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      Chapter 1: Fervor of the Cultural Festival


      Elisa’s presentation had been a resounding success. Well, I guess there were some rough spots at the end caused by the king of her homeland, but I think that even with that, her presentation went extremely well.


      Afterward, I spent the rest of the day going around to watch the remaining presentations. Before I knew it, the second day of the cultural festival had come to a close.


      In the evening, I had a celebratory dinner with Elisa. That being said, it wasn’t at a fancy restaurant, but in our dorm. After I’d told Gleanorra of Elisa’s successful presentation, she’d volunteered to prepare some special foods for our celebration.


      “Here you go. All of this is for you two,” Gleanorra said, placing about ten plates of food down on the table.


      They consisted of fried, grilled, and stewed foods, along with sandwiches and desserts. Gleanorra had even made hot soup and had brought over fruit wine.


      “Wow!” Elisa exclaimed.


      “This is amazing! It’s very lavish,” I said.


      Both Elisa and I couldn’t hold back our astonishment as we saw everything laid out before us. The food that Gleanorra served daily was already really good, but since she’d made all of this specially for us, it was impossible not to be excited. The enticing aromas from the dishes tickled my nostrils and made me begin to drool.


      “Thank you for the food,” I said, placing my hands together before digging in.


      In the meantime, Elisa had already begun eating, starting with the grilled chicken. The instant it entered her mouth, her eyes began to sparkle. She leaned back, looking up at the ceiling in bliss.


      “I’m in heaven...”


      Both Gleanorra and I smiled, seeing how happy Elisa was.


      I should start eating too! But just as I was about to begin, I stopped because Gleanorra spoke up.


      “I truly never thought the day would come where Elisa herself would say her presentation went well,” Gleanorra said. “You’ve changed a lot from the days where you used to be depressed and on the verge of tears after your presentation.” Gleanorra smiled as she looked at Elisa, who’d begun to sheepishly puff out her cheeks.


      “Don’t remind me! But my presentation today seriously went really well! I even got His Majesty to promise an increase in the budget for sorcery education! This might be the biggest event in the history of our dwarven kingdom! Up until now we’ve only ever focused on our forges. Sorcery has only ever mattered in the scope of how useful it could be to help make weapons and armor! But now...”


      “O-Okay, okay! I get it already. Hurry up and finish eating so you can go to sleep,” Gleanorra said, interrupting Elisa as she began to excitedly prattle on. She sighed, slumping her shoulders before turning to me. “You were waiting until I was done talking? How polite of you. Dig in,” she said.


      “Oh, thank you. Can’t wait to try it.”


      I started with the dish I was most curious about, which was the soup. As I took a spoonful, the flavorfully spiced yet gentle broth flowed across my tongue. It tasted similar to consomme but was robust. The stewed vegetables in it provided a nice consistency.


      After trying the soup, I sampled some of the fried pork. It made a satisfying crunch as I cut into it. The meat was so tender that it took almost no effort to cut. I forked a bite-sized piece and popped it into my mouth.


      Biting into the tender, freshly fried pork filled my mouth with the flavor of the meat and the oil. Gleanorra had used a spicy-sweet seasoning, and the slight kick added a new dimension. I also wasn’t sure if she’d sprinkled something onto the meat itself, but every time I took a bite, there was a crunchy texture. The flavor on its own wasn’t overpowering, but the spices really brought out the umami of the meat, making it a delectable dish that I couldn’t stop eating.


      “This is really delicious. I bet you’d be a huge success if you started your own restaurant,” I said to Gleanorra.


      “What a nice compliment,” she replied, playfully smacking me on the back. “Want another drink?”


      “N-No, that’s okay.”


      She’d hit me so hard that she’d knocked the wind out of me, making it hard to breathe for a second. Though I knew she’d intended that to be a light smack on the back, she was large, so even her light hits felt hard.


      If she were to fight, she might be stronger than Felter.


      Elisa and I continued to have fun dining and drinking together.


      I’m a little worried I might be drinking too much, but it’s probably okay. Either way, tomorrow’s the last day of the cultural festival, and I’m the very last presentation. I need to make sure I’m thoroughly prepared.


      ◇


      It was now the start of the third and final day of the cultural festival. Though I’d had every intention of watching all of the presentations today, it seemed that I’d accidentally slept in a bit. That was very unlike me, but I’d apparently indulged a little bit too much in all the delicious food and alcohol last night, and I’d ended up sleeping all the way until right before noon.


      I quickly used water sorcery to wash my face and fix my bedhead. Then, I used wind sorcery to dry myself off before quickly changing into my clothes.


      “Good morning,” I said as I entered the dorm cafeteria on the first floor.


      “Don’t tell me you just woke up...” Gleanora said as she peeked out from the kitchen, her eyes wide.


      “I did, unfortunately...” I replied sadly.


      She heaved an exasperated sigh and pointed behind me. “They’ve been waiting for you this entire time.”


      “Huh?”


      I turned around and saw four faces peeking in through the entrance to the dorm. Standing there were Shenley, Ayle, Liz, and Belle.


      I guess they aren’t actually coming in because this is a faculty dorm.


      “Good morning,” I said, bowing.


      “You’re so late, Professor Aoi!” Ayle called out, raising her eyebrows. “Hurry and come to the rear garden.”


      “Huh? Why?”


      Ayle took both of her hands and struck a pose like a cat trying to be threatening. “It’s everyone’s first presentation, so we need you to help with the run-through!”


      “There’s still an hour left until the start of the presentation, and I think everyone has practiced sufficiently. I’ll be there thirty minutes before the start, so can I eat first?”


      “No!” Ayle said, denying me instantly.


      I suppose I don’t have a choice. It’s my fault for sleeping in. “Okay. I’ll have lunch after the presentation.”


      I bowed to Gleanorra, who was wearing a wry smile with her arms folded.


      “Hurry up and get going,” she said bluntly, unsympathetic to my plight.


      The world can be so cruel.


      When we arrived at the rear garden, I saw my students practicing their sorcery in the shadow of the school building.


      “The timing of our incantations isn’t in sync. Everyone should slow down to match the slowest people in our group,” Rox ordered.


      “That’s gonna be kinda hard to do... If I focus on anything but my own incantation, I might mess up the spell itself,” Colt said, groaning. He seemed stressed.


      “Wh-What about if the people who are the fastest with their incantations display their lightning sorcery first, one after another?” Dean suggested.


      Usually he hid behind others and didn’t try to stand out, but he was actually voicing his opinion to two upperclassmen. Both Colt and Rox turned to him in surprise. They then looked back at each other, not sure how to react.


      “We’ve been trying to sync our incantation times for the past week, but we still can’t get it down perfectly,” Dean continued, his voice nervous but clear. “If that’s the case, I get the feeling that we should go one at a time and pretend that it was the plan from the start.”


      I wish his mother were here to see this. It would definitely surprise her and show her just how much her son has grown.


      Dean’s growth deeply moved me.


      “Hello, everyone. How are your preparations coming along?” I asked as we arrived.


      Everyone immediately pivoted to face me, and Rox sighed, crossing his arms.


      “We’ve gotten closer to matching each other’s timings, but Dean just suggested that we should change our plan entirely. Personally, I doubt we have enough time, but what do you think?” he asked.


      I put my finger to my chin and pondered the situation. I imagined them lining up and activating their lightning sorcery one by one. It kind of reminded me of a fireworks show.


      “I think it’s a good idea. If you do it like that, then nobody will really notice if there’s some lag time between the spell activations. You’ve all practiced so much that I think you should have a good idea of each other’s incantation timings. Line up in order of fastest to slowest,” I said.


      Everyone shuffled around, loudly debating with each other as they lined up.


      “Hey, you really think you’re faster than me?” Rox asked Colt, annoyed.


      Colt weakly smiled. “I’m really sorry, but I do think I’m faster than you. If this weren’t a presentation, I might lie and be less assertive, but not today,” Colt said.


      It’s rare of him to stand up to Rox, especially so passionately.


      Rox’s face went red and he looked like he was about to burst with anger. But maybe because I—his professor—was here, he held himself back and just glared, standing menacingly in front of Colt.


      I don’t think he wants to concede that he’s not the fastest. I smirked at his childish stubbornness and looked at Colt, who shrugged. It doesn’t seem like they’re going to fight any further than this.


      The two boys’ competitive relationship was amusing, but Dean broke the tension as he stepped in front of both of them. It was true that when it came to lightning sorcery, he was the best out of all my students. Everyone understood that, so nobody made any fuss about him standing at the very front.


      “I can’t wait to see Tiss’s reaction,” I said to myself.


      ◇


      They must have practiced quite a bit. There’s not much that they need to fix. The most I can do is give a few pointers. I think everyone will be very impressed by their presentation. I felt relief wash over me.


      “There isn’t much time left, so I’m going to head to the venue. Make sure to do your final checks before going over there yourselves,” I said.


      “Definitely! It’s not every day we get to do a presentation at the cultural festival. I’m going to give this my all and make good memories,” Colt said with a bright and confident grin.


      Though I sensed just a smidge of nervousness from him, I knew that he was very reliable. He has a lot more courage than Elisa. I gave him an encouraging nod.


      Rox frowned and took a step forward. “Make sure you watch our big moment closely.”


      “Of course. I’ll be cheering you all on.”


      Rox’s earnest request caught me a little off guard, and I found myself smiling. Back on Earth, there were many high schoolers who would tell their parents and older siblings not to come to their cultural festivals because it was embarrassing, but it seemed that this wasn’t a common sentiment here. I felt pride begin to swell within me as I left for the venue.


      ◇


      As soon as I arrived, I broke into a cold sweat at the unexpected scene in front of me. This was something that sorcery couldn’t fix, no matter how good I was. I was dumbfounded by how small the crowd was.


      “Why...? How could there be so few people?”


      There was less than an hour until the start of the presentation. Usually, by now people would be scrambling to find spots, or at least that’s how it had been for all of the upper-level instructors’ presentations.


      Is it because this is a demonstration put on by students?


      “Well, this is a problem... All of them are really fired up for their presentation,” I said to myself.


      How do I get more people to watch? It’ll probably take too long if I go around asking people to come. But it’d also be wrong for me to use flashy sorcery to attract people over here. Could there be something else going on in a different plaza that’s drawing everyone’s attention?


      “What should I do?” I wondered out loud.


      At this rate, my students would be crushed. As I began to panic, I spotted a familiar face at the edge of my vision. It was Caolla, the boss of the Nevis Family, a tall woman with a very rugged appearance. She was currently leading around a group of four younger men and looking at the stalls.


      “Caolla!” I desperately called out, grasping at straws for a solution.


      Despite being pretty far from me, Caolla jumped and spun around to face me, shocked.


      “D-Don’t just yell out of the blue like that. Need something?”


      She took a step back from me, but I immediately closed the distance and stood right in front of her, causing her to yelp.


      I grabbed her shoulders and pleaded with her in close proximity. “Caolla! Please gather people here! I think a lot of the visitors are writing off this demonstration, thinking it can’t be anything special because the presenters are students. Can you start a rumor about there being a really interesting show here?”


      “F-Fine! Calm down! I’ll do something, okay?!”


      “Really?”


      “Y-Yeah. I’ll get moving now. So let go of me,” she said, haplessly trying to free herself from my hand.


      “Oh, I’m sorry. Did that hurt?”


      “I thought my arm was gonna come off...” she muttered, hitting me with an accusatory stare while lightly rolling her shoulders. “Listen up,” she said, turning to her men. “Anyone not doin’ anything is gonna go and spread rumors about this venue. Just say there’s an unbelievable presentation happening.”


      The men energetically acknowledged her orders and scattered. She hadn’t given them specific instructions on where to go, but they moved with such certainty that it was as if they’d already decided the plan beforehand.


      Caolla, seeing my confusion, raised an eyebrow. She’s so perceptive.


      “If you’re curious, I can look into what’s goin’ on at the other venues.”


      I hadn’t expected her to suggest that, but she seemed to have read my thoughts from a few minutes ago. I readily agreed.


      “Yes, please. I am interested to know why there are so few people. Usually, there would be a good number here.”


      “Leave it to me,” she said, grinning. “Or rather, to Gaiya.”


      “Gaiya? But won’t we have to pay for the information?”


      “It won’t be too expensive, especially not for the Nevis Family as we are now.” Caolla flashed an intrepid smile, which quickly shifted to a guilty grin. She rubbed the back of her head. “Well, thanks to you, that is.”


      ◇


      “Hey, did you hear?!”


      “Hear what, brother?!”


      “The students of the Witch of the Academy are doing a presentation!”


      “No way! I gotta watch that!”


      Their loud, bad acting echoed all over the campus.


      “I got a peek of their preparations, and it looks like it’s gonna be crazy amazing!”


      “What’d you see?”


      “I can’t tell you, but you won’t lose anything if you watch the presentation. That’s all I’ll say.”


      I could hear them spreading these stories across the way, and I saw people looking at them as if they were con artists.


      “Um...” I said to Caolla. “Aren’t they going a little overboard?”


      Caolla snorted and shook her head. “This is perfect. It’s best to keep it simple with larger crowds. It’s the same with gambling. Just say that there’s easy money to be made and people will flock to you. If you say that there’s a place where you can eat as much meat as you want for a low, all-inclusive price, people who’re hungry will go there. So how do you get people to gather somewhere at Fiddich?”


      “You mean that you have to say something about amazing or new sorcery to get people’s attention here?”


      “Exactly.” Caolla nodded, satisfied.


      I see. Now that I think about it, the taglines for products and movies back on Earth were always very exaggerated. Some had claimed a film had moved an entire nation to tears or a wine was the best in the last half century.


      Though she mostly had experience in the criminal market, Caolla might have been much more in tune with what attracted customers than I was.


      “I’ll trust you and wait, then.”


      Caolla’s eyes widened. “It pains me to say this, but I can’t believe you’re acting like this with me.”


      “What do you mean by that?”


      Caolla simply shrugged. Not too long after, one of her subordinates ran over. He was a muscular man with a beard. Though he wasn’t especially tall, his buff body and general appearance made him seem larger than he actually was. Behind him stood a thin, tall man.


      “Boss lady!” the muscular man said in a gruff voice that fit his appearance.


      “Oh, you found him,” Caolla said, waving.


      “I was in the middle of getting some good information...” the slender man, Gaiya, said. He seemed very displeased.


      Caolla laughed boisterously. “Ha ha! Sorry ’bout that! But we’re in a bit of a time crunch here!”


      “What do you need?” Gaiya immediately switched gears and grew attentive.


      Caolla, pleased with his deference, pointed at me. “Not me. She’s your customer.”


      I nodded. “That’s right. There should have only been one presentation happening right now, but there isn’t anyone coming to watch. This didn’t happen on the previous two days, so I’ve been wondering where everyone is. I’d like as many people as possible to come and watch, since it’s a student presentation.”


      I feel like I said that less as a request and more as if I were asking for advice. Regardless, Gaiya seemed to take this seriously. He put his hand to his chin and hummed.


      “I see... I already know the reason, but I haven’t looked too much into it. If you’re okay with just one side of the story that I haven’t been able to confirm, then I can tell you what I know...”


      “That’s good enough. Please tell me.”


      Gaiya curiously seemed reluctant to share this information, but he exhaled and then met my gaze. “I don’t really like sharing half-assed information like this, but I don’t have a choice if that’s what’s requested of me. So, it seems that the king of Gransanth has asked the king of Vahtedd for a venue of his own. I’m not sure if he’s paid for it or if he’s getting it in exchange for something else, but either way, he’s received permission to use it while it’s vacant.”


      “Why would Rox’s father give permission?” I asked.


      “That’s how you refer to the king? Never mind. You’re not wrong,” Caolla said, sighing.


      Yes, I didn’t say anything wrong, so I don’t know why you’re reacting like that.


      “Most likely, he offered up dwarven armor or weapons in exchange for borrowing the venue. That being said, the king of Gransanth is a pretty good businessman. He’s even selling them to the masses.”


      “He is?”


      Gaiya scoffed. “He’s makin’ a big scene of selling the dwarven armaments like it’s some kind of bargain sale. Common people haven’t so much as laid eyes on Gransanth’s armor and weapons before, so it’s gonna gather a lot of people, especially at a sorcery academy.”


      ◇


      The information Gaiya had told me had piqued my interest, so I hurried over to see what was going on.


      Apparently, Grant, the king of Gransanth, is at the venue near the main gate. I used flight sorcery to get there in less than a minute, but there were so many people that it was hard to find a place to land. In front of the crowd was a stage with ten dwarves lined up on top of it. Since there was nowhere for me to touch down, I stayed in the air and observed what was going on.


      Oh? Is that Grant himself on the stage?


      “All right, next up is this beautiful blade! Such craftsmanship! Look at the intricate details on the handle and its sheath! It’d be worth its price as a decoration, but its true value isn’t in its beauty,” one of the dwarves said.


      Then another dwarf stepped forward. “Fire sorcery is essential for becoming a first-class dwarven smith. My skill in fire sorcery allows me to heat up a furnace until it’s hot enough to melt steel and mithril!”


      The dwarf began a long incantation and produced a ball of flame. Though it wasn’t especially large, the crowd let out a collective gasp.


      I guess they can feel the intense temperature. I was underwhelmed, though. Dwarven furnaces and smithcraft may have been impressive, but this dwarf’s sorcery wasn’t.


      The dwarf who’d made the ball of flames then turned toward the dwarf with the sword. “I will now attack him! If I’m not careful, the flames might melt the blade and then consume him. Be careful not to blink!” he said, hyping up the danger.


      I watched the ongoers tense up as they feared for the blade-wielding dwarf’s safety.


      “Let’s do this!” the dwarf yelled before shooting the fiery orb forward. As the ball of flames flew, it released a bright red light.


      “Hah!” the dwarf swordsman yelled as he swung his weapon downward. The blade split the fireball in two, causing it to burst into sparks that scattered in multiple directions before dissipating entirely.


      Gasps rippled through the crowd again.


      “Hmm,” I said, finding myself surprisingly impressed. Though I’d seen shields defend against sorcery before, I’d never seen a sword cut through a spell before. I might have been able to reproduce what they’d just done without the sword, but it wouldn’t be the same.


      I want to know more about that sword.


      “Get it together, Aoi. Remember what you’re here for,” I said to myself. Thoughts of a new sorcery tool had stolen my attention. As I tried to recenter myself, I began thinking of ideas for how to stop this infomercial. “Grant asked for permission to do this, so it’s not like I can make a complaint... Hmm?”


      Then, Grant himself stepped forward, derailing my train of thought.


      “Your Majesty! It seems like people really like this sword as well! Please allow us to sell it to these good people so we can let the power of dwarves be known!” the dwarf who’d fired the spell said in an exaggeratedly excited tone. His poor acting was glaringly obvious.


      Grant put on a troubled look as if he were conflicted about what to do. “Well... It’d be good to let the world know how skilled our smiths are, but this blade is powerful enough to become a small country’s national treasure. I don’t think we can simply sell it off.”


      The crowd loudly grumbled. Ever since I’d first come to Winturbly, I’d never really seen anyone act this way toward greater nobles or royals. Grant must have succeeded in manufacturing hype for his product—everyone really wanted to buy this. After hearing the crowd’s displeased reaction, one of the dwarves got down on one knee and bowed his head.


      “Your Majesty! Being able to meet the demands of the people is a sign of a great ruler! Perhaps you should show everyone your generous heart!”


      “Hmm...” Grant folded his arms and pretended to agonize over his decision.


      “Your Majesty!” the mob of customers cried out, their eyes gleaming.


      “F-Fine! All right! I’ll permit the sale!” Grant said, relenting.


      The dwarves and the throng let out a loud cheer.


      “All right, then. Do you approve of us selling it for ten large gold coins? You do, right?”


      “Wh-What?! That’s too little... Ugh, very well! Do as you like!” Grant said, backing down as his associates pressured him.


      Though Grant looked a little flustered, he relented. A moment later, a person in the crowd raised their hand and said, “Sold!”


      Many onlookers looked stunned. Ten large gold coins was more than a full year’s salary for a merchant. I heard some people wondering out loud if the person who’d raised their hand was someone wealthy like a noble or the head of a merchant company. Soon, though, many other hands began to shoot up.


      “I-I’ll take one!”


      “Me too! I’m buying one!”


      More and more people rushed to put in orders. Of them, one was obviously a noble. Many of the other interested parties called out their names in the hope that their statuses would get the dwarves’ attention.


      The dwarf who’d cast the ball of flame smiled. “Wow! I can’t believe my eyes! Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that there are so many prospective buyers. After all, this is the ultimate blade which can cut through anything. However, we only have one. Oh, whatever shall we do?” the dwarf asked out loud, looking upward in exaggerated consternation.


      The man who looked like he was a noble raised his hand again. “I’ll pay double!”


      The other hopeful buyers closed their mouths. Twenty large gold coins was an unimaginable amount. But I was more interested in the function of the sword than its price tag.


      “Please pardon me,” I said as I descended onto the stage. I felt the gazes of all the people in the crowd focus on me as I bowed to Grant. “You said that this sword can cut through anything, correct? I’d very much like to see that.”


      My eyes met Grant’s as I raised my head and saw that his face had gone taut.


      ◇


      “O-Oh, Lady Aoi! What is the best instructor at the academy doing here?” Grant asked, spreading his arms wide.


      “I was curious about why a crowd had formed here even though there wasn’t any presentation scheduled. But more importantly, I’d like to ask about this sword.”


      I felt bad brushing aside Grant’s warm welcome, but the sword had completely captured my attention.


      “I heard that it can cut anything. I get the feeling that it has the potential to be used as a sorcery tool as well. If it’s okay, may I test my sorcery on it?”


      “Huh?”


      “Vajra.” As I activated the spell, a massive stone statue appeared in front of me.


      It was a very intimidating, muscular statue, the top half of which floated in the air, separate from the legs. In terms of purely physical attacks, it was one of the strongest spells I knew.


      “I’m going to attack with this, so could I ask you to cut it in half?” I asked expectantly.


      Grant looked up at the statue, which was around ten meters tall, and froze up. The onlookers had a similar reaction.


      Well, here I thought that they’d be happy to see just how well the sword works. They look like they can’t believe their eyes, but not because they’re excited.


      I looked around with confusion as Grant pointed to the sword with a strained smile.


      “W-Wow. Amazing sorcery as usual, Lady Aoi. How unfortunate that a swordsman of the highest class isn’t present to draw out the full power of the sword. How about we do this another time?” he said, fear creeping in his voice.


      “Oh... How unfortunate indeed.”


      I’d heard so many rumors about dwarven weaponry, but I’d never had the opportunity to see it in action. I was pretty particular about the materials I used for sorcery tools, so until now I’d only ever made them on my own. If I could get the help of dwarven smiths, though, I got the feeling that I might be able to improve the effects of my creations.


      As I disappointedly looked at the other weapons and shields that the dwarves had with them, Grant sheathed the sword and cleared his throat. Then, his showman-like smile returned, and he threw his arms wide open.


      “What impressive sorcery! It seems that the rumors were true—you’re able to cast spells at the same high level as Headmaster Glen. You wouldn’t have been able to equip yourself with the sorcery techniques and knowledge you possess at such a young age through hard work alone. You just might be one of the very few and rare prodigies in history.”


      Grant’s words sent murmurs of amazement through the crowd. Then, Grant brought one of his hands to his chest and pointed the other at me.


      “Out of respect for this wonderful talent, I’ve a request to ask you as the king of Gransanth. Would you grant me the honor of hearing it?”


      “Yes, what is it?” He has a request for me? I guess there’s no harm in hearing him out.


      Grant got onto one knee and looked up at me. Though I was still in the dark about what was going on, it seemed that the other dwarves knew, because they began crying out with shock. Grant’s confident smile spread wider, and his eyes narrowed.


      “I know this might put you on the spot, but Lady Aoi, would you strike steel with me?”


      “No way!” one of the other dwarves exclaimed.


      “W-With a human?!” another sputtered.


      “Steel?” I asked, confused about what he was asking.


      All I could do was tilt my head to the side as the dwarves freaked out, clearly not expecting this kind of question to be asked of a human.


      I guess dwarves do tend to work in temperatures that are difficult for humans to endure. But I’ve never worked in a forge before, nor do I have much knowledge about them.


      “I’m very sorry, but I don’t think I’ll be able to meet your expectations of me,” I said, politely declining his request.


      Well, that should do it... Hmm? Why did everyone freeze up? Sure, this was a request from a king, but I don’t think me turning down this request should make them go pale, wide-eyed, and frozen in place.


      Grant himself was still like a statue, his smile locked in place. His eyebrows began to flex upward with confusion as well.


      He must really want to work in a forge with me.
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      Well, anyway, what’s more important right now is my students’ presentation. If Grant and the other dwarves are going to be stuck like this for now, I’ll ignore them.


      “U-Um, Lady Aoi, His Majesty was...” one of the dwarves near me tried to explain. I turned to look at him, but then he clammed up.


      I guess he wanted to say something, but unfortunately, I don’t really have much time right now.


      “Your Majesty, I need to get going, so I’ll be excusing myself, okay?”


      Grant simply looked up at me like a wet dog in the rain. I guess if he doesn’t have anything to say, then he doesn’t need anything else from me.


      “Oh, right. I have an announcement to make before I leave.” It should be okay for me to do that, right? “Hello everyone,” I said, turning to the crowd. “There will be a student presentation in the central plaza momentarily. They’ll be demonstrating sorcery that you’ve never seen before. It will be so good that you won’t believe that they’re students. I encourage you all to attend.” Then I deeply bowed before flying off.


      “Sh-She’s flying!”


      “Come to think of it, she came from the sky too!”


      I gave one more aerial bow to the buzzing crowd before returning to the central plaza.




      Is everyone just looking at the sky now? When I flew over to Grant, nobody noticed me, but now they’re all craning their necks and screaming as I’m going back.


      When I turned my head, I saw that the Vajra I’d summoned was following closely behind me. Though it was a type of earth sorcery, anyone who didn’t know that would probably think that it was a new type of magic beast.


      “Oops. I forgot,” I muttered to myself before dispelling the sorcery and making it disappear.


      Then, I began my descent. Though the academy’s campus was large, using flying sorcery got me around it very quickly.


      “If all of the people from there rush over here, I think they’ll make it just in time for the beginning of the presentation.”


      As I landed, I realized that the central plaza was completely different than it had been when I’d left. It was now bustling with people—and not just students’ parents and royal guards. All kinds of different people had begun to gather.


      “How did this happen? I only made the announcement a few minutes ago,” I remarked.


      As I looked around, trying to figure out what had drawn such a multitude, I saw Caolla walking over to me smugly.


      “Amazing, isn’t it? Exaggerated rumors really do work best. The presentation’s gonna be a hit now, right?” she asked, flashing a proud grin.


      Yes, this is truly amazing. She’s shown me just how well she can read how people will react and move. I’d never expected her to have this kind of skill.


      “Thank you very much. You should watch the presentation too, Caolla,” I said, relieved.


      Caolla’s eyes went wide and she nodded slightly. “Y-Yeah. I’ll do that.”


      Though I was confused by her reaction, I immediately made my way to the venue, and I got there right as my students entered.


      “Whoa, there are so many people!” Ayle exclaimed.


      “Yeah!” Belle said.


      Liz seemed very stressed, which was unlike her. “I-I’m so nervous,” she said, trembling while clasping her hands together.


      “M-Me too.” Shenley also looked anxious, but she seemed to be doing better in comparison.


      In contrast, Rox and Colt, though still showing signs of friction toward each other, calmly surveyed the venue.


      They’re showing their maturity as upperclassmen by putting aside their differences and staying composed.


      The last to come out was Dean Stone. Surprisingly, he was already very focused, not letting himself be distracted by the other students or the crowd.


      He reminds me of athletes who are capable of intense focus during important matches. Such people excelled at competitions and making things happen in critical moments.


      “I guess I had nothing to worry about,” I said quietly to myself as I watched them get in place.


      Rox’s parents, Colt and Ayle’s father, and Shenley’s father were all present. I also saw Tiss, who was wearing a very worried expression.


      “I hope you all have a very good time! I’m sure you’ll be extremely surprised by how much these students have grown,” I said.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Students’ Presentation


      Right before the students’ presentation, a huge throng of people flooded in from the other venues. Some of them were people who’d been at the king of Gransanth’s sale. Before long, potentially the largest crowd of the festival so far had formed.


      I moved toward the edge of the venue, quite pleased. Though I couldn’t see Caolla or any of the other members of the Nevis Family, I figured they were most likely watching from a more discreet location.


      Interlude: Tiss


      I was surprised by how many were here now, since there had been so few earlier. In the distance, I could see royals and greater nobles in attendance, but they were lined up in front of the stage with the other general attendees.


      “What a curious city...or academy, rather. Isn’t it common sense for there to be reserved seats for royals and greater nobles?”


      I’m positive that the headmaster of this school is a marquess, so he should be aware of the normal conventions of high society. I hope no problems arise because of this.


      “Can students really learn the rules of nobility while at this academy?”


      I was suddenly worried about what kind of education they were receiving outside of sorcery. Admittedly, I was someone who always assumed the worst, perhaps because the future of House Stone was uncertain. Ultimately, it didn’t seem like the current head—my husband, Baron Stone—would be able to really put our house on the map. As pathetic as it was, our biggest hope right now was our son.


      If Dean succeeded and became a great sorcerer, House Stone would stabilize, even if only temporarily. Ever since our son had been accepted into Fiddich, he’d been invited to balls and banquets hosted by other barons and viscounts. They were probably trying to spend some time with him face-to-face now because he had the potential to become a court sorcerer in the future.


      In Karvun, it wasn’t easy to raise one’s status. However, our kingdom put an emphasis on one’s bloodline, so the children of dukes and marquesses would end up automatically earning the status of viscount, at the very least.


      If we didn’t raise our status as nobles, there was no telling when it would be stripped away from us. There was no helping it, since the kingdom’s wealth and land were finite. That’s why anyone who was of viscount status or lower desperately worked hard to achieve great things and climb the social ladder. However, the head of our family hadn’t achieved anything notable. It’d been a great stroke of fortune that Dean had been accepted into Fiddich.


      There was no shortage of children who could get into the sorcery academy in Karvun, but there were only a few who could get accepted into Fiddich. Other nobles, and even the general population of the kingdom, all had sky-high expectations for Dean. In other words, Dean was giving us a lifeline right now. If he were able to become a talented sorcerer, then...


      I looked at the stage where Dean was preparing and almost began praying.




      Eventually, the students lined up and faced the audience, making the once noisy plaza go silent. Then, a thin male student cast his eyes over the audience and began to speak.


      “Hello everyone. Thank you very much for coming today. My name is Colt Hegge Battler, and you’re about to see a presentation by students from Professor Aoi’s Introduction to the Fundamentals and Applications of Sorcery class. I believe that this will be a very engaging presentation for both sorcerers and non-sorcerers alike, so please be sure to stay until the end.”


      The crowd applauded. Colt bowed with elegance and then took one step back. He was acting perfectly like a noble. Secretly, I felt slightly envious.


      If I remember correctly, he’s the son of a leader from the Colt Highland Federation. From birth, he’s had a solid foundation, built on his high status and wealth. He probably received the best education growing up as well. Unlike Dean, he’s a true greater noble. The confidence in his demeanor makes me feel like we’re rats crawling around in the dirt compared to him.


      Though I was aware of how I was beginning to spiral into a deeper depression, I continued watching.


      “This is a new type of sorcery that previously only Professor Aoi could use. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to become the best at it among my classmates, but I count myself very fortunate to be one of the few people who has learned to use it. Now, without further ado, let’s begin,” Rox, the prince of Vahtedd, said.


      He also had an air of grace to him that made it hard to believe he was a student. Maybe it’s thanks to his blessed environment as a prince. Or maybe he just has it in him as a royal. He’s so gallant it’s almost blinding.


      But also, if Rox was saying that he wasn’t the best at using this sorcery, then who could it be? Was it Colt? As I thought about the possibilities, a boy more than a head shorter than the two of them stepped forward. Dean? I gasped with surprise as he stepped forward, determined in a way that I’d never seen before.


      “Is everyone here familiar with electricity? It’s in all kinds of things, but it’s not in the water made by water sorcery. If you add wind to that water, though, you introduce impurities from the air. Then, if you begin to intensely rotate the mixture, you can produce electricity. Though I can only explain this to you and not directly show you, there are very small objects that will begin to bump against one another during the water’s rotation, and this is what produces the electricity. If you concentrate the electricity further inward, you’re able to create thunder and lightning. This is the essence of lightning sorcery.”


      After finishing his explanation, Dean began his incantation, followed by the rest of the students. The first one to finish casting the spell was Dean.


      “Electric Ball.”


      Interlude: Middleton


      As I watched the boy explain the sorcery, I turned to those near me. “Who’s that?” I asked.


      “Uh... He seems to be the son of House Stone in Karvun. His father is a baron,” a member of the Royal Guard replied.


      “Karvun, huh?” I said before turning back to the presentation.


      Since that kid is the last person speaking before the demonstration starts, I guess that means he’s the most important one here. That’s interesting, since I’ve never really heard his name before.


      “I wonder what kind of presentation this will shape up to be,” I said.


      I’m sure it’ll be fun to watch. I put my hand over my mouth to cover my grin.


      “Electric Ball,” Dean said softly.


      A tiny sphere of water appeared in front of Dean’s hands, rotating quickly and expanding. It rapidly increased in size, and soon a growing number of purple streaks of light appeared inside it. Gasps burst from the crowd at the captivating sight of the sphere. It seemed to be sewn together by glowing, lavender threads of electricity.


      Then, there came a boom as if something had exploded. The sphere grew to the size of a head, and it began continuously flashing with violet electricity.


      “Electric Ball.”


      During the time that my attention had been on Dean, Rox—and then Colt—had finished their incantations as well, and they both created rotating balls of water. However, Dean had been the quickest to activate the spell by far, and everyone here had seen that.


      By the time that Colt’s and Rox’s spheres had begun to glow purple, the rest of the students were in the process of finishing their own incantations. They neatly set off their spells one by one in the order they’d lined up.
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      The entire venue flickered a shade of purple.


      “A-Amazing... This is more impressive than I even imagined,” I said.


      When Aoi, the new and very unconventional instructor, had joined Fiddich, I’d thought a breath of fresh air had been blown into the academy. However, I’d never expected that she would produce results like these so quickly.


      All of her students can use this new type of sorcery already?


      “What’s it going to be like in a year or two? Maybe it’d be best to ask those students if they have any interest in serving Vahtedd. I especially want that boy named Dean,” I said.


      “You’d like to get to him before anyone else, huh? The duke came in from Karvun, so it shouldn’t be too hard to ask,” Leah replied, excited.


      If he’s a noble without much standing, then it wouldn’t be too out of the question for him to join Vahtedd. That being said, he’ll be bound to his country by his bloodline unless he’s a knight.


      Most nobles stayed under the patronage of their immediate family and relatives. Once a man received his own status, he would work hard to achieve great things in order to ensure that his sons or brothers could become nobles as well. Even nobles who didn’t hold important positions in the government or didn’t own territory rarely left their home countries. People with lower statuses, however, might be easier to persuade.


      If things go well, it might be possible for me to convince him to stay in our country.


      “Well, I guess I’ll give it a shot even if it’s not likely to work out,” I said to myself, grinning.


      Interlude: Isaac


      Colt’s being pretty bold, even if he is my son.


      Nobles from the Colt Highland Federation and other countries alike praised him as a very well-mannered kid, and I was inclined to agree. Even from a young age, Colt had always been very observant and perceptive. He would continue studying things until he understood them inside and out on the way to complete mastery. He’d done that with noble etiquette, swordsmanship, sorcery, and more. He always grew at a frightening rate when he studied under talented instructors too. He watched, listened, and then put into practice what he’d learned. His natural talents, coupled with precise instruction, allowed him to absorb information at a rate many times faster than the average person.


      I always thought it was only natural that he’d been accepted into Fiddich Academy, and I wasn’t surprised at all that he was among the students with the best grades at the best school of sorcery in the world. I had no doubt that he was a prodigy.


      My daughter Ayle was no slouch, but in terms of latent ability, she was nowhere near Colt’s level. That was my honest evaluation of Colt. That’s why when he began the presentation, I assumed that he was the best student in Aoi’s class.


      I’d heard that Rox, Felter, and Hiram were all exceptionally talented students, but they were all older than Colt. When Colt reaches their age, I have no doubt that he’ll surpass them.


      As I looked over Aoi’s class, Rox began speaking after Colt. Finally, an unfamiliar young boy explained the upcoming sorcery in detail.


      Does this mean that this young boy is the most proficient among them? No way, right? It wouldn’t come as too much of a shock if Rox were better than Colt, but there’s no way he would lose to a kid younger than him.


      As expected of someone who’d been taught directly by Aoi, the young boy’s explanation of the process was incredibly detailed, but I doubted that a mere student could use sorcery of this level.


      However, my expectations were soon completely turned on their head. The boy began his incantation and finished it much faster than I’d anticipated. A violently flashing bright purple ball of lightning formed.


      Before I could even register my shock, the sphere grew larger. Then, Colt and Rox finished their incantations as well, and their orbs expanded in a similar fashion, though not with the same intensity as the young boy’s.


      After that, the other students activated their spells one by one. From what I could tell, the young boy was at least a step or two above the others when it came to lightning sorcery.


      The spells bathed the entire venue in a bright violet light. Then, the young boy stopped his own sorcery and began chanting a new spell as the lights from his peers flashed around him.


      Interlude: Tiss


      When Dean had activated his spell, the audience had been so surprised that they’d gone completely silent. But by the time everyone else had activated their own lightning sorcery, everyone had recovered from their stupefaction and had begun roaring and cheering in awe.


      Dean, my quiet boy, has so boldly cast sorcery in front of this large audience. Not only that, but he’s pulled off a spell so impressive that it stunned everyone. Even though I was in public, I nearly burst into tears.


      “Dean...”


      Though there was no way he could hear me, I clenched my fists and called out his name. Right now, I didn’t care about him making a name for himself among the other nobles or ensuring the success of our house. I was simply so proud and elated that Dean, my child, was receiving such acclaim from the crowd while demonstrating his sorcery. I could feel the hot tears begin to run down my cheeks, but I was so enraptured with Dean that I couldn’t even spare the attention to wipe them away.


      All of a sudden, Dean stopped his spell.


      What’s wrong? Did something happen? I started worrying, as was my usual habit. As my anxiety peaked, I continued staring at Dean, beaming silent prayers his way.


      As if he’d received them, Dean seemed reinvigorated. A calm expression spread across his face and he let out a slow exhale before he began another incantation.


      Is he going to cast the same spell again? I noticed that this incantation was longer than the earlier one. While he spoke, the other students stopped their own spells, returning the venue to its original hue.


      What’s happening now? All eyes were on Dean. Nobody uttered a word as Dean finished his incantation.


      “Lightning!” Dean yelled. He held his right arm up to the sky.


      A fist-sized sphere of water appeared. It rapidly grew bigger and began to violently flash. Then, it turned dark for a second, but in the next instant, it released a powerful beam of light into the sky.


      Simultaneously, a low boom rang out, and I could feel the vibrations from it in the pit of my stomach. Lightning exploded into the sky.


      I feel a slight tingling pain. I wonder if it’s because a small amount of electricity hit us. Some people fell to the ground, startled by the loud noise and flashing light, though most were still standing.


      Everyone stared at the sky with wonder. After a few seconds of absolute silence, the audience turned their attention back to Dean and erupted into resounding applause.


      Not only did this signal the success of the student presentation, but it also heralded a huge turning point for Dean. I couldn’t stop my tears from streaming down my face, and my hands began to sting from how hard I was clapping.


      Aoi


      “Whew, that was nerve-racking.”


      “Yeah, but it was fun!”


      “Ah! Don’t touch me! You’re definitely gonna zap me!”


      Ayle, Liz, and Belle engaged in a lively conversation as they walked to the back of the stage. Their part was done, and Colt would be providing the closing remarks for the presentation.


      Those girls really march to the beat of their own drum.


      “Well done. That was a very good presentation,” I said.


      “Professor Aoi!”


      “I know, right! We worked hard, didn’t we?”


      “Ack! I told you not to touch me!”


      Their incredibly loud and energetic voices brought a smile to my face. The next to exit the stage was Shenley.


      “Good job, Shenley. You really did your best up there,” I said.


      Shenley looked a little sheepish, but she nodded. “Thank you. I couldn’t spot my father in the crowd, but I hope he saw,” she said softly, a little worried.


      I snorted in amusement. Shenley’s father, Auld, had been at the corner of the venue, and he’d been one of the first people who’d arrived. Most likely he’d been pushed to the side due to the large influx of people, but I had no doubt that he’d watched Shenley’s great debut.


      “Don’t worry. Auld was there,” I said, eliciting a sigh of relief from Shenley.


      Next, Dean came down from the stage. It was funny to see how timidly he was acting now despite having been so bold and confident on the stage.


      “Good job. Your mother was very moved,” I said.


      “Huh? Really? I-I was so focused on the sorcery that I didn’t get a chance to look around...”


      “Try asking her later. I’m sure she’ll be in very high spirits.” I met his bewilderment with a grin.


      Finally, Colt and Rox joined the rest of us.


      “Good work, you two. You both looked very calm and dignified up there,” I said.


      Colt waved at me with a radiant look while Rox scoffed and avoided eye contact, pouting.


      Are they fighting even now? They have two completely different reactions. I found their behavior very amusing, but I turned around to face everyone now.


      “You all did a wonderful job. Don’t tell anyone else, but I thought this was the best presentation of the entire cultural festival. Let’s surprise everyone next year with even more amazing sorcery,” I said, a little mischievously.


      Everyone giggled.


      “Heh heh. I never thought that you’d have a prankster side to you, Professor Aoi.”


      “Everyone was really shocked by our presentation, though!”


      “I-It was pretty fun,” Dean said. Suddenly, everyone’s eyes pivoted to him. “H-Huh? What?” he stammered.


      Smiles washed over his classmates’ faces.


      Ayle gave Dean a congratulatory smack on the back. “You shot off the flashiest sorcery! Must’ve felt nice, right?” she teased.


      “H-Huh? Y-Yeah...” Dean replied, happy but shy.


      Rox adopted a stern look and folded his arms. “I’m gonna be able to use that sorcery too in no time. Don’t forget it, Dean,” he declared as if he were some kind of villain. He squared his shoulders, turned his back, and left dramatically.


      Dean watched him go, his eyes wide. “D-Did I make him mad?” he asked, on the verge of tears.


      Colt smirked and shook his head. “Not at all. He’s just bitter. Don’t let it bother you. Just create a bigger gap between the two of you by next year.” Then, he narrowed his eyes. “Of course, I don’t have any intention of losing either.”


      Colt had an intrepid expression, but he still gave off his usual lighthearted, refreshing aura.


      “I-I won’t lose either,” Dean replied, to everyone’s amazement.


      Dean had always lacked confidence. It was hard to believe that he’d risen to Colt’s challenge like that.


      Maybe he got a big confidence boost from being able to master lightning sorcery faster than everyone else. I felt genuinely happy and wanted nothing more than to pet Dean on the head...which is what I ended up impulsively doing.


      “Wh-What?!” he exclaimed, letting out a strange sound. I hadn’t grabbed him with too much force, but he’d been taken aback by how swiftly I’d done it.


      Then, I saw Tiss running over from around the side of the stage. When she reached us, she silently hugged Dean’s head from the other side.


      “Whoa!” Dean called out.


      “You... You did so well, Dean! That was amazing!” she said through tears. She continued hugging him with all her might.


      Dean seemed very caught off guard, but he basked in the warmth of everyone’s gazes.
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      Despite how much Tiss had voiced her discontent with Dean’s progression, she was now singing his praises for his hard work, which warmed my heart. Tiss then turned to me. Without even wiping away her tears, she bowed deeply.


      “Thank you very much. I truly thank you from the bottom of my heart.”


      Dean looked down bashfully as his mother thanked me over and over while desperately fighting back her tears. I was so happy that I felt like I was going to cry too. I resisted my desire to touch his head again, and instead I petted Shenley’s ears since she was close to me.


      ◇


      With that, the end of the cultural festival drew near, so I went around to watch the few remaining presentations before mine. As I did, I noticed a familiar group of people—Middleton, Leah, Isaac, Diageo, and Grant. I also saw Roulette walking a short distance behind them. It was all of the important people from the great countries, excluding Ramsey. For some reason, they were all walking straight toward me.


      I can feel a troublesome chat coming.


      I held up a hand. “I’m terribly sorry, but I have plans to watch the other presentations.”


      Middleton chuckled. “You and Marquess Ramsey are about the only people who react like this when seeing us.”


      “We just wanted to praise you for the students’ presentation,” Isaac added, a hint of a smile on his lips.


      Well, I guess I can spare some time if that’s what they’re doing. I stopped and turned to face them. As I gave them an expectant look, Leah giggled and waved a hand teasingly.


      “So even you can act like a child sometimes, huh? All kidding aside, the students’ presentation truly was incredible. I suppose it shows how good of an instructor they have,” she said warmly.


      “It’s a demonstration of their hard work. They’re all very earnest and diligent kids. I wouldn’t be surprised if they became even more impressive sorcerers than the faculty next year,” I said, puffing out my chest with pride.


      Leah tittered once again. “That’s the kind of bragging I’d expect from the students themselves. It seems that you’re not only an amazing sorcerer but an amazing instructor as well. No matter how diligent a student is, there’s no guarantee that they’ll be able to use amazing sorcery like the kind we saw today. The fact that they were able to so quickly learn something lost to time is a testament to your strength as an instructor. Our kingdom couldn’t be happier that Rox is under your tutelage.”


      “Y-You’re giving me too much credit,” I said, waving off her compliments.


      Middleton heaved an exasperated sigh. “It’s no exaggeration. By all metrics, their growth has been incredibly quick, especially considering that they learned an original spell.”


      Isaac nodded with a wry smile. Not that it really matters, but that expression is just like the one Colt makes.


      “Usually students learn the basics of sorcery and then elementary, intermediate, and advanced spells, in that order. We’ve always seen that as not only the easiest way to learn but also the fastest and most efficient way. By the time students graduate, they usually are only able to cast up to advanced-level spells. Anything above that typically takes many years of development by researchers or court sorcerers. And they don’t learn the spells but rather develop them themselves,” Isaac explained.


      “Well, that’s pretty much the same for healing sorcery. In fact, it’s hard for many people to learn even advanced healing sorcery,” Diageo said with a conflicted expression.


      I’m guessing he’s making that face because all other types of sorcery aside from healing aren’t well-developed in Maple Leaf. I’d previously given Maple Leaf’s instructors tips on how to better teach sorcery, though, so I expected that other sorcery disciplines would show improvement at their academy in the future.


      Grant’s forehead wrinkled, and he let out a groan. “To be honest, I never really thought about prioritizing sorcery. I suppose we put some emphasis on it, but not nearly enough.” He scratched his head, pondering.


      Then, Grant glanced at the dwarven knights behind him and beckoned to them. They effortlessly carried over shields that were about half a body taller than them.


      Grant pointed to the shields. “These shields aren’t even for sale in Gransanth, but they’re one of our best inventions. Not only can they defend against fire, water, earth, and wind sorcery, but you can link them together to immediately form a defensive wall. On the battlefield, they can also allow you to quickly create a makeshift stronghold, and they can protect your retreat as well.” He lightly tapped his fist against one of them. “However, this shield can’t defend against lightning. It goes right through. Up until now, lightning sorcery hasn’t existed, and sorcery that can control the weather has been nothing more than a fairy tale. As a result, we’ve never really put too much thought into dealing with it, but... We’re in quite the pickle now.” He sighed before shooting me an aggressive smile. “Now we’ll have to make weapons and armor that can prevail against lightning sorcery. Ahem. If we are able to make a shield that can defend against lightning sorcery, perhaps this time you’ll consider striking steel... No, never mind.” He went red in the cheeks.


      Seeing him get so flustered, I couldn’t help but smile too. It was a very good way of thinking to immediately search for a solution when faced with a new problem. As a reward, I decided to teach him a little about lightning sorcery.


      “Lightning can flow through various objects. It goes through regular water especially well because it has very tiny impurities. However, lightning won’t flow through purified water. There are various other materials that won’t conduct electricity as well. If you use them, I’m sure that you’ll be able to defend against lightning sorcery.”


      Grant’s eyes were like saucers. But he wasn’t the only one. Everyone else stood there, gaping...except for Leah, who seemed amused.


      “Is something wrong?” I asked, breaking the silence.


      Middleton was the first to shake off the paralysis. He cleared his throat and closed his eyes. “Ahem. There aren’t many people who can use lightning sorcery, so it was surprising to hear you give away its weakness so easily. You don’t know just how valuable that information is, do you?”


      “Well, it doesn’t really mean much,” I replied. “It’s easy to defend against a spell of this caliber that can only shoot in a straight line.”


      Everyone’s faces went taut.


      “So this is the Witch of the Academy?” Roulette muttered to himself, speaking for the first time during this conversation.


      Everyone else nodded.


      “By ‘Witch of the Academy,’ are you referring to me?” I asked.


      Even royalty from different countries know about this strange nickname of mine? Everyone, including Roulette, softly yelped and took a step back from me.


      “A-Apologies. I didn’t mean it as an insult or anything,” Roulette sputtered.


      “I understand what you’re trying to say, Lord Roulette...almost painfully so,” Diageo chimed in.


      I wasn’t really sure what they were talking about.


      Isaac dryly laughed. He spread his arms wide and walked forward. “I’m sure he meant it in the sense that you are a great sorcerer. In the past, Headmaster Glen used to be called the Sage of the Academy, so he most likely meant it in the same way.”


      Sage of the Academy? I prefer that to “witch,” but these kinds of nicknames are given, not chosen.


      I hesitantly nodded while looking at Middleton. “Well, I’ll be off now. I’ll be doing my presentation in the central plaza soon, so please do come by to watch.”


      After casually advertising my presentation, I bowed, turned on my heel, and left.


      The cultural festival is almost over. I should probably take this time to prepare so I can make sure that it ends with a resounding success.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Witch of the Academy


      The sun was setting, gradually tingeing the academy a shade of orange. People packed the venue for my presentation, squeezing shoulder to shoulder. The final presentation of the cultural festival always took place in the central plaza, which meant that everyone from across the campus convened here to watch. I didn’t even have to worry about Grant stealing my audience with his sales show since he was right at the front of the crowd, standing intimidatingly with his hands on his hips.


      “It’s time to show everyone the world of possibilities with sorcery,” I said under my breath to psych myself up.


      Then, I brought both my hands above my head and stretched. I kept my arms raised, took a deep breath, exhaled, and shut my eyes. I slowly opened them again as I felt the blowing of the wind mingling on my skin with the last vestiges of warmth from the setting sun. I could hear the collective breathing of the eager audience and the rustling of their clothes.


      I walked out from the back of the stage, and all chatter stopped as if on cue. It was completely silent by the time I reached the center. I surveyed the crowd and smiled at Shenley, Ayle, Liz, and Belle, who were excitedly waving at me.


      “Good afternoon. My name is Aoi Konominato, and I have the great honor of being employed as an instructor at Fiddich Academy. I am truly grateful to all of you who have come to watch my presentation today,” I said, before giving the deepest bow I could muster. I slowly straightened my back and looked back at the audience. “I will be demonstrating two spells that I developed. You might find this use of sorcery to be a little bit unusual, but I think it will make for a very enjoyable show. I hope you all enjoy it. Now, let’s begin.”


      I held my open palm forward, making many people in the crowd tense up.


      Hmm. Maybe I shouldn’t have done it this way if this is how they’re reacting. Oh well. Too late now.


      I continued my plan. I gathered mana in front of my palm and created a sphere of water. I raised its temperature and then proceeded to activate wind sorcery. Using two elements simultaneously drew gasps from the crowd. My wind enveloped the sphere of water, creating a current that gradually increased in speed. The resulting whirlwind compressed the ball, and in the blink of an eye, it burst into a maelstrom of water and wind about a meter in diameter.


      Static electricity quickly began to build up in the center until it began discharging outward. The loud, violent crackling of the static electricity elicited even more shocked reactions from the onlookers.


      Maybe I should make it even bigger.


      I held my hand up to the sky, moving the compact stormcloud with it as it continued to grow in size. I looked up to confirm that it had stored enough static electricity, and I was pleased to see a brilliantly flashing ball of lightning.


      That should do it. “Looks like it’s ready. Tritonis Ray,” I said softly.


      A massive bolt of lightning split the night sky. Since I’d specified its direction, it went straight rather than shooting out haphazardly across the area. This was one of the strongest spells that I knew, and it could even take out a large dragon. It had a lot of visual impact, so I thought it’d be fun to watch.


      The only problem was the volume. When the lightning struck, the heat expanded the air through which it traveled and created a sonic boom. Since it was essentially as loud as natural thunder, it was strong enough to rattle the eardrums of those in attendance. As expected, most of the people fell to the ground or cowered.


      “I should have given them a heads up...” I muttered to myself, reflecting on my mistake. Then, I addressed the audience again. “This is one of the most destructive elite-level spells in the lightning sorcery repertoire. What’s good about this spell is that its speed is quicker than wind. Also, since it can easily pierce through organisms and metal alike, it can defeat most magic beasts in a single hit. However, if you don’t specify a direction for it to fire, it will indiscriminately go wherever is most conductive. Taking this into consideration, it’s best to practice this spell either on an empty beach or over the ocean with nobody around.”


      As I finished my explanation, I noticed that a lot of the audience still hadn’t found their way back to their feet. I guess I’ll just start on my next spell, then. Fortunately, it looks like the sky is darkening little by little.


      “I will now demonstrate my next spell. It will also produce a slightly loud noise, but it isn’t dangerous, so please don’t worry.”


      That should do it. I stretched and bent my fingers before bringing them in front of my chest so that my palms were facing each other. As I spread my fingers out, I finished my preparations. I focused my mana into my fingertips and created a flow of mana in front of one of my palms. Next, I brought my other hand down, reached into a small pouch around my waist, and brought out some small shards of ore. Then, I gently added them into the stream of mana. The five pieces were all the same color, and they began spinning around in front of my palm. The crowd’s eyes began to dance along with them as they tried to follow their trajectory.


      After I’d molded enough mana into the ore, I raised an arm with my palm facing toward the sky. I gathered wind and began swirling it around my palm, then I enclosed the shards inside a casing of mana and shot them into the air. Once they were high enough in the sky, I activated my spell.


      “Magi Firework.”


      There was a deep boom like an explosion, and I could feel the rumble in my bones. A massive golden firework lit up the dark sky. The people watching craned their necks and pointed at it in wonder.


      This firework was about the same size as one I’d seen back on Earth that had used a shell thirty-three centimeters in diameter. I’d designed it so that once the ore fragments exploded, they turned to powder due to the mana I’d infused into them and combusted. I’d initially had trouble spreading out the reaction over a large enough area with fire and wind sorcery, but I’d solved this by triggering a single explosion in the center of the shell.


      Now that I think about it, that might just be how regular fireworks operate. It’s a bit embarrassing that I was so excited and believed I’d conceived a unique solution.


      “Whoa!”


      “It’s so pretty!”


      I heard a child calling out in astonishment and quickly picked him out among the crowd. Oh, I recognize him. That’s Martin, the son of the merchant. He was watching the sky with his father, his eyes sparkling. Most of the other people were also staring with the same kind of fascination. I’m glad to see they’re so happy.


      I couldn’t keep a smile from creeping onto my lips as I began preparing to shoot the spell once more. I molded my mana, picked out some pieces of ore, and then shot them all upward. There was another boom, but this time, the sky turned blue. The beautiful azure fireworks elicited even louder cries of amazement from the crowd.


      “Let’s keep this going,” I said, getting fired up.


      For the next part of my presentation, I created a stone table in front of me and lined up various types of ore. I pointed both of my hands toward the block, molding mana on top of it. Then I lightly lifted my arms and brought the ores into the air.


      “Magi Firework.”


      Consecutive booms rang out. First, there were two gargantuan gold fireworks. Then, I began alternating between my hands, using the spell over and over to dye the sky in a myriad of colors, including red, blue, yellow, green and even purple. By this point, the crowd had gotten used to the spell and were loudly cheering, enjoying the show. I enjoyed watching everyone’s excited reactions, but unfortunately, the show was almost over. For the finale, I decided to use all of my remaining ores to create one big firework.


      “Now it’s time for my final spell,” I said, even though it was likely nobody could hear me over the fireworks.


      To prepare, I scooped up the twenty or so ores I had left and used both of my hands to swaddle them in a large amount of mana. Then I flung my hands up to the sky and focused on making the firework burst into as many bits as possible. The onlookers could sense that this was different from the other ones I’d shot up as it rose at an incredible speed. Everyone went silent and waited with bated breath. Then, my masterpiece bloomed in the sky.


      The shell I’d used was between sixty and ninety centimeters in diameter. It exploded into a breathtaking golden firework that spread across the sky and shot out smaller clusters all around it. Though this was very similar to the end of a fireworks show back in Japan, it’d been very difficult to replicate that spectacle with sorcery.


      It took incredibly precise control of my mana and the positions of the ore fragments to make things burst out in the perfect way. If I didn’t do everything carefully, the fragments would rain down on the people below, so I had to make sure that each of the ores actually broke down into powder. But with lots of practice, I’d been able to bring about the spectacle that the audience was basking in now, a vibrant sky with multiple huge flowers of fire. The scene was a work of art.


      Once the fire disappeared from the sky, darkness took over. The audience seemed sad and disappointed that it was over. I took a bow.


      “This concludes the final presentation of Fiddich Academy’s cultural festival. Thank you all for watching.”


      When I looked back up, a single person began furiously clapping, which brought everyone’s attention back toward the stage.


      “That was an amazing presentation!” Middleton called out.


      Immediately, the entire venue erupted into thunderous applause and boisterous cheers. I bowed deeply once again as I let the crowd’s approval wash over me.


      ◇


      “I’ve never seen anything like that!”


      “That was amazing!”


      After my presentation ended, Ayle and the others had come running over to me to give me their impressions. I grinned and pulled out some ore fragments from my bag that had been too small to use for the fireworks.


      “Anyone can use that sorcery. You simply need rocks or metals that will change the color of fire when they burn. You shoot them into the air, and then once they combust, it creates a firework. As long as you practice your fire and wind sorcery, it should be easy for you to do the same.”


      I began burning the leftover ores in my hand, and Ayle and the others watched the blue and golden flames up close with rapt attention.


      “They’re so pretty!”


      “I want to try...” Shenley said, amazed.


      This might be perfect for our next class unit. It seemed that precise mana control and activating spells on targets out of sight would be useful skills to teach them. Long-range control of sorcery didn’t seem too common, even at Fiddich. Out of all the people I’d met, the ones who were the most proficient at activating spells over a distance were Maple Leaf’s holy man and holy woman. Most other sorcerers could only cast spells in their immediate field of vision, although some could only activate sorcery about a meter away from them at best.


      “Hmm... Now that they’ve learned lightning sorcery, it might not be too bad for them to learn Magi Firework,” I said, after taking some time to think.


      “You’re going to teach the students the sorcery you just did?” Middleton asked as he approached from behind with the other leaders, wearing a befuddled smile. “Won’t that be a little difficult? That felt like something that could take years for even court sorcerers to learn...maybe even decades.”


      I raised my hand and shook it from side to side. “No. I think the students here should be able to master it within half a year to a year. It will take a little longer to learn than lightning sorcery, though, since it’s a bit more difficult.”


      Everyone stopped in their tracks.


      “You make an interesting point. It didn’t take them years—or even a full year—to learn lightning sorcery,” Middleton replied.


      “That’s beside the point,” Diageo chimed in. “That was a type of sorcery that only ever existed in legends and fables.”


      “If people in one country are able to learn that in just half a year, then that will open a huge gap between them and the citizens of other countries,” Isaac said.


      As the three of them discussed among themselves, I looked over and saw Roulette knitting his brow and grumbling.


      “Lady Aoi, the sorcery you demonstrated was astounding. Do you know how devastating the lightning spell you used would be in war?” Roulette whispered while practically glaring at me.


      “That spell wasn’t particularly lethal. You could easily defend against it with intermediate earth sorcery or water sorcery. Of course, learning it requires achieving precise control of your mana, so that opens the door to a lot of different applications. You could potentially use it for many things other than battle. Ultimately, all spells have a variety of uses.”


      It looked like Roulette wanted to say something, but he pursed his lips and held his tongue.


      Perhaps seeing a chance to cut in, Colt spoke up. “Your presentation was really amazing, as expected of you, Professor Aoi. I think everyone really enjoyed it.”


      Roulette took a step back. I guess Colt is trying to help calm things down. I had no desire to fight or anything, but Colt must have been worried nonetheless. I’ll have to be more careful so as to not worry my students like that.


      Rox moved next to Colt. “That was impressive and all, but can we really do that too?” he asked. “I can’t even imagine it...”


      Everyone waited for my answer expectantly.


      “I said this earlier, but all that’s involved in the spell is burning ores at a high altitude. Of course, it won’t be easy to make sure that the entire thing burns into dust, but I think with enough practice, anyone can do it,” I replied confidently.


      Rox folded his arms and let out a slight “Hmph.” Maybe I simplified the explanation too much? But it seems like most of my students who have mastered lightning sorcery are accepting my explanation.


      I was sure that if I continued to teach original spells alongside elite-level sorcery, then I’d be able to continue increasing the standards of sorcery education. However, this wasn’t a very efficient method for accelerating development globally.


      This went double for Gransanth, where people didn’t regard sorcery very highly; Karvun, where incorrect knowledge ran rampant; and Bushmills, whose sorcerers focused their research in a single area.


      I’d really like to go to those countries as soon as possible. In fact, it would be great if their court sorcerers and instructors could come learn at Fiddich, but I had a feeling that would be difficult to accomplish.


      Roulette sulked and tensed his shoulders. “It seems we’ll need to keep paying attention to Fiddich Academy. It’s unfortunate, but our country’s sorcery academy is definitely no match. That just makes the situation with Headmaster Glen’s grandson even more disappointing.” Roulette flashed a look at Middleton, and it felt as if a sudden chill had fallen between them.


      “Duke Roulette... That’s certainly not something to bring up right here and now,” Middleton growled.


      Roulette simply shrugged, but I was curious.


      “Is there something wrong with his grandson?” I asked.


      Middleton squirmed and looked down slightly. “I can’t say this too loudly, but I’ve heard that he never attends any lectures and simply stays in his room.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Shut-In


      Glen was a half-elf with an elven mother and a human father. Unlike pure-blooded elves, who lived for anywhere from two to three centuries, half-elves lived for a century and a half on average and matured at about the same rate as humans, which was much faster than elves.


      There were many half-elves throughout the world who were highly regarded, but those who lived in the kingdoms of full-blooded elves faced discrimination. Elves saw them as individuals who weakened the elven bloodline, since there was no way for their blood or that of their offspring to ever be pure again.


      If a half-elf had a child with another race, they would have barely any trace of elven blood. And even if a half-elf reproduced with a full-blooded elf, the child would still be a half-elf at best, no closer to pure than their half-elf parent.


      Even though elves looked down upon interspecies relationships, it was rare for full-blooded elves to have children with one another. This was one of the main reasons why the ancient species of elves was declining. Still, elves held a few advantages. Because they could dedicate more time to sorcery due to their longer lifespans, elves had superior skills. Aside from their wealth of knowledge and experience, they were also better at mana manipulation—to the point that people considered that a characteristic of their race.


      Having a heightened command of their mana gave elves a massive advantage when it came to sorcery research. Perhaps one of the reasons why full-blooded elves treated half-elves so poorly was their fear of losing this advantage, coupled with a desire to preserve their race.


      Though it wasn’t clear how Glen had been treated, given the fact that he’d been born in an elven kingdom and then left for a human country when he was still young, it was likely that he’d wanted to go somewhere he didn’t feel persecuted.


      One could say that it was only natural that Glen had eventually married a human woman. The child of a half-elf and a human was usually just a normal human, and that was the same for their only child. Glen’s wife had already passed away, and his son, who’d been born when Glen was in his thirties, had also died before reaching old age. But his son left behind a grandchild, who was now the only family Glen had left.


      Though Glen’s mother was still alive, she hadn’t left the elven kingdom with Glen, so they’d always lived apart. With all that in mind, Glen doted heavily on his grandson.


      ◇


      “His grandson disappeared from the public eye one day, and people started saying that he was a shut-in somewhere in the academy. I’m not sure what happened, but the headmaster hasn’t really talked too much about it either, and now it’s a topic that’s off-limits,” Middleton explained, painting a broad picture.


      Everyone present meekly nodded.


      “Does anyone know the actual situation?” Grant asked.


      “Well... As you might expect, everyone is a little hesitant to ask the headmaster,” Diageo said.


      I’m not too surprised. After all, this is the grandson of the greatest sorcerer in the world. I don’t know whether he’s a teacher or a student, but it wouldn’t shock me if he’d already become an upper-level instructor.


      “How old is his grandson?” I asked, interested.


      Middleton scratched his chin. “Hmm... I believe he was born later in the headmaster’s life. He should be the same age as Rox, or maybe a year younger.”


      “He’s sixteen,” a voice called out from behind Middleton.


      Everyone swiveled toward the source of the voice. Glen was standing there with a forlorn expression. He released a heavy sigh and narrowed his eyes.


      “That wonderful presentation left me with far more energy than an old man like me should have. I was practically prancing and frolicking around until I heard you all talking, but...” Glen trailed off with a sigh. “I’m not particularly trying to hide anything. However, I suppose since I’ve never opened up about this to anyone, it’s resulted in some very unnecessary snooping.”


      His voice had an uncharacteristic anger to it, which made everyone tense up. He’d very directly called the actions of the country leaders“unnecessary snooping.” If this had been anyone other than Glen, they could have easily been sentenced to death for their rudeness.


      All of the men looked down as if they were students being scolded by a teacher, probably feeling ashamed for gossipping behind Glen’s back.


      “Headmaster,” I began, “I understand that this is an intrusive request, but if it’s all right with you, I’d like to hear more about your grandson. If possible, I’d like to be of help to—”


      “I’m sorry, but could you put the matter to rest?” he asked, cutting me off with a cold voice.


      It felt like the temperature of the entire area had dropped. Glen had made it clear that he did not want to continue this conversation any further. Seeing this side of him surprised me so much that I couldn’t even respond.


      Regardless of whether it was on Earth or in this world, sticking your nose into sensitive topics wasn’t anything praiseworthy. That being said, this wasn’t something that I could just leave alone. Glen’s grandson was sixteen years old. In other words, he was a student, or at least I assumed he was.


      “If a student is in trouble or suffering, I can’t stay silent,” I declared, looking Glen right in the eyes.


      ◇


      Glen paused, bewildered. He thought for a moment before his eyebrows slanted upward toward each other and a sad expression crossed his face.


      “I...appreciate your feelings toward this, but Solare is...” Glen said softly. He didn’t finish his sentence and fell silent. He then silently turned around and then left, his shoulders slumped.


      I wanted to call out to him, but neither me nor anyone else seemed to be able to do so.


      After Glen left, Middleton exhaled loudly. “This is Glen we’re talking about. I’m sure he’ll be back to his normal self in no time. How about we go back, borrow a room at the academy, and have some drinks?”


      “Hmm. This is a good opportunity to get together,” Grant said.


      “I don’t especially like how we’ve left things, but I guess there’s nothing we can really do,” Diageo agreed.


      With that, the various heads of state went together with Middleton to drink.


      Apparently they’ve been drinking together every day, so I’m surprised they haven’t gotten tired of it. But I guess this is an opportunity to get some information about other countries. If it were me though, I could probably easily tell after one or two gatherings whether I’d be able to glean anything useful.


      After Middleton and the others left, Colt, Rox, Shenley, and the rest of the students came over. I began asking them some questions.


      “Do you all know the headmaster’s grandson?”


      Colt and Rox looked at each other.


      “You mean Solare Mohrt?” Rox asked.


      “I only ever really met him when I was younger,” Colt said.


      Both of them looked like they weren’t really sure how to answer further.


      I guess they don’t know much else. If I want to find out more, I’ll need to ask Glen, but judging by his reaction, I don’t think I’ll be able to force him to answer. I wonder if it’s possible for me to look into why Solare became a shut-in on my own.


      As I mulled over the best course of action, Felter and Ramsey appeared together, with Fiore right behind them.


      “Solare, huh? Haven’t seen him in a while, but I was probably the last one to see him,” Felter said, dropping a bombshell.


      Rox spun around. “Wait, what? When?!” he asked.


      Felter crossed his arms and furrowed his brow in thought. “I think it was...a year ago? To begin with, Solare and I used to see each other a lot. We never really interacted, but for some reason, we always happened to be at the same places.”


      “Y-You were friends? Why didn’t you tell me?” Rox asked.


      Felter shook his head, annoyed. “Why would I need to say anything? Who cares if he hasn’t come out of his room? What does that have to do with me?” he asked brusquely.


      Rox gripped his fist in front of his chest and gritted his teeth. “That’s not the problem here!” he grumbled.


      Oh, I get it. Because Rox and Felter are friends, he expects him to share things with him. Or maybe not? Maybe he’s mad because he didn’t share information with him about someone as important as Glen’s grandson. Either way, I agree with Felter that there was no need for him to go out of his way to tell Rox. Still, with the position I’m in right now, I should ask him directly about Solare.


      “Felter,” I said, turning toward him. “Would you mind telling me more about Solare?”


      Felter recoiled slightly, looking uncomfortable. As he hesitated to speak, Fiore stepped in to break the tension.


      “Come on, Felter, you’ve written about him in letters to us, remember? You can at least give her some general details,” Fiore said, gently convincing him.


      Felter sighed. “Fine. I’ll tell you about him, but you need to promise me that you won’t do anything like force him out of his room.”


      “I promise,” I said, agreeing immediately.


      Felter nodded and then jerked his head to the side. “Let’s talk somewhere else.”


      “Understood. Well, it’s dinnertime, so perhaps I could join you and your family for dinner? Oh, Ramsey, will you be going with Middleton and the others?”


      Ramsey scoffed. “Just having drinks with them once is good enough. We already shared about our countries’ latest concerns and policies. The only topic that still needs to be discussed is which country you’re going to next, but you went to Maple Leaf simply because you decided to, right? In that case, it’s better to just leave that decision up to you rather than having us try to decide for you.”


      Ramsey put his hands on his hips and grinned, signaling that this was all he had to say on the matter.


      Felter and Ramsey really are so alike. I smirked. “That’s true. I’m not too well-versed in the state of affairs or relations between the countries, so I understand how you feel.”


      “Hmm? Well, we also talk about the basics like land, population, trade, immigration, academics, and more. For your information, the noble most in charge of trade in Bushmills is...”


      Before he could finish his sentence, Fiore clapped her hands, and the sound made Ramsey stop. “Well, this is a special occasion, so how about we go to a nice restaurant?” she asked casually. “There’s no need to worry about paying. Would you all like to join us? We can arrange for separate rooms so you can all relax with each other.”


      “I’ll go!”


      “I’d like to go too!”


      Ayle and the other students began raising their hands and eagerly accepting her invitation.


      Fiore let out an elegant giggle. “All right, then. Let’s all go.”


      “Yay!”


      “Party time!”


      While everyone else was celebrating excitedly, Colt approached me, amused.


      “Is it really okay for us to join?” he asked.


      “I’m sure it’s fine. Ramsey’s a marquess, after all,” I said.


      He’s pretty much like the president of a big company.


      However, Colt laughed at my response for some reason.


      Huh? I guess what I said wasn’t exactly in line with common sense? Maybe I need to be more reserved with nobles.


      ◇


      Winturbly was a special city which housed Fiddich Academy and received funding from all six great countries. It was an autonomous territory, home to not only nobles and trading companies from the six great countries but also criminals who engaged in illegal gambling. That mixed population gave rise to a unique atmosphere. The restaurants and general stores had a great variety of items, which made Winturbly a popular tourist destination.


      The city was also a place where one could see a variety of races who wouldn’t normally live in close proximity, like elves, beastkin, dwarves, and more. There were also a lot of traveling merchants searching for business opportunities. The melting pot gave rise to a liveliness seldom seen in other countries, as well as a very strong economy.


      In the very diverse city of Winturbly, there was a restaurant that ranked as the classiest and best in the city. Its name was D’al More. Its owner had come on his own from the Colt Highland Federation, and it served dishes that were primarily experimental fine-dining creations.


      Since the Colt Highland Federation was a collection of smaller countries, politics went at a crawl since it was always difficult to reach a consensus between the various leaders. However, since the federation was home to so many different cultures, its cuisine was very advanced.


      Using his vast knowledge and mastery of cooking, the owner of the restaurant had made it the top spot in all of Winturbly. Of course, the strength of its dishes wasn’t the only reason it had become famous. The owner was also very particular about setting the right environment for patrons to enjoy his dishes.


      Everything from the decorations on the walls to the pillars, the flooring, the ceiling, the window frames, and the baseboards had been built following the owner’s instructions to the letter. Although I’d heard about all of this beforehand, I was still a little blown away when I entered the restaurant.


      The walls were made of brick while the pillars and beams were wooden. The floor used beautiful stone that resembled marble. The colors were distinct, and there was a special emphasis on the lighting. This was the first restaurant I’d seen in this world that had indirect lighting on both the floor and ceiling. It didn’t feel too over the top or too plain. It was the perfect atmosphere.


      Upon entering, we came across a host’s station. Around the corner, there was a large dining area with seats placed in even intervals. Because of how calm and spacious it was, I got the impression that we could have a nice conversation there. However, apparently it was only the students who would be sitting there. I quickly learned that I’d be sitting somewhere else with Felter and his family.


      How disappointing.


      The host guided the students into the large room, and they excitedly sat around the tables. Ayle, Liz, Belle, and Shenley took one table. Rox and Colt sat separate from one another. Surprisingly, Dean joined Colt.


      As envious as I felt of them, I followed the waiter to our table, which was farther in the back. We walked down the hallway and up a flight of stairs to the second floor. We proceeded down another hall and came to a large set of doors.


      “Please enjoy your meal,” the waiter said, opening the doors.


      Inside was a spectacularly lavish room. It was hard to even describe just how expensive everything looked. The wall decorations, the lighting, and the window frames were all gold. There was also a beautiful painting on the ceiling.


      This is all a little excessive. If we’re going to have a conversation, I think I would have preferred the space downstairs.


      Meanwhile, Ramsey let out a sound of awe as he cast his gaze over the room. “Impressive! It reminds me of the banquet rooms at the castle.”


      “It’s a very gorgeous room,” Fiore agreed. She and Ramsey both seemed very pleased.


      The waiter nodded proudly. “This room was made by a famous mason who specialized in castles. Nobles are typically accustomed to lavish rooms, so we thought that we needed someone of his expertise to truly allow those of high status to enjoy their time here.”


      Ramsey and Fiore nodded along, but I was a little puzzled, so I took another look around.


      I mean, sure. It’s an amazingly luxurious room, but I still think I prefer the previous one.


      After the waiter left, I sat down in my seat, a little disappointed. Ramsey, Fiore, and Felter all looked at me.


      “Something wrong?” Ramsey asked.


      “To be honest, I liked the other room more,” I said.


      Fiore seemed amused. “The room we saw when we first entered? Isn’t this one much more high-class, though?”


      Oh no, was I rude? “That’s just my personal opinion. This room has many wonderful decorations and paintings, but I don’t get the feeling that it’s easy to relax and have a meal here. The other room felt more harmonious. It was like the walls, the pillars, and the lighting all blended together as one, as if the entire room were just one big painting. It felt calming yet also gave me a glimpse of the designer’s playful spirit. I can only imagine how nice it would be to have a meal there...or at least that was my impression.”


      Felter snorted with laughter. “Heh. Yeah, definitely feels like we could have enjoyed a more peaceful meal back there.”


      Ramsey folded his arms and furiously nodded. “You’re right. When I was looking around the room, I also got the feeling that it was too flashy, but I don’t really mind anything as long as the food tastes good.” He let out a hearty chuckle.


      Fiore smiled. “Women usually appreciate a good atmosphere. Judging by how you act in general and toward us, I get the feeling that you might be from a greater noble family. You’re not fazed at all by lavish, expensive things, nor are you ever shy about sharing your thoughts to nobles. That’s not something anyone can easily do,” she said, making conjectures like a detective.


      I peered back at her, confused. “Oh, no, I grew up in the mountains and lived with an elven sorcerer who was completely isolated from the outside world.”


      Fiore put a hand over her mouth, taken aback. “Oh, that’s surprising. I was completely under the impression that you received a noble’s education... In that case, the elven sorcerer you learned from must have possessed a high status. It’d be lovely to meet them,” she said happily.


      I think she’s trying to casually get information out of me. She’s doing it so effortlessly, masked by her casual behavior, that I didn’t realize it until now. But I guess it’s not like I really have anything to hide.


      “Hmm, I’m not so sure about his status. In addition to being the one who taught me sorcery, he’s also like a father to me. I never really saw any noble-like behavior from him.”


      “May I ask his name?”


      “Owain Millers.”


      Fiore glanced at Ramsey, who had a blank look on his face. She let out a little puff of air before turning back to me. “I apologize for my lack of knowledge...”


      “Oh, no, I’m really not bothered at all. I doubt Owain is really well known or anything.”


      As we continued talking, the waiter from earlier reappeared with a waitress. They brought in a light-red fruit wine and meat dishes paired with soup.


      Um, this looks like the main course. Did Ramsey order this?


      “We will bring new dishes at the appointed time. Until then, we won’t allow anyone access. Please enjoy your conversation,” the waiter said.


      “Thank you very much,” I replied.


      Then the waiter and waitress bowed deeply before leaving.


      “I think I’m starting to understand why this place is so famous as a high-class restaurant. Well, let’s get into the main topic,” I said.


      Felter let out an annoyed sigh. “Okay. But before I start, just know that I’m not especially close with Solare, so don’t expect any deep stories from me.”


      “That’s all right. I just want a little bit of information,” I said, quickly cutting in.


      Felter sighed again and then began to spill what he knew.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Past


      Apparently, Solare had never had many friends. He’d been a student at Fiddich Academy ever since he was a child due to Glen’s position as headmaster, but he’d struggled to connect to the other students.


      Despite his lack of companions, Solare had grown up with access to advanced teaching, which had allowed him to definitively outstrip other children in sorcery. He’d been able to use intermediate spells before he was even ten years old, which led all the instructors to speculate that he might become an upper-level instructor at Fiddich or a court sorcerer when he was older.


      Glen had taught him sorcery as well, and until he was ten, Solare had steadily grown as a sorcerer. However, when he’d skipped grades to the middle school division, his situation had turned on its head. Some of the older noble students had begun to bully him.


      Since Solare had already been able to use top-class sorcery even as a middle schooler, they’d never bullied him to his face. However, they’d carried out sneaky malicious acts like throwing his belongings in the trash.


      Not even two years later, Solare had once again skipped grades to the high school division, but the bullying had gotten even worse since some of his classmates had comparable or superior sorcery skills. I wasn’t sure how Solare had felt going through all of this, but after about a year in the high school division, he’d stopped going to class as frequently.


      By the time Solare had turned fourteen, he’d become isolated, had stopped going to class, and was almost never seen around campus. The instructors had taken notice of this, as had the students who’d stayed on the sidelines. They’d likely only cared because he was the grandson of Headmaster Glen, though, and not because of how talented he was.


      Each year, some students would transfer to Fiddich or drop out, so a single person leaving wouldn’t normally be notable. However, Solare’s absence had stood out because of his family ties. As a result, even more than half a year after he’d disappeared from the public eye, rumors about him had continued to circulate. It was around then that Solare and Felter had met.


      “There’s a small lake and an old gazebo on the outskirts of campus. It’s surrounded by a forest, and students and instructors don’t really go near there. I was just looking for a quiet place to be alone, but there was already someone there.”


      “Solare?” I asked.


      “Yeah.” Felter reached out toward a glass of fruit wine.


      “You can’t have alcohol. Please drink juice instead,” I said.


      “The drinking age is sixteen in Bushmills.”


      “My students’ drinking age is twenty,” I replied firmly.


      Felter silently put the glass down on the table and sighed, willfully ignoring his parents who were looking at him with amusement.


      “Fine. Whatever. Anyway, Solare ended up being there often when I went. At first, I would just ignore him and sit outside the gazebo, leaning against it. But after about a week or two, he started a conversation with me.”


      “You...really ignored him for that long?” Ramsey asked incredulously.


      Felter shot him a glare and continued his story. “Apparently, Solare would hole up in his room during the day to read about sorcery, and then in the afternoon he’d move around the campus while everyone else was in class. He complained that he’d been practicing sorcery in the gazebo, but ever since I started showing up, he couldn’t anymore. After that, we started talking every now and then,” Felter explained. “He’d heard what people were saying about him, so he got more and more scared of meeting people.”


      So the same sentiment of “the nail that sticks out gets hammered down” exists here just like it did in Japan?


      Felter’s expression darkened and he looked out into the distance. “But even though he worried, back then there were times that he smiled. He still hated talking with other people, but I don’t think his condition was nearly as bad.”


      “He’s not like that now?” I asked.


      Felter’s shoulders dropped. “One day, I went to the gazebo as usual, but everything was gone. The gazebo, the lake—all of it.”


      “What...?” I asked, confused.


      Felter folded his arms. “Some of the students from the high school division found out that he was practicing sorcery there. I guess they didn’t like it, so they took away his place to be himself. They wrecked the gazebo and filled in the lake with earth.”


      “Who did that? Who could’ve done something so cruel?” I asked in a sudden rage.


      Felter huffed. “I already gave them their punishment. It was three of them from the high school division versus me, a middle schooler, and they still lost. Less than a month later, they ran back to their home countries.”


      “I feel like you might have been excessive with your punishment, but...hearing that makes me feel better,” I said.


      As a teacher, I should probably be lamenting the fact that these misbehaving students never got the opportunity to see the error of their ways through a nice talk. But if I take Solare’s feelings into account, then it might have been for the best. Maybe in the future, if I can find out who the perpetrators were, I can give them an opportunity to straighten themselves out.


      “After that, I never saw Solare again. He might’ve really ended up hating everyone after that,” Felter said, shrugging.


      “I see. So regardless of whether there are any bullies left, he’s already developed a distrust toward everyone. Has the headmaster done anything?”


      “I dunno. Solare never mentioned him.”


      “I see.”


      Silence fell upon the room until there was a knock at the door.


      “Pardon me,” the waiter called out before entering. He and the other staff brought in plate after plate of food.


      I guess this is the end of the meal? There was an assortment of delicious-looking fruits, which I assumed was our dessert since we’d just eaten a main course.


      “Oh, we’re only on the fruits course? I’m already full, though,” Fiore said with a troubled smile.


      “Heh, I’m still hungry, so this is perfect,” Ramsey said.


      My eyes grew as big as the dinner plates before us. “There’s still more food coming?” I asked.


      “Oh yes. A full course meal from Colt Highland normally consists of fifteen courses,” Fiore explained. “It’s typical to eat fruit in the middle of the meal.”


      “Yeah, normally there’s fish, vegetables, and then meat after the fruit. Then the last course has a special treat—fried bread,” Ramsey added.


      “That’s quite heavy...” I said.


      I could feel creases forming in my forehead as I listened to their explanation. Sure, each dish was delectable, but my commoner’s palate preferred Gleanorra’s cooking or the food from the restaurant I usually went to with Elisa and Strath.


      That’s not to say that Gleanorra’s cooking is “food for commoners” or anything, though. Please forgive me, Gleanorra.


      Ramsey adjusted himself in his chair. “Well, I guess that was a decent snack. How about we get into the nitty gritty now?”


      “Snack?!” I blurted out. I couldn’t believe my ears.


      Ramsey paid no mind to my shock and continued talking. “This is only hearsay, but part of the reason Solare was bullied might have to do with him being related to Sir Glen.”


      “Huh? Why?” I asked.


      Felter and I both looked at Ramsey with curiosity. Ramsey gulped down some alcohol.


      “Whew... Well, Sir Glen is a half-elf and was born and raised in the elven kingdom. You’ve heard that much from Middleton, right?”


      “Yes, I have.”


      “Well, pure-blooded elves look down on half-elves as lesser beings—or at least some of them do. But in general, they’re all shut-ins who rarely leave their homeland. You could say that elves have their own unique brand of common sense,” Ramsey prefaced, narrowing his eyes. “But sometimes, eccentric elves come along and they become interested in the human world, usually once they’re over twenty years old. Many elves are experts with sorcery, which might be why there were quite a few enrolled at Fiddich.”


      “Huh? There are elven students?” I asked, blinking.


      Ramsey held up his palm. “Don’t get too excited. I said there were quite a few. Back in the day, elves who were confident in their sorcery would go to Fiddich, which even back then was the most famous sorcery academy. But as they tested their skills at the school, they came across the grandson of a half-elf—an existence they reviled. In other words, Solare.”


      Oh, I see. “This ties in with Felter’s story from earlier, doesn’t it? So those elves bullied Solare.”


      “Wait,” Felter said. “I didn’t hear anything about elves bullying him. The ones I chased out of the academy were from the high school division, but they weren’t elves.”


      “Oh, really?” I asked.


      So there’s Ramsey’s account, which he heard through the grapevine, and the story from Felter, who was actually there. It’s probably best to believe the firsthand account, but I am a little curious about the inconsistencies in the rumor that a greater noble like Ramsey heard. Maybe there’s something that Felter is holding back because he can’t talk about it.


      “Could I ask the headmaster about this?” I asked.


      Ramsey was clearly on edge. “I think it’s a bit of a hard topic to broach.”


      “Hmm. I don’t know...” Fiore said, similarly uneasy.


      Felter disagreed with his parents. “I’m sure he’ll help if it’s for the sake of his grandson.”


      A conflicted expression crossed Fiore’s face. “Not everything is so simple, Felter.”


      Felter shrugged. “I think it will be with the headmaster.”


      “That’s true,” I said. “It probably will be okay if it’s the headmaster.”


      Fiore’s visage was still burdened with worry, but Ramsey began laughing.


      “Well, give it a shot,” he said. “If it ever gets hard to stay at Fiddich, come over to Bushmills. We’ll definitely welcome you with the status of a court sorcerer. I wouldn’t even mind using my authority as a marquess to create the Aoi Sorcery Academy.”


      “I think I’d like to choose a different name if it ever comes to that,” I replied, slightly embarrassed.


      Interlude: Glen


      This year’s cultural festival had been, in a word, astonishing. Despite the short preparation period, the instructors had all come up with great ideas for their presentations. More importantly, the student presentations had been even more impressive than those of the upper-level instructors. There weren’t any other students I could think of in Fiddich or even elsewhere who’d be able to pull off something as incredible.


      All of this was thanks to Aoi. Normal sorcerers took years to develop even a single original spell, and they were typically reluctant to teach them to others. That made sense, though. Sometimes, a single original spell was enough for someone to attain the position of a court sorcerer. Some people also saw developing a spell that only they could use as a way to prove their superiority to others.


      Therefore, it was extremely rare for an instructor to teach their students an original spell that they’d developed. Aoi, in contrast, had done so without hesitation, likely because she lacked the desire to rapidly climb the social ladder, and also because she simply enjoyed teaching her students her spells.


      She had a magnificent mentality for an instructor, and her abilities far surpassed everyone else. I had no doubt that everyone who’d watched her presentation had felt the same way. Even I, the headmaster of this academy, had been so moved by her beautiful sorcery that I’d become speechless. Though I’d lived for many years, embarrassingly, it was only in that moment that I’d realized the full potential of sorcery and how many alternative ways there were to use it.


      After Aoi’s presentation had ended, I’d gone to congratulate her and had seen a bunch of other people standing around her. However, rather than talking about her demonstration, they’d been discussing Solare. Since they were all very important people in their respective countries, one of them most likely had brought him up after seeing the student presentations. For some reason, Aoi had seemed keen on learning more about Solare.


      What I felt toward my grandson’s situation wasn’t embarrassment but guilt. That’s why I’d left the conversation with Aoi no sooner than I’d arrived. I’d wanted some time alone to think.


      Two or three days after the end of the cultural festival ended, both the academy and Winturbly would once again become quiet. All of the people who’d come from abroad to visit would go back to their normal lives.


      I stared out at the town—still lively for a little longer—from my office window as the sun set. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the stars brought a warm glow to the night. The cityscape of Winturbly was filled with lights as well, as if trying to compete with the cosmos, creating a gorgeous, picturesque scene. It was truly the perfect atmosphere for the final night of the cultural festival.


      The slightly chilly wind might have felt good to the revelers in the town, but it was a little too cold for me right now. I closed the window and then the curtains, blocking out the view of Winturbly.


      I sat down on my favorite sofa, which I’d had for many years, and heaved a long sigh. With a little wag of my index finger, I activated a fire spell and produced a small ember that floated over to the furnace and lit it. Then, I used a simple wind spell to circulate the warm air around the room.


      It took just a single verse and the spell’s name to activate it. That was usually the furthest one could go when it came to abbreviating a spell. People who could shorten advanced incantations to a single verse could easily become court sorcerers or upper-level instructors in any country.


      However, Aoi could shorten the process even further, omitting the verse entirely and casting spells in the blink of an eye. Plus, she could do that with all of the different elements and even with the original spells she’d developed. There probably wasn’t anyone on her level even in the elven kingdom.


      Suddenly, I began remembering things from my homeland and could feel my spirits dampening. Regardless of how far away I lived now or how much confidence I’d built with my talent as a sorcerer, I couldn’t run away from the fact that I was a half-elf.


      It broke my heart and frustrated me that this was one of the reasons why Solare had shut himself away. I was also angry that my identity as a half-elf was a chip on my shoulder that I couldn’t escape. I felt my eyelids grow heavy as I stared at the crackling flames in the furnace.


      “Owain... I haven’t changed at all. I’m still the same weak half-elf brat from the past,” I said softly as I closed my eyes.


      ◇


      Before I knew it, sunlight was shining through a gap in between the curtains.


      Oh, it’s already morning? Lamenting my immaturity, I slowly stood up from the sofa. I’ll wash my face and wake my brain up. But as I went to do that, I heard a knock on my office door.


      “Good morning. It’s me, Aoi.”


      As soon as I heard her, I could feel my face scrunching up. As pathetic as it was, she was the number one person I absolutely did not want to see right now.


      “What to do...? How should I face her?” I said through a sigh as I scratched my head.


      Now that I think about it, I didn’t take a bath last night. Maybe I should at least change my shirt... I quickly tried to change, but...


      “I’m coming in.”


      “W-Wait!” Knowing her, if she doesn’t hear a response, she’ll actually force her way into the room. In order to avoid the worst possible situation, I hurried over to the door. “D-Do you need something?” I asked nervously, without opening it.


      “There’s something I’d like to ask about your grandson,” she said without any hesitation. “I understand it might be a difficult topic, but—”


      “Please leave,” I barked, unable to hold back.


      I was sure that she hadn’t come here out of casual curiosity. She probably did care about Solare, but even if I knew that, I couldn’t bring myself to talk about him. That’s how sensitive of a topic this was.


      “I can’t leave, so would it be okay if I open the door myself?”


      “Why can’t you?!” Of course you can leave! I was so stunned by her statement that I couldn’t help but snap at her. I told her to leave, so why won’t she?


      Aoi knocked once more. “I’m truly sorry, but I’d really like you to open the door.”


      “N-No. Come back tomorrow.”


      “They say to strike while the iron is hot, so I’d like to take action now.”


      “You know they don’t mean that literally, right?”


      Aoi frightened me, and she refused to back down.


      I really don’t have a choice, do I? I relented to Aoi’s strength and then opened the door for her. She made direct eye contact, and I saw absolutely no hesitation in her gaze.


      “Come in...” I said.


      “Thank you very much.”


      Despite my obviously hesitant invitation, Aoi walked right in.


      “You can sit over there.”


      “Thank you.”


      Though Aoi’s words were polite, I couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed by her presence as I sat on the sofa across from her.


      Aoi straightened her back, placed her hands on her lap and looked at me.


      “I guess I’ll make some tea, at least,” I said.


      “I appreciate that,” Aoi said, bowing.


      I wryly smiled and then used fire and water sorcery to make some simple black tea. The nice aroma of the tea wafted across the room, calming me. But why was it that as I poured tea into Aoi’s cup, I felt like a prisoner waiting for my execution?


      After I was done, I sat back down on the sofa, my spirits a little heavy. “This is my favorite brand, so I hope you enjoy it.”


      “Thank you,” she said, taking a sip of the freshly brewed tea. I was so used to drinking this variety that I could imagine exactly what it tasted like while I watched her.


      I should drink mine too. I brought my teacup to my mouth and enjoyed its warmth and slightly sweet scent. Whew. It really calms me down.


      “This feels like my last meal...”


      “Hmm? Aren’t we having tea, not a meal?” Aoi asked, confused.


      “Well, yes. That’s true.”


      Though our conversation had started off a little rocky, we continued savoring our tea. Maybe it was just my imagination, but it felt like Aoi’s expression softened.


      “I can see why this is your favorite. It reminds me of fruit tea. The aroma is very similar to assam tea.”


      “Oh, I’m glad that you enjoy it,” I said, a little relieved.


      But then Aoi closed her eyes. “Well then, let’s begin our discussion.”


      “I figured you came here to discuss something.” I let out a heavy sigh.


      “I understand that this isn’t an easy topic to talk about, but I would like to hear about your grandson.”


      This was just how Aoi always was—commanding and majestic in her words and actions.


      I slumped, defeated. “May I ask what you plan to do once you hear about him?”


      Aoi


      Glen’s shoulders were positioned like a suspect who’d just watched a detective throw incriminating evidence at him. His face clouded as he asked me about my intentions.


      Well, here I thought that maybe he was touchy about me invading his privacy, but I think it’s clear that he just cares a lot about Solare.


      Glen hesitantly began to speak about his background, fighting his negative emotions. “Before I talk about Solare, I should tell you about my past... When I was but five years old—”


      “Uh, I’m really sorry, but could you give me the short version?”


      “Oh...”


      I know all too well how long-winded explanations from elves can be. I need to use what I learned from living with Owain to navigate this conversation.


      “Okay... I suppose I’ll give you the summary.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      Glen began to regale me once more. “I lived in the elven kingdom of Aqua Vitae. It was such a small country that it could hardly even be counted among the other small nations around it. Most of its citizens were pure-blooded elves, but I was born to an elf and a human.”


      I’ve heard of this country before from Owain. He didn’t talk about it too much because he didn’t have many fond memories of it. I guess the same goes for Glen.


      “Elven blood is weak and becomes very diluted when mixed with other races. Thus pure-blooded elves are very haughty. I grew up in that environment, hiding the fact that I was a half-elf. My human father had already passed away, and I was able to pass as a pure-blooded elf by saying that I simply had short ears,” Glen said.


      I looked at his ears. They’re not short enough for me to notice it without someone pointing it out, but I guess they are a little shorter than an elf’s ears usually are.


      “So someone found out eventually?”


      Glen hunched his back. “My mother was of noble birth, but she never felt any prejudice toward humans. Well, I suppose she wasn’t like that at first. She only changed after meeting my father. She always talked to me about her memories with him. She told me about how he was the best man she’d ever met and how he had a wonderful personality. She also told me never to talk about him to anyone else, but as a child who’d never met his father, I was proud of him after everything I’d heard.” The fondness in Glen’s voice faltered as his eyes narrowed. “That’s why I couldn’t hold myself back when I heard some other elven children talking poorly about humans.” His face grew even glummer. “I ended up saying that there were amazing humans out there. This turned into an argument, and before I could stop myself, I ended up blurting out that my father was a human.”


      Glen then explained how this incident had led to his mother being confined by her own family, and how he’d essentially been kicked out of the country. “The fact that an elf from a noble family had conceived a child with a human was a deep shame that they wanted to hide. In exchange for my life, my mother agreed to be imprisoned. Exiling me was a kindness from them.”


      “A...kindness?” I asked, not able to stomach that classification.


      Glen hung his shoulders and continued his story. “I had a little money for travel and was able to reach the nearest human settlement. However, I was but a ten-year-old child who’d only known life in an elven kingdom. I almost got swindled and sold into slavery, but Owain saved me from that fate.”


      “Owain did?” I asked, surprised to hear my teacher’s name suddenly pop up.


      “Indeed. He was about the same age as me, but he was living in that town with his family. Of course, he was much more well-versed in the human world than I was. His father was quite the strange one. At a young age, he said he wanted to travel the world, so he became an adventurer and set off to do just that.”


      Hearing about Owain’s past piqued my curiosity, and I had so many follow-up questions. I suppressed them, though, deciding to save them all for another time. I straightened my posture and waited for Glen to continue.


      “I lived in that town for a few years and became good friends with Owain. He was outraged at how I’d been treated by the elves. The only thing in life that Owain ever took a real interest in was sorcery, and he offered to teach it to me. He’d learned the sorcery that his father had picked up over his many years of travel as an adventurer, and he’d become a very powerful sorcerer himself. He was in a completely different league than me; I’d only ever learned the traditional sorcery of the elven kingdom.”


      So that was Glen’s first step forward as a sorcerer?


      Glen rubbed his temples as he continued to talk. “Around the time we were both twenty years old, Owain said he was going to the elven kingdom to study sorcery. Though I tried to stop him, he’s the kind of person who doesn’t change his mind once he’s made a decision. He didn’t bend his ears to what I said at all. So while he set off down his own path, I decided to go out and find my own purpose too. I went to all different kinds of countries and ultimately got hired by the government of Vahtedd.”


      “Huh? You didn’t start off as an instructor?”


      “I didn’t. Back then, teaching wasn’t even a thought in my head. After all, I’d been exiled and seen as the disgrace of elves. I couldn’t imagine someone like me teaching others,” he said with a weak smile, as if he were laughing at himself. “After that, I trained as a recruit of the court sorcerer corps and was eventually nominated to become a court sorcerer. For some reason, the king at the time was very interested in me, and he wanted me to become a sorcery adviser. The king asked me for my opinions on all sorts of sorcery topics, probably because it was rare for human countries like Vahtedd to be able to consult with elves. Oh, to be clear, this wasn’t King Middleton, but his predecessor.”


      “Oh, I see. You’ve really had a turbulent life.”


      “A lot happened until things finally settled down. That said, thanks to my time in Vahtedd, I’ve been able to live a wonderful life, and I’ve earned status and honor as a sorcerer. Even though I was labeled as a disgrace by the elves, I’m the headmaster of the best sorcery academy in the world. Isn’t that impressive?” he said, puffing out his chest.


      “Yes, it is,” I said, grinning.


      But then Glen’s smile faded, as did his forced cheer. “When the idea to build Fiddich came up, I was still a court sorcerer and had married my wife. Our child had barely inherited any elven blood, but he had a talent for sorcery. He had so much fun learning it, so I taught him sorcery from a bunch of different countries. By the time he reached adulthood, he started to become interested in traveling.”


      I nodded to show that I was following along. Each country had a unique take on sorcery, from the words used in incantations to the shapes of the spells themselves. Though elven sorcery had probably hardly changed since the distant past, human countries continued to develop new techniques. It was only natural for sorcerers to be curious about the origins of sorcery. I myself was curious about ancient and primordial sorcery.


      “Did your child become an adventurer?” I asked.


      Glen nodded disappointedly. “He did. I was naive in my thinking. Both Owain’s family and I had traveled the world without issue, so I didn’t even think twice about giving him permission. It never even occurred to me that he would lose his life...”


      A grave look crossed Glen’s face, and he began looking off into the distance. Even I was hesitant to probe any further about his child’s death. However, Glen, as if having read my mind, slowly continued speaking.


      “I think he had the right aptitude for being an adventurer. He only came home once every now and then. Finally, he left his wife and child and went somewhere far away on what I heard was a very brutal adventure. His wife eventually brought Solare, who was still very young, here. She died a few years later.”


      “I had no idea...”


      I wasn’t sure how to respond to such a depressing revelation. A silence fell between us, but then Glen forced another smile and took a shallow breath.


      “It’s all in the past. I heard that my son lived his life to its fullest. The problem now is Solare.” Glen took a sip of tea. “Solare is a very shy child. Maybe it’s because he lost his parents at such a young age, but he’s always had a more reserved personality. He’s never been able to start conversations with others or really respond whenever anyone asks him for his opinion.”


      “I see myself in him,” I replied. I really feel like I can empathize with his personality. I felt just like this when I started out as a teacher in Japan.


      Glen stared at me with severe doubt, though. “This...isn’t really the time for your jokes.”


      “Huh?” I asked, genuinely confused.


      “No, forget it.” He quickly got back on topic. “Well, let’s just say that Solare has a little bit of a different personality than you. He’s extremely shy, and he’s never really been able to make friends. But he likes studying sorcery, just like his father did. I tried to boost his optimism by helping him with his sorcery studies. I thought if he found confidence in himself, he’d grow a stronger heart.”


      I guess he’s speaking from his own experience. “I see. So how talented is he?” I asked.


      A smile cracked across Glen’s face. “He’s a very earnest and hardworking child. He’s at the point where he’s able to shorten advanced sorcery incantations. For intermediate spells, he can do them in two or three verses. At fourteen, he was essentially at the top of the high school division,” he said with the grin of a proud grandfather.


      “That’s amazing. If he’s that talented, then I feel like there shouldn’t be any reason for people to bully him.”


      Glen frowned. “I don’t disagree, but that’s not how things worked out. I’m certain that there were times he grew more confident in his sorcery, but each time he skipped grades, the older kids began to set their sights on him more intensely. I always told him that the better he got at sorcery, the more people would accept him. I kept encouraging him not to give up, but that only put unnecessary pressure on him.”


      Glen grimaced and looked down like he was holding something back. He curled his spine as if to make himself smaller. “I directly punished the ones who bullied him the worst. I even sometimes wrote letters to their parents who were the heads of noble families. I tried everything I could to protect him. However, by that point, he’d already shut himself in his room and wouldn’t come out.” Regret was written all over Glen’s face and had seeped into his words.


      “It sounds like Solare did his absolute best to study sorcery, listening to the advice of his only remaining family member—you. But even so, the bullying didn’t stop. The harsh treatment by those older and stronger than him must have inflicted a deep wound on his heart.”


      “Y-Yes... I thought that everyone would be impressed by how hard he worked. I truly believed everything would be okay. But that wasn’t enough. I’ve made nothing but mistakes. Despite living this long, I haven’t matured one bit since I was exiled from the country of my birth.”


      I could sense a deep sorrow washing over Glen as he thought about Solare. It seemed like his grandson’s choice to become a shut-in had shattered the last of Glen’s confidence and left him with no hope of saving Solare.


      “It’ll be all right, Headmaster. There’s still time.”


      Glen looked up at me, wide-eyed. “It’s not that simple... Even for you, fixing the heart isn’t so easy...” he said, unsure.


      But I confidently nodded in rebuttal. “It’ll be all right. The longer he shuts himself away, the harder it’ll be for him to return. What’s important is to figure out a way to get him out at all costs.”


      Glen met my gaze hesitantly. “A-Are you sure? Can you really save him?” There was a note of hope in his voice.


      I nodded deeply.
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      “Please leave it to me. What Solare needs isn’t superficial knowledge of sorcery. What he needs is powerful, high-level sorcery that’ll make any student think twice about messing with him.”


      “Huh?” Glen froze like a statue.


      Oh, did he miss what I said?


      “Rest assured, I’ll make sure that Solare will be able to come back to school. I promise I’ll take care of this,” I said, standing up.


      I have to get moving. There isn’t a moment to waste. I need to speak with Solare.


      “Where is Solare now?” I asked.


      Glen had gone pale as a sheet, and his mouth was flapping like a fish’s.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Solare


      The main school building of Fiddich Academy was very large, and there were a great number of research buildings on campus too. Many vast courtyards separated the structures. Some of the facilities on campus, both indoor and outdoor, were specifically for faculty experiments, so there were probably plenty of places at the academy that even longtime students hadn’t been to before.


      Glen lived at the top of the main school building. Since this building also contained a cafeteria and a store, students didn’t really need to ever leave the campus grounds if they didn’t want to. These conditions made it easy for Solare to remain a recluse.


      After Solare had lost his parents at a young age, Glen had assumed care of him, and he’d given him a room in the northern part of the school building. Solare’s room was on the third floor, where there was a library, a sorcery tool storehouse, and some research rooms.


      “Up until he skipped into the middle school division, he lived with me,” Glen explained. “But I gave him a room near the library and the research rooms so that he could study sorcery easily. The room used to belong to the person in charge of the library and the sorcery tools, but they got married and began commuting from their home in Winturbly. That left the room open for Solare to use.”


      “Thank you for letting me know,” I said, bowing. “I’ll be on my way, then.”


      “W-Wait! I-I’m coming with you!”


      I know where I’m going, so I don’t think that’s necessary. But I suppose he’s concerned about his grandson, judging by how quickly he’s shooting to his feet.


      “All right. Let’s go together.”


      Glen gave a weak nod, his eyebrows raised due to stress.


      ◇


      The northern part of the school building didn’t have many students in it. Since the library was so large, it had multiple other entrances that were easier to access, and only instructors really went to the area in the back that housed the sorcery tools. Plus, few instructors did any work in the sorcery tool storehouse, as they preferred to take the tools they needed to their own research rooms. As a result, Solare was able to live in this area without having to see many people at all.


      “Is this it?” I asked, stopping in front of a small, wooden door.


      “Yes,” Glen replied, his face betraying his worries.


      I could vaguely sense that someone was in the room. However, their presence was very faint. It seemed like the person inside was sleeping in their chair.


      “Excuse me,” I said to Glen as I lightly knocked.


      No one stirred, so I tried knocking again only to be met with silence once more. However, I felt as if the presence inside had grown slightly stronger.


      “May I?” I asked, hinting with my eyes that I wanted to force the door open.


      Glen quickly moved in front of me. “S-Solare...could you open the door?” he asked, rapping his knuckles on the wood.


      There was some kind of reaction, but no response.


      “I’m opening it,” I said.


      “W-Wait!”


      Though Glen frantically tried to stop me, I ignored him. Though I’d never personally had a student like this back when I’d been a teacher in Japan, I’d heard some of my colleagues tell stories about home visits for children who’d become shut-ins. They’d tried to be very, very patient and keep going back, but ultimately, the students had transitioned to a correspondence school model, doing all of their school work from home. My fellow teachers had regretted not doing more before it was too late.


      In other words, the lesson I’d learned from my colleagues was that speed was the most important factor when dealing with students who became shut-ins. Passion and proactive measures mattered a lot as well.


      “Open.”


      I gathered mana at my fingertips, stretched it out thin, and then touched the door before activating my spell. It was earth sorcery that changed earth into clay so I could make a key to open the door. After I unlocked it, someone inside began to move.


      I knocked once more. “Pardon me. My name is Aoi Konominato, and I’m an instructor at the academy.”


      This time, the door opened ever so slightly from the other side. Through the small gap, I could see the face of a small, young boy peeking out.


      Solare’s facial features really do resemble an elf’s. He has dark blue hair and black eyes, though, and his skin isn’t as close to porcelain as an elf’s. Judging from his inflexed eyebrows, he’s frightened; he’s all scrunched up behind the door like he’s hiding. I heard he’s sixteen years old, but he’s as small as a middle schooler. He’s a bit different than I expected.


      “Huh? Y-You’re Professor Aoi?” Solare seemed surprised.


      “Yes, I’m Aoi Konominato. It’s nice to meet you. Have you heard of me?”


      As I introduced myself, Solare grew even more anxious and shrank back.


      “I just came here to have a little chat. May I come in?” I asked.


      ◇


      Solare’s room was much cleaner than I’d expected. There was a small window, a bed, a desk, a chair, a sofa, a closet, and a bookcase. The bookcase was filled with books on sorcery and not much else.


      Solare stood uncomfortably at the foot of his bed. He was wearing a white robe, but his small stature made it look more like children’s pajamas.


      “May we sit?” Glen asked hesitantly.


      Solare gestured to the chair and the sofa with both palms. Glen sat on the sofa and I took the chair while Solare sat on his bed. A silence fell between us, and Solare seemed agitated as he flipped his gaze between me and Glen repeatedly.


      Glen suddenly spoke up. “Solare... Professor Aoi told me she wanted to speak with you. She’s a very good instructor. Why don’t you try talking with her a little?”


      Solare shot me a sideways glance and then very slowly began to speak. “U-Uh... I-I’ve been wanting to speak with you as well, Professor Aoi. Th-That’s why I thought it’d be okay to meet with you.”


      “You have?” I asked, tilting my head.


      Solare stared downward, but I could see a glimmer of excitement in his eyes. “Um, you did that presentation at the end of the cultural festival, right?”


      I guess he was watching from somewhere. “You saw my presentation? I’m surprised you could tell it was mine, especially since we’ve never met before.” What an interesting child.


      A faint smile graced Solare’s face, and he spoke a short incantation. “Providence,” he whispered with his eyes closed.


      Suddenly, the flow of his mana changed. I sensed mana converging behind me and turned around to see a practically transparent film of water. I wasn’t sure exactly how it worked, but the semicircular, thin membrane of water was linked to Solare’s eye and mana. He could see through it as if his eye were right there.


      “It seems different from a camera. It’s like your mana is acting as an electrical signal... In other words, you’ve essentially created an artificial eye. Am I right?”


      Solare opened his eyes and slowly blinked. “W-Wow! I knew you were amazing! You understand how the eye transmits what it sees! I studied that for so many years and only recently figured out how to make this spell work...”


      Solare was obviously excited that I’d understood his sorcery, but to be honest, I was far more stunned than he was. I’d never seen anybody create something like this before. I’d developed spells with my knowledge of scientific advancements from modern Japan and the unique ideas I’d been taught by Owain, but nothing I’d made came close to this.


      Up until now there’d been plenty of sorcery concepts that I’d had difficulty understanding. One example was the healing sorcery from Maple Leaf. However, they’d achieved such results after many long years of building off of other ideas and focusing heavily on the structures of the incantations. Many of their successes essentially came from blindly fumbling around in the dark.


      But Solare’s sorcery development was different. He worked from a similar starting point to mine, researching sorcery scientifically. What’s more, he’d been researching without any knowledge from Earth. He was a different class of prodigy. That’s the only way I could describe his talent.


      “I-I’ve seen a lot of different spells, and I’ve studied a lot on my own, but your sorcery’s completely different than anything I’ve seen,” Solare chattered excitedly. “It’s not normal—and I mean that in a good way. I can’t hear sound with my spell, so I couldn’t really learn about what you did, but I could at least tell that your approach to sorcery and the way you construct it is different.”


      “Even being able to figure that out is very impressive,” I replied. “You’re very talented, but more than anything, your imagination is incredible. I’d love to hear some of your thoughts on sorcery. But, first, I’d like to ask you something about the spell you just used.”


      “Huh? Wh-What would you like to know?” he asked.


      “You haven’t been using that spell for any obscene purposes, have you?” I continued with a serious expression.


      Solare immediately undid the spell and bent backward, taken aback. “I-I’ve never... No! Never!” His face turned beet red and he furiously shook his head.


      I’m not convinced. He’s definitely at the age to be interested in that kind of thing, but judging by how red he’s getting with embarrassment, maybe he really hasn’t been using it to peep on others.
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      “Well, for now, we’ll put a pin in that,” I said.


      “I-I-I swear I haven’t been using it like that!”


      “The more you panic, the more suspicious you seem...”


      “That’s not fair!”


      As Solare became more animated and flushed, Glen froze up in disbelief.


      ◇


      Solare is much more sociable than I expected. Though he seemed very jumpy, he still was able to voice his opinion, so that wasn’t a problem at all. If he hadn’t wanted to talk at all, I’d have needed a lot more time to connect with him, but given how talkative he was, there was a good chance I could convince him to attend lectures.


      Relieved, I smiled at Solare. “If you take any class, please take mine. If you do, I can teach you sorcery directly. Everyone in my class is really kind too.”


      Solare’s expression sank, along with his mood. Glen reacted similarly.


      “P-Professor Aoi, u-uh, I-I...won’t go to classes,” Solare said. I could tell from his rigid body language that he was very averse to the idea and that it would be hard to change his mind.


      “If there are any students that you don’t get along with, please tell me. If you feel anxious about coming to class, I can walk you there every day. And if you’re in my class, I can always keep an eye on you. You should be able to attend without any worries,” I said confidently.


      Solare’s head dipped lower in lieu of a response.


      “What makes you so against going to class?” I asked.


      Solare once again didn’t respond, and simply clammed up in his seat on the bed. I racked my brain for ideas on how to approach him now.


      “I’d like you to try taking my class—just one time is enough. I promise I’ll protect you,” I said.


      Solare wouldn’t even so much as look at me.


      Glen spoke up. “Solare, Professor Aoi is a very good instructor. Please at least consider what she’s saying.”


      Solare just slightly shook his head. He looked like a hedgehog who’d curled up defensively, telling us not to touch him. I wanted to at least find a method to get him to open up, so I tried speaking more about sorcery and scientific knowledge, but he didn’t react at all.


      “I’ll leave for today,” I said after throwing everything I could think of at him. “If you don’t like being out in the academy, maybe we could have a meal in the city. Please just consider it,” I said, standing up.


      Glen had a hand on his head and he appeared troubled, but he stood up as well. We both left as Solare remained on his bed with his head hung.


      “Thank you for letting me meet with you today,” I said before shutting the door behind us.


      Glen didn’t say anything at first, and he slumped his shoulders. “He... He was a lot more talkative than usual, but maybe it was too early to ask him to attend classes.”


      “Does Solare never leave this room at all? What about his meals?”


      Glen groaned. “Well... A cafeteria worker brings him meals. She’s one of the few people who know about his situation.”


      “Then let’s go speak with her.”


      “You mean right now?!”


      ◇


      By the time we arrived at the cafeteria, most of the students had already finished eating, so there weren’t many people around. However, there was one face I recognized.


      “P-Professor Aoi!”


      “Shenley,” I called out as I watched her happily run over to me.


      As she got closer, she noticed Glen. “Huh? Headmaster Glen? Are you both eating here?” she asked, looking up at us adorably.


      I felt so rejuvenated by seeing her. “That might not be a bad idea. We haven’t eaten yet.”


      “A bowl of soup and some bread should be enough for me,” Glen said.


      I guess he doesn’t have much of an appetite.


      Shenley seemed curious why we were here. Then, I suddenly remembered how she had been bullied. It’d been so bad that she’d been close to leaving the school.


      “Actually, Shenley, do you have some time to speak with us?”


      “Of course, but about what?” she asked.


      “We have a bit of a problem... Headmaster, is it all right if I consult her?”


      Glen glanced at Shenley and then nodded. “It should be all right if it’s her.”


      “Thank you very much. Then where’s the cafeteria lady?”


      “Oh, there she is. Right there,” he said, pointing to a smaller woman in the back of the room.


      The woman wore a gown-like apron like the ones we had back in Japan. She had long hair and was currently wiping down a table. I guessed that she was probably in her forties.


      “All right, then, let’s go ask her for our meal,” I said as I walked toward her.


      ◇


      “You want to know about Solare?” she asked cautiously. But then her expression softened as soon as she saw Glen behind me. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Professor Aoi. Did the headmaster put you up to this?”


      “No. I asked him if I could meet with Solare,” I replied, looking her right in the eye.


      “Heh heh. You’re just as straightforward as I’ve heard. I agree that Solare can’t continue on like this, so I’ll help you however I can. What would you like to know?”


      “Thank you. But first, as embarrassing as it is, could we ask for a meal?”


      “Aha ha ha! Sure thing. What can I get for you all? I’ll bring it over.”


      After she took our order, she went to the kitchen. Shenley, Glen, and I sat down together, and after a little bit she came back pushing a serving cart.


      “Here you are,” she said as she put the dishes on the table.


      We all bowed our heads with thanks.


      “Thank you very much,” I said.


      “Sorry for the trouble,” Glen said, accepting the food.


      “Thank you for the food,” Shenley said.


      After she served us, she sat down in the empty seat at the table. I was hungry, and the food looked so delicious that I couldn’t help but dig in. The soup used gentle seasoning, which helped to calm me down.


      “It’s really good,” I said.


      Shenley had ordered soup and a beverage as well, and we clinked our glasses together and drank as our faces broke into smiles.


      The lady watched happily as Shenley and I enjoyed the food. “So, you’d like to hear about Solare, right?”


      “Yes. What kinds of conversations do you have with him?”


      “Usually we just talk about food...” she said after thinking for a moment. “Sometimes I ask what kinds of flavors he likes or what he’d like to eat. He pretty much eats anything other than certain fruits and fatty meats. He typically finishes everything and tells me how good it tasted,” she said fondly.


      It sounds like they have a good relationship. She must be one of the few people he trusts. “Do you know the reason he doesn’t want to go to class?”


      “I haven’t asked him. I figured that it might be insensitive to bring up...” she replied, a little uneasy.


      I reflected on the fact that I’d brought that topic up immediately. I guess I might’ve been a little too direct.


      “Do you speak with him every day?” I asked.


      “Well, sometimes we just say hi to each other, but yeah, we typically chat.”


      “What time will you bring him dinner tonight?” I asked.


      “About five or so.”


      After our conversation ended, she went back to the kitchen for the time being, leaving us at the table. Glen, who’d been silently listening the whole time, finally spoke up.


      “She’s done very well. Up until now, I’ve only ever thanked her for bringing Solare food, but I think from now on, I’ll try to start other conversations with her,” he said, touched by her kindness to Solare.


      I turned to Shenley. “I think it’s very helpful to have someone you can open up to when you’re not sure who you can trust. I wonder if he might feel more receptive about going to class if he had a student he could rely on.”


      Shenley nodded. “I know my life as a student has become much more enjoyable after making friends,” she said. “Before, I didn’t know where I should be or if there was even a place for me on campus at all...”


      A sorrowful look filled Glen’s face. “It’s very sad... I’ve always wanted Fiddich Academy to be a place where students can learn without having to worry about status or race, but I can’t seem to get rid of the discrimination. I think the biggest reason is because my willpower is too weak, but it’s also very difficult to change the way that students and faculty think...” he said mournfully.


      Shenley also began to look a little depressed.


      “There’s no use wallowing in regret. For now, we need to save Solare from the bullying and discrimination he’s faced at the academy. We need to have Solare see us as people he can confide in. It’s important that he keeps growing the number of people he can count on,” I said, trying to cheer them up with my resolve.


      “I’ll do everything I can to help!” Shenley said enthusiastically.


      Glen’s eyes misted up. “Thank you, Shenley,” he said.


      I began thinking of ways to increase Solare’s allies.


      I feel like it’d be best if he came to my class, but it doesn’t seem like he’s going to come anytime soon. I have to do something to change his mind.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Round Two


      Glen, Shenley, and I followed the cafeteria lady as she carried the tray with food through the halls.


      “I’m surprised there isn’t anyone around,” I said.


      “A lot of the upper-level instructors have their classes between three and five in the afternoon. You don’t see many students back here until class is over.”


      “I see. Now that I think about it, a lot of students usually go either off campus or to their dorms after class as well.”


      We once again ended up in front of Solare’s room. The woman knocked very naturally and called out to him.


      “Hello, I’ve brought you dinner,” she said.


      After a few moments, the door opened.


      Solare poked his head out and bowed. “Th-Thank you— Whoa!” He immediately noticed us, and his eyes went wide.


      “We were hoping to talk with you again,” I said.


      Solare instantly shut the door.


      “S-Solare!” Glen scolded him nervously, but there was no response.


      Well, I’m left with no choice. “Open,” I said. I cast my spell with one hand and opened the door with the other.


      I could feel Solare resisting from the other side, but all I had to do was use the slightest bit of body fortification and he might as well have not been there at all. Solare shrieked, gulped, and clung to the door as it easily swung open.


      “Let’s have another chat,” I said, smiling gently.


      I’d intended this to sound like a polite request, but for some reason, Solare began to shake and cry.


      “Wh-Why?”


      He was obviously frightened, and I took a step inside his room to comfort him.


      “Please don’t worry. I’m going to do everything I can so that you can enjoy your life as a student here. Please trust me.”


      Though I doubted his trust would come so easily, I still tried to look as serious as possible to convey my sincerity. I focused my gaze on him without looking away, but this only made Solare gulp again and retreat farther into his room.


      “I-I’m scared...”


      Oh no. I’ve frightened him. He must be extremely scared to leave his room. He might be adversarial to anyone who tells him to attend class. But even so, if I back off here, I’ll never be able to get him to leave his room. I need to stand my ground here, no matter how hard it might be, and do everything I can to get him out.


      “There’s nothing to be afraid of. We’re all on your side. Please allow us to speak with you. You can even eat during our chat. Will you allow us into your room?”


      Very reluctantly, perhaps having given up, he nodded after curling up in a corner.


      “Thank you very much.” I entered his room. I think we’re finally at the starting line. What a relief.


      “Is Professor Aoi always so direct?” the cafeteria lady whispered from behind me.


      “She takes everything head-on,” Glen answered.


      “She really does...” Shenley agreed.


      As the three of them spoke behind my back, I looked at Solare. “You can ignore them. I think they have a bit of a misunderstanding about me,” I said.


      ◇


      Solare looked at me and then at the tray of food on his table.


      Why won’t you eat? The cafeteria lady had already left a little while ago.


      “I wouldn’t want your food to get cold,” I said. “Go ahead.”


      “O-Okay...”


      Solare nervously grabbed his spoon and held the bowl of soup with his other hand. He slowly cast his eyes around the room before starting to eat.


      “It’s hard to eat when everyone’s watching you, isn’t it?” Shenley said sympathetically.


      I agreed, which is why I decided that instead of talking to him, we’d talk among ourselves. After all, there was a story I wanted him to hear.


      “Shenley, if it’s all right with you, would it be okay if we talk about the hardships you’ve had at school?”


      Shenley pursed her lips and closed her eyes. Though she seemed sad, I still felt much more life from her than I had in the past. I was confident that she had overcome her difficult past and had turned into a new version of herself.


      “Okay... But please don’t interpret anything I say as me bad-mouthing anyone.”


      She began talking about the past and how she’d skipped grades, which had caused her life at the school to change drastically. She’d faced discrimination due to her low status at the hands of haughty royals and greater nobles. Her upperclassmen who were stronger than her and held higher statuses had attacked her with sorcery. Every day, people had thrown her belongings away or hurt her.


      Solare looked up at Shenley as she told her story, tears in her eyes. It seemed like he was taking an interest and empathizing with the younger girl. He might’ve been accepting her as someone who’d gone through the same painful experiences that he had. While I was hopeful for progress, I still felt bad about having Shenley dredge up all of these painful memories.


      “Hearing all of this again makes me want to complain to the king once more...” Glen said, trembling with anger.


      “I don’t think you have the right to do that,” I replied. “After all, you gave clemency to these royals and nobles by not taking any action when she was being bullied.”


      Glen hung his head and shriveled up. “That’s true... I was wrong... I’m so sorry...” he said, shrinking even more from his self-loathing.


      “I knew it...” Solare’s eyes narrowed, but as soon as these words had slipped out of his mouth, he became tight-lipped again.


      ◇


      “Did you say something?” I asked. Solare shook his head, but he was obviously angry. “If you have something to say, please go ahead. We might be able to help you.”


      Solare still stayed quiet and almost motionless.


      Is he acting like this because Glen’s here? I glanced at Glen, and it seemed like he understood what I was trying to tell him.


      “I’ll be outside,” he said with a dejected sigh.


      Until Glen left the room, Solare didn’t look up even once.


      It’s clear how much Glen cares about Solare, so why is he acting like this? But after the headmaster left, I could see Solare relaxing a little.


      “So as you heard, Shenley has been through a very difficult experience, just like you have,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “She’s experienced hardships, sorrow, and frustration. I think she understands how you feel, even if not completely. And when I was a child, I was also bullied, so I think we can both be of help.”


      “Huh?! Y-You were?!” Shenley blurted out.


      “Well, I was young once too,” I said.


      I tried to keep my answer vague while recounting my past. After all, I’d been bullied when I was a middle schooler in Japan. As a first-year, I’d entered a kendo tournament and had done well, which had made the third-year students target me. They’d cut up my uniform with scissors, and then during what they called ‘practice,’ they’d hit my head and face as hard as they could with bamboo swords. This had happened so many times that I’d lost count, but after about half a year, I’d beat them all down. Even so, I still remembered how hard those times were.


      “But in your case, you didn’t just take their bullying lying down, did you?” Shenley asked.


      “At first, I tried to endure it, but eventually I realized that it couldn’t keep going on, so I worked hard until nobody could beat me one-on-one. I told them that I wanted to practice and then beat them all handily in front of everyone else day after day. After that, they stopped bullying me. I was lucky that the bullying stopped so easily, because I think it would have been very difficult for me to continue enduring it.”


      Both Shenley and Solare looked at me with stunned expressions.


      “I never would have guessed you’d been bullied...” Shenley said.


      “It’s amazing that you were able to do that, but...I don’t think I can,” Solare said.


      Shenley and Solare exchanged a friendly look. I could feel the mood lightening by the minute.


      “Well, how about we open up to each other as fellow people who have been bullied?” I suggested.


      They both were a bit uneasy still.


      “O-Okay...” Shenley said.


      “‘Fellow people who have been bullied’?” Solare repeated.


      The mood shifted again, but I pressed forward. “From what I’ve heard, you’re very talented at sorcery. As a result, you skipped up to the high school division very quickly. However, the older students were jealous of your talent, which resulted in a lot of bullying. Is that correct?”


      Solare looked down, frustrated. After a moment of silence, he eventually spoke.


      “I-I... I wasn’t bullied because of my sorcery. It was because I’m a fake, defective elf.”


      “How so?” I asked, unconsciously knitting my brow.


      I’d heard that there were some young elves who might have bullied him, but did other students bully him because he’s a half-elf too?


      Solare exhaled and closed his eyes slightly. “When I skipped into the middle school division, the students there knew that I was the headmaster’s grandson. That might have been the reason nobody really talked to me. But none of the students really bullied me until some elves transferred in.” His hands, which he’d tightly balled, began to tremble as he spoke about the past. “Half-elves and their children are ridiculed as fake or defective in the elven kingdom. Rumors began to spread in the school about me. I even had rocks thrown at me. People I didn’t know would trip me as I walked past them. And then...everyone would p-point and laugh at me.”


      As Shenley watched Solare’s shoulders begin to tremble, she felt tears stream down her face.


      “Did any of those elves physically hurt you?” I asked. If they did, I think I need to return the favor.


      Solare shook his head. “I don’t think they specifically told anyone to do anything to me or joined in to hurt me. They just spoke poorly of me, which made everyone else cold toward me,” he murmured.


      I suddenly remembered a term that I’d learned during my training period as a teacher. “Groupthink, huh?”


      “What’s that?” Shenley asked.


      “It can also be defined as a herd mentality,” I explained. “In essence, the more people there are in one place, the more likely it is that they’ll begin to naturally do extreme things that they would normally never do. When that happens, the group of people end up in a heightened emotional state and lose any calm that they had.”


      “Are you saying that it was only natural for them to have fallen into this mentality?” Solare asked.


      I was a little surprised. Despite the fact that I’d only given a basic explanation of this psychological condition, it seemed like Solare understood what I was saying.


      “Well, I’m not saying you should blame it all on herd mentality. However, your perspective will change if you factor it in. Maybe there were some students who couldn’t stand up against the strength of the ringleaders of the bullying. Of course, it goes without saying that going along with the bullying without even resisting isn’t right. But if you think about things from their perspective, you might not see them as so evil and might not want to punish them,” I said, trying to be as earnest as possible.


      “I...don’t agree,” Solare said clearly.


      I guess he blames both the ringleaders and the ones who went along with it equally. This is something that only the person being bullied can resolve.


      “I’ve noticed that you seem to hold animosity toward the headmaster. But he wasn’t one of the people bullying you, so why is that?” I asked.


      Solare furrowed his brow. “I talked about it with him, hoping he could help me when it all started. I told him what they were doing to me, but he didn’t help. Because he’s the headmaster, he cares more about the academy than he does about me. He took the side of the royals and the nobles! He acted the same toward the elves who dropped out too... He took their side despite them being the same people who told me I was defective!” Solare spat out, anger and frustration emanating from his voice. His eyes welled up with tears.


      “Are you sure this isn’t a misunderstanding? He’s been very worried about you. I don’t think he’s lying about how much he cares about you.” I tried to smooth things over, but Solare’s expression didn’t change.


      “He didn’t do anything when they said horrible things about me, threw stones at me, or used sorcery to attack me... Nothing will change that. In my mind, he’s not on my side.”


      Glen was his only remaining family member. He might not have viewed him as an enemy, but he definitely didn’t consider him an ally. It was very sad to see. I wasn’t sure what I could do to help Solare change his mind, though I thought that the first step might be to help him become more optimistic.


      Sorry Glen, but repairing your relationship with Solare isn’t going to be my priority at the moment. No matter what I say to him right now, he’s going to see everyone as his enemy.


      I then looked Solare right in the eyes. “I understand... Then what do you want to do? Would you like to get revenge on your bullies? Or do you want to give the headmaster a piece of your mind?”


      Solare stared at the floor, conflicted “I just don’t want to be involved anymore. I don’t think I’ll ever want to take another class here.”


      He was retreating into his shell, rejecting any outside interaction. Or maybe what he means by not taking classes is that he strictly doesn’t want to be involved with campus life?


      I went silent and began thinking. Forcing him into class would probably only make him close himself off further. There’ll still be more chances to help him open up if we continue talking like this. If I’m too forceful and he shuts me out completely, then that’ll be bad.


      “All right... In that case, let’s have classes off campus. I’ll be your instructor. The students will be just you, Shenley, and a few others I think you’ll be able to get along with.”


      Shenley and Solare both gawked at me.


      “You can do that?”


      “Off campus?”


      I smiled back at them. “It’ll be okay. Please leave everything to me. Let’s study sorcery off campus at a place unrelated to Fiddich Academy. I’ll show you all kinds of spells that you’ve never seen before.”


      Solare’s eyes began to sparkle. “Really?” That hopeful look made him finally look like a boy his age.


      He really, genuinely loves sorcery. It’s definitely what helped him develop sorcery that no normal person could ever conceive.


      “Yes, leave it to me,” I said, grinning.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: Roots


      I instructed Solare to meet me outside of the school on the weekend, three days from now. Shenley and I then left his room. As we walked down the hallway, we saw Glen sitting on the ground and hugging his knees, his eyes focused on a single spot on the wall. Both of us were surprised by his sorrowful demeanor, and Shenley shot me a worried glance.


      “Headmaster? We’ve finished our conversation with Solare, so we should get going,” I said.


      Shenley didn’t know how to approach Glen, who was in a stunned trance, but I sat down near him.


      “Headmaster?” I said again.


      This time, Glen turned his head as if he’d finally heard me. “O-Oh. Aoi? H-How’d it go? Did Solare say anything?” he asked nervously.


      I was sure that he had a lot of questions, but his vague inquiries spoke volumes. It took more courage than he possessed to be direct about what he actually wanted to know.


      “Yes, he spoke about various things, including you.”


      Glen stood up and turned to face me directly. “Is it okay for me to ask about that?”


      “I don’t see why not.”


      “Will what he said...hurt me?” Glen asked, slowly approaching.


      “Most likely.”


      He took a step back. “D-Does Solare hate me?”


      “I don’t think he hates you, per se.”


      Glen took a long pause, seemingly conflicted as to what to do next.


      “Let’s talk somewhere else. Shenley, would you mind coming too?” I asked.


      Shenley hesitated, but then she nodded.


      ◇


      We decided to go to The Sleeping Tiger Inn, the café that Shenley had brought me to before. We passed by the wooden terrace on our way in, and the beastkin owner greeted us from behind the counter.


      “Welcome,” he said in a deep, manly voice.


      “Hello. Do you have any rooms where we could have a private conversation?” I asked.


      He pointed up to the second floor. “Sorry that it’s the same place as usual, but please feel free to use the terrace seating on the second floor. By the way, Professor Aoi, is this older gentleman...?” As the owner looked Glen up and down, he grew anxious.


      Glen patted down his beard and nodded. “My name is Glen Mohrt. I’m the headmaster of Fiddich Academy.”


      Suddenly, the owner slightly straightened his back. “Welcome. Pardon my surprise. I never thought the headmaster himself would visit my establishment.”


      “Oh, no need for formalities. Please treat me like any other customer,” Glen said cordially.


      So I guess Glen’s pretty much a VIP guest in Winturbly—maybe even more so than other important figures. The fact that the owner was acting this differently in front of Glen reminded me that Glen possessed high status and fame.


      The owner whispered something in Shenley’s ear, and she smirked.


      “I’ll take you to the table then,” Shenley said, acting like a waitress.


      I guess the owner asked Shenley to help with hospitality. Both Shenley and Glen seemed amused as they moved forward.


      “Oh! This is very nice seating. Very comfortable,” Glen said, surprised by the gorgeous terrace.


      “The food is also delicious,” Shenley said, happy to hear Glen complimenting the café.


      “I’m looking forward to it!” Glen said as he sat down.


      I joined him, and then Shenley gave us menus and took our orders before heading back down to tell the owner.


      “Does she work here?” Glen asked curiously.


      “No, she’s just a regular.”


      “She doesn’t seem out of place at all,” he said.


      As we continued our conversation, Shenley reappeared with a tray of drinks.


      “Here you go. The owner said he’ll bring the food once it’s ready,” Shenley said, finally sitting down.


      “All right, then, let’s go over the conversation we had with Solare today,” I said to Glen, proceeding to give him a quick summary.


      I told him about the elves, the bullying, and how Solare felt that Glen hadn’t protected him. Then, I mentioned how he refused to take classes at the school but still had a desire to learn. Lastly, I discussed my plan to hold classes off campus with Solare and a few other students.


      Glen’s face grew more and more sorrowful as he listened. “So in Solare’s mind, he can’t forgive the academy or even me, his own grandfather?” he asked, looking down.


      “Solare is under the impression that you didn’t help him or defend him. Why is that?”


      Glen released his breath slowly. “I’m originally from the elven kingdom of Aqua Vitae. Though I was kicked out, the fact remains that I came to Vahtedd from a different country. As an outsider, I was very fortunate to receive my status and become the headmaster of the sorcery academy. One could say that it was a massive stroke of luck. There were many who held grudges or were jealous of me, both in Vahtedd and outside the country.”


      “So there are people who suffered losses due to your rise?”


      Glen shook his head. “It’s not quite correct to say that anyone suffered direct losses. But let’s say I never came to Vahtedd. Someone else would have become a court sorcerer in my stead. They might have also attained status as a marquess. His Majesty might have appointed them as Fiddich’s headmaster. These are all hypotheticals and fantasies, of course. No one knows what would have happened in reality, but it’s because of these thoughts that I’ve earned so much ire.”


      “I’d understand having difficulties with those who were in direct competition with you at the time, for everyone else, it’s just wishful thinking to assume they’d be in the position you’re in now. Even if you hadn’t come to Vahtedd, very few people would have been able to become a marquess and then the headmaster of a sorcery academy.”


      This situation didn’t sit right with me. Glen didn’t deserve to be hated because of people’s misplaced frustrations.


      Glen slumped in his chair. “Well, you’re not wrong, but it wasn’t completely out of the realm of possibility for some of them to have become the headmaster or a marquess. Ultimately, people hate and envy at their own will. There’s not much I can do about it... And for that reason, it’s true that I do tend to be a little more lenient when it comes to royals and nobles.” Glen narrowed his eyes as he picked up his tea cup and brought it to his mouth. After taking a sip, he sighed. “That being said, I did give the elven students a strict warning, and I even advised them to return to their country. I also sternly admonished the students who’d been spreading rumors.”


      “You only gave them warnings?” Shenley asked, incredulous.


      Glen and I both hadn’t expected her to interject. Glen quickly shrank back, giving a conciliatory smile.


      “For better or worse, Fiddich Academy has become too famous. There are many powerful royals and nobles who wish to send their children here. There are also newly established nobles who send their children here in the hopes that they can form connections with those in higher positions. Plus, many of our students are the children of great merchants who have enough monetary influence that they can even speak their mind to nobles. With this type of school environment, what happens to the students who are the subject of bad rumors? Their reputations might worsen even in other countries, and depending on the circumstances, someone might have to take responsibility.”


      “Who would take responsibility in that situation? The student? Or the family of the student?”


      “Both. There’s been exactly one case of this. The eldest son of a marquess was expelled after doing something so bad that the academy couldn’t turn a blind eye. However, the student they bullied was the child of an important foreign leader, a noble with whom their nation had deep international connections. As a result, this dealt a great blow to their country. After the academy expelled the student, the status of their house was lowered, which meant that they couldn’t live life freely. Essentially, the incident completely destroyed the student’s future as a noble.” Glen heaved another long sigh.


      I guess he’s still bitter about this. He’s really an instructor at his core. He must wish for all of his students to have a future. However, consequences exist. If students had continued to bully Shenley, and she’d committed suicide, then...I probably wouldn’t be able to forgive the perpetrators—or myself.


      “I understand that you attempted to resolve the bullying situation while trying to be as considerate as possible to all parties. It’s true that if you doled out punishment reactively without thought, earning the ire of greater nobles, it might have resulted in people outside of the academy wanting to harm Solare.”


      “That’s right... So you understand that I’ve only made decisions after taking into account all the potential outcomes?”


      “Yes, I understand that you’re being considerate to these people, but I think your overall approach isn’t strong enough.”


      “I knew you’d say that...” Glen said, on the verge of tears.


      “As an instructor, my perspective may be different from yours as the headmaster. However, I most likely would have given a stronger punishment. That being said, there’s no way to know if that would have been the correct decision.”


      I thought back to my time teaching in Japan. Bullying had been a very pervasive problem back then too. In any given year, there had always been a major incident. In most cases, it had been due to some friction between two individuals, but sometimes larger groups had been involved, even to the point of violence.


      I, like all of the other teachers, had studied the manual on how to deal with bullying. One of the things it had said was to recognize bullying as soon as possible. It had also included tips for how to talk to students, teach them empathy, and create an environment that discouraged bullying.


      I’d also learned how to take care of the victims and how to deal with the instigators and their parents, as well as what to avoid doing. Bullying was a very serious problem that affected the mental development of both the victim and the perpetrator. From what I’d learned, the answer was to talk to the parents of the perpetrators.


      “Headmaster Glen, do you know the students who bullied Solare?”


      Glen’s eyebrows slanted upward. “I-I do...”


      “Tell me who they are. I’m going to go visit their parents.”


      “I knew this would happen!” Glen practically screamed, tears welling up in his eyes. “A-Aoi, a home visit is understandable, but the elven students and the other perpetrators aren’t at the academy anymore. The only ones left are the ones who were dragged along by the older students.”


      “So they’re in the elven kingdom of Aqua Vitae? I’m assuming you know where that is.”


      “Oh...” Glen gripped his head with both of his hands while staring at the ceiling.


      I have three days until the weekend when I’m supposed to meet with Solare. That should be more than enough time.


      “I only have classes in the morning tomorrow,” I said.


      “Y-Yes, you only have morning lectures... Wh-What about it?”


      “Where is the kingdom?”


      “W-Well, it’s between the Colt Highland Federation and Gransanth, but it’d take over a month to get there by carriage.”


      I began mentally mapping out a course. “I see... I should be able to make it there in two days, then. And where are the non-elven students?”


      “In Colt Highland...” Glen said, seeming to have given up.


      “Oh, how perfect.” I was thrilled with how convenient the location was.


      Glen sadly nodded his head. “Okay, you can go...”


      Well, now that I have his blessing, all that’s left is to take action.


      “Pardon me,” the inn’s owner said, bringing over our food at the perfect time.


      I’d thought that we were sitting at a big table, but after the owner spread out all of the dishes, it felt much smaller.


      “Ooh! It all looks very good!” Glen exclaimed.


      “I’m sure you’ll like it!” Shenley said.


      “Let’s dig in then,” I said.


      Everyone was pleased with the food, judging by their smiles. It seemed that the flavors were to Glen’s liking. But when we were halfway done with our food, I remembered something.


      “By the way, I’d like you to come with me to Aqua Vitae and the Colt Highland Federation,” I said to Glen.


      “Pfft!” Glen choked and began to cough, still holding his fork.


      I silently stared him down and waited for his response.


      “Y-You want me to go too? It would take a lot of courage for me to visit the elven kingdom...”


      “I’ve never met these students before, so it’d be much quicker if I had you with me. Please do this for Solare’s sake.”


      “I have a feeling you’d be able to find them even without me...”


      “Headmaster?” I urged, a little more firmly.


      “Yes, understood! I shall gladly accompany you!”


      He’d initially seemed so against the idea, but for some reason he’d done a complete about-face a moment later. Though I was a little curious about his quick change of heart, I wrote it off as him being concerned about his grandson. It was heartwarming to see the kind grandfatherly side of Glen. I smiled as I began to drink my rich, flavorful tea, and I breathed out a sigh of relief.


      I’d heard of the elven kingdom of Aqua Vitae before from Owain. They apparently had very different sorcery knowledge and sorcery development from the rest of the world, and I couldn’t help but wonder what kinds of materials and research findings they had hidden away.


      I had a lot of interest in going to Aqua Vitae, but this time the purpose of my journey wasn’t for pleasure but rather to see how firmly rooted their discrimination was. If there was deep-seated prejudice toward half-elves, then it would be prudent to stamp that out. However, I wasn’t sure how I’d go about doing that, since Aqua Vitae had its own culture and a long history. The task wouldn’t be easy.


      “During this trip, I’ll meet with the students and their parents and see what things are like,” I said softly to myself.


      Glen and Shenley looked at me inquisitively.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Aqua Vitae


      “We’ll end class here today,” I said.


      “Thank you for today’s lesson!” the students replied energetically in unison.


      I get the feeling that my class is steadily becoming more famous. There have been more and more observers peeping through the window recently. But why haven’t any more students officially joined the class?


      “Sorry. Pardon me,” I said as I wove my way through the students who’d gathered outside the classroom. After I extricated myself, I made my way to the headmaster’s office.


      “Headmaster?” I asked, knocking on the door.


      “Y-Yes?” Glen answered. He poked his head through the slightly ajar door.


      I could only see half of his face, which was a little frightening. “Are you ready?”


      “Are we seriously going?”


      “What do you mean? You promised me you would come.”


      “I-I don’t remember promising anything...”


      He’s looking at me with doubt and cautiously hiding behind his door. I guess I have no choice.


      I forcibly pulled the door open.


      “Ow! Ow! Ow!”


      “Oh, sorry.”


      When I’d grabbed the door, I’d also accidentally taken hold of his beard, and had yanked it when I’d pulled the door open. Glen followed me out of his office, tearful and disgruntled that I was forcing him to come along.


      “Let’s go straight to Aqua Vitae,” I said.


      “Is that even possible? Have you even considered why a tiny country of elves has maintained its autonomy despite being sandwiched in between three of the great countries?”


      Well, somebody’s grumpy. “Well, I hear that the elves have been studying a lot of ancient sorcery, also known as primordial sorcery. Because of that, their country possesses many advanced spells and sorcery techniques. They are also probably very prideful. I hear that they find interaction with other countries extremely annoying since they believe that they’re the most talented sorcerers.”


      “Let me guess—Owain told you that. Even I think that’s a little bit of a prejudiced opinion...”


      Glen wasn’t too impressed with the knowledge I had about the elven country. I guess the information I have isn’t very objective.


      “Understood. I’ll keep that in mind. Do you have everything you need before we depart?” I asked.


      “I do, but...are we really going? You’re not just pulling my leg, are you?” he asked with an apprehensive expression.


      I nodded and pointed outside. “I’m serious. Let’s get going.”


      “Oh...”


      ◇


      Though Glen was filled with unease and fear, he became much more animated once the carriage began flying.


      “Oh, wow! This is more pleasant than I ever imagined!” Glen exclaimed.


      “So it’s different from what you expected?”


      “The flight sorcery that we know involves making things as light as possible and then using wind to make them float. You couldn’t use it to make yourself fly freely, which is why nobody considers it to be true flight sorcery. But your spell is different! This is the real deal! It has to be, since I can’t think of a different explanation!”


      “Wind is ultimately just matter. Even if there’s a strong current blowing in a single direction, there’s constant friction in the air. It might be easier to wrap your head around this if you picture us standing in water. Imagine that there’s a powerful current at your feet. If you hold a shield in front of you, you won’t be able to move forward easily. That’s because you need to push past through the wall of water. In other words—”


      “W-Wait! You’re glossing over some really important information!”


      This enjoyable conversation went on for over three hours, but even with our shared interest in sorcery, it wasn’t enough to completely distract from the fact that we were getting closer to the elven country. As we drew nearer, Glen started to speak less and less.


      “Aqua Vitae is deep in the forest at the base of that tall mountain,” Glen said.


      I looked up and saw a massive mountain that reminded me of Mt. Everest. Though the other mountains near it were big, this one was much larger, so it was hard to judge our distance from it. Since it was so tall, snow covered it from the peak all the way to about halfway down the slope. It felt like I was looking at an example of how dangerous nature could be.


      Like Glen had said, there was a large forest at the base of the mountain. Since the mountain was gargantuan, it looked small in comparison, but as we got closer, I could see that the trees in the forest were very tall and wide.


      “There are trees and mountains as far as the eye can see. Everything here’s massive,” I remarked.


      Glen exhaled slowly. “Yes... As frustrating as it is to admit, the nature here can only be described as beautiful. Everything here is massive in size except for the hearts of the elves. They’re all closed-minded.”


      “Headmaster?” I asked, surprised by his joking tone mixed with his biting remarks.


      All of a sudden, Glen looked less like a good-natured old man and more like a mischievous young half-elf boy. He sheepishly chuckled.


      “Now that we’re here, there’s no need for me to act like a headmaster anymore. I only have bad memories from here. I’m going to speak my mind and hold nothing back,” he said, directing a sharp gaze toward the forest.


      ◇


      We continued flying over the forest as we looked for our destination.


      “Do you really not remember where it is?” I asked.


      “I was a child when they kicked me out. That was over a hundred years ago,” Glen replied.


      “Well, that’s troublesome. It’d be easier if they had a castle or something.”


      As we continued soaring over the tall trees, I noticed a clearing in the distance.


      “I don’t see any trees over there. It’s a little far away, but...”


      Glen stared at the clearing and squinted a little before making a grunt of approval.


      “Oh, now that I think about it, I’m pretty sure their country has a small lake,” Glen said.


      “You could have told me that sooner. That’s our only clue.”


      “Is it? I can’t really remember...”


      Glen put his hand to his head as if he were troubled. Whenever he talked about the academy or when he spoke with nobles from other countries, he was sharp, but it was always in situations like this that there were glimpses of his old man side. But he acted like a little kid whenever he saw new types of sorcery, so it was obvious what interested him and what grabbed his attention.


      Eventually, we spotted the entrance to the kingdom near the clearing.


      “Well then, it’s time to do our business in Aqua Vitae. We don’t have much time, so after visiting the homes of the students, we’re going to leave immediately. Is that okay with you?” I asked.


      “I’m glad you’re asking me for my opinion now, but have you taken any of my opinions into consideration over the past few days? Actually, forget I said that. I’ll follow your lead.”


      “All right, then, we’re going to begin our descent.”


      We landed near the castle-like walls of Aqua Vitae because I thought it’d be best to enter through the gate rather than fly in. As soon as we landed, archers surrounded us with bows at the ready.


      “Who are you two? State your intentions,” a calm but loud voice called out.


      I saw an elven male at the top of the gate wearing a robe. He looked like he was in his late twenties, but it was hard to tell an elf’s real age. He might have been older than Glen, for all I knew.


      “We’ve come from Winturbly, an autonomous territory of the kingdom of Vahtedd.” I paused and turned to Glen. “Is it okay to tell them our names? Or maybe it’d be best not to give your name.”


      “O-Oh, well...” Glen said, his eyes mostly closed. “I appreciate your concern for me, but I wish you’d asked me that before we’d left.”


      “I’m sorry. So what should we do?”


      “I really don’t want to give my name, but I don’t think we have a choice. They probably won’t let us in if we don’t both identify ourselves.” Deep creases formed in his brow.


      I turned back around toward the gate. “We’re from Fiddich Academy. This is Glen, the headmaster, and I’m Aoi Konominato, an instructor. May we enter your country?”


      The elves fussed among themselves for a minute.


      I guess even out here they’ve heard of Fiddich. I can feel their sharp, scrutinizing gazes on us.


      “Are you Glen Mohrt, the half-elf who left our country and made a name for himself in the human world? I hear that you’re a marquess in the kingdom of Vahtedd, but I don’t see any guards with you.”


      The elf regarded us with suspicion, and I could also feel some kind of prickliness from him in regard to Glen.


      “I’m here not as a marquess, but as the headmaster of Fiddich Academy as well as an instructor. We’re here to conduct a home visit. If you don’t trust us, you’re welcome to keep guards around us. Either way, we humbly ask for permission to enter.”


      We were met with silence initially. Then, there was some chatter from atop the gate and the man from before peeked down at us again.


      “Understood. As you suggested, we will have our First Sorcerer Security Force accompany you. Is that acceptable?”


      “Yes, it is,” I replied.


      After another minute or two of waiting, the gate finally opened.


      “If I remember correctly, the First Sorcerer Security Force is made up of the most elite guards in the kingdom. I guess they’re fairly wary of us,” Glen said.


      “Are they being cautious of you?” I asked.


      “Most likely. I doubt rumors of you have reached them yet. Unfortunately, they probably think that I’m up to something,” Glen said, sighing.


      “Before you enter, I’d like to ask something,” the robed elf asked. He was now surrounded by tens of other elves. He looked vigilantly between Glen and me. “You seem fairly young, but you’re not a half-elf, are you?” he asked me.


      “My name is Aoi Konominato, and I’m a human.”


      “Aoi? Understood. Earlier you stated that your business here is a home visit? I’d like more details.”


      Since he asked so directly, I decided to give a serious answer. “I heard that there were some former students here, and we’ve come to speak with them. It’s a fairly important discussion, so I’d like to talk to their parents as well.”


      “I understand...more or less. Is your business here the same, Sir Glen?”


      “Yes. I’m accompanying her.”


      Glen had answered honestly, but the man’s eyes still harbored doubt. “Understood. I apologize, but while you’re in our country, you will have guards on you at all times, Sir Glen.”


      “I understand,” Glen said.


      With that, we were able to enter Aqua Vitae.


      Interlude: Captain Siebus


      Our elven kingdom of Aqua Vitae stood deep in the forest at the base of a tall mountain range. Getting here normally required traversing dangerous paths filled with massive magic beasts, which meant that we seldom had visitors. Most people who had come here in the past had been adventurers, and most of them had tried to attack our country. This was the first time we’d ever had anyone from an academy come for a home visit.


      “It’s hard to get a read on these two...” I muttered as Glen and Aoi walked in front of me.


      I’d instructed a young elven swordsman to lead the way forward. Glen and Aoi were next to each other behind him, and I had two sorcerers who could also use swords positioned behind each of them. Ten additional guards followed a few paces behind.


      I wasn’t sure what it was like in other countries, but our guards fought with powerful magic beasts daily, so they were all fierce warriors with a lot of experience. They could even easily defeat large dragons.


      Rumor had it that Glen Mohrt was one of the strongest sorcerers in the world, but I’d designed the formation of this security escort to counter him in case he tried anything.


      Decades ago, news of Glen becoming a marquess of one of the six great countries had spread across Aqua Vitae. Many elves had scoffed at this, saying that he was impressive only by human standards. Others had said that he’d only been accepted into their society and given his status due to him being a half-elf rather than a pure-blooded elf. Then, rumors began spreading about how Glen had been born to a noble family, but it’d been discovered when he was young that his father had been a human.


      His parentage had obviously violated the conventions of elven nobles, who prided themselves on being pure-blooded, and apparently those in power had forced Glen to leave the country. Living in Aqua Vitae as a half-elf was difficult, so leaving might have been the best thing for him. However, Glen’s mother had stayed in the country on house arrest.


      Over time, this topic had become fainter in the minds of the people, but Glen’s family must have despised the rumors. Plus, new gossip had sprung up over the years as Glen made a name for himself. Many elves still wondered why he’d been able to prosper so much in the human world instead of our country.


      I was sure that the days hadn’t passed by easily for Glen’s mother. I could understand what she was going through, since I had a half-elf in my own family. It wouldn’t surprise me if Glen resented our country too. That’s why I was wary of his every move.


      Glen’s companion seemed to be a normal human in her early twenties. Most likely, she could use intermediate sorcery at best. The only one I needed to keep an eye on was Glen. But as I continued observing him, I noticed that Aoi seemed to be leading him and not the other way around.


      “This is the estate of Senator Styll, a third-rank noble,” the guide in the front said, turning around.


      For some reason, Aoi, not Glen, stepped forward.


      “Thank you very much. Shall we?” she asked Glen.


      “W-We’re going in already? I suppose we’ve come this far, so we should...” Glen said hesitantly.


      “That’s right. We came all this way for a home visit, so we should get right to it,” Aoi replied.


      Without any hesitation, Aoi knocked on the gate of the noble’s house. Soon after, the gate opened and the steward of the mansion appeared. This family, who’d produced many senators, had ten servants working for them.


      Normal nobles would usually only have two or three, so ten was quite impressive. Stewards weren’t ordinary servants, though. They were so important that they received as much respect as fifth-rank nobles. I didn’t really expect a human to have any knowledge of elven culture or conventions, but Aoi politely bowed her head to the steward.


      “It’s nice to meet you. My name is Aoi Konominato, and I’m an instructor at Fiddich Academy. I wish to speak with Senator Styll’s son.”


      The steward raised a hand to his chest and bowed. “Thank you for your polite introduction. I’m Poht, the steward of House Styll. I will bring your request to the master and return shortly.” He bowed once more before reentering the estate.


      “Is he the head of the servants?” Aoi whispered to Glen.


      He nodded. “It depends on the country, but that’s generally true for stewards.”


      “Is the reason that he himself came to greet us because of you?” she asked.


      “No, it’s more likely that there was simply no one else available. The elven country has a low population, just like the dwarven and beastkin countries.”


      “I see.”


      As they conversed, the doors opened once more, and out came Poht and an elven woman. Poht was walking behind her, so she was most likely the lady of the house.


      “I understand you’d like to speak with my son, Burrest. May I ask what this is about?”


      “Of course. My name is Aoi Konominato, and I’m an instructor at Fiddich Academy. May we talk inside? I’d like to have a serious conversation with you.”


      The woman frowned and narrowed her eyes. “Could I ask you to leave? I don’t think I have any obligation to talk to you,” she said, exerting pressure with her cold voice.


      “While that might be true, your son does have an obligation to hear what I have to say. If you care about his future, then you should listen too. If you prefer for me not to enter your home, then I have no problem speaking out here,” Aoi said, not affected whatsoever by the icy reception.


      This only served to anger the madame. “Do you understand that you’re being rude by demanding a conversation after showing up out of the blue?”


      “I do. And for that, I truly apologize. However, this is very important since it deals with his future. That’s why I’ve come here all the way from Fiddich Academy. I hope you will allow me to meet with you two,” Aoi responded, bowing her head.


      The lady glanced at me, but then she adopted a formal posture. “I can’t exactly turn you away after you’ve come so far from a human kingdom for the sake of my son. If it’s just a short chat, then I suppose I can accommodate you...”


      Aoi grinned. “That’s more than enough. Thank you very much.”


      I was surprised by how smoothly that had worked out. Maybe it had to do with the fact that our security forces were here as well. But the likelier answer was that she’d determined it’d be too petty to shut her door on visitors who’d come from a different country just for her son.


      “We’ll accompany you inside. There’s something that I’d like to keep an eye on,” I said to Poht.


      “The guards would like to enter as well,” Poht relayed to the lady of the house.


      “Do you really need to go that far?” she asked.


      “Sir Glen is a very talented sorcerer. As a precautionary measure, it might be best to allow the guards inside as well,” Poht said.


      “Very well, then...”


      After their short exchange, Poht turned back toward me.


      “Forgive me for the wait. We welcome all of you inside. Please enter,” Poht said, guiding us into the manor.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: Meeting Face-to-Face Really Is the Best


      Interlude: Glen


      Ultimately, Poht allowed us to enter the mansion, and I breathed a sigh of relief. If Aoi had been turned away, I could only imagine what she’d do in her rage. I had a sinking feeling that she might have even forcibly dragged Burrest out. The thought had frightened me, but for the time being, at least, things were progressing peacefully.


      As long as she sees Burrest admit he was in the wrong and show some kind of remorse, then...


      “As if that would ever happen...” I muttered to myself. “This discussion is doomed...”


      It only took me a few seconds to reach this conclusion after considering the strong personalities of both Aoi and Burrest. It was already really uncomfortable for me to have returned to Aqua Vitae, but now I might be dragged into a fight with a senator’s family.


      The worst part was that I actually agreed with Aoi that trying to straighten out the perpetrators of bullying was a good thing, so I doubted that I’d even try to get her to stop if she pulled her usual shenanigans. I felt out of my depth in this situation, half-baked both as a headmaster and as an elf.


      As I worried about what was to come, we arrived in a large dining room, which could easily fit thirty people. Traditional elven fabrics adorned the walls, and I could tell that the furniture used high-quality lumber.


      Poht led us to our respective seats at the table. Aoi and I sat in the center on one side of the table while the wife of Senator Styll positioned herself across from us. The guards filled in the seats around us.


      “I’ll bring Master Burrest shortly,” Poht said before exiting the room.


      Right on cue, two elves brought in glasses of water infused with fruit cut into circles. As I took the drink, I was overcome with nostalgia. This was the signature drink of Aqua Vitae, which they often paired with a dried-fruit tea. Though it was a simple beverage, it had a profound, refreshing flavor. As I savored it, Aoi and the lady of the house greeted each other once more.


      “Allow me to introduce myself... My name is Piya Styll. Thank you for coming all this way for my son.”


      “Thank you for showing me hospitality and allowing me to speak with you on such short notice.”


      They wore smiles, but there seemed to be a layer of stress beneath the outwardly light mood. Maybe I’m just imagining it. I pushed my worries down and quietly observed the scene.


      Soon, Poht returned with a young elven boy. Burrest looked like he was fifteen or sixteen years old now.


      “Headmaster?” he said, scowling at me. “And...?” he continued, casting a guarded gaze at Aoi. He sat down next to his mother.


      “It’s nice to make your acquaintance. My name is Aoi Konominato, and I’m an instructor at Fiddich Academy.”


      “What does an instructor from Fiddich want from me after all this time?” he asked, annoyed.


      His attitude made me nervous. Why is everyone’s first instinct to be adversarial with Aoi? This drink was bringing back some fond memories, but now I’m back on edge.


      Aoi brushed past Burrest’s thorny attitude and addressed Piya. “Today, I’d like to talk about how your son spent his time at the academy. The specifics I’ll be going over aren’t really something I think unrelated parties should listen to, so may I ask that the guards leave?”


      Burrest shook his head. “The headmaster discriminates against elves, so I’d like them to stay.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?” I spoke up, completely blindsided.


      Why did he say that?


      Burrest eyes held contempt for me. “Did you think we didn’t notice that you were using your authority as the headmaster to impede our studies?”


      “Wh-Why would you think that? I never did anything of the sort,” I said, thoroughly baffled.


      Burrest scoffed and sneered at me. “Ha ha... It’s common knowledge that you only taught your grandson sorcery. You wanted to give him an edge over everyone else. Otherwise, there’s no way that we would have ever lost to that fake elf, Solare.”


      His words felt like a sword thrust into my heart. I couldn’t believe that the reason the elves had bullied Solare had been because I’d taught him sorcery. I’d simply done so because I’d thought it would make him happy, but had the other students truly seen this as me discriminating against them?


      So does that mean that Solare’s horrible experience at the academy has all been because...? Thoughts of the past swirled around in my head, paralyzing me.


      “See? I’m right. That’s why you can’t say anything, huh?” Burrest said gleefully.


      Aoi


      Burrest had begun to blame Glen in front of me. This turn of events was so unexpected that everyone was simply listening, unable to interject. I’d only asked the guards to leave because the purpose of this house visit was to talk about Burrest being a problematic student. I’d wanted to keep the uncomfortable details just between him, his mother, Glen, and me, but the situation had changed very quickly. Now Burrest was claiming that the elves who’d been at Fiddich had left due to being dissatisfied with Glen’s treatment of them. I’d thought that the sole reason they’d bullied Solare had been because they’d been jealous that someone they looked down upon had superior talent. However, that didn’t seem to be the whole picture.


      “Th-That wasn’t my intention...” Glen said.


      “Oh, really? Are you trying to claim that teaching him one-on-one wasn’t special treatment?” Burrest asked.


      Glen deflated. Though I was fairly certain that Glen hadn’t intended to show preferential treatment, I understood that other students could have easily perceived it as such. That still didn’t justify them bullying Solare, though.


      “Burrest, let’s put a pin in that for a minute so I can tell you why we’ve come today,” I said.


      “Why should I? I’m not done talking yet, so why should I allow you to change the subject?”


      I guess I don’t have a choice. I’ll have to keep this conversation going until he’s satisfied.


      “Then allow me to speak on the subject of the headmaster. He taught Solare sorcery only because Solare asked him to. Right?” I said, turning to Glen.


      “Y-Yes. Solare was very excited to learn about sorcery. Just attending lectures wasn’t enough for him.”


      Burrest huffed. “That’s special treatment. You’ve boldly stated that you gave lessons to just your grandson.”


      Glen became visibly dejected, which made me a little angry.


      “Wait a minute,” I said. “Any instructor would teach sorcery to students who asked them. Did you ever ask the headmaster for lessons?”


      Burrest sighed dismissively. “Why would I ever ask for sorcery lessons from a lowly half-elf? He should have come to us on his own and shown us whatever sorcery he was teaching to his grandson. After all, we elves did you a favor by going to your academy.”


      Some of the guards, who had no choice but to listen to this exchange, began murmuring. I guess even they think this is crazy, but it looks like Piya agrees with her son.


      “That’s absolutely right,” Piya said. “After you caused all that trouble for your family, to the point that you were kicked out of the country, it’s preposterous that you took a cold attitude toward a noble child of Aqua Vitae. I know you’re only a half-elf, but do you really have no shame?”


      What insane logic. Even Glen’s stunned silent by it.


      “Um... If you were born a half-elf, how would you feel if someone said the same thing to you?” I replied. “Nobody can choose their race or where they’re born. It’s not good to look down on people for those things. You called the headmaster discriminatory, but this attitude of yours certainly makes you sound prejudiced against him.”


      Both of them glared, unreceptive to my logic.


      “You truly lack grace. If you’d been properly educated, you’d be able to understand the situation, since you would know the difference between elven nobility and a half-elf. I won’t even dignify your meaningless hypothetical with an answer. The reality is that I’m an elf, and Glen is a half-elf. Then you—you’re a mere human, aren’t you? Wouldn’t you agree this isn’t discrimination, but simply drawing distinctions?” Piya asked smugly.


      “Ha ha ha! Precisely, mother,” Burrest chimed in. “My father is one of the greatest sorcerers in this country. The likes of you wouldn’t stand a chance against him. Maybe you should bow your head and beg to learn sorcery instead?”


      They truly think they’re very special. Though it’s true that elves are beautiful, have long lifespans, and often have talent with sorcery, that doesn’t give them the right to look down on other races.


      “There are some among humans, dwarves, and beastkin who are more talented than elves, so why do you have it in your heads that elves are above all others?”


      The mother and son looked at me with incredulity, but then they started cackling.


      “This is my first time seeing a human, but are they all so foolish?” Piya asked.


      “You couldn’t even win against these guards,” Burrest added.


      They began laughing even harder.


      “Do all of you feel the same?” I asked the guards out of curiosity.


      The guards wordlessly exchanged conflicted looks. I could tell that what Burrest and Piya believed wasn’t necessarily the viewpoint of all elves.


      “In that case, though it may be forward of me, please allow me to demonstrate that human sorcerers have a decent amount of sorcery knowledge.”


      Burrest and Piya had derision plastered all over their faces.


      Hmm, what would be the best way to prove my point? The reputation of humanity rests on my shoulders, right now.


      As I began thinking, the captain of the guards, who I remembered was named Siebus, walked toward me. “Lady Aoi...nobody would blame you if you took back your words. Elven nobles are the real deal. They are essentially the parents of the elven race. Elves’ sorcery mastery only grows with age, and among all of the noble families, House Styll is the oldest. I know that there are things you’d like to say, but it’s best not to go against them,” he said. His warning was stern, but it seemed more out of concern for me and Glen than any personal anger.


      Siebus’s simple deference to hierarchy was more in line with what I’d become accustomed to hearing from those who lived in Vahtedd. He at least seemed more reasonable than the vitriolic mother-son duo. However, Siebus wasn’t going to change my mind. Even though I might not change their attitudes completely, at the very least, I wanted Burrest and Piya to be apologetic toward Solare.


      “Thank you, but I can’t back down as an instructor. First, I need to challenge the elven belief that they are special.”


      Siebus furrowed his brow, and I wondered if I’d hurt his pride. Then again, I didn’t think he was that kind of elf.


      Piya sighed and raised her hand. “I hear that other races can’t use elven sorcery. But what about you?” She grinned, exerting pressure with her mana before beginning an incantation, which seemed to borrow power from spirits.


      It’s a little hard to tell what this spell will do since she’s calling on the power of spirits. This might not even be a true incantation. It could be closer to a prayer. I watched her with great interest.


      Piya finished her incantation and her lips curled with another sneer. “Can you use defensive sorcery? Or perhaps you’re under a false sense of security, thinking that I wouldn’t dare activate this spell? Either way, you’re a fool.”


      She spoke the spell name in an unfamiliar language. Immediately, the guards created a wall of water in front of me and Glen. Though it was a thin membrane, its properties seemed to be shifting, which fascinated me. Then, a blue flame floated in front of Piya.


      “Milady, is it not problematic to suddenly attack a guest? I believe that maintaining the magnanimous reputation of House Styll will help further the house’s prestige!” Siebus said, trying to defuse the situation.


      Burrest jeered. “On the contrary, punishing those who ridicule House Styll is how we defend our honor.”


      “Precisely,” Piya said. “Now then, let’s see if you can withstand this attack,” she said confidently, activating her spell and pointing it toward me.


      As the flame approached, it began to devour the wall of water that the guards had created. The membrane was holding for now, but the fire was slowly boiling it away.


      “Stop your spell at once! Any further and I will no longer be able to consider this a joke!” Siebus yelled, giving what was most likely his final warning.


      I saw that many of the guards around me had begun preparing spells with Burrest and Piya as their targets. This isn’t good.


      “Freezing Respite,” I quickly said, freezing both the blue flame and the water barrier and then having both crumble to bits. “Okay, all good,” I said. I sighed in relief, having prevented disaster before it had struck.


      The guards, Piya, and Burrest were all astonished.


      “W-Was that you?” Piya asked.


      “That’s not possible!” Burrest exclaimed.


      Even the guards began whispering among themselves. “No way... Incantationless?”


      “Those powerful spells were neutralized in an instant?”


      Glen stroked his beard. “Aoi is the absolute best upper-level instructor we have. I’m sorry to say, but none of you are a match for her,” he said, strangely smug.


      “Won’t they take that as a challenge?” I asked, worried. I understood how Glen felt, but I knew that there was no way that Piya and Burrest would stay quiet after what he’d said.


      Just as I predicted, Piya took Glen’s proud words as him looking down on her. “I see. You possess a secret elven treasure to control ice, don’t you? There’s no other explanation for a human being able to use sorcery like that.”


      “O-Oh, is that what happened? Sharp as ever, mother!” Burrest exclaimed, sounding like Piya’s henchman.


      These two might be more of an amusing pair than I initially thought. As I mentally reassessed House Styll, I cut in to their conversation.


      “By ‘secret elven treasure,’ are you referring to a sorcery tool? I’ve been studying and creating various tools. If I showed you some, would you understand that I’m not as lacking in sorcery knowledge as you believe me to be?”


      This might be a good way to have elves accept me.


      “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t get it in your head that the sorcery tools humans make are in any way comparable to our secret elven treasures. Now, let’s see what you can do against earth sorcery. You’re going to have a hard time blocking that with ice,” she said with a fearless grin as she began a new incantation.


      “Milady, please stop this! I may need to arrest you if you go any further with that spell!” Siebus said, practically begging her not to cause any more problems.


      I guess he’s pretty considerate to nobles from his country. I’m starting to feel bad for him.


      “Don’t worry. We don’t mind that they’re using sorcery. We don’t intend for this to get out of hand, so please relax and simply observe,” I said.


      Judging by the look in Siebus’s eyes, he didn’t believe me at all. “E-Even if you don’t intend for this to get out of hand, the spell she’s using will destroy the room. It’s some serious sorcery...” he said, confused as to what he should do.


      I didn’t blame the guards for ignoring me and preparing their own spells, but in the meantime, Piya finished her incantation. She said the spell’s name in the same mysterious language as before.


      “It’s too late to regret your actions!” she said in a cold voice.


      Spherical rocks about the size of bowling balls began revolving around Piya. As if they were multiplying, more and more appeared until there were over twenty. If they were to fly at me at the speed of sound, that would be quite a powerful attack. They’d probably pack the same punch as cannonballs. Since this was a potentially lethal threat, I reacted quickly.


      “Sand Blast,” I said. A powerful sand storm appeared and formed into a barrier that disintegrated not just the spheres she’d created but also the furniture, ceiling, and flooring—everything in between me and Piya.


      Before anyone even had a chance to blink, a black wall appeared before us. A violent, thunderous boom rang out before the monolith disappeared as well. Only those who knew what sorcery I’d used would be able to tell what had happened.


      “Huh?” Piya said with disbelief.


      Burrest and Siebus both blinked, baffled. Silence fell over the room, but in the next minute, the guards began whispering to each other again.


      “Wh-What just happened?”


      “Sh-She’s not human. Maybe she’s the demon lord—the one who appears in legends.”


      That was rude of them. I shot them a stern look to shut them up.


      “Th-This can’t be... I’ve never heard of any sorcery like this before,” Burrest whispered. Since the room had been dead silent, it was still easy to hear him.


      Glen spoke up. “This is the strength of an upper-level instructor at Fiddich Academy. Now then, do you really think that Aoi should be the one bowing her head and begging to be taught sorcery? Perhaps the elves who’ve holed themselves up in the mountains, ignorant to the advancements of other countries, should be groveling and begging Aoi to teach them sorcery.”


      I shook my head at Glen. He’d gotten pretty cocky in the face of their disbelief.


      I think you’re forgetting what we came here for. We’re not here to hurt their pride.


      “Headmaster, this isn’t the time for your jokes. We’re here to talk about Burrest’s attitude at school and his elitist mentality. Remember?”


      Glen gasped and then shrank back. “I-I’m so sorry. I got full of myself. They were ridiculing half-elves and humans, so I couldn’t help but mock them in return. I’m a failure of a headmaster...” He hunched over, crestfallen.


      Ever since we came here, his emotional state has been very unstable.


      I looked back at Piya, who flinched. “Will you listen to what I have to say now? Or perhaps you need me to show a little more sorcery?” I asked.


      At first, she opened her mouth as if she wanted to argue, but then she shut it again and looked to the side with frustration. “I’ll be kind enough to listen to what you have to say.”


      “Thank you very much.” I’d gotten her to agree, however hesitantly. Before I continued, I noticed that Burrest was glaring daggers at me. “Now, please allow me to give a simple explanation of what occurred at the academy.”


      I proceeded to talk about the bullying that Solare had experienced, and how Burrest had been one of the leading perpetrators. I also politely explained how Glen hadn’t been discriminatory toward Burrest, and how Burrest hadn’t been attending classes because he’d looked down on everyone who wasn’t an elf. Skipping classes had heavily contributed to why Burrest’s grades had been below Solare’s.


      After listening to everything, Piya spoke up. “I understand what you’ve told me, but this is all hearsay from that half-elf boy, isn’t it? There’s no proof that Burrest actually did it.”


      Believing one’s own child is a normal reaction. I’m happy that she has a deep love for Burrest, it’s also important for parents to admit when their children are at fault and scold them.


      “There were many witnesses, and we have lots of testimony that corroborates the events. There’s no doubt that Burrest bullied Solare for being a half-elf.”


      “But it’s the truth that his elven blood is weak, isn’t it? Maybe my son was simply pointing out a fact, not ridiculing him,” she said, changing tactics and becoming more combative.


      “It may be true that he doesn’t have strong elven blood, but what’s the problem with that? Looking down on someone because of their parentage isn’t right. What would you think if humans discriminated against elves? If half-elves were treated better because they had more human blood in them, elves would probably be bullied instead. Then, it’d be Burrest being pointed and laughed at—and having stones thrown at him—instead of Solare. If that were the norm, would you simply accept it?”


      I’d hoped that my hypothetical would help her understand things from Solare’s point of view, but Piya turned red with rage.


      “K-Keep your ridiculous notions to yourself! Why would elves ever be in a position to be ridiculed?”


      “If the rest of the world continues developing their knowledge of sorcery and improving their technology, that’s a very possible future. I’m sorry to say this, but I doubt there’s anyone in this room who can defeat me or the headmaster when it comes to sorcery.”


      Piya clammed up, not having any retort.


      “F-Father would make quick work of you two, and he’s not the only one! The headmaster is known as the strongest sorcerer in the human world, so shouldn’t he be the one to go head to head with our strongest sorcerer?” Burrest desperately argued, not realizing that this was exactly what I wanted.


      After all, being able to meet the strongest elven sorcerer was part of what I’d wanted to begin with. “Who might that be? I’d love to meet them,” I said, leaning forward.


      Burrest gulped and drew back.


      Siebus raised his hand. “If we were to name our strongest sorcerer, it’d be the king, His Majesty Livet Founders Travel.”


      “The king? Then let’s meet with him. Well, I assume we won’t be granted an audience immediately, so would we be able to meet him on another day?”


      Piya and all the guards couldn’t believe their ears.


      I guess it’s weird to them for someone to so easily ask to meet the king. To be honest, I’ve met so many kings and other leaders at this point that asking for an audience doesn’t seem like a big deal anymore.


      Siebus’s shoulders began to shake as he chuckled. “You’re very interesting. I think the humans I’ve met have been a little shyer than you, but...His Majesty is someone who has a strong sense of curiosity. So long as he’s not busy, you’ll be able to meet with him much quicker than you might expect. I think you’ll have the opportunity in the next few days. I’ll tell the court sorcerers that the strongest sorcerer from the human realm has come and would like to greet the king.”


      “Thank you. I actually need to go to a different country tomorrow, but I’ll be back in five days. Could you ask if that would be acceptable?”


      “You’re going to another country tomorrow? The closest town is on the border of the Colt Highland Federation, but that’d take a week to get to. How do you plan to get there?”


      “I understand your confusion. As surprising as it may be, Aoi’s flight sorcery lets her travel at unbelievably quick speeds around the world,” Glen explained calmly. “I was surprised too, but it only took half a day to get here from Vahtedd. It’s hard to believe, isn’t it?”


      Everyone froze as if time had stopped for them.


      ◇


      After hearing Piya’s opinions, I decided that in order for the elves to accept me in Aqua Vitae, I needed to meet with the king and have him approve of my sorcery. Now that Siebus would set up the meeting, it was time to get ready to leave Aqua Vitae for the time being.


      “We’ll be off now, but we’ll be back in five days. If possible, I’d like to meet with you two again, along with Senator Styll,” I said to Piya and Burrest. “Would that be all right?”


      Though they both seemed unhappy, the two of them nodded.


      “When that happens, you’ll find out just how conceited you are,” Piya said.


      “Once you meet my father, you’ll see just how ridiculous you were to even think about meeting with the king,” Burrest added.


      I couldn’t help but smile at how similar the two of them were.


      “I look forward to it,” I said. Then I turned to Siebus. “Thank you for everything. I would have liked to stay the night, but there’s still some time before the sun sets, so I think we’ll set off even though it’s a little earlier than I intended.”


      I was hoping to finish our business in the Colt Highland Federation quickly so I could come back here as soon as possible.


      “I’ll follow your lead,” Glen said, taking my sudden change of plans in stride.


      “Can you really use flight sorcery? No matter how I look at it, that sounds very reckless.”


      “Thank you for your concern, but we’ll be okay. I use flight sorcery very often. Just like this.”


      We boarded the carriage, and I used flight sorcery on the carriage to raise it into the air. Glen poked his head out of the window and looked around.


      “The wind is perfectly enveloping the carriage! I see, so that’s how...” Glen seemed to be remembering what I’d taught him regarding the composition of the flight sorcery. He excitedly watched the flow of mana and the movement of the wind.


      “Well then, thank you for your hospitality. We’ll meet again in five days,” I said, bowing my head.


      Poht was the only one who bowed back. The other elves were all staring, dumbfounded. I waved and then raised us higher into the sky until we crested the very, very tall trees. The sky was clear, and there wasn’t much wind. It felt very pleasant up here.


      Now it’s on to the Colt Highland Federation for the next house visit. After that, we’ll return to Fiddich for a bit so that I can give Solare his off-campus lesson. There’s still so much to resolve and I’m not sure what’ll happen, but at the very least, I’m starting to see a way forward to solve everything.


      “All right, let’s go,” I said to myself encouragingly.


      I looked up and accelerated the wind, propelling us speedily through the sky.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 11: Despite Cultural Differences, Aoi’s Mission Remains the Same


      When we visited the Colt Highland Federation, the leaders made a big fuss as soon as they found out that Glen was visiting all the way from Fiddich Academy. Unlike the elves of Aqua Vitae, they were freaking out that an important foreign dignitary was visiting them out of the blue.


      After we arrived, knights with flashy capes and armor guided us to a building, where even more people swarmed us in the blink of an eye.


      “M-Marquess Glen! It’s so nice to see you after all this time!” said a bearded, chubby middle-aged man.


      “O-Oh, yes. It’s been quite some time,” Glen replied. “I’m terribly sorry for dropping by unannounced. Our new instructor, Professor Aoi, insisted on visiting the Colt Highland Federation.”


      It looks like Glen doesn’t really remember him, so he’s changed the subject. But thanks to that, the man’s focus shifted to me.


      “Oh, you’re the famous Lady Aoi! You’re as young as the rumors say you are, but I’ve also heard that you’re as powerful of a sorcerer as Sir Glen. Your talent is truly awe-inspiring. If it’s all right with you, would you care to have dinner at my estate? Perhaps I could prepare a modest banquet for you!”


      “Hey! Why are you trying to invite her to your place in the middle of all this commotion?!” barked a tall, middle-aged woman who appeared from behind the man.


      “Yeah! You don’t have anything prepared anyway, so we should receive her at a VIP room with all of the representatives present!” another person said.


      “No, the first thing we should do is hold an assembly where we discuss what we do. We’re not getting anywhere near a consensus like this!” a different person argued.


      Before I knew it, the room had broken out into an argument. I was taken aback, but Glen smirked and leaned toward me.


      “The Colt Highland Federation is a large country made up of small ones. The kings and greater nobles become representatives who discuss their respective countries’ policies. Because so many different people all get a say, decision-making is slower here than in other nations. The federation has strong trade, though.”


      “So Colt Highland moves at a slower political pace than countries with kings. But the trade-off is that there’s a lesser chance of tyrants or poor rulers, right? Instead, there’s a healthy competitive atmosphere where the representatives’ businesses can compete and foster federation-wide economic growth.”


      Glen nodded along as I summed up his explanation.


      “I’m terribly sorry for the wait. I thought it’d be best to ask you about your purpose here,” said the bearded man who’d spoken to us first.


      “Oh, right. Well...” Glen’s eyebrows inflected and he looked to me for help.


      I guess it’s hard for him to say that we’re here to speak with a bully. I suppose I’ll take the lead here.


      “I’ve heard that there’s an alumnus of Fiddich Academy here by the name of Duff Towne.”


      “Oh, the son of House Towne? His mother’s right over there...” he said, pointing to the tall woman from earlier. She looked up and raised an eyebrow.


      ◇


      “B-Bullying?” Layne Towne asked, her face stiffening as she repeated what I’d told her. She, Glen, and I had moved to a different room to speak, but she still looked around first to make sure no one was eavesdropping before speaking again. “U-Um, are you sure this isn’t some kind of mistake? I can’t believe my son would bully Headmaster Glen’s grandson, of all people...” she asked nervously.


      Glen looked down solemnly, not saying anything, so she directed her earnest gaze at me next.


      I spoke softly. “I didn’t see it myself, but there’s testimony from Solare himself as well as from other students and instructors. It’s very unlikely that this is a mistake.”


      Layne hung her head and gripped her scalp as if it hurt. “This can’t be... Um, Duff is currently studying under a representative as a candidate to succeed House Towne. I-I’ll have him apologize, but if possible, could you...”


      The accusations had clearly caught her off guard. She bowed, her forehead essentially pressed against the table as she pleaded with us. She wasn’t offering excuses for Duff or apologizing for him with her actions. She was simply trying to protect her son. I understood that these were natural feelings for a mother, so I took her concerns into consideration.


      “It was my sole decision to visit you because I didn’t think it would be good to leave things as they were. Glen hadn’t even considered coming here for a home visit before I asked. But don’t worry, I don’t intend to ask for a public apology.”


      Relief swept over her face. “R-Really? I-In that case, I’ll bring Duff here immediately.” She stood up and exited the room.


      As we watched her leave, Glen and I turned to each other at the exact same time.


      “House Towne is a prestigious family,” Glen explained. “They’re already concerned about bad rumors spreading, since they’re such an influential family that has consistently produced representatives. Any more rumors could weaken their standing and influence. Duff has also become very arrogant at a young age because of his upbringing as the child of greater nobles. If he’d been raised to be more compassionate, I might not have any problems with him, but...”


      One might describe Glen’s words as charitable, but I found them a bit naive. There had been a lot of malicious bullies in Japan as well. About half of them had changed their ways after their parents had met with their teachers, but others had kept up their bullying and gotten expelled. Some of the parents of the expelled students had blamed the victims of their bullying, unable to see how much their own children had hurt them.


      “Headmaster, it’s important that bullies feel genuine remorse for their actions. If Duff seems sincere, then I think we can call that a win.”


      “And what if he doesn’t seem sincere?”


      “Well, in that case...”


      “N-Never mind. You don’t need to tell me,” Glen said quickly.


      There was a knock on the door. “Excuse us,” Layne said as she entered the room again.


      Behind her was a tall young man. Just from the way he carried himself, I immediately got the impression that he had a very haughty personality.


      “Hello, Headmaster. It’s been a while,” Duff said. He stood up straight and bowed.


      “Yes, it’s nice to see you again,” Glen said, raising his hand. “I’m glad to see you’re doing well.”


      Duff’s expression was inscrutable. “Thank you... So, I’ve heard that you’ve come to speak to me about the bullying that occurred while I was a student.”


      “I told you, you’re here to apologize!” Layne yelled, her face stern.


      Duff sighed and scrunched up his face before lowering his head. “I’d like to apologize for the trouble I caused you through my actions when I was a student. I’m truly ashamed of what I did. I also am filled with remorse that my actions upset you so much that you had to travel all the way here. I should have immediately apologized to you back at Fiddich instead.”


      “I’m glad that you’ve reflected on your actions,” Glen said. “But from now on, I’d like you to be more respectful about how you treat those of different races, statuses, and personalities.”


      “Yes, of course,” Duff replied.


      Layne put her hand on her chest and let out a long sigh of relief.


      Glen spoke to me with the hint of a smile. “Well, looks like he’s apologetic, so that should be that, right?”


      It looks like he’s satisfied because he thinks that apology was genuine. It didn’t sound that way to me, though.


      “Not just yet,” I said. “Duff, your apology sounded like it was directed entirely toward the headmaster. Do you have anything you’d like to say to Solare?”


      Duff regarded me with disinterest. “Are you a new instructor? I don’t remember you being at the academy when I was a student. I don’t think I owe you an answer.”


      “Well, I don’t think whether I was present or not should really matter. The fact remains that you deeply hurt Solare to the point that he’s been unable to attend his classes. Do you understand the situation that your actions have caused?” I asked.


      Duff grew visibly irritated. “It seems you want to play the hero, but you’re looking at the wrong person. The main people involved in his situation were the headmaster, Solare, and the elves...although, I suppose they were pure-blooded elves, unlike him. Though it’s true that I did hang out with the instigators, I didn’t personally bully Solare. However, I felt it was appropriate to apologize for the commotion and for angering Headmaster Glen since he’s a marquess in Vahtedd,” he said, casually evading my question.


      Hearing him refuse any responsibility for what happened flipped a switch within me, and I grew angry. “I see... So you’re trying to say that you’re not responsible for the bullying since you weren’t directly involved?”


      Glen immediately spoke up, sweat running down his face. “A-Aoi, l-let’s keep this peaceful, okay?”


      Glen’s freakout caused Layne’s face to go stiff, and she smacked Duff on the back.


      “What’s the matter with you?!” she screamed at him.


      “What? I’m not lying, mother. I never directly bullied Solare.” Duff glared at me.


      I exhaled and shook my head. “So you’re really trying to say that you’re not at fault because you weren’t one of the main perpetrators? In that case, I’ll relay that to King Middleton, Marquess Ramsey, Duke Roulette, King Gransanth, Sir Isaac, and various other country leaders. I’ll let them know that I have an adversarial relationship with House Towne, and because of that I will no longer have any relationship with the Colt Highland Federation.”


      Duff tilted his head. “And...what would that accomplish exactly? Do you think your words have the power to influence the leaders of the world? Even Headmaster Glen couldn’t do that...” But as he sneered at my statement, Layne’s face went pale.


      Layne ran in between me and Duff. “P-Please wait! You don’t have to do that! I-I’ll make sure I very, very, thoroughly lecture Duff! I’ll even stop him from becoming a representative! I’ll remove him as a candidate to succeed House Towne and have his younger brother Artie take over!” Layne bowed her head, desperate to keep House Towne alive.


      Glen looked at her sympathetically, but Duff began to panic.


      “W-Wait! Why should any of that happen?!” he exclaimed.


      “Well...” Glen began to explain solemnly, “Aoi has captured the interest of many world leaders. All of them want to bring her to their countries. None of them would bat an eye if there were a good bargaining chip they could use to get her cooperation. In other words, the leaders of Colt Highland would easily erase House Towne’s standing in order to avoid losing the chance to work with Aoi in the future. They won’t sacrifice their relationship with her for someone who’s not even a representative yet.”


      Duff went pale as a sheet, but then his face reddened with rage. “Th-That’s underhanded! Is that really how you are as an instructor?! What you’re doing now is equal to bullying!”


      I shook my head. “You said it yourself not too long ago, didn’t you? So long as I don’t do anything to you directly, then I’m not at fault, right? All I’d be doing is saying the words ‘I can’t forgive House Towne.’ I’m not thinking about what countries will take action due to my words. If House Towne is destroyed because of what I said, I suppose that’s not on my hands, is it?”


      Layne began bawling while furiously apologizing, and Glen desperately tried to comfort her. The seriousness of the situation seemed to finally dawn on Duff as beads of sweat formed across his face.


      “I-I truly apologize!” he said, bowing his head. “I had no idea you were a person of such great standing.”


      “Unbelievable... Even now, you’re apologizing to someone else and not Solare?” I asked, really putting the screws to him.


      He frantically shook his head, his shoulders trembling. “N-No, th-that’s not— I’m truly so sorry! P-Please allow me to apologize to Solare! I’m sorry!”


      There it is. Finally. An apology to Solare. I relaxed my shoulders and nodded.


      “Well, as long as you genuinely feel at least a little remorseful for your actions, I’ll forgive you. I’ll be asking Isaac to give me reports on you. If I ever find out you’re bullying those weaker than you, I’ll be back to personally punish you. Understand?”


      “Th-Thank you very much!” Layne immediately responded.


      “Thank you...very much,” Duff echoed after a moment, bowing once more. He still had a bit of an attitude.


      Layne glared at him like a demon from hell. “Duff! Forget about ever becoming a representative! If you don’t want to be kicked out of our house, then you’ll need to have a change of heart and support Artie to the best of your ability as his subordinate.”


      “Wh-What?! B-But I apologized!” he exclaimed, flabbergasted. He tried to reason with her, but she didn’t want to listen to anything he had to say.


      Well, I didn’t mean for things to go that far, but it looks like he’s incurred Layne’s wrath.


      Duff finally accepted that Layne wouldn’t change her mind, and he collapsed to the ground. Even I felt bad seeing him like this.


      “I won’t ask for any further punishment now that I see he’s remorseful,” I said.


      But Layne shook her head. “No, after hearing his words, I’ve realized that I didn’t do a good job of parenting him. For the sake of our house’s prestige, I must give him a punishment befitting his crime.”


      Duff cradled his head in his hands.


      ◇


      “I might have gone a little too far...” I said, reflecting on my actions as we flew away in the carriage.


      Glen groaned. “True. I felt a little bad for him, but...taking Solare’s feelings into consideration, it also felt very satisfying. Ah, I shouldn’t say that as the headmaster. Ahem. Yes, I feel bad for Duff...”


      “When we get back, I think I’ll ask Isaac if he can put in a word for his punishment to be lessened,” I said, staring into the distance.


      “Yes... I’m sure Isaac could skillfully navigate this situation.”


      With our visit to the Colt Highland Federation concluded, we made our way back to Fiddich Academy.


      Interlude: Solare


      “Huh? Sh-She went to Aqua Viatae?” I asked. The usual lady from the cafeteria had brought me this surprising news along with my food.


      She smiled with amusement. “Yep. She said she wanted the bullies to see the error of their ways. But I think the headmaster will end up being the one who’s the most haggard by the end.”


      I still couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “B-But this is Burrest we’re talking about. The elves in Aqua Vitae look down on humans, so I don’t know if he’d even listen to her.”


      “Well, this is Professor Aoi. I’m sure it’ll be okay. Though I’ve only really just met her, I think she’s really convincing despite her young age. Although, I guess I also get the feeling that she’s just a little pushy.”


      “I think she’s too pushy... I-I hope this doesn’t cause any international incidents.”


      She snort-laughed. “They’re not just stopping at Aqua Vitae. According to the headmaster, they’re going to the Colt Highland Federation too.”


      “Huh?! To see Duff?!” I yelled.


      She just chuckled, perhaps not understanding the severity of the situation.


      I could feel the color draining from my face. “I-Is there anything that Professor Aoi’s actually scared of?” I muttered. I shivered in fear as I imagined what would happen during her home visits.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 12: Off-Campus Lesson


      After we returned to Fiddich, I began preparations for the off-campus lesson. I went outside of Winturbly and created a space shaped like a baseball field, making sure that there were walls so that no one would disturb us. Though Solare might not have liked walking around the campus, I was sure that he’d be okay visiting this space I’d made outside of the town. Here, he wouldn’t have to worry about anyone’s stares, and he could solely focus on sorcery.


      Or so I’d thought. On the day of the class, Solare didn’t show up. I’d been sure to check with him beforehand that he knew what day, time, and place I planned to hold the lesson, so I doubted he got the day wrong. It’d be one thing if he’d simply forgotten, but it’d be a bigger problem if he couldn’t actually make his way from the school to here.


      Unfortunately, I couldn’t hold the class at the school because we’d draw attention, and there wasn’t really any place in the city where we could practice sorcery.


      Maybe I should have brought him by carriage or something.


      “Where’s Solare?” Felter asked gruffly, folding his arms.


      Shenley and Dean exchanged glances.


      “Maybe he forgot about today,” I said.


      Felter huffed and uncrossed his arms. “I’ll get him.” He turned around to leave.


      “Uh, just don’t bring him here forcefully,” I cautioned.


      Felter simply walked away without saying anything, leaving Shenley and Dean worried.


      “Is this going to be okay?” Shenley asked.


      “Felter’s pretty aggressive...” Dean said.


      I’d deliberately kept the class size small, both because this wasn’t an official course and because it would be Solare’s first time attending school in a while. Right now, only Shenley, Dean, and I occupied this large space. If Felter successfully brought Solare here, then there’d be five people total.


      I’d invited Felter to this class because he’d be a friendly face for Solare, but maybe that had achieved the opposite effect. Suddenly, I began becoming anxious.


      About thirty minutes later, Felter reappeared, seemingly by himself.


      I guess it didn’t work out.


      But as Felter came closer, I noticed someone behind him. They were so small that they could have easily been mistaken for a child.


      “I’ve brought him,” Felter said as Solare timidly peeked out from behind him.


      The boy seemed extremely frightened and on the verge of tears.


      “Hello, Solare,” Shenley said.


      “H-Hi, I-I’m Dean Stone.”


      As the two of them nervously introduced themselves, Solare retreated behind Felter and looked at his shoes.


      Felter seemed to get a little irritated by Solare’s lack of a response. He stepped to the side and smacked him lightly on his back to propel him forward.


      “Wh-Whoa!” Solare shrieked as shot forward, his face pallid. He almost fell over, but as he noticed everyone, he quickly stood straight up. “M-My name’s Solare... N-Nice to meet you all...” he whispered.


      The three shy students all had a similar aura to them, and they nodded to each other. Dean and Solare were the same kind of fidgety person, though Shenley was a bit different. Lastly, Felter folded his arms and introduced himself, scowling.


      “Felter.”


      Everyone turned around and stared at him. Felter was unbothered.
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      “I-I think everyone here probably knows that,” Solare said weakly, relaxing.


      Shenley and Dean giggled.


      “He is pretty famous at the academy,” Shenley said.


      “I think he meant that we all already know him,” Dean said.


      The creases in Felter’s brow multiplied as Shenley and Dean laughed.


      Surprisingly, this might actually be a pretty good balance of personalities. Though my intention had been to build a class around Solare, these four students meshed better together than I’d expected.


      I walked over to Felter, who was sulking. “How did you get Solare to come here?” I whispered.


      Felter grinned proudly. “He wouldn’t open the door, so I knocked it down. After that, he gave up and came out by himself.”


      “I see.”


      So in other words, I was right that him having a door was the problem in the first place. If the rooms that shut-ins lived in didn’t have doors, then they wouldn’t be able to stay shut-ins.


      “Um, so what kind of class are we having today?” Shenley asked, speaking a little less apprehensively than before.


      The class waited for my answer expectantly.


      “Well, how about we have some fun using sorcery?” I replied.


      “Fun?” Shenley asked. The rest of the students looked just as curious.


      I held my hand out and began focusing mana above it. A sphere began floating above my palm, emitting blue light.


      “Can anyone tell me what this is?” I asked, holding it out for everyone to see.


      “I-Is it crystallized ice?” Dean replied.


      I gently shook my head.


      “Is this lightning sorcery?” Solare inquired. His classmates gasped.


      “Correct,” I said happily.


      “Whoa...” All the students were amazed by his correct answer.


      Solare looked down sheepishly, but Felter seemed puzzled.


      “Lightning can be this small?” Felter asked.


      I began moving the ball of light, making it float from my palm toward Felter. Everyone stared at it with wonder as it drifted through the air.


      “This is ionized gas, also known as plasma. We’ll end class once you’re able to make the plasma larger without touching it.”


      “Plasma?” Shenley asked, unfamiliar with the word.


      “How do we make it bigger? For fire, you’d add more heat, but for this...” Dean said.


      As my pupils began thinking, Solare raised his hand. “How does lightning work?”


      A smile spread across my face. It was important to understand the makings of things with which one was unfamiliar. Though that might have seemed like an obvious concept, it was very good that Dean already had a natural curiosity about how phenomena worked. You could properly study anything once you learned about its composition and applied that knowledge.


      “Lightning is a type of static electricity. It has an updraft and a downdraft... Actually, let me explain it in a simpler way. Up in the sky, when cooled particles of ice violently rub against dust, they store a force known as electricity, which eventually turns into lightning. Lightning can form not just in clouds but also in the smoke from volcanoes when particles rub against each other.”


      Solare closed his eyes in thought. “I see. So if we used wind sorcery...”


      “Exactly. You’re on the right track. However, heat is another big factor. So fire sorcery is also a correct answer.”


      Solare went quiet as he pondered some more. In the meantime, it seemed like Dean had figured something out from my hint. He began to move closer to the sphere of light, and he stuck both of his hands out toward it, sandwiching the sphere in between them. Then, he closed his eyes and began to focus.


      “Wind... Fire... Quicker... Hotter...” he muttered.


      Dean began to use his mana. I’d already formed the phenomenon known as plasma. Now, he was molding his mana into it and changing it, which naturally began to affect the plasma. As the student who understood lightning sorcery the best, Dean probably had a good instinct for what needed to be done. A moment later, the plasma ball began growing larger, shocking everyone.


      Felter, who probably had the least understanding about the composition of plasma, seemed the most stunned.


      Dean pulled his hands away and exhaled.


      “U-Uh, how did you do that?” Solare asked him excitedly.


      Caught off guard, Dean nervously shook his hands. “U-Uh, w-well, u-uh... There are a lot of tiny spheres in there, so I imagined them bouncing against each other while creating a flow of mana, or something like that...”


      “Spheres? I-I don’t quite understand. But I think I get the gist of what you’re trying to say,” Solare replied. “If those tiny spheres strongly rub against one another, then that light in the big sphere gets stronger, right?”


      “Y-Yes! I-I might be wrong, but at least that’s the vision I had while using my mana...”


      Though both Dean and Solare seemed a little unsure, they were still collaborating as fellow students. This was no doubt the first in years that Solare had worked together with a classmate. Maybe he felt more comfortable around Dean since he was younger and more reserved.


      Either way, Solare had finally succeeded in leaving his room and speaking with someone else. He’d taken the first step toward turning his life around. Moving forward, I’d increase the class size little by little, and before he knew it, he’d be participating in my regular lectures. Though I could tell that Solare was still a little hesitant, I couldn’t help but smile.


      Interlude: Owain


      I lay sprawled out on top of some worn-out wooden panelling as I read over a letter I’d received. I pushed my long, silver hair out of my face with one hand while reading.


      “This topic again?” I muttered with annoyance. I sat up and sighed. “I don’t really want to see him, but I suppose I need to firmly turn him down in person.” I’d been dreading this.


      I looked off into the distance and scoffed. “They’re probably the country with the longest history in the world, but they care more about tradition than anyone else and are foolishly stubborn. I tried to tell them about the possibilities of magic circles so many times, but they only ever wanted to talk about ancient elven sorcery. Their fixation on that makes me livid...” I grumbled in a resigned tone which grew progressively angrier. I aggressively pulled the letter open again to read over it one more time. “Their insistence on elven supremacy has resulted in their royal family having to worry about its longevity... Do those idiots even understand that? I doubt they’ve made any steps toward understanding if they’re still reaching out to me. Do they think that anyone will be good so long as they carry royal blood within their veins?!”
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      “Fine,” I said, looking up. “I, Owain Millers, will change the status quo of Aqua Vitae,” I grunted, gripping the letter.


      I released a small flame and burned the letter. I watched the ashes flutter to the floor, but then looked up with a serious expression.


      “Now that I think about it... I wonder how Aoi’s doing...”


      But of course, nobody was around to answer me.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 1: Party After the Cultural Festival


      The day after the cultural festival ended, Colt suggested that all of the students from Aoi’s lecture gather in the central courtyard. It was the most popular spot on the campus, with a fountain surrounded by a beautiful natural garden with various flowers that bloomed seasonally.


      Within this courtyard, there was a spot where the hedges were tall enough that they enclosed a private space. In this inner sanctum was a hexagonal stone table, each side of which had a round stone seat. The surrounding hedges were about one hundred fifty centimeters tall, so if you stood up, it’d be easy for people to see you there, but you’d have privacy if you sat down.


      Colt had brought extra wooden chairs so that everyone could sit.


      “Good job on the cultural festival everyone!” he said, holding a cup of tea on a saucer out in front of him.


      Everyone else had matching porcelain tea cups and saucers, and they followed suit.


      “Good job, everyone!” Ayle, Belle, and Liz said energetically.


      “G-Good job,” Shenley said.


      “Th-This cup looks expensive... Oh no. What if I drop it...?” Dean muttered. He and Shenley were both clearly nervous.


      Rox looked around the group coldly, and then his eyes settled on Colt. “Why are you leading this party?” Rox asked.


      Felter, who’d been sitting with his arms folded, slightly looked up, ignoring Rox’s complaint. “Not that it matters, but I need a different cup. This one is too small for my hands.”


      His grumbling drew the group’s attention.


      Colt looked at the tea set and selected a mug for coffee. “Well, how about this?” he asked.


      The mug was pretty big for a normal person, but for Felter, it was still a little too small.


      “I suppose that works,” Felter said, taking notice of Colt’s efforts to accommodate him.


      “Why are you so gung ho on celebrating? You weren’t even a part of our presentation,” Rox said, slightly miffed.


      “Well I did a presentation with Aoi,” Felter shot back.


      Rox leaned back and let out a little grunt, looking incredibly displeased. “Why are you trying to act like you’ve got a leg up on me? I’ve been working with Aoi to investigate the criminals in the city...” he said, his voice becoming gradually softer with each word.


      “Huh? What was that?” Felter asked.


      “Ugh, shut up!” It looked like Rox wanted to say more, but he held his tongue and pouted instead.


      The fact that Aoi was ruling over the criminal underground of Winturbly was supposed to be a secret between her and Rox. Though he might not have been able to reveal this to any of the other students, working secretly hand in hand with Aoi made Rox giddy. However, Rox was oblivious to the fact that the path he was walking was a little different from what most would consider a normal romance.


      Colt shrugged as the prince’s expression shifted. “Well, since I was the one who invited everyone here, I took it upon myself to lead the party. But if you’d like to do so instead, please go ahead,” he said to Rox.


      Ayle, Liz, and Belle regarded Rox coldly while Shenley and Dean grew even more troubled. Sensing the shift in the atmosphere, Rox resigned.


      “Forget it. Do whatever you like...” he said.


      “Got it,” Colt replied, beaming. “Then, in that case, does everyone have a cup? Ready? Cheers!”


      “Cheers!”


      At Colt’s signal, Ayle, Liz, and Belle energetically toasted to the success of the cultural festival and drank their tea. It was black tea of the highest quality, which Colt had specially prepared, and it had a rich aroma and a refreshing taste. The trio of girls sighed with satisfaction and closed their eyes as they savored the refined flavors.


      “Whoa...” Shenley said, amazed.


      The boys of the group all remained stoic as they drank their tea, but Colt was pleased with everyone’s reactions.


      “This year’s cultural festival sure was a hit,” he said to Shenley. “How was your first presentation?”


      “H-Huh? Me?” Shenley jumped slightly, as did Dean next to her.


      Colt responded gently to her skittishness. “Y-Yeah. Did you have fun?”


      Shenley looked down, pondering. “W-Well... At first, I was really worried, but seeing all of those people enjoy our presentation made me really happy. I think I’ve become more confident too.”


      “We didn’t just entertain a crowd,” Rox interjected, finding Shenley’s answer too humble. “Now there are gonna be a lot more eyes on Fiddich. And it won’t just be Aoi they’re looking at—it’ll be us too, her students.”


      “Why’s that?” Shenley asked.


      “What we learned and presented wasn’t just an original spell,” Rox continued. “It was lightning sorcery, of all things. The only person I know of who could use that type of sorcery before is Aoi. But now we can use it too, and important people from all over the world observed it in action. Of course we’re gonna stand out.”


      Shenley looked to Colt to see if he concurred.


      “Well...” Colt said, clearing his throat. “Not to scare you, but I wouldn’t be too surprised if people from other countries came here and asked you to join them. You might receive marriage proposals too.”


      “M-Marriage proposals?!” Shenley exclaimed.


      Shenley turned beet red while Ayle, Liz, and Belle began excitedly squealing. Felter and Rox scowled at their shrill voices.


      “B-But I’m just the eldest daughter of a viscount without too much power,” Shenley stammered, sticking up her index finger, her cheeks still flush.


      Colt wryly smiled and shook his head. “The purpose of the marriage proposal would be to bring a powerful sorcerer into their house. I don’t think they’d care too much about your status. In fact, the lower your status is, the more likely it is they might propose because there would be fewer strings attached.”


      “H-Huh?!” Despite not having been proposed to yet, Shenley felt as though her head were spinning.


      “What?! Does that mean that could happen to us too?!” Ayle asked, frowning with discontent.


      Ayle was the daughter of Isaac Battler, who served as the head representative in the Colt Highland Federation’s upper parliament. Thus, she had the same level of status as a greater noble.


      Shenley, Dean, Liz, Belle smirked at Ayle’s lack of awareness that her situation was completely different from Shenley’s. But Ayle was very free-spirited and always blurted out whatever was on her mind, so nobody really took what she said in a bad way.


      Colt, ever the caring older brother, reassured her. “I think it’ll be different for us in the Colt Highland Federation. We’re not technically nobles, nor are we an easy country for nobles from other countries to bond with through marriage.”


      “Oh, really? Whew, what a relief.” Ayle looked like a load had been removed from her shoulders.


      “That’s a relief to you?” Belle and Liz asked in sync.


      Rox grinned. “I’m probably the one least likely to get a marriage proposal. After all, I’m the heir to the throne,” he said, strangely proud.


      “W-Will I get marriage proposals too?” Dean asked, looking down sheepishly.


      Even though he said this softly, Ayle heard him and quickly responded. “Huh?! You want marriage proposals too?!” She yelled so loudly that Dean jumped.


      “What?! N-No, it’s not that I want to get married or anything, it’s just that...” Dean quickly tried to explain himself, but Ayle, Liz, and Belle were already gossiping.
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      Dean slumped over, defeated.


      As the conversation began to go off the rails, Felter spoke up, his arms folded. “Who cares about marriage proposals? We should be worried about Aoi’s class.”


      Most of his classmates weren’t sure what he was talking about, but Colt nodded in agreement.


      “What about her class?” Ayle asked.


      “I think that after seeing her presentation, tons of students will want to take the class. There’ll probably be a flood of people trying to transfer in.”


      “Ugh!” Ayle whined in a very undignified way for someone of her station. “Are you saying that we might not be able to take her class anymore?!”


      “That’d be horrible!” Shenley exclaimed, with an unusual vigor.


      “It’s first come, first served for the classes taught by the other upper-level instructors. It’s not outlandish to think that her class will go the same way too,” Colt said, concerned.


      Neither Shenley nor Ayle were satisfied with this explanation.


      “I think we should get priority as early adopters of her class!” Ayle boldly stated, raising her fist into the air.


      Liz and Belle furiously nodded.


      However, Shenley paused to calm down. Her eyebrows inflected upward in thought. “But...wouldn’t it be sad if there were students who were never able to take her class?”


      The trio of other girls began groaning as Shenley’s comment took the wind out of their sails.


      “B-But we still want to take her class,” Ayle said, less passionate now but not wanting to back down just yet.


      Rox, who looked the most displeased, spoke up. “That doesn’t matter. I’ll definitely be in her class. We can’t have only people from other countries learn powerful sorcery. Besides, I can just have my father make a request to put me in the class,” Rox said.


      Felter shrugged. “Even if he did, Aoi would probably just ignore him. She’s the type to prioritize her students over the demands of kings.”


      Creases formed in Rox’s brow and he dropped his shoulders. “You’re right. That’s how she is...” he muttered through a sigh.


      Felter’s eyes widened. He hadn’t expected the young prince to back down so easily.


      “But maybe it’ll all work out as long as there’s a big enough classroom,” Dean timidly suggested. “If the class gets filled with transfer students and regular students, maybe she could use that as an excuse to make a bigger classroom.”


      A smile broke out across Rox’s face. “That’s it! Good thinking, Dean! All right, I’m gonna get the headmaster to approve an outdoor classroom!” He got up and left in high spirits.


      “Was Rox always proactive like that?” Dean asked in disbelief.


      Nobody had an answer for him, and an awkward silence before Colt cleared his throat.


      “W-Well... Anyway, going back to what we were talking about before, did everyone enjoy the cultural festival?”


      That question immediately brought back the positive, merry atmosphere.


      “It was really fun,” Shenley said.


      The trio chimed in next.


      “It was the best!”


      “It was a lotta fun!”


      “It was good times all around!”


      “I was so relieved that my mother was happy,” Dean said.


      Colt listened fondly as his classmates spoke, but then he realized that Felter hadn’t responded yet. As soon as their eyes met, Felter began to speak.


      “I was able to beat that geezer in a head-to-head battle, so it was a good cultural festival.”


      Suddenly, everyone froze up.


      “You mean...your father?”


      “Oh, right. I heard he duked it out with Marquess Ramsey.”


      “Is it even okay to fight with your dad as a presentation at the cultural festival?”


      As the others whispered to each other, Felter closed his eyes and grinned with satisfaction.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 2: Strath Is Worried


      Elisa and Strath were having dinner together the day after the cultural festival. Aoi’s schedule was so packed that they hadn’t been able to get her to join them.


      “Do you think Aoi will be invited to a different country?” Elisa asked as she forked a piece of fried chicken into her mouth. “It’s already pretty sad that we don’t have that much time to talk.”


      Strath looked down, his facial expression unchanging. Elisa had noticed even before their meal had begun that Strath seemed down.


      “Did something happen?” she casually asked.


      Strath folded his arms. “Thanks to Aoi’s help, we were able to create the best cultural festival we’ve ever had despite having less preparation time than usual. I think that’s great,” he said, talking with the same kind of people-pleasing tone as a headmaster.


      “Yeah, it is,” Elisa agreed. “I was able to get the king of Gransanth to put more of a focus on sorcery. In fact, I kind of want to lavish praise on myself. I’m awesome! I’m the best!” Elisa said, slightly tipsy from her alcohol.


      Strath shook his head. “Is that the extent of your thoughts?” he asked.


      “What else is there?” she replied before stuffing a piece of well grilled cheese on top of bread into her mouth.


      Strath sighed. “You saw the student presentation too, didn’t you? If I’m being honest, it was better than any of the other instructors’ presentations. Even though the students are relatively inexperienced with sorcery, they were able to use an original spell that only Aoi could previously.”


      “Yeah, they’re amazing, aren’t they?” Elisa said with a bright smile, her happy-go-lucky attitude shining through.


      “You don’t feel nervous, frightened...or even pressured? Aoi’s students are learning sorcery at a fearsome speed. And they’re not just learning new techniques but entirely new types of sorcery too. I feel that as instructors, we can’t just sit back idly and let them overtake us.”


      Elisa’s mouth was stuffed with meat, but she nodded enthusiastically. “Mmff fmm mmmn!”


      “Swallow your food first, then talk,” Strath said, exasperated.


      After chewing for a little bit and gulping the food down, Elisa began talking again. “You’re right! If they learn the fundamentals of other types of sorcery, they’ll become instructors in no time! We can’t let ourselves be outdone!” Elisa said cheerfully, in great contrast to Strath’s grave expression.


      Her reaction took him aback, and he grew less tense. “You’re right. We can’t let ourselves lose. We should see if there are any opportunities outside of her lectures where we can learn from her.”


      “Agreed! That’s a good idea! If possible, it’d be great if she could teach us something flashy that she can’t teach the students.”


      With Strath’s spirits lifted again, he and Elisa had a pleasant, enjoyable chat through the rest of their dinner.


      ◇


      “Now that I think about it, I showed her my presentation once before the cultural festival, but she didn’t stop by to watch it during the actual event,” Strath said.


      “Huh? Aoi went to everyone’s presentation.”


      “No, I’m pretty sure she wasn’t at mine... Did she forget?”


      Though Strath had been in a good mood, he returned back to his original gloomy state after remembering the cultural festival. Elisa, completely drunk at this point, cackled with mirth.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 3: Troubles of Other Countries


      The phrase “Would you strike steel with me?” was an old but well-known proposal phrase in the dwarven world. In order to make sure nobody else at the cultural festival found that out, Grant, the king of the dwarven country of Gransanth, ordered his subordinates to not speak a word about what he’d blurted out to Aoi. He also did his best to forget about it while speaking to other countries’ leaders.


      At a dinner banquet right after the cultural festival ended, all of the representatives were engaging in small talk. They mostly spoke about new policies in their countries, current events, and sorcery.


      “The Colt Highland Federation truly is skilled at sales. It’s impressive how you keep making new products.”


      “Oh, no, it’s only because there are powerful trading companies competing with one another, which spurs on product development.”


      “The Kingdom of Karvun hasn’t been the best at creating new products, so we’re truly envious of the Colt Highland Federation.”


      “Ha ha ha. Well, the Kingdom of Karvun is a large country with a wealth of history. Even if you don’t make anything new, you’ll never be left wanting because you already have everything you need. Besides, the traditional textiles from Karvun are specialties that no other country can match.”


      Though all of the rulers present were subtly prying for information they could use through their conversations, the discussions were relatively cordial.


      Suddenly, Middleton grinned mysteriously at Grant. “Oh, I just remembered... King Grant, there’s something Aoi wanted me to tell you.”


      “Hmm? What’s that?” Grant asked as he tucked in to some meat and bread.


      Middleton’s lips twisted in amusement. “It seems like you said something about striking steel with her, but she said that she’d never worked in a forge before and turned you down. But apparently she remembered a fire spell that’s perfect for forgework, so she wanted me to tell you that.”


      “Pfft!” Grant said, spitting out the meat he’d been chewing.


      “Whoa!”


      “Watch it, King Grant!”


      Though the people at the table were seated a decent distance from one another, Diageo and Roulette both yelled at Grant, alarmed by the flying morsel. He waved at them and then glared at Middleton.


      “Th-That topic is a little...” Grant whispered awkwardly.


      Middleton grinned. “Oh, this isn’t something I should talk about here? Then how about we discuss it later?” he said, his shoulders shaking from stifled laughter.


      “Wait, when dwarves say that they wish to strike steel with others...” Isaac said, trailing off.


      “King Grant, don’t tell me you...” Roulette trailed off. “Did you try to cut ahead of all of us and take Aoi for yourself?”


      Isaac and Roulette squinted at Grant, and he avoided their gazes in silence.


      Diageo addressed Middleton. “Aoi rebuilt the entire foundation of our sorcery, and I believe we gained much. We can’t turn a blind eye to any one country trying to monopolize her. That’s too much power for one nation to have.”


      “Of course,” Middleton replied. “She may be an instructor at Fiddich Academy, and thus within my domain, but I’ve no intention of ignoring her wishes. That being said, that changes if there’s interference from other countries,” Middleton said sternly.


      Though nobody responded, there was a palpable tension between them. None of them wanted to say anything careless.


      After staring down everyone, Middleton spoke again. “Oh, did that ruin the mood? Well, I hope that all of you can show restraint so that everything remains amicable. Of course, that applies to me too.”


      Middleton forced a smile, as did all of the others.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 4: A Certain Day


      Interlude: Solare


      “Oh no, I’m going to be late!” I picked up my pace as I made my way through the city.


      To be honest, I wanted to start running, but I wasn’t ready for the attention that would attract. Thankfully, I’d at least gotten used to walking through the city by now and didn’t feel nearly as fearful of it as I used to.


      As I walked down the same path as usual, I turned a corner and saw a very large tree by the roadside. My destination was past there. As I glanced over at the entrance, I saw that two people had already arrived, both of them on the smaller side.


      I waved to them as I walked over. “Sorry I’m late!” I called out loudly.


      “Hello, Solare,” Shenley said with a smile.


      “Good afternoon,” Dean said, looking chipper as well.


      “Felter’s not here yet?” I asked, looking around. Whew. I’m glad I’m not the only one who’s late.


      “Uh...” Shenley said, hesitating. “No, he’s waiting inside.”


      “He was the first one here,” Dean added.


      Oh. I guess I am the only one who’s late. I’ll need to apologize.


      “I’m really sorry,” I said.


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      “Let’s go inside.”


      I followed the two of them into the café, a little embarrassed but still excited. I wasn’t sure how many times we’d come here at this point. This café had a very relaxing atmosphere and was built around large and small trees. But in contrast to the laid-back, gentle vibe, the beastkin owner standing behind the counter had a very sharp gaze.


      “Hello,” Dean said.


      “We’ll be upstairs,” Shenley said.


      We were all so used to greeting him at this point that we simply passed by him after saying hello. The owner simply stood there with his arms folded and nodded. Though he may have looked frightening, he was actually very kind. I knew that, but I couldn’t help but think that he looked really strong and would be a terror if he ever became angry.


      We went up the stairs and walked to the room in the back on the second floor, which opened to the terrace. This place had quickly become our friend group’s hangout spot. It felt freeing to sit here in the outdoors with a great view of the sky.


      Felter was sitting in one of the chairs wearing a scowl. “You’re late...” he said.


      “Sorry for the wait,” I replied as we sat down.


      Felter sat at the back of the table, and I sat to his right. Strangely, I’d gotten very used to sitting next to him like this, and I felt perfectly calm.


      “What does everyone want to eat?” Shenley asked.


      “Oh, can we get drinks too?” Dean asked.


      “Meat,” Felter said.


      “I already know that’s what you’re getting,” Shenley teased.


      I felt a smile creep across my face as I listened to the three of them talk. This was normal now. It was our normal spot and our normal conversation, and I felt so comfortable. This was something I never could have even imagined when I was cooped up in my room.


      “What about you, Solare?” Shenley asked.


      “Would you be okay with black tea?” Dean asked.


      I nodded and smiled back. “I’m good with anything. Thank you,” I said.


      “Okay,” the two of them said before looking over the menu.


      As I watched them happily, Felter nudged me.


      “What’s up with you?” he asked.


      “Nothing, I’m just enjoying all of this. I feel so grateful for all of you,” I said, my heart full of joy.


      Though I wasn’t precise about exactly what I was happy and grateful for, Felter seemed to get what I was saying.


      “Be thankful to Aoi,” he said, looking into the distance.


      I leaned back in my chair and released a long sigh. “Of course. Honestly, I’d already been thinking that I couldn’t keep on the way I’d been going. But I couldn’t find the courage to go outside no matter what I tried. I didn’t think I could have a life at the academy. I kept dwelling on what I was going to do with my life. I thought that maybe I should do what I could to leave the academy, leave Winturbly, and go somewhere else in the world. I considered a lot of stuff when I was in my room, but Professor Aoi took that shut-in life of mine and smashed it to bits.”


      As I reflected on everything, it felt like it’d only been yesterday that I’d heard my door unlock and Professor Aoi had forced her way into my room. She’d gone to Aqua Vitae to lecture one of my bullies, Burrest, and she’d even gone so far as to speak her mind to the leaders of two countries. Everything seemed so unreal that I burst into laughter.


      “I can’t believe Professor Aoi is still working as an instructor.”


      “Accept it already.”


      “Yeah, you’re right. But the more I think about her, the more forceful I realize she is,” I said, looking up.


      As I did, I saw a gentle expression on Felter’s face. This took me so off guard that I lost all my words.


      “What?” he growled, frowning at me.


      “Huh? U-Uh, nothing. Yeah, nothing,” I said, quickly looking up to the sky.


      The weather’s so nice today too. It’d be nice if the day could continue on forever. Another happy sigh escaped me.


      Aoi


      The cultural festival was the biggest event at the world-renowned academy for sorcery, Fiddich. Usually, only students and faculty could enter the campus, but during the cultural festival, anyone was allowed in.


      All kinds of people came to the event. Of course, there were young children who aspired to be students at Fiddich some day, but there were also people who just wanted to see what it was like at such a highly acclaimed academy, as well as people who wanted to sell things to the international crowd.


      With all of these people gathered with different objectives, it made for a very unique festival atmosphere that livened up the city of Winturbly. Outdoor stalls lined the campus, and tourists flocked to them. There were even plenty of people from races that you wouldn’t normally see in this area, such as dwarves, elves, and—of course—beastkin.


      “Oh my...” I murmured to myself as I looked at the transformed scenery of Winturbly’s main street.


      Though it was always lively because of all of its stores, the thoroughfare was even more crowded now with the visitors for the cultural festival. There was barely any space to walk.


      But within this crowd, I noticed beastkin. Some had dog ears, others had cat ears, while still others had rabbit ears.


      “They look so fluffy...”


      I found myself walking, trancelike, toward the ears that seemed the fluffiest, which were white and very thick. The beastkin they were attached to walked into a store at the edge of the street. This shop had white walls and didn’t really stand out. I walked inside with no hesitation, but my eyes widened when I saw what was inside.


      “There’s so much fluffiness...”


      There were over twenty beastkin inside. I was in heaven, and I could feel my body going rigid with shock.


      “Hey, you’re that instructor...” said a beastkin who was sitting at a table right next to the entrance.


      “Oh, you’re the owner of the Sleeping Tiger Inn.” He was a bear beastkin and had a sharp glare, which starkly contrasted with his adorable ears.


      “What brings you here?” he asked.


      “I was following the fluffiness...”


      “Huh?” he asked, bewildered.


      A moment later, another beastkin entered. She had large, round eyes, and her voluminous fur gently shook as she walked in. It was Shenley.


      “Shenley? What are you doing here?” I asked.


      “I come here during every cultural festival, but...what are you doing here, Professor Aoi?” she asked.


      “I followed a beastkin who had some really good fluffiness,” I said with a serious face. “What kind of store is this?”


      “Huh? Uh, this is a restaurant that’s run by a friend of his,” Shenley explained, gesturing to the owner of the Sleeping Tiger Inn. “Over the three days of the cultural festival, his friends gather here. I think Felter’s been here before too.”


      “Is it like a cat café?” I asked impulsively. “I didn’t know paradise existed so close to the academy.”


      Though I thought I’d said this in a soft voice, there seemed to be a good number of beastkin with sharp senses who suddenly became guarded after hearing what I’d said. I tried my best to remain calm and ask my next questions.


      “Do you need to pay to be here? I’m assuming this is the kind of restaurant where you have to buy at least one drink, right?” I asked hurriedly, trying to blow past my slipup from earlier.


      I was trying to keep it a secret that I was a very regular visitor to cat cafés. I need to make sure that they don’t get that vibe from me.


      “N-No, this is a normal restaurant, so you can just order whatever you want,” the owner of the Sleeping Tiger Inn said, looking utterly confused.


      “Oh okay, let’s order something then,” I said.


      The owner of the Sleeping Tiger Inn looked to Shenley for help, but she just gave him a sympathetic smile. Then she called out to a male sheep-like beastkin standing at the back of the restaurant.


      “Excuse me, we’d like your recommended meal course,” she said.


      “You got it,” he replied.


      After Shenley ordered, the food came out in almost no time at all. Even better, I could enjoy a meal while surrounded by all of these beastkin. This was truly heaven. What a wonderful restaurant. I trembled with happiness as I ate.


      Then, the door to the restaurant opened and a certain customer came in.


      “Hmm? What are you doing here?” Felter asked.


      “Never mind that. Sit down with us,” I said.


      “What? Do you wanna lecture me or something? I only just got here.” He walked over, confused.


      Shenley smirked, probably knowing exactly what was going to happen. As soon as Felter sat down, I began petting his ears.


      “S-Stop,” he said, angrily.


      “There, there...” I said.


      Despite his protests, he didn’t try to run away. It wasn’t good manners to suddenly pat the ears of beastkin you didn’t know, but that meant that it was okay to pat the ears of my students, who I did know!


      “Shenley, sit next to me too,” I said.


      “Okay,” Shenley said, obediently moving beside me.


      I could hear the other patrons talking in the background.


      “Wh-Whoa...”


      “The Felter’s being patted all over his head...”


      “I can’t believe it...”


      But I was too absorbed by this bliss to care about whatever they were saying.


      I’ve truly found a wonderful restaurant. I will certainly be back next year.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for buying this book! It’s me, Mitsuru Inoue. Can you believe that we’re already on the fourth volume?! It’s all thanks to all of you who continue to buy these books. I really can’t thank you enough, but truly, thank you from the bottom of my heart!


      I was overwhelmed once again by Suzuno’s beautiful illustrations! For the record, I pride myself as a writer who looks forward to seeing the illustrations the most. They’re so cute, cool, and beautiful! Please make sure to take a good look at all the wonderful illustrations in this book!


      Well, I should probably talk about this volume now! The first half focuses on the remainder of the cultural festival, which began in the last volume. In volume 3, the main focus was on Felter’s fight with his father and the other instructors’ presentations, but this time we’re finally able to see Aoi’s students and Aoi herself present! Please be sure to cheer on Shenley as she does her best during the presentation after having worked past being bullied.


      The latter half of the book focuses on Headmaster Glen’s grandson, Solare, who hasn’t come up in the story until now. He’s a pure, sensitive teenager who’s been deeply hurt and doesn’t know what to do. Aoi must figure out how to solve the challenges he’s faced due to having both elven and human blood. When it comes to Aoi, I can only imagine her using forceful methods, but...I must be imagining things.


      Lastly, I’d like to thank everyone for their support. I truly can’t stop thanking Suzuno-sama for all of the beautiful, impactful art. It means so much to me as a fan. Thank you very much! I love how much authority Professor Aoi commands when she uses sorcery.


      Also, thank you to S-sama, who has helped me with my script and has discussed future plot points with me. I spontaneously write everything, so it’s truly only thanks to S-sama that this has become a proper book that can be sold. I look forward to continuing working with you!


      Thank you to everyone who has continued to read this series. It’s thanks to all of you that I can continue to enjoy writing all of this. Thank you all so much!


      Please be sure to purchase the next volume as well! I’ll be screaming my thanks into the Kyushu ocean.
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