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      Chapter 1: Common Sense of the Academy


      I’d finally been approved to operate as I liked in the Holy Maple Leaf Empire by both Emperor Diageo and Balblair, the headmistress of the academy. With my newfound free rein, I decided to begin by observing the elementary sorcery classes. Rose wouldn’t be joining me today because she was busy with official princess business.


      When we arrived at the academy, Elisa and Strath chose to sit in on classes in their respective specialties, earth and wind sorcery. Colt, Ayle, and the other students said that they wanted to join different classes, so we all went our separate ways. Ultimately, I decided to check out the various lectures in which my students were participating. After all, it wasn’t every day that I had the opportunity to see another country’s teaching techniques.


      ◇


      “What’d you think?” I asked Colt, who’d just finished attending an earth sorcery class.


      Ayle, Strath, and Elisa were also present, having finished their own classes, which all had taken place close together.


      “Maple Leaf’s sorcery fundamentals are the same as ours, but the country’s sorcerers don’t have much practical experience. The impression I got is that their students learn theory but don’t have an opportunity to actually put it into practice,” Colt explained.


      Ayle furrowed her brow. “From what I can tell, there aren’t many professors who can break down what they’re teaching in a way that’s easy for their students to understand. I’m not sure why, though. If you can use sorcery at an intermediate or higher level, then it should be easy to teach elementary sorcery.”


      Strath jumped in to give his opinion. “The problem is the lack of progress the country has made with research. Because it hasn’t progressed very far outside of healing sorcery, the professors aren’t able to explain the smaller details about what they’re teaching. Insufficient instruction leads to a shallow pool of knowledge and a weak grasp on fundamentals, which in turn prevents students from becoming advanced sorcery users and teaching the next generation. It’s a vicious cycle.”


      “Fiddich Academy is completely different because it has instructors from all over the world, many of whom are very interested in sorcery research. Plus, Headmaster Glen recommends practical experience in classes, so even students get to experience researching,” Elisa added.


      They’re both right. If we’re to fix Maple Leaf’s issues, they’ll need to change how they conduct their research and how they teach their students. In that case, the change needs to begin with the instructors.


      Having made up my mind, I went to Balblair and requested the chance to give lectures to the instructors.


      “Oh, that sounds very interesting! I want to sit in on them too!” she exclaimed, her eyes sparkling.


      Since I’d gotten approval from the headmaster, I began to work out the details. I would hold my lectures in the most spacious place in the Holy Capital, which apparently used to be a colosseum. The walls were made of very sturdy stone, and the ground consisted of hardened earth and gravel, so I determined that using small-scale sorcery here would most likely be okay.


      When it came time for the lecture to begin, Crown, Ahwald, and Balblair all stood near the entrance, while Strath and Elisa stayed behind me. I’d sent the students back to the castle because I anticipated this event would run late into the night.


      Maple Leaf’s instructors slowly trickled in. They seemed surprised to see Balblair, Ahwald, and Crown there, but they all politely greeted the high-ranking sorcerers as they entered. By the time the last attendees arrived, about twenty instructors had gathered in the center of the arena. They regarded me with suspicion, which amused Balblair.


      “That’s Lady Aoi, an upper-level instructor at Fiddich Academy. With her are Lady Elisa and Sir Strath. Direct any questions you have to her,” she explained, projecting her voice for all to hear.


      The instructors began walking closer to me, still nervous about what was going on, but then two of them spoke.


      “So...what’s this about?”


      “Do you need something from us?”


      I greeted them with a slight bow. “I apologize for calling you all here out of the blue. I’ve come here upon receiving a request from His Majesty, Diageo.”


      They all froze up, knowing that they couldn’t ignore me if this was a request from their emperor. A myriad of reactions flashed across their faces, ranging from apprehension to skepticism. After surveying the crowd, I jumped right into the topic at hand.


      “Thank you very much for coming here. As presumptuous as this might appear, I’ve called you all here to teach you about the applications of sorcery and how to approach research. I plan to hold this class daily for a total of two weeks, and—”


      “Hold on a moment. We don’t even know how strong you are as a sorcerer!” a middle-aged man suddenly barked, a crease forming across his forehead. “You may be an upper-level instructor at Fiddich, but are you trying to claim that despite your young age, you have something to teach us veterans?”


      Most of the other instructors seemed to agree with him.


      “He has a point. You should begin by showing us what you can do.”


      “How do we know that you haven’t gathered all of us here to spy on Maple Leaf’s sorcery?”


      I held up my hand to calm them down and tried to ease their unrest. “Please rest assured, I’ve already been allowed to learn a decent amount of your sorcery. As such, I will only be teaching you basic, new sorcery.”


      The uproar went silent, replaced with silent doubt and curiosity. After all, here it wasn’t normal for people from different countries to teach each other sorcery. One person in particular clearly wasn’t buying what I had to say. He was a stout man with salt and pepper hair. His eyelids drooped slightly, but he trained a sharp gaze on me. When our eyes met, he let out a heavy sigh.


      “I’m Heinek, an upper-level instructor here. I’ve got a question.”


      “Ask away.”


      “Good. You seem to look down on our country’s sorcery, but can you block this?”


      He suddenly began chanting a spell.


      It looks like an ice spell.


      Immediately, everyone around began distancing themselves from him in a panic.


      “Ice Spire!”


      The ground between us froze solid and a pointed column of ice burst from it, growing as tall as a three-story building.


      “That’s Heinek for you...”


      “There aren’t many people in other countries who can cast sorcery as powerfully as he can.”


      As murmurs of admiration rang out, I nodded at Heinek’s frozen construction.


      “It’s true that this is quite an excellent spell. However...”


      “However, what?” he asked, anger bubbling up in his voice.


      I’d hoped that I might have been able to use words to convince him, but judging by his reaction, I’d have to use a demonstration. Well, I expected as much.


      “However, I believe there are inefficiencies in both the casting time and the time it takes for the effect to materialize. Ice Tower.”


      I activated an ice spell of my own without an incantation, raising a massive pillar of ice from the ground that obliterated his spire. I smiled, remembering how I’d done something similar when I’d first met Crown Windsor.


      “I’d like to begin by teaching you all how to activate spells without incantations,” I said, peeking at Heinek from around the ice pillar. “Then I’ll teach everyone who is able to master that about my methods for researching sorcery tools. How does that sound?”


      The group looked as stiff and frozen as my ice pillar, their eyes as wide as dinner plates.


      From the sidelines, Balblair laughed merrily.


      ◇


      “Are you saying that incantations are meaningless?” Heinek asked.


      “No, incantations are essential for shaping mana into the desired form and altering a spell’s characteristics. However, it’s possible to shorten your chants and improve their efficiency,” I answered.


      “By efficiency, you mean reducing the mana output while increasing the scale and force of the spell?”


      “That’s right. I believe that depending on the spell, it’s possible to minimize the amount of mana you use while still producing a powerful effect.”


      Heinek nodded furiously while taking notes. The other instructors looked on, dumbfounded at his complete reversal in attitude after seeing my spell. He was almost like a different person, now enthusiastically trying to soak in my every word.


      “Heinek might be a prideful, pompous, disagreeable guy, but he has genuine passion for sorcery. Instead of being stubborn and protesting, the side of him that’s purely curious about new sorcery won out,” Balblair whispered to me after I answered Heinek’s question.


      After that, she began asking questions of her own, which enticed more instructors to really pay attention to my lecture and pose their own queries.


      “Why is that flame blue? Is there something different about it aside from its appearance?”


      “The difference lies in the amount of oxygen. Blue flames are far hotter than normal ones,” I answered.


      “Is it possible to fly through the sky with wind sorcery?”


      “Yes, it is. See? Just like this,” I said, demonstrating.


      “Wh-What?!”


      I’d initially thought that this session would have just been me laying out the basics, but before I knew it, over two hours had already passed and we’d covered a wide variety of topics. Plus, after just one class, I’d gotten all of the instructors to accept that my lectures had value, and they’d even all promised to attend every day.


      I was overjoyed that my plan to improve the knowledge of sorcery in Maple Leaf was going smoothly. Furthermore, I had the support of the two most powerful sorcerers in the country, the holy man and the holy woman, which would certainly be a great help. If nothing else, I’d be able to study the sorcery techniques of Balblair, Ahwald, and Crown. I couldn’t have been happier about how things had turned out.


      When we returned to the castle, my fellow instructors couldn’t stop talking about what’d happened recently.


      “I still can’t believe that Maple Leaf is allowing you to study their research on healing sorcery,” Elisa said.


      “Well, Aoi’s request came across more like a threat, so...” Strath said.


      I had some reservations about how Strath had described my polite request in the throne room, but I decided to leave it be.


      “I wish I could’ve been there to see you negotiate with the Emperor,” Ayle said longingly.


      “It was an important conversation between adults, so it would have been difficult for them to permit you to be there,” I replied.


      Everyone else exchanged looks.


      “It was a conversation?” Elisa asked.


      “Maybe Aoi’s definition of a conversation is different from ours,” Strath said.


      They both wore tired expressions. I wasn’t sure what they were trying to imply, but there was something that was bugging me more than what they’d said.


      Shenley hadn’t spoken a word, and it wasn’t because she was focused on eating. She’d simply been sitting at the table and staring in a single direction without moving. As I looked at Shenley, Ayle and Liz, who were sitting on either side of her, noticed this and called out to her with worry.


      “Shenley?”


      “You okay?”


      Shenley’s eyes widened with surprise and she grew flustered as everyone’s gazes fell on her.


      “Huh? O-Oh, yes, I’m fine.” She then quickly finished her meal, bowed her head, and excused herself.


      Something is definitely wrong. She’s acting like she did the first time I met her.


      “Did something happen?” I asked nobody in particular.


      Everyone looked at each other.


      “She was acting normal this morning,” Ayle said.


      “Yeah, I think so too,” Liz concurred.


      “I’m not sure what’s going on with her,” Belle finished.


      The three girls tilted their heads as they mulled over what might have transpired.


      I’m pretty sure that all that happened today was them sitting in on the lectures at the school.


      “What class did she go to today?” I asked.


      “She went to a healing sorcery class,” Colt said, turning around. “We thought it was a good idea to split up and sit in on different classes since we won’t be spending all that much time in Maple Leaf. But because we were all in separate rooms, we don’t know what might have happened in the class she attended,” Colt said, troubled.


      They probably thought that since the same classes aren’t being taught each day, it’s more efficient to spread out and gather as much information about each type of sorcery as possible. In general, dividing and conquering like this wasn’t the best strategy for improving as a sorcerer, as it would only really lead to surface-level understanding and half-baked results. However, an academically gifted student like Colt could likely learn a lot from any lesson regardless of how in-depth it was. Maybe Shenley couldn’t, though. Perhaps she’d been unable to follow along, and she felt bad that she couldn’t understand the lecture.


      “I’ll go talk to her,” I said.


      I returned to the guest room and found Shenley standing at the window, gazing into the distance.


      “Did something happen?” I asked cautiously.


      Shenley turned around. The light glistened off of her tears. “Professor Aoi, I... I need to return home, which means I’ll need to leave Fiddich,” she said, her voice quavering as tears streamed down her face.


      “You have to return home?”


      “Yes... My house, Rosentiel, received viscount status by producing a holy woman in the past. Through the years, they’ve continually raised elite healing sorcerers. However, I have no talent for healing sorcery...” She looked away from me. “Even after two years at the academy in Maple Leaf, I was unable to use healing spells, and I became the shame of my family. In order to hide me, they transferred me to Fiddich. I thought maybe I’d be free of them after that, but now they’ve suddenly contacted me and told me to return home. Somehow, they found out that I was at the Holy Capital’s sorcery academy.”


      “So...what you’re saying is that your family considers you a failure just because you’re not adept at healing sorcery?”


      A faint, empty smile I’d never seen before appeared on Shenley’s face. “That’s how it is with House Rosentiel. Though my father’s a viscount, he doesn’t have much land, and it’s not very bountiful either. Our house needs to have the best healing sorcerers in Maple Leaf in order to maintain our status.”


      “I believe it’d be possible to be an elite sorcerer or even a court sorcerer if you’re able to use powerful spells from other types of sorcery. Would that not be enough for them?” I asked.


      Shenley’s expression looked strained. “That might be acceptable, but my father only cares about results. He may not have any hope for me the way I am right now.”


      “Do you know the standard requirements one has to meet to be able to transfer into Fiddich?” I asked.


      Shenley blinked at me. “N-No, I don’t.”


      “I asked Headmaster Glen if he would let any and all students transfer in from Maple Leaf, but he told me that they would have to be able to keep up with the classes at a minimum. In other words, if they were transferring as an elementary student, they’d have to be able to use at least two elementary spells. For middle school, it’d be at least one intermediate spell. And for high school, they’d need to be able to use at least two intermediate spells.”


      Glen had also told me that other academies’ high school divisions usually just taught intermediate sorcery. Apparently, it was rare for students to be able to use complex spells. At best, if they were quick learners, they might know two or three intermediate spells and one advanced.


      In contrast, the majority of students at Fiddich could use advanced spells by the time they graduated, and even if they couldn’t, they would at least know a good number of intermediate spells. Some students might have even created an original spell. That meant there was a considerable gap between Fiddich and other academies.


      Shenley had not only demonstrated the skill to transfer to Fiddich, but she’d also skipped a grade into the high school division. Before she’d been moved up, she’d already been getting exceptional grades in middle school, so it was obvious to everyone that she was on a different level.


      Unfortunately, she’d been bullied when she’d joined the high school division because she’d stuck out due to her age and ability. But the fact that she stood out was a testament to how talented she really was.


      Shenley is in no way a failure.


      “In any other country than Maple Leaf, and even in any other family aside from yours, you would be considered a very exceptional sorcerer,” I stated.


      Shenley clasped her hands together in front of her chest, a fleeting smile running across her face. “Thank you very much. I’m so glad to have met you, Professor Aoi. But...I don’t think I can stay at Fiddich. After all, the head of House Rosentiel has ordered me home,” she said, her face filled with sorrow.


      Change of plans. “I understand how you feel. It’s hard to go against your parents’ orders, especially when you’re a noble. In that case, allow me to convince your parents.”


      “Huh? Y-You’re going to come to my house?” Shenley blinked again, her expression changing to one of disbelief and unease. “D-Does that mean that you plan to speak directly with my father?”


      “Don’t worry. No matter how stubborn your parents are, I’m sure they’ll understand as long as I explain everything to them. Just leave it to me,” I said. I tapped my fist against my chest confidently.


      Despite my reassurances, Shenley knit her brow, seemingly even more worried. She opened and closed her mouth a few times but no words came out. It took her a while to manage to say something, and even then it was so soft that I could barely hear it.


      “Th-This might be the end of the Rosentiel territory...”


      I gave her a pat on the shoulders to assuage her worries.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 2: House Visit


      I chose to take one day off from my lectures each week, so I used this day, which was on the weekend, to make my house visit.


      “I’ll be back later. I’m going to introduce myself to Shenley’s family,” I said to everyone as we ate breakfast.


      “Pfft! Wh-What?!” Elisa stammered, spraying out the soup she’d been drinking.


      “Eek!” Liz shrieked, shooting to her feet from her spot directly across from Elisa. Fortunately, the table was big enough that only a few drops of soup got on her.


      It’s not good to spit your food out like that, Elisa.


      “Please calm down,” I said.


      “There’s no way I can!”


      Rather than quieting down, Elisa grew even more indignant. I decided to shut up and listen to what she had to say. Elisa straightened her back and cleared her throat.


      “This is all too sudden. Why are you going to Shenley’s house? You’re really making me concerned...”


      “Shenley told me that they want her to leave Fiddich and return home. I’m going to her parents to convince them to reconsider.”


      “Oh...” Elisa stared up at the ceiling. Her posture and her tone reminded me of how Headmaster Glen acted around me.


      “I’ve never heard of teachers going directly to their students’ houses. Is that really okay?” Strath asked, similarly worried.


      I nodded and showed him the letter Shenley had shared with me. “The letter simply states that she should return home and that they will inform the school of her departure. Of course, Shenley can’t accept a decision that’s been made without even giving her a say, and neither can I.”


      Strath folded his arms and groaned. “Well, I understand where you’re coming from, but I don’t think you should go,” he said with disapproval. I looked at him with confusion, not sure why he felt that way. He exhaled and continued. “Right now, you are not only a representative of Fiddich Academy but also an important guest of the emperor of Maple Leaf, the holy man, and the holy woman. If rumors spread that someone in that position denounces the Rosentiels, their house may end up being punished.”


      Colt and Elisa nodded in agreement while Shenley looked fraught with worry.


      “It’ll be all right.” I said. “I’ll simply be talking with them as her instructor. Besides, I have a proven, successful track record with Rox’s parents.”


      I thought that this would definitely persuade them, but everyone’s gazes dropped to the table as if they were depressed.


      ◇


      Though flight sorcery took a decent amount of mana to use, I realized once again just how easy it was to use and how convenient it made travel. After all, it’d gotten us to the Holy Capital in a mere day, whereas traveling by ground would’ve taken a little under a week.


      If I’m going to increase the level of sorcery across the globe, it might be a good idea to give a lecture on flight sorcery.


      We reached our destination, and I landed our carriage softly on the ground.


      “We’re here, Shenley.”


      “R-Right!” she said, nervously stepping out.


      She took in her surroundings and gulped. We were in the middle of the road, surrounded by hundreds—maybe even thousands—of soldiers. They pressed close to us, their swords drawn. It felt very stifling, to say the least.


      “Answer me! What business do you have in the Rosentiel territory?!” a soldier with a beard yelled at us.


      He’s riding a horse and wearing a cape like he’s an important person, so he might be a knight. I looked around to make sure that none of the soldiers were making moves to attack us before answering.


      “I’m Aoi Konominato, an instructor from Fiddich Academy. The other day, Shenley—the daughter of the Rosentiels—received a letter telling her to return home, so I’ve brought her here.”


      “Lady Shenley?” one of the soldiers asked, finally noticing her.


      “You’ve returned?” another soldier asked.


      Slowly but surely, they began to loosen up and lower their guard.


      “That certainly does appear to be Lady Shenley, but I’ve heard nothing about her being ordered to return. I apologize, but please wait here for a bit while I confirm,” the knight said. He turned his horse around and galloped off.


      I could just barely make out where he was headed by looking between gaps in the wall of soldiers. There was a small town in the distance, surrounded by three-meter-high walls. While we waited for the knight to return, the soldiers carefully surveyed us with uncomfortable stares.


      “P-Professor Aoi?” Shenley asked fearfully.


      I turned around and saw her standing up against the carriage. She was staring at the ground but looked up at me as I joined her.


      “It’ll be all right. I’ll be sure to give your father a thorough talking-to,” I said. This didn’t seem to calm her down at all, though.


      After a short wait, the knight returned. “I’ve received confirmation. Please follow me.”


      “I see. We’ll follow in our carriage. I’d appreciate it if you guided us.”


      The knight frowned as he looked at the carriage. “I have no problem doing that, but how is your carriage going to move without any horses?”


      I activated my flight sorcery on the carriage. “We don’t need horses.”


      I jumped into the carriage driver’s seat and the knight stepped back, his eyes narrowing.


      “I...see. I apologize, but I have to assign guards around you so that the people don’t make too much of a scene. I hope you understand.”


      “I do. Thank you very much.”


      The knight instantly began leading us forward, calling out to some of the soldiers. About thirty of them lined up around our carriage. The rest of them briskly marched ahead of us to the town. I’d thought the same thing when I’d observed the knights in the Holy Capital, but the soldiers were so much more organized than the criminal gangs I was used to dealing with back in Winturbly. Even after we arrived at the town, the knight barked out orders, and we passed through the streets without having to wait at all.


      “Th-They’re floating!”


      “Who’s inside that carriage?!”


      “Did a court mage come from the royal capital?”


      As the townspeople buzzed with excitement and wonder, the soldiers around our carriage told them to quiet down and give us space.


      The town was much more beautiful than I’d expected. There were fewer townspeople around than there should’ve been for a town of this size, but the ones I could see were pretty well off. Although I eagerly took in the sights, I grew concerned when I noticed that Shenley hadn’t even looked out of the carriage window once despite the fact that we were in her hometown.


      “We’ve arrived,” the knight said as we stopped in front of a mansion. There was a courtyard in the front, and walls surrounded the estate itself. The soldiers opened the steel double gates, revealing an old butler in a black suit standing in front of the manor.


      “Welcome to the Rosentiel estate,” he said calmly, greeting us with a deep bow.


      Shenley stuck her head out of the carriage. “Louis,” she said in a soft voice.


      The man’s expression slightly softened. “Lady Shenley, welcome home.”


      “Thank you...” she said, a hint of a smile playing on her lips.


      It seemed like Louis was one of the people in this house with whom she was comfortable. I couldn’t help but feel a little relieved.


      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Aoi Konominato, an instructor at Fiddich Academy,” I said. I lowered my head respectfully as Louis turned to me.


      Louis bowed again. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Please follow me inside. Your presence is requested as well, Captain.”


      “Understood,” the bearded knight said.


      Oh, so he’s a captain? And is he following behind me because he’s been tasked with keeping an eye on me?


      Louis led us forward. Shenley walked behind him, followed by me and then the captain. The rest of the soldiers waited outside of the mansion’s gates. As we entered the building, I noticed that the foyer was both massive and spotless. Long corridors stretched on either side. The lighting was a bit dim, perhaps because the windows were relatively small.


      When we reached the end of one of the hallways, Louis promptly led us up a staircase.


      This mansion really is as big as it looks on the outside.


      We continued walking until we arrived in front of a room on the second floor. Its door seemed heavier and thicker than the others in the hallway, which led me to believe that it was an important room. Louis gave a light knock and announced himself. A knight wearing pristine armor opened the door from inside and welcomed us in.


      “Pardon me. I’ve brought guests.” Louis moved to the side, making way for us to enter.


      As I stepped inside, I took in just how big the room was. In front of us stood a long sofa and a low table. Farther inside the room was a simple desk, behind which a middle-aged man sat in a large chair.


      The man had brown hair, which he’d parted down the middle, and he was a little on the heavier side. He had a neatly groomed beard. His stern eyes narrowed as he looked at me.


      “I’m Auld Quaker Rosentiel. You’re a teacher at Fiddich?” he asked.


      “Yes, my name is Aoi Konominato. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said, slightly bowing my head.


      Auld glanced at Shenley before looking back at me.


      “I apologize that you had to make the trip all the way here, but I’m planning on having Shenley leave Fiddich. I’m sure she’s already told you that.”


      “Yes, she has, but I’m here in the hope that you’ll change your mind.”


      Auld folded his arms. “I’ve received reports that even after transferring to Fiddich Academy, Shenley’s still unable to use healing sorcery—she’s the same as before. In that case, it’s meaningless for her to try any further to be a sorcerer.”


      Shenley squirmed and hung her head, but if Auld cared, his expression didn’t show it. His thoughtless words and lack of empathy began to crack my calm demeanor.


      “I understand that you’ve received reports of Shenley while she’s been in the Royal Capital. However, your assessment of her is wrong. Shenley is an exceptional student, and she even skipped a grade into the high school division. That’s a stunning feat at Fiddich, the school that’s known as the best sorcery academy in the world,” I argued, getting a little emotional as I recounted Shenely’s accomplishments.


      However, the fire in my speech did little to melt his icy stare.


      “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t try to impress your opinions upon me. I’ve received trustworthy reports. It’s up to me to decide how I interpret that information. It’s also my decision whether Shenley stays at Fiddich or leaves, and I’m deciding that she leaves.”


      Shenley went pale, and I was left with a burning question: Why does he so staunchly want to make Shenley leave Fiddich?


      “Shenley is still only fourteen years old. Why should she need to leave the academy so soon?”


      Auld breathed a long sigh and glared at me. “Let me ask you something. Why should I have to answer any of your intrusive questions?”


      He was completely shutting me out. Well, this isn’t good. It’s true that even though I know the ins and outs of sorcery, I don’t have much experience when it comes to intervening on behalf of a student for school matters. I might have the status of an ambassador right now, but personally, I’d rather not exercise that authority yet. I need to take care of this situation not as an ambassador but as her teacher.


      With renewed determination, I looked up at Shenley, who was on the verge of tears.


      “I don’t think Shenley would like to leave Fiddich. May I at least hear your reasoning?” I asked.


      “I’ve no reason or obligation to tell you.”


      ◇


      I led Shenley out of the room to speak with her privately. Her spirits clearly had been crushed.


      “Professor Aoi...” she said, her voice quivering.


      “It’ll be okay. I’ll figure something out. I’d like to try convincing him again, but in order to do that, I need to know why he doesn’t want you at the academy anymore,” I said. “Is there anything you can think of?”


      Shenley looked down at the floor. “I don’t know... He didn’t contact me even a single time while I was at Fiddich, and yet now...” she murmured.


      My heart broke seeing her like this. As we continued talking, I noticed Louis and a young girl I didn’t know walking down the hall. The girl had white hair and a white tail, just like Shenley. I followed her with my eyes.


      “Is that...?” I trailed off.


      “Katy. She’s my little sister. But I thought she would still be at the sorcery academy in the neighboring territory.”


      Shenley’s little sister? No wonder they look so similar. But also, Shenley seems hesitant to talk about her. Something’s wrong here.


      “Are you two not close?” I asked.


      “We’ve barely ever talked... And unlike me, Katy is very talented at healing sorcery.”


      Shenley’s expression darkened. It was likely that her family constantly compared her to her sister. People here put way too much stock into one’s ability to use healing sorcery.


      “Professor Aoi, would you like to go to the inner courtyard? I know a nice place to relax,” she asked softly.


      “That sounds like a good idea. Please lead the way,” I replied.


      No matter how much I try, I probably won’t be able to figure out her father’s reasoning on my own. Maybe it’d be best to take a break for now.


      Shenley led me to the inner courtyard. The mansion was U-shaped, and the courtyard occupied the space in the middle. It was incredibly large, filled with gardens and fountains.


      I believe Colt told me that castles and mansions typically have lavish gardens to show off to guests. In other words, they’re a way to demonstrate one’s status, power, and wealth.


      I found myself wanting to explore the lavish, lush garden. However, Shenley didn’t share my excitement. She looked nostalgically at a tree past one of the fountains.


      “I always remember this spot because of my mother. One day, when I was crying here by myself because I couldn’t use healing sorcery, she came and gently comforted me when nobody else would,” Shenley said wistfully. She walked up to the tree and placed her hand against it. “Now that I think about it, she was the only one who still acknowledged me even though I couldn’t use healing sorcery. After she passed away, my father...” She looked downcast as her hand gripped the tree’s bark.


      Suddenly, Louis appeared from the other side of the tree and silently walked over to us, his expression blank.


      “How was your conversation with the master?” he asked me while glancing at Shenley.


      “It wasn’t very productive. It’s unclear to me why he’s so insistent that Shenley should leave Fiddich, so I have no way of knowing how to change his mind.”


      I could tell that Louis was on Shenley’s side, so I decided to lay all my cards on the table. Louis pondered for a bit before switching his attention to Shenley. “Pardon me, but Lady Shenley...how much would you permit me to share with Lady Aoi?”


      Shenley looked into his eyes. “Professor Aoi is the person who saved me at the academy. I think she’s the most wonderful instructor in the world. She’s someone I trust more than my own family...” She flushed a bit after saying that and turned to me.


      Louis’s gaze fell on me as well.


      “Louis, as an instructor, I can’t ignore my students being forced down a path they don’t want. Shenley has the talent to become a great sorcerer, and she’s a hard worker who’s serious about her studies. Any instructor who sees a student so proactively trying to learn sorcery would naturally want to help them expand their talents. This is my honest assessment of Shenley. I believe she could easily become a court sorcerer or anything else she puts her mind to. However, she won’t be able to accomplish great things if her family holds her back. If possible, I’d like to convince her father to support her on her journey as a sorcerer.”


      Louis shut his eyes and paused to think. “Please wait here,” he said. He turned around and walked away before I had a chance to respond.


      Shenley still didn’t seem like she was feeling any better. As we waited, we heard a girl’s voice in the distance.


      “Why are you taking me here? What could possibly be so interesting?”


      “This is where your mother would frequently visit whenever there was something on her mind. Lady Shenley would also do the same. I sense that there’s something on your mind too, so I thought you might like to try thinking about it here, Lady Katy,” Louis said.


      Louis had led Katy right to where we were, but since the tree was so large, she couldn’t see us from her current position. Nevertheless, Shenley and I did our best to make ourselves smaller and hide even more. I wondered why Louis had brought Shenley’s little sister here. From how he was talking, it didn’t seem like he intended for her to speak with Shenley.


      Katy let out a long exhale. “This is ridiculous. I barely even met my mother, and I have no interest in my failure of an older sister. Besides, I’ve finished my job. I gave the information to father, and now that loser’s going to give up on the academy as planned. Father can rest easy,” she snapped.


      I felt the skin on my brow involuntarily tighten. That’s no way for someone to talk about their sister. Though that bothered me, the bigger issue was that there’d been a plot to make Shenley leave Fiddich. But who was behind it, and why?


      Shenley derailed my train of thought as she jumped out from behind the tree.


      “Katy, what...did you mean by that?” she asked worriedly, bringing both of her arms close to her chest.


      Katy’s eyes widened and she backed up a little, but then she gave Shenley a piercing stare. “You were eavesdropping? As expected of someone who can’t even become a candidate for the next holy woman.”


      Shenley’s shoulders trembled from her little sister’s inflammatory words. I decided that I had no choice but to reveal myself as well.


      “No, we only heard your conversation by chance. However, I’m quite interested in what you have to say now. Whose request was it to make Shenley leave Fiddich?” I asked.


      Unlike Shenley who was timidly looking away, I met Katy’s fierce eyes with my own. Though the two girls’ personalities were polar opposites, their appearances were very similar. I felt strangely uncomfortable having someone who so closely resembled Shenley direct such vitriol at me.


      “You’re the rumored upper-level instructor from Fiddich, huh? His Majesty may favor you for the time being, but you’ll lose that shield soon enough. After all, you’ve earned the ire of a very important person.”


      “Who’s this so-called ‘very important person’? Is it someone who’s a marquess or higher? I don’t remember doing anything to earn anyone’s ire.”


      Katy frowned. “You’re quite inconsiderate, huh? You don’t realize how your own hubris is going to cut your life short.” She shrugged and looked at Shenley. “It doesn’t matter if you’ve gotten a little better at using other types of sorcery. The only sorcery that matters here in Maple Leaf is healing. Even if we’re not as good as other nations at different elements, we’re always the best at healing sorcery among the six great countries. Whenever nobles or royalty from other countries are heavily injured or on the verge of death, they always come to our holy man and woman.” She spoke with inflated pride, as if she were talking about herself and not her whole country.


      “I think it’s very possible that Maple Leaf will lose their supremacy in healing sorcery within a few years,” I replied.


      Katy shot me a threatening smile. “What basis do you have to say that? But...yes, I’ve heard from that important person about this opinion of yours. You captivated the emperor with your display of unique sorcery. But what’s most important isn’t developing new sorcery techniques, but mastering the fundamental spells and improving on them,” she said haughtily.


      Oh, I see. “This ‘very important person’ is Gem, huh? I suppose I did embarrass him in front of His Majesty. However, I never thought he’d try to get back at me by going after Shenley...”


      Now that I knew who was behind this, I could feel my blood boiling. It infuriated me that he hadn’t come after me directly. Instead, he’d gone after Shenley, a noble of Maple Leaf who couldn’t fight back against him. Most likely, Gem was a greater noble, and the Rosentiels were a part of his faction. If that was the case, then it made sense why her father, a viscount, wasn’t willing to talk this out with me.


      “I understand what’s going on now. Let’s speak with your father again, Shenley. This time, I’m sure I’ll be able to convince him.”


      Shenley gawked in shock while Katy’s face grew red and she twitched with rage.


      “You’re ignoring me? A candidate for the next holy woman?!” she spat.


      “Let’s go, Shenley. Thank you very much, Katy and Louis.”


      I bowed to the two of them and led Shenley away, though she was still clearly baffled by the situation. If this wasn’t a family problem but rather a problem of someone abusing their power to harass someone of lower status, then this was an easy fix. All I had to do was get rid of the source of the harassment. I took Shenley by the hand and went back the way we’d come, a spring in my step.


      ◇


      I once again asked the soldiers for a meeting with Auld, and they immediately brought me to his office. As I entered, Auld looked up from his desk. Just like Katy, he scowled at me as if I were his enemy.


      “I seem to remember saying that this is a family problem. What does a mere instructor think she can say?” he asked coldly.


      Shenley gulped and began shrinking back. As I stood in front of Auld and stared into his eyes, I suddenly triggered a memory from my past.


      I recalled the sensations of a slightly worn-out suit on my skin and pain in my eyes from the glare of the setting sun. In front of me stood an angry father and a crying student. Whenever I tried to say something, the father grew even angrier. Though I couldn’t remember the exact words of our conversation, I still felt the crushing weight of not being able to convince him no matter how good of an argument I gave.


      The girl cried while calling my name. She was my first student and a member of the kendo club. She’d finally qualified for a tournament, but then she’d had to transfer schools due to family circumstances. I wasn’t able to pry further than that.


      In the end, I was unable to get the father to change his mind, and all I could do was watch as my student left in tears. As this scene flashed through my head, I found myself unable to speak. Auld’s glare was so oppressive that it felt like his pupils were boring holes through me.


      “I see...” I muttered. Auld’s aggravated expression shifted to one of confusion.


      For some reason, I felt unable to be assertive when speaking with him as I came to terms with the feelings from my past. However, I also began to realize that this current situation was nothing like the one that had led to my previous failure. I resolutely looked up at Auld.


      “I finally understand. You’re having Shenley leave the school because you’re worried about Gem, the court sorcerer. I’m not sure what he’s said to you, but I’ll ensure that both Shenley and your house will be fine. Though it may be hard to do, I beseech you to trust in me.”


      Auld’s expression didn’t change even slightly after my impassioned plea. He took a few moments to process my words, but then he squinted at me. “First, allow me to correct a misunderstanding you seem to have. Sir Gem has not threatened me. If anything, I am of the same opinion as Sir Heinek that we should expand on our strengths as the Maple Leaf Empire.”


      “I see. Gem thinks the same way... However, in my opinion, he is simply against change. Besides, if the rest of the world makes great strides in sorcery, there’s no guarantee that Maple Leaf’s healing sorcery will always remain on top.” I tried to lay out my thoughts as honestly as I could, but that only seemed to infuriate Auld as his eyes sharpened further.


      “What basis do you have to say that?! Other countries carefully guard their research and state secrets, so there’s no way for you to know how far they’ve progressed! On top of that, important people from other countries—kings and nobles—come all the way to Maple Leaf for our healing sorcery. That should tell you how irreplaceable we are.” He was getting riled up now.


      “That was the Maple Leaf of the past, and perhaps the present, but it won’t remain the status quo forever. The balance of power will shift sooner or later, whether it’s two, three, or a few more years in the future.”


      “Where’s your proof?” he demanded. We were both getting heated at this point, but Auld cut himself off, clicked his tongue, and jerked his chin forward before continuing a bit more calmly. “Tell me why you think that. Do you have irrefutable proof that backs up your outlandish claims?”


      I nodded. “It’s quite simple. In the very near future, I’m going to raise the standard of sorcery across the land. I will try to visit each of the six great countries within a year. Then, over the next three years, I’ll continue their education at Fiddich Academy alongside our current students. The knowledge they bring home will drastically advance each country’s research. Maple Leaf’s current superiority in healing sorcery will crumble and fall behind the rest of the world.”


      I waited for Auld’s reaction. He simply blinked with disbelief, and then his expression soured.


      “I understand your reasoning, but that’s far too preposterous. No matter how gifted the instructors at Fiddich are, each country’s court sorcerers are obviously better. In Maple Leaf, we have the duty of passing down our healing sorcery—the best among the six great countries—so it’s normal for our holy men and women to hold important positions at the academy. However, other countries’ top sorcerers usually go on to become court sorcerers. In other words, those who become instructors are those without the talent to become court sorcerers. Regardless of how prestigious Fiddich Academy is, it’s pure hubris to suggest that their instructors could teach court sorcerers anything,” he said with bravado.


      I was getting pretty annoyed with his distrust. But it did make sense for someone who’d likely never left Maple Leaf to think this way. After all, even the students and instructors at the Holy Capital’s academy shared these same views, as did the empire’s court sorcerers. That’s precisely why it was up to me to break down Auld’s ingrained opinions.


      “I understand your skepticism. In that case, let’s do this: I will take any test you’d like regarding sorcery, using whatever method you’d prefer,” I said.


      Auld snorted and folded his arms. “You sure sound confident. In that case, how about you demonstrate fire, water, earth, wind, and healing sorcery at an advanced level? There aren’t many people in our family who can use upper-level sorcery, and there are barely any sorcerers in the holy capital who are proficient in multiple elements. I’m sure if you’re touting how you’ll be teaching other countries sorcery, you must at least be able to use upper-level sorcery, right?” he asked, challenging me.


      “Of course; that will pose no problem for me. Allow me to show you.”


      Auld probably hadn’t expected me to agree so easily given the incredulous look on his face. Still, he suggested that we move to the courtyard for the test. I requested that we move to the road instead. Although their courtyard was spacious, I was worried about damaging the gardens and fountains.


      When we arrived at the road, Auld’s soldiers and sorcerers stood in formation around him. It seemed that he was very suspicious of the fact that I’d changed the venue from the courtyard. Katy had also come along, and she lobbed an adversarial glare at me from behind a row of soldiers.


      “For the record, if you cast any spells that do me harm, I will interpret that as an intentional act of violence,” Auld cautioned.


      “I would do nothing of the sort,” I said.


      I smiled in the face of his intimidation, then I stepped into the middle of the road and surveyed the gathered crowd. Some of the soldiers appeared frightened, while others sneered. A few of the younger soldiers looked genuinely interested in seeing my sorcery, though.


      I was right. Maple Leaf has two pervasive problems. One, they overvalue healing sorcery far above everything else. Two, they’ve created an environment where it’s difficult to compare their sorcery prowess with that of other countries.


      I relaxed my shoulders and let out a short breath, keenly aware of all of the eyes trained on me. “I will begin with fire sorcery.” I raised one of my hands into the air. All of the soldiers instantly raised their guard, but I ignored them and cast my spell. “Inferno.”


      A ball of flame, no bigger than a fist, appeared above my palm. I heard people snorting and cackling mockingly, but their jeers turned to shrieks and screams as the ball of fire began rapidly expanding, as if it were devouring the very air around it.


      The entire area sweltered like a sauna as the flames began to soar into the sky due to the updraft they’d created. Usually, I’d aim my palm to direct the path of the fire, but I figured that sending it directly upward would be good enough for now. I made the flames dissipate, and the red hue cast over the area faded. Everything was back to normal, save for a massive hole in the clouds. It almost looks like there’s a lake in the sky.


      Auld and the soldiers had completely changed their tunes. I’d wiped the smiles right off of their smug faces. Even the soldiers who’d initially sported looks of curiosity rather than scorn had now gone pale and started trembling. It wasn’t their reactions that ultimately mattered to me, though. I looked at Auld and saw that he was completely still but his forehead had deep wrinkles. Next to him, Katy couldn’t hide her shock. I figured that it’d be best to continue showing the rest of my spells before asking for their opinions.


      “I will now demonstrate water sorcery. Snowy Lady.”


      A localized snow storm appeared over ten meters above me. The snowflakes blew downward in a spiral, gathering in the center before coalescing into the shape of a large woman in a dress. The woman stole everyone’s gaze as the temperature plummeted. Then she waved a hand, and all of the snow that had accumulated around her turned into countless ice pillars before flying outward as if fired from a shotgun. I made sure to direct the barrage away from the road toward a distant field. The ground shook as the pillars of ice turned the field into a pincushion. These projectiles could easily pierce through castle walls.


      Everyone around us went deathly quiet and didn’t move a muscle. I then proceeded to show them my earth sorcery and then wind sorcery, deciding to save healing for last. Personally, I thought just showing all of the other elements should have been enough for them, but I understood that Maple Leaf had an abnormally strong fixation on healing sorcery. I had to show them my healing capabilities to fully convince them.


      “Now I’ll demonstrate my healing sorcery, but before that, may I ask if anyone is injured?” Everyone’s attention naturally fell toward Auld and his subordinate, the bearded knight with a cape.


      “Does that mean...you can truly use healing sorcery too? Just like the report said?” Auld asked, his voice slightly hoarse.


      The spectators waited for my response with bated breath. It seems that Auld has received a report on me from either Katy or someone else. In other words, he’s like Gem—he won’t believe anything that challenges his views unless he experiences it firsthand. He brands anything outside of that as a lie or a trick.


      “Yes, I can. Both Balblair and Ahwald have highly praised my healing sorcery,” I said, making direct eye contact.


      Auld started to speak but quickly shut his mouth. I couldn’t discern what he’d held himself back from saying, but I got the impression that he was having some kind of inner conflict.


      “You’re lying!” Katy angrily yelled amid Auld’s silence. “There’s no way you can use healing sorcery too!”


      “But both Ahwald and Balblair acknowledge me as an equal,” I said, tilting my head. “Please feel free to check with them directly if you’d like. Also, my healing sorcery is something that anyone can learn how to use.”


      Katy fell silent, and everyone else here may as well have been mute. Katy’s frustration tugged on my heartstrings a little, so I decided to metaphorically extend a hand.


      “Of course, if you’d like to learn about my own unique style of healing sorcery, I’d be happy to teach you. It should be easy for anyone to learn. Allow me to demonstrate.” My eyes roved over the people gathered, and then I cast my spell. “Life Wind.”


      A wind began blowing out in a circle centered on me. I made sure that the light and wind emanating from the spell were stronger and went farther than they had the last time I’d used it. The healing sorcery enveloped the bodies of the people near me and began healing any injuries they had.


      Since nobody here was gravely injured, they might not have noticed any real effects. However, as soldiers and sorcerers of Maple Leaf, they at least could tell that the healing sorcery was working.


      “Whoa...”


      “She healed all of us in an instant?”


      The sorcerers and soldiers raised a clamor. Katy was frozen stiff. Auld silently looked from her to me.


      “I see that you have the strength to back up your words... No, your strength extends beyond that. But even so, noble society can’t be so easily swayed by the words of an instructor from Fiddich Academy. It’d be one thing to cooperate with you if you were someone who planned to remain here and greatly influence our country for years to come. However, once you leave, your influence won’t last forever. As the times change, so will the social landscape, and, then I’ll simply be viewed as a viscount who rebelled against a greater noble.” He heaved a labored sigh.


      Meanwhile, Katy warily glared at me like she still couldn’t believe what I’d done.


      “I see... You have to deal with the strongly instilled pecking order of noble society.” I sighed as well and then looked up at Auld. “So what has Gem told you to do?”


      If Auld was still this reluctant to yield, then Gem must have made a grand threat. To my surprise, Auld spilled everything.


      “He hasn’t forced me to do anything. It’s not like that. He actually came to me with a good marriage proposal for Shenley, but...the person he’s suggesting is himself. Everyone seems to think it’s a good idea, though. Plus, if I were to refuse him, other nobles would interpret that as us making an enemy of Gem.”


      I blinked. Marriage? “Aren’t you only...fourteen years old?” I asked, turning to Shenley.


      “I turned fourteen years old this year,” she replied, a little perplexed.


      I whipped my head back to Auld. “Isn’t she too young for marriage?”


      “Not really. This is about the average age,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “If anything, this might be a little late. Usually, our children get introduced to important people when they’re young. Someone who will be the head of a greater noble family might have their marriage decided when they’re ten years old, or sometimes even younger.”


      “Ten...?”


      I’d heard that marriages here occurred at a younger age, but this was far beyond what I’d expected. Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought that Shenley would have a fiancé this early in her life. My mind was a mess as my modern sensibilities clashed against these nobles’ traditions.


      Though I personally wasn’t in any rush to get married, perhaps it was normal for the daughters of nobles to care about such a thing. Maybe it was typical here for them to try marrying off as quickly as possible. After all, marriage was incredibly important for ensuring the continuation of their houses.


      Hmm... Maybe I’m the weird one at Fiddich Academy; after all, essentially everyone else is a noble. I felt a sudden headache coming on, but I tried to ignore it.


      “Perhaps Gem is offering his son? Wait, no... I think he’s in his fifties. It wouldn’t be weird for him to have a grandson already,” I said, thinking out loud.


      Going off the earlier logic about the age of marriage here, maybe it’s possible that Gem had a kid at eighteen and then a grandson at forty. If that’s the case, it wouldn’t be too strange for him to have a grandson the same age as Shenley. Well, maybe it would be strange, but it’s at least not out of the realm of possibility. As I tried to reason my way forward, Auld spoke up, giving Shenley a sideways glance.


      “No, Gem is the one who would be marrying her. In other words, this is a marriage between our house and the marquess of House Westomiz, the current head of the house. As a lowly viscount, I couldn’t ask for a better match. It’s true that Sir Gem has at least ten wives, but it’s completely possible that Shenley will be able to give him a child,” he said, treating this situation with an eerie casualness.


      My head filled with rage and I narrowed my eyes. “I will never accept a marriage between Gem and Shenley. It’s a different story if she herself wishes to marry him, but first and foremost, her feelings are what’s most important, and you should respect them.” I felt my speech growing less polite as the anger seeped in.


      Shenley looked pale. She slowly shook her head, her body trembling. “I-I...” She trailed off before she could say that she didn’t want to get married.


      Even if she hadn’t been able to say it out loud, I felt like this was sufficient to indicate which way she was leaning. As the daughter of a noble, she probably couldn’t outright refuse a marriage proposal from a greater noble, especially one with as high of a status as Gem. This had less to do with Shenley’s shy personality and more with the societal rules for nobles.


      “It seems that Shenley would not like to get married to him. Please turn Gem down,” I said, facing Auld.


      I’d intended not to interfere in any family business, but this was different. I couldn’t allow them to force Shenley into a marriage she didn’t want. I had to make her father refuse the offer.


      As I glowered at Auld, my breathing ragged, Katy glared daggers at me.


      “What are you talking about? This is natural for nobles. If anything, being able to get married to a marquess is a dream come tr—”


      “Then why don’t you marry him? If you’re raring to do so, I’m sure Gem would be overjoyed,” I snapped at her.


      Katy’s face turned red and she began to shake.


      That wasn’t very mature of me to say.


      Shenley nervously began speaking. “I-I’d feel bad for her...” she said with pity.


      I nodded in agreement. “True... It’s not as if Gem asked her to marry him.”


      “Urgh! You...” said Katy. Her look of loathing intensified.


      “In that case, I will teach Gem some common sense,” I said to Auld. “My methods may be a little...rough, but I promise to straighten him out,” I said firmly, trying to put their minds at ease.


      Everyone looked frightened, but none of them spoke against my idea.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 3: Behind-the-Scenes Circumstances


      I went to meet with Gem, and I brought along Katy and the still very worried Auld. I was sure that I could put their minds at ease if they watched me talk everything out with him. They weren’t much for conversation on the way over, though, and simply stared out the window of our coach.


      Perhaps they’re nervous from being in a flying carriage?


      Shenley shifted nervously. “Are we really going to meet with Marquess Gem? I’ve never heard of anyone directly visiting a greater noble to turn down their marriage proposal before.”


      “It’ll be all right. It’s a teacher’s job to be their students’ shield, defending them from any danger that comes their way. There’s no need for you to fret,” I said. I felt my teacher’s spirit burning intensely inside me. Right now, my most important goal was to secure Shenley’s future. I was ready to take on the entire country for her sake if I needed to.


      When I stopped by the castle to ask Alberta for directions to Gem’s estate, for some reason he asked to accompany me as well. I didn’t really have cause to refuse him, so I permitted him to enter the carriage as well.


      “S-Sir Alberta... I never expected to share a carriage with you in this way.”


      “Oh, Viscount Rosentiel. It’s true, we haven’t had many opportunities to directly speak to one another like this,” Alberta replied loudly as he looked between the occupants of the carriage. “I see! Shenley is your daughter. I can’t believe I didn’t realize that until now.” He flashed a timid smile.


      “That’s okay,” Auld said, a little embarrassed.


      There’s a strong sense of hierarchy here in Maple Leaf. Well, I guess it’s probably like this in every country, but watching this reminds me of a sad interaction between the president of a big company and the president of a small company. Shenley and Katy likely felt an intense amount of pressure being in the presence of someone with so much power over them.


      As I was thinking about Maple Leaf’s political intricacies, we arrived at our destination, the estate of Gem Westomiz, the vice captain of the sorcerer corps. On the ride over here, I’d learned that he’d essentially been suspended from his position after what had transpired the other day.


      “This is a remarkably large estate despite being within the Holy Capital,” I remarked.


      “Just so you know, House Westomiz is a prestigious family that has always produced court sorcerers. They’re highly respected as nobles and as sorcerers. It goes without saying that they have a lot of wealth as well,” Alberta said.


      “Oh, I see.”


      At first glance, Gem’s estate looked like a western-style mansion made of brick. It was massive, almost the size of a stadium. I estimated that it had at least fifty rooms. It wasn’t all that much bigger than the Rosentiel estate, though, so I wasn’t quite as impressed as I might have been if I’d seen it a few days ago.


      As we landed, two people who looked like guards gawked at us.


      “Is Sir Gem present?” Alberta asked.


      The men clearly didn’t know who most of us were, but after taking a few moments to get over their shock, they quickly recognized the vice captain of the royal guard. They stood at attention immediately.


      “Y-Yes, he is present! Do you perhaps have an audience scheduled with him?”


      “No, I don’t. Lady Aoi Konominato, however, would like to have an audience with him as soon as possible.”


      The two guards exchanged a glance, and then one of them entered the estate. He returned soon after.


      “I apologize for the wait. He is willing to meet with you. Please enter.”


      The man’s tone was excessively polite, though it was a different kind of politeness from Japanese tradition.


      Maybe he’s just more nervous than usual because Alberta’s here.


      Alberta took long strides through the mansion. All of the guards acted oddly nervous around him, which threw me for a loop. In my mind, Alberta was just a serious, kind, middle-aged man.


      We arrived at the room where Gem was, and one of the guards knocked twice on the door before opening it. Gem sat in the back of a moderately large room. There was something off about him.


      Gem sat hunched over his desk, his elbows propped up on the wood and his hands cradling his head. A bottle and a glass rested in front of him, both filled with an amber liquid.


      Alberta squinted. “Sir Gem... I apologize for our sudden visit. Nevertheless, we thank you for your generosity in granting us an audience so quickly. You seem...quite inebriated, though.”


      Gem scoffed. His unsteady eyes roamed the room. “Well, of course I am. I’ve made a fool of myself in front of His Majesty. I’ve been thinking very hard about the situation, wondering if I was wrong. I’ve been considering a lot of things, actually...” he whispered. His wavering gaze selected me as its next target. “That being said, this has given me the opportunity to reach a conclusion—something I could only reach after much contemplation. After all, it’s too preposterous and too far removed from conventional wisdom to usually even entertain. Too impossible to even conceive.”


      Shenley and Katy gulped as Gem continued muttering. Auld quietly observed Gem’s movements, and seemed to have his guard up.


      “What’s too impossible to conceive?” Alberta asked.


      Gem’s eyes shifted to Alberta for a moment before immediately returning to me. He smashed the bottle, and the sound of shattered glass echoed across the room.


      “This woman’s sorcery! What else?! Watch this!” Gem screamed as he threw the fragments of glass at me.


      “Clear Shield,” I said. My spell created a thin, translucent wall in front of me, separating our side of the room from Gem’s. The shards of glass flew into the fluid membrane I’d created, after which they gently slid to the ground.


      “Wh-What is the meaning of this?!” Alberta roared at Gem. It was only now that I realized that Alberta had moved his arm in front of me in an attempt to defend me against the glass.


      On the other side of the wall of water I’d created, Gem’s shoulders began to shake. “See? You saw that, didn’t you? This is her true identity! All of her power comes from country-class sorcery tools!” Gem declared.


      I could almost feel Auld’s and Katy’s stares. Meanwhile, Alberta scowled at Gem.


      “And how would you know that? Sure, it might be possible if she were only using one or two spells; then she’d only have to carry one or two ancient sorcery tools. But as far as I know, Lady Aoi has used close to over ten advanced- or higher-level sorceries, including healing sorcery. To do that, she’d have to possess at least ten sorcery tools,” Alberta said, firing back at Gem’s baseless claims.


      Gem began to snicker. “Oh, how I wish I could live in a simpleton’s world like you, Alberta... Think back to what she herself said. She spouted nonsense about traveling to different countries in order to increase their baseline sorcery proficiency. That was obviously a lie—a pretense to sneak into their royal treasuries and pillage their sorcery tools!”


      He declared me a thief with the confidence of a great detective cracking a case. Such an accusation was incredibly rude, but I couldn’t fault his logic. It may have been wrong, but it did make sense from his perspective.


      That being said, I am not going around stealing royal treasures, so I should state that for the record.


      “No, I—”


      As I began to deny his claims, Shenley, who’d been silent until now, walked out in front of me.


      “You’re wrong! Professor Aoi is not a thief!” she shouted vehemently.


      Auld and Katy went wide-eyed. Gem finally took notice of Shenley, whom he hadn’t even glanced at before now.


      “Huh, who are you, whelp? Do you know who I am? I’m Gem Westomiz, the vice captain of the court sorcerer corps and chairman of the Holy Capital’s Sorcerer’s Association. You dare speak to me that way?” he growled, seething.


      Alberta watched him in silence, his hand ready to go to his sword at any moment. However, Shenley didn’t take even a single step back and continued to glare at him.


      “Professor Aoi is not a thief! I’ve taken her class, and I’ve even learned how to use lightning sorcery!” Shenley said, desperately trying to clear my name.


      Gem clicked his tongue and regarded her with eyes full of ridicule. “Oh, you’re the Rosentiels’ girl, huh? I thought about taking you to vex that woman, but you’re far more unintelligent than I even imagined. A child like you is claiming that she can use lightning sorcery—an extinct art? Your jests can only go so far before they become insults! I’m sure it’s not even an original sorcery, but some kind of swindler’s party trick that uses the name of lightning sorcery as a disguise!”


      Now Gem was even calling Shenley a liar. I could feel myself getting heated, and I dispelled the barrier of water to yell at him. But before I could open my mouth, Shenley brought both of her hands in front of her and began chanting an incantation. Everyone around us reacted with surprise and confusion, but I realized what she was up to and raised my hands to them to calm them. I watched it slowly dawn on Gem exactly what Shenley was doing. He froze in place and looked on in wonder.


      “No... This can’t be...” His drunken expression immediately sobered.


      Gem’s sorcery knowledge genuinely impressed me. Simply by hearing Shenley’s incantation, he’d instinctually been able to tell what kind of spell she was casting. I suppose his title as court sorcerer isn’t just for show.


      Shenley completed her incantation. “Electric Ball!”


      Her mana began taking the shape of a ball of water and a gust of wind. The water began to swirl faster and faster, forming a high-speed current. Slowly but surely, static electricity crackled and released from the ball of water.


      After about thirty seconds, a ball of lightning floated in front of Shenley’s outstretched hands.


      “Well done,” I said, swelling with pride. Then, I raised a finger. “Lightning Rod.” A metal pole appeared between Shenley and Gem, which attracted the ball of lightning that Shenley had made. With a boom, the lightning shot down the rod and dissipated completely.


      “H-How...? How could a child...?” The room had gone completely quiet, save for Gem, who continued voicing his disbelief.


      I ignored him and put my hand on Shenley’s shoulder. “Very well done. This is a good learning opportunity, so how about I show you the final form of lightning sorcery, Thor?” I suggested, in high spirits.


      I moved to the wall and opened a window to ensure that there wouldn’t be anything in the way of my demonstration. I didn’t see any tall buildings or mountains in the distance. Okay, all clear. I turned back to the room and saw everyone looking at me with serious expressions.


      “I will begin with Electric Ball...” I said, extending both of my hands and creating two balls of electricity. I took one of them and tossed it outside. “Now, here I go. Thor.”


      The other ball that was still in my hand turned into a massive beam of light that engulfed the ball of electricity outside, and fired off into the distance. A deafening roar shattered the mansion’s windows and split the sky in half with a two-meter-wide pillar of light. A hole formed in the faraway clouds as Gem fell from his chair.


      “This is one of the most powerful spells I know. It’s strong enough to take down most large dragons in a single hit. However, it’s not well suited to deal with magic beasts that can burrow into the ground or ones that are small and quick.”


      I paused for a reaction, but nobody moved even a little bit. Since everyone was silent, I decided to use this time to repair the windows that I’d shattered and the walls I’d broken. I’ll make them a little sturdier so that they won’t break so easily in the future.


      I continued to attempt to converse with Gem, but he’d fallen into a daze and wasn’t responding at all. Then, we received word that a messenger had arrived from the royal castle.


      “I wonder what this is about,” I said.


      “I’m sure it has something to do with you, Lady Aoi,” Alberta replied.


      We all made our way to the castle. Though Gem hadn’t been summoned, I wasn’t done talking to him, so I brought him along with us. I’d expected him to put up some resistance, but he came all the way to the audience room without pushback. Emperor Diageo was waiting there with a tired face. Knights and sorcerers surrounded him in neat lines, fully equipped for battle.


      I walked to the middle of the room and got down on one knee. “How may I be of assistance?” I asked, looking up.


      The chancellor, who was standing in front of Diageo, trembled slightly. Diageo sighed and raised a hand.


      “Well, we’d simply like to confirm something. Not too long ago, we heard reports of a mysterious beam of light, something like the divine lightning from mythology. Though in very rare cases, we’ve had reports of lightning that spread across the sky in all four directions, from what we’ve heard, this was nothing like that. There was no buildup to it, only a boom and a straight beam of light that fired to the west. Was this your sorcery?”


      “Yes. I was teaching Shenley lightning sorcery. I truly apologize for causing such a fuss,” I replied.


      Diageo turned to the chancellor. “See? I told you. If you were so frightened, you should have just checked with her first before bringing her here.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Since it was very sudden, a lot of people worried that this was a cataclysmic event. From the very start, I figured it was you, which is why I called you here, but it still caught me off guard. I’d ask that you give notice before doing anything similar in the future,” he said with a strained smile.


      “I shall,” I said.


      Diageo then cast his eyes over the people behind me.


      “This is quite the motley crew... Alberta, Shenley, and Viscount Rosentiel? Oh, I see. Lady Aoi was giving you two a demonstration of her sorcery. But what’s vice captain Gem doing with you...?”


      Gem went stiff as a board. He hung his head and I could see beads of sweat running down his back. His hand, which was on the ground as he knelt in deference, began to tremble.


      “Your Majesty, I... I...” he whispered hoarsely. He sounded like he’d suddenly aged into an old man.


      Diageo’s brow crinkled as he sensed that something was amiss. Even I began to feel bad for Gem, so despite knowing how rude it was to interject, I did so anyway.


      “Your Majesty?” I said, eliciting a sharp gasp from Gem.


      “Hmm? Does his presence here have something to do with you?” he asked.


      Diageo’s expression sharpened as he evaluated the tense atmosphere in the room. I considered telling him the truth about why I’d visited Gem, but I wasn’t sure what’d happen if I did. Gem would of course come out worse for wear, but Auld might too. To avoid this possibility, I came up with a clever cover story.


      “Yes, actually. After hearing that Shenley was going back to Fiddich Academy, Gem came and asked me to teach him some sorcery. Shenley’s family, Auld and Katy, were in the Holy Capital at the time, so we held the lesson at Gem’s estate.”


      As I spat out this lie that I’d invented on the spot, Gem and Auld looked at me as Diageo studied both of them.


      “I see... I’d assumed that both of them had angered you to the point that you literally smote them with lightning, but I guess that’s not the case.”


      “Right...” Auld squeaked out. Gem, on the other hand, was unable to say a word.


      Alberta seemed a little confused as to what to do, but he bowed his head to Diageo. “I apologize, Your Majesty. However, may I make an observation? The nobles have been informed that Lady Aoi has received the highest status a guest in our country can receive. Also, though it’s not official, they’ve been warned that antagonizing her is absolutely forbidden. Therefore, doing anything of the sort would be tantamount to going against a direct order from Your Majesty and met with the possibility of exile. Therefore, it would be unthinkable that either Viscount Rosentiel or Marquess Gem, who have served the crown faithfully for so many years, would deliberately defy your will.”


      Alberta had ended up covering for both of them. As expected of a royal guard. He keeps the peace very well. He came up with a very convincing excuse.


      The chancellor and Diageo had no choice but to agree.


      “You bring up a good point,” Diageo said. “In that case, although you both are already aware, allow me to remind you once again of my order regarding Lady Aoi.” He then addressed the chancellor by name. “Aride?”


      The chancellor cleared his throat and tilted his head down toward Gem and Auld.


      “His Majesty hereby orders that Aoi Konominato, upper-level instructor of Fiddich Academy, is an indispensable guest of the Holy Maple Leaf Empire, bringing great contributions to the development of sorcery. In order to forge the strongest cooperative partnership possible, the royal family and all nobles of this holy empire shall assist Lady Aoi. This is a royal decree, meaning it is a state crime to defy it. Do you two understand?”


      After the chancellor’s majestic declaration, both Gem and Auld, still each on one knee, affirmed their understanding.


      ◇


      “Professor Aoi?” Shenley asked after noticing my downcast expression outside of the audience room.


      “I can’t believe I so boldly lied during a royal audience. I’m a failure as an instructor... How could I do that when I need to be a model for my students?” I mumbled, my crimes weighing heavily on my mind.


      Shenley blinked a few times and then broke out into a laugh.


      “Please don’t laugh. You’re making me feel worse...”


      Shenley wrapped both of her hands around mine. “You’re the best professor ever, so there’s no need for you to feel down!” she said with a smile as bright as the sun.
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      Seeing her so happy improved my mood immensely. I’m a pretty simple person.


      “Thank you,” I said, patting Shenley on the head. “I feel much better now. You may think I’m the best professor, but you are certainly the best student.”


      The air between us felt filled with warmth and admiration.


      “Ahem. By the way, what are your plans now?” Alberta asked.


      I turned around and saw Gem, Auld, and Katy sullenly standing in front of the doors to the audience chamber.


      “First, I’d like to make my case one more time for Shenley’s forceful engagement to be withdrawn. Could we perhaps go to your house to discuss it, Alberta?”


      “M-My house?! Please no... I get the feeling that it might get burned down...” Alberta shivered.


      Well, there’s no helping it, then. Perhaps we could go to the Research Room instead.


      Gem shook his head. “I don’t intend to discuss this any further.”


      “Huh?” I let out involuntarily. If he doesn’t want to speak about this any further with me, then I won’t be able to convince him. That leaves me only one choice, to run off with Shenley into the night.


      As my mind began to fill with all kinds of different scenarios, Gem let out a cleansing exhale, as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “I was wrong,” he said, shaking his head. “I was desperately and unseemingly trying to preserve my ego while also protecting my own view of sorcery. Lady Aoi, you’ve reached the abyss of magecraft, haven’t you? Crown, Ahwald, and Balblair have all noticed that and have been desperately trying to learn as much as possible from you. I was the only one foolish enough to not see this.”


      He bent into a bow as deep as the regret he was expressing. The hallway outside of the audience room was very wide, so it was easy for everyone to see what he was doing.


      Alberta began to freak out and quickly tried to intervene. “Sir Gem, you shouldn’t bow like that here.”


      Ignoring Alberta, Auld bowed his head too. “Lady Aoi, please allow me to apologize as well. I didn’t expect you to be such an exceptional sorcerer. I viewed Shenley’s grades through the lens of my own prejudice. Please forgive me.”


      “That’s not the biggest problem here,” I snapped. “I’d like you to apologize for deciding on a marriage partner for Shenley without even involving her in the process.”


      Auld looked troubled. “But he wasn’t just any greater noble... She’d be marrying the head of House Westomiz...a marquess. Would she really not want that?” he murmured mousily.


      Shenley’s head drooped, tears in her eyes. Auld’s shoulders slumped, and his breath hissed as he let it out.


      “I see... My thinking is so deeply entrenched in the noble society that I’ve deluded myself into believing that anyone would jump at the opportunity to marry someone of higher status. From now on, I promise to only propose candidates whom Shenley would like to marry. Please forgive me.”


      I could tell he was being genuine, so I accepted his apology. So I guess he really thought he was doing her a favor with the engagement and fulfilling his duty as the head of his house to think about her future.


      “All right, then. If you understand that you were wrong, then I’ve nothing left to say. So, Katy...” I looked over at the young girl, whose shoulders were trembling as her tears welled up.


      “I can’t say anything in protest. There’s no way someone like me could say anything after His Majesty said that... This isn’t fair! I’ve been studying healing sorcery harder than anyone, so why is she off being happy on her own when she’s the one who ran away?!”


      Her emotions poured out with her tears, causing a break from her normal formal speech. As she put the feelings she could no longer contain into words, Shenley shyly reached out and patted her on the back.


      “Katy... I’m... I’m sorry. I couldn’t use healing sorcery no matter how hard I tried. But...would you like to come to Fiddich Academy? If you do, you could learn from Professor Aoi too.” Her speech was a mix of awkward and comforting.


      Katy looked at Shenley and then at me. “Healing sorcery...is the only sorcery I can use decently. It’s really all I can do...” she said, depressed.


      “Don’t worry,” I replied, giving her a thumbs-up. “I’ll teach you to use all types of sorcery at an advanced level. By the way, I can teach you how to use healing sorcery too, Shenley. It’s a little difficult to restore organs, but at the very least, anyone can learn to heal basic wounds on the body.”


      Both girls paused and looked back at me with saucerlike eyes. Their expressions were identical, highlighting their sisterhood. Then, they both broke out into smiles.


      ◇


      After somehow being able to solve Shenley’s problems, I used the remaining days of the trip to continue teaching sorcery. I had all of the instructors and students in the Holy Capital learn the sorcery fundamentals. Both Katy and Gem were in attendance too.


      During one of the lessons, Balblair asked a question. “Though we did figure out that understanding the principles behind incantations could help with shortening the necessary number of verses for a spell, we didn’t make much progress in our research due to the complexity. That’s part of why we were so interested in magic circles. Most incantations from the past have been lost to time, but old magic circles and sorcery tools are still just as they were back then. We figured that if we could study magic circles, then it would help us with our overall research.”


      “I believe your approach was absolutely correct, Balblair,” I said. “There’s always meaning behind ancient script and characters. By using them correctly in the right order, you can create your desired effect. The same goes for incantations. Therefore, if you’re able to take the script and characters from exceptional sorcery tools and magic circles and put them into incantations, you’ll absolutely be able to re-create their effects. If you’d like, please allow me to make you your own Rosetta stone that will serve as your dictionary.”


      “I’m not sure what a Rosetta stone is, but I understand what you’re saying. Please make this dictionary for us,” Balblair said.


      Thanks to the holy man and woman working together with me, I was able to get people who weren’t aware of who I was to join my lectures. At first Ahwald, Balblair, and Crown were the only ones who asked me questions, but gradually those who’d been silent began to bring their own inquiries.


      Before I knew it, two weeks had passed, and the number of people who could use advanced sorcery had increased. I was even able to teach healing sorcery to some people who’d never been able to use it before.


      The individuals who’d already been able to use spells at intermediate or higher levels were showing extraordinary growth. Balblair and Ahwald had learned how to use lightning sorcery, while Crown had learned healing sorcery to the point where he could even treat broken bones.


      The one month period I’d set aside for my stay had elapsed. Now that it was time to leave, Diageo himself came to see me off.


      “I thought normally the only people the emperor would see off were royalty from the other great countries,” Shenley whispered, confused.


      “It’s because she’s not normal,” Ayle whispered through a smile.


      I realized that most of the students were wearing outfits that perfectly fit in with Maple Leaf fashion. Shenley had on her normal outfit, though, which amusingly made her look like she was the tourist here.


      “It’s sad that we have to leave. We were really getting along with the people from the academy,” Elisa said solemnly.


      Elisa is also really pulling off her Maple Leaf fashion. Maybe it’s because of her short stature, but she looks so adorable, kind of like an elementary schooler.


      “Even so, we have our responsibilities as instructors of Fiddich Academy. We can’t stay here forever,” Strath said. He had a large bag on his back.


      “What’s inside that? You didn’t have that when we came, did you?” Elisa asked.


      “I bought the most delicious bread in the Holy Capital,” Strath said, opening his bag. “I won’t be able to easily get it once we go back.”


      An exasperated sigh escaped Elisa as Strath looked happily at his bag.


      “They’re gonna go bad before you can eat them all. I’ll help you finish them!” Elisa said.


      “No need. Most of them are still just dough. I plan to have them baked when we get back.”


      “Dough won’t last that long either! You’ll need to eat them tomorrow or the day after!”


      “You’re not getting any!” Strath said resolutely.


      As the two of them bickered, I couldn’t help but smile.


      “If you ask Gleanorra to bake them for you at the dorm, make sure you give her some too,” I said, pointing at the bag of bread.


      “Oh yeah...” Elisa said. “By the way, I had no idea that she used to be the holy woman. When I was asking about healing sorcery here, they talked about how one of the holy women disappeared and went to Fiddich...”


      “Oh, yes, I heard that too. Apparently, she got fed up with being the holy woman and left Maple Leaf at least a decade ago. I figured she’s probably been trying to keep her whereabouts hidden, so I haven’t brought it up to anyone,” I replied.


      Creases formed in Strath’s brow. “Gleanorra is a former holy woman? It’d be more believable if she was an army general or something...”


      Elisa snorted. “True, she doesn’t seem much like a holy woman. That being said, she might talk real rough, but she’s very kind. Whenever there are periods of time when Aoi doesn’t eat at the dorm cafeteria, she always comes to my room to check up on me and see if she’s okay.”


      “Huh? She does?” I couldn’t believe my ears. I had no idea that I’d caused her to worry. I think I should buy her some kind of souvenir from Maple Leaf, even if she might not want it.


      “Sorry, but it’s about time to leave,” Colt interjected nervously as we indulged in conversation.


      “Oh, right. Let’s get going, then.”


      We left the castle, saying goodbye to the soldiers and guards, who all knew our faces very well by now. As we approached the road, we saw the instructors and students from the academy lined up there. In the back were Alberta, Crown, Ahwald, and Balblair. Our horseless carriage was also there.


      “I’ll see you at Fiddich Academy soon,” Balblair said.


      “I’ll definitely go whenever I get the opportunity,” Ahwald added.


      I was elated. Nothing would make me happier than for them to both come to Fiddich.


      “Of course. The future of Maple Leaf rests on your shoulders. Perhaps it’ll become the best of the six great countries in sorcery,” I said.


      “Heh heh. We’ll surpass Fiddich Academy one day,” Balblair replied, her eyes twinkling.


      She really has so much ambition. I can’t help but feel that both Balblair and Gleanorra lack the stereotypical disposition one would expect from a holy woman.


      “Thank you for everything, Lady Aoi. Please come visit us again,” Alberta said.


      “Grrr... If only I didn’t have work, I could go back with you to Fiddich Academy!” Crown said, sad about our parting.


      Wait. No, I think he’s sad about something else.


      “I should be thanking all of you. At a certain point, I’d like to either do a field trip or an exchange program to deepen our schools’ ties. I’ll be counting on you when that happens,” I said.


      I turned to Gem and Auld, who immediately bowed their heads when my eyes fell on them. Katy was behind Auld, but she was looking to the side. I wryly smiled at them and returned the bow. Lastly, Diageo, Rose, and the chancellor arrived late from the castle.


      “Lady Aoi, we look forward to the continued relations between you and our county. Please allow me to ask you about your future plans the next time we meet,” Diageo said.


      “Of course. I plan to return someday.”


      Diageo tilted his head. “Hmm? Well, I’ll see you in a month for Fiddich Academy’s cultural festival, or I believe that’s what it’s called. Rose and I attend every year.”


      “Cultural festival?” I asked, turning around to Strath and Elisa. They’d both gone completely pale.


      “I...completely forgot,” Strath said.


      “I-I haven’t prepared anything!” Elisa exclaimed.


      Judging from their reactions, this was an incredibly important event, and something for which the instructors had to put in work. I wonder if it’s different from the ones on Earth.


      “It seems the two of you are going to be very busy...” Diageo said, amused.


      I went over to the carriage and activated flight sorcery on it. “I suppose that means I’ll be busy as well, so you’ll have to excuse us. It’d be best if I get back sooner than later to speak to the headmaster. Your Majesty, thank you for everything. I look forward to continuing to work with you.”


      “Likewise,” he said.


      I hopped into the driver’s seat. And after everyone else said their goodbyes and got into the carriage, I gave one final farewell.


      “Thank you, everyone, for your hospitality. Please share any new discoveries or ideas you have about sorcery with me. I look forward to seeing you all again sometime.”


      With that, I used the flight sorcery to push our carriage higher into the sky. Those who were seeing it for the first time let out gasps. As we ascended, the crowd’s cheers and goodbyes faded until we were high in the sky.


      Though the trip had started off rocky, I’d achieved a healthy collaboration with Maple Leaf in just a short amount of time. This was a very satisfactory result. After a little bit of flying through the sky, I began to fondly look back at the memories of our time in Maple Leaf while enjoying the scenery.


      I think when we get back, I’ll have Strath share some of the bread he bought with me too.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 4: Cultural Festival Notice


      “We’ve arrived.”


      After departing from the Holy Capital, we’d gone straight back to Fiddich Academy. As we landed, we saw Glen standing there as if he’d been waiting to greet us. Is this a coincidence?


      “Welcome back... You’ve finally returned,” he said, sounding exhausted.


      I hopped down from the carriage, surprised by how haggard he looked. When Strath, Elisa, and the students came out, they were equally concerned by Glen’s weary state.


      “We’re really sorry. Did we stay there too long?” I asked.


      Glen lethargically shook his head. “No, it was precisely one month. Usually, it’d take an extra two weeks to account for the trip there and back, but you came back exactly a month after you left. How incredible...”


      “You don’t seem too enthused about it despite how wonderful you claim our timing was...” I said, sensing that something was off.


      Glen sighed and looked up. “There’s something else on my mind. To tell you the truth, every year, Fiddich holds a cultural festival as an exchange event with other countries, but we’ve barely prepared anything. I’m in the middle of confirming dates with all the different nations while rushing to get everything ready. I’m sorry to ask this of you because I know you’ve just gotten back, but could the three of you help?” Glen bowed his head at Strath, Elisa, and me, his facial features flashing a distress signal at us.


      “D-Don’t apologize. I-I completely forgot! I should be the one saying I’m sorry!” Elisa said quickly.


      “My deepest apologies. I’ll quickly begin preparations,” Strath said.


      Then the two of them ran off toward the dorms.


      “All right, then, the rest of you should go back to your dorms as well. We’ll talk again during class,” I said.


      The students said goodbye and walked off. Shenley looked back at me with worry, but Ayle pulled her away.


      Now that it was just Glen and me, he let out another deep sigh while his eyebrows slanted upward.


      “This is quite the predicament... Usually it takes three months to prepare everything, but for some reason I forgot about the cultural festival until recently. The instructors of Fiddich will present their research findings, but the demonstrations have to be fairly polished since the royal families of various countries will be in the audience.”


      “How could you forget something so important?” I asked bluntly, shaking my head.


      Glen began stroking his beard slowly, peering far into the distance at the scenery of the courtyard. After a bit, he turned back to me.


      “I’d be grateful if you could demonstrate your flight sorcery. I’m sure any country’s sorcerers who see it will be amazed. All you’ll have to do is fly around in the sky, and that will be sufficient.”


      “I see you’re willfully ignoring my question. But also, are you sure something that simple will be good enough?” Both Strath and Elisa had looked so frantic and worried about their preparations, so I couldn’t imagine that was truly all I had to do.


      Glen nodded, his shoulders drooping. “They’re flustered because they need to decide on what to present in the first place. You already have something, so you don’t have to worry about anything. But Elisa will probably create a large golem while Strath will show a novel way to use wind. They both don’t have much time to come up with their presentations.”


      “I see.” Then, inspiration struck me. “Can students participate in the presentations?”


      “Students? Hmm... Every year there are one or two students who present their independent research results. They have to be very confident, but if they pull it off, they get to demonstrate their excellence to important people from across the land. This year, Rox may be doing a presentation of his own.”


      I thought for a moment. “In that case, could I have my students participate? Shenley successfully demonstrated lightning sorcery in Maple Leaf. I’m sure that’s something that sorcerers from other countries would be interested in.”


      Glen’s eyes filled with excitement. “Lightning sorcery?! And Shenley can use it already?! That’s great! If you have multiple students who are capable of casting it, then everyone’s impression of Fiddich Academy will improve even more! Oh, that would make me so happy! Do you happen to have one or two more students who could join in?”


      Glen had suddenly become very animated, and he leaned over me as he chattered away. I took a few steps back and began thinking about the current capabilities of my students.


      “I believe there are about ten students in my class who can use lightning sorcery proficiently. I think with a little more practice, we can add five more to that number. And if we want to demonstrate other types of new sorcery, Felter may be an interesting candidate with his body fortification sorcery. It may not be too flashy, but he’s able to use the basics of full-body fortification. Oh, and he can also shift the focus into singular points like his arms and legs.”


      “Full-body fortification?! That’s quite interesting! People always say that body fortification sorcery’s weakness is that by strengthening one part of your body you leave other parts of your body vulnerable. If he’s able to turn that stereotype on its head, that’s more than enough!”


      With more demonstrations lined up now, Glen could rest easy that the cultural festival would go smoothly. However, rather than simply relieved, he seemed positively ecstatic. I got the impression that he was more interested in seeing new sorcery than anything else.


      Well, I guess as long as he’s happy, that’s good.


      “Is there anything else you can show?” he asked, giddy.


      I smiled back at him through closed lips while trying to think of more. “Well...there’s that water cutter spell I showed you before, and I suppose I could demonstrate magic circles as well. In Maple Leaf, I made a magic circle that created a wall of flames, but it activated a little differently than I’d intended, so I’ve been meaning to change it. This may be the perfect opportunity to do so.”


      “A magic circle that creates a wall of flames?! That sounds really intriguing! The cultural festival is three days long, and I was worried that we wouldn’t have enough demonstrations to fill that time, but now I’m getting worried that three days won’t be enough!”


      There wasn’t a trace of Glen’s earlier depressed self left. He eagerly hung on to my every suggestion in high spirits.


      Interlude: Kingdom of Vahtedd


      “The notice for Fiddich’s cultural festival finally arrived,” Middleton said. He surveyed the room, holding the letter in one hand.


      Leah looked up from the window. She and four other women were in light dresses, enjoying tea together. They all were around thirty years old.


      “A notice of the cultural festival?”


      “Oh, how wonderful.”


      “I always look forward to it each year.”


      The other women all reacted excitedly before Leah said anything.


      “Oh, please excuse me, ladies. I was unaware that all of you beautiful flowers were blooming here. I merely wished to tell my queen about the news, since I know how much she looks forward to the cultural festival. In my eagerness, I lost myself and barged in.”


      “Oh my, such kind words, Your Majesty!”


      “The amount of love you hold for Lady Leah is remarkable. She’s truly blessed.”


      As Middleton apologized for his lack of manners, the women around Leah began to squeal excitedly. Leah herself simply half smiled as she accepted the letter from Middleton.


      “Yes, I am truly blessed. Hmm...so the cultural festival is in a month? That’s about half a month later than usual, isn’t it?”


      The ladies around her nodded.


      “Oh, you’re right.”


      “I wonder why they pushed the date back.”


      “Do you ladies know that there’s an impressive instructor currently at Fiddich Academy?” one of the women asked.


      The others narrowed their eyes. She was acting like a know-it-all.


      “Of course. You’re speaking of Professor Aoi Konominato, are you not?”


      “The one who can use all elements at an advanced or higher level, right?”


      “She’s referred to as the second coming of Headmaster Glen, isn’t she?”


      The women who’d brought up Aoi frowned. “Word travels fast, I suppose... According to the rumors, she can use multiple types of sorcery considered to be impossible. Even one of her demonstrations might be more impressive than the collective exhibitions we’ve seen at past cultural festivals!”


      “Oh my!”


      “That certainly sounds amazing!”


      The ladies continued to gossip about their predictions for Aoi and the festival until they remembered that the king and queen were still there. Middleton and Leah smirked simultaneously.


      “We’ve met Lady Aoi, and she certainly is an impressive sorcerer,” Middleton started. “The fire sorcery she showed us was stunning. It was even more magnificent than Headmaster Glen’s sorcery.”


      “Agreed. It’s likely that she’s just as powerful of a sorcerer as Headmaster Glen. Our son, Rox, has apparently been learning a lot from her. We’re quite excited to see what kind of sorcery she’ll demonstrate at the cultural festival.”


      These juicy details triggered an audible thrill among Leah’s companions, and they soon took their leave. They were all either the first or second wives of dukes or marquesses, so rumors about Aoi spread like wildfire to the other nobles in Vahtedd.


      Interlude: Colt Highland Federation


      After they received notice of Fiddich Academy’s cultural festival, the ten leaders of the federated countries discussed the topic during their weekly meeting. They sat at a round table, and a bearded man with red hair, who was sitting the furthest toward the back of the room, spoke up first.


      “Let’s move on to the next topic. Though it’s a little later than usual, we’ve received a letter regarding this year’s cultural festival at Fiddich Academy. It will take place about one month from now, so who would like to attend? Usually, we send five representatives and their families.”


      Everyone at the table raised their hands. They stared at each other, not backing down.


      “You don’t usually attend...” one of them said to another.


      “Well, look who’s talking.”


      “Aside from Lord Battler, whose son is a student at the academy, I don’t see why so many of you wish to attend.”


      They began to bicker among themselves, and the red-haired man sighed.


      “Since this discussion seems to be going nowhere, how about we all come clean? You’ve all heard about the sorcery prodigy who recently came to the academy, haven’t you?” The argument instantly defused. The man sighed once more and shook his head. “I’ve heard about her too. However, let me just say now that it’s useless to think about having that instructor as your subordinate. After all, her goal isn’t to serve one country but to force the standards of sorcery in all countries to improve. Since she has plans to visit each country, she’ll come to our federation eventually. If you want to go to the cultural festival, that’s fine, but I just ask that you don’t try to recruit her.”


      The other leaders quickly began directing their ire at him again.


      “Well, I’m sure you feel comfortable because your son is already in contact with this instructor, even taking classes taught by her, Lord Battler.”


      “I want my child to be able to take lessons from her too. Am I supposed to just sit idly by and wait?”


      “Can we really not entice her to join the federation?”


      Lord Battler ran a hand through his red locks and exhaled. “If you all want to go that badly, I’ll try to accommodate as many of our people as possible so you can see what all the fuss is about for yourselves. However, we need at least two of us to stay behind.”


      The representatives were at one another’s throats once again. Lord Battler groaned. He knew they wouldn’t come to a consensus anytime soon.


      Aoi


      It was good to have dinner in the dorms again after spending a month in Maple Leaf. You’d never expect it by looking at her, but Gleanorra made really delicious food. In fact, it reminded me of the kind of meals that my mother used to make, homey and comforting with light seasoning. Eating Gleanorra’s food finally helped it sink in that I was back at the academy after all of the craziness of the past few weeks.


      There was something on my mind, though. I’d already discussed this with Elisa and Strath, but there had been a holy woman from Maple Leaf named Gleanorra Nobascotia who had disappeared from the Holy Capital many years ago.


      I’d tried to find out details about what she looked like, but I hadn’t met many people in Maple Leaf who knew much about her. The only things I’d found out were that she was tall and had a firm spirit. She’d also reportedly been very devoted to her patients, and nobody had any clue why she’d disappeared. It was hard to believe that someone like that could now be making meals for the instructors’ dorm at Fiddich.


      “Gleanorra?” I called out as she exited the kitchen.


      “What?” she asked, turning her head. “You got a meal request now that you’re back in Winturbly? Go ahead and tell me.” She stood with her hand on her waist and spoke in a rough, almost masculine manner.


      Her tall stature and broad shoulders reminded me of a professional female wrestler. However, despite her social awkwardness, she certainly cared about the physical and mental health of others, and that was the perfect image of a holy woman.


      I felt the corners of my mouth creep upward as I thought about the huge mismatch between her interior and exterior. I began telling her a bit about my trip, easing into the topic I wanted to broach.


      “A lot happened in Maple Leaf, but I found out that the healing sorcery I use is different from the kind they use. I only spent a month there, so I wasn’t able to completely dissect it. Though I have certain theories and ideas, I still have a lot of other questions.”


      Gleanorra furrowed her brow. “And what do you want me to do about that?” she murmured.


      Suddenly, I felt millions of times more nervous than I’d been after being called to the audience room in Maple Leaf.


      “I heard that there was a holy woman by the name of Gleanorra in the past. Based on what I’ve learned about this woman, I’ve come to the conclusion that you are her. Am I wrong?”


      Gleanorra froze up for a second before she allowed her breath to escape and slowly shook her head. “You’re the first person who’s asked me about my past so directly. The headmaster’s probably the only one here who knows that I used to be the holy woman.”


      “I knew it.”


      She sighed. “Fine. So what are you asking me to do?”


      “Thank you for agreeing to help me. I greatly appreciate it. From what Ahwald and Balblair demonstrated, they both start by confirming the ailment of the patient. Then, they alter the incantation accordingly, which changes the effect of the spell. However, the scope of those changes and their effects are very broad. That being said, their healing sorcery is similar to mine in that it can heal heavy injuries and serious illnesses on anyone who isn’t already deceased. Both of our methods of healing sorcery can heal multiple people at once too. What really stumps me, though, is that I can heal only people I can see, while Ahwald is able to heal everyone in a certain range.”


      Gleanorra took a moment to process everything I’d said. “Little Ahwald and Balblair, huh? Those names sure bring back memories... So they’ve become the holy man and holy woman?”


      “They have. Ahwald is not only the holy man but also the captain of the court sorcerers. Balblair is the headmistress of the Holy Capital’s sorcery academy in addition to being the holy woman.”


      “Pfft.” Gleanorra burst out laughing. “The captain of the court sorcerers and the headmistress?! You’ve gotta be kidding me. They were good at healing sorcery, but they were both too self-centered to serve as the head of any organization. The emperor’s gotta be pretty desperate,” she said, her shoulders heaving as she guffawed. Her face radiated amusement, which was a rare sight to behold.


      “Is it really that surprising? They’re both keeping their respective institutions together.”


      “That so? I guess they’ve grown up. When they were younger, they wouldn’t listen to lectures or orders.” She snorted and then loudly cracked her neck. “So, you’re saying that your healing sorcery’s different from theirs? In the first place, I didn’t even know you could use healing sorcery on the level of our holy people. If you’re able to heal multiple heavily injured people, you’re definitely good enough to be a holy woman. But now you’re saying that’s not enough for you, and you wanna hone your healing sorcery even more?” she asked, looking tired already.


      “Of course. Though I’m interested in further research for my own purposes, I’m more interested in expanding the research of healing sorcery across borders. My healing sorcery is something that anyone should be able to use, so I’m looking to improve its effects and share it across the world.”


      Gleanorra was now wearing a stunned expression. She pursed her lips and began to think a little while scratching her head with her hand.


      “Doesn’t look like you’re kidding. If you were any one of the other instructors around here, I’d smack you on the head and lecture you about being an idiot. But since you’re who you are—an upper-level instructor whose potential seems to have no end—I can’t just ignore what you’re saying. Let me fill you in on something important, though. I’m sure you’re already aware, but what you’re trying to do is flip the history and culture, power dynamics, and political standings of all countries on their heads. You already learned about Maple Leaf’s culture when you were there, so you understand, don’t you? If you teach their pride and joy—healing sorcery—to all the other countries, Maple Leaf will fall to ruin.”


      Gleanorra sized me up, seemingly trying to judge my determination. I wasn’t sure if she was speaking as someone who used to be the holy woman of Maple Leaf or simply as someone who was worried about me doing something I’d regret. I could feel her kind personality peeking through her words, so it felt like the former.


      I gave her a warm smile. “I understand that healing sorcery plays a vital role in Maple Leaf’s culture, economy, and influence over other countries. You’re concerned that if I take that away from them, the nation’s value will plummet. I suppose if another country were to become able to use healing sorcery at a higher level and tried to monopolize trade, Maple Leaf might wage war against them. Or maybe if they lost their one advantage, the country could be forced into disadvantageous treaties. If that happened, everyone in the Maple Leaf, from the common people to the merchants to even nobles and royalty, would feel a negative impact on their livelihoods. At the worst, another country might even invade and turn the majority of people into slaves.”


      “Uh, no, I don’t think it’d go that far, but...it’s true that it’s not strictly impossible.” Gleanorra grimaced as she thought over my predictions of the absolute worst-case scenario.


      Imagining a harsh future like that might have been difficult for her because she was so used to the world in its current state, where all six of the great countries existed in balance. I was resolved to prevent any disasters.


      I raised my head. “It’s true that these situations are within the realm of possibility. However, that’s only if Maple Leaf continues to solely focus on healing sorcery. I won’t let that happen. I am going to simultaneously raise the standards of sorcery in all countries. There is certainly a potential future where Maple Leaf produces the world’s greatest fire sorcerer one day.”


      Gleanorra’s eyes bugged out but then she snickered. “Ah ha ha! You really are interesting. That’s an insane plan, and yet you’re incredibly serious about it. Strangely enough, it feels completely possible when you say it.” Gleanorra began cackling, something I’d never really seen her do, while gripping my head and petting it. “All right,” she continued spiritedly. “If you’re good with me, I’ll teach you what I know about healing sorcery.”


      “Thank you very much,” I said, bowing.


      Gleanorra had at least a decade more of experience in healing sorcery than Ahwald and Balblair. I was positive that she would be able to offer a different perspective. I was happy that I had a new person to assist me with my goal, but Gleanorra had adopted a mischievous expression.


      “I heard you went pretty crazy in the Holy Capital. What kinda look did the emperor have on his face?” she teased.


      I tried to recall Diageo’s facial expressions. “Well...he seemed very surprised.”


      “Yeah, I bet he was. There’s no way he thought a single instructor could stand up to him.” Gleanorra began to clutch her sides as she laughed.


      ◇


      The month passed by in a flash. During this time, the instructors focused on their cultural festival preparations over their classes, leaving the students to simply watch as their teachers dashed around like mad. The academy mandated that all instructors participate in the cultural festival, and they’d each have their own location where visitors would gather to see their research. However, only upper-level instructors had to give a big presentation in front of all the dignitaries.


      I’d heard that Strath was going to demonstrate precise control of wind sorcery to make something like a paper airplane fly. He made a simple obstacle course through which the paper would have to fly in all different directions. I had no doubt that it’d be an extremely engaging presentation.


      Elisa had an equally entertaining spectacle planned. She was going to make a mountain of dirt which would slowly fall apart until it revealed a golem made of stone. It was on a miniature scale, but I was sure that the audience would easily be able to imagine how it would work on an actual mountain. It was a good way to show the potential of the spell.


      In contrast to Strath’s and Elisa’s creative ideas, it seemed that some of the other upper-level instructors would simply be demonstrating things like massive pillars of flame, whirlwinds, or elite-level sorcery. I wasn’t thrilled about that.


      For an event like this, it was better to display something new. Though it’d be best to show a novel sorcery technique, it also wouldn’t be bad to demonstrate a new use for an existing spell. I planned on planting this idea into the heads of my peers in the academy as well as the visitors. I believed that the best way to accelerate research was to keep making new types of sorcery while finding new applications for current techniques, and to build off of both. That’s why I knew I had to make my presentation something innovative—to show everyone that there were new possibilities for sorcery.


      “Heh heh... Heh heh heh...” As I began making all sorts of plans, I’d inadvertently begun to laugh.


      This might have frightened the students around me a little as I strode through the halls. Thankfully, I still looked relatively normal thanks to the fact that all of the other instructors were tottering around with bags under their eyes or muttering to themselves with their heads against the walls.


      Before we knew it, it was three days before the cultural festival. The city actually started festivities a few days before the school did. Since I was done with my preparations, I left Elisa and Strath, who were still racing against time, and took a stroll around town. Food and clothing stalls lined the main street of Winturbly, and tourists and merchants wearing their countries’ traditional getups roamed around, making merriment.


      Even if there weren’t sorcery presentations to experience yet, this street festival was still worth making the trip. I was sure that some of the visitors had come to town early just to enjoy this lively atmosphere.


      As I wandered around looking at everything, I caught sight of Rox and Felter. They weren’t wearing their usual school uniforms. Rox was sporting a cape, while Felter had on robes. Felter’s fuzzy hair, reminiscent of a lion’s mane, suited his outfit.


      “You two are certainly dressed differently than usual. Are you off to go have fun somewhere?” I asked.


      Rox jumped and took a step backward. “I’m here to greet my parents,” he said, folding his arms.


      Felter nodded. “Yeah, I’m waiting for my family too.”


      Rox looking bitter was one thing, but I was surprised that Felter didn’t seem too happy about seeing his family.


      “Shouldn’t you be happy to see your parents, especially since they’re coming all this way to enjoy the cultural festival?” I asked, confused.


      Rox smirked. “They come every year, but Felter’s dad is a famous person in Bushmills. They call him the Grand Marquess. He’s a little on the strange side, though. He fought in all of the wars up until Felter was born, and even though there are fewer conflicts these days, he still trains himself by fighting on the front lines.”


      Felter’s frown deepened. “His favorite pastime is comparing his strength to mine and my older brother’s. So I’m sure he’s coming all this way just to beat me up and then go back home like every other year.” Felter sighed.


      Rox chortled. “Ha ha ha! This is the one day a year that Felter’s pompous attitude gets wiped away. I guess it can’t be helped, since the strongest fighter in the Bushmills Empire, Marquess Ramsey, is coming.” Rox patted Felter on the shoulder, which did little to offset his uncomforting words.


      Felter scoffed and shook his head.


      Oh, this could be the perfect opportunity. “How about you defeat your father in one-on-one combat for your student presentation?” I asked.


      “Huh?” Felter raised an eyebrow.


      Rox looked bewildered. “Marquess Ramsey is also known as the Grand Marquess of Bushmills—”


      “Yes, you mentioned that,” I said, cutting him off. “Felter, you planned to demonstrate your full-body fortification during the cultural festival, didn’t you? In that case, you should show what you’ve accomplished by fighting your father.”


      Felter fell silent as he began to think, but eventually he puffed air out of his nose. “Sounds fun... So, you’re saying that at my current strength, I might be able to give him a good taste of his own medicine? Yeah, I think it’s time to show off the results of that hellish training,” he said. He broke out into an intrepid grin while tightening his hand into a fist.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 5: Felter’s Father


      The Bushmills Empire had many beastkin and demi-humans. The country was also separated from other developed areas by vast natural barriers. It had many natural resources, and it was essentially surrounded by mountains—though not by as many as Gransanth was—which made it hard for other nations to mount any attacks. In other words, the difficult terrain enclosing the country served as a natural defense.


      In the past, there was a practice in other countries known as “beastkin hunting,” which resulted in the enslavement of many demi-human slaves. The Bushmills Empire declared that it would protect demi-humans, so many of them fled there. As a result, many mercenaries and small countries attacked the empire, but none of them ever managed to advance too deeply into Bushmills territory.


      The so-called main gate of the Bushmills Empire was in the mountains, in the territory of House Cayan. No invaders got past his land, and he’d mainly accumulated his wealth by defeating large magic beasts, and he had a very powerful knight force as well as excellent strategic positioning. His territory had many forts, and his fighting force could stand up to the soldiers of any other country.


      However, the biggest reason that no force had ever penetrated too far into the Bushmills Empire was the skill of the Cayans. Each of the three heads of House Cayan over the past hundred years had been first-rate mages with true warriors’ spirits.


      The current marquess, Ramsey Cayan, continued his house’s century-long legacy of serving as the first line of defense for the Bushmills Empire. Ramsey was the strongest fighter in the land, and he’d received the moniker the Lion of Bushmills due to his iconic golden hair.


      That very same Ramsey had just arrived at Winturbly with his wife and his subordinates.


      Interlude: Ramsey


      Winturbly’s cityscape was breathtaking, and the atmosphere was bubbly. A rainbow tapestry of wares, outfits, and food filled the streets. It was vastly different from the feel of the Bushmills Empire.


      “It’s been a while since I was here last, but it sure is a lively city. It’s amazing how peaceful it is even though there aren’t many soldiers around.”


      My wife, Fiore, looked at me. Her short, brown hair fluttered slightly in the wind, and her white dress complimented her slim figure. “You said that last year too,” she replied.


      “Hmm? Did I?”


      “You did.” She placed a finger over her mouth and half smiled. “Now then, let’s look for Felter. Oh? Speak of the devil. Isn’t that...?” She noticed someone down the road and her eyes drifted toward a golden-haired boy.


      Indeed it was Felter. He looks a little bigger than last year.


      “He’s definitely been training,” I said, finding myself grinning.


      “You’re making that face again...” Fiore said, looking at me apprehensively. “You’re going to make even Felter hate you.”


      “Heh, better that than to raise a weakling,” I said reflexively, and perhaps a little too strongly.


      Felter’s younger brother, my third son, had been avoiding me whenever he caught sight of me recently. I felt sad about it, but it was probably just a side effect of the training I’d put him through before he began going to school. At least I’d be able to fight head-on with Felter. I couldn’t wait to see how he’d grown.


      “I might have to start using sorcery when fighting against Felter,” I said.


      “That’s too much even for adults, especially those who aren’t strong enough to join the royal guard. I think it’s too early for him.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous. Men grow up before you know it. Ha ha ha! I can’t wait to see!”


      I let out a booming laugh as we approached Felter, who was waiting for us. The eyes of the crowd followed us, though that might have been because we had ten royal guards surrounding us. Maybe it would’ve been better to have them go to the inn first with the other soldiers.


      When we reached Felter, we saw that he was with two other people.


      “Oh my! Do you think Felter’s found himself a companion?”


      “Hmm. I guess he’s at that age. Or, wait. I guess I got married when I was fifteen.”


      “She’s very beautiful. She seems a little young, but as long as she’s at least fourteen years old, she’s of age for marriage regardless of the country.”


      I felt the edges of my mouth curve upward as Fiore quickly jumped to future possibilities while looking up at Felter. Hmm. Last year we were about the same height, but he’s completely overtaken me. He might be over a hundred eighty tall now. But he’s still lacking the muscle definition that I have.


      “Looks like you need to train more. Do you think you can win against me this year, Felter?”


      “That’s the first thing you say to me? Don’t worry. I’m gonna have you relinquish your title as head of the house to me today.”


      “Pfft. Ah ha ha ha! Great!” I belted out a hearty chuckle.


      I knew it. The future is bright for Felter. His valiant, courageous spirit is perfect for the next head of the house. As pride filled my heart, Fiore moved next to me.


      “Don’t do that in front of his friends. I apologize for my husband. I’m Felter’s mother, Fiore, and this is his father, Ramsey Cayan, a marquess of the Bushmills Empire. You’re Rox, the prince of the Kingdom of Vahtedd, right? I’m glad to see you again. I hope you’ve been well.”


      The boy with red hair nodded. “Yes, it’s nice to see you again, Lord Ramsey, Lady Fiore.”


      Oh, right. I remember him. He’s Kilbeggan’s son.


      “I’ve been well, thank you for asking,” Rox continued. “You’ve come at the perfect time. I was waiting here for my parents as well. If it pleases you, I’d invite you to greet my father and mother as well.” His greeting was perfectly formal.


      Fiore was just as impressed as I was. “Oh, you’re so polite! It would be great if Felter could be the same way someday too...” Fiore then turned enthusiastically to the young girl next to Felter. “I don’t believe we’ve met,” she said, anxiously wanting to find out who she was.


      The black-haired young girl straightened her back. “I apologize for my late introduction. My name is Aoi Konominato, and I’m an upper-level instructor at Fiddich Academy. I’ve been teaching Felter body fortification sorcery as well as other elemental sorceries,” she said politely, bowing her head.


      Fiore’s face was full of disbelief. “You’re...an instructor? You seem quite young, so you must be exceptionally talented...” She trailed off and then gasped. “Oh? Did you say your name is Aoi? Are you perhaps the upper-level instructor from the rumors?”


      I turned to look at the small girl as well. She appeared to be even younger than Felter. Is this really the so-called Witch of the Academy who’s rumored to be an exceptionally powerful sorcerer?


      “Yes. Though I’m not aware of the contents of any rumors, I am very fortunate to be an upper-level instructor.”


      Aoi seemed completely calm while also showing humility. She didn’t seem too much like a sorcerer, though it definitely wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. As I smiled awkwardly at this strange situation, Rox began to speak.


      “She’s the most powerful sorcerer I know, and she’s capable of using sorcery techniques that cannot be imagined by normal conventions. She’s powerful enough to have completely beaten Felter by using body fortification herself,” he explained.


      “Huh? Felter lost in a physical battle?” I asked, my voice going unconsciously taut.


      If he’s such a weakling that he loses to women, then I might need to take him out of the academy and train him up from scratch.


      Felter huffed. “Sorry, but I don’t think even you could beat her, father. Out of all the people I’ve ever met, she’s without a doubt the strongest.”


      Fiore’s eyes went wide and I began seething with rage. How could Felter claim so resolutely that she was stronger than anyone? Was he not ashamed of losing to this little girl? More than anything, it infuriated me to hear that he thought she was stronger than me, his own father.


      “I can’t let this go...” I folded my arms and looked down at Aoi, seeing red.


      Aoi


      Because Rox and Felter had stirred up trouble, the peaceful atmosphere was in danger of flipping on its head. Ramsey, who was a slightly shorter version of Felter, was glaring at me with a burning intensity. His armor was mainly made of leather, but his huge muscles bulged through it. I was in awe of his physique, which reminded me of a professional wrestler’s, but I didn’t shrink away from his gaze.


      “Is something wrong?” I asked.


      Ramsey continued to cast a dubious stare at me, his arms folded. “I just can’t wrap my head around this. I apologize, but it’d be more believable if you’d actually changed your appearance and were lying about your age.”


      Fiore scrunched up her face. “That’s very rude!” she scolded.


      Ramsey showed no sign of retracting his comments or backing down. “No matter how talented a sorcerer is, it takes ten or more years to be at an advanced level, and that’s only for one element. From the rumors we hear in Bushmills, you’re able to use all elements at an advanced or higher level. I got it in my head that you were a sorcerer on the same level as the headmaster, but about the same age too.”


      Though he didn’t say it outright, his eyes practically screamed that he didn’t believe I was that powerful.


      I let out a breath. “It’s all right if you don’t acknowledge my strength. I’m a trusted instructor at Fiddich, so your belief in me will have no effect on my classes here.”


      Ramsey twisted his head to the side, cracking his neck. “That’s where you’re wrong. My interest is in confirming your strength. Surely you won’t say no to a bout, will you? Although, I suppose there’s no helping it if you’re afraid of losing to me.”


      I couldn’t hold back a laugh.


      “Did I say something funny?” he asked, regarding me with amusement.


      “Oh, no,” I said, flashing a genuine grin. “It’s just that the way you challenged me was so similar to Felter. It just really proves that you are father and son.”


      He looked dumbfounded at my reply. “Strength aside, you certainly have a lot more guts than everyone else,” he said, one side of his mouth turning upward.


      “All right! Then I shall fight both you and Felter on the day of the cultural festival! Wa ha ha! I can’t wait!” Ramsey roared with satisfaction.


      Fiore brought a hand to her face and looked very troubled. “Oh dear... I knew this year wouldn’t be any different. I’m so sorry, but would you mind being my husband’s opponent?”


      “You’re not going to stop him?” I asked. I’d assumed she was a rational person, but it seemed like she doted on her husband a bit too much.


      All of a sudden, the chorus of voices that had filled the main road went silent. I turned around to see what was going on and saw a group coming closer in the distance. In the front was a red-haired man who really stood out.


      “Oh, Marquess Ramsey! You got here fast! Ha ha ha! It’s been too long!” Middleton said, heartily laughing. His wife, Leah, and their royal guards accompanied him.


      Ramsey turned to acknowledge Middleton. “Lord Kilbeggan, I’m glad to see you so well.”


      Surprisingly, Ramsey didn’t seem to change the way he talked even if he was speaking to another country’s king. Is it because he’s a marquess of one of the six great countries? Leah and Middleton don’t seem to mind, though.


      “Ha ha ha, you’re the same as ever. Oh, so you’ve already met Lady Aoi? How fortunate.”


      “Hmm? So this young girl really is the upper-level instructor from the rumors? She seems too young, so I doubted her.”


      “Heh heh. You’re gonna be in for a rude awakening if you underestimate her. Take it from me.”


      Middleton and Ramsey exchanged pleasantries while laughing. Meanwhile, Leah and Fiore greeted each other.


      “You seem well, Lady Fiore.”


      “You as well, Lady Leah. By the way, it seems that your son has matured greatly. Would you mind teaching me your secret? As you know, our house only produces warriors...”


      “You’re talking about Rox?” Leah asked, a little taken aback. “Well...I would say that it’s thanks to Professor Aoi’s lessons that he’s matured so much. She’s someone who teaches everyone fairly regardless of their social status.”


      In the blink of an eye, there was a gossip session happening right in front of me. Scenes of my past life flashed through my eyes. My older brother and father would always get really competitive over random things and make me take sides. I hadn’t expected to be dragged into the same kind of situation in this world, and I wasn’t very great at resolving such conflicts. All I could do was awkwardly smile, so I figured it was best to excuse myself sooner than later.


      I glanced at Rox and Felter, who were silently waiting for their parents, and then bowed my head.


      “Well, I’ll see you two later.”


      As I walked away, Rox looked at me with reproach.


      “That’s not fair.”


      “I’d prefer not to get in the way of family time,” I said quickly. I waved at Rox and Felter, then took off.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 6: Cultural Festival Preparations


      As I wandered through the festive streets of Winturbly, I came across a café at the edge of the city that provided an island of calm among the hubbub. To my surprise, I found a familiar face there.


      The café had terrace seating covered by a sunshade roof to keep the glare out of the patrons’ eyes. A young, blue-haired man sat there, bringing a cup of tea to his lips listlessly. His looks stole the eyes of many other customers, but he himself didn’t seem to notice.


      “Speyside?” I said.


      He set his cup down and looked at me. “Professor Aoi. Fancy meeting you here.” His words lacked their usual gusto.


      He must be feeling down. “Is something wrong? You don’t seem very chipper today.”


      Speyside looked down as if he were pondering something, but then his eyes met mine again. “Would you like to join me for a cup of tea? My treat.”


      “So you’d like to speak about something? I’ll join you, but I’ll pay for my own drink. I’m a little thirsty.” I sat down across from him and ordered a cup of coffee. After the waiter left, I began to delve into Speyside’s problem. “So, what’s on your mind?”


      He grimaced. “Well, the cultural festival’s about to begin soon. I’m sure most of the instructors at Fiddich are panicking right now, especially due to the lack of time for preparations.”


      “I see. So you’re concerned about your demonstration? If I remember correctly, your specialty is water sorcery, right?”


      Speyside looked more restless than I’d ever seen him before. “That’s right. However, unlike fire and wind sorcery, water sorcery is not well suited for big, impressive spectacles. The most engaging demonstrations I can think of are creating either a tsunami or an ice sculpture...both of which I’ve already done in past years.”


      “I understand your concern, but I think there are a lot of things you can do with water sorcery to entertain the guests. For example, it might be a little difficult to control, but you could make an intricate fountain. If you added lights to it, it’d be very pretty. Perhaps you could set up walls to block the sunlight and then do a beautiful fountain show.”


      Speyside leaned forward, keen on the idea. “A fountain show?! Oh, that’s a great idea! But it’d require quite the complicated light setup to pull that off.”


      “That’s true. You would need colored glass and your own lighting.”


      Speyside’s excitement soured into a look of dejection I’d never seen on him before. “Unfortunately, I don’t know anyone who could prepare such things for me, and I have no clue how to do it myself. Do you happen to know anyone who could help?”


      I felt compelled to throw him a lifeline as I watched him floundering in sadness. “Don’t worry. Since I’m the one who proposed this, I’ll prepare everything for you.”


      “Really?! I can’t thank you enough. That’s a huge weight off of my shoulders, but are you sure you’ll be able to prepare everything in this short amount of time?”


      Oh, I see. He’s concerned about my own schedule for the cultural festival. Wow, he’s really a completely different person from when we first met. Apparently, he’d begun to look at me as his own teacher after joining my class, but it was almost scary to see how much he’d changed.


      “Something wrong?” he asked.


      “Hmm? Oh, no. I’ll get everything ready for you, then.” We’d finished the conversation at the same moment I’d finished my drink, so it was a perfect time to take my leave. I put money down on the table and stood up.


      “Professor Aoi, please allow me to at least treat you to a meal. Of course, I’ll also pay you for your time and any costs associated with the procurement of the materials for my presentation.”


      “Don’t worry, you don’t have to do all that,” I said, waving my hand as I exited the café. I left the lively city center and went down some of the less busy alleys.


      Well, that was an unexpected development, but I need to get to work. There should be an old general store in this alley here. Then not too far away, there should be a shop similar to a convenience store. I can gather everything I’ll need.


      The people walking around in this area had much different clothing and demeanors than the tourists.


      “Huh? Ms. Aoi? Looking for something?” a gruff voice called out to me. I turned around to see a large man standing there.


      “You’re from the Nevis family, right? Uh...Ahry?”


      He nodded enthusiastically. “I’m so honored that you remembered me!” he said, beaming.


      When Ahry had first come to Winturbly, he’d challenged me to a fight after hearing rumors about me. However, once I’d beaten him, he’d begun referring to me as “boss” and would stop me for a conversation whenever he saw me. Fortunately, I’d at least convinced him to call me by my name instead of “boss.” Still, having this large, intimidating man cheerfully interacting with me always caused quite the public spectacle.


      “So what brings you here? If you don’t mind, I’d love to help you with whatever you need,” he said.


      Ahry looked at me like a puppy who had gotten attached. I figured that he wouldn’t easily back down, so I agreed. It certainly wouldn’t hurt for him to help me.


      “I’m thinking of buying some fire and water magic stones. I’ll also need some copper ore. Oh, and mithril would be nice. And I’d like sun harvest flowers, blue wolf grass, yellow lotus rocks...”


      “W-Wait! Please slow down. I’ll write everything down!” Ahry whipped out a memo pad and began scribbling down what I needed.


      He’s more diligent than I thought.


      “So that’s fifteen items total, right?” Ahry said. “Got it. I’ll get everything together in a jiffy. Please wait over in that shop. The boss is there, so you got here at a good time.”


      “Caolla’s here?”


      Ahry shot me a toothy grin. “Yes, she is. Well, I’m gonna run off and get this done!”


      Then he dashed away at an astonishing speed and disappeared down the alley.


      ◇


      “Hello,” I said as I entered the store that Ahry had indicated.


      As I entered, I saw Caolla sitting slovenly at a table. She was leaning back in her chair with her legs on the table. She was drinking something out of a wooden tankard, but as she saw me, she gasped and a red liquid began leaking out of her mouth. Her eyes went as wide as dinner plates.
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      She quickly took her legs off of the table. “Wh-What are you doing here? You freaked me out.”


      My eyes lingered on Caolla’s shocked face for a moment, and then I began to survey the interior of the establishment. It wasn’t very roomy, but judging by the counter for drinks, it was a bar. It was a little dark inside, but it honestly didn’t have too bad of a vibe. A tall, slender guy stood behind the counter, whipping up some kind of drink.


      “This is a nice establishment. It’s a calm place, perfect for thinking. Does the Nevis Family own it?”


      Caolla nodded, still confused. “Y-Yeah. We use it as a hideout too, but it makes good money as a bar.”


      “I see.”


      I looked again at Caolla and then the bartender. The man seemed to be avoiding eye contact, which made me suspect something was afoot.


      “Are you up to something here?” I asked directly.


      “Pfft!”


      I hadn’t even begun to truly pry, but Caolla’s reaction immediately confirmed my hunch.


      “W-We’re not up to anything! Why are you so quick to doubt us?!” Caolla looked even more flustered now, which was suspicious, but I didn’t have any concrete evidence to actually accuse her.


      “Oh, okay then. For the record, if you do plan to set up any legitimate businesses, I’d like you to tell me about them.”


      Caolla shot the bartender a look and then stared at the table in front of her. She was lost in thought for a few seconds, but then she turned back to me.


      “Well, this is a legit business. We’re not up to anything shady here,” she prefaced warily, rubbing her forehead.


      “Yes, I understand that.”


      “As you know, merchants from all kinds of countries are comin’ here for the cultural festival at Fiddich. During events like these, information brokers have a lot of opportunities to make money. If you hook up people who aren’t doing their business publicly with information, you can get a ten percent cut of their sales. In other words, this is prime time to make a lot of dough. Just so you know, we’re not involved in anything to do with slaves or stolen items, okay?”


      “Don’t worry, I believe you. Of course, if I ever do find that you’re involved with that, I’ll have to consider the appropriate consequences.”


      “Why do you gotta say it so threateningly?!” Caolla exclaimed, straightening her back and sitting properly in her chair.


      Though I’d only meant to subtly drive my point home, my warning had landed much more effectively than I’d expected.


      The guy behind the counter chuckled. “She’s exactly like you described, Caolla.”


      “Shaddup, Gaiya!” Caolla clicked her tongue.


      Oh, so the bartender’s name is Gaiya?


      He shrugged at Caolla before turning to me. “You’re the instructor at Fiddich, right? Aoi, was it? I’ve heard rumors about you.”


      “Nice to meet you... Is it okay to call you Gaiya?” I asked.


      He returned my gaze with one of amusement. “Yeah, please do. The rumors led me to believe you were some kind of tyrant, demon lord, or a witch. I’ve heard it all, but you look a lot different from what I expected.”


      “Caolla?” I asked, turning to her.


      She shook her head from side to side so quickly that I feared her neck might snap.


      “No, no, no! I didn’t say any of that! Gaiya’s really knowledgeable about the city’s underworld! He probably heard these rumors from another organization!”


      I sighed as Caolla desperately tried to defend herself. I then addressed Gaiya. “In other words, you’re an information broker or something similar?”


      “Exactly. By the way, I have extensive intelligence to the point that I know even the most minor tidbits of news like whose wife cheated and with whom. If you have anything you’d like to know, ask away.” Gaiya confidently folded his arms and grinned.


      “I’ll be sure to come to you if I’ve any need for information,” I replied.


      Gaiya smiled back. “Leave it to me! Havin’ the rumored witch of the academy rely on me doesn’t sound too bad.”


      “Save your business deals for later,” Caolla snapped at him now that our conversation had come to a lull. “You got somethin’ to finish first.”


      Gaiya obeyed in good humor. “Right. The locations of all of the important people coming into Winturbly. For now, I know that the kings of Vahtedd and Gransanth, a marquess of Bushmills, and a duke of Karvun have arrived in the city. The representatives from the Colt Highland Federation are gonna be late because of a squabble, and the people from Maple Leaf will probably be here tomorrow or the day after.”


      “Got it,” Caolla said, sounding reinvigorated. “In that case, I think we’ll be able to make a killing this year too. But we can’t earn as much once the people from the Colt Highland Federation get here, so we’ll just have to make a lotta money before they arrive.”


      I was pretty impressed by Gaiya’s information collection abilities. After all, Middleton and Ramsey had only just arrived this morning. Could he be receiving hourly reports from a guard?


      Gaiya noticed me looking him over with disbelief and revealed another self-assured smile.


      Suddenly, the bar’s door burst open and Ahry came inside.


      “I found everything, Ms. Aoi!”


      “Shut up, Ahry. What are you even talking about?” Caolla growled at him.


      “Sorry, boss,” Ahry said, raising one of his hands in apology. “Ms. Aoi asked me to get some stuff for her.”


      “Huh? Who would ask you to do anything for them?” Caolla asked.


      “He’s not lying,” I said. “I was thinking about making colored glass and lighting, so I asked him to help me buy the materials.”


      “See?” Ahry said. He proudly puffed out his chest and grinned.


      Caolla sighed in exasperation, her mood plummeting as much as Ahry’s was rising. Then her eyes fell on Ahry’s empty hands. “Looks like you didn’t get anything,” she barked.


      “It’s all outside. There was a lotta stuff,” he said triumphantly.


      “Do you need an introduction to a glass craftsman?” Gaiya asked me. “If you do, then I’m happy to give you a discount on your order and watch over the entire process until it’s ready.”


      “Oh, really? Yes, please do. That would be very helpful, since I’m running short on time.”


      Gaiya raised an eyebrow. “Oh? How soon do you need it?”


      “The day after tomorrow.”


      Gaiya’s eyes bulged. I cocked my head to the side, confused about his reaction, but he quickly shook his head and then nodded.


      “O-Okay. I got it. I’ll see what I can do.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      There shouldn’t be a problem, then. I’m so relieved.


      Ahry, Caolla, Gaiya, and I exited the bar to find a cart with a large amount of materials parked out front. The pile was taller than me and resembled a small mountain. Ahry was looking at me expectantly, waiting to be praised.


      How can I tell him he got me way too much? “Thank you very much... You really helped me out.”


      I couldn’t tell Ahry it was overkill when his wide, bright smile was so infectious.


      I turned back to Gaiya. “Well, I’ll wait to hear from you about the glass. I’m usually at the academy, so please feel free to reach out if you need anything.”


      Gaiya nodded, his face a little stiff for some reason.


      ◇


      I was happy that a lot of the stuff I needed to get done was being taken care of. I think I’ll bring the Nevis Family some treats or snacks the next time I see them.


      I made my way back to the school, which already had the atmosphere of a cultural festival even though it hadn’t started yet. As I walked through the grounds, I saw Elisa making something in one of the expansive courtyards. It was a small mountain of sand. Elisa was looking at it with dissatisfaction.


      “How are things going?” I asked.


      “Eep!”


      My calm greeting had nearly made her jump out of her skin. I guess she was focusing very hard.


      “Sorry for startling you,” I said.


      Elisa placed her hand on her chest. “O-Oh, no, don’t apologize. I was just a little surprised, that’s it!” She gestured to her mound of sand. “Could I ask you for advice?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      Elisa began an incantation and activated a spell, after which a golem’s head popped out from the mound of sand. Then, the golem slowly emerged from the mound while moving its arm. After about twenty seconds, it fully freed itself and struck a strange pose.


      As we both gazed at it, Elisa let out a heavy sigh.


      “I’m fully aware of how plain this all looks. What I really want to do is first manifest a mountain of sand, then have a large golem appear inside it, and finally make the mountain of sand disappear to reveal it.” She sighed again.


      So she’s trying to make a demonstration that surprises the onlookers, like a magician would with their tricks. It’s very nice of her to consider her audience’s enjoyment, but I guess she’s having trouble with the execution.


      “Hmm, well how about separating the spell into two?”


      “Into two?” she repeated, tilting her head cutely.


      “Yes. The first spell will be to create a mountain of sand and to create a golem inside of that. The other spell will return excess sand on the outside to the ground. You can cast the second spell without any incantation, so it’s sure to be an impressive sight for the audience. If you’re looking to trick the audience with sleight of hand, then I think burying an already built golem in the sand beforehand would work. That way, when you create the mountain of sand, you can move the golem upward and have it appear within that mound, and then you can simply return the sand to the ground. It should achieve the same result as if you made the golem on the spot.”


      “Whoa!” Elisa exclaimed. “That’s perfect! If I can hide multiple golems in the ground, then... Thank you so much! I think I’ll be able to put together an even better demonstration now!”


      “Oh, that’s good to hear.”


      Elisa’s eyes shimmered. “Yep! I’ve always wondered if it’s actually true that dwarves aren’t good with sorcery. Maybe they just need a better environment to learn in when they’re young. I’ve been thinking if they get a good education, they might even be able to become first-rate sorcerers. Sorcerers actually aren’t highly regarded in Gransanth, but that’s something that I...” Elisa noticed that I’d fixed my gaze on her while she’d lost herself in her passionate speech, and she gasped as her ears went red. She quickly shook her head to calm herself. “W-Well, I’m going to go make my golems, then!”


      Elisa quickly collected her materials and ran off. I hadn’t realized that she was carrying that kind of weight on her shoulders. She might have been embarrassed about how passionate she’d become, but her goals excited me. I’d love nothing more than to change the prevailing discourse in Gransanth, and to remove people’s prejudiced beliefs about dwarves as well.


      However, I couldn’t help but wonder if the new direction for her demonstration would be okay. The point had been to show the strategic viability of sorcery by creating golems in mountains of sand without anyone noticing. But now if she was creating the golems ahead of time, that didn’t help to prove anything.


      Well, I guess if Elisa’s happy, I’m happy, though. I began walking off to my next destination.


      ◇


      “We’re doomed!”


      As soon as I entered the school building, Glen’s scream echoed through the halls. I headed in the direction of his voice and found Glen in a panic surrounded by other instructors leaning against the wall. They were all in a very strange state—some of them faced the blank wall and leaned against it while others were on all fours, their heads nearly touching the ground. It was like walking into a room full of dead people.


      “What happened?” I asked.


      Glen spun around. “Aoi! We have a problem! It’s a disaster!”


      “Headmaster, please calm down and properly explain what’s going on.”


      It was rare to see him so flustered like this. Glen let out a long exhale and then straightened his back before beginning to stroke his beard.


      “Well...first, let me apologize for showing you such an unsophisticated side of me,” Glen said. He was trying to appear calm right now, but I could see his agitation beneath the facade. Glen slowly looked around the hallway.


      “So, your students have been practicing the lightning sorcery you taught them in the courtyard for about a week, and all of the instructors have seen that.”


      “I’m not sure I understand the problem. Oh no, did they destroy some of the instructors’ belongings?” I asked.


      Glen expelled his breath sharply and began groaning as he cradled his head. “No, but...all the instructors lost confidence in their own presentations...” he mumbled.


      The five instructors with him adopted similar postures. Now that I actually look at them, these are all general instructors. Also, I just realized, but there are a lot of flashing lights coming through the window. I guess that’s from my students.


      “Out of curiosity...what kind of demonstrations were the instructors thinking of doing?”


      “They’d be primarily focusing on applications of modern sorcery. For example, controlling flames and water or combining two types of sorceries. There was also a collaboration between two instructors. Usually, this would be more than enough for the cultural festival, but now it’s looking like the students’ demonstration is going to outdo theirs.”


      The instructors let out wails. The way the sound echoed felt unsettling, like the hallway was haunted.


      “I see. In that case, the issue here is figuring out how to elevate their demonstrations, right?”


      Glen paused. “You mean...right now? As amazing as you are, Aoi, even you wouldn’t be able to do all that in such a short amount of time.”


      “It’s just figuring out the demonstrations for five instructors, right? Let’s give it a try first,” I said, looking at the mournful teachers before me.


      ◇


      “So your plan was to increase the amount of water in a cup and create a makeshift river? Hmm. True, that is a little on the plain side.”


      “Urk.” The instructor seemed really upset by my honest opinion.


      “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. In any case, let’s think about what you can do for your demonstration. A simple tweak would be creating a small mountain, increasing the amount of water, and creating a waterfall instead. Or I suppose if you’re doing that, you might as well change the water into ice and make an impromptu castle of ice at the end.”


      “Th-That would require not only water and earth sorcery, but a changing of properties. That seems fairly difficult...”


      “It all depends on the incantation. Try altering the incantation and see what you can do.”


      Well that solves one person’s problems. I moved on to the next.


      “So your demonstration was on fire sorcery, and you were planning on creating a tornado of flames? I believe that’s plenty impressive, depending on the scale. Perhaps try adding another verse of wind sorcery into the incantation. You should keep the strength of the fire down at the start and then create a large reserve of oxygen at the top of the flame cyclone to make it grow.”


      That was two down.


      “Your demonstration is on...earth sorcery, and you’d like to create a tall tower? I believe that will be very captivating as long as you focus on the finer details. If possible, you should use the entire space you’re allotted to create a garden. Then, you can erect a large tower in the center. That should make for quite the sight. I think even after your demonstration ends, you should leave it there for about half a day so other people can see it later. Don’t worry; I’ll clean it up afterward.”


      The next person I ran into was a friend.


      “Strath?” He looked down at me with his usual expression, and he didn’t seem in dire straits at all. He hadn’t been part of the initial group of instructors I’d been helping. “Is something wrong?” I asked.


      Strath very slightly moved his head downward. “I heard that instructors could get advice from an upper-level instructor here. I figured it was you, and it looks like I was right.”


      “I’m giving some suggestions for their demonstrations, but...I suppose that counts as giving advice. If you’re here, does that mean you’re stuck on something?”


      Strath folded his arms and hummed. “Well, I don’t personally have any problems, but I am curious about what kind of advice you could give me. How about you take a look, for starters?” He spoke haughtily.


      I guess that just shows he’s very confident in his presentation. Part of me was a little ticked off at the way he was smugly looking down at me.


      ◇


      Strath led me to the back courtyard, which was filled with the materials he’d be using for his cultural festival demonstration. Most of the other instructors were keeping everything hidden until the event started, but Strath didn’t seem to care who saw. He had everything laid out for everyone to see.


      “What’s this airplane-like object?” I asked.


      “I don’t know what an airplane is, but this is something I made to resemble a dragon. I thought I made it pretty well...”


      My thoughtless comment had wounded him. I looked at the object again, and it really didn’t resemble a dragon whatsoever. The wings were similar to those of dragonflies, and it had a tubular body. At the wrong angle, one could easily mistake it for a flying hot dog, but there was no way I was going to tell him that.


      “Oh, I can see that it’s a dragon now. There are the angular wings. Maybe adding a head and tail would add more of a punch to it and make it look more like a dragon.”


      “Maybe...” My attempt to walk back my previous comment, hadn’t been very effective. Strath simply stared at his dragon with uncertainty.


      “W-Well, how are you planning on making this ‘dragon’ fly?” I asked.


      Strath pouted, which was rare for him. Then, he began an incantation. Wind focused and lifted the makeshift dragon airborne. Due to Strath’s precise control, it steadily hovered in the air. Panels on the ground lifted with the dragon as if there were strings connecting them.


      As they did, they arranged to resemble mountains. The dragon nimbly flew around all of them. This is fun. As I watched Strath, my opinion of him rose even higher as he demonstrated precise mana control that would impress any sorcerer. However, this wasn’t the end of his demonstration.


      Strath blew dust upward from the ground. The panels fell down, and Strath created a dirt tornado that he directed toward the dragon. Oh no, it’s going to be blown away! Despite the fact that this dragon looked very silly, I felt attached to it. I’d needlessly worried for the dragon’s safety, though, as it rode the whirlwind with ease, elegantly flying around it until it landed.


      “Whoa!” I cheered.


      Satisfied with my reaction, Strath smiled.
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      “Not bad, right? So, how should I make it even better?” Strath asked confidently.


      The way he wore his pride so visibly was a little childish.


      “Hmm... Unfortunately, I can’t really think of anything.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “Well, I’d like to help you in some shape or form, so how about I improve your materials?”


      “Huh?” he asked.


      I’d already activated my earth sorcery, though. I began making panels that better resembled mountains. Then, I manifested a very intricately and accurately designed white dragon next to Strath’s. I created it to be a very thin metal with a hollow inside. It was a lot lighter than it seemed. To top things off, I added beautiful snow caps to the mountains, like Mount Everest. I thought they’d look perfect with the white dragon.


      “I’ll let you decide whether you’d like to use them,” I said. I bowed and offered him what I’d made.


      Strath didn’t usually seem especially happy, but he seemed to have an even more disgruntled look than usual as he accepted the white dragon from me.


      “Thanks...” he murmured as he stared at the white dragon’s face.


      “No problem,” I said, leaving him to his preparations.


      I thought that at this point I could finally take a breather. But I ended up working even more, and before I knew it, it was the night before the cultural festival.


      I walked through the inner courtyard of the school as the sunset cast long shadows across the ground. I let out a slight yawn and stretched. The city had been in full festival mode for days now, but the academy had been pretty lively too. The students hadn’t been able to relax since the instructors had been running around crazily. That being said, I didn’t dislike this feeling. It was perfect for the night before—a night of excitement and anxiousness.


      I sat down on a bench and gazed at the academy as the sun dipped below the horizon. Some of the instructors were still rehearsing their demonstrations, and I could hear the sounds of people casting spells in the distance.


      Well it’s gonna get even busier tomorrow.


      An intense flash of light rose into the sky. The discharged electricity boomed and looked like a lightning bolt.


      “Lightning sorcery? It seems that someone’s gotten ahead.”


      I’d taught the basics in my class, but nothing further, meaning that whoever was responsible for this had used their own strength to progress. I couldn’t have been prouder. I wanted to improve sorcery, make it stronger, and encourage the creation of new spells, and this cultural festival was an important first step. If I could inspire even a few sorcerers from other countries to emulate what they saw here and be more creative, then they’d take large strides over the next year.


      “I can’t wait,” I said to myself as the stars began to shine.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 7: Day One of the Cultural Festival


      The next morning, Glen once again called me to his office. Instructors didn’t have to teach classes during the cultural festival, so everyone who wasn’t doing a presentation today should have been enjoying a nice day off—including me. Naturally, I found myself a bit peeved as I walked into his office, but Glen met my gaze timidly.


      “Don’t be so angry,” he said.


      “I don’t believe I’ve said anything about my emotional state yet.”


      “Yes, but your expression says it all. Good morning, Aoi.”


      “Good morning, Headmaster Glen.”


      After we exchanged belated morning greetings, Glen took out a letter.


      “Well, I’m sorry this is so sudden, but...” He paused for a moment “Rumors about you have spread far and wide, especially in the six great countries. But it seems that the information circulating in the farthest nation from us, the dwarven country of Gransanth, is a bit incomplete.”


      “Gransanth? That’s where Elisa’s from, right?”


      Glen opened the letter and gave a tepid response. “Hmm? Well, yes. Out of the six great countries, Gransanth is the one that has made the slowest progress with sorcery. On the other hand, it is the premier country for sorcery tool development. Since Gransanth focuses more on tools, that may explain why its rulers haven’t shown much interest in you...at least until now. Here,” he said, pointing to a passage from the letter. “The king of Gransanth is interested in you, and he’d like to know if you really possess as much strength as you’re rumored to have. Despite his age, he has a very childlike sense of curiosity. When I became headmaster, he asked to see my abilities for himself and wouldn’t take no for an answer. As one of the financial backers of this school, he’s requesting to confirm your strength with his own eyes.”


      “What exactly would he like me to do? Wouldn’t attending my presentation at the cultural festival be sufficient?” I asked.


      Glen stroked his beard. “Well, Gransanth is famous for making weapons and armor of the highest quality. For example, the mithril shields forged by its smiths are crafted so well that they can somehow reflect various types of sorcery, and its full-body armor is greatly fire-resistant. The king of Gransanth himself uses the best armor and weapons his people have forged, and he wants to test them against you.”


      “And he intends to do so by...having me attack him with sorcery?” Is he insane?


      Glen sighed seeing my skeptical gaze toward him and shook his head from side to side. “You may have heard this already, but being a sorcerer in Gransanth grants far less prestige than does in other countries. Historically, Gransanth’s powerful weapons have leveled the playing field in battles against countries that prioritize sorcery. For that reason, the king is most likely aiming to use the rumors about you to his advantage.”


      “How so?”


      “If the king is able to completely block the sorcery of someone who’s garnered the attention of every country, then...”


      “It’ll essentially advertise Gransanth’s strength to the entire world.”


      “Precisely.” Glen shrugged his shoulders helplessly, but I found myself smiling.


      “I must say that I’m quite interested in seeing just how powerful and durable Gransanth’s weapons and armor are, since the king has this much confidence in them,” I said to myself.


      Glen let out a yelp that almost sounded like a frog croaking.


      “W-Wait, Aoi! You heard the first part of what I said, right? They don’t have a full picture of your strength! They have no idea how much worse you are than they could have imagined!”


      “That’s not a very nice way to characterize me.”


      “Please forgive me!” Glen stood up and placed the letter on his desk. “Every king constantly thinks about what will benefit their country the most. It’s only natural that the king of Gransanth would see this event as an opportunity to shine a spotlight on his country’s industries.”


      “Well, if he’s using this situation to his advantage, then so will I. Surely he won’t object to me testing the strength of his country’s masterpieces.”


      “I think he will...” Glen said, taken aback.


      “I’m just kidding. Well, with that out of the way, Speyside’s presentation is this afternoon, and I think I’d like to see it.”


      “There’s plenty of time until then.”


      “Knowing him, I’m sure he’s already there, checking over everything for the umpteenth time.”


      “True. He’s very diligent.”


      After excusing myself, I left Glen’s office. One of the instructors I assisted should be doing their presentation this morning. I’m going to be busier than I expected.


      I began walking more quickly.


      ◇


      The cultural festival had totally transformed the academy, and there were scores of people milling about the campus. To handle the flow of people, all four of the academy gates, which were usually closed to any nonacademy personnel, were now open.


      I’d thought I’d seen the academy busy during classes when there were a lot of students walking around, but this was on a different level. People of all different ages, wearing a wide variety of outfits, wandered about while admiring the courtyard and buildings.


      Since the campus was fairly large, I hadn’t anticipated much crowding even if there were a lot of guests. To my surprise, though, the school looked even busier than the main street of the city had yesterday.


      I heard excited chatter coming from the garden and found rows of outdoor stalls there. This felt less like an academy event and more like some kind of huge holiday celebration, especially given the spectrum of ages in the throng.


      “Whoa! Is this really Fiddich Academy? It’s my first time here!” a child yelled.


      I saw a boy, maybe five years old, with his hair tied up. He looked around the academy, enraptured. I debated telling him that the academy wasn’t always this loud and festive, but I decided against it to avoid spoiling his fun.


      “Do you think I’ll go to school here too someday?” he asked a slightly plump, bearded man.


      “If you have a talent for sorcery, then maybe.”


      “Talent?” he asked, tilting his head.


      He just smiled in response. I was considering chiming in to show him the basics of sorcery when high-pitched laughter rang out.


      “You’re so dumb. If you had talent, you’d already know the basics of sorcery. When I was five, I could cast two elementary spells. What can you do right now?” a young girl taunted. She was about six or seven, with wavy blonde hair.


      The girl spoke with the childish lack of a filter, showing the boy no respect despite the fact that she was barely older than he was. She was trying to dash his hopes for the future with cutting words. I felt bad for the boy; he’d come to the cultural festival to have fun, not be berated like this. I opened my mouth to give an encouraging speech and make sure his dreams wouldn’t be crushed, but before I could, the boy spoke up himself.


      “H-How do you know if I have talent or not?” he huffed bitterly. “Maybe I can...” At first, he spoke very passionately, but he slowly lost steam as fear spread across his face.


      A man with blond locks tied behind his head and wearing a white cape came up behind the girl. He looked over the young boy’s clothes and let out a short, mocking chuckle.


      “You’re a commoner, aren’t you? Maybe the son of a merchant or something. Pittie, you mustn’t bully the weak. One’s bloodline is very important for becoming a sorcerer, but shoving that reality in his face is too cruel.”


      Pittie smiled derisively just like the older man. “Yes, father. But isn’t it good that he learns this truth now rather than later?”


      “Well, that’s true. Ha ha ha!”


      The boy was on the verge of tears. Perhaps able to tell that the man with the cape was of higher status than him, he turned toward the chubby man. But in this society, standing up to nobles as a commoner wasn’t possible, so the chubby man simply lowered his head and silently made the young boy bow too.


      “Wait a minute,” I blurted out. I’d intended to only speak to the two men and their children, but my interjection had attracted the eyes of everyone in the area.


      “Who are you? Do you perhaps have an opinion on this?” the blond man asked under the facade of a gentlemanly smile.


      The chubby man frantically waved for me to stop, but the boy like he was desperately clinging on to hope, which spurred me to continue.


      I looked at Pittie and then at the man with the tawny hair. “Anyone can become a sorcerer. Talent is unnecessary.”


      The eyes of the man and the girl grew wide and then immediately narrowed in sync, while the boy’s expression brightened.


      The blond man exaggeratedly shook his head and sighed. “Are you telling this boy a lie out of pity? You might think you’re doing him a favor, but it’ll only hurt him more when he realizes the truth. He might desperately try to become a sorcerer despite being incapable. After he wastes all that time and effort on something that was always impossible for him, he’ll realize the truth too late. How do you think he’ll feel then? You probably didn’t even consider that. If it were me, I couldn’t bear to be as cruel as you.”


      Pittie scoffed. “It’s just as father says. All nobles are able to use sorcery because we’ve inherited it. That means anyone who doesn’t awaken to their sorcery abilities as a child simply doesn’t have the talent. That much is common sense, or did you not know that?” she jeered.


      “That’s not common sense at all. It’s ignorance.”


      As I refuted her words, the chubby man ran over to me, grabbed me by the shoulder, and brought his face close.


      “L-Look, just apologize and say you were wrong! I’ll apologize with you! Or at least bow your head, and I’ll apologize for you!” he hissed, putting his hand on my back. His face was as pale as a sheet as he turned to the other man and dipped into a deep bow. “I-I’m so terribly sorry! Being a sorcerer is every commoner’s dream! Even as a child, I wanted to be one and desperately tried to cast spells! Regrettably, my bloodline wasn’t as grand as a noble’s, so I was never successful! But of course I wasn’t! One must have a pure bloodline like yours!” he said, forcing himself to smile while appeasing the noble.


      The blond man was probably right that this man was a merchant, and both he and Pittie seemed to calm down a little after hearing the man’s apology. However, the young boy’s countenance had darkened. This was typically what living in noble society was like. Commoners had to be careful of angering those above them even while nobles regarded them with disgust. As unfair as it was, this kind of behavior was probably second nature for them. However, it wasn’t something I was willing to accept.


      “I appreciate you trying to cover for me, but they misunderstand sorcery,” I explained. “I’m not sure which country their thinking is from, but—”


      “You’d best not finish that thought,” the golden-haired man warned, cutting me off. His cold eyes told me he’d lost his patience. Meanwhile, Pittie’s face was red with anger. “It’s a bit late for introductions, but I’m Vick Duffton, a count from the Kingdom of Karvun. I’m known as the sorcerer count of the central area, and our house has produced many court sorcerers. So it goes without saying that we’re not only talented at sorcery, but we’re also very knowledgeable about it. We’re confident that we’re just as well-versed as any instructor at Fiddich.”


      Vick continued to drone on about his house. I wasn’t sure how he expected me to react to his claims of sorcery expertise.


      “I’m sure that everything you’ve just said must be very impressive to some people. But given your position, shouldn’t you feel all the more embarrassed about being so blatantly wrong, especially with so many VIPs from across the continent present at the academy? You’re essentially putting your shameful lack of knowledge on display for all to see.”


      I’m genuinely worried about what people will think of their house if their lack of knowledge gets exposed.


      Vick flew into a rage. “Know your place, woman! If you’re so confident, how about you prove your position? Teach this brat sorcery right now if you’re so sure!”


      “It’s too late to regret your words now, uggo,” Pittie said, using a word totally unbecoming of a noble.


      I wasn’t especially hung up on my appearance, but something about being called an “uggo” really irritated me.


      “In that case, I’ll make some time for an impromptu lesson now. I’ll teach... What’s your name?” I asked, shifting my gaze to the young boy.


      “M-Martin,” he responded with trembling shoulders.


      “Thank you very much. I’ll give a simple explanation of the basics of sorcery to Martin, who’d like to attend Fiddich next year,” I told the prideful man. Then, I turned to Martin once more. “First, it’s wrong that one is either born with the talent to be a sorcerer or not. The first step to unlocking sorcery is being able to precisely sense mana or feel the mana in your own body. The easiest way to do that is by using a sorcery tool.” I brought out a small, pen-like device. “This is a sorcery tool that doesn’t need much mana to function. Inside is a magic circle inscribed to cast a spell named Light. Can you hold this and say ‘Light,’ Martin?”


      This was a sorcery tool that I’d personally created, and I’d built it to shed light over the largest area possible with the greatest efficiency. It also required so little mana that even the rabbits around here would have enough to activate it, if they could speak. Depending on the incantation, the spell could grow many times brighter too.


      Martin took the sorcery tool from me and hesitantly repeated the name of the spell. A bright light emanated from the object and illuminated the whole area.


      “Wh-What is this light?!” someone exclaimed.


      “This is sorcery! I can really use it!” Martin cheered.


      When the light dimmed, I spoke again. “Did you feel your mana?”


      Martin nodded and raised his head. “Yes!”


      He wasn’t looking at me straight. Oops. Seems like his eyes are still recovering from the bright light. But after a moment, he ran over to the chubby man happily.


      “Dad, I can go to the academy!”


      “That’s amazing, Martin,” his father said, his voice a mix of happiness and shock. “You’re going to be the first sorcerer from our household.”


      “Yeah!”


      Several other onlookers began to smile at the heartwarming scene.


      Vick was fuming. “That’s cheating!” he yelled. “Anyone can use a sorcery tool! Are you really trying to fool me with such a cheap trick?!”


      “I cheated? It’s impossible to use either a sorcery tool or sorcery without harnessing your mana. Therefore, since everyone has mana, anyone who can use a sorcery tool should be able to use sorcery too. But if you don’t believe me, I’ll prove it. Martin, how about we try an incantation? Try imagining small flames.”


      I taught Martin a simple three-verse incantation that focused on efficiency and minimizing mana usage. Martin followed along eagerly and then repeated what I’d told him.


      “Light,” he said. The spell activated, and a light much brighter than what had come from the sorcery tool flashed for a moment.


      “Th-That’s not possible!” Vick exclaimed.


      Cheers and applause from those around us drowned out Vick’s protests, leaving him at a loss for words.


      It was time to drive my point home. “I’ll repeat myself once more: Talent is irrelevant for becoming a sorcerer. Becoming one of the most prominent sorcerers in the world does require both talent and effort, though.”


      Vick gritted his teeth.


      “I won’t forget you defying my father, uggo! Don’t you know what’ll happen to you?!” Pittie screamed. She was so angry that tears had formed in her eyes.


      “No clue, but I’ll look forward to it,” I said. “And I will remember the way you two have rudely spoken to me.”


      Pittie opened her mouth as if she wanted to say more, but Vick noticed the disapproving looks of the crowd and stopped her. “It’s okay, Pittie. It’s a waste of time to spend any more words on these lowborns. Let’s go.”


      “Yes, father...” Pittie said obediently, growing cognizant herself of the awkward social situation.


      Though she was so young, she seemed to have the understanding that she shouldn’t make more of a scene to preserve her family’s honor. I guess she’s been properly raised as a noble. She did click her tongue at me as she left, though, so her upbringing clearly had room for improvement.


      After they left, the crowd cheered.


      “That was amazing!”


      “C-Can I become a sorcerer too?!”


      “I feel like I can breathe again!”


      “You’re pretty impressive too, kid! You’re gonna become an amazing sorcerer!”


      Before long, a mass of people had surrounded the boy and me.


      “Please let me through. My colleague is preparing for his presentation,” I said, trying unsuccessfully to extricate myself. As I tried to figure out how to get to my destination, someone called out to me.


      “Hey! You’re the rumored new instructor at Fiddich!”


      “Oh, of course! Fiddich’s instructors really are amazing, huh?!”


      Now that the people had recognized me, everyone began clamoring even more.


      “The name’s James by the way. Please follow me,” Martin’s father said. He and Martin walked over to me, and the boy took me by the hand. The two of them led me to the back of the school building. “Coming through! Sorry, she’s in a rush!” James called out as he pushed through the crowd.


      I followed without argument, appreciative of their help. After emerging from the horde of people, we stopped beneath a tree in the courtyard.


      “Thank you very much for helping me out of there,” I said, relieved to be free from the crush.


      “Oh, no, please allow me to thank you!” James replied. “Martin has always wanted to be a sorcerer, but there’s never been one in our family before. I thought it would be impossible, so thank you so much. I’m a bit worried that we’ve earned a grudge from Lord Vick, though...”


      I smiled reassuringly. “It’ll be all right. Status means nothing here at Fiddich Academy. I’m sure our headmaster, Glen, will make everything right. Please rest assured.” Since Glen was famous across the continent, I suspected invoking him would help to convince them.


      “Oh, I see. I’ve heard that the headmaster is very influential even with the royal families of other countries. Fiddich Academy truly is special, huh?” As expected, he seemed relieved.


      Martin looked at me nervously. “U-Um, can I really enter Fiddich Academy?”


      “Yes, of course! If you’d like, please come for a tour sometime. I’ll be sure to let the headmaster know.”


      “You mean it?!”


      Martin’s bowed head tilted upward, his eyes radiating anticipation. I nodded at him before looking at James.


      “This is unrelated to the events today, but my goal is to increase the number of people who can use sorcery, so I’d be very grateful if you could introduce me to some good merchants, especially ones who conduct business on an individual basis and don’t belong to a large company. Do you perhaps know anyone like that?”


      Up until now, James had struck me as a very gentle person, but he broke into a fiercely determined smile. “Leave it to me! I’m not a big deal yet, but I do run a business called James’ Trading Company, and I have a pretty decent outlet in this city. If I can pay you back even a little bit, I’ll do everything in my power to help.”


      “That’s quite reassuring. In that case, I apologize, but I already have a task for you. I’d like to begin selling the sorcery tool I showed you earlier. I think if regular people get their hands on them, the number of sorcerers is sure to increase. Eventually, I’m sure that there will be demand from other countries as well.”


      “P-Please wait a second.” James said, raising his hands. “You have more of that wonderful sorcery tool from earlier? Are you planning to rent them out? I don’t know if commoners will have enough money to buy them...” James said.


      I waved off his concerns. “Oh, no. I’m the one making it, so I don’t mind selling it for the same price as the raw materials. I suppose that it’s about as expensive as...” I looked around for a good example and pointed. “The cost of five meat skewers from that stall over there.”


      James froze for a few seconds in bewilderment and then burst out laughing.


      “Ha ha ha! Please forgive my rudeness. I can’t let you sell these at a loss. Allow me to secure a supplier who sells the materials for a cheap price. After we figure out the cost for the parts, we can figure out how to make a profit. We’ll take a small cut of the profits, but the rest will be all yours.”


      If he could get raw materials at wholesale prices, that would be better than my proposed approach. I also realized that I’d be introducing something quite new to the market. Most of the items known as sorcery tools were relics, and thus very precious. That meant that only extremely simple sorcery tools would be affordable enough to distribute on a wide scale.


      Before I left, I made sure to properly introduce myself to James. I walked away thrilled, having unexpectedly discovered a way to advance my plan of increasing the population of sorcerers.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 8: Speyside’s Presentation


      The school’s five plazas had even more stalls set up, and they were swarmed by people. A portion of the general instructors, and all the upper-level instructors, would give their presentations in the central plaza at the end of the morning and end of the afternoon. The other general instructors, as well as the students, would primarily give their demonstrations in the east, west, north, and south plazas, though they could sometimes use the central plaza when it was free. Glen typically did the very last presentation of the cultural festival on the final day, but he’d scheduled me to do it this year instead.


      He’d likely done this as a way to introduce me to the dignitaries as a new upper-level instructor. I was grateful that I was going last, though, because it gave me the opportunity to walk around and enjoy the cultural festival until the very end.


      As I walked through the west plaza, I noticed that some of the stores from the city had stalls here, and some of the employees working there were familiar.


      “Oh, that’s Boss Aoi!”


      “Really?!”


      “You here to look around, boss lady?!”


      Members of the Nevis Family and the White Ash were grilling meat and selling trinkets. The crowd began to buzz as they heard these men with frightening faces call out my name. I walked up to my ruffian subordinates and spoke to them softly.


      “Please mind your manners and don’t speak so loudly with so many people here. What are you all doing here?” I asked.


      One of them pointed at all the people gathered in the central plaza. “The cultural festival’s the best time to make money.”


      “But this year’s been a little rough.”


      “I’m glad to see that your businesses seem to be above-board. How can business be rough with all these people around, though?”


      I couldn’t imagine them not raking in cash given how many people were on the campus right now.


      “Well, usually we buy up spots around the academy and sell them to companies who want them. We do especially well with foreign companies because they’ll pay a premium. A booth at the cultural festival is a perfect opportunity to advertise themselves. Usually we make a killing, but this year hasn’t been going too great.”


      “Yeah, the companies this year are all cheapskates. So we decided we’d end up makin’ more money running businesses on our own.”


      “After a day or so, the companies might feel like payin’ up too.”


      I patiently listened as the members of the two families explained the situation to me. So they usually sell these spaces off, but they’re having trouble finding buyers this year? That’s certainly strange. I would think that companies would jump at the opportunity to purchase these spots. There must be a good reason. As curious as I was, it wasn’t my job to look into any of this, so I put it out of my mind.


      “I think it’s better that you earn your money in an honest way like this. I hope you have good sales,” I said encouragingly.


      “Right...” one of the men replied with a dry smile.


      I felt bad leaving without buying anything, so I made sure to purchase an item from each of their stalls.


      ◇


      I’d gotten quite distracted solving the confrontation between the two families, and as a result I found myself in a race against time to get to my next destination. As I made my way to the back of the central plaza, I found Speyside standing in front of the equipment I’d built for him.


      “Oh, Professor Aoi. I’m glad you’re here. Can you give me advice on where to place all of these?”


      I looked around the plaza. There was plenty of room for the demonstration, but the ground was very flat.


      “How about you use earth sorcery to make mounds across the area when you begin the presentation? I think it will be most effective if you set the lighting elements over there,” I said, pointing. “I’ll help set up the rest of the stage while you do that.”


      “All right. Thank you.”


      After a quick planning session, we jumped to handling our respective tasks in perfect sync, as if a bell had signaled us to begin.


      Speyside walked out in front of the gathering crowd bowed with elegance. Though these moves were undoubtedly second nature to him as a noble, he seemed even more graceful on the stage. As everyone focused on him, Speyside smiled and launched into his opening spiel.


      “Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Speyside Ohde, and I teach water sorcery at Fiddich Academy. For my presentation, I will perform sorcery that requires very fine and precise control of mana. Please pay close attention so as to not miss any of the small details.”


      I was impressed by how good Speyside was at public speaking. He addressed the crowd with even more boldness than he had in his normal speech.


      “Now then, let’s set the stage,” he said.


      Speyside began an earth sorcery incantation. Countless mounds of dirt began to push upward around the plaza, carefully curated so that Speyside remained visible to everyone on the stage in the center. After I confirmed that he was done with his first step, I cast a wind spell surreptitiously.


      “Airplane.”


      The colored glass we’d prepared began floating through the air and settled into place around the plaza. Everyone began cheering, thinking that Speyside had done this as part of his performance.


      “Now then, it’s finally time for some water sorcery. Try not to blink,” he said, with a teasing smirk. His cocky line irritated me a little bit, but I decided to let it go.


      “Magic Night,” I said, adding another spell to help him make everything look even better. Heavy clouds formed a few dozen feet above the plaza, shrouding it in shadows.


      Speyside finished his own spell and water began springing up around him in numerous thin jets. I then proceeded to combine fire and water sorcery into a spell that created light.


      “Limelight.”


      Light reflected off of the set pieces of colored glass, vividly coloring the water that Speyside had produced. This phantasmal scene evoked gasps and shouts of awe from the audience. Speyside continued the show for a few minutes longer, clearly elated by their praise. At the end, he was soaked but he bowed with the grace of a first-class showman as the curtains fell.


      It was a very good presentation, and a difficult one too. He’d needed to precisely control multiple jets of water, including the amount of liquid, the force of their streams, and their trajectories. I heard later that this was many people’s favorite demonstration.


      ◇


      After Speyside’s presentation, I began exploring the rest of the cultural festival. I knew that during the event Glen had been showing various royal figures around the school, but I hadn’t run into any of them yet. I had no clue where the headmaster was taking them. As I wandered around, someone called out my name.


      “Professor Aoi!”


      “Yes?”


      I turned around to see Ayle, Liz, and Belle. They were snacking on meat skewers and bread. Out of everyone I’d come across so far, it looked like they were enjoying the festival the most.


      “Hello. Are you three having fun?” I asked.


      “Yes! We were with Shenley in the morning, but she’s apparently meeting up with her father for the afternoon,” Ayle said.


      “Oh really? Hmm... Do you know where they are?”


      “Huh? Uh, I think I remember her mentioning something about the central plaza...” she replied, looking upward as she tried to recall the details.


      “Thank you. I’m a little concerned, so I’m going to check on them.”


      I took my leave and the girls didn’t follow, perhaps sensing that I needed to handle this situation on my own.


      ◇


      I headed over to the central plaza and I noticed that there were more people here than there had been before, which was unusual because the most recent upper-level instructor’s presentation had already ended.


      As I got closer, I realized that aside from the townspeople and tourists from other countries there were also knights wearing armor and foreign sorcerers in robes. I wondered at first if a different upper-level instructor had started their presentation early and attracted the crowd.


      “Oh, Aoi,” Glen said, calling out to me.


      “Headmaster Glen. Are you in the middle of your tour?”


      Glen nodded. I knew most of the people in the group behind him, like Middleton, Leah, Diageo, and Ramsey. But there was also a short man with a black beard and a blond, chubby man. Since all the people who I knew were political leaders from the great countries, I figured that the two who I didn’t recognize likely were as well.


      “Nice to see you again, Professor Aoi,” Middleton said, greeting me with a big grin.


      “Hello, Professor Aoi,” Leah said with a smile.


      “Hello again,” I replied.


      Ramsey spoke next. “Lady Aoi. I’m glad to see you again.”


      “Thank you again for your help last month,” Diageo said.


      “I’m glad to see the two of you again,” I replied.


      Ramsey shot Middleton, Leah, and Diageo a sideways glance and then turned to me with a fierce enthusiasm. “I hear that Felter’s going to be doing his presentation in the eastern courtyard tomorrow afternoon. I’m thinking of participating. I’d like to have my bout with you as well, but what do you think?” he boldly asked.


      Diageo shifted nervously. “Marquess Ramsey... Are you planning on fighting Lady Aoi?”


      Ramsey raised an eyebrow. “Yes. I’ve heard she’s strong and even beat Felter. I’d like to have a match against her without any large-scale sorcery. To be honest, I wouldn’t even mind if she and Felter fought me at the same time. Then again, the rumor goes that she’s strong enough to defeat a dragon on her own. I’d love to fight her one-on-one when she’s in peak form,” he said, looking delighted by the idea.


      The creases in Diageo’s brow significantly deepened. “I...would truly reconsider if I were you.”


      Ramsey folded his arms and puffed out his chest. “It doesn’t matter what you say. My pride as the strongest fighter in my country is on the line. For the honor of Bushmills, I can’t allow myself to lose,” he said, his voice booming with confidence.


      Diageo’s eyes filled with pity. “I...would truly reconsider wagering your country’s name,” he muttered, looking very conflicted.


      Middleton and Leah both seemed a little amused by this interaction. Then, the man with the black beard strode forward, laughing.


      “Well, well, I’m glad that you’re all enjoying yourselves so much. You’re the famous upper-level instructor, Aoi Konominato, right? I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. I’m Grant Highriver, the king of the Kingdom of Gransanth,” he said in a very friendly tone.


      “Thank you for your kind introduction. As you’ve already figured out, I’m Aoi Konominato. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”


      Oh, right. Gransanth. That’s where Elisa’s from. There aren’t many students from Gransanth at Fiddich, and Elisa’s the only instructor I’m aware of from there.


      Taking that into consideration, it made sense why Gransanth was the country furthest behind in terms of sorcery. Glen that they produce the best weapons and armor, but I wonder if that’s true.


      My eyes then fell on the last person in the group, the blond chubby man. He met my gaze.


      “Guess I’m last. I’m Roulette Black, a duke from the Kingdom of Karvun and the younger brother of the current king. I’ve heard a lot about you, but I only believe what I can see with my own two eyes. I’m looking forward to your presentation on the last day of the festival,” he said, narrowing his eyes as he assessed me.


      Well, I guess he’s a duke and I’m a commoner, so his attitude toward me isn’t all that unusual.


      “Though that wasn’t the politest introduction...thank you nonetheless.”


      Roulette’s face slightly stiffened and I saw Leah quickly turn around, trying to stifle a laugh. Glen simply began cradling his head in his hands.


      ◇


      After I finished greeting the nobles and royalty from all of the different countries, I craned my head, scanning the crowd for Shenley. As I did so, Grant called out to me.


      “So what brings you here?” he asked cheerfully. “I thought maybe you came here to watch one of your peers’ presentations, but the upper-level instructor’s presentation already concluded.”


      “Oh, I’m actually looking for a student of mine by the name of Shenley. She should be with her father, but I can’t seem to find her.”


      “Oh, I see. It’s wonderful how much you care for your students. But that’s not a particularly pressing matter, right?”


      Okay, kind of a strange question to ask. I think he’s trying to get at something.


      “I’m sorry, but I’m concerned about Shenley, so this is a pressing matter to me.”


      Grant’s eyes widened at my blunt rebuttal. Glen smiled rigidly from behind him.


      “I hope you all enjoy the festival. Goodbye,” I said, bowing before turning on my heels.


      Glen can deal with these important guests. I have my own important duties to attend to. I decided to search for Shenley in the east courtyard next, but there were too many people to be able to pick her out. I guess it can’t really be helped, since the campus is so mobbed right now.


      As I anxiously walked around, I noticed a familiar person leaning against the wall of the school building. Oh, that’s Gaiya. He’s got a drink in his hand, and he’s just observing the crowd.


      “Hello, Gaiya,” I said.


      “Hmm? Oh, hello, Ms. Witch of the Academy.”


      “Please don’t call me that,” I warned.


      He scoffed. “Need somethin’?”


      “No, not really...” Oh, wait. He’s the guy who said he has all sorts of information. Maybe he can tell me what I want to know. “Actually, there is one thing. I’m looking for a student of mine, Shenley, and her father, Viscount Rosentiel. Do you know where I might find them?”


      Gaiya folded his arms and hummed. “Hmm... Dunno them. But if you give a good description of them to the Nevis Family or another group, they can let you know when they find them. In places with a lotta people, there’s power in numbers.”


      “I see. In that case, I’ll try finding someone from the Nevis Family. I wonder if they’re still at their stall.” I began surveying the area.


      “By the way, it seems like there are a lot of interesting plans being set in motion for the tail end of the cultural festival,” Gaiya said.


      “There are?” I asked, turning around to face him.


      He smirked. “Yep. And at the center of all these plots is you.”


      “Me?” I asked, confused.


      Gaiya shrugged. “The things you consider normal appear extraordinary to others. Even from the information I have on you, I don’t think you’re normal at all. Right now, the thing I’m most curious about is how amazing your supposed teacher, the elf Owain Millers, is.”


      “You know about Owain? Did you hear about him from Headmaster Glen?” I hadn’t expected his information collection abilities to be so effective.


      “I can’t reveal my sources. Otherwise I’d go outta business,” Gaiya said, flashing his teeth. He pointed toward the school building. “You’ll find what you’re lookin’ for over there.”


      “Huh?” I followed his finger and saw Shenley. Standing next to her was her father, Auld Quaker Rosentiel. Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. “Gaiya, didn’t you say you didn’t know who they are?”


      But as I turned back to face him, he’d already begun walking away. What a crafty person. Right now my priority is checking on Shenley and her father, though.


      While things seemed to be a little awkward between the father-daughter pair, Shenley was doing her best to point out things around at the school. Auld, to his credit, seemed to be making an effort to interact with Shenley. I still wasn’t sure why he was here, but I at least was confident that he wasn’t planning anything nefarious for Shenley.


      “Hello,” I called out.


      “P-Professor Aoi!” Shenley said, looking up joyfully.


      “Hmm? Oh, it’s you.” Though Auld seemed to be a little surprised, his tone wasn’t adversarial.


      “Nice to see you again, Auld,” I replied.


      Auld bowed to me as if he were dealing with a noble. “I apologize for my behavior in Maple Leaf. I trust my daughter with you, Professor Aoi.”


      I was a little put off by his sudden attitude shift, but I still managed to nod. “You seem...different.”


      “I’ve reflected on a lot since your visit, and I’ve tried to change. I’m thinking of expanding from focusing solely on healing sorcery to other sorceries as well. With that in mind, I wanted to see how much Shenley has learned.”


      Hearing that made me happy. “I see. Well, on the last day of the festival, Shenley will be doing a presentation, so please be sure to stop by.”


      Auld looked at Shenley with surprise. “You’re presenting?”


      Oh, she didn’t tell him? Shenley began to frantically glance between me and Auld.


      “I-It won’t just be me. I’m doing a presentation with some other students in Professor Aoi’s class,” she said, trying to downplay her role.


      “Understood. I will be there,” he said. He wore a stern expression as if he were going into war. It was so overly serious that I couldn’t hold back a slight smile.


      “I think you will get a good idea of Shenley’s capabilities as a sorcerer. Please look forward to it,” I said.


      For some reason, Shenley had gone pale. She was holding her face and looked like she was about to let loose a wail like Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 9: Social Gathering


      Glen had asked me to come to a social gathering with the representatives of each country tonight. Given how I’d talked over Grant before he could have a conversation with me, I felt a bit compelled to show up. Before the time for the gathering came around, though, I ran into Glen and the royals when I went to the central plaza to see the last upper-level instructor presentation of the day. I guess he’s been giving them a tour for the whole day.


      “Oh, Aoi,” Glen said, waving both of his hands. Everyone in the group stared at me.


      “Looks like I made it in time for the presentation,” I said.


      Middleton nodded. “Sir Foar is the last one to go today. I’m looking forward to it. What a great way to end today’s presentations.”


      “He’s an upper-level instructor for water sorcery, right?”


      “Oh, right. He’s a count from the Holy Maple Leaf Empire.”


      As the nobles and royal members spoke among themselves, Leah moved next to me. “I’ve heard that Rox is doing a presentation,” she whispered.


      “Yes, Rox, Shenley, and some others will be doing a presentation in the northern plaza. It’ll be in the afternoon of the last day.”


      “The last day? I’m looking forward to it.”


      As I had a surprisingly normal parent-teacher conversation with Leah, the bell rang, signaling the beginning of today’s final presentation. Foar slowly came out, and the crowd’s eyes trained on him. He was wearing his usual black robe and he peered out at the crowd with his trademark sharp gaze.


      “I’m Foar Pelno Rozes, an upper-level instructor at Fiddich. I will now begin my water sorcery presentation,” he said, speaking much more politely than usual.


      Foar raised both of his hands and brought them in front of him. It reminded me of a surgeon from a TV show I’d watched back on Earth.


      I don’t think I’ve heard what kind of presentation he’s doing. I know he’s pretty much been holed up in his research room. Maybe he’s going to be presenting an original spell.


      “The spell I am about to present is one that I developed only recently. I will now begin.” He started chanting the incantation.


      “Oh! An original spell!”


      “As expected of an upper-level instructor.” Exclamations of wonder rippled through the onlookers.


      I guess they don’t get to see original spells too often, but it’s not like they’re actually rare or anything. I think most people simply avoid showing their original spells.


      “Earth Wall.”


      The fact that Foar had cast earth sorcery rather than water snapped me out of my thoughts. A wall of earth over a meter thick began to form as the crowd let out more gasps.


      Foar silently touched the earthen wall. “Typically, thick walls of earth or rocks can stop water sorcery in its tracks, or at least alter the flow. One of the challenges of water sorcery is that the more you focus the stream, the more difficult it becomes to precisely control. Conversely, the more you spread the water out, the easier it is to control. Or at least, that’s the typical belief.”


      Some people nearby nodded with agreement. I guess this is common sense for water sorcerers. After pausing a bit for the audience’s reactions, Foar began speaking once more.


      “However, this belief is incorrect, and I will now prove that with my sorcery.”


      The spectators buzzed. Foar began chanting an unfamiliar incantation, and I realized that he’d probably used what I’d taught him as a reference. When I’d come back from Maple Leaf, I’d talked with both Foar and Gleanorra about healing sorcery, but when I’d spoken with Foar, he’d also asked me questions of his own about other types of sorcery.


      During that time, I’d mentioned how I’d broken through the roof and walls of the Research Room in Maple Leaf, and he seemed to have understood the gist of my methods. The fact that he’d been able to put this incantation together in a single month through hard work genuinely impressed me.


      Foar brought his hands together and formed a sphere of water, which gradually compressed smaller and smaller. The audience watched with bated breath. I was sure they’d expected a gush or torrent of water. Instead, Foar pointed the now tiny ball of water at the wall.


      “Flash Flood.”


      A thin white light stretched out from Foar’s hand and pierced through the wall. It swerved to the left and then to the right, cleanly slicing the thick mound of earth in two.


      The top of the wall fell over, shaking the ground and leaving the spectators stunned.


      “What?!”


      “That sorcery just cut through that wall like it was nothing! It was as thick as a castle wall!”


      “I don’t think any armor could ever defend against that.”


      So many people in the crowd were chattering now, but all of the countries’ representatives standing near me simply watched with rapt attention, unable to say a word. Diageo looked over at me as if he were trying to imply something. Did he maybe hear about my water sorcery after I left?


      Foar had been able to focus the water into a two-meter long jet from his hand. The method with which he’d controlled it seemed similar to the way I did things, but not quite the same. As far as I could tell, he’d used one hand to manifest the water while using the other hand to control the mana flow and adjust the force and shape of the spell.


      Foar scanned the crowd once more and brought his presentation to an end.


      “I was only able to complete this spell thanks to a hint I received from a fellow upper-level instructor named Aoi. She will be doing the final presentation on the last day of the cultural festival. I’m looking forward to it, and you all should as well. Please be sure to attend.”


      Foar bowed and the crowd erupted into applause. At the same time, I felt a piercing gaze from Diageo.


      ◇


      I was in the academy’s drawing room, which could comfortably fit twenty people. The representatives of various countries had gathered inside. There were three kings: Middleton, Diageo, and Grant. Marquess Ramsey and Duke Roulette were here as well. In contrast, there were only two representatives from the school: Glen and me. I was the only person in the room without a status.


      The drawing room’s tables were arranged into one big U-shaped table, around which all of us sat. A fancy chandelier hung above us, and below us was a plush carpet. I felt really out of place, just like I had during my meeting with Rox’s parents.


      Leah and Fiore weren’t here, and apparently they were hanging out with each other. Since their sons were friends, they were close as well and had a lot to talk about.


      A knock sounded at the door. After a moment, a maid came in pushing a cart of food. She parked it in the space between the two sides of the U-shaped table. I was impressed that the academy had rearranged the room just to make it easier to serve us.


      The maids’ smooth and practiced movements as they laid out the table settings piqued my curiosity. Did we always have maids at Fiddich? Glen interrupted my thoughts. “I believe Isaac should be joining us shortly, but it’s already gotten quite late,” Glen said, seemingly unsure of whether he should start the dinner now.


      Is Isaac the representative from the Colt Highland Federation? If he is, then when he joins, that means that this room will officially be filled with representatives from all six great countries. In a sense, one could even call this a summit.


      As Glen hesitated on what to do, there was another knock at the door and a different maid entered.


      “Pardon the interruption, but Isaac Wolf Battler from the Colt Highland Federation has arrived.” She deeply bowed and stood to the side, ushering in a man with red hair.


      Isaac had a very distinctive beard, and he seemed a little exhausted. I guessed that he was probably in his late forties. He bowed to all of the other guests before entering the room.


      “It’s been too long, everyone,” he said with a smile. He then sat down at the empty chair across from me.


      “Sir Isaac! It’s good to see you again,” Middleton said.


      “I think it’s been quite some time since we last met,” Ramsey added.


      Isaac exchanged pleasantries with both of them, but then his eyes froze on me.


      “Might you be Professor Aoi Konominato?” he asked.


      “Oh, yes. That’s me.”


      Isaac grinned. “My children have been learning so much from you. I’m Colt and Ayle’s father.”


      I can see the resemblance. “Oh, you’re their father? Thank you for your polite introduction. Your children are very studious and well-behaved.”


      “Really?” he asked, slightly surprised. “It’s no excuse, but I haven’t been able to really take care of them too much because I’ve been busy with work. Last year, when they came home they seemed a little too...all over the place. It made me worry that they might be causing problems at school.” His response was very humble.


      “Oh, not at all. Please don’t worry. I’m serious when I say that they’re both very well-behaved kids. Colt does an especially good job of looking after others. He even intervened to help a junior student who was being bullied. Other instructors see him as a model student as well,” I said politely.


      I felt happy. This might have been the first time I’d been able to have a normal conversation with a parent.


      “That bullying wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with my idiot of a son, would it?” Middleton asked. “Maybe it’s best if we have a chat later, Sir Isaac.”


      “Oh, no. I’m sure it was just a bit of horseplay gone too far,” Isaac replied, timidly shaking his head.


      The others in the room who weren’t in the loop looked around at one another, but there was no need for Middleton and Isaac to go into the nitty-gritty of what had happened right now.


      Glen cleared his throat and changed the topic. “Ahem. I’m sure there’s much to talk about, but let’s begin with a toast. After that, we can immerse ourselves in conversation. How does that sound?” Glen asked.


      Middleton and the rest of the group nodded.


      “No objections here.”


      “Likewise.”


      “Perfect. I’ve been ready to eat.”


      “You’re still hungry, Lord Ramsey? I could have sworn I saw you eat all kinds of meat from the outdoor stalls.”


      “All of that was just an appetizer.”


      After Glen’s suggestion, the atmosphere in the room mellowed out, but there was still one question on my mind: Why had Glen called me here? I was sure I’d find out once the dinner commenced.


      ◇


      “As it stands, we’ve tried to mimic the educational structure of Fiddich in Colt Highland. We’ve adopted a system where the talented progress through the grades more quickly and students have to give a satisfactory final presentation in order to graduate. But no matter what we do, the overall proficiency of our sorcerers doesn’t seem to increase. How do the rest of you do it?” Isaac asked the others.


      “Some of our sorcerers are ahead of the curve. However, it’s all due to their own talents, and not our education methods,” Middleton answered. “The Kingdom of Karvun has a lot of unique sorcery methods, though. I believe that’s also due to the naturally talented sorcerers who come around once in a blue moon. Am I right?”


      “True. Each year, there’s usually someone who comes up with a new spell, but it’s always one of the same ten people. I guess on average, though, our Kingdom of Karvun is proudly at the forefront of sorcery,” Roulette said.


      “As for Gransanth... I don’t seem to recall us developing any new types of sorcery,” Grant said. “For us, the most important things are having earth sorcery to create our forges, fire sorcery to light them, and wind sorcery to maintain the fire.”


      The various countries began speaking plainly about their countries’ sorcery research. I made sure to pay close attention to this illuminating conversation. I was happy to be able to get a sense of what problems they had all that needed to be resolved.


      All of the representatives seemed to strongly believe that sorcery skills heavily depended on one’s latent talent. Gransanth also didn’t see much value in sorcery outside of what it could do for their smithing. I made a mental note to create a specific plan of action for each country before I visited them.


      Isaac turned to me. “I guess everyone is worried about the state of their sorcery research. Developing new sorcery is almost like fumbling around blindly in the dark. It’d be nice if there was a better way to conduct research.”


      Suddenly, everyone’s eyes turned to me. Glen was also looking at me expectantly. I was still in the middle of thinking, but I couldn’t very well stay quiet now. Without a choice, I decided to voice my current train of thought.


      “From what I’ve heard, everyone here has an incorrect but deeply entrenched understanding of sorcery. I believe that looking at things from a different perspective will yield greater results than you’d expect.”


      Middleton lifted one of his eyebrows, intrigued. “Oh? So what exactly about our understanding of sorcery needs to change? It sounds like you’re saying that we need to change our thinking in general.”


      Roulette nodded. “Right. It sounds to me like you’re saying that our fundamental thinking is wrong to begin with,” he said, slightly irritated.


      “Well, first, you’re incorrect in assuming that only certain people can become sorcerers. Anyone can become a sorcerer, just perhaps not one as proficient and excellent as your court sorcerers or Headmaster Glen.”


      Everyone’s eyes widened, but then Roulette scowled. “I believe that the representatives of other countries would agree with the stance of Karvun that it’s not possible for everyone to become a sorcerer. After all, there are people who can go their entire life without even being able to use a single elementary spell.” His tone was adversarial.


      Did I say something that upset him? “Oh, right,” I said as I remembered something. “I met a count from the Kingdom of Karvun by the name of Vick. He seemed to believe that only those of noble lineage could use sorcery. When I told him that anyone can be a sorcerer, he didn’t take it too well.”


      Roulette stared at me in disbelief. “Well, of course he didn’t. He’s been conducting sorcery experiments in Karvun for many years. He’s definitely a sorcery expert.”


      “However, if his understanding is incorrect, it could hinder the progress of sorcery research. If your facts are incorrect before you even begin your experiments, and you make those incorrect beliefs the foundation of your research, then it won’t go well.”


      Roulette’s visage filled with bewilderment, but he then cleared his throat as he noticed the looks of the other people present. “It seems like you’re quite confident in your opinion. Is there any way you can confirm your claims?”


      “Yes, of course. I actually did a demonstration for Count Vick. I believe that in the upcoming years, you’ll notice the number of sorcerers increasing as well, starting here in Winturbly.”


      Roulette let out a groan through his shut mouth.


      Middleton spoke up next. “Oh? So in other words, you’re saying that the number of sorcerers in Vahtedd will increase? How do you plan to accomplish that? If people who didn’t think they could become sorcerers are now going to be able to, that would be great news, even if it’s just one or two more sorcerers per year.”


      “Well, I’ll begin preparations this month and the next, so I don’t think there will be too many new sorcerers in that time period. However, from that point on, I plan to increase the number of sorcerers by at least ten per month. For the first month to month and a half of their training, they’ll just be learning the basics, so it will take at least half a year for them to learn intermediate- to advanced-level sorcery.”


      I gave a lower estimate than I really expected just in case things didn’t work out as planned, but everyone in the room was looking at me with incredulity. I began to explain about the sorcery tool I’d created that would help people learn that they could use sorcery.


      “And you’re saying that by using this specific sorcery tool, people can become sorcerers?”


      “No. Any sorcery tool will do, but the one I’ve made is the safest and most efficient one. I can also manufacture it very easily, so I might even be able to release it in all of your countries simultaneously if I tried.”


      Middleton’s smile froze on his face. Glen’s eyes were sparkling from this new information, but I had a feeling that he’d be clutching his head with worry in the near future. After all, if the sorcery tool was only released in the Kingdom of Vahtedd, it would give the country a great advantage. However, since all the heads of the great countries were here, this felt like a good opportunity to work on my goal of increasing the standards of sorcery worldwide.


      “How long does it take to make one of those sorcery tools, and how much does one cost?” Isaac asked with a serious expression.


      Though I’d expected at least one of the leaders to doubt me entirely, it seemed like they all surprisingly believed what I was saying.


      “It should only take one day—two days at most—to make one as long as I have the materials. I’ve enlisted the help of a certain trading company to assist me with procurement and distribution. The cost should be on the lower side. To be honest, I thought you wouldn’t believe me, so this reaction is unexpected,” I said.


      Isaac smirked. “If I’d heard this conversation without the information I know, I might have doubted you. However, Colt and Ayle send me a letter pretty much weekly, and I’ve learned from their experiences that you are, without a doubt, the greatest sorcerer in the world. While we might not have fully complete information on you yet, I’d like for our country to be the first to adopt your sorcery tools. In fact, I hope that other nations delay adopting your sorcery tools and fall behind because they doubt you,” he said jovially.


      “Thank you very much,” I said, finding a smile creeping onto my face as well.


      “Our country will be adopting them as well,” Ramsey said. “However, there’s no point if we get them but nobody can use them. Therefore, we’d like you to visit Bushmills to show us how to use it and give any other necessary instructions. I heard this morning that you’ve already visited Maple Leaf, so it’d be nice if you came to our country next.” Ramsey folded his arms and looked at me sternly.


      This was a very important development. I’d gotten it in my head that Ramsey was like Felter, where he only listened to those who were stronger than him. I’d expected to only get through to him after our duel, so I was surprised that he was acting like this now.


      “Of course, our duel’s still on the table,” he said with an intrepid grin. “I still have a personal interest in your strength and the way you fight. But regardless, there’ll be more sorcerers because of your sorcery tool, right? In that case, I’d like to bring it to our country to strengthen our people. There’s no way I’d let a valuable opportunity like this slip away.” Ramsey cheerfully began eating the remaining meat on his plate.


      Grant’s eyes glinted with excitement. “Oh, the potential! More sorcerers means more forges! Gransanth would also like the opportunity to purchase your sorcery tools. Of course, we’ll only do that after seeing them in action. What about you, Lord Roulette?”


      Roulette leaned back into his chair. I couldn’t read much into his expression. After falling into thought for a few seconds, he looked at me through narrowed eyes.


      “This is a difficult choice. If all of the countries plan to adopt these sorcery tools of yours, and they end up advancing far ahead, then that would put us at a great disadvantage. The gulf would only widen over time until it crippled our country, making our people suffer. However, as you’re aware, the Kingdom of Karvun has a strong sense of elitism. The idea that only those of noble lineage can become sorcerers is deeply rooted in the citizens’ minds. If commoners are able to become sorcerers and any of them end up being more talented than greater nobles or even royalty, the country will find itself in turmoil. The commoners, especially those of the lowest class, already distrust the royals and nobles, so if we introduce your sorcery tool, they’ll no doubt be hesitant to use it. In addition, the nobles who are especially elitist will no doubt immediately jump to reject its adoption.” Roulette let out a long, deep sigh. “To make matters worse, my brother has an especially strong sense of royal pride. Though I understand how much this decision will put my country at a disadvantage, I believe it’s best for us to wait until it’s obvious that the other great countries have gotten ahead of us. At that point, there should be less resistance to using your invention. Of course, as King Grant said, I’d like to take a look at the sorcery tool first and learn as much about it as possible.”


      Roulette took a swig of the spirits in his glass. I was once again genuinely surprised by how receptive he was to the idea I’d put forth.


      I guess I’ll just have to increase the total number of sorcerers in the other countries, and then maybe begin revising my curriculum. Though I’d started my entire plan to raise the standard of sorcery across the board with vague steps, I felt like something concrete was really coming together now. With a light heart, I began enjoying the delicious food in front of me.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 10: Day Two of the Cultural Festival


      Last night, time had flown by during the dinner, and I’d spent over two hours speaking about sorcery with the various world leaders. We’d talked about all kinds of things, including territorial issues and the logistics of imports and exports, but every subject had a direct impact on the development of sorcery, so I’d made sure to listen carefully to everything.


      It was now the morning of the second day of the cultural festival. I squinted a little in the sunlight coming through my window.


      “The weather’s nice today,” I said.


      Today, two of the general instructors I’d given advice to would be presenting in the morning. Then, Felter would have his demonstration right after midday, and Elisa would be doing hers around four in the afternoon. I wanted to check in with each of them before their presentations, so I planned to arrive about an hour early.


      “Oh, now that I think about it, some of my students invited me to walk around the cultural festival with them.”


      As I remembered the important promise I’d made, I quickly began fixing my semi-horrible, poofy bedhead. It’s been worse. I think I can get presentable in about five minutes.


      “Let’s speed things up. Aqua Ball.”


      I held out my palms in front of my face, and my spell created a basketball-sized sphere of water above them. Usually I’d place the water on top of my head and only wet my hair, but today I didn’t have much time, so I washed my face with it as well.


      I shut my eyes and mouth and moved the ball of water into my face. It was kind of like being at the pool and sticking just my head underwater. I created a current that washed away any dirt or grime. Since the water was close to pure, it was very good at absorbing dust and small bits of dirt.


      This kind of feels like being in a washing machine. The ball of water gradually became smaller, and then I cast a spell to dry my face with a gentle wind. I used a technique that I’d only figured out recently—by blowing wind up toward the ceiling, I could prevent water from dripping down and make my hair dry straight.


      In order to save even more time, I lightly applied some homemade lotion, which Elisa had given me, to my face while I dried my hair. I love how it makes my skin feel so smooth.


      After about five minutes, I was all ready to get dressed. I quickly took off my sleepwear and neatly folded it. Then, I put on the nice, comfortable underwear that I’d just bought in town as well as an undershirt and my other clothes. I wore the same type of top as usual, but I switched things up with the rest of my outfit.


      Wearing new clothes excited me. It was refreshing. The next thing on my list before heading out was eating the breakfast Gleanorra had prepared. I headed down to the first floor at a brisk pace and saw that there were two other instructors already chowing down. Gleanorra spotted me from the kitchen and walked over.


      “Morning. What do you want to eat?” she asked.


      “Good morning. I’d be happy to just have some toast, but is there any of your homemade jam left?”


      “Yeah. I’ll fry you up some eggs too. You’re good with fruit juice, right?”


      “Yes, I am. Thank you.”


      Gleanorra’s cooking was so delicious that it had completely gripped my heart. Simply hearing her talk about the food she was going to make was enough to get me hungry.


      I sat by the window and looked out at the campus. It was already packed with visitors.


      “Here you go,” Gleanorra said.


      “Thank you. By the way, everyone’s here a lot earlier than usual. I guess they’re all having fun walking around the festival since there are stalls that open in the morning.”


      I began to eat the toast that Gleanorra had prepared for me. Happiness spread through my mouth as I enjoyed her special, which had a flavorful sweet-sour taste.


      Gleanorra didn’t seem too amused by the situation outside. “Looks like the first presentation of the day’s already over. Everyone left over an hour ago after eating breakfast to check out the setup. There aren’t many like you who are leisurely eating breakfast at this time of day.”


      I fell silent at her jab. Well that was certainly uncalled for...not that I’ll say that to her face. I focused on my breakfast. Mmm. The eggs are really good too.


      “You tend to take things at your own pace more than I expected,” Gleanorra said.


      “Really? In my mind I’m rushing.”


      “I don’t get that impression at all.”


      “No way...” I said, shocked.


      I spoke with Gleanorra a bit longer while eating a little more quickly than usual, then I stood up. I need to fix my image. I absolutely do not take things at my own pace.


      “Well then, I’m busy today, so I’ll be off. I need to find Ayle and the others at once.”


      “They were waiting for you outside. Sorry, they’ve been waiting for you outside for about an hour.”


      “No way...” I said, blindsided once again.


      I might not be able to fix my image at this rate. In the midst of my shock, Gleanorra took my plate and cup and pointed outside.


      “Get going. Make sure you apologize for oversleeping.”


      “Thank you... I’ll be off now,” I said, bowing my head.


      “Yeah, yeah. Get going already,” Gleanorra said with a flicker of amusement on her lips.


      ◇


      After leaving the dorm, I walked toward the central plaza. The presentations of the general instructors I wanted to watch were at ten and eleven o’clock. Though it was getting close to ten now, I couldn’t find Ayle or the others. Maybe they’re walking around somewhere before the presentation. I began browsing the stalls and saw a young member of the Nevis Family frying bread. It looked pretty delicious, but I was too full from breakfast.


      “Do you have a minute?” I asked.


      “Sure thing! It’s an iron coin for... Boss lady?! Something I can help you with?!” His eyes snapped open, and there was a fear in them as if he’d seen a ghost.


      His reaction somewhat irritated me, but I decided to push past that. “Have you seen a girl with reddish, or I guess a little pinkish-red, hair come by? She should have been with a blonde and a blue-haired girl as well.”


      “Oh yeah, the noisy...I mean cute trio! They bought some bread and went off somewhere. I think they said something about how going to the south plaza and then coming back would be perfect timing.”


      “The south plaza? Got it. Thank you very much,” I said, beginning to make my way over there. Since time was running out before the presentation began, I used flight sorcery to get as high as the roof of the two-story school building. As I flew around, I heard children exclaim from down below as they noticed me.


      After about one or two minutes, I arrived at the south plaza, where I saw a group of three girls getting out their purses to pay for something at an outdoor stall.


      “Ayle, Liz, Belle,” I called out as I descended near them.


      Liz was the first to notice me. “Professor Aoi!”


      “There you are!”


      “You’re so late!”


      They broke into noisy chattering the instant I landed, but I simply bowed.


      “Good morning. I’m very sorry for my lateness,” I said.


      Ayle waved off my apology as if she weren’t bothered at all. “Don’t worry! I heard from father that you were speaking with all of them until late at night.”


      “Huh? If you were talking with Ayle’s dad, does that mean you were speaking with the other representatives from Colt Highland?” Belle asked.


      “No, no. You were talking with the leaders of the six great countries, right?” Ayle corrected her, looking at me for confirmation.


      “Uh, yes, that’s right. That being said, from my teacher’s perspective, I was pretty much just speaking with Rox’s father, Felter’s father, and Ayle’s Father.”


      Ayle nervously smiled. “I feel like you’re the only one who can chat with kings as if they’re regular parents, Professor Aoi. Any other instructor would be so nervous in the face of these important people. Well, not that my father is too important since he’s just a representative in parliament.”


      Liz vigorously shook her head. “Sir Isaac is the head of the upper parliament, and he’s been serving longer than anyone else! I think he’s just as important as a duke from any of the other countries!” she explained.


      The social hierarchy of the Colt Highland Federation is more complicated than I expected. I don’t really understand what an “upper parliament” is or what a “representative” is. I’m not sure how to react.


      As I racked my brain for any information about how their system worked, Ayle looked up. “Oh. Now that I think about it, Bahrel’s father is here too this year, right?”


      “Bahrel’s father? He’s from Karvun, right?”


      Ayle blinked. “You met him, didn’t you? Duke Roulette Black! He’s the king’s younger brother and also the lord of a large piece of territory in northern Karvun. Apparently my father wanted to talk to him, but he hasn’t really had a chance to, so he’s a bit down about that.”


      “Oh, Roulette. Right, his last name is Black just like Bahrel’s. Now that I think about it, I didn’t get a chance to talk to him about Bahrel at all.”


      The trio exchanged looks. “Well, there’s supposedly a lot going on in their family.”


      “Yeah, a fight over who will become the heir. Not that it has anything to do with my house.”


      “Sounds like a lot.”


      Before I could even ask for more details, they’d already volunteered the information. This doesn’t sound like something in which an outsider like me can interfere.


      “That’s certainly a difficult problem,” I said. I decided not to say anything more on the issue.


      Ayle brought her fist down into her palm as she remembered something. “Oh, speaking of Karvun, Dean’s mother is here too.”


      “She is? I should greet her sooner than later since he’ll be a part of the presentation on the last day.”


      Liz raised her hand. “Oh, if you’re looking for Dean, I saw him in the central plaza! He was with a woman who had the same green hair as him. I wonder if that’s his mom.”


      “Yeah, probably,” Ayle said.


      I wouldn’t be exaggerating if I said that Dean was the star of their presentation on lightning sorcery. He had the best skills by far, which might have meant that he’d gotten a clear mental picture of the process. The only problem was that he lacked confidence. I’d very much like to hear about his life at home.


      “Let’s all go together,” I said. “There’s going to be a presentation in the central plaza soon too.”


      The trio enthusiastically agreed, and we departed.


      ◇


      By the time we got to the central plaza, there was already a large crowd. Most of them were facing the stage since the presentation was about to begin.


      “I’m going to check on Professor Hennessy,” I said.


      “Got it!”


      “We’ll go look for Dean!”


      “Thank you,” I said. I walked over to the side of the stage, where Hennessy was taking deep breaths.


      Usually Hennessy’s red hair ran wild, but today she’d tied it up neatly. Her face was completely frozen with stage fright. Hennessy was one of the people who’d come to me in tears asking for presentation advice. Up until then, we’d only really greeted each other in passing. By now I’d learned that she just had an introverted personality, so I wanted to make sure that this presentation wasn’t too uncomfortable.


      “Professor Hennessy,” I called out.


      “Professor Aoi... I-I’m so nervous!” she replied, almost sobbing with eyes full of tears. I’d never expected to see this level of distress from the usually calm and collected instructor.


      “It’s okay. Even if you mess up, it’s not like you’ll die.”


      “I-I can tell that you’re trying to encourage me. Your word choice is a little strange, but you are trying to reassure me, right?”


      Well, duh. How else could you interpret my words? “Of course,” I said, putting a hand on Hennessy’s shoulder. “Don’t worry! I’ll be there to cover if necessary, so go out there and break a leg!”


      “B-Break a leg?! I’m going to break my leg?!”


      My attempt at encouragement seems to be failing. Maybe they don’t have that idiom here.


      Hennessy sighed. “You’re really amazing, Professor Aoi. You don’t seem to be fazed by anything. If they told me that I had to do the final presentation instead of Headmaster Glen, I’d probably be out of commission for a week.”


      “I’m not completely unfazed. I’m certainly slightly nervous. However, I strangely feel less nervous if I focus on what I’m doing in my presentation rather than the crowd in front of me.”


      “Focus on my presentation, huh?” She thought for a few seconds and then met my eyes with new resolve. “I’m gonna do my best.”


      Right at that moment, the bell rang.


      “You can do it. I believe in you.”


      Hennessy gave me an uneasy smile before heading up on the stage.


      “Hello, dear guests. My name is Hennessy Nageanna. I’m a general instructor here at Fiddich Academy. Today, I’ll be demonstrating a combination of fire and wind sorcery. Please enjoy.”


      The crowd clapped as she bowed and calmly began the presentation. The first step was an incantation for fire sorcery that created a blazing vortex about as tall as an adult man. Hennessy then activated wind sorcery and began combining the two. The method I’d suggested might have been too difficult, because she had come up with a completely different solution and had asked for my advice on it.


      My idea had been to place a ball of wind above the fire vortex, but Hennessy hadn’t been able to visualize it and had instead pivoted to creating wind around the fire to give it more oxygen. This was a perfectly valid alternative, and it showed flexibility to get around an area of personal weakness.


      The fiery eddy grew to be about ten meters tall, astonishing the audience. As the presentation ended, Hennessy made the inferno disappear and then bowed.


      “Thank you for coming to my presentation.”


      Loud cheers echoed across the plaza.


      “That was amazing!” Ayle said excitedly.


      The trio all had broad smiles.


      Liz turned toward me. “Oh by the way, we found Dean.”


      “Oh, really? Where is he?”


      The three girls all stared in the same direction, where two people with dark green hair were standing. One was Dean, who looked shy, unconfident, and a bit stiff. Next to him stood a tall woman with a serene expression, most likely his mother. There was a stark contrast between the two.


      Dean noticed me and turned to the woman. I walked over to them as they exchanged a few words.


      “Hello, I’m Aoi Konominato, an instructor here at the Fiddich Academy. Are you Dean’s mother?” I asked.


      She bowed to me. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Tiss Stone, Dean’s mother. I’ve come as the representative of House Stone from the Kingdom of Karvun in place of my husband, Baron Stone. I hear that you’ve been taking good care of Dean. Please continue doing so,” she said.


      I was caught off guard by her very formal introduction, and I immediately bowed back. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Dean is a very exceptional student and I look forward to his bright future. He’ll be doing a presentation on the final day, so please look forward to that.”


      “Dean is...doing a presentation?” she asked.


      “You didn’t know? Oh...were you perhaps going to surprise your mother?” I asked, looking at Dean apologetically.


      Beads of sweat had begun to roll down his face, and he looked away. This is really bad. I might have really messed things up. I gulped.


      Tiss narrowed her eyes at Dean. “You hid this from me on purpose, didn’t you?”


      “Eek!” Dean yelped.


      For some reason, he seems very afraid of her. Maybe she really hates having secrets kept from her?


      Ayle, Belle, and Liz walked over and broke the tension.


      “Hello! I’m Ayle Hegge Battler!”


      “I’m Liz Stewart!”


      “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Belle Berkley. We’re Dean’s classmates in Professor Aoi’s lecture.”


      Tiss paused her interrogation of Dean and looked at the three girls. “It’s nice to meet you three. I’m Tiss Stone. You’re all Dean’s friends?” After the girls nodded, she followed up with another question. “Dean hasn’t been causing any problems for you, has he?”


      “Dean is pretty quiet. He hasn’t caused any problems at all!”


      “If anything, we might cause him problems.”


      “Please don’t joke about that. Our parents are here as well, not just yours, Ayle.”


      Tiss turned her attention back to Dean. “Make sure you’re not just simply showing up to class. You should be learning sorcery skills from your upperclassmen too.”


      “R-Right...” he said, reflexively straightening his back.


      She appeared to be a normal kind but serious mother to me, but Dean seemed frightened of her. Though that nagged at me a little, there was another presentation I needed to go to, so I couldn’t stay here for too much longer.


      “It was a pleasure meeting you,” I said, bowing again. I moved to leave for the next presentation with Ayle, Liz, and Belle.


      Before I got more than a few steps away, Tiss called out to me. “I apologize, but may I have a little bit of your time?”


      “Huh?” I turned around and saw that she was wearing a very grave expression.


      “I truly apologize for bothering you while you’re very busy, but I’d like to speak with you for a while. Though I understand the contents of the yearly report card that every family gets, I’d like to ask more about how Dean acts on a daily basis and what you think his current capabilities are as a sorcerer. I know I’m asking for a lot, but I’d be very appreciative if you could go into as much detail as possible.” She lowered her head respectfully.


      “P-Professor Aoi’s got lots to do,” Dean tried to say to deter his mother’s request.


      Well, this isn’t something you would usually request of an instructor you’re meeting for the first time. However, I like it when parents are interested in their child’s activities and studies at school.


      “Oh, no, it’s fine. However, my colleague’s presentation will begin in thirty minutes, so I’m afraid there’s not much time to go over all of that right now. If you’d be interested, would you like to join me for a more relaxed chat over lunch?”


      “I would appreciate that greatly,” Tiss replied. “Thank you very much for sparing some of your precious time to speak with me.”


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 11: Emergency Parent-Teacher Meeting and the Duel


      The other presentation I planned to watch today was on water sorcery. The instructor shaped the ground into a large mound and then created a spring at the top, which spilled over the side to create a waterfall. The waterfall then froze and transformed into a castle of ice.


      From what I could tell, the instructor had followed my advice to a T, aside from slightly altering the incantation to expand the amount of water frozen and make the castle as big as possible. It filled me with pride to see someone I’d advised take a spell and make it their own while simultaneously elevating it.


      Overall, it was a wonderful presentation. Ayle, Liz, and Belle looked very impressed, and they all applauded. Even Tiss clapped loudly, but she maintained her incredibly stern expression, so it made for an odd sight.


      We’d seen all of the morning presentations we’d wanted to attend now, so it was time to have lunch. I suggested a restaurant in the city befitting Tiss’s ducal house status, but Tiss wanted to chat for as long as possible, so she asked if we could have a meal at the school instead. We agreed to get food in the eastern plaza because I had plans there in the afternoon.


      Judging by how heavy of an aura Tiss was exerting, I could tell that we were going to have a very serious talk. Out of respect for her privacy, I told Ayle, Liz, and Belle to go watch the presentations in the other plazas.


      “Sorry, but I’m going to have a meeting with Dean’s mother. Would it be all right if you three went around to see the other presentations by yourselves?” I asked them.


      Ayle glanced at Tiss’s serious expression and got the picture. “Of course!”


      “We’ll see you later then,” Liz said.


      “We’ll be back later!” Belle echoed.


      The three of them left. Tiss, Dean, and I went to one of the makeshift restaurants set up in the eastern plaza. As soon as we sat down, Tiss turned to us with a stare that made us reflexively straighten our backs.


      “For now, should we eat before getting into things?” I suggested.


      Tiss shook her head. “I don’t mind conducting the conference while having our meal. I’d like to begin as soon as possible.”


      “All right. Let’s place our orders, then.”


      I guess she really doesn’t want to waste a single second. Since I’m in the presence of a noblewoman, I should order something fancy. Once we had our dishes, we took our drinks and said a simple greeting to each other that signaled the beginning of the meal.


      Tiss wasted no time before speaking. “The presentation from earlier was excellent. The instructors at Fiddich Academy truly live up to their reputations. I was quite impressed. Will you be doing a demonstration as well, Professor Aoi?”


      She’s not going to talk about Dean first? She wants to discuss the presentations? “Oh, me? Yes, I’m scheduled to do the last presentation tomorrow to close out the festival.”


      Before Tiss could say anything, Dean piped up. “She’s doing the final presentation instead of Headmaster Glen. It’s the first time anyone else has ever substituted for him.”


      “Oh, is that so?” Tiss asked. “I understand now how talented you are, Professor Aoi. Therefore, I’m very interested in your opinion of Dean as a sorcerer.”


      Dean became statuelike the moment he heard her incredibly straightforward question.


      You don’t need to be so nervous. I don’t have anything bad to say about you.


      “Dean is a very serious and outstanding student. In the current topic we’re covering in class, he has higher marks than even the older students. He’s quick to pick up what I teach, and I think if he continues to work hard, he will be able to become a very talented sorcerer.”


      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dean breathe a sigh of relief.


      Tiss then looked down solemnly. “I see... What are the chances that he can become a court sorcerer if he works hard at it?”


      Her question puzzled me. “I think it’s more than possible he could become one if he remains serious about his studies. However, why a court sorcerer? Do the sorcerers in House Stone typically go on to be court sorcerers?”


      Tiss shook her head. “No. However, that’s the goal I’d like Dean to set for himself.”


      “I see.”


      Dean had gone pale and wasn’t making eye contact with his mother. Is he in the middle of eating something? His fork is in his mouth.


      As I observed him, I began to piece together why he was acting strange. Most likely, Tiss was a little too passionate about his education. When I’d been a teacher back on Earth, it hadn’t been too uncommon to see parents who were overly involved in their kids’ schooling. Though I’d understood in certain situations where they’d needed to be strict for the sake of their children, in most cases, they’d usually overdone it.


      I wasn’t too well-versed in how education worked for nobles and sorcerers, but judging from how frightened Dean looked, I could only assume that Tiss was one of the more extreme parents. I think in order to put Tiss’s mind at ease, I should show just how serious I am about his talent.


      “Please rest assured, Mrs. Stone. Dean will easily succeed if he keeps up the same level of dedication. He’s already working very hard.” Though I’d meant this to reassure her, Tiss hung her head, concerned.


      “Thank you very much for your kind words. However, there’s no such thing as working too hard. I’m sure there’s still more he can do even if he’s already putting in a lot of effort.” Tiss glanced at Dean, and he shivered slightly.
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      “Well, I suppose...” I said hesitantly.


      I wasn’t sure what exactly to say in this situation. From her words, I didn’t get the sense that she’d be satisfied if I simply continued to reassure her that things would be okay. For the time being, unless I made her understand that Dean was truly talented, she wouldn’t be able to move past her current thinking. The problem right now was that she doubted whether Dean could become a top sorcerer, so the solution would be to show her just how skilled Dean was.


      Telling her more about tomorrow’s presentation will probably help.


      “Mrs. Stone, as I mentioned earlier, the students will be doing a presentation during the final day of the festival, and Dean is one of the stars despite being the youngest one there. It’s quite a sight to behold. The festival draws in many people to watch the presentations, and that of course includes nobles and royalty from Karvun. I know that Duke Loulette Black will definitely be in attendance as well. I’ve no doubt that Dean’s sorcery will impress many people.”


      Tiss’s eyes gained a glimmer of hope and excitement. “D-Duke Black? That’s wonderful news. Dean would almost certainly be guaranteed a position as a court sorcerer if the Duke is familiar with him.”


      I’d seen my fair share of parents who’d been very hands-on with their children’s education. However, something told me that Tiss was a little different from them. It seemed like she was less concerned with his improvement as a sorcerer than with what kind of job he would get.


      Well, I guess those helicopter parents were always concerned about what colleges their kids would get into so that they could get good jobs. But the biggest concern for most of them was their child’s class rank.


      “I hope I’m not prying too much, but may I ask a question?”


      “Yes, what would you like to know?” she asked. She sounded a little guarded, perhaps having a faint idea of what I was about to ask.


      This wasn’t exactly something that was easy for me to bring up, but I needed to know the truth to have a better idea of my student’s situation.


      “Is House Stone not in a great state? I get the impression that you’re laying a lot of expectations on Dean.”


      I’d thought that maybe I’d been a bit too direct with my question, and Tiss’s darkened expression confirmed my suspicions. Even Dean looked taken aback.


      Tiss let out a long exhale. “Up until now we’ve just been barely scraping by. Our house has been working in an official position in the royal capital, but we’ve earned the ire of a certain person in the sorcerer corps.” She couldn’t keep the worry out of her voice, and she panicked when she noticed Dean looking at her with confusion. “I’ve said too much. Professor Aoi, our house has never produced a well-respected sorcerer before. Please teach Dean the necessary techniques and knowledge to become a court sorcerer and get this person off our backs. I’d like you to also give him tasks which help him learn sorcery outside of your classes as well.”


      Dean groaned at the suggestion of extra assignments. He grew even more pallid, and I wondered what he was imagining.


      “For the record, what kinds of assignments have you given him so far?” I asked nervously.


      Tiss’s face returned to its naturally stoic state. “I’ve made him maintain a spell for as long as his mind has allowed him to in order to train his mana. I’ve also had him eat medicinal herbs and the organs of magic beasts to increase his mana levels. Oh, I’ve also made him read ten sorcery books a day to increase his sorcery knowledge.”


      “I see.” Well, that’s not too different from what I did to train myself as a sorcerer. The only difference is that the person teaching me already had a great wealth of knowledge and sorcery techniques.


      “I believe learning various techniques and deepening one’s knowledge of sorcery is the quickest way to mature as a sorcerer. In that regard, I don’t believe your methods are incorrect.”


      “So you agree?” Her face brightened with relief.


      “However, I don’t think they are appropriate for Dean.”


      Her face fell. I felt a bit cruel to be causing such swings in her emotions but it would be even more cruel to have Dean’s precious learning time be wasted.


      “Dean’s knowledge of sorcery is heavily indexed into wind and water,” I began explaining. “In order to help him understand wind and water sorcery at an advanced level, he’ll need to learn the composition of those elements and also learn how to think as a sorcerer.”


      I’d thought my explanation was pretty simple, but Tiss looked perturbed.


      “But first-rate sorcerers can use many types of sorcery. If he’s only able to use wind and water...”


      “Oh, I apologize. I wasn’t clear enough. I think it’s best if he starts by mastering wind and water sorcery. After he reaches a certain level, he’ll move on to fire and then earth. That’s what I think would work best for him.”


      Tiss still didn’t seem too convinced. “But that could take years. I want him to have great success as a sorcerer as soon as possible. A book by one of the great sorcerers says that learning all kinds of different spells will help you efficiently improve in sorcery across the board. I understand that you’re exceptionally gifted, but Dean needs the most efficient education methods, or else he might not ever be able to become a first-class sorcerer.”


      I wasn’t sure what book she was referring to, but she clearly had her own plan for Dean’s education. From my experience, though, I knew that mastering even one advanced spell was more efficient than scrambling to learn every last elementary or intermediate spell. Learning a complex spell required mastery of all the tricks of spellcasting, which meant that one could understand how sorcery as a whole worked faster. Owain’s research had pointed to that fact.


      However, it was possible that the book Tiss had read had been written by a sorcerer on the same level as Owain. Maybe after conducting research from their own unique perspective, they’d found that it was better to simultaneously practice all elements. If that was the case, then it wouldn’t be so easy to dismiss her opinion.


      “May I ask the author of the book you’re referencing?”


      Tiss puffed out her chest with pride. “It was written by Count Jeral Duffton. He’s known as the premiere researcher in the Kingdom of Karvun. Though his house is very famous for its research, it’s also known for producing a great number of court sorcerers.”


      “House Duffton?” Where have I heard that name before?


      “You’ve heard of him too, haven’t you?” she said with a smile of admiration. “I believe all sorcerers have at least heard of Count Duffton. I’d like Dean to become just like him.”


      “I see. You’d like to turn your house into one that produces many first-rate sorcerers.”


      Hmm. I remember speaking with a Vick Duffton, but to me, it didn’t seem like his house had exceptional sorcery knowledge. Maybe his house is just good at raising sorcerers?


      “In the book he wrote, did he say that it was best for sorcerers to learn both elementary and intermediate spells in all elements?” I asked.


      Tiss wagged her head up and down. “Yes, he did. By doing that, Count Jeral Duffton learned all types of sorcery at an intermediate level and then improved his fire and water sorcery to an advanced level. Then, he was even able to develop an original wind spell. House Duffton has produced various other original spells too.”


      “I see. So they have an impressive track record. Nonetheless, I think Dean will be able to use sorcery at an advanced level with all elements while he’s a student here.”


      Tiss knit her brows. “I don’t know about that... I’ve heard that advanced sorcery is a massive hurdle even for first-rate sorcerers. For a student to become advanced in multiple disciplines is simply...”


      I could tell she had absolutely no trust in my words. However, since I was a teacher, I couldn’t bluntly voice my opinion and simply say she was wrong. I needed to listen to her side.


      Dean nervously shifted his eyes between me and his mother. I’d questioned the sorcery research of Count Duffton, the person she trusted most as an authority on sorcery. The atmosphere had grown tense.


      “I’d like you to understand that I’m not saying that the research of Jeral Duffton is incorrect. It’s just that I think the way my teacher, Owain Millers, taught me sorcery might be the best for Dean.”


      Tiss’s skepticism intensified. “Owain...Millers? Is he a lord, perhaps? I apologize, but I haven’t heard of him. How proficient at sorcery is he?” she asked.


      “Owain can use all types of sorcery at an elite level. He has also developed many different original spells.”


      I was being completely honest, but now she seemed even more dubious.


      “How could a sorcerer like that not be well-known when he clearly surpasses the greatest sorcerers in history? Or perhaps it’s that I’m simply unaware of him, but he’s well-known in other countries?”


      Dean meekly spoke up. “U-Um... P-Professor Aoi is an amazing sorcerer too. She’s shown original spells which have even surprised Headmaster Glen.”


      Tiss’s shoulders relaxed a tad. “Really? I apologize if this sounds rude, but you seem to be quite young, yet you’ve created original spells?”


      “Oh, yes. I’ve done so for each element. Actually, Dean is able to use one of them.”


      Tiss’s eyes bulged. “He can use an original spell?!” She shot to her feet, knocking over her chair. This extreme reaction drew the attention of everyone around. Tiss turned red, righted her chair, and sat back down.


      “Th-That’s very difficult to believe. Count Duffton’s book says that original spells are very difficult to learn. But you’re saying that Dean can use one?” she asked, flabbergasted.


      “You may not believe me, but I assure you that I’m not lying,” I said genially.


      Tiss seemed like she was about to say something, but then the school bell rang. I had to get going.


      “Oh, it’s time for the next presentation. I apologize, but please come to the student presentation tomorrow and see for yourself. Now, I must ask you to excuse me.”


      I stood up and saw Ayle, Liz, and Belle running into the restaurant.


      “Professor Aoi! The demonstration’s about to start!”


      “Let’s go quickly so we can be in the front!”


      “Oh, are you done talking?”


      “Whose presentation are you going to see?” Tiss asked me. She turned to the trio. “Are you girls all doing a presentation together?”


      I sighed, thinking about what was to come. “It’s Felter, one of my students. For whatever reason, it was decided yesterday that there will be an extra part to the presentation, and I’m involved.”


      “You are?” she asked, standing up.


      “And Felter’s father, Ramsey Cayan from the Bushmills Empire, is going to take part in his presentation too.”


      “Marquess Ramsey?!” she exclaimed.


      I guess even people outside of Bushmills know who he is too. Well, I guess he isn’t the kind of guy to shy away from speaking his mind even to the monarchs of other countries, so I bet he’s made a name for himself one way or another.


      “I’m sorry, but I need to get going,” I said, bowing. “I should be able to make some time to speak further later, so let’s continue this conversation then.”


      “O-Oh, yes. Thank you.”


      I left Tiss still in a state of confusion and entered the plaza, using flying sorcery to get over the crowd. I saw Felter warming up by breaking rocks with his bare hands.


      “I’m sorry I’m late,” I said as I landed.


      The crowd applauded, perhaps thinking that my flying had been part of Felter’s presentation. He crushed a large rock and snorted.


      “It’s fine. Gave me time to warm up,” he said, cracking his wrist.


      The crowd on the left side of the plaza parted to make way for a man with blond hair who greatly resembled Felter. He was wearing light leather armor.


      “Looks like you’re ready to tussle,” Ramsey said, baring his teeth in a fierce grin. His lion’s-mane-like hair fluttered as he walked straight toward us. Standing in front of the crowd was another familiar face, a woman in a white dress. Fiore had a weak smile, but she didn’t show any signs of trying to stop Ramsey’s duel.


      “That’s Marquess Ramsey! The Guardian of Bushmills is here!” said someone in the crowd.


      “Is this a joint presentation?”


      Ramsey simply grinned at Felter and me, almost as if the murmurs all around us weren’t even entering his head. When he got close enough, both he and Felter began tightly balling their hands into fists. The volatility of the situation was palpable, and the crowd fell silent. I saw that Middleton, Leah, Grant, Roulette, and Isaac were all in attendance. Diageo was also here, but oddly he was looking at both Felter and Ramsey with pity.


      Ramsey addressed the crowd. “My son’s student presentation starts now! It’s boring just to show a spell or two and end it, though, isn’t it? That’s why we’re going to do a mock duel! It’s quite simple! We’re going to see if Felter, a high school student here at Fiddich Academy, can win against me! And to make things even more exciting, we’re going to put the famous upper-level instructor, Aoi Konominato, to the same test!”


      His voice boomed across the area, and the spectators roared with excitement.


      “This feels more like his presentation than yours...” I quipped to Felter.


      Felter shook his head. “He doesn’t listen to anyone. All he wants to do is fight. Honestly, nothing would make me happier than if I could knock him out in a straightforward fight like this.”


      “Like father, like son,” I said, sighing.


      Felter was fired up and wasn’t one to listen to anyone either. He began swinging his fists in the air, and the crowd cheered even louder. Ramsey’s grin widened and he began an incantation for body fortification sorcery which focused on increasing his speed. It boosted his body’s capabilities and also heightened his reflexes. I got the impression that he’d developed this spell with an extremely similar mindset to me when I’d designed my own body fortification techniques.


      It looks like this will be a good match against Felter’s techniques. Though I hadn’t had enough time to teach him full body fortification, Felter was able to use spells that at least didn’t leave any easy vulnerabilities.


      “Is just speed and strength gonna be enough?” Felter asked.


      “Well, it looks like he’s only focusing on speed. If you tried to copy him, you’d be at a disadvantage, since it’s something that he has much more experience with. In this case, it’s best to use body fortification spells that will help you hit him.”


      “Got it.”


      Felter began his own incantation. As my disciple, Felter had sparred with me many times. His fighting style was mostly self-taught and relied largely on his feral instincts, but I’d helped to refine it. If he simply fought by reacting to whatever came his way or openings he saw, then he’d be easily overpowered by opponents with greater skill.


      I’d instilled in Felter the principles of martial arts. All martial arts—including my passion, kendo—focused on teaching you methods to defeat opponents who were both weaker and stronger than you. A disciplined fighter could still win against faster or stronger adversaries.


      “Believe in yourself,” I said, looking into Felter’s eyes and giving him an encouraging smile. “I know that all the times we’ve fought have made you stronger.”


      Felter beamed. “I’ve got this.”


      Felter had completed his incantation, and he took a step toward Ramsey, who was waiting for him with a toothy grin.


      “You ready, ya little brat?”


      “I’m ready to beat the shit out of you, geezer.”


      The two of them each brought their fists together in front of them and yelled. This was the signal for the fight to start. Immediately, they both kicked off from the ground. Gasps erupted as the crowd marveled at their speed. The two zipped around as quick as the wind, clashing and then distancing themselves.


      The sounds of Felter’s and Ramsey’s fists and the booms of them kicking off the ground echoed across the plaza while I calmly analyzed the battle. Ramsey was definitely faster than Felter, but they were evenly matched in strength. Sorcery could strengthen someone’s muscles by fifty percent, but since the two didn’t have much of a difference in pure muscle strength to begin with, Ramsey couldn’t completely overpower Felter if both of them fortified themselves with spells. Most likely, Ramnsey had strengthened his legs and harnessed the force from turning his waist and stepping forward to increase his explosive power.


      In other words, Ramsey was highly skilled in combat. However, I doubted that the general audience was aware of any of this. They just simply cheered, seeing nothing more than two people duking it out at high speed.


      Ramsey had been throwing feints without being able to get too close to Felter, but when he was able to get into Felter’s range, he sent a sharp right hook at him. Felter protected his face by using his shoulder to take the hit, but the speed and weight of Ramsey’s punch made Felter lose his footing. He slid back by one or two meters.


      “What’s the matter, Felter?! You done already?!” Ramsey taunted, dashing forward to land follow-up attacks. His footwork was as smooth as a boxer’s. However, Felter had been in this situation dozens of times before.


      “He’s not going down that easy,” I said to nobody in particular.


      As if he’d received instructions, Felter widened his stance and adjusted his positioning. Instead of taking Ramsey’s follow-up attack straight on, he turned his body diagonal to his father and took a step back to widen the distance between them.


      Ramsey whiffed his punch, which left him open to Felter’s counterattack.


      “Die!” Felter yelled, now in the perfect stance and at the perfect distance to strike.


      Telling someone to die is quite unsettling, though.


      Felter thrust his fist forward, following what I’d taught him flawlessly. He used the force from his toes, then his knees, then his waist, and then finally his shoulder to throw the perfect punch. In boxing terms, it was a straight punch, the kind you’d only use when you were sure it’d knock out your opponent. Ramsey had incredible reflexes, though. He twisted his body, bending back just far enough to narrowly avoid Felter’s fist. Then he lowered his body, moving away while facing his son. The fight was essentially resetting now.


      Ramsey let out a puff of air and grinned again. “Well, you’ve definitely changed since last year, but I’m gonna remember you telling me to die.”


      “I’m definitely gonna kill you next time.”


      Neither Ramsey nor Felter seemed to be tired out, and I could tell that they were still holding some techniques back. I think if they’re going to fight then they should just go all out and show each other everything they have.


      Ramsey launched into action once more, holding up his fists, taking one step back and leaning forward. Then he kicked off of the ground and charged. In a normal fight, the best move would be to dodge and launch a counterattack, but it wasn’t too easy to do that against someone using body fortification. It was like trying to dodge a speeding car—it took every last bit of strength to desperately get out of the way, leaving no time or energy to seize an opening. Felter understood this, and he leaped out of the way. He still wasn’t able to get completely out of Ramsey’s range, though, and the marquess threw his arm out and grabbed Felter.


      “Got you, Felter!” he growled, pleased with himself.


      He yelled and lifted Felter into the air so effortlessly that it was hard to believe, swinging his son’s large body around as if it were an oar. Then, using the momentum from his charge, he slammed Felter into the ground, sending a shock wave through the arena. Even then, he didn’t let up and then gathered his strength, preparing to pick up Felter and crash him against the ground again.


      “Urrk!” Felter grunted. As Ramsey began to lift him, Felter kicked him in the arm.


      Felter’s kick landed, surprising Ramsey and making him loosen his grip. Felter broke free and did about three full rolls to get away.


      “Ha ha ha! I can’t believe I only got to throw you once.” Ramsey was in a great mood.


      Felter stood up and wiped the dirt off of his clothes. “Keep underestimating me. I’m gonna wipe that smug smirk off your face,” he said, glaring.


      Ramsey rolled his shoulders and even more of his teeth peeked out from behind his lips. This time, Felter moved first. I’d taught him that when facing an opponent who possessed greater speed, he shouldn’t rush in recklessly, but I trusted that he had a plan.


      Felter closed the distance with his father in an instant and put up his fists. Ramsey played along and raised his fists too. Though it might have looked like they were simply going to slug it out, Ramsey was simply baiting Felter to make the first move so he could act second.


      I wonder what kind of attacks they’ll use. I can make a good guess at what Ramsey’s going to do, but I’m not sure about Felter. Up until now, Felter had badly lost to Ramsey each time they’d fought, so he was desperate to win here.


      Felter responded to Ramsey’s invitation to throw the first hit. “Ha!” he yelled out, expelling his breath as he swung. However, unlike his straight punch from earlier, he’d thrown a left jab. At this speed, even Ramsey couldn’t perfectly dodge it, so it grazed his head.


      “Urgh!” Ramsey groaned while instinctually going for a counterattack.


      This time Felter was prepared. He twisted his body out of the way and grabbed Ramsey with his right hand. Using his momentum, he flipped Ramsey’s body and executed a one-armed shoulder throw from judo. The ground rumbled and cracked as the marquess’s body collided with the ground.


      “Grah!” he gasped as the blow knocked the wind out of him.


      Felter didn’t squander his opportunity. He twisted the arm he was still holding and pressed it against Ramsey’s back, immobilizing him.


      Ramsey, taken by surprise with the joint lock, was left with no options. Felter had defeated him.


      “Well done,” I said, clapping.


      After a few seconds’ delay, the crowd began applauding as well. While it wasn’t the flashiest win, everyone could tell that Felter had indeed won. The ovation crescendoed and people began cheering as well.


      “I win,” Felter said softly. He released Ramsey from his grip and stood up.


      Ramsey didn’t move for a little bit, but then he pushed himself up from the ground and stood. He checked the condition of his arm by swinging it around a little.


      “I’ve lost. This is the first time you’ve beaten me, Felter. I won’t lose next time, though.” Ramsey beamed like a delinquent respecting someone who’d bested them.


      Felter let out an exasperated sigh. “I’ve grown to be better than you.”


      The cheering and applause intensified even more.


      “That was a good match,” I said to Felter. “Even though Ramsey was faster than you, your training really came through. You had great instincts and made wise decisions.”


      Felter silently nodded back at me.


      Ramsey then trained a serious gaze on me. “You’re the one who taught him these little tricks? I can’t believe the little brat who only knew how to punch learned how to grapple and throw. It blows my mind.”


      “Yes, I taught him all of that, but he’s always had good battle instincts. All I did was show him how to do the techniques. He’s the one who figured out how to apply them. I think he’s very talented.”


      Ramsey folded his arms and groaned. “Felter... You said that Aoi’s stronger than you?”


      “I can’t even hold a candle to her,” Felter immediately responded.


      An amused grin once again occupied Ramsey’s face. The marquess then brought over a pair of very heavy-looking gauntlets and put them on. Ramsey came off as a person who didn’t like to wear a lot of equipment, so seeing him holding such thick gauntlets was surprising. I wondered if he’d borrowed them from someone, but he put them on as if wearing them was second nature.


      Ramsey shot me an intrepid grin. “These are the strongest items in our house. They’ve been passed down for generations and are the ultimate weapons.” He swung his fists around lightly.


      It doesn’t seem like his movements have changed at all. I don’t sense any special changes to his mana either. If that’s the case, then whatever effect this sorcery tool has must only trigger after he says the spell’s name. If it’s a sorcery tool whose name is known even in other countries, there’s a high chance that it can cast an advanced spell that affects a large area.


      “So you mean to fight me while wearing those? That’s fine by me. But if they contain a spell that can impact a large area, I’ll need to make defensive walls.”


      Ramsey raised both of his hands and laughed. “Don’t worry, there’s no need for all of that. Let me just give you a warning, though: hold nothing back.” He then slammed his fists against one another, and the gauntlets let out a loud ringing that made me scrunch up my face. A ferocious smile spread across Ramsey’s face. “Arslan.”


      As soon as the word left his lips, his mana turned golden and wrapped around his arms. The bright light was astoundingly beautiful, like something out of a fairy tale. Combined with his blond mane, the entire scene was a work of art.


      “This is the true reason the head of House Cayan is called the Golden Lion,” Ramsey said as the golden light enveloped his arms and chest.


      He took one big step forward and then accelerated so fast that it looked like he’d disappeared. This was just a feint, though. He flew straight toward me, but I juked to the side. Ramsey glanced around in confusion as he appeared at his intended destination only to find that I wasn’t there.


      “You dodged that?” he asked. “I was moving at a speed that even the strongest swordsmen in Bushmills could only guard against, not avoid.”


      I smirked. “Your speed is quite impressive. However, your attack patterns are far too straightforward. It’s possible to determine how someone will attack by looking at their eyes, the direction of their fingertips, and the way they gather strength in their shoulders and thighs. You’re so confident in your strength that you don’t even attempt to conceal your movements.”


      Ramsey’s face tensed up, losing any sense of leisure it’d once had. “I see. Well, let’s see if you’re right or not.”


      Ramsey once again kicked off the ground, but this time he tried a different approach. Instead of rushing straight toward me, he immediately moved to the right to evade my gaze.


      I guess he’s trying to make it hard for me to predict his next move. The fact that he could come up with a solution to his problem so quickly shows the wealth of experience he has underneath his belt. However, it’s still not enough.


      “Reinforcement.” I activated a spell that fortified my entire body. Then, I took two steps forward and turned around. A moment later, wind whooshed as a large fist whizzed past me.


      “That’s not once but twice now you’ve dodged my punch without even looking. What kind of sorcery are you using?” he asked in disbelief.


      “Changing tactics to attack from the side or from behind because your head-on approach didn’t work is still far too straightforward. I predicted that your impatient attitude would drive you to immediately attack as soon as you saw an opening. It seems that I was correct.”


      As I gave him advice laced with a taunt, Ramsey showed a bitter expression for the first time. He lowered his stance and prepared for battle.


      “This time, I’m coming at you with my full strength. Make sure your defenses are strong enough, or else you’ll die,” he said, his pupils dilating.


      “In that case, I’ll be sure to launch a counterattack. Please don’t die.”


      I wasn’t usually one to engage in banter, but I tried playing along with what he’d said. Ramsey took a moment to parse my words, then he launched himself forward with a mad grin.


      I doubt he’ll come straight at me again. So this time I’ll... I began to activate a spell, adding sufficient mana to it.


      “Rock Spike.” Massive spears of stone as thick as logs sprang from the ground around me.


      Ramsey would find it difficult to get close to me like this. If he was looking for an opening, he’d have to stop in his tracks to reassess...or so I thought. In an instant, he smashed the stone pillars in front of me to bits.


      “This isn’t enough to stop me!” he roared, his fists reducing the rock to dust as he rushed through.


      I don’t think he destroyed them simply using his speed and strength. Through the process of elimination, I more or less have an idea of what kind of sorcery he’s using now.


      “Tender Wall,” I said, quickly casting my next spell to confirm my hypothesis.


      A thin, membrane-like wall surrounded me. Ramsey slammed his fist against it, but it was akin to a very thick rubber, so it absorbed the force of his attack. I enjoyed Ramsey’s shock as I cast my next spell.


      “Black Saber.”


      I used earth sorcery to collect minerals from the ground and create a specially reinforced black sword. I hefted the blade and looked Ramsey in the face.


      “Well, it’s time for my counterattack.”


      I took the basic seigan stance from kendo, holding my blade in front of me with both hands, with the tip slightly tilted upward toward Ramsey’s face. Sensing danger, Ramsey took a giant leap backward, trying to put sufficient distance between us.
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      I immediately began advancing. Given how fast Ramsey was able to move, it was important to avoid moving my hands too far away from the center of my body. As I got closer, Ramsey impatiently dodged to the right and then to the left, trying to maintain space. But in kendo, one of the most important things was the range between you and your opponent. No matter how he tried to move, it was pointless in front of me.


      A standard kendo stance required you to always point your sword at your opponent’s face and keep a sturdy stance, using footwork alone to always keep your adversary in your sights. Every kendo student had this drilled into them whether they liked it or not.


      If your opponent wouldn’t come toward you, there were a few options. First, you could give them an opportunity to attack by changing to either a gedan stance or a waki-gamae stance. With the gedan stance, you would lower the tip of the blade downward, keeping the end of the handle pointed toward your center. With the waki-gamae, you’d move your blade to the side, only showing the pommel to your opponent. Both stances made it look like you were open to be attacked. However, you could also pressure your foe by taking a jodan stance and raising your blade above your head. Kendo duels involved a lot of mind games, but Ramsey didn’t seem to have much experience in this regard. He didn’t seem to know how to deal with this and stopped moving altogether.


      “You’re already in my range,” I said, now easily within striking distance.


      Ramsey leaped toward me. Either he wasn’t able to envision how I was going to attack, or he was simply very confident in his approach. Even now, staring down defeat, he came straight forward to attack me.


      What he didn’t know was that the seigan stance was the strongest defensive stance in kendo. I used the back of my blade to knock away his fist. Ramsey might have predicted that much, because he instantly thrust his other fist forward. I avoided the blow by using the guard of my sword to shift the trajectory of his punch.


      As soon as he realized that I’d avoided both of his attacks, he followed up with a kick from his right leg. If Ramsey were anyone else, the position he was in right now would have produced a very ineffective kick, but his powerful physique and strong balance compensated. By forcefully pulling his upper body backward, he just managed to thrust his leg toward me.


      I applaud you for being able to do this in the spur of the moment.


      Ramsey grunted as I caught his kick with my blade just in the nick of time. The force was as powerful as a blow from a large magic beast. It threw me backward, giving Ramsey time to get back into a battle stance and train his eyes on me once more. His primal instincts told him that there was an opening, and he wasn’t going to let it go. However, there was too much distance between us now, and I’d already activated a spell just before I’d landed.


      “Aegis,” I said.


      As Ramsey flew toward me at a fearsome speed, a completely invisible shield appeared before me. It violently repelled the marquess the moment he made contact with it, and he tumbled backward, rolling across the ground two or three times like a ball. The crowd let out gasps. When Ramsey came to a stop, he lay sprawled out on the ground.


      “Do...you need healing sorcery?” I asked after dispelling Aegis.


      “No,” he said, still lying on the ground. “I’m not heavily injured.” He stood up without any effort and wiped off the dirt before folding his arms. “I’ve lost. I’ve lost so badly, it’s almost refreshing!” he yelled.


      After a pause, the crowd bathed both of us in raucous cheers.


      Ramsey looked down at me. “I never thought that I’d lose in an all-out fight. You’re not only a powerful sorcerer but a fearsome swordswoman. I’d love to fight you sometime without any sorcery,” he said with a wide smile, singing my praises.


      What an interesting guy.


      “See? I told you,” Felter said. He crossed his arms.


      Ramsey clicked his tongue and flung his head back. “Shaddup.”


      Their interaction warmed my heart.


      Just like that, the presentation ended. As I began to leave the arena, Ayle, Liz, and Belle came up to me, all hyped up.


      “That was amazing, Professor Aoi!”


      “I can’t believe you won against Marquess Ramsey!”


      They began squealing excitedly as they trailed after me.


      “Thank you very much. Sorry, but I need to go on ahead. I believe I’ve left Dean and his mother waiting.”


      As I began to leave, Middleton stopped me.


      “That was an extraordinary battle! I’m very impressed!”


      “Thank you very much.”


      “Could I interest you in fighting some of our royal guards sometime?”


      “I think I’d rather not,” I responded quickly before shaking everyone off and leaving the plaza.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 12: Elisa’s Presentation and the King of Gransanth


      “I apologize for the wait,” I said to Tiss, who’d been watching Felter’s presentation while waiting for me. “I intended to come right back here after it finished, but things took a lot longer than I expected. I truly apologize.”


      “O-Oh no. Please don’t worry about it,” she said, shaking her head from side to side.


      Is she holding back her anger? I bowed once more to her. “I am truly, truly sorry for my tardiness.” Then I raised my head. “Ramsey was a little tougher than I expected, so my duel with him dragged on a bit. That unfortunately means it’s now close to the starting time of the other presentation I want to watch. If it’s all right with you, can we continue our conversation after that? If you’re not able to stay that late, I’ll make time to speak with you tomorrow.”


      “The Guardian of Bushmills was just ‘a little tougher’ than you expected? No, never mind,” she murmured before shaking her head. “I will be available after the presentation, so I’m happy to continue after that.”


      “Thank you very much. In that case, I’ll return soon. Oh, but I do encourage you to watch this presentation as well. I think it will be even more entertaining.”


      “Huh? More than this one? That is...slightly frightening.”


      After excusing myself, I ran off to see Elisa.


      ◇


      I passed through the plaza and headed toward the area where Elisa was preparing for her presentation. I found her facing a corner, doing something to the ground.


      “Are you ready, Elisa?” I asked.


      “Wh-What?!” Her head whipped around at the sound of my voice. When she saw it was me, relief washed across her face. “Oh, it’s you, Aoi. I panicked because I thought it was time to start.” Her eyebrows relaxed and she laughed cutely like a child, bringing a smile to my face.


      “It looks like you have a few minutes left,” I said, checking the time.


      “Huh?! Only a few?!”


      Elisa hurriedly shot to her feet and looked around to see that a crowd had already begun to form, including some royals and greater nobles. Elisa’s nervousness skyrocketed.


      “I-I’m incredibly anxious... I messed up a lot last year, but...am I going to be okay this year?”


      I placed my hand on her back. “You’ll do fine. If anything happens, I’ll be sure to support you from the shadows. So just relax and give it your best.”


      Despite my pep talk, Elisa still seemed very worried. She was a talented sorcerer, but she lacked confidence. When doing public speaking, she was prone to tensing up and making careless mistakes.


      “If you want, I could help with your presentation as your assistant,” I offered.


      “No, I’m going to do this on my own! Just sit back and watch me work!” Elisa said, vigorously shaking her head.


      “All right. In that case, I’ll watch from over there. Good luck,” I said.


      Elisa had made up her mind, and she had a much more determined look on her face now, which made me smile.


      She noticed that I had a few things in my hands. “Hmm? What are those?”


      “Oh, these?” I asked, looking down. I was holding a colorful cloth bag and a flute decorated with vibrant feathers, but what had really caught her attention were some freshly cooked meat skewers. “I bought them at a stall over there. Would you like some?” I asked, offering a skewer to her.


      Elisa slowly reached out and accepted it. “I’m a little bit surprised. I didn’t think you’d be so into festivals,” Elisa remarked. She bit into the skewer and softly giggled. “I think I’m feeling a bit better. I’m gonna do my best!” She smiled brightly.


      ◇


      The school bell rang, signaling that it was time for the presentation. Immediately, all the eyes in the crowd focused on the back of the plaza where Elisa stood. She waddled to the center of the plaza with a stiff gait, moving only the right side of her body and then her left. The venue was quiet enough to hear a pin drop. Once Elisa got into place, she took a deep breath.


      “Thank you very much for coming today. I’m Elisa Woodford, a general instructor at Fiddich Academy. During my presentation today, I will create golems from the ground using earth sorcery. Please enjoy.”


      Though she was clearly apprehensive, she’d managed to get through her entire introduction without stuttering or stumbling over her words. I felt like a mother protectively watching over her child.


      “Elisa!”


      “You can do it!”


      Not too far away, several guys were cheering for Elisa as if she were an idol.


      Who are you people? As I looked closer, I could tell that they were earnestly wishing for her success. I guess they’re probably her friends or something. They’re almost distractingly passionate, but that might not be a bad thing since they’re rooting for her.


      For the time being, I ignored the cheer squad and focused on Elisa, who had already begun her incantation. When she activated her spell, a mountain-like mound of sand burst from the ground beneath her, carrying her upward.


      The crowd didn’t immediately react, perhaps because they’d already watched a few presentations by now and were expecting something amazing. I was getting a little worried, so I gave Elisa a little bit of help as she closed her eyes and focused on her next incantation.


      I activated a spell that created a water membrane filled with sand particles in the air. It cast a slight shadow everywhere except where Elisa was, which made it look as if she had a spotlight on her. Some people noticed the change, but most were focused on Elisa’s incantation.


      Eventually, she raised her head and activated the spell. It was designed to create a hollow area in the middle of her mound and raise a buried object into that space. While its effects were relatively simple, it was still a difficult spell to show off because it required extremely precise control of mana.


      Elisa’s intense focus brought out the most serious expression I’d ever seen her make. She precisely returned the outer shell of the mountain of sand to the ground, revealing the golem underneath bit by bit. This trick elicited exclamations of awe from the crowd.


      As expected from a perfectionist like Elisa. She did an amazing job on the intricate features of the golem.


      As Elisa stood on the head of the golem, she bowed to the crowd and began another incantation.


      There’s something else? I remembered her mentioning that she was going to make the golem move, but was there something else she had planned? I could see the audience whispering among themselves trying to figure out what Elisa was doing.


      After a few more seconds, she activated her spell. The heads of new golems popped up from the ground, surrounding the one on which Elisa had perched.


      “Whoa!” someone yelled.


      Yes, you should be amazed. After all, she made four more golems, and they all have a different appearance. One looked like a woman, and another had a sword for an arm. Then there was also a large wolf and a beautiful horse. Each one had impressive craftsmanship, but the crowd seemed most impressed by the sheer number of different golems Elisa had crafted.


      “It’s a horsie!” a child screamed excitedly. Applause filled the air.


      Good job with your presentation, Elisa. It’s a great success. I dispelled the water membrane in the air and began clapping as well.


      “Elisa!”


      “You’re adorable this year too!”


      Elisa’s friends from earlier were applauding and cheering their hearts out.


      They must be very good friends. I hope this helps her be more confident in her abilities.


      Out of nowhere, a voice spoke up behind me. “Hmm... I came all this way because I heard that one of my countrymen was doing a presentation, but it looks like I wasted my time.” It was Grant, the king of Gransanth, who had a sarcastic smile. “You think so as well, don’t you? It’s embarrassing that she did a presentation that focused on such a transparent ploy.”


      “I’m not sure I agree,” I replied. “I think her presentation was wonderful and has the potential for implementation in many different ways in the future. What kind of presentation would have satisfied you?” I asked.


      Grant sighed, his face souring. “Instead of demonstrating sorcery that only some people can use, it would have been excellent if she’d shown something that anyone could use to create strong weapons and armor. Or at least that’s how I feel. After all, even though most of the sorcerers in our country can only use intermediate sorcery at best, we still have a strong influence among the great countries.”


      I found myself getting heated. “Don’t you think you’re being a little hasty with your conclusion? Even if you had the best armor and weapons in the world, it might not be enough to defeat Elisa in a one-on-one battle. Plus, Elisa’s specialty is earth sorcery. She can create things that are needed in daily life like buildings, bridges, and roads all by herself. Don’t you think that’s a good thing?”


      Grant looked a little taken aback, but he shook his head. “You’re still young and perhaps not very knowledgeable about our history. Historically, the number of people from Gransanth who could be considered first-rate sorcerers has been very low. In spite of that, nobody has been able to invade our territory, and we’ve earned our place as one of the great countries. All of that is due to the power of our exceptional weapons and armor.”


      By this point, we’d caught the attention of some of the crowd, which probably had to do with the dwarven royal guard surrounding us. Unfortunately, Elisa had also caught wind of our conversation, and she looked over with consternation. I wanted to call out to her, but I didn’t know what to say.


      Grant spoke up again. “Either way, isn’t it a waste that this presentation was the last one of the day? How about this? I’ll help today come to a more exciting end.”


      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.


      Grant, flanked by his royal guard, walked over to Elisa. She quickly fixed her posture as she saw her king approaching.


      “Elisa. You are a sorcerer of the kingdom of Gransanth, are you not?”


      “Y-Yes, Your Majesty!” Elisa’s whole body was tense.


      Grant regarded her with amusement. “The sorcery you showed was good, but how about helping to promote our kingdom? We boast about having the best armor and weapons, so how about battling one of our royal guards who’s equipped with our finest gear?”


      Elisa looked conflicted and went into a loop of opening and then shutting her mouth. It must have been shocking for her to hear that he’d been dissatisfied with her presentation.


      I had to interject. “Please wait. This is a sorcery presentation, and she’s already concluded it. Any further—”


      “Your Majesty,” Elisa said, speaking over me and kneeling in front of Grant.


      “You have something you’d like to say?” Grant asked in a terrifying tone, transfixing her with a stare.


      Is this just how kings talk to their citizens? It’s quite different from how he’s spoken with me. I wasn’t sure how to interpret the situation.


      “I wish to raise the importance of sorcery in our kingdom. If... If I win, I’d like your assistance in improving the state of sorcery education in Gransanth,” Elisa said, not raising her head.


      Grant scoffed. “What? Sorcery education? We’ve already put more emphasis on it than other education disciplines. What else would you have us do?”


      Elisa hesitated for a moment. “Pardon my rudeness, but currently our kingdom only teaches simple elementary sorcery and intermediate sorcery. I’d like to create an environment in which we can teach advanced sorcery or even higher levels of spells.”


      “That’s ridiculous.” Grant dropped his shoulders. “Surely you’re aware that the number of people who can become sorcerers is extremely low in Gransanth compared to other countries. Spending more on education despite the lack of sorcerers would likely be a waste of funding. It would be better to increase the number of blacksmiths, would it not? In that case, it would be necessary to build more facilities. You understand that there wouldn’t be any excess budget to spare on sorcery education after that, don’t you?”


      “Y-Yes...” Elisa shrank under the weight of his arguments.


      The people in the crowd began looking at one another. After all, we were currently at an academy for sorcery during its cultural festival. Making a public statement here that sorcery shouldn’t be prioritized as much as smithing was a major faux pas for any representative of a country—even for a king. Besides, I took issue with Grant’s assertion.


      “Please wait,” I called out.


      Grant turned around. I could tell from his face that he had no intention of debating the effectiveness of sorcery. Even so, there was something I needed to say.


      “King Grant, I understand that the highest level of sorcery taught in Gransanth up until now has been intermediate sorcery, so your country hasn’t produced many highly talented sorcerers. However, I think that if you revise your educational methods, then the number of sorcerers able to use advanced sorcery will increase, and the importance of sorcery will become more apparent.”


      Grant shrugged, clearly not convinced. “It may be difficult for you to understand without a visual demonstration. How about you see what our armor and weapons can do? Elisa, as I mentioned before, you will fight against one of our royal guardsmen. They’ll be using our country’s greatest equipment, so try not to get too hurt,” he said. His torso shook with jovial laughter as he pointed his finger like a child making a selfish demand.


      Elisa stood up, filled with determination.


      “I understand. I will accept this duel.”


      ◇


      Elisa stood in the center of the plaza, a distance away from another dwarf who wore a full set of armor. The heavy suit barely hampered his movement, and he demonstrated his prowess as a royal guard of Gransanth by lifting a massive greataxe with ease.


      On the other hand, Elisa was wearing her usual instructor’s outfit. Judging solely by the two competitors’ appearances, nobody would think that Elisa had a chance at winning. While Elisa might have looked like a young girl, though, there was a reason she’d become an instructor at Fiddich. She could wield powerful sorcery. There was no way of knowing how this fight would go.


      I was serving as the impromptu referee for the match, and I raised my hand in the air.


      “At the ready,” I said.


      The dwarven knight took a battle stance with his axe. Elisa, wand in hand, lowered her center of gravity, ready to move at a moment’s notice.


      “Ha ha ha. Be sure to use the blunt side of the axe!” Grantz called out, chortling.


      It looks like he’s very confident that Elisa won’t win.


      “Elisa!”


      “You can do this!”


      Elisa’s friends started fervently cheering again. I glanced at Elisa and she nodded, looking deadly serious.


      I brought my hand down. “Begin!”


      The dwarven knight quickly kicked off the ground, accelerating as quickly as a sprinter while raising his axe. He closed the gap with Elisa in a blink. If his hit connected, it’d be a devastating blow. However, Elisa wasn’t to be underestimated.


      “Rock Block!” She activated this spell with a single verse, creating a wall of stone in between her and the charging royal guard. He was strong and skilled enough to destroy it with a single swing of his axe, but that bought Elisa the time she needed to move while also preparing another spell.


      Not bad, Elisa.


      “Sandstorm!” A dense vortex of sand began raging in this small area. She’d been able to activate the spell even quicker than she had when she’d fought Felter. It was even more powerful this time too.


      “Urk!”


      I couldn’t see the knight due to the heavy storm, I could hear him groan. Felter might have not had any problem breaking free of the sandstorm, but that was because he had abnormal strength further amplified by body fortification. The dwarven opponent’s heavy armor made it harder for him to break free.


      Elisa didn’t let up. She activated another spell. “Sandpit!” The sandstorm decreased in intensity, allowing me to see the guard again. A large area around him had turned into a pit of sand and buried half of his body. He was smacking the ground with both hands, trying to break free.


      “Wh-What are you doing?!” Grant yelled. “You’re wearing mithril armor and have a mithril axe! You should be highly resistant to sorcery!”
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      The knight desperately struggled, gradually beginning to break free, but Elisa had already begun her next spell. When she’d fought Felter, she’d used a barrage of the elementary spell, Sand Ball, but this time she’d had the time to cast something stronger. She completed her incantation right before the knight could escape from the pit.


      “Boulder Crash!” The sand around the knight began to rise up his body once more.


      “Oh, I see. She’s stealing sand from the bottom to forcefully extend the time of Sandpit,” I commented, impressed by her tactics.


      That’s a pretty clever use of sorcery. Normally, the effects of Sandpit would weaken as she prepared her next spell, which is why she’s using the sand from it to make her next attack.


      Sandpit sucked inward, back to its original strength, dragging the knight down to one knee. In the meantime, Elisa activated the advanced spell Boulder Crash, which would usually take much longer to cast, above the now immobilized knight. Screams burst from the crowd as a rock large enough to crush the entire venue—them included—formed overhead. Some people began to run, but Grant stared at the colossal boulder dumbfounded while his royal guard surrounded him.


      “The royal guard might not be able to block this,” I said. Realizing the danger, I quickly moved over to the trapped knight. “Fracture.”


      Whew. I barely made it. As the massive rock fell, my spell broke it into tiny grains of sand. The white dust danced harmlessly to the ground, glistening in the light. The knight, who’d been raising his axe like a shield, disappeared under the falling sand.


      “Wh-Wh-What?!” Grant stammered, exasperated.


      Elisa shot me a wry smile, looking utterly exhausted. “A-Ah ha ha... It’s kinda depressing how easily you were able to break that apart,” she said.


      I grinned back at her and turned to Grant. “Match over. If that had gone on for any longer, it would’ve resulted in massive injuries, so I’m ending it here. Any objections?” I asked.


      Grant stared at me blankly before looking down. Then I turned to the audience.


      “Elisa Woodford is the victor!” I declared.


      The onlookers erupted with applause.


      “Elisa!” one of her friends cheered.


      “You’re so cute!” another yelled.


      “You have some good friends,” I told her.


      “Ah ha ha... I-I guess so?” She seemed a little confused.


      Grant raised his head. “G-Grr... I-I can’t believe she beat one of my royal guards... No, but surely our weapons could deal with even a rock of that size...”


      Even this powerful spell hadn’t fully convinced him. I wanted to discuss things with him more, but now wasn’t the time or place. Elisa’s presentation was over and so was her match.


      For the time being, I should fix everything up in preparation for tomorrow’s presentations.


      “Well, King Grant, please keep your word and put more focus into sorcery education like Elisa requested.” I then went back over to Elisa. “Very well fought. Your presentation was great as well. I didn’t expect you to have prepared other golems too. You shocked me.”


      “Th-Thank you...” Elisa said weakly. “I’m pretty exhausted after everything that’s happened. I felt a little guilty about making the golems ahead of time, even though that was your advice, so...I decided to show how I’d made the first one appear at the end.”


      “Oh, I see, so it was like showing how a card trick works. I think that was a great decision on your part. Everyone seemed to enjoy it, and I think it made your presentation many times better than what I’d suggested.”


      Elisa let out a sheepish laugh. “Thank you very much. That was the first time I’ve received so much applause. I’m...so happy. B-But also, is it okay to leave His Majesty like that...?” Elisa asked, looking at Grant with worry.


      I simply smiled. “He was so confident in his victory only to lose, so I doubt small issues like proper etiquette really matter to him right now. He’s preoccupied with maintaining the dignity of his country.” With that, I began repairing the venue.


      I’ll finish this up quickly so that they can begin preparing the area for tomorrow’s presentations. Elisa and I quickly worked together to fix everything.


      Interlude: Grant


      “Sorcery... So depending on its usage, it’s possible that our armor and weapons won’t have any effect. Or maybe someone could use a spell to neutralize them altogether. In that case...”


      The audience had left the venue by now, but Grant was still standing there, quietly watching Aoi and Elisa clean up with Ayle, Liz, and Belle’s help.


      He hadn’t changed his absolute faith in the weapons and armor of Gransanth, and he was still trying to figure out how to best utilize them against sorcerers. However, he had become somewhat interested in sorcery itself.


      “Either way, it’d be best if we could get Aoi to come to Gransanth, but how should I do that? I doubt she’s enticed by riches or trinkets.”


      Grant folded his arms and grunted as he mulled things over. The royal guards shared a glance, but Grant ignored them. The more he thought, the more the corners of his lips curled upward.


      “She’s not too bad looking. In that case, it’d be best if I took her as my queen.”


    


  



  

    

      Side Story 1: Rox’s Work from the Shadows


      During the preparation period prior to the start of the cultural festival, Rox received reports of some shady outdoor stalls, so he began investigating around the campus. As he searched, surrounded by his knights, a rough-looking young man called out to him.


      “Oh, Boss Rox. Somethin’ happen?”


      Rox turned around to see that it was a man from the Nevis Family with whom he’d spoken on occasion. Rox furrowed his brow and quickly approached him.


      “I told you not to talk to me in public,” he hissed.


      “Ah... Sorry,” the young man said, recoiling slightly. “Right, it’s the middle of the afternoon,” he chuckled.


      Rox let a long sigh escape his lips and turned to his knights. “I’ll get information from this guy. The rest of you go check with the other stalls. Make sure you find out names, which company they belong to, and what they’re selling.”


      “Yes, Your Highness!” the knights said before fanning out to question the sellers in the stalls.


      After making sure that all of his guards were out of earshot, Rox turned back to the young man. “So...why am I seeing so many of the Nevis Family here? Why are you setting up stalls? Every year up until now, all of these stalls have been run by foreign merchants.”


      The young man shrugged. “Well, to be honest, we don’t wanna be doin’ this either. It’s too much trouble. But this is apparently the only way we can make money this year.”


      “Why’s that?” Rox asked.


      A curtain of frustration fell over the young man’s face. “Well...usually we only have to set up the stall, and then a merchant from out of town comes along and pays us for the spot. That way we can make money off the booth without really having to do anything. But we’re not having many buyers this year. We sold some spots near the entrance and at the front of each of the plazas, but we’re stuck with more than half of the locations we bought. So we had no choice but to start tryin’ to make money by selling stuff ourselves.”


      Rox clasped his head in exasperation as the young man spilled the details without a care. “That’s what you’ve been doing all these years? I can’t believe none of the local major trading companies have ever complained.”


      The young man’s shoulders vibrated as he let loose a mischievous laugh. “Well, that’s ’cause the domestic trading companies are in on this. They won’t squeal. We’re only aimin’ for foreign merchants and trading companies that don’t have any branches here.”


      The young man spoke as if he were giving Rox a hint to crack an incredibly simple case. Rox sighed even deeper.


      “So essentially, in order for someone to have a spot at the cultural festival, it has to go through the approval of the trading companies? I see. I guess foreign merchants and companies would have no choice but to agree to this system if they want to do business. And I assume that if the knights haven’t heard of this business arrangement, then that means both the Nevis Family and the trading companies who are in on it aren’t paying taxes on the stall sales.”


      “Ah...” the young man muttered. He looked away as Rox’s intense glare made him break into a cold sweat.


      Rox scrutinized him. “You fool. Come up with a better explanation. If it were anyone but me, you’d have been arrested right now.”


      Tears welled up in the young man’s eyes. “B-Boss...”


      “Don’t call me that.”


      “Sorry. I owe ya!” Relief washed over him as he realized that Rox was going to let this slide. If he hadn’t, this mistake could have dealt a huge blow to the Nevis Family and the involved merchant companies.


      Rox probed him further. “So why didn’t anyone buy the spots? It’s not like the scale of the cultural festival has changed this year. They definitely would have had customers.”


      “Hmm...” The young man scratched his head. “Well, Boss Caolla said it was because the notice of the cultural festival arrived too late, but the trading companies told a different story. Sounds like there’s a lotta money movin’ around due to something else, so they didn’t have the budget to buy any stalls. Now that I think about it, the only people who’ve bought them from us have been individuals and street vendors.”


      Rox folded his arms. This was valuable information. “I see... So what you’re saying is that the trading companies found an opportunity to make money off of people other than customers at the cultural festival?” he asked, looking around. “But there’s plenty of royals and greater nobles they could sell to here if they had their own stalls. That must mean that they’re doing a different kind of business this year.”


      Rox racked his brain to think of what ventures they could have found. As a member of the royal family, the safety of the populace was his responsibility. He’d have to take a closer look to determine whether whatever business was going on would hurt the city or country. Depending on what he found, he might even need to put a stop to it.


      As Rox contemplated, the knights returned from their investigation.


      “Oh, you’re all done? How did it go?” Rox asked.


      The knights all stood at attention before reporting.


      “The ones doing business in this area are almost all residents of the city, Your Majesty! They’re all selling normal things such as food, drinks, crafts, or everyday necessities!”


      “There are a few foreign merchants as well, but for some reason they’re all from either the Kingdom of Gransanth or the Bushmills Empire.”


      “At the very least, we don’t suspect any illegal dealings.”


      Rox pondered their findings. “Do all of the countries normally have stalls set up here?” he asked, his memory fuzzy.


      “Yes, Your Majesty. If I remember correctly, the Colt Highland Federation in particular usually has many merchants who have stalls at the festival.”


      The other knights and even the young man from the Nevis Family nodded in agreement.


      “So we haven’t seen anyone from the Colt Highland Federation despite the fact that they’re very savvy merchants? That is strange. Let’s expand our search radius,” Rox said to the knights. “Half of you will investigate whether any of the sellers on campus are from Colt Highland. The rest of you will search outside the academy for merchants from the federation. If you encounter any, find out what kind of business they’re conducting. Whatever you find, don’t confront them about it. We don’t want to put any pressure on them. But if you see anyone buying or selling any suspicious merchandise, bring those merchants straight to me.”


      The knights stood up straight, formed a single-file line, and affirmed his orders. Then Rox split them up into two teams before sending them off. Curious about what the young man from the Nevis Family had said about their collusion with the trading companies, Rox left campus. He decided to visit the biggest trading company in Winturbly first, and he’d selected two knights to accompany him.


      “Rox? Where are you going?”


      As he began to leave, he heard a voice that made him jump and tense up. He slowly turned around like a creaking robot that needed oil. Standing there was the beautiful, black-haired Aoi.


      “Are you all right?” the upper-level instructor asked, noticing his expression which looked on the verge of both tears and smiling.


      Rox’s cheeks took on a red hue. “P-P-Professor Aoi?! O-Oh, I just kinda wanted to check something about the trading companies...” he said, trying to give a vague answer.


      Aoi narrowed her eyes. “Is it something you can’t speak about here?” She’d definitely noticed his strange behavior.


      Rox wagged his head side to side. “N-No, or...I don’t know yet. It’s just that every year merchants from the Colt Highland Federation usually have stalls at the cultural festival, but there aren’t any this year. I heard from the Nevis Family that apparently there might be a bigger business opportunity than the festival.”


      Aoi seemed to catch on to Rox’s hint about potentially shady dealings, especially given that he’d been talking to underground sources.


      “I see... That is certainly a little curious. I hope this isn’t the case, but since all kinds of important people from different countries have gathered here, could they be secretly trading illegal items?”


      Rox nodded solemnly. “I think that’s the most likely explanation. Merchants and important people from nations both big and small are all in one place. Even if they’re selling drugs or slaves, they’ll have no trouble finding buyers.”


      “Well we can’t leave this alone... Hmm?” Aoi suddenly realized something. “Wait a second... If there are illegal dealings, then people in touch with the criminal underworld like the Nevis Family should know about it.”


      “You think so? But even if that’s true, what good does that do us?”


      “In other words, if this isn’t just backtable dealings between merchants and criminals, then it’s possible that there’s a bigger player here. If that’s the case, then it’d have to be a member of royalty or a greater noble pulling the strings.”


      “What?! That’s...” Aoi’s hypothesis struck fear into Rox’s heart. Given this unusual multinational environment, it wouldn’t be strange if something happened. Rox felt his muscles clench.


      “We can’t let any big criminal schemes go unpunished. I’ll try speaking with Caolla.” Aoi turned and began walking in the opposite direction that Rox had been going.


      “Thanks. Try asking Garonne too if you can.”


      “All right.”


      Rox knew that Aoi was much better than he was at getting information, so he would use that to aid him. Rox was used to this kind of investigation by now. He moved without hesitation to the biggest trading company in Winturbly, a branch of an enterprise from the Colt Highland Federation.


      “Coming through! Is a representative of this company available?!” Rox asked as soon as he arrived.


      Rox was acting a lot bossier than usual, perhaps because he was backed up by his knights. He wondered if he was being too pushy, he ultimately determined that there was no use crying over spilled milk.


      A plump merchant ran into the back of the store, and after a while a tall, big man emerged. He was dressed like a merchant, but had the muscularity of a veteran knight. He bowed and approached Rox.


      “Well, well, the knights and... Oh, do my eyes deceive me? Prince Rox?” he said with a gentle smile.


      “You recognize me?” Rox asked.


      The merchant nodded over and over again. “But of course! You’d be hard-pressed to find anyone who doesn’t know the renowned prodigy Prince Rox Kilbeggan. Now then, what business does the genius himself have in my company? May I assist you with something?”


      The merchant was being perfectly accommodating, but he couldn’t hide that he was being cautious of Rox. Maybe it was just a natural response to the prince himself coming in with knights, but Rox felt that there was something more to uncover.


      “I’m just here to check something. Each year, many of the merchants from the Colt Highland Federation have bought stalls at the cultural festival at Fiddich. However, it seems that there aren’t any this year. I was just wondering why that is.”


      Rox had decided not to beat around the bush and just ask a straightforward question. The merchant was unprepared, and he didn’t answer immediately.


      After a few moments digesting Rox’s question, he replied. “O-Oh, yes. It’s true that our merchants usually do set up stalls at the academy, but we’ve been quite busy this year with our business...” he said, trying to stay vague and not forthcoming.


      “Know that lying to me will have consequences,” Rox said coldly, making direct eye contact with the merchant. “I hope you’ll remember that when I ask you again.”


      “Yes... Your Highness,” the man replied meekly, feeling the pressure of Rox’s threat.


      Rox began interrogating him once more. “Every year, many merchants from the Colt Highland Federation visit Winturbly and do business during the cultural festival. Does that include the merchant who runs this company too? Did the other merchants from the Colt Highland Federation just not come this year?”


      “No... Many merchants from the federation are currently in the city.”


      “Then where are they and what are they doing?”


      The merchant went quiet and looked as if he were doing countless calculations in his head. Until he could figure out the risk versus the benefit, he couldn’t produce an answer.


      “Answer me,” Rox growled, growing irritated.


      Then the merchant politely smiled. “I’ll tell you everything,” he said, determining that the risk wasn’t worth it. “The Colt Highland Federation is governed by upper parliamentary members who decide the country’s direction. However, we’re a collection of small nations, so everybody has their own authority and wealth.”


      “Hmph. I know all of that.” Rox had no idea where this was going, so he waited for the merchant to continue before saying anything else.


      “Well, because of this, the federation has much more internal competition than other countries. As such, we boast the largest network of production, distribution, and trade. It’s as natural as a fish in water for the trading companies to work with our parliamentarians.”


      “So essentially, the merchants who come here each year are working for different members of parliament, so you don’t know what they’re doing here?” Rox asked, jumping to a conclusion.


      “No, not quite. What I mean is that the trading companies in the federation have much closer ties to those in parliament—in other words, nobles—than merchants in other countries do. Consequently, if someone from the upper parliament has a strong request, we have to do everything we can to fulfill it.”


      Rox finally understood what the merchant was trying to say. He decided to reassure the merchant since he’d been forthcoming with information without actually saying anything straight out.


      “Fine. I get it. Don’t worry, I won’t ask who’s giving the orders. I’m not going to try and prosecute any of you merchants. However, that’s only if you’re not doing anything that will greatly harm Vahtedd.”


      The merchant breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you very much, Your Highness. You are truly as wise as your reputation says.”


      “Whatever. Keep talking,” Rox said, brushing off the man’s empty praise.


      “Of course; please forgive me. We’ve been tasked with investigating and interacting with the Witch of the Academy.”


      Rox’s eyes widened. “The Witch of the Academy? What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Well, the parliamentarians have paid a sum for companies to gather information on Lady Aoi Konominato. We’re supposed to find out as much as possible and create an opportunity for our nobles to speak with her.”


      The merchant waited for Rox’s reaction, but the young prince just sat there trying to process what he’d heard.


      “They want to contact...Professor Aoi? In other words, they want to bring her to the federation?” As he said this aloud, it sunk in, and he realized that it made sense. Having Aoi as their ally would produce great benefits.


      But then he immediately thought of the flip side to that. If Aoi left Vahtedd, it would be a huge loss.


      Rox glowered at the merchant. “I’ve decided that this will damage Vahtedd. I’d like you to call all the representatives of the trading companies together. You can do so by invoking the royal name.”


      The merchant looked dumbstruck. He most likely hadn’t expected that a mere professor, albeit an upper-level instructor, would evoke this kind of reaction. 




      When Rox met with all of the representatives of the Colt Highland trading companies, he made sure that they would only contact instructors and students after receiving permission from the academy. Since this was already a rule, he conveyed this more as a reminder than as a decree.


      However, he wasn’t sure how to explain all of this to Aoi.


      “So...be sure not to accept any invitations to do anything by anybody you don’t know,” Rox said to her.


      “Why are you warning me like I’m a child who’s going on her first errand?” Aoi complained.


      “I-It’s just that there have apparently been a lot of strange incidents recently...”


      Ultimately, Rox hadn’t told her the full story. Though Aoi found his overprotectiveness strange, Rox did his best to try to convince her. It was important for him to be able to swiftly react to any unusual happenings—including the situation with Aoi—while being sensitive to the fact that there were important figures from other countries and trading companies involved. Overall, Rox’s growth as a royal was moving forward smoothly.


    


  



  

    

      Side Story 2: Elisa’s Cheer Squad


      Over two years ago, an eccentric band of people in Winturbly who called themselves “Elisa’s Cheer Squad” had formed. Only four people belonged to the group, and they were all middle-aged men with no status. This is the tale of how that dedicated group of fans came together.




      It was the day of Elisa’s first cultural festival presentation. She’d only just graduated from the academy and become an instructor at the end of the previous year, and she still hadn’t gotten the hang of teaching. All of the students looked down on her because she was a dwarf, and dwarves were stereotypically not good at sorcery. Because of all that, Elisa carried a tremendous amount of stress and anxiety. It would have been unreasonable for her not to be nervous.


      Elisa was on the verge of tears from anxiety and stage fright, and she spoke so softly that it was hard to even hear her. This only goaded the heartless crowd to begin to jeer and heckle her.


      The two men who would become the founders of Elisa’s Cheer Squad had been born in Winturbly and attended the cultural festival every year. They’d seen so many amazing sorcery presentations up until now, so they didn’t have overly high expectations for the presentation of a new instructor like Elisa. However, even with their expectations low, they didn’t find Elisa’s demonstration particularly interesting. In fact, they found it slightly confusing.


      “But still, they shouldn’t be heckling her!” both of the guys said in unison, growing angrier and angrier at how the crowd was harassing Elisa as they watched her shoulders tremble. Though these two men had never spoken to each other before, it was like their brains had connected and they’d come up with the exact same idea. They both shouted again at the same time.


      “You can do it!”


      “Take a deep breath!”


      The two men looked at each other. The moment their eyes met, it was like they’d locked on to the same wavelength. They both grinned and continued cheering on Elisa.


      “It’s all good!”


      “Take your time!”


      As they continued to shout encouragement, Elisa gradually began to calm down, and she successfully finished her presentation.


      “That concludes my presentation. Thank you very much,” Elisa said, bowing deeply.


      The two men were the first to clap. Spurred on by their enthusiasm, the crowd began to give scattered applause. Elisa continued to sheepishly bow over and over. Both of the men felt relieved.


      “E-Excuse me...” one of them called out to Elisa.


      She turned around nervously, still in the middle of cleaning up. “Y-Yes? Oh, you’re the ones who cheered for me earlier,” Elisa said, a sunny smile replacing the uneasiness on her face. “Thank you very much!” she said, giving another energetic bow.


      The two men broke into smiles.


      “You did great!”


      “I can’t wait until next year’s presentation!”


      After that, the men left and grabbed a drink to celebrate. They discussed how they wanted to cheer on that brave, kindhearted girl every year and then went their separate ways.


      The next year, they met up at Elisa’s presentation as if they’d discussed it beforehand. It’d been a while since they’d seen each other, so they had fun catching up before her presentation began. Then, when Elisa took the stage, the men immediately started showing off how excited they were to deter any hecklers.


      “You’ve got this!”


      “Stay calm!”


      Then they cheered at all the critical moments during the presentation, which piqued the interest of two other guys next to them.


      “Are you relatives of hers or something?” they asked.


      One of the first two men gave a simple explanation of what they were doing. While they weren’t related to Elisa, they wanted to cheer her on because this was only her second year being an instructor and she was still nervous. The other two guys liked the idea and joined in.


      As a result, Elisa’s presentation had a much livelier audience than that of any of the other general instructors. Even though there were only four guys passionately cheering for her, they managed to create an incredibly warm atmosphere.


      Thus, the small group known as Elisa’s Cheer Squad was born. The following year, Elisa was able to speak loudly while she presented, and there were no traces of nervous tears in her eyes.


      Despite her greater confidence, Elisa still stumbled over her words, forgot things she’d prepared, and made small errors. The members of Elisa’s Cheer Squad resolved to encourage her through all of this.


      “Yeah, we need to keep cheering on Elisa.”


      “There isn’t anybody else out there who’s as courageous as her.”


      “I love how she’s always giving it her all.”


      “It’s really cute how she goes into a panic when she messes up.”


      The men spoke as if they were Elisa’s proud parents. They enjoyed raising her spirits each year and were always nervous about her making a mistake. However, the presentation the next year was different.


      They’d heard rumors about an amazing instructor by the name of Aoi who’d recently started at Fiddich, but they hadn’t expected the level of Elisa’s presentation to have been elevated so drastically. They enthusiastically applauded after hearing that her presentation had a theme and would demonstrate a practical use of sorcery.


      When the presentation ended, a man who was apparently the king of Gransanth appeared and suddenly picked a fight with Elisa. It went without saying that the four men continued to cheer for Elisa—they just didn’t do it as loudly as usual since her opponent was the king of her home country. As they watched her fight, their apprehension changed into surprise and then awe. Elisa stood her ground against the obviously powerful, fully armored warrior, and she masterfully used multiple spells to stop his movements entirely. Her heroic visage shone brightly, a far cry from the Elisa of old who’d constantly looked like she was about to cry.


      This time, the four men weren’t simply trying to enhearten Elisa and help her presentation end well; their cheers reflected genuine astonishment and pride. It was the men’s eyes, not Elisa’s, which now felt tears welling up.


      “Th-That was amazing!”


      “Elisa!”


      “She’s so strong!”


      “Go Elisa!”


      The men screamed so much that their voices became hoarse. They’d become more and more invested in Elisa over the years, like parents watching their daughter grow, and her success had moved them to tears. The party they would have today after her presentation was likely going to be even more rowdy than those of previous years.


      What the four men didn’t know was that because of their encouragement every year Elisa had begun to see them like kind uncles.


    


  



  

    

      Side Story 3: Ramsey’s Disbelief


      After his match with Aoi, Ramsey called Felter to have a meal with him and his wife Fiore. He chose a meat-centric restaurant located in the very same plaza as the fight, not wanting the hassle of going far away to eat. This action was very on-brand for him.


      Once the family arrived at the relatively high-class establishment, the servers guided them to the largest private room. The first thing Ramsey did was order alcohol. Fiore selected the rest of the meal while Felter sat there silently with his arms folded, annoyed.


      Ramsey’s beverage came very quickly, and he gulped it down. Though he’d ordered a strong drink, he had a high tolerance to alcohol, and he ordered another one when the appetizers came out. When the server left to get his next drink, Ramsey squinted at Felter.


      “Who exactly is that woman named Aoi? I can’t get a read on her limits,” he grumbled.


      Felter paused for a second, then let out a snort as a grin took hold of his face. “You’re being pretty honest with yourself for once, geezer.”


      “Shut up,” Ramsey retorted.


      Fiore smiled. “Oh, how rare to see you so bitter. I wonder how many years it’s been since the last time you’ve acted like this?” she teased with an elegant giggle.


      Ramsey clicked his tongue. “The last time anyone ever outclassed me like that was back when I fought my old man for the first time. Damn it. I got it into my head that I could never lose a hand-to-hand fight. I can’t believe a little girl like that...” Ramsey scoffed.


      “Don’t worry, I’m her disciple. Next year, I’ll make sure you feel the same way you feel now,” Felter said, amused.


      “Shut up,” Ramsey repeated.


      Soon enough, the waiters placed a magnificent display of food in front of them. Ramsey chugged his new drink in a mere two seconds.


      “Another,” he demanded.


      “R-Right away.”


      The server was clearly taken aback by how instantaneously Ramsey would down each drink and order a new one. Felter sighed while Fiore beamed happily.


      “So, about Lady Aoi’s full strength,” Ramsey said, bringing the conversation back to what he actually cared about.


      Felter was annoyed but could understand why his father wanted to know just how strong Aoi truly was.


      “She overwhelmed me by using a sword and body fortification sorcery. But she’s an upper-level instructor at Fiddich. That means she can use other types of sorcery too, doesn’t it?” Ramsey asked.


      Felter nodded nonchalantly. “Yes. She can use all of the elements at an advanced level or higher. She also has original spells. Based just on the things I’ve seen, she has the ability to take on large armies by herself.”


      “Oh my,” Fiore said, placing her hand over her mouth. It was such a refined movement that it was hard to tell if Felter had truly surprised her or if she was just putting on an appropriate reaction to the context.


      Ramsey’s eyes took on genuine shock, though. “Is she a monster?” he muttered, believing everything Felter had said.


      Ramsey folded his arms and began to groan as the cogs of his mind turned. In the meantime, Fiore cut up some appetizers so they’d be easy for Felter to eat and asked if he wanted anything to drink. She was taking care of him very devotedly.


      “Felter, do you...?” As Ramsey began to speak, the servers brought out the rest of the food, which filled up the table, along with a cask of liquor.


      “Oh, what a thoughtful restaurant,” Fiore chirped, passing the cask to Ramsey.


      The cask was quite heavy, but she lifted it without any struggle. Ramsey accepted it with one arm and brought it to his mouth, tilting the bottom upward. He began to pour its contents down his throat, almost like he was filling up a tank, while Felter simply stared. After chugging down a third of the alcohol, Ramsey continued speaking.


      “Felter, what kind of training do you do with Lady Aoi?”


      “Body fortification sorcery and mock battles.”


      Ramsey groaned again as he gripped the cask with one hand. “Hmm... I drilled my ultimate hand-to-hand techniques into you, but even that wasn’t enough to match her strength, huh?”


      “What she’s teaching me is different. I’ve fought her without either of us using any sorcery too, but if she’s holding a sword, I can’t do anything to her. Even if I try to brute force my way or try to counter her attacks, nothing works. It’s almost like she already knows how I’m going to attack before I do,” Felter said, analyzing Aoi’s fighting style.


      Ramsey’s face went taut, and he drained a few more gulps from the cask. When he was done, he looked up. “I think I’ll stay at the academy for a little bit and observe her fighting style for myself. Is it all right if I stay for two months?” he asked Fiore.


      A gentle smile filled Fiore’s face. “That’s absolutely not okay.”


      “Wh-Why not?” Ramsey hadn’t expected to be so flatly turned down.


      Fiore gave him a wry look. “Well, of course it’s not. You don’t have anyone ready to step in for your duties while you’re here.” Ramsey’s face froze as Fiore pointed out the obvious. “Besides, we’re already gone for long enough as it is, which leaves the territory potentially vulnerable. It was hard enough to make this trip work in the first place, so it should be a given that you can’t stay any longer.” Fiore’s tone was kind, but she exuded an aura that made it clear she would not back down.


      Ramsey frowned angrily. “I understand what you’re saying, but if I can improve my sorcery and get stronger, then our territory’s defenses will be even more—”


      “Oh, but that has nothing to do with what we’re talking about. This is about how a lord can’t simply shirk his administrative duties for who knows how many months. If you’re so interested in Aoi’s sorcery, why don’t you try to get information about it in a different way? Besides, it seems that Felter is learning a lot from Aoi,” Fiore said politely, cutting Ramsey off.


      Ramsey looked as if he’d been petrified.


      Fiore turned to Felter. “Besides, I’m sure it’d be awkward for Felter if he saw his father at the academy regularly,” she said.


      Felter nodded. “Yeah, you’d be a huge bother.”


      Ramsey gasped and went silent.


    


  



  

    

      Side Story 4: Shenley’s Family Dinner


      “Hmm. This is a nice restaurant,” Auld said softly as he looked around the interior.


      Shenley’s face lit up. They were at a two-story restaurant built out of logs. It had large sofas and rooms sectioned off by houseplants. The ceiling was very high, and a window looked out at terrace seating, which made the establishment feel very spacious.


      Shenley had taken Auld to the Sleeping Tiger Inn, which doubled as accommodations and a restaurant. Usually nobles wouldn’t dine at a cheap inn like this, in an area where lots of immigrants and demi-humans lived. The owner of the inn, a beastkin man, regarded Shenley and her father with a stiff, nervous expression. Shenley felt sheepish as his gaze fell on her.


      “I’ve come here a lot ever since I started at the academy,” Shenley explained. “Whenever something good or bad has happened, whether I’ve been happy or sad, the owner has always lent an ear. Thanks to that, I’ve been able to keep going to Fiddich. I don’t think I could’ve withstood everything if this place didn’t exist.”


      Auld’s face clouded as he heard about how awful things had been at the academy. “I suppose...the sorcery lessons were quite difficult.”


      Shenley shook her head solemnly. “No. The classes may have been advanced, but they weren’t too hard to handle. Everything was fine when I was learning sorcery with the kids my age, but then I ended up skipping to the high school division, and the older kids were all very harsh toward me.” Shenley hesitated to go into detail, so she kept her words somewhat vague.


      Auld frowned. “But I thought that you were a talented sorcerer. What’s the rationale behind harassing someone talented at a sorcery academy? Usually those of lower skill receive such treatment, don’t they?”


      Shenley gave a slight nod. From Auld’s perspective, talented sorcerers were meant to be revered; it made no sense to bully them. However, as was the case in any country, the school environment wasn’t that simple.


      “Though the others recognized that I was talented...that only put a target on my back for the upperclassmen.” Shenley hung her head, just barely managing to get the words out. She didn’t say who exactly had bullied her, and Auld didn’t try to press her for that information.


      He took a deep breath, and an awkward air surrounded the two of them before Auld broke the silence. “I received periodic reports of your life at the school, but they weren’t particularly detailed to the point where I would have heard about this. No... No, I’m just making excuses. Could you tell me what you’ve been through?” Auld asked gently.


      Shenley gave a shaky nod and began explaining the differences in culture, the small population of beastkin, and the prejudice toward them. She also talked about the struggles she’d experienced adjusting between the level of sorcery taught at Maple Leaf versus Fiddich.


      She’d worked really hard from the elementary school division to study so that she could catch up. However, her skills had grown rapidly, and she’d eventually skipped to the high school division. This quick rise had made her the target of bullying from the upperclassmen.


      “There were a lot of people who told me I was acting out of line for someone who not only was a child from a mere foreign viscount’s family but also wasn’t even an heir, was younger than them, and was a beastkin... They’d dump water on me, throw stones at me, and sometimes even attack me with sorcery...”


      “What...?” Auld’s eyes narrowed as Shenley recounted the bullying she’d endured. When he heard that they’d attacked her with sorcery, he couldn’t hold back any longer. “Who did that? Tell me,” he barked, seething.


      Shenley waved her hands. “B-But ever since Professor Aoi helped me, none of that has been happening anymore. N-Now, I’m able to focus on my studies.”


      Auld folded his arms and sighed. If he looked into the incident, he’d eventually trace it back to Rox, but Shenley truly didn’t hold it against her classmate anymore. She wasn’t thinking of revenge whatsoever.


      The owner noticed that Shenley was troubled about how to convince Auld that she was okay now, and he approached. “Here’s your order,” he said, holding a tray with drinks and a salad appetizer. The rest of the food was still being prepared, but he’d brought these over now to cut the tension. The owner looked at Auld and then at Shenley. “I’ll come back with your entrées and bread soon, then I’ll bring out dessert later.”


      “Thank you very much,” Shenley said, sighing with relief.


      The owner awkwardly winked at her, bowed, and left.


      “Well... I suppose we should eat,” Auld said.


      “Yeah!” Shenley replied eagerly.


      After taking a bite of the salad, Auld sipped his drink. “Hmm, I thought this was more of a commoner’s restaurant, but the flavor is quite good,” he said, impressed.


      Shenley nodded. “The food here is really good, and the owner’s really kind. It’s a very nice place,” she praised, overjoyed that her father approved of the inn.


      Auld found himself smiling at how happy his daughter was. “You like this place quite a lot, huh?”


      Shenley wagged her chin up and down in a huge nod. The owner, who was spying on their conversation from the kitchen, clenched his fist victoriously.


      There was something else Auld had been wondering about. “By the way, I don’t doubt Aoi’s talent as a sorcerer, but how is she as an instructor?”


      Shenley’s eyes lit up. “She’s an amazing professor! She’s kind and so reliable! Surprisingly, she’s a little unaware of some things that should be common sense, which gets her in trouble with Professor Strath and Professor Elisa sometimes. Oh, and Headmaster Glen comes to her lectures to listen in. Sometimes he even makes a huge fuss over some of her amazing spells. Usually he’s just a kind old man, but when he’s with Aoi, he runs around with joy like a child. Also...”


      Auld was a little shocked to hear Shenly happily babble on about Aoi and everything and everyone related to her.


      “So...she’s really a good instructor, then?” he asked softly, interrupting Shenley’s explanation. He couldn’t keep up with all of the praise she was rattling off, and he decided to change the topic. “Oh, Shenley, what about your classmates? From what you said earlier, it seems like the upperclassmen aren’t very nice people.”


      Shenley smiled, albeit a little awkwardly. “Well, there’s Ayle, Liz, and Belle who are close to me in age. They’re all kind people. There’s also a nice upperclassman who helped me. He stood up to two students who were stronger than him by himself.”


      “Oh? What a wonderful young man. What’s his name?” he asked, hoping to shift the topic to something where he might be able to get a word in edgewise.


      “Colt Hegge Battler,” she replied.


      Auld took a moment to process the name. “Wait...the son of an upper parliament member from the Colt Highland Federation? The same Colt Hegge Battler people say will definitely become a parliament member himself in the future?”


      “The very same. Lady Rose also said that she remembered Colt. According to her, during a gathering of royals from different countries, he was the most exceptional.”


      Auld knit his brow. “You’ve even spoken with Princess Rose? You’ve made much more valuable friendships than I expected.”


      His words made Shenley’s heart swell. “You get to meet all kinds of nobles and royals from different countries at Fiddich. But I think the most impressive person I’ve met is Professor Aoi.”


      “Don’t tell me she’s actually royalty from another country,” Auld said, frightened of the possibility that she not only had incredible talent but also an influential lineage.


      Shenley shook her head. “No. Professor Aoi is simply able to act like herself, even in front of the emperor. When she thought Rox was misbehaving, she summoned the king and queen of Vahtedd to speak with them.”


      “Wh-What?!” Auld stammered.


      Just in time to calm things down again, the owner brought over bread and their entrées. “Here’s your main course. Today we have carefully selected, fried freshwater fish and steamed potatoes with rock salt,” he said, trying to explain the food like they would at a high-class restaurant.


      “O-Oh. Thank you...” Auld said, looking completely out of sorts.


      “Yeah... Enjoy...” the owner said, confused by his meek reaction.


      “How is it that she could lecture a king and nothing happened to her? Only those of the same status can be allowed to be that rude.”


      No one in Vahtedd had that kind of status—the only people who did were the kings of other large nations. In other words, almost no one could get away with what Aoi had done.


      Shenley understood where he was coming from, but she couldn’t keep a little bit of amusement from showing on her face. “It’s okay if it’s Professor Aoi. After all, she did the same in Maple Leaf. If possible, I’d love it if Katy could study at Fiddich with me too. Working with Professor Aoi makes you begin to see just how insignificant some things are.” She giggled.


      Her laughter put Auld at ease. “You’re right. Aoi even made the vice captain of the court sorcerers easily admit his defeat. If she really acts like that anywhere and with anyone, then I shudder to think of just how much courage she has. I suppose she’s already proven that, though.”


      Aoi was the Witch of the Academy whom even the emperor of Maple Leaf hadn’t been able to defy. Auld had heard such rumors for a while, but most of the people spreading them didn’t actually know Aoi. The gossip had spiraled out of control and made her seem like some kind of demon lord. But Auld had actually met her. She didn’t seem to be a heartless monster or someone who would intentionally try to harm others with her sorcery.


      His conversation with Shenley had confirmed that Aoi was an instructor who cared deeply for her students. From that point on, whenever Auld heard any of the exaggerated rumors about Aoi, he joined his daughter in a hearty laugh.


      For the rest of their meal, they had an enjoyable conversation about Shenley’s life at the academy. The owner of the inn watched over them with a warm smile, happy that Auld was finally hearing about Shenley’s adventures.


      Aoi


      During the cultural festival, I was giving extra classes that began after school. Yesterday I’d had a lesson with Shenley and Dean. Today was Felter’s turn. Since his lesson was on body fortification and included a mock battle, I’d changed out of my instructor’s uniform and was wearing clothes that were easier to move in. My pants and a shirt were loose at the hems, though maybe not as loose as a running uniform. The outfit didn’t stand out much, aside from my leather shoes and the wooden sword I carried.


      When I arrived, I immediately found Felter, but there was something different about today, and he was with another person.


      “There you are.”


      I tilted my head. “Ramsey? What brings you here?”


      “I heard Felter was gonna have a duel with you, and I couldn’t just sit still! I’d love to join in too!” he said. He grinned, puffing out his barrel chest.


      Looks like he’s changed into clothes that will allow him to be more agile. He’s still wearing leather armor, but it seems lighter than what he was wearing before.


      Ramsey let out a booming laugh while Felter glared at him, not amused.


      “Please show him hell,” Felter said.


      Ramsey’s eyes glinted and his teeth bared in a ferocious grin. “I’d love to see your full power! Don’t worry, I might be a common soldier, but I can take on five thousand men at once! I won’t go down that easily!”


      He was in great spirits. He wasn’t even bothered by Felter’s biting words and was already swinging around his arms, warming up. Felter looked fed up, but he didn’t try to stop him. Or maybe he’d tried to stop him from coming the entire way here, but he’d gotten worn out and had given up. Or maybe he actually wants to watch us fight.


      “All right, then,” I said to Ramsey. “I won’t force you to agree to this, but if you want to battle me, there’s one condition.”


      “Hmm?” Ramsey asked, striking his fists together.


      “If I win, you and Felter have to let me pet your ears and tails.”


      Ramsey took a step backward. “Wh-Wh-What are you saying?! I-I have a wife! Fiore!” he said, flustered.


      Felter was looking at me with surprise, his arms folded.


      “Is that a no?” I asked.


      The two of them looked at each other.


      “Felter...” Ramsey began.


      Felter shook his head. “Give up. Apparently she really likes animal ears and tails.”


      Ramsey hemmed and hawed.


      Is it really embarrassing to have their ears and tails touched? But even so, I can’t back down on this. I continued to stare at them until Ramsey closed his eyes and dropped his head.


      “Okay... However, this is going to be a best of five. I’ll accept your conditions if you win, but if I win, then you’ll allow me to decline.”


      “Understood,” I said immediately.


      Felter sighed as I became giddy over receiving the right to fluff their ears and tails.


      “You should have done it based on attacks landed or something else...” Felter mumbled, shaking his head.


      However, those words sadly never reached Ramsey’s ears.


      ◇


      Of course, it went without saying that both Ramsey and Felter didn’t win a single round, so I got to pet them both at the same time.


      “Grr...” Ramsey growled.


      “Just give up,” Felter said.


      For some reason they both sound anguished. I placed Ramsey and Felter next to each other and began rubbing their mane-like hair and their animal ears. Ramsey’s ears were harder and more muscular, but Felter’s were soft and smooth. Both of them had their own wonderfully unique feel.


      “Maybe I should call Shenley here too...” I said to myself as I pet their heads.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      Thank you very much for buying this book! It’s me, Mitsuru Inoue. Can you believe that we’re already on the third volume?! It’s really on sale! I’m so happy that I ended up writing the start of this afterword the same way as I did in volume 2!


      I’m very thankful to hear that I’ll be able to release at least four volumes. That just shows how many people are reading this series, and I’m so overjoyed to know that! If you’d like, please keep watching for all of the great things that Aoi and the others will do! Also, please buy volume 4!


      Now then, on to the main topic. The story has shifted back to the academy in this volume. I wanted to focus once more on one of the special parts of this series, which is the interactions between different important people from various countries at the school. I thought a cultural festival would be a great place to bring that out.


      With nobles and royals gathering from all over, it was inevitable for parents who would make unreasonable demands—bolstered by their social statuses, wealth, or might—to appear. Of course, due to their parents’ arrival, some students might get a big head and start acting high and mighty as well. The question is how will someone like Aoi, who breaks the mold as an instructor, deal with all that? Will she use her strength to set them straight, or will she use her strength to set them straight? Or perhaps she’ll use her strength to set them straight! Please look forward to the answer!


      The cultural festival arc will conclude in the next volume, and I am preparing new powerful enemies and big problems for Aoi! Please buckle up and enjoy the ride until the end!


      Now, please let me thank everyone to whom I owe so much. First, as a fan of Suzuno-sama, I’d like to give you my most passionate and sincere thanks for the amazingly beautiful illustrations. Thank you so much! Your drawings are always what I’m excited for the most!


      Thank you as well to S-sama who has helped with my script and has given me advice on future plot points. I pretty much just write whatever’s in my mind, and it’s only thanks to you that I could format it all properly into a book and actually get it published. I look forward to working with you on future volumes as well.


      Lastly, thank you to everyone who has been coming back to read this series each volume. It’s all thanks to you that I can have fun writing this story. Thank you very much! Please be sure to pick up the next volume as well!
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