same thing I was once struggling with, and I so wanted to support her…” Seren was bubbling with enthusiasm, which was extremely cute.


      Incidentally, the water magic lesson she took afterward was very informative.


      Vellia and the others had thoroughly taught Seren wind magic, and she was now able to use not only intermediate but also advanced-level wind spells, but she’d only recently started with water magic.


      As it was her sub-elemental attribute, Seren only had a basic working knowledge of water magic. So, in the water elemental attribute class, she was able to learn on an almost equal footing with the students and feel a sense of unity.


      It’s instructive to spend time learning together with others, rather than just being taught one-on-one. I was grateful to Vellia for suggesting that Seren visit the magic academy.


      And, I also had a new realization.


      Listening to Seren talk, it almost seemed that the magic academy had learned more from her than she’d learned from it. After all, she’d been challenged to combat before even observing a single class. The people at the magic academy were also very interested in Seren.


      Still, perhaps it’s understandable.


      Even after several years of studying and training at a magic school, passing the exam to become a High Mage is extremely difficult. And yet, the fact that a daughter of a noble family, who hadn’t even attended magic school, and had only trained by herself in magic for two or three months… The fact that a person like that had passed the exam… it must have flabbergasted them.


      And then, there was her battle scene, recorded in that orb, and projected onto the sky…


      Magic academy teachers, of all people, would appreciate how obvious her raw ability was, which would have intrigued them even more.


      Seren said it was tough, but judging from how she described their reactions to her, it’s easy to see how they’d been extremely impressed after seeing her fight in person, and how that had increased their interest in her.


      Seren was a special case. Not many who attended the magic academy had the ability to go on to become High Mages. Sharing her story might be beneficial for both the teachers and students. It would be a great idea to send in High Mages regularly from now on, to help train the next generation.


      “When I go to the academy, maybe I should have a word with the headmaster…” I muttered to myself, and then suddenly worried. When I went there, would I be bombarded with questions and asked to do various practical demonstrations as well?


      Um… It sounds a bit much.


      Teaching one-on-one is one thing, but I can’t abide standing up and lecturing in front of a large group of people.


      But I couldn’t back out now. Vellia and the others would be so annoyed. And Seren had already gone through it and given it her best. And, above all, if it helped the next generation, then I should do it regardless of how I felt, right?


      I calmed down and decided to switch my mindset and think about other things. Luckily, there was a mountain of things to think about.


      Which reminds me… How are things going over at the magic development lab with the improvements to flight magic? Also, I wonder how it’s going over at the magical device development lab with the magical device…


      We had some meetings last week, so I hope there’s been some progress.


      “Contard…”


      “Yes, sir?”


      “Could you please ask the wind magic development lab about the progress regarding the flight magic improvements, and also, could you ask the magical device development lab about the development status of the wind magic propulsion magical device…?”


      “Certainly. Should I ask them to prepare reports?”


      “No, no, I don’t want them spending too much of their time. I want them focused as much as possible on research. I just need a brief summary of the projects.”


      “Understood, sir. I’ll go right now.”


      “…Oh, I almost forgot. I’ve been planning to ask Old Man Euleho for some help with something soon. Ask him when he can spare someone, would you?”


      “Certainly.”


      “Thanks.”


      I watched as Contard left. Then I worked on a project of my own while I waited for him to return with the reports.


      You guessed it: I was working on the greenhouse improvements that Dad had asked me to make. Once I had a rough idea of what I wanted, I could ask a magical device engineer with some free time to whip up something.


      If no one is available, I should be able to make a prototype by myself. Or at least, I could brainstorm how to put a simple mechanism together.


      First, to organize my thoughts, I jotted down some notes about the situation while recalling the conversations I had with Dad and Bart.


      The climate of the country where the plant originally grew:


      1.    The climate is hot and dry all year round.


      2. The temperature doesn’t drop much at night, and there’s a permanently refreshing breeze.


      The situation inside the greenhouse:


      1.   Even inside the greenhouse, the temperature is often not hot enough.


      2. When the weather’s good, the temperature rises too much and condensation forms at night.


      3.   The plants are getting sun-scorched on their tops by the heat.


      What’s needed from a magical device:


      1.  Since it’ll take several years to create seedlings suited to this country’s climate, it’d be better not to have a fully automatic system, but to be able to change the settings at the user’s discretion.


      2.   Separate switches could be installed for fire magic, water magic, and wind magic.


      Right. The magical device isn’t meant to create the optimal environment for the seedlings. It’s meant for artificially controlling an environment. I have to be careful not to make that mistake.


      Controlling the temperature seems easy, but how do I stop the top leaves from getting scorched?


      While I was thinking about this, there was a knock on the door.


      “Lord Viol, I’m back.”


      I heard Contard’s voice and the sound of the door opening. It seemed he had returned.


      “Right, thanks. How did it go?”


      Being as I was in the middle of writing out the requirements for the magical device, I answered without looking up.


      “Well, as for the magic development lab, in order to achieve their goal of simplifying flight magic, they’re conducting research into utilizing a Wind Wall to reduce unnecessary resistance and to make the wind’s propulsive force more uniform. But they said they need a little more time to work on it.”


      “I see… Yes, of course… Very complicated…”


      “Also, it seems that Director Ohle can now fly as well.”


      “Ah, I’d expect nothing less of him!”


      Done writing, I looked up and saw an unexpected sight. Behind Contard stood Old Man Euleho and Yarko. And Lucien, too.


      “The magical device development lab has something they want to report directly to you, so I brought them here.”


      “Well, it’s more of a consultation than a report.”


      Lucien was looking extremely nervous, clutching the handle of a cart.


      “Lucien is also participating in this project as a core member, so we’ve brought him along…”


      “Apparently, he’s the one who suggested making a magical device following a discussion with your wife. He’s the impetus behind this project… The leader, if you will.”


      Old Man Euleho laughed, almost talking over Yarko.


      Lucien, on the other hand, looked terrified. “I already told you, I can’t possibly become the leader of a national-level project all of a sudden like this…”


      National project… A bit of a shock to hear it put that way. Just the verbiage… National-level project. It sounds very important.


      And indeed, all the major figures in the country are involved. Even the king. Even Borden, the prime minister. Old Man Euleho always plays it off as a joke, saying stuff like, “What’s His Majesty got you doing now?” which made things sound much less vital. Just like any normal work.


      I regretted thinking about it that way now. I’d have to take it a bit more seriously.


      “Just pipe down. You focus on doing your job. We’ll clean up after you, so don’t even worry about it.”


      The fact that Old Man Euleho was encouraging him this way must mean that he had high expectations of Lucien. Indeed, Lucien seems to be the type of person who’s full of ideas and not afraid to speak his mind.


      I was excited to see what he’d do in the future.


      “Okay, you explain things first.”


      Old Man Euleho nudged Lucien with his elbow and pushed him forward a little. Lucien looked at Yarko with panicked eyes, but Yarko merely smiled.


      “It’s just a new experience. All you have to do is do your best.”


      Lucien groaned softly, then looked back and forth between me and the cart, which was probably a prototype. Finally, he sighed.


      Somehow, it reminded me of how I felt when I first went to discuss magical devices with the king… I felt like cheering the young lad on. Go for it, Lucien.


      “…Well…” Lucien took a deep breath and looked straight at me. His expression became serious. It seemed he had made up his mind. “I’ll make my report, then.”


      “Please do.”


      “It’s still in the prototype stage, but I can report on the concept, the current progress, and the issues we’ve been having. First of all, we’re developing three types of magical devices for purposes of transportation.”


      “Three types…?”


      “Yes. One is the device discussed at your residence… it can be used in place of a horse and carriage. Let’s call it the Magical Wind Cart.”


      “The Magical Wind Cart, eh?”


      “Yes. I’m currently making a prototype based on the concept we discussed previously, but I think I’ll be able to do something with a combination of wind barrier and wind manipulation magic.”


      “Well, tell me more about it.”


      “The cart has in-built functions. A magical device at the front of the cart casts a Wind Wall to create a thin but uniform path ahead in the direction of travel, which lasts for a set period of time.”


      “Right, you were discussing whether it’s possible to create a wind current within a wind wall itself.”


      “Yes. However, according to the opinion of the magic development lab, the formula is complicated, and it requires a medium level of experience and magical power to operate it as a magical device, so they’ve classed it as having high versatility.”


      “You mean, a level that even non-Mages, ordinary people, can use?!”


      With that cry of admiration from me, Lucien finally broke into a smile.


      “Yes, this is the most versatile and most commonly used at the civilian level.”


      “It’ll be easy to accommodate since we can use the same roads as horse carriages, and the major advantage is that we can use it as a form of human transportation. And, as Seren said, it uses wind propulsion from behind to drive it forward.”


      Yarko nodded.


      “Incidentally, I got a hint from Vellia, and I tried a method involving blowing a thin layer of wind onto the top of the Wind Wall to turn the wheels, but it was too dangerous to implement since it would lead to excess floating when the natural wind blows.”


      “I see…”


      “In fact, I think the most difficult part of applying the concept of flight to a magical device involves how to deal with the effect of the natural changes in wind and air currents.”


      When Yarko said that, I suddenly remembered something.


      “Oh yes, Yarko… You also said you wanted to study flight magic, too, didn’t you?”


      “Yes. I’ve studied the theory and understand how it works, but unfortunately, I have yet to achieve successful flight. Still, since I now understand the principles, I can apply them to magical devices.”


      Yarko shrugged. It sounded more difficult that way to me, but Mages trained in magical devices have their own way of thinking about it, I suppose.


      “May I continue and discuss the second device?” Lucien, much more at ease now, looked up at me with a steady gaze.


      “Yes, please do.”


      “Right. The next magical device… but it’s not really a magical device… It’s a way to create a path in the sky. We’re tentatively calling it Skypath.”


      “Path? So how is it different from what you just described?” I queried. 


      “It’s more of a fixed path. It wouldn’t require a Mage for movement. We could transport people and goods on a fixed schedule, and I think it could be done at a fairly low cost.”


      I cocked my head to one side, not understanding what he meant, and Lucien thought for a moment before turning his gaze to Yarko.


      “Yarko… I think it will be quicker if we do a demonstration. Would you mind?”


      “Go right ahead.”


      Yarko, a wind Mage from the magical device development lab, eagerly opened the door to the balcony and exited. Naturally, we followed him out.


      Yarko spread his arms toward the sky and chanted a spell, and a tunnel of air big enough for a person to stand in appeared, rising from the balcony to the clear blue sky.


      “To make it easier to see it, I’ve lightly colored the wall of air. Please, take a look.”


      “Lucien…?”


      Old Man Euleho, who’d been silent up until then, gave Lucien a wink, and Lucien gracefully picked up one of my office chairs.


      “I’ll just borrow this, if that’s all right?”


      When I nodded, Lucien plonked the chair down at the entrance to the tunnel made of Wind Wall magic. He then placed a small fan-like magical device next to the chair.


      “This is the magical device I’m currently working on. Ready? I’ll press the switch.”


      I nodded, and Lucien’s slender fingers flicked the switch, and in an instant the chair disappeared.


      “…???!!!”


      The chair flew through the tunnel at an incredible speed.


      “It uses powerful wind magic to generate momentum and push the object through the tunnel. With a wind tunnel like this, we can transport both people and goods at a considerable speed.”


      Lucien said this with a solemn expression, but yikes… Transporting people like that? I shivered. Those kinds of speeds are too scary. I certainly don’t want to experience that!


      “Look at the far side of the tunnel.”


      When I looked in the direction Yarko was pointing, a tiny chair the same size as a bean appeared at the very end of the tunnel! I nearly jumped out of my seat.


      “Oh…!”


      “Air Net,” Yarko said in a flat tone, and the chair spinning through the air was neatly caught in a magical wind net. The net then pulled the chair toward Yarko, who retrieved it. “As you can see, even someone without magical powers can send goods at incredible speeds just by pressing a button. So, if we can create wind tunnels all over the country, we can significantly shorten transportation times.”


      “Right… But won’t it be an issue, sending people that way? It would be much too fast, surely,” I pointed out. 


      “No problem. I heard from Vellia that when flying fast, you just put up a Wind Shield, right? So I think we can just use that same technique and the passengers will be nice and safe.”


      “I-Indeed…”


      I certainly didn’t like the idea of being propelled by that enormous gust of wind, but since that was just my personal opinion, I kept quiet.


      “What I wanted your advice on was… Well… I can’t think of a good way to slow down.”


      “To… slow down?”


      “Yes. You saw it just now, right? There’s almost no resistance inside the wind tunnel. It maintains its momentum from the point of activation until it reaches its destination. But if it comes to a sudden stop, there’s a high possibility that the supplies being transported will get damaged. As a stop-gap measure, I’m using an Air Net to catch the supplies once they come to the end of the wind tunnel.”


      “I mean, that might work with the supplies, but we probably can’t use the same technique with people… Right?”


      It’s scary how Yarko says such terrible things with such a straight face.


      “That’s true, but it’s quite difficult to cut the momentum in an automated manner. So we’re looking into alternative methods to slow it down.”


      I felt a little relieved by Lucien’s words.


      “Well, tell me your plan,” I urged. 


      “One method is to have a marshmallow-soft Wind Wall intercept it at the destination. But then we have to worry about bounce-back.”


      “I see. All right. Let’s hear the rest.”


      “So the next idea we had is to give the wind tunnel itself resistance, but whether we want to block it with a Wind Wall or give it some resistance, I think it will be impossible to achieve unless we ask the magic development lab to actually develop it.”


      “So that’s why you came seeking advice, huh…”


      “Yes. We determined that we can’t just rely on an Air Net every time.”


      I pursed my lips and thought for a while in silence. It felt like I had an idea brewing.


      “Archmage Viol…?”


      “Lucien, be quiet for a moment. I think he’s working on an idea.”


      I heard Old Man Euleho gently scolding him from what seemed like far away. Relaxing, I let my brain do its thing.


      “Lucien.”


      “Yes, sir?!”


      “I just had an idea. It might just work. I’d like to try it myself first, so could you kindly press the switch?”


      “No, sir! If anyone’s to be a guinea pig, it should be me! I’m the leader of this project, after all…”


      “Right…”


      I felt myself grinning a little. Good. The boy’s got a firm sense of responsibility.


      “Well then, Lucien, please be our guinea pig. A cart will be more stable than a chair. Sit on the cart and hold on to the handle firmly, would you?”


      “Yes, sir!”


      As Lucien sat there, ready to go, I gave him a light pat on the back to encourage him.


      “Yarko, please set up some Wind Shields, as needed for human transportation.”


      “On it.”


      In an instant, a thick Wind Shield enveloped Lucien and the cart. It seemed like it would provide robust enough protection.


      “If you do happen to go flying out of the tunnel, I’ll secure you with the net, so don’t worry,” Yarko said. 


      “I’m used to it by now. No problem.”


      The casual conversation between the two of them revealed the extent of the research they’d clearly been doing up until now.


      I felt a little sorry for Lucien, but he can’t use wind magic, so I guess him being the guinea pig was the best use of manpower.


      “Yarko, could you please make a few layers of frangible Wind Walls at the end of the wind tunnel? If possible, I’d like them installed with a little space in between them.”


      “Ah, I see, so you plan to use a series of Wind Walls to kill the momentum gradually. That’s sharp!”


      “Lucien, could you also set up a protective barrier, just in case?”


      “Sure.”


      “All right, I’m pressing the button now.”


      “Wait a moment. I want to set them up as effectively as possible. I don’t want to rush it.”


      After stopping impatient Old Man Euleho from pressing the button, Yarko fussed over his Wind Wall placements. He used colored Wind Walls so that we could visualize how many we needed to break through to reduce the momentum perfectly.


      It was reassuring that they were trying to obtain the optimum results from this single experiment.


      “A soft Wind Wall would be good.”


      “Well, I thought that an Air Net might be good, but that’s not something that would break easily, and if it’s going to stop something moving at high speed, something with a surface to break through would be able to disperse the impact better.”


      “I agree. Well, now it’s all set up, let’s see how it goes.”


      Yarko dropped a wink to Old Man Euleho, who once again reached for the button on the magical device.


      “All right, I’m pressing it now.”


      “Do it!”


      In an instant…


      The cart Lucien was sitting on flew off at an incredible speed, just like that chair earlier.


      “Wow, that’s amazing speed. It blows my mind, no matter how many times I see it.”


      “Ah! It’s hit the first Wind Wall!”


      “Yeah, it’s definitely slowing down.”


      Their comments reassured me. The Wind Walls must be doing their job. I could just about see the cart carrying Lucien. It was gradually slowing down.


      “This looks like it might work.” Yarko turned around and beamed at me.


      “Yeah… Do you think this could be recreated via a magical device?”


      “Yup! Leave it to me!”


      Yarko sounded confident. Lucien proceeded slowly to the end of the tunnel and came to a precarious rest on the very edge.


      “My predictions were pretty accurate.”


      Yarko smiled with satisfaction as he dissolved the wind tunnel. He then briskly catapulted Lucien into the air, catching him with his Air Net and pulling him back to us in an instant.


      Was that his usual method…? When I think about it, I feel a little sorry for Lucien…


      “Are you… okay?” I asked. 


      “Yeah! That was amazing!”


      Lucien replied to my concerned question with a big smile. It was a little sad to see how used to it he clearly was…


      “So? How was it?” Yarko raised a brow at him, and Lucien nodded.


      “…Let’s see. Yes. I think the Wind Shield alone will be enough. I didn’t feel any breeze at all while moving through the tunnel, and I didn’t feel any impact when I gradually broke through the Wind Walls.”


      Even in a crazy physical situation, Lucien seemed to evaluate things very scientifically.


      “But, going from moving so fast to slowing right down… It’s sort of a floating sensation? I can’t deny, it feels odd,” he said. 


      “Hmm. Then maybe it would be better to make each Wind Wall thicker, but reduce their number. It depends on exactly how uncomfortable it feels.”


      “Right.”


      “Still, that’s enough for now. We can work out the kinks in the lab.”


      Just as Yarko and Lucien were getting carried away with the idea of improvements, Old Man Euleho stopped them. I wanted to join in on the discussion about improvements, too, but considering my position, I had to default to Old Man Euleho’s judgment and stay quiet. 


      “Come on, you haven’t even told him about the final method yet. Get to it and make your report.”


      “Oh, right.”


      Prompted by Old Man Euleho, Lucien cleared his throat and began discussing the royal decree that had recently come from the king.


      “The third is about escorting the VIPs. This is basically something that the First Mage Guild can handle, so I think it’ll be safer if we make it something specialized, something an ordinary Mage perhaps couldn’t use.”


      “Yes, precisely.”


      It could be problematic if it fell into the wrong hands, after all, and one of the aims behind this is to demonstrate the difference in our level of power to other countries. Lucien’s approach to this seemed right to me.


      “So the development of this magical device is being carried out in such a way that Yarko and Vellia can oversee and make such adjustments as are necessary.”


      “Unfortunately, I can’t fly on my own yet, so I suppose I make a good test sample… An unwilling one, though.”


      Yarko sounded a touch sardonic and reluctant.


      “In order to fly to other countries, we need to be able to cast stable magic with long-term stamina. We are currently developing a magical device to assist with this.”


      “I see. Well, I have no issue with your current approach. Please, continue with development,” I approved. 


      “Yes, sir!”


      “Ah, what a relief…”


      Lucien responded perkily. Yarko sighed and stretched.


      “You can leave the rest to us. We’ll make you the best possible magical device. Well, they will.” Old Man Euleho pointed his thumb at the other two in a breezy, confident manner.


      I, too, felt safe in trusting this matter to them.


      “Yes, I’m counting on you. Lucien, this is your first big project, so I’m sure you’ll be nervous, but I’m relieved to hear that you’re already doing well with the help of others. Just do your best.”


      “…Yes, sir!”


      Lucien’s bright, beaming smile warmed my heart.


      Lucien used to be a bit deadpan… probably due to nerves, but now he seemed to have become quite accustomed to the magical device development lab and was doing a good job there. I hoped he would continue to grow in just this way.


      “That reminds me, Euleho. I wonder if you can send someone by soon. There’s a favor I’d like to ask,” I said. 


      Old Man Euleho nodded knowingly. “Ah, that’s right. Contard mentioned it. No problem. I was able to solve the problem I’ve been having today already, so I’ll come by myself tomorrow and lend you a hand.”


      “Thank you, that’s very helpful.”


      “You’re the one who helps us out, Viol. Still, we’d expect no less from the Archmage of the Mage Guild. Thanks.”


      Lucien and Yarko also thanked me, and then the three of them left with smiles.


      At the same time, a voice came from behind me.


      “Lord Viol, I’ve made some tea. Why don’t you take a short rest?”


      “Oh, thank you.”


      Heaving a sigh of relief, I then gasped when I saw the tea set laid out on the table.


      “Cream puff…!”


      Next to the tea sat a cute little cream puff. Sprinkled with powdered sugar on top, and looking delicious.


      “Yes, sweets are good when you’re tired, after all.”


      “How considerate of you. Thank you.”


      “I’ll serve those again sometime then.”


      Ever since Contard discovered that I liked sweets, he’s started preparing sweets for me at teatime like this.


      Eating something delicious makes me happy, and perhaps because of the sugar, I can maintain my concentration throughout the afternoon, which improves the accuracy of my work. My mood also naturally improves, which reduces the strain on everyone else around me, no doubt.


      Just a good thing all around, really.


      “Thank you. I’ll look forward to it.


      For now, I simply enjoyed the sweet treat.


      🐈🐈🐈


      “SO that’s why you seem especially happy today.”


      Seren chuckled.


      The time we spend relaxing together in our room after dinner and a bath is the most relaxing part of my day.


      “Work on the magical devices is progressing well, and I got to eat some delicious cream puffs while at work. How could I be in a bad mood? You seem to be in a good mood, too, Seren. What did you learn today?”


      Ever since she came home, Seren had been laughing happily at even the smallest things. From her bright smile, it was easy to imagine that she’d had a great time at the magic academy.


      “Oh, yes! Today we learned this water-based lifestyle spell called Waterproof!”


      “Ah, Waterproof. That’s convenient, especially when it rains.”


      If you cast it on your clothes or body, you won’t get wet, which is really convenient when traveling. You can even cast it on your cloak, for example, and use the cloak as a bucket to carry water.


      “Oh, yes! There are a lot of lifestyle spells that involve water. It’s a lot of fun to learn them. I can’t help but feel frustrated that my spells are less effective than those of people who’ve already mastered water magic… but I still really enjoy learning new magic!”


      Her smile showed how much she was genuinely enjoying her studies.


      “Good. As you learn more and more magic, you’ll be able to come up with new ways to use it and mix it with other forms of magic, which will make it even more interesting. Do your best.”


      “I will! Also, some kids have only just entered the magic academy and are still in the process of learning how to use their magical powers, and I get to see their progress every day. It’s sooo adorable!”


      “Ah, the kids who bombarded you with questions on the first day, right? Are they doing well in their studies?”


      “It varies kid to kid. Some seem to sense their magical power, at least once, but then they lose it and struggle to find it again. It really shows how difficult it is to control magical power.”


      “Yes, that’s normal. I hope that by seeing so many aspiring young Mages, you’ll gain a fresh perspective of your own.”


      “Yes. I’m so glad they’re willing to share some of their precious study time with me. I’m really glad I’ve gotten to see the magic academy.”


      “Yes, I’m grateful to Vellia for suggesting it.”


      “Absolutely…!”


      Seeing Seren’s big smile, I realized I was really and truly grateful to Vellia.


      “Oh, by the way, Headmaster Bate said that if you don’t mind, he’d like you to explain some of the work of a High Mage to the students when you come.”


      “I see. Well, it might increase the number of applicants, and it might give the students aiming to become High Mages a better idea of what kind of jobs they could have in the future… I’ll give it some thought.”


      “Great! And he asked me to be present at the meeting. Apparently, they want to know how I learned magic by myself and how I invented flight magic… Though I’m not really sure how much I should make public…” she fretted. 


      “Hmm. I’ll discuss it with the king first. However, after listening to what you’ve been telling me about the students, I’m beginning to think it might be a good idea to tell them more about the duties of each Mage Guild. I’m thinking of talking to Headmaster Bate about it when I visit on the final day.”


      “Oh, wonderful.”


      “They do receive guidance about jobs available in the city, like adventurer or magical device engineer, and there are also work experience days and internships available, but they only give them a rough outline of the Royal Mage Guilds and what it involves…”


      “That just shows how difficult it is to get in.”


      “It’s popular because the salary’s fairly high and the prestige that comes with it, but I don’t think they give people enough information about it before signing up. And it’s not easy to quit once you join the Guild, especially in the First or Third Guild… I feel like they need to know what they’re signing up for a little better.” 


      “Hehe, that’s what you said when I was aiming to become a High Mage, Viol. I didn’t know what kind of work the Mage Guild did originally, either. It’s true that it’s not very well known.”


      “With all the confidential work we do, that’s unavoidable. But I’m sure there’s much we could make public. I thought I’d take this opportunity to talk with the king and clarify which information can be made public.”


      “Wonderful.” Seren smiled.


      The current exchange with the magic academy was Vellia’s idea, but Seren seemed to be the catalyst for all these new realizations. Through Seren, I’ve broadened my horizons and increased my awareness considerably, which, I feel, has become a fresh source of ideas for improvements.


      Up until now, we High Mages have kept ourselves confined to the Mage Tower, focused on national defense and the development of magical devices and spells.


      But now I understand how important it is to interact with people who have different jobs and ways of thinking than we do. We should actively take advantage of these opportunities to interact more and more with others. The knowledge and ideas we gain from these interactions will lead to improvements in the way we do our jobs as High Mages, and thus, will improve the lives of everyone across the nation.


      I’m sure it’ll be the same for the institution of the magic academy, as well.


      We must innovate.


      These reforms will nurture the next generation and change the country.


      To be honest, I’ve never had grand goals like “changing the country” before. I simply enjoyed tinkering with magic and magical devices and just hoped that I and those around me could work comfortably and do rewarding research. Research that makes people’s lives easier.


      As the head of the High Mages in charge of the country’s defense and development, in retrospect, I think my ambitions were pretty low.


      I’ve contributed to technological development, yes, and have undertaken many research projects out of my own interest that have resulted in great benefits for the nation and the people, but that was nothing compared to the dramatic developments that have occurred over the past year.


      The more powerful we High Mages are, the richer the nation will be, and the lives of its people will be better, too.


      This year has really brought that realization home to me.


      “Thanks to you, Seren, I feel like I can come up with new ideas one after another. Thank you.”


      “Oh, my.” When I thanked her, Seren’s eyes widened in surprise. “I haven’t done anything, though. …Or rather, I’ve just caused you constant trouble… I feel so guilty…”


      “No, no. If it weren’t for you, I would never have had these kinds of interactions with the magic academy. I’m sure that, from now on, my ties with the magic academy will only get stronger.”


      “Well then, I’ll do my best not just to learn, but also to contribute to the relationship between both sides.”


      “But don’t push yourself too much. You should focus on enjoying your work.”


      “All right!”


      Seren’s cheerful smile made me want to do my best, too.


      I’m so glad I met Seren. Once again, I was able to enjoy this fresh realization.
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      Interacting with the Students


       


      EVERY day studying at the magic academy was new and fun, and each day passed by in a flash.


      Though Viol appeared busy with various projects like the ones the king and Father asked him to handle, I was enjoying myself, witnessing the adorable, hardworking students and sitting in on classes with them.


      However, little by little, I understood what Vellia had been trying to say.


      All of the students attending the academy had been recognized for their magical ability. However, the strength of their magical powers and the extent to which they could sense magic varied, and not everyone was able to develop at the same rate.


      I thought I’d understood it in theory, but seeing it with my own eyes made me realize just how harsh the reality was.


      Some children got the hang of it once, only to fail to cast any magic the next day, while others lost concentration as soon as class began.


      I’ve seen children who learned basic magic without any problems stumble when it comes to intermediate-level magic. I’ve seen children unable to cast their magic for long periods because they don’t have a lot of magical power. I’ve seen children unable to cast intermediate-level or higher magic at all. Some children seemed to be almost blocked by some invisible wall… their own limitations, their own weak points.


      Seeing the frustration on their faces made my heart ache. I think it’s because it reminded me of all the times I’d stumbled during princess consort training, crying all by myself and showing no one.


      I knew their frustration, their deep sadness.


      Because I understood how they felt, I wanted to help them in some way. And since I was allowed to speak freely with them, I tried to help the students wherever I could, but it’s not that easy to overcome individual weaknesses.


      Vi watched over me patiently, giving me gentle guidance whenever I was stuck. Even now, I’m so thankful for that.


      A lack of magical power isn’t something that can be fixed in a day or two. The only way to improve is to try your hardest to exhaust all of your magical power until you pass out. Just like I do now on a nightly basis.


      I can’t do much to help the students, but just as Vi supported me then, and just as Viol is guiding me now, I hope I can be of some help to the fledgling Mages.


      Perhaps they sensed my earnestness. The students started coming to chat to me after the classes I was observing were over.


      It started with Lucielle, who’d been having trouble sensing her magical power. Now, the other students in the beginner class all said they wanted me to send magical power into them. And the kids studying water magic along with me came to me after those classes to discuss things they wanted more clarity on. 


      I was having so much more fun than I’d ever expected.


      At lunchtime, I was shown to the courtyard, and students from various classes came up to talk to me.


      I remembered Viol saying that Mages are individualistic and don’t show much interest in others, but I got the impression that most of the students at the magic academy were very friendly.


      …Or, perhaps they saw me as a research subject.


      But, considering it more analytically, the topics the students want to discuss with me are rarely small talk. They’re overwhelmingly about magic and the work of High Mages. It proves that the aspiring Mages attending this school are very enthusiastic about their research and are serious about magic.


      “Seren! You’ll be eating in the courtyard again today, right?


      Today, the wind magic students, Yule and Maril, called out to me. They’re two of the students who chat with me the most.


      Since we were all close in age, we felt comfortable around each other. It was like I’d just made two new friends. Being with them gave me a warm and cozy feeling.


      “Yes, I brought my own lunch, just like everyone else. Though I didn’t make mine myself…”


      “Whoa! Seren’s packed lunch!”


      “Ooh, I wonder what it’s like.”


      When I told Jean that I’d be eating a packed lunch in the courtyard with everyone, he enthusiastically set about cooking. I’d brought quite a heavy-duty lunch basket to school with me today.


      I was so grateful for Jean’s thoughtfulness in packing a huge basket full of sandwiches and fruit for everyone to share.


      “My personal chef has prepared a special lunch so that we can all enjoy it together. I’ll just go and get it. Please, go ahead to the courtyard.”


      “Roger! Meet under the biggest tree in the courtyard!”


      “Sure thing!”


      After our brief conversation, I jogged off to raid the cart.


      “Seren, are you eating in the courtyard again today?”


      “We’ll join later, too!”


      As I walked down the hallway, various students spoke to me, making getting to my destination a bit of a trial. When I finally reached the cart and looked inside, I hesitated for a moment.


      The basket was very heavy. Jean had made such a great effort. Carrying it back to the courtyard was going to be hard work.


      There was no other option than to fly.


      My mind made up, I opened the window and hopped into the cart. Fortunately, magic wasn’t prohibited on school grounds. To encourage self-study, I’m sure.


      I flew out of the window, away from the school buildings, and headed straight for the courtyard.


      This was definitely faster than running.


      “Under the biggest tree in the courtyard…” I muttered. 


      I couldn’t see my two lunch friends because they were hidden under one of the trees. Still, there was only one particularly large tree in the courtyard. I was sure it was that one, so I swooped down to the base of that tree, and the courtyard immediately erupted with noise.


      “Wow!”


      “Amazing!”


      I could hear murmuring voices and knew I was attracting attention, but I’ve gotten pretty used to it lately, so I paid it no mind.


      When I landed on the ground, Yule and Maril ran over to me.


      “That was quite an entrance!” Yule smiled, her light green ponytail bobbing. 


      Maril peered at the cart with a curious expression, her sky-blue eyes sparkling. “It’s really just an ordinary cart. Like the kind you use for gardening…?”


      “Yeah. Actually, our old gardener gave me one of the carts that wasn’t needed anymore.”


      “That’s…rustic.”


      I was being teased a little, but I guess this is where I started out. The cart from Old Dan was precious to me. It’s still the one I use when I’m riding alone. I plan to use it until it breaks.


      “I’ve been practicing flying with this cart for a long time, so it’s the easiest for me to use. I actually sort of treasure it.”


      “Wow! The first cart that ever flew! Maybe it’ll end up in a museum?”


      “You might think she’s teasing you, but Maril’s actually serious, you know?”


      I giggled, but the two of them remained solemn. I don’t think it’ll end up in a museum, but it’s definitely worth being carefully preserved. At least, to me.


      “I’ll treasure it more than ever, then,” I said. “Anyway, it’s about time for lunch. The basket’s so heavy, it takes a lot of heaving to move it about.”


      “This basket?”


      “Shall we carry it for you?”


      Yule and Maril reached for the basket, but it was heavier than they expected, and they let out muted groans.


      “It’s surprisingly heavy!”


      “Do you need a hand with that?”


      “Thanks!”


      A male student who happened to be passing by kindly offered to help.


      “Whoa, what’s in this? It’s really heavy.”


      “Seren brought lunch for everyone!”


      “It looks like it’s filled with all kinds of sandwiches… and fruit. Shall we open it up?”


      “Yay! Open it, open it!”


      Yule removed the lid of the basket, revealing colorful fruits and sandwiches with various toppings. There were also cute mini hot dogs, which looked really delicious.


      “Wow! Awesome.”


      “It all looks so delicious!”


      Attracted by the delicious sights and smells, the nearby students gathered around. The space under the big tree quickly became crowded with students.


      “Wow, there’s even a teapot and cups. How thoughtful.” Maril located a pot and cups in the cart and skillfully set out the cups and poured the tea, but there wasn’t enough for this many people.


      In the end, only a few people were able to get some tea.


      “I’m sure Viol could have magicked up as much tea as we needed, but I’m afraid it’s beyond my skill…” I sighed. 


      “Huh?”


      Maril looked quizzical in response to my mutterings. I gave a simple explanation as I watched the younger students happily pick up sandwiches and hot dogs and stuff them into their faces.


      “In a situation like this, Archmage Viol would use his magic to make extra cups and brew tea on the spot. I was reminiscing about a time he did just that…”


      “What, with magic?!”


      “What? No way, how?”


      “I mean, the tea I can understand, but you’re saying he created extra CUPS?”


      “How? Hmm… I recall him explaining how he could create the shape of a cup using earth magic, and then bake it with fire magic…”


      “Possessing all of the elemental attributes. The guy’s a maverick.”


      “I had no idea magic could even be used like that…”


      Everyone’s eyes widened in shock. Their reactions made me suddenly realize that something as natural as breathing for Viol was definitely not normal, even at a magic academy.


      Suddenly, something flashed beyond the crowd, and there was a loud roar like something bursting into flames. I wanted to know what it was, but with the crowd and everything, I couldn’t see.


      What was that…? As I frowned, the crowd parted, and two familiar male students came forward.


      “Seren… after hearing your story, we wondered if we could make one ourselves, so we tried to make a cup, but it kinda broke…”


      I was surprised that this boy was so bold as to try something he’d only just heard of. But when I saw his face, I understood.


      One boy was cute, with reddish curly hair. He was definitely a top-class student, possessed of the strongest fire power of anyone in the fire magic class. The other boy was tall and lanky, an honor student in the earth magic class.


      It made sense that they’d want to try the spell out themselves.


      “I can’t use this type of magic myself; all I can say is that it’s possible to do. But if I remember correctly, Viol said that earth magic won’t work unless the right type of soil is used. That might have been the issue. Or perhaps the wrong level of heat,” I said. 


      The two boys exchanged glances.


      “I see, so the idea is to use magic to replace the actual manufacturing conditions and process…”


      “Yes, it could be.”


      “But conjuring up your own cup out of the blue… That’s some out-of-the-box thinking.”


      “That’s why he’s a genius.”


      Hearing the two boys sigh over Viol’s genius reminded me of something.


      “Hmm, come to think of it, Viol once said that everyday magic makes people much happier than flashy attack magic does. That’s why he’s always thinking about how he can solve any problem he’s facing with magic.”


      “You mean, like, in everyday life?”


      “Yes. He even tried to open the curtains with wind magic once. He said that if we use wind magic in a smart way, we won’t even need a broom. And he said that to clean the bath, we should wash it with water magic and then dry it with fire magic. And, when we were caught in a sudden rain shower the other day, he made an umbrella and raincoat for us using a wall of air and a waterproofing spell.”


      As I finished talking, the crowd around me erupted with cries of admiration.


      “I see, I see!”


      “Yes! Well, we wouldn’t even need umbrellas anymore in that case!”


      “What else, what else?!”


      The barrage of questions made me tongue-tied. I tried my best to remember the things I’d noticed during daily life with Viol.


      “Well, come to think of it, the gardener at my parents’ house was really happy the other day. Apparently, Viol used wind magic to help him cut the grass and trim the trees in the garden. He even conjured up a staircase, so he didn’t need a stepladder. It must have been earth magic, I think.”


      “He can do anything!”


      “Mowing the grass is hard work, especially when it’s hot. Wind magic must be good for that.”


      “He can also send a cool breeze to revive someone who’s not feeling well,” I added. “Oh, and he sometimes mixes fire magic into a hot massage to help with fatigue recovery… He really does all kinds of things…”


      So many things came to mind. Viol was someone who used magic as easily as breathing.


      “That’s… So kind of him!”


      “What a sweetie!”


      “Being a genius is something else…”


      The reaction from everyone was so overwhelming that it occurred to me that not only were Viol’s magical powers incredible, but his ability to incorporate them into everyday life was also something quite unusual.


      “Viol makes frozen yogurt with magic, and he tried countless times until he got the exact crunchy texture he liked. I think he probably adjusts each spell as he goes along to make it more precise.”


      Actually, Viol is best at stealth magic, and he can also turn into the adorable black cat, Vi. He even cultivated the forest almost all by himself, but it might be better not to talk about these things… Ultimately, I didn’t mention them at all.


      When I think about it, my husband really is amazing. As I looked around at the students, their eyes sparkling, I made eye contact with the two who’d been struggling to make the cups earlier.


      Seeing the looks of frustration on their faces, I had to smile.


      “I’ll talk to Viol about the cup thing. He’s coming to the magic academy this weekend to give a talk, so maybe you can get some tips from him then.”


      The two of them looked at each other, nodded, and then looked straight back at me.


      “No, it’s fine. We’ll work on it ourselves a little more, first.”


      “Yeah! Maybe we’ll go visit a workshop where they make cups and see how they do it!”


      Seeing them laughing happily with each other, I had a feeling they’d get there eventually. The magic academy was a place where people with different elemental attributes could help each other out and bounce ideas off each other like this.


      “Seren, I’m Esta, a fire user. This is Tort, an earth user. We’re both going to be High Mages in the future for sure, so please remember our names!”


      Then Esta marched off, dragging Tort along with him. The two were probably planning to go and work out the spell through trial and error. In that case, it would be better to let them experience the process for themselves, rather than just giving them the answer.


      I had no doubt that in the future, these boys would both become High Mages. Now I had something else to look forward to.


      “Full of confidence, aren’t they?”


      “But those two are the best at fire and earth magic, so maybe they really will become High Mages…”


      Yule and Maril were laughing, but I didn’t think it was so unlikely. Those two stood out among the other students.


      “But after hearing what you said earlier, I can understand why they’d want to try it.”


      “Oh, yeah! I mean, I bet we could conjure up a wind barrier or a wind umbrella in next to no time.”


      “Based on your skill level… I think you could do it, too,” I said. 


      “Yay!”


      “Yummy sandwiches and inspiration…! Today is a good day!”


      The other students were saying similar things amongst themselves. I felt that I’d gotten a lot out of today, as well.


      As I audited the classes, many students had frowns as they struggled to cast magic. But I believe magic is supposed to be fun, so when I see people enjoying it, like this, it makes me happy, too.


      Viol’s innovative approach to magic has, I think, shown these young aspiring Mages the true joy behind it.


      I felt a sense of pride as I watched the students excitedly discussing magic.


      🐈🐈🐈


      THE fun time passed by quickly, and finally, my last day at the magic academy arrived.


      Today, Viol would address all the students together and give a talk about becoming a High Mage. I was also going to talk about my efforts in learning magic.


      Viol met with the king and got permission to talk about various things. I also checked with Viol, and together we decided what we’d discuss.


      All we had to do was make sure not to reveal any classified information. And I couldn’t exactly tell the students that the only reason I’d gotten to my position was because Viol transformed into a black cat and gave me private lessons.


      “But it’s true, Seren, that you’re the one who pioneered flight. Yes, I tutored you some, but I only taught you the basics. After that, I just watched over you, and it seemed like you improved by leaps and bounds all by yourself.” Viol chuckled, but I know better than anyone how much his precise advice at key points has guided me.


      Still, I’d have to swallow my gratitude and think of a way to explain how I became accustomed to using magic by myself. I hoped I could say something that would be useful to the hardworking students and teachers who’ve been so welcoming to me.


      I looked at myself in the mirror again and tried to get motivated.


      It’s okay, Seren. As long as you speak from the heart, I’m sure it’ll all be fine.


      And now, I found myself seated at a round table in the middle of the vast practice hall.


      Viol wasn’t here yet, so I was alone and nervous.


      Sitting around the table with me was Headmaster Bate, several teachers, and about five students who looked to be about the same age as me. They might be representatives of the student body, I guessed.


      Everyone was looking at me with curious expressions, and I felt a little embarrassed. When I looked away from their intense gazes, my eyes came to rest on all of the spectator seats in the vast practice hall.


      I was too nervous even to swallow properly.


      This vast facility, known as the Practice Hall, was used for magic tournaments and lectures held at the academy. It was like an amphitheater with multiple tiers of seating surrounding a circular central area.


      There’s also magic in place that “casts” an image of whatever spell is being used, high in the air above the stage. It’s impressive tech.


      I was nervous, being watched from all sides, but today was just meant to be a round-table discussion. All I had to do was answer questions. It wasn’t as daunting as delivering a speech by myself.


      …It’s okay, Seren. Calm down. Viol would be here, too, so there was no need to worry so much. I took a deep breath and tried to give myself a soothing pep-talk.


      “Shall we get started now?” Headmaster Bate turned to address me, the gentle corners of his eyes drooping even further.


      “But Viol still isn’t…”


      “Apparently, the king summoned him suddenly, so he’ll be a little late. It can’t be helped, I suppose. It’s the king, after all. His Majesty goes where his mood takes him. He must have had an idea of some sort that he wanted to hash out at once.”


      “Oh…”


      “And we can’t keep the students waiting,” Professor Malassa chimed in.


      Certainly, I didn’t want to waste the students’ time. Besides, if I finished my talk first, it would shorten the amount of time Viol had to speak.


      “Right. Well then… Let’s begin.”


      I nodded, determined. Headmaster Bate’s wrinkled hands waved in the air, sending magical power into the magical device that would be used for amplifying our voices. Then Professor Malassa spoke.


      “Sorry to have kept you all waiting. Now, let’s begin the discussion.”


      There was a big round of applause, but since Viol’s seat was still empty, there was a bit of a stir. Professor Malassa sensed that and quickly explained.


      “Lord Viol, Archmage of the Third Mage Guild, who is scheduled to speak to you today, is having a meeting with the king and is running a little late. Until he arrives, let’s hear from Lady Seren. I know we’re all eager to learn from her.”


      Professor Malassa shot me a look. I cleared my throat, my heart thundering.


      “Thank you, everyone, for giving me this valuable experience. I’ve never attended a magic school before, so everything I saw was new to me and I’ve… I’ve learned a lot.”


      First, express my gratitude, then get to the point.


      “Having been given this opportunity to speak to you, I hope I can be of some help to you all. Please, feel free to ask any questions you may have.”


      There was a huge cheer.


      The students, sensing the mood, burst into thunderous applause. They probably wanted to make sure I didn’t feel too intimidated. I was so glad that the students at this magic academy were all such kind people.


      “Hohoho… it seems the students are looking forward to it, too, so let’s go ahead and start the question round right away.”


      Headmaster Bate’s eyes crinkled as he smiled, then Professor Malassa leaned forward and said, “Right… First off, Seren, why did you decide to aim to become a High Mage when you didn’t even attend a magic school of any kind?”


      She went and asked it, I thought.


      I knew this question would be asked, but it was a difficult one for me to answer. I had to be careful not to let myself get backed into a corner here.


      I thought carefully for a second, then slowly opened my mouth.


      “The truth is, I was tested for magical aptitude when I was young, and my magical power was AA rank, and my aptitude was A rank, so I knew I had the talent to be a Mage.”


      The room suddenly filled with whispers and murmurs. As expected, for students attending a magic school, magical power and magical aptitude were points of major concern.


      “However, what made me want to become a High Mage was actually when the current Archmage of the Third Mage Guild, Lord Viol, taught me a magical spell for recovering fatigue.”


      As soon as I said that…


      “The rumors were true!”


      “Lord Viol, the genius, right?”


      “He can use all four attributes.”


      “Direct instruction from the head of the Mage Guild?”


      I couldn’t help but smile as the students chattered excitedly. It seemed Viol’s reputation had preceded him.


      “When we happened to meet, I was very tired, but Lord Viol sensed my magical power and taught me a spell to recover from fatigue so that I could heal myself.”


      People sighed and said things like, “That’s so nice. I wish that were me.”


      It just goes to show how much the students of this magic school admire Viol…


      “Magic was something new to me. I found it so much fun that I became engrossed in practicing every day.”


      “Recovering from fatigue? But didn’t you study wind magic as well?” Professor Grelb leaned forward and joined the conversation. 


      “Yes, I learned wind magic the second time I met Lord Viol. He set aside some time to check if I was using my spell properly and without putting myself or others in any danger. That’s when he taught me Wind Cutter and other wind manipulation spells.”


      “Wind Cutter wasn’t enough? Two in one day?”


      “Well, it was mostly Wind Cutter. You see, Lord Viol said that if I could learn Wind Cutter, I would be able to control wind, as the basics are the same. Then all I had to do was look for a wind-elemental spell book in the library.”


      “A spell book…?! I’ve never heard of someone being able to learn high-level magic just by reading a magic book!”


      “Oh, no! You’re right, it was extremely difficult to learn magic I’d never even seen cast before just from books. I couldn’t do it at all at first.”


      Professor Meil, another of the professors at the academy, let out such a cry of shock that I had to hurry to explain myself.


      “So you see, even when I took the exam to become a High Mage, the only wind magic I could really use was Wind Cutter, which Lord Viol taught me, and its higher-level spell, Wind Bomb, and then a bit of wind manipulation. I relied almost entirely on wind manipulation, even for flying.”


      “She did it all by controlling the wind…?”


      “The test to become a High Mage… She means when she fought that bear, right?”


      “Wind manipulation…?”


      “Flying in the sky is just about manipulating the wind…?”


      I could hear the students chattering away in awe, but the truth is that back then, I literally only knew those three types of wind magic.


      “But flying surely requires extremely delicate wind manipulation techniques. How was she able to pull it off…?”


      “Well, flying is—”


      But just as I was trying to explain, a sudden wave of murmurs and excited shouts came from the student seats.


      “Something’s flying this way!”


      “Two people! At incredible speed…!”


      “It must be the Archmage…?”


      We all looked skywards to see two carts zooming this way.


      Viol!


      I felt relieved, but also a little confused. There were two carts, so someone else must have been flying besides Viol…


      Narrowing my eyes, I could see a large shadow behind Viol.


      The other cart seemed to be being flown by Vellia. And, although I couldn’t see them clearly, it looked like someone was riding behind Vellia, too…


      As I continued to stare in surprise, the carts came closer and closer, and then descended smoothly to land beside me as I stood from my seat in a hurry.


      “Viol!”


      “Sorry, I’m late.”


      After hopping off the cart and giving me a quick smile, Viol walked briskly toward Headmaster Bate.


      Finally, Viol is here! Everything will be okay now. Goodness, what a relief…
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      AS soon as we arrived, Seren gave an inaudible sigh of relief. She got along well with the teachers and students, and I know she’s reliable, so I thought she’d be fine, but I guess she was still anxious. I felt a little guilty. 


      I’d have to apologize when we got back to the house.


      But first, I needed to apologize to the entire magic academy for having kept them waiting.


      I quickly walked over to Headmaster Bate and bowed to show my respect. “It’s been a while, Headmaster Bate.”


      “Hohoho, welcome. Haven’t you become quite the splendid young man?”


      “I still have a long way to go. But more importantly, I’m so sorry I was late in arriving today, after you so kindly invited me…”


      “Oh, it’s fine. We’ve heard some interesting stories from Seren in the meantime. Indeed, there are quite a few impressive guests here today, I see.”


      Headmaster Bate was smiling calmly as always, and I couldn’t help but smile back.


      I was glad I’d brought the others with me. With that thought in mind, I called the three of them over.


      “When I spoke with you the other day, Headmaster Bate, you asked me to make a brief presentation on the duties of a High Mage, so I took this opportunity to bring along some key people from each of our departments.”


      “Oho!”


      “We have Vellia from the magic development team, Yarko from the magical device development team, and Arshtag from the survey team. All were outstanding students during their time at the magic academy, so I’m sure you remember them, Headmaster.”


      “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


      “It’s an honor to see you again, sir.”


      “Thank you for all you did for me back then.”


      When the three of them greeted Headmaster Bate, he nodded nostalgically and smiled, his eyes crinkling. I felt warmed inside by the sight of his gentle gaze, as if he were looking at his own grandchildren. He really did remember each of his old students.


      Some familiar faces were among the other professors, no doubt, since the three went on to exchange smiles and greetings with them, too. I still felt bad for making everyone wait, but I was relieved that the atmosphere was welcoming and that conversation was flowing easily.


      “Sorry to descend on you as a group unannounced. But Archmage Viol said that as we’re the top-class leaders in our fields, we should be able to explain much more succinctly than anyone else.” Vellia grinned, jokingly.


      “It has more weight coming from those in the know. The words of those active on the front lines are bound to have a bigger impact,” I shrugged and responded nonchalantly. I was a step removed from the practical work, so I couldn’t explain things half as well as these fellows could.


      While this was happening, more chairs were being added to the round table where the professors and several students were seated. One of the people sitting there stood up, a large red-haired man. He was even more muscular and toned than Arshtag. It was hard to believe he was a Mage.


      “Isn’t this great, students? Some of the top Mages in our country have come to talk to us! We’ll have time for questions later, so make sure to think up some good ones!”


      The audience erupted in excitement at the sound of his loud voice, which didn’t even require a magical megaphone. Thanks to this man, things became much livelier all of a sudden, and everyone seemed to feel comfortable talking.


      As instructed, we took our seats, and the discussion finally started.


      “The long-awaited High Mages have arrived. They are all experts in their respective fields, including Archmage Viol of the Third Mage Guild.”


      The lady seated next to Headmaster Bate, Deputy Headmaster Malassa, performed as the emcee of the proceedings. After everyone nodded greetings, we got right down to it.


      Seren, sitting next to me, was beaming.


      “Actually, I was just about to ask Lady Seren how she developed flight magic before everyone else arrived… What should we do now, though?”


      When Deputy Headmaster Malassa said that, Yarko leaned forward. “Ah! That interests me too! I’d love to hear it from Seren herself!”


      “Well, since you’ve come all this way, I’d hate to waste everyone’s time talking about myself…” Seren, relieved that she was no longer needed, started visibly when all eyes were suddenly on her, and she began jabbering in a panic.


      “No, no! I think we’re all interested!” Yarko pressed the issue, and the students in the audience became more excited than ever. There was no way Seren could refuse now.


      Seren looked up at me with anxious eyes, and all I could really do was nod and encourage her to do her best.


      Deputy Headmaster Malassa smiled and urged Seren on. “Then, Lady Seren, may I ask you again to explain?”


      “Okay. Well then…” Seren seemed to have given up. She took a deep breath and slowly opened her mouth. “Well, as for flight magic… I think the desire to fly came first, for me. I was inspired by the way the wind sends dry leaves dancing, and I wanted to see if I could fly by applying the blowing wind to my own person…”


      Then, as if remembering, Seren smiled wryly.


      “It was hard enough to even keep my body afloat, and I would often fall over before I could even get off the ground…”


      I didn’t know that…


      Seren had been studying hard, and I hadn’t even realized her struggles. I was just glad I’d been able to teach her the protective barrier spell early on. If I’d been careless, she could have ended up covered in scratches and bruises, or worse. 


      “Oh, yeah.”


      “All wind Mages have held the desire to fly at some point.”


      “But it’s too difficult.”


      Students were saying similar things all around the hall. They were probably wind magic students. It seemed like all of them had tried to fly at one time or another.


      “After falling many times, I finally came up with an idea,” Seren continued. “When you want to run faster, for example, you can use the wind to blow air from behind. I thought it might be a good idea to incorporate that technique.”


      “Speed magic, right?” Yarko interjected. 


      “At that time, I still couldn’t use that very well, so I used wind manipulation to direct the wind from behind and keep it steady in front to avoid falling,” Seren confessed with a bit of embarrassment.


      “Wow. So doesn’t that require constant adjustments while flying?”


      “Yes, it was very hard to adjust to the wind blowing around me constantly, the slipstream caused by running, and the wind that bounced off the ground. But at that time, it took me a long time to learn new spells from scratch. It seemed easier to just manipulate the wind.”


      Right, Seren wasn’t very good at learning new spells. However, there was a reason why I chose to have Seren specialize in learning only wind manipulation.


      I thought it might be a good idea to express my own views here, so I decided to speak up. “It’s true that simplified, systematized, and easy-to-use spells consume less magical power and are easy to cast once learned. But I think there are infinite possibilities within the most basic foundational magic.”


      “Infinite possibilities…?” one of the teachers muttered.


      I heard that now they’re skipping simple wind manipulation and teaching Wind Cutter instead. It’s almost like wind manipulation is considered useless at the magic academy.


      I found myself talking and couldn’t stop.


      “Right. All wind magic is born from wind manipulation. Tornado, Tempest, and even incredibly powerful magical effects can be reproduced by simple wind manipulation. If you think about it that way, mastering wind manipulation might be the same as mastering wind magic itself.”


      “As if!”


      “No, I think he’s right, here.” It was Vellia who put a stop to the skeptical voices. “Seren was able to recreate the effects of the speed spell with wind manipulation to achieve flight. Any wind Mage should be able to use wind manipulation AND the speed spell, but she was able to come up with a way to fly and actually make it happen. Wind manipulation may really be the essence of wind magic.”


      “Well, I suppose first you need the ability to turn an idea into reality.”


      Everyone was nodding deeply in agreement with Vellia and Yarko’s opinions. I’m sure the wind Mages could sympathize with what they were saying.


      “Well, I had a hunch, but that confirms it… Seren was suited to be a High Mage from the start.”


      “Hmm? What do you mean?”


      Vellia narrowed his eyes, causing the students sitting at the round table to look quizzical.


      “…Our job in the magic development lab is mainly to think about things in new ways, as Seren has just described to you. So that means she’s been doing that naturally, even before she started down the path of a Mage. Right?” Vellia said, glancing at Yarko as if asking for his agreement, and Yarko nodded earnestly.


      I also nodded emphatically, in complete agreement.


      Fundamentally, Seren has an incredible talent for magic development.


      To be honest, even I was pretty surprised when Seren told me she could fly. She’d been secretly studying it when I wasn’t looking and had produced amazing results. It goes without saying that she has great talent.


      “Since you mentioned the magic development lab, let’s hear from the High Mages working there next.” Deputy Headmaster Malassa spoke calmly, and the students surrounding us all burst into applause.


      Seren looked relieved to be freed from explaining, and the students seemed interested in the work of High Mages, so we had no objections.


      When I nodded, Deputy Headmaster Malassa looked over at us and began speaking slowly. “As you are all graduates of this school, I’m sure you know, but all of the students here greatly admire you High Mages.”


      We understood that very well.


      Everyone yearns to reach the pinnacle of magehood. Many talented students take the exam as a test of their abilities as much as anything else.


      But the students don’t really understand the work we do.


      Even though they know that a magical barrier protects the country, they don’t know what it means to keep the barrier in place for shifts of nearly twelve hours a day, or to develop magic and magical devices all day long. If a research job isn’t for them, it can really do a number on their mental health.


      Since ours is a job that deals with important issues on a national level, it’s not easy to quit once you start. Personally, I would like to see students consider their own aptitude when choosing their career path.


      “I’m sure much of your work involves state secrets, but could you please tell us as much as you can about the work of a High Mage?” Deputy Headmaster Malassa prompted. 


      I’d have to speak in general terms.


      “The Third Mage Guild, to which we so-called High Mages belong, holds a special position among the three Mage Guilds of this kingdom.” I cleared my throat. “The First Mage Guild guards the royal capital and the royal family, while the Second Mage Guild guards the cities and villages within the country, excluding the royal capital. The Mage Guilds are primarily defensive forces, but High Mages are somewhat unique in that they need to be able to demonstrate their strengths in both offense and defense.”


      Everyone was listening with serious expressions as I launched into my speech.


      I’m not very good at public speaking, but Vellia and Seren were here. I felt reassured by the knowledge that they would be able to provide clarification if the students had trouble understanding something I was saying.


      Yes, that was a big relief.


      “The Third Mage Guild was originally founded with defense in mind. High Mages from the First and Second Mage Guild were selected… those who possessed enough power to cast the barrier spell to protect the country. That’s how the Third Mage Guild was formed.”


      “Exactly… A long time ago, now, my ancestors told me the story. At the time, I thought it was terrible to protect an entire nation with the fragile bodies of so few…” Headmaster Bate nodded solemnly.


      I’d heard that Headmaster Bate and my predecessor as Archmage, Master Kenrude, were firm friends. No doubt he knew of whatever hardships Master Kenrude had suffered.


      I smiled. A bit awkward to explain, perhaps, but the sentiment was touching.


      “Even now, the magical barrier that protects this country is the most important task we High Mages have, but recently, this burden has become much lighter.”


      “Yes, in fact, Archmage Viol has invented an incredible magical device, thanks to which, it only takes up about half the time it used to.”


      “Yes, it’s made things a great deal easier.”


      “I’m not good at standing still and concentrating for long periods of time, so… I’m personally really grateful.”


      Vellia, Yarko, and Arshtag all commented one after another, and Headmaster Bate’s eyes widened.


      “Well, that’s good to hear.”


      Looking at his gentle face, eyes crinkling around the corners, I felt glad. Being reminded of how useful that device is… It made me proud to have come up with it.


      “Sorry for interrupting. Please, continue…?”


      Encouraged by Headmaster Bate’s smile, I began speaking once again.


      “Right, okay… Well, originally, the High Mages gathered together to cast the magical barrier, but being skilled as they are, it always seemed like a waste of resources to have them tied up with that.”


      “No doubt. After all, this was an accumulation of the most talented people in the magical arts.”


      “So responding to monster invasions is also part of your official duties?”


      Vellia nodded, and Arshtag murmured in agreement.


      “That’s right. In addition to emergency monster response, magic and magical device development have been added to the mission directive for the High Mages during peacetime.”


      “And now Arshtag’s research team has joined.”


      “Indeed.”


      Having said my piece, I felt relieved and looked over at the other three… Vellia and the others.


      “Would you mind telling the students about your fields of specialty as well?”


      “No problem. We’ll take it from here.” Vellia grinned. With his likable smile and calm, yet clear voice and way of being, Vellia was much more suited to this kind of thing than I was. “Well then, I’ll start by explaining magic development to you all. I think it’s probably the easiest concept for everyone to visualize.”


      When a grinning Vellia said that, a loud cheer went up in the hall.


      Most Mages want to try to develop our own magic. And as Vellia said, it’s the easiest thing to imagine, not to mention the most popular.


      “Ah, sounds like everyone’s been looking forward to this. Good!” Vellia beamed and turned to Seren. “Seren, perhaps you could help me out a little?”


      “Certainly!” Seren, who’d appeared to have relaxed, suddenly straightened up in her seat.


      “First, let me introduce you to a new spell we developed just recently. Seren, would you mind firing off a quick blast of your original Modified Wind Lance?”


      “Certainly… However, I did show everyone Storm Lance on the first day in the schoolyard.”


      “Oh, I see. By the way, Modified Wind Lance is an original spell that Seren came up with, and Storm Lance is an improvement over that to make it easier for everyone to use. We’ll show you the original version first. It might be a good idea to observe and note how it differs from the Wind Lance spell that everyone knows.”


      Seren glanced over at Deputy Headmaster Malassa, who smiled and pointed to the wide-open practical area. Seren stood from her seat with a determined look and walked over to it.


      “Okay then…” Seren thrust her right hand forward.


      Suddenly, a small whirlwind appeared in the empty space, and then it condensed into a gigantic lance made of wind. It fell to the ground with terrifying force, making a thunderous noise.


      A huge hole of unbelievable size appeared, and clouds of dust rose up.


      “Ah, yes! Extremely powerful.”


      “It’s completely different from Wind Lance!”


      “It looked like a whirlwind that just suddenly kinda deflated…?”


      The teachers and students all looked at Seren in awe, amazed by the terrifying power of this spell. It was so different from the ordinary beginner’s spell known as Wind Lance.


      “It’s different from the Wind Lance that everyone knows, right? It’s a rare example of an explosive increase in power when you cast a Wind Lance using a whirlwind. It’s interesting how much the power can increase when you combine two spells with the same wind element.” Vellia winked at me. “Yes, indeed. And next is…” Trailing off, Vellia raised both hands and closed his eyes.


      With a sing-song voice chanting an incantation, sparkling light began to flow from Vellia’s hands.


      No matter how many times I see it, this spell never fails to strike me with its beauty. A beautiful melody flowed from Vellia, and an endless stream of light flowed from the tips of his fingers, reaching every corner of the venue.


      As the light poured into me, I felt my body being healed from deep within. My body, which I’d been holding stiff and tense, relaxed all at once.


      It would be impossible for anyone other than a High Mage to spread magic over such a wide area and to reach such a large number of people at once. Even Vellia must have had to use nearly all his magical power to do it.


      “Don’t you feel refreshed?” Vellia beamed, even though doubtlessly exhausted.


      “This is called Healing Wind. It’s an example of using wind magic to recover fatigue over a wide area, combining it with another type of magic. I developed it, by the way.”


      “Amazing! My body really does feel refreshed!”


      “Over this whole amphitheater?!”


      “Wow! High Mages are something else!”


      The students in the hall shouted in excitement.


      “Ah, good! Thank you for that great response. It made the effort well worth it.” Vellia’s face lit up. He looked pleased with his accomplishment. “Our job in the magic development lab is mainly to create new magic like this, or to combine magic of the same or different attributes to create new magic. Also, we’re always striving to simplify the magic we’ve created, and to reduce the amount of magical power required to make it more versatile and easier to use.”


      Vellia looked around solemnly.


      “Each and every single one of the magic spells you’re all learning now, including the great spells like Tornado and Earthquake, was thought up and perfected by one of us Mages in the magic development lab.”


      “That is certainly true. I am always amazed at the wisdom of our predecessors.” Deputy Headmaster Malassa marveled.


      “Creating new magic is certainly a splendid thing,” Vellia said. “However, in their nascent forms, new spells can generally only be used by the person who invents them. The spell is difficult to control, requires an incredible amount of magical power, or has some other sort of restriction surrounding it… in other words, very difficult for an ordinary Mage to recreate.”


      It was as Vellia had said. Improving spells to the point where other Mages could use them was much more difficult than it seemed.


      “For example, the Modified Wind Lance that Seren cast just now is incredibly difficult to control. Just thinking about forcing a whirlwind into the shape of a lance… seems difficult, doesn’t it?”


      The students all nodded in unison, and then Vellia suddenly raised both hands.


      A song-like, chanting melody flowed from Vellia’s lips, and in an instant, a whirlwind appeared, taking on the shape of a lance, and a new hole opened up right next to the large one Seren had made.


      The same loud roar, and then a big hole in the ground… Deeper even than Seren’s.


      “This is the Storm Lance that we improved upon in our lab, so that other Mages can easily use it. We strengthened the shape of the lance that contains the whirlwind. It’s easier to control now, and the time from casting to impact has been shortened. What’s more, it requires less magical power. I think it’ll be in everyone’s textbooks by next year.”


      “Amazing!!!”


      “What a super powerful spell!”


      “You mean, we can learn cutting-edge magic, too?”


      “So cool…!”


      While the students were getting all excited, Vellia looked at Yarko. His gaze said, “It’s your turn next.”


      Vellia’s demonstration was so good, I’d been spellbound. It would be difficult for Yarko to follow that. I grinned wryly.


      But then Vellia added one last thing.


      “My magical power and aptitude were both A-rank to begin with, but at first, I didn’t fully meet the magical power requirements to become a High Mage. So I did that training method you all know about… using up all my magical power until I passed out every night before sleep. That’s how I raised my magical power.”


      I didn’t know that. The students seemed surprised as well. Seren and I had both used this method, but I had no idea how much steady effort Vellia must have put in to get to his current level.


      “If you have a goal, make sure you work efficiently towards it. In particular, those who want to become High Mages should do their best. I look forward to you joining us.” With that final word and a friendly smile, Vellia passed the baton to Yarko.


      Judging from the thunderous applause given by the students, Vellia’s explanation was apparently quite easy to understand.


      Seren and I looked at one another and smiled. Yes, I was certainly glad I’d brought Vellia along.


      After that, Yarko gave an explanation about the magical device development lab, and Arshtag gave an explanation about the investigation into magical beasts in Kichul Forest, accompanying both with demonstrations. By the time they were done, the excitement of the students reached its peak, with some students leaning forward and calling things out as the assembly cheered loudly.


      Judging from the reactions, quite a few of the students had become interested in the duties of a High Mage, which they hadn’t fully understood until now. In particular, they seemed interested in magic development, magical device development, and even investigative missions similar to those of adventurers.


      It was probably also good that Vellia had told the students about how he himself did not originally meet the qualifications for taking the High Mage exam, but still passed through hard work and determination.


      I genuinely hoped our visit to the magic academy would inspire the students and help steer them in a better direction.


      “Today, we enjoyed a very meaningful discussion, didn’t we?” Deputy Headmaster Malassa gave the closing speech. “Opportunities like this don’t come around often, so anyone who has any questions, please gather in the practice area. Anyone who doesn’t have any questions, please return to the classroom. After that, you’re dismissed for the day. But first, let’s give a round of applause to our guest speakers, the High Mages!”


      There was a thunderous final round of applause from students who were all smiles.


      Most of the students waved at us as they headed past to go home, but about twenty to thirty students came swarming down to the practice area. My guess was that these were the students who were most confident in their skills.


      Ah, how exciting.


      “Now then! For all of you who mustered up the courage to come down here, the High Mages will answer your questions!” The moment Deputy Headmaster Malassa said that, the students split up into groups and surrounded us.


      The majority of the students gathered around Vellia and me, but surprisingly, many also seemed interested in magical devices and the work of the survey team. Yarko and Arshtag looked pleased. I was once again glad I’d brought them along.


      “Excuse me!”


      “Yes, you?”


      I heard a loud voice and turned to see a boy who looked like he was still going through puberty, looking up at me. He had fluffy red curly hair like a fuzzy-headed chick and strong-willed eyes.


      “We heard a fun story from Seren, and we decided to try making some cups ourselves!”


      “…Er, cups?” A mug was pushed into my hands. It was large, but smooth and easy to hold. As a finished product, it was quite good. “Did you make this?”


      How could a student at the magic academy create something like this? He smiled shyly and looked at the male student beside him.


      “The cup itself required the earth element, so Tort made it. I’m a fire magic student, so I actually baked it.”


      The skinny student called Tort nodded, and I felt a little glow of kinship. He must be a shy student, like I was. His fire-element partner was almost dragging him along. Still, they probably make a good team.


      “I see. It’s very well done. It’s surprisingly difficult to make something like this with magic alone. Excellent work.”


      “But it’s hard to make thinner, more delicate cups. They tend to break.”


      “Ah, yes. The type of soil and the level of heat used will have to vary depending on what you’re making.”


      “Could you… Could you show us?”


      “But of course.” I nodded, and as I began to cast magic, the students suddenly gathered around me. They were probably intrigued by the forms of magic they rarely used.


      That’s how it was when I was a student, too.


      Nostalgic, I gently shook my hands, which filled with soil. In my right hand, I had soil with which to make a mug. In my left hand, there was soil for a teacup.


      Holding two kinds of clay, each of different viscosity, in the palms of my hands, I taught the students in the kindest voice I could muster.
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      “THESE two soils have different properties. Go on, touch them.”


      I heard Viol talking and turned to see the boys who’d been trying to make a cup the other day. Viol was apparently showing Esta and Tort how to make soil. One boy was holding a large, clunky mug in his hand, and it was clear that this was a mug of his own making. I see. He’d decided to ask Viol for further instruction.


      These boys were going places, no doubt.


      “Whoa!!!”


      “Hah, you’re too easy!”


      Suddenly, I heard shouts coming from another direction and turned around in surprise to see Arshtag and Professor Grelb dueling… for some reason.


      Professor Grelb slammed his flame magic into the ground, then used the momentum of the headwind to fly into the air and used the weight of his fall as a weapon to increase its power. But Arshtag instantly created a staircase of earth and ran up it, then struck from above.


      The students cheered wildly at the sight of the lively battle.


      Yarko had cast a simple barrier to avoid getting caught up in the battle between the two. Within it, he handed out small magic stones to the students, having them practice imbuing them with magical power. It’s something I learned, too, when I first became a High Mage.


      It was a core memory for me, seeing how the magic stones I’d powered could be used to make magical devices work. I was sure it would be a valuable experience for the students as well.


      “High Mages are all really amazing. I thought you were an anomaly, Seren.”


      “Well, she’s special even among special people. Seren became a High Mage without even going to magic school.”


      While I was distracted by what the other people were doing, Yule and Maril spoke to me.


      They have it all wrong. My role was to be as helpful as possible to everyone else…


      “To be honest, the people around me are all so much more amazing than I am, so I feel a little embarrassed to be the one teaching anyone…” I admitted. 


      “Aw, don’t say that! Hey, teach me how to fly, too!”


      “I want to master wind manipulation like you, Seren.”


      “Yeah, I never thought you could do so many things with wind manipulation. I want to be able to control the wind!”


      “I really want to fly!”


      Now other students were crowding around me, clamoring. That strengthened my resolve.


      “I know how you feel. I’m still a novice among High Mages, but I do have some confidence in my abilities when it comes to wind manipulation and flight magic. I’ll do my best to teach you my tricks…!”


      I’d been polishing my wind manipulation techniques ever since I learned them from Vi. I wanted to pass on whatever knowledge I had to the next generation.


      The students who’d gathered around me were all those interested in wind manipulation and flying. Still, flying’s not something you can just do. You need wind manipulation skills to start with. So, I started by teaching them the tricks of wind manipulation.


      As everyone was carefully increasing the types of wind they could control, someone else spoke up.


      “Seren, can I have a moment?”


      “Oh, yes!”


      It was Vellia.


      “We all seem to have had the same idea, so…let’s have our groups come together.”


      “Oh, okay!”


      I looked at Yule and the others, and they nodded, so we all went over to join Vellia’s group.


      “It seems like a lot of kids are interested in flying, after all.” Vellia chuckled. “I think that the kids who gathered around you are the ones especially interested in wind manipulation, and the ones who came to me are probably interested in how to improve their spells.”


      Indeed. That may well be true. When you want to do something, there are many ways to go about it. I think it’s best to find a method that suits you, whatever stage you’re at, and go from there.


      “Still, it’s the same principle.”


      Looking closer, I saw a wall of wind resembling many round trays floating beneath the feet of the students under Vellia’s instruction.


      “We don’t have enough carts for everyone. Like this, they can practice without them. Still, since this involves casting two or three spells at the same time, some people might find it more difficult than others.”


      “Three spells…?” Maril gulped as Vellia smiled.


      “Right. First, we put up a protective barrier to prevent anyone from getting hurt.”


      “Oh…”


      “I’ll prepare the Wind Wall today. What I want you to do is levitate your trays and adjust the height so that they’re floating at about the height of one step off the ground.”


      Everyone climbed onto the round Wind Wall trays that Vellia had made and started trying to manipulate the wind. Since they had been practicing wind manipulation up until just a moment ago, their magic was surprisingly stable.


      “Well, it’s not going to be that easy to learn to fly, but I’d like to at least teach you the tricks.” Vellia smiled, watching over the students, but just as he said that, the students started trying to mount the floating trays and falling all over the place.


      It seemed like the trays themselves were stable, but as soon as someone stepped on them, all balance was lost. The same as when using a cart.


      “We felt the same way you kids do. Just keep practicing patiently, and you’ll get there.”


      With Vellia’s encouragement, the students continued to train hard.


      “I can’t get on the tray!”


      “It’s good that there’s a protective wall…”


      Everyone seemed frustrated that they couldn’t mount the trays, but no one seemed about to give up.


      Then, one of the boys who’d been diligently practicing suddenly muttered under his breath, like he’d just realized something. “I wonder if it would be more stable if the riding area were wider?”


      “Oh, I was thinking that too.”


      “Hey, if we make this like a chair, wouldn’t it be easier to ride on? It’d be more stable.”


      I blinked in surprise as the student’s friends all chimed in one after another. I imagine having friends at the magic academy like this means you can exchange ideas and help each other improve.


      I couldn’t help but feel a little envious.


      “Seren…!”


      I heard a voice call for me and turned to see Maril standing atop the Wind Wall tray, swaying.


      “Maril!”


      “I’m standing up! I— Whoa!”


      Though Maril only stood for a moment before falling over again, it was still a big step forward.


      “Amazing work!”


      “Ahaha. Seren, you learned to fly after falling all over the place like this?” 


      “Hehe, I think my falling all over the place was much more dramatic,” I confessed. 


      “I see! Well then, I’ll work hard!”


      “Me too!” Yule beamed, but then fell down spectacularly again. She got up laughing, but then suddenly became serious. “By the way, Seren, I just had an idea.”


      “Yes, what is it?”


      “Maybe, we could make a cup or something using the Wind Wall spell…”


      “…Of course!” I answered that way without thinking. Because if you think about it, it certainly seems possible.


      “But you know, I can’t make such a delicate Wind Wall…”


      “I think Seren can do it, though?”


      “Erm, I’m not sure…” I concentrated and conjured a blue Wind Wall in my hand. In an instant, it morphed into a small, cute mug in my hand, just as I had envisioned.


      “Oh!”


      “Amazing, Seren!”


      “I… I did it, I guess…?”


      With a pounding heart, I used water magic to conjure water and poured it into the air cup, which collected the water just fine.


      “Wow! So you can even use wind magic like that!”


      “I never would have thought of doing that!” Vellia quickly spotted what we were up to and gave me a glowing appraisal.


      “Yule came up with the idea,” I said. 


      “We couldn’t have done it this well on our own, so it’s all thanks to you, Seren!”


      “But, if we practice, I think we’ll be able to conjure the same thing up ourselves,” Maril said. 


      “That’ll be super convenient!”


      The two girls were squealing with excitement. And it WAS very impressive! Before I knew it, Viol had also come over to join us, and he seemed very impressed as well.


      “This is easier than making it from earth…”


      When Viol said that, Vellia agreed, saying, “Right? It can be done with a single element, and if you master it, you can use it for more than just crafting cups.”


      “Right. Maybe we should try to include it in our research.”


      Viol and Vellia were discussing it with serious expressions.


      Yule seemed very happy to hear that her idea was worth researching.


      “There have been a lot of opinions about improving flight magic so far as well. The students at the magic academy probably have a lot of inspirational ideas as a result of studying magic this intensely.” When I said that, both Lord Viol and Vellia nodded in agreement.


      “True enough. I also came up with a lot of ideas as a student, but there were so many times I couldn’t make my plans a reality due to a lack of magical power or technique. If your elemental attributes are wrong, even if you come up with a great idea, you can’t execute it.”


      “Yes. It might be a good idea to create a sort of brainstorming place… A place where we can regularly pick up fresh ideas, like the ones the students are coming up with. I’ll discuss this with Headmaster Bate later.”


      “Yeah! That’s a great idea. I’m sure many interesting ideas will emerge from this. I also was struck with some fresh ideas for the magic I’m developing when I saw everyone practicing flying earlier.”


      “I see. Actually, Headmaster Bate asked if we’d like to come over and give magical instruction like this regularly from now on. It would benefit the academy, and we could also get some inspiration and ideas from the students. I thought it sounded like a good idea.”


      “Sounds good to me. And, the magic development lab can test whether the students can actually use the magic they develop.”


      “Right. Let’s go full speed ahead with that idea.”


      Viol smiled with such joy that it made me happy, too. Vellia was also clearly overjoyed to have gotten some hints for the magic he was developing. The students at the magic academy, the teachers, Yarko and Arshtag… everyone had big smiles and looked like they were having fun.


      My experience at the magic academy, which began with the fear that I lacked understanding of ordinary Mages, had ended up being something wonderful.


      🐈🐈🐈


      “SEREN! Do you have a minute?”


      “Certainly!”


      At Vellia’s call, I put down the documents I was checking and stood up.


      A week had passed since we returned from our tour of the magic academy.


      Currently, I was working under Vellia, developing flight-related magic as per the king’s royal command. However, when I returned from the magic academy, the research was already nearing completion, and Vellia had already pretty much decided on the course of action, so there was little for me to do.


      As a way to make flying easier, Vellia had come up with an idea to cover his body with a box made of a Wind Wall spell in lieu of a cart. That would be easier to control, as unnecessary bumps and jostles wouldn’t disperse the wind’s power.


      Following Vellia’s instructions on magical research, thinking of ways to improve things together, and creating new materials… Oh yes, my days have been quite busy.


      The thing that took a surprising amount of time to get right was researching how to maintain the Wind Wall for extended periods.


      To begin with, Wind Wall is formed by tightly gathering air in the space of an instant. It depends on the strength of the magical power that goes into it, of course, but it’s a fleeting form of magic that will eventually dissolve into the air and disappear. It’s also considered to be a form of magic with no lingering aftereffects, as it disappears in half an hour even if the caster fails to deactivate it.


      However, this time, the plan was to use that ephemeral magic for an extended period, so it was important to increase its durability. Vellia and I tried various methods, but in the end, we managed to maintain its shape by combining it with a barrier spell.


      For now, the best shape for the exterior of the cart made out of Wind Wall is something like a square box with the corners cut off, in order to direct the wind nicely, but you can make the inside however you like.


      In other words, it’s highly customizable. I think it’s a great improvement. Now, not only is it highly versatile, but it’s also easy for each individual to use.


      As I walked toward the voice, ruminating on the contents of the document I was planning to put together, I found myself in Vellia’s lab. Vellia opened the door and emerged just as I arrived.


      “Seren, have you prepared the materials yet?”


      “Yes. It’s all finished. We’re just in the middle of making the final checks.”


      “I see. Then let’s go to Archmage Viol’s office and give it one last look-over.”


      “Okay! Wow, my heart’s racing a little!”


      Today was the day when we’d brief the higher-ups on development progress. In attendance would be the king, Duke Tide, Lady Ladia, and other related parties, as well as several members from the First and Second Mage Guilds.


      The magic development lab’s presentations would be mainly done by either Vellia or Ohle, but as I’m participating in the meeting, I needed to make sure I’d be able to contribute something, too.


      Though I’ve heard all about the kinds of magical devices the magical device development lab has been developing, this would be the first time I’d see them in person, so I was really looking forward to it.


      While I was nervous and excited, Vellia remained calm. Surely both Viol and Vellia had done this dozens of times before.


      “Oh, Seren, I’m just going to drop by Director Ohle’s office.”


      “Okay.”


      “No doubt the magical device development lab has some good stuff prepared, but let’s not let them show us up, okay?”


      “…Right!”


      I’d been entrusted with doing a demonstration, too. I knew I had to stay as calm as possible so that things could go smoothly.


      With renewed determination, I gathered the magical energy within my body. At the same time, my fighting spirit started to burn inside me.


      🐈🐈🐈


      “SO, I’d like to go over the outline of this project once again.” After finishing his opening remarks, Prime Minister Borden looked around at all the participants.


      Again… So, they’d discussed everything individually. Even so, differences in perception can still leave bitter feelings later on, so it’s better to be on the same page.


      As the prime minister of this country, Lord Borden probably understands better than anyone the importance of reaching a consensus with this meeting. After all, the king and Prince Helios were also in attendance.


      Lord Borden was so capable. I could understand why Lady Ladia was attracted to him. I snuck a peek at Lady Ladia, who was also present at the meeting. She was staring intently at Prime Minister Borden with a serious expression.


      “As I’m sure you all already understand, the magic of flight, which has long been thought to be impossible to achieve, has finally been developed.”


      Everyone in the room turned their attention to me, and I sucked in a little breath. I guess everyone there knew that I was the one who’d developed flight magic.


      “As you all probably remember, the other day, thanks to this flight magic, a trade ship was rescued in just two days, something that would normally take an entire month. Flight magic is full of great possibilities.” Prime Minister Borden’s tone had become emphatic and passionate. “The main objective of this project is to use this flight technology to strengthen our national power.”


      Everyone there nodded solemnly, and I also tried hard to concentrate on what Prime Minister Borden was saying.


      “To take advantage of our unique advantage of flight, which other countries do not have, we will be continuously launching various projects in the future. I’d like all of you gathered here to play a leading role in helping to develop our nation further.”


      It dawned on me that this was why the country’s most important figures, whose faces even I knew, and people in Mage’s robes whose faces I was seeing for the first time, were all gathered here together.


      In the silent meeting room, the king calmly looked around at everyone and then spoke. “This is a rare opportunity that will never come again. I understand that there will be many difficulties in changing the current system and taking on new challenges, but this will directly lead to improved safety for everyone and reduced time and labor. I hope that everyone will take a positive approach.”


      Hearing this directly from the king made all the leaders and Mages sit up straighter.


      Seeing this, Prime Minister Borden smiled and carried on with a relieved look. “First off, I’d like to share with you the current progress and discuss the future direction of the three projects that have already begun.”


      Three projects? I was confused for a second, but what Lord Borden said next clarified things for me.


      “The Third Mage Guild is already investigating the Kichul Forest.” Prime Minister Borden was probably using this opportunity to make public the investigation into the Kichul Forest. “The thing is, the magical beasts living in Kichul Forest are gradually gaining strength year by year, with the discovery of new species of mid-level magical beasts and the expansion of their habitat. The Third Mage Guild has expressed concern about this, and we believe that, in the interests of national defense, there’s a growing need for an in-depth investigation.”


      “It’s an unavoidable fact that that vast forest is a breeding ground for magical beasts, but if the number of powerful magical beasts in residence increases too much, it will pose a danger to the people,” the king calmly chimed in.


      “Even with High Mages working on it, it would take an enormous amount of time to investigate the entirety of that vast forest. So we thought of using flight magic. Archmage Viol, please report on the progress.”


      Prompted by Lord Borden, Viol cleared his throat. “Right, well, we selected seven wind Mages and had them learn flight magic.”


      That alone caused a murmur among those present.


      “As a result, the survey of Kichul Forest is progressing quite smoothly. It takes several days for a person to go to the center of the forest on foot, but by air, we can reach the desired location in just an hour, meaning we can survey as many times as we like, for as long as we like.”


      From the way Viol spoke, I realized that he was making it sound like we’d just begun our investigation and was keeping the discovery of the magical reservoir and the giant magic stone a secret.


      “A survey that would have taken six months if done on foot could be completed in just two weeks. By flying to the desired location, we were able to avoid unnecessary combat, and I believe the effectiveness of flight magic in the survey of the Kichul Forest exceeded our expectations.”


      The crowd murmured with even more excitement than before. Seeing this, Lord Borden immediately began speaking again.


      “As you’ve heard, it’s been proven that the use of flight magic can drastically reduce the amount of time taken while ensuring safety. In light of this situation, we have decided to launch a wide range of national projects.”


      I tried not to let it show on my face, but I was taken aback.


      After all, Viol and I were present at the time, so we know better than anyone that the request from the king arose from an idea Father had, of creating nautical charts as viewed from the sky.


      Who would have thought that that would become one of the national projects using flight magic? One of several projects, including the investigation of Kichul Forest!


      When I peeked over at Viol, his face was as serious and frosty as ever, but he was staring intently at Borden. I was sure he was surprised, too.


      I felt like I’d just caught a glimpse of Lord Borden’s negotiating skills as prime minister.


      “In response to this, we have already launched the two major projects for which we have gathered here today. Your Majesty, would you mind…?”


      “Certainly.” The king nodded solemnly and spoke in a slow, conversational tone. “First, we shall prepare maps of the country and its surrounding waters.”


      As he spoke, making eye contact with each person, the king’s voice was as calm and reassuring as always.


      “Of course, we have existing maps, but there are many blank spaces, especially in the deep forests where humans cannot enter, up steep mountains, and across vast oceans. If we could look down evenly from the sky, we would be able to create detailed maps, and there would be a high possibility of discovering unknown lands and islands that we had previously overlooked. Also…”


      The king stopped speaking and slowly turned his gaze to face the Second Mage Guild Archmage, Gar. Gar had short, silver-gray hair and a rugged appearance.


      “The Second Mage Guild is tasked with protecting these blank areas as well. We would like to fill in the gaps on the map if possible, to reduce the danger to them.”


      “I’d appreciate that.”


      The king’s kind smile also made Archmage Gar smile back. Seeing this, Lord Borden got into the finer details.


      “We believe that the most important task is to get an accurate picture of our own territory and our territorial waters. We’ll emphasize accuracy in this survey, and would like to have nationally qualified surveyors dispatched from the Land Management Department for the land area, from the Shipping Department for the sea area, and from both the Land Management Department and the Shipping Department for the coastal areas.”


      “We’ve already selected our personnel.”


      “We have, too. And we’ve already appointed people to be in charge of gathering the necessary information.”


      Lady Ladia and a few others, who were introduced as the people in charge of compiling the information, stood up and bowed. The king smiled at them.


      Good luck, Ladia, I thought. I’m sure you’re just as nervous as I am.


      “I would like to see someone selected from the Second Mage Guild who can fly with them.”


      “Yes, we’ve heard about this from Duke Tide, too. We’re scattered across the country, with little information or supplies, and we’re fighting magical beasts every day at the risk of our lives. We’re the ones who should know more than anyone about the blank areas on the map, so we’re not averse to sending in our personnel.”


      Although his manner was a little rough, Duke Tide had gotten through to them, and the response had been favorable.


      “However, there aren’t many wind Mages, and unfortunately, they can’t manipulate magic as delicately as High Mages can. We’re still not sure if they can master flight magic. Is there a solution to that? That’s what I came here to ask today.”


      Duke Tide smiled faintly at Archmage Gar’s words and pointed his thumb at Viol. “Of course. Archmage Viol, could you explain?”


      “Right. Yes. As Archmage Gar said earlier, flight requires extremely delicate manipulation of magical energy, and it is a difficult magic to master. While incredibly useful, there’s the risk of it becoming too simple and accessible to anyone.”


      “Yes. I mean, it could even be used for crime.”


      Archmage Gar nodded, and Viol’s eyes softened with relief.


      “So, I developed a magical device that assists in flight, while maintaining a level of difficulty that ordinary Mages cannot use. It utilizes a simplified flight spell that is easier to control.”


      “We can use it, but most Mages wouldn’t know how to work it, you mean,” Archmage Gar surmised. 


      “Yes. In the case of the Second Mage Guild, we believe it’s important to increase the number of Mages who can use flight magic, both for this project and for our regular missions.”


      “You can say that again.”


      “There are some places on the border where some pretty powerful magical beasts live, so having the ability to fly would be an advantage in battle there, and I also think it would be extremely useful when delivering supplies and providing relief.”


      “I can see why you’d think that. But we haven’t actually tried it yet, so that’s still unknown.”


      “You can try it out today if you’d like. I’ll show you two methods. A simple method using a magical device, and a more difficult but more flexible method.”


      Yarko boarded a medium-sized cart in the corner of the room and gently levitated over to the king. Of course, he positioned himself so that the king could get the best view of the cart.


      “It will be easier to show you with some space to move. Everyone, move to a place where you can see clearly.”


      Once everyone had followed the king’s instructions, Old Man Euleho nodded to Lucien.


      “Lucien, explain.”


      “Gah! Y-Yes, sir!” Lucien took a step forward, palpably nervous.


      I had heard from Viol that Lucien had been appointed project leader in the magical device development lab for this particular project. An amazing achievement, considering he’s only been with the team for a little over a year.


      Good luck, Lucien, I thought, cheering him on in my heart.


      “Okay, I’ll explain about the magical device for transportation that I developed.” Lucien’s slightly trembling voice made even my heart start pounding.


      I had heard that they’d originally developed a magical device called a Magical Wind Cart for civilian use, and just made it a little more difficult to use. Since it was a powerful spell, they deemed it necessary to spread it throughout the country gradually.


      I understand the cautious stance, as I’m sure there are dangers and side effects that I’d never even think of. But I hoped that this would make life more convenient for many people as soon as possible.


      “We’ve tentatively named this magical device the Research Ship.”


      The Research Ship closely resembled the flying device that Vellia and I had thought of. Only, it appeared to be a larger version, with the bottom made of wood and the top made of glass. It was probably designed that way for better visibility.


      I looked at Vellia in surprise, and he gave me a wink, making me realize that Vellia and Yarko had worked together, and that this was the result. I felt proud that the concept we’d created after extensive discussions was being utilized in this way.


      With a feeling of joy in my heart, I listened to Lucien’s presentation.


      “We’re considering having two or three people on board, drawing up maps while flying, so we need a fairly large space to sit in, and space for something to write on.”


      “I see… it looks easy enough to use.”


      “The Mage sits here, in this cockpit. The right lever controls the direction, while the left lever controls the speed and elevation. Basically, a Mage imbues the left lever with magical power to control the speed and elevation. And, when making a sharp turn or when there’s a need for extra momentum with which to change direction, magical power is imbued into the right lever.”


      “It seems like it would require some training, but nothing too complex. With this magical device, it’s possible to fly even if you’re not a wind Mage.”


      “Precisely. You need to be able to control your magical power, but the element doesn’t matter. Would you like to see it in action? I’m a water element, but even I can pilot it.” Lucien held his palm up as if to prove it, and a circle of water formed in his palm, which instantly solidified into ice with an audible crack.


      “Impressive. All right, show us.” Archmage Gar nodded in agreement, solemnly watching Lucien, who was now sitting in the pilot’s seat, with Yarko having gotten down.


      “When you first board, I recommend putting up a protective barrier around the Research Ship. Then, you pull up on this left lever and gradually imbue it with magic.” As Lucien explained, the Research Ship lifted off the floor and gradually began to float into the air.


      “Whoa…!”


      “It’s floating…”


      “Right now, I’m not even touching the right lever, which determines the direction, so it will just go straight up. But if I push this right lever forward, it’ll move forward, and if I pull it toward me, it’ll move backward.” Lucien operated the lever, and the Research Ship moved exactly as he had explained, leaving the onlookers in awe.


      Magical devices are truly amazing. This one allowed people who weren’t even wind Mages to fly just the same. I was seeing firsthand how incredible a magical device can be.


      “By the way, once you reach a certain speed, the Wind Shield automatically activates, reducing wind resistance.”


      “That’s certainly a thoughtful design feature.”


      “Indeed, the only magic used in flight is wind magic. The only way to artificially recreate this is with a magical device.”


      “Well, thank you for the demonstration. I think I’ll give it a go, too.” Archmage Gar took over from Lucien with a smile.


      He boarded the Research Ship and timidly tried to activate it with his magical power. But as soon as the ship began to float a little, his expression suddenly brightened. He experimented, moving about within the barrier and floating up close to the ceiling. He wore an adorable, boyish expression.


      As we all watched, Old Man Euleho spoke to the king and Lord Borden. “I think you must have figured it out from the explanation you just heard, but there are several types of magical devices built into it, and they require magic stones. It will cost quite a bit.”


      The king and Lord Borden frowned and smiled at the same time, and Viol leaned in to make a suggestion to them.


      “In order to keep costs down, I think it’s important for wind Mages to be able to fly on their own. Archmage Gar, may I make a proposal?”


      “Huh? Yes… Be right with you.”


      Once Archmage Gar had safely landed and alighted from the cart, Viol began his next presentation.


      “I thought that if a user of wind magic were skilled enough to join the Second Mage Guild, then by combining this with a little auxiliary magic, they would be able to fly safely. Therefore, I developed Simplified Flight.”


      “…That being said, it’s surprisingly tedious since it involves a lot of combinations of spells. However, if you can form a simple combination of magic, it’ll be much easier to fine-tune the magical power you use when flying.”


      Vellia added this simple explanation to what Viol had just said, and then Old Man Euleho chimed in too, in a more relaxed tone.


      “That’s right. And since each person can customize it to suit their needs at any given time, it’s highly user-friendly, see.”


      “Wow, how exciting!” When Archmage Gar laughed heartily, Viol shot me a soft look.


      Here we go. I gently pressed a hand against my pounding heart.


      “Well then, Seren, please, show us a demonstration.”


      “…Certainly!”


      Old Man Euleho nodded at me, and finally, it was my turn.


      My role today was to demonstrate the Simplified Flight I’d been researching with Vellia. I wanted to do it without making it look too difficult, if possible.


      “First, use Wind Wall to cast a cockpit in the shape you want.” I colored the Wind Wall I was casting to make it easier to see, then morphed it into the shape of a cockpit.


      “Wind Wall…?”


      A suspicious voice came from somewhere, but for the time being, I focused all of my attention on making the cockpit. That being said, it’s a shape I’ve made many times before, and it’s easy to make.


      “While casting, the trick is to make sure that only this outer wall maintains the same shape as the Research Ship. Since this is the part that the wind will strike, we need to make the outer wall as durable as possible.”


      I’d made a chair with a hard outer coating on the footrest and backrest where the wind would strike. The cushion part for sitting on was moderately soft. Yes, I was pretty satisfied with what I’d made.


      “Oh… Wow…”


      “You just… You just whipped up something that’s basically the same as that Research Ship you just showed us…”


      “Is it made of air?”


      Murmurs could be heard all around.


      “Anyone want to ride with me?”


      I looked around, but… Too bad. No one raised their hand. A research vessel made of air must be a bit worrying…


      Still, I’d thought that Archmage Gar would volunteer.


      I smiled wryly, and then I saw a thin, white hand raised in the air. I looked at the person attached to it and saw Lady Ladia, timidly raising her hand.


      “Oh, Lady Ladia? Are you sure?”


      “I trust you, Seren.”


      But even though she said that, her face was a little pale. I think she must have thought that I’d have been in a panic situation if no one had raised their hand.
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      “Thank you. I’ll make sure the cushions are extra fluffy then.”


      After making another fluffy seat next to the cockpit, I moved on to the next step.


      “Once I’ve created the shape with the Wind Wall, I then solidify the shape.”


      I set up a barrier along the Wind Wall and solidified it in place, just as I’d explained. That would allow it to maintain its shape until the barrier was released.


      “Well then, Lady Ladia, please sit next to me.”


      “Okay.”


      But just as Lady Ladia was about to board, we were interrupted.


      “Sorry, is it okay if I ride with you, after all?”


      “Archmage Gar…?”


      “If the young lady doesn’t mind, of course. And I don’t need to use wind magic, right? I can just ride as a passenger? I can’t very well have my subordinates using this magic if I haven’t tried it out for myself, can I?”


      I looked at Lady Ladia, who nodded, indicating it was okay.


      “Then, Archmage Gar, would you mind hopping aboard?”


      “Sure!”


      He clambered in beside me, and my side went up in the air a bit. There was quite a weight difference between us, so I had to be careful about maintaining balance.


      “Okay, we’re going up.”


      I chanted the spell Vellia had invented and cast the magic.


      “This is going to be fun! …Whoa!”


      The Research Ship made out of thin air rose up with a swoosh.


      “Amazing! It really is different when a seasoned pilot’s flying you!”


      Archmage Gar, who’s probably older than my father, seemed to be a very expressive person. I could hear the excitement in his voice and see it in his face.


      Looking up at us as I flew smoothly, Vellia resumed his explanation.


      “The Simplified Flight spell incorporates a windbreak and protective barrier, in addition to the magic that stabilizes the wind manipulation, which, as we know, is the basis of flying. It also reduces magical power consumption. Unlike the Research Ship utilizing magical devices you saw earlier, the big difference here is that the speed, direction, and turning are all basically controlled by wind manipulation.”


      “Ah, I see! So a wind Mage can fly without magical devices at all, and can even create whatever vessel they want to fly in.”


      “You catch on fast.”


      Director Ohle was clearly pleased with Archmage Gar’s reaction. Next to him, Yarko turned to Vellia, eyes widening, and said something.


      “I see… Vellia, could you teach us the incantation?”


      “All right.”


      Vellia agreed without hesitation and started teaching Yarko the spell. But instead of just teaching him the words of the incantation, Vellia also explained what each part of the spell controlled. It was unusual to describe the exact composition of a spell in such detail.


      Yarko listened while nodding, then bowed his head and was silent for a moment. Then, suddenly, he took a breath and lifted his face.


      “I think I’ve got the gist of it.”


      “Try it. You’ll feel more confident if you can master flying.”


      Seeing this, I realized that Yarko was planning to try out Simplified Flight magic for himself.


      “Archmage Gar, someone else is going to fly now. May we descend?” I asked.


      “What? Oh yes, yes, please do. So he’s another flyer, is he?”


      “Ah, no, apparently he still can’t actually use flight magic… But, having learned the incantation from Vellia, he may indeed be able to utilize Simplified Flight.”


      “Indeed! Well, I’m excited to see that!”


      I jumped off and we all watched as Yarko unleashed his magic.


      “Hmm, I think I can cast a Wind Wall easily enough.”


      Muttering under his breath, Yarko created a version of the Research Ship out of thin air and then solidified it within a barrier. Yarko then climbed into the pilot’s seat and exhaled with a slightly nervous look.


      “Here goes.”


      Yarko chanted the words of the spell. At the same time, his vessel floated up into the air with a smooth movement.


      “Wow! It’s floating!!!” Yarko exclaimed excitedly. “Amazing! This really is Simplified Flight! Even I can fly!”


      “Ah, yes, it’s so exciting.”


      While Vellia was smiling wryly, Viol explained what was going on to the king and Lord Borden.


      “Yarko hasn’t yet mastered flight magic, but he can successfully pull off our Simplified Flight. It appears that we’ve inadvertently proven that Simplified Flight is actually easier to master.”


      “So it seems!”


      “I see. It really is a difficult magic to master, even for a High Mage, isn’t it?”


      “Even for me, flying for long periods of time is difficult,” Viol admitted. “I’m actually thinking about getting some training in Simplified Flight later.”


      “Is this difficult, even for a genius?” Archmage Gar said to Viol teasingly as he was conferring with Lord Borden and the others.


      “It’s difficult. But I think Simplified Flight may well be safer to use.”


      “I see! Well, I’ll tell that to our wind Mages.” Archmage Gar laughed cheerfully.


      “Thank you for developing these amazing magical devices and spells. Our Mages can feel a bit more at ease now.”


      “Oh, good. Yes, we look forward to working together with you.” Viol smiled, looking genuinely relieved and pleased.


      Everyone from the magical device development lab, including Old Man Euleho, Director Ohle, and Vellia, all looked satisfied as well.


      “But you know, the way this Wind Wall is used is very interesting.”


      “That’s right. Actually, I came up with the idea while I was developing spells… but I actually think it can be used for a variety of things.” Vellia responded happily. 


      “Earth mages make simple houses and beds out of earth when they go out on magical beast hunting sweeps, but I was also thinking these things could be made with the Wind Wall spell.”


      “Fascinating.”


      “…In fact, I’ve been thinking about how to use this Wind Wall technology to help the Second Mage Guild… Perhaps I’ll come and talk to you about it sometime soon.”


      “What?!”


      Archmage Gar took Viol up on his polite offer to “work together” immediately.


      “What’s the problem? We’ll just have a chat. Come on.”


      Viol glanced anxiously at the king, who nodded and smiled.


      “…Well, I was also curious about the supplies that you mentioned earlier, Archmage Gar. I was thinking of an idea that could quickly transport supplies.”


      “Transporting supplies? That would be helpful.”


      “Yes, I feel we should do all we can to make things smoother for the Second Mage Guild, who put their lives on the line to protect the nation…”


      “Splendid fellow! You’re a sensible one, aren’t you?” Archmage Gar, now seated beside Viol, clapped him hard on the back. It looked painful, but it was probably meant to be an expression of affection.


      “Viol, could you elaborate?”


      I was surprised by the unexpected voice. It was the king.


      “…Yes. Actually, I’ve prepared a magical device, just in case.”


      “A magical device, eh? We’re going off topic a little, but… can you show us?”


      When the king said that, Viol nodded.


      “Euleho, Yarko, Lucien… Would you mind?”


      “Certainly!”


      Lucien, who’d apparently planned on making a presentation from the start, picked up a small magical device.


      “I’ll open the window.”


      Lucien opened the window, while Yarko canceled the Simplified Flight spell and came down to join us. While Lucien was setting up the magical device, Yarko began to explain.


      “We’ve had the idea of creating a sort of road in the sky. We are tentatively calling it Skypath, and this is our report.”


      “Skypath…”


      “For now, I think it would be quicker if we just showed you.”


      “Pressing the switch now!”


      Almost at the same time that Yarko said, “if we just showed you,” Lucien pressed the switch.


      At that moment, a vast tunnel of air stretched out from the balcony. The pale pink tunnel appearing in the sky was a rather spectacular sight.


      “Usually, we’d build this tunnel all the way to our destination, but this time, I think we’ll just have it loop back here.” Just as Yarko had said, the tunnel curved around and formed an oval shape, eventually exiting back onto the balcony of this room. “We plan to use this wind tunnel to transport people and supplies. There’s no need for a Mage to be in attendance. It’s fast, too. Indeed, it’s very low cost.”


      Yarko beamed confidently. Then, for some reason, he smiled at Vellia.


      “Vellia, would you give me a hand?”


      “Uh-oh, I have a bad feeling about this.”


      “Come on, trust me.”


      Urged on by the smiling Yarko, Vellia sat down in the chair placed in front of the Skypath.


      Then Lucien placed his hand on the second switch. “I’ll press the next switch. Basically, by simply pressing these two switches, you can instantly send people and supplies to their destination. Okay, here goes.”


      There was a small click and…


      “Whoooooa?!!!”


      Along with a tremendous scream, Vellia disappeared in an instant.


      “…Gaaaah?!!!”


      Then, he did a 180-degree turn and headed back toward the exit.


      As he approached the exit, his speed suddenly dropped, and he came to a complete halt right at the edge of the Skypath. Vellia had a blank look on his face, like he was having trouble understanding what had just happened.


      “Welcome back.” Yarko smiled and took Vellia’s hand, pulling him up from the chair. He still didn’t seem to understand what had happened. “How was it?”


      “How was it…? I heard a popping sound, and then I realized I’d been pushed out by the air, but I didn’t feel any breeze or impact… and the next thing I knew, I was back.”


      “Yes, yes, all quite standard.” Yarko, in high spirits, looked around at everyone and spoke in a loud voice. “As you have just seen, with Skypath, we can instantly send a target far away without any damage. Strong wind is used for propulsion, but we have combined the very best Protective Walls, Wind Shields, and Wind Walls, improved upon by the magic development lab, to create this revolutionary magical device!”


      Yarko must be very proud of the project. His eyes were sparkling, and his chest was all puffed out. 


      “As you can see, even someone without magical powers can send supplies at an incredible speed by simply pressing a button. We can also maintain the wind barrier for a long time, so if we can spread these wind tunnels around large bases, we can significantly shorten transportation times throughout the country!”


      “Plus, when it’s no longer needed, Skypath can be deactivated in an instant.” When Lucien pressed the button on the magical device, the air tunnel really did disappear in an instant.


      “This is… This is amazing.” The king sighed with awe. Everyone around him nodded in silence.


      As for me, I was so shocked I couldn’t speak.


      “Originally, we were thinking about how to improve transportation methods based on flight magic, but we unexpectedly came across a most interesting solution.” Yarko laughed. I guess the flight magic I invented is pretty much redundant now…


      Magic development and magical device development… Such truly amazing work. 


      “…This is something else. I’m truly impressed that you actually made something like this.”


      As I sat there brimming with emotion, I heard the king exclaim with excitement.


      As if some sort of curse had been lifted, the others all took a deep breath. Then, as if regaining his composure, Lord Borden raised his head and spoke.


      “It really is an amazing magical device. This invention will surely change things not only for the Second Mage Guild but for the country’s logistics as a whole. I would like to consider it for various uses.”


      “Yes, with this, I doubt we even need any further project innovations.”


      The king seemed almost moved to tears. Old Man Euleho had a nonchalant expression, but Yarko and Lucien were unable to hide their happiness. They were positively beaming.


      “Well, that was a bit of a bombshell… but let’s get back to the discussion at hand. It looks like we’ll be able to go ahead with the surveying project to map the country and its surrounding waters without any problems.”


      “Indeed, no problem at all.”


      “If the Second Mage Guild is fine with it, then we can go full speed ahead.”


      “We’re fine with it as well.”


      “Great. By the way, once the survey of the country’s territory is complete, I’d like to use this technology for trade as well. I’m sure it’ll prove effective in sea voyages into the unknown.”


      “That would be a dream come true.” Duke Tide agreed with Lord Borden without a hint of reservation.


      With the two of them on the case, the day would come in the near future when flight magic would play an integral role in trade, just as Father envisioned. I could see it all too easily.


      “By the way, it seems that Archmage Viol has developed a method to plot a grid, like a map, when looking down on land from the sky. I think it will make taking measurements easier and improve accuracy.” Duke Tide said this with a calm expression, looking to Lord Borden for his consent. “Right, Prime Minister Borden?”


      “Yes, but it seems to be still in development.”


      “Well, then, I await those results with gratitude, Archmage Viol!”


      Lord Borden was being vague with his words, but with Archmage Gar thanking him wholeheartedly, Viol wouldn’t be able to back down.


      The technique of projecting grid lines onto the ground, originally Father’s idea, would surely play a major role in ensuring the accuracy of surveying projects.


      At least, that’s what I predicted.


      “Now to the next project, escorting VIPs. Simply, we propose to use flight magic to escort VIPs, including the royal family, when they are on inspection tours or visiting other countries.” Lord Borden smiled wryly, smoothly moving us along to the next topic on the agenda. “This was my idea, but by using flight magic, we can dramatically increase both speed and safety, and have the advantage of being able to show off our power to other countries while keeping costs down considerably.”


      “It would be a great way to showcase the high level of magical technology in our country.” Archmage Rutselt of the First Mage Guild, who’d remained silent up until this point, nodded gravely. “By sky, the chances of being attacked by brigands will be significantly reduced. However, I worry that we may not be able to transport many bodyguards. What do you propose to do about that?”


      Viol answered Archmage Rutselt’s question carefully. “The magical device used for the VIP escort is basically based on the ones we developed for the map construction. I’d like you to think of them as an improved version of that.”


      “Improved how?”


      “First of all, regarding the mode of transportation. We should design it to look like a carriage when it’s being used in other countries and on expeditions. I think it would be better to modify a carriage with a magical device.”


      “That’s essential. We need to keep up appearances around other countries.”


      “Next, to be able to fly to other countries, you need stable magical manipulation and enough stamina to keep casting the magic for long periods of time, so I’ve incorporated some magical devices to assist with that.”


      “I see, so this will help prevent unnecessary consumption of magical power?”


      “Of course. We want to conserve as much magical power as possible for the original duty of guarding the king. Also, we have a magical device that covers the carriage’s uneven exterior, which is unsuitable for flying, with a sort of transparent box-shaped skin, and another magical device that automatically generates a powerful protective barrier.”


      “Hmm. Functionally, it appears without flaw.”


      “Yes. However, it will cost a considerable amount of money, so I think it would be best to leave it to Archmage Rutselt, who is well versed in the personnel arrangements required for the protection of royalty, to decide how many carriage-type flying vehicles we should prepare, and whether the flying vehicles to transport the escorting Mages and knights should be carriage-type or reconnaissance-type craft.”


      “Hmm…” Archmage Rutselt smiled with a satisfied look. “Indeed. We at the First Mage Guild are the ones who know the most about protecting the royal family. We will discuss this carefully with His Majesty and the prime minister, and place our order later on.”


      When Archmage Rutselt said that, the furrow between Viol’s eyebrows disappeared. I could sense that he must have felt relieved, which made me feel relieved, too.


      Thus, the Third Mage Guild was able to complete all of the projects that had been sprung on it by the king, with great success.


      🐈🐈🐈


      “AGH! I’m so tired! I’m so glad it’s over!”


      As soon as he finished his meal and bath and entered our bedroom, Viol dove into bed.


      I had to smile, knowing that even Archmage Viol gets nervous and tired sometimes.


      “I’m glad everything went so well!” I said. 


      “You did a great job, Seren. You really performed well.” Viol rolled onto his back and spread his arms out for me.


      Without any hesitation, I let myself sink into his arms. At once, I felt incredibly at ease. “I’m so happy right now. To be honest, I was quite nervous.”


      “For you, Seren, Simplified Flight was probably more of a challenge than just flying the regular way.”


      “Yes, it was.”


      Viol understood exactly why I was nervous. I was honestly happy about that, too.


      “Anyway, we pulled off the king’s imperial command without a hitch. The Skypath was received much better than I’d expected, too, and we’ve been able to cooperate with the magic academy, so it feels like we’ve accomplished a lot.”


      Viol held me in his arms, stroking my back with a steady rhythm. Being cared for so tenderly makes me feel happy and warm inside, and it also seems to calm Viol down at the same time.


      “Ah… It feels so good to be done with it all, and to just be able to chill out…” Viol murmured in a relaxed voice, sounding as if he was about to fall asleep at any moment.


      I, meanwhile, luxuriated in Viol’s relaxed state. His warm body, his gentle hands, the steady beat of his heart…everything felt so good.


      “I agree. Now all that’s left is to finish the greenhouse that your father requested, and then everything will be perfect.” As I said that, the hand stroking my back stopped abruptly. “Hmm? Viol?”


      “Oh, I forgot to tell you.”


      When I looked up, I saw Viol smiling happily, and I was a little confused as to why.


      “Actually, it’s already finished. Just as requested by my parents. A magical device that allows you to manually change the temperature and humidity by simply pressing a button.”


      “Goodness!” I had no idea that the magical device had already been completed. “I’m sure that will make your father very happy.”


      “No doubt. Do you want to go and visit with me on the next day off?”


      “Oh, yes! I’m looking forward to it already!” I sat up instinctively.


      “Ah…”


      Though Viol looked a little sad, this was not the time to be lazing about in bed. In order for Viol to be in top condition for our day off, I had to give him some TLC.


      “I’ll give you a hot massage to relieve your fatigue!”


      When I waggled my fingers, Viol chuckled.


      “It’s okay. You’re tired too, so don’t push yourself.”


      “No, no, I want you to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for your day off.”


      “Er, I don’t think I ever look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed…”


      “Well, for my sake, please aim to be full of energy from now on.”


      As I spoke, Viol looked up at me with a strange expression, then, as if surrendering, he rolled over and turned his back to me.


      “I’ll do what I can…”


      “Great!”


      I swept Viol’s black hair to the side, planning to start the hot massage with his neck. The nape of his neck was very white.


      His neck was tight and stiff to the touch, and although it looked soft at first glance, it was clear that fatigue had accumulated in the muscles, which is quite painful.


      I’d have to defeat this stiffness somehow today!


      Placing my hands on his white nape, I mixed in a little fire magic and sent the fatigue recovery spell through my hands and into his body.


      “How is this? Feel good?”


      “Mmm… It feels amazing…”


      When I stroked Vi, his face and voice would show bliss. But when Viol is in human form, only his voice shows that he’s feeling relaxed and sleepy. After giving this kind of thermal massage a few times, I gradually mastered the kind of massage that would relax Viol.


      Once the neck muscles start to soften, I move on to the shoulder blades.


      He must have been completely relaxed, as I could hear him breathing softly. Taking advantage of this moment, I gently placed my lips on his white nape.


      I hoped all his fatigue would be gone by tomorrow morning.


      I wanted to do everything I could to help my precious husband, who is always busy and bears such heavy responsibilities, stay healthy both physically and mentally.


      Over his shoulder, I could see the reflection of his peaceful sleeping face in the window, and I realized all over again how much I yearned to always be a soft place for Viol to land.


    


  




  

    

       


       


       


      Side Story: Seren


       


      A Fun Secret Date


       


      “SEREN, you look like you’re in a good mood.”


      “I am! I’ve been looking forward to this since last night!”


      Viol and I were at the market.


      When we were talking last night, I said that I wanted to buy a souvenir for when we visited his parents, and he suggested that we try some new cakes at the cake shop while we were out buying the souvenirs.


      I’m glad we were able to go out together after such a long time.


      Because Viol had cast cloaking magic, we didn’t attract any attention even though our faces were widely known. People passing by saw us as just regular people and wouldn’t even remember our faces or what we were wearing. This convenient spell was born from Viol’s earnest wish to shop at the market without attracting any attention.


      “Viol! Look at that!”


      “What is it? A magical device?”


      “Yes, a magical device meant to be used in the kitchen. It seems to grind ingredients automatically. Hmm, I wonder if I should buy it for your mother.”


      “For my mother?”


      “Yes. My father brought them a lot of exotic spices as gifts the other day, right? I thought it would be quite a struggle to grind all of them by hand…”


      “Oh, right, I guess it smells better if you grind them just before using them, but it can be a pain to do. It’s surprisingly cheap. Maybe we should buy one for Jean, too.”


      “Hehe, good idea.”


      Talk of the kitchen made Viol think of Jean, too. This stall was filled with all kinds of items for use in the kitchen, including several magical devices I’d never seen before.


      Viol’s interest seemed to have been piqued. He picked up various magical devices and checked to see how they were made. The magical devices being developed in the city are fascinating, and I also love looking at them.


      Today in particular, thanks to the cloaking spell, I could enjoy browsing at my leisure without any worries, which was a lot of fun. I’m sure it was the same for Viol.


      “Seren, there’s some strange magical device here. What do you think it is?”


      I’d thought Viol had been talking to the store owner, but…all of a sudden, he turned to me with an earnest frown, which made me burst out laughing.


      In his hand, he held a mysterious magical device that looked like a fork with a coil tightly wound around the end. It certainly was a curious magical device, but the shopkeeper just laughed in amusement and apparently wouldn’t tell Viol what it was for.


      “It’s probably something used in the kitchen, but I don’t know enough about it to say for sure,” he said. 


      “Me neither. Why don’t we activate it with some magical power and see how it works?”


      “Sure, let’s try it.”


      When Viol pressed the switch, the coil vibrated slightly.


      “Maybe it’s meant for stirring dishes?”


      “Apparently, it can also produce heat.”


      “I thought it was like a hand mixer.”


      “I see. But isn’t it a little small? It’s not very efficient if so.”


      While we were solemnly examining the device, the shopkeeper took pity on us and explained. It was a device for frothing milk. It looked like it could be improved, so we bought it and left the shop.


      It had been a while since we’d last had a leisurely stroll through the market, and everything was so much fun to look at that Viol and I ended up visiting several stores before we found the one we were looking for.


      “We’ve done quite a bit of shopping already…” he said. 


      “Yes! We won’t have to worry about snacks for a while. But we might get scolded by Rince and Jean.”


      “It’s okay, I’ll eat mine in my office.”


      “No way! I want to eat them together.”


      As we were talking, we arrived at our destination for the day, a dessert shop.


      Colorful cakes were on display in the shop.


      Everything looked so delicious that Viol and I had a hard time deciding which one to get, but in the end, we decided on a fruit cake topped with plenty of fruit as a souvenir.


      Colorful, fresh fruit and fluffy sponge cake. The pure white, smooth cream, and the crushed cookies at the bottom added an interesting aspect to the sponge cake. Everything in the shop looked amazing, sure to thrill anyone as a gift.


      “Okay! We’ve already decided on the souvenir, now all that’s left is to enjoy the new products!” After being shown to our seats, Viol was already extremely excited about the new lineup. “What will you have, Seren? One of the new products?”


      “There’s something that Arles recommended that I’ve been wanting to try for a while now. Apparently, there’s this moist and delicious cake made with tofu and yogurt that’s very healthy and low in calories.”


      “That sounds simple, yet delicious.”


      “Yes, I’m looking forward to it! Viol, if you want to eat more, feel free to order more. Shall we share?”


      “Really?!”


      “Yes, we don’t come here that often. Let’s pig out and enjoy ourselves!”


      “Just going on an outing with you is wonderful, Seren, but today feels especially blissful…”


      “I wholeheartedly agree.”


      Just looking at the radiantly happy face of my husband, who always looks so put-together and cool when he’s at work, was enough to soothe me.


      Staring seriously at the menu, Viol added two more cakes to his order, looking incredibly happy. His smile was so sweet, I just wanted to pat him on the head.


      “You bought a lot of interesting things today,” I said. 


      “Yes. I ended up buying everything you took notice of. I was surprised to see that you know more about the market than I do.”


      “Hehe, sometimes when we finish work early, Arles brings me over. I did a lot of research in preparation for when I’d come here with you.”


      “No wonder you keep finding such interesting things.”


      “I’ve only shown you about half of it so far, so let’s go around the market again after this if we have time.”


      “Yes. I’m looking forward to it.”


      “Oh, Viol, it looks like the cake is ready.”


      When I saw the cake being brought out along with the tea, I couldn’t help but squeal with delight.


      “Oh my, how adorable!”


      “Incredible…!”


      The much-talked-about new cake, gently placed in front of Viol, was so beautiful, like a jewel box. It was made of layers of colorful sponge and cream topped with colorful fruits, and the round cake had finger biscuits all around the sides. Finally, a pretty ribbon decorated it.


      A cake as innocent and adorable as a debutante at a ball.


      “It’s called Charlotte Cake. It’s such a beautiful cake that I hesitate to even remove the ribbon.”


      “Yes. It looks lovely, but to think of the craftsmanship that went into it…”


      “Indeed. Look, Seren, take a look at this cross-section. You can enjoy the sponge cake, the cream, the biscuits, and the fruit, all in one slice.”


      “Oh, and the biscuit part can be cut up so neatly as well.”


      “But the biscuit part is surprisingly soft. I want to eat it all up.”


      Viol looked serious as he carefully cut the cake. The cross-section, which had been carefully cut so as not to spoil its beauty, looked amazing, with many intricate layers formed throughout.


      “It’s not quite like a biscuit. It’s soft and fluffy, perhaps closer to a sponge.”


      “Hmm, that’s surprising.”


      “It has a melt-in-your-mouth texture and a fleeting mouthfeel that matches its adorable appearance. It’s surprisingly not too sweet, and the texture is so soft. I could eat it all day!”


      Viol looked so happy that it made me happy too. Just as I was thinking that, Viol smiled happily at me.


      “Seren, come on, it’s really delicious. Please try it.”


      “Well, if you’re sure?”


      “Of course. You’re interested too, right? I want to share this sensation with you.”


      The Charlotte Cake, beautifully cut into bite-sized pieces with a stunning cross-section, was presented in front of me. Behind the dreamlike, adorable, and delicious-looking cake, Viol’s breathtaking eyes sparkled and danced with joy.


      I was so happy that he was willing to share his favorite sweets with me without any hesitation that I closed my eyes and opened my mouth obediently.


      Then, on my tongue, I felt a gentle sweetness and a melt-in-your-mouth texture.


      It tasted like pure happiness.
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