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      One Hundred-Fifth Chapter: A Fiery Opening


      Sunset was quickly approaching, with the sun already far past its apex and about to hide behind the ridgeline in the distance. Soon enough, the steadily fading light would be swallowed whole by the darkness of the night. Yet, some spots on the land glimmered like fireflies under the darkening sky; by straining one’s eyes, they could see the small yet powerful particles of light dancing about and practically clashing against each other. Their scarlet glow was different from the light of the setting sun and refused to go out—they dyed Alpha’s skies with their brilliance.


      An unbearable amount of heat filled the vast yard. Roaring blazes ran wild like untamable mares, greedily swallowing everything whole like starving beasts. They couldn’t be stopped. The beautifully maintained, tree-dotted yard was illuminated by the crimson glow of House Womruina’s main manor, which was up in flames. One could hardly imagine the amount of fuel required to create a fire this massive. There was no doubt the manor would burn to the ground, nary a scrap to be spared.


      When one turned to the yard, it was horrifically peppered with dark figures on the ground. All of them were servants employed at the manor, who had been working hard until mere moments ago. Yet, these lively people were now corpses, though not because of the roaring flames. Their bodies weren’t charred—the river of blood that flowed into the dirt was a chilling yet telling sign that they had been cruelly killed by the hands of a cold-blooded murderer.


      Only two people were present to witness this harrowing and traumatic scene—one was a young noble, Aile von Womruina, who had received a report shortly after the Tenbram, the arbitration of nobles, and rushed to the scene; and the other was Cicila, Aile’s loyal bodyguard. The awful news chilled the two to the bone, and they headed straight for their home even though their battle wounds hadn’t yet fully healed. By the time the pair arrived, it was too late.


      A glance was all they needed to understand the hellish scene before their eyes. There wasn’t a single sign of life, only the eerie roar of the fire and the final groaning creaks of the manor, which was about to fall to the ground. But when Aile strained his ears, he was able to hear another sound—a curious, intermittent insanity-laced cry of delight. The shouts were almost beastly but filled with exultation as the owner of this voice indulged in their own madness. When Aile saw the person shouting with glee race out from the whirlwind of flames, their face full of jubilation, the boy gritted his teeth.


      “Lloyd!” Aile spat with loathing.


      This man of insanity was none other than the eldest son of House Womruina and Aile’s older brother.


      “Ah ha ha ha ha!” Lloyd guffawed.


      His eyes widened with glee, fixated on the crimson fire. The eldest son raced around the yard like an innocent child, his insane laugh oddly shrill for a man his age and horribly grating to the ear.


      “Heh heh... What a fabulous sight to behold!” another voice quietly crowed.


      This one came from behind Aile and Cicila; the bodyguard was practically supporting Aile, who stood there in a daze. When she heard the faint laughter, she whirled around, rage apparent in her face.


      “Orneus! You bastard!” she shouted.


      Her gaze was fixated on a shadow that quietly appeared from between the foliage in the yard. The man was one of Aile’s bodyguards—or more precisely, a former bodyguard. This was the man who had withdrawn from his grisly battle during the Tenbram. Why was he here? One thing that was clear as the moon, however, was the blood that splattered his outfit—no doubt he was the heartless killer who had taken the servants’ lives.


      Cicila said no more, but she glared at him, her eyes glimmering with bloodlust and murderous intent unlike anything before. Aile, meanwhile, regained some of his cool and quietly grimaced. After all, the man who now coolly received Cicila’s menacing glare was also the first person who had ominously flashed across Aile’s mind when he’d received word of this dreadful incident.


      I was naive, Aile thought, bitterly regretting his actions. Orneus was, at his core, a battle junkie who thirsted for blood.


      Yet, Aile had been confident that he could control this man. At the very least, he’d believed that he had a tight leash on Orneus and could rein him in if needed. Aile had believed that while Orneus wasn’t at all like Cicila, who swore her heartfelt loyalty to Aile, the noble and the Hunter could have a mutually beneficial relationship. So long as that was maintained, Aile had wrongly assumed that he could at least predict Orneus’s actions.


      “Did you plan this from the beginning?” Aile asked.


      The boy knitted his brow as he wove his words with quiet fury. Orneus, on the other hand, allowed a faint smile to dance across his lips. A moment later, he crouched down before twisting his body like a snake, wriggling about creepily. Cicila’s instincts kicked in. She rushed forward to protect Aile, but Orneus’s feet were pointed at a different target—Lloyd, who was busy dancing about and laughing beside the roaring flame.


      Orneus moved like an assassin. He raised his arm high in the air, and there was a flash of light reminiscent of the glint of cold steel. At once, the maniacal cackling from Aile’s older brother stopped, followed by a dull thud as his head rolled on the dirt.


      “Did you drug him?” Aile asked.


      “Oh, no, he took it of his own accord,” Orneus replied simply, a crazed smile on his lips. “I merely taught him that there were a few...flavors to enjoy beforehand.”


      What Orneus said to Lloyd mattered not; the fact was that Lloyd had fallen victim to his younger brother’s scheme and practically been forced into confinement and required to renounce his claim to becoming heir of the house. Lloyd had been a ticking time bomb of mental instability, and the wrinkles on Aile’s face deepened as he glanced at his brother’s pathetic corpse.


      “From Master Lloyd’s point of view, you could’ve taken his life at any time, Master Aile,” Orneus explained. “Furthermore, his father, the lord of the house, personally confined and isolated him. I suspect Master Lloyd felt like he had no way out.”


      He chuckled. His words rang true, but the truth was far more complex: Moroteon had made sure to distance Lloyd from Aile so that the younger brother would no longer victimize his older sibling. A charitable way to read this was protection—Moroteon had passively tried to keep his unworthy older son under his control. However, this was by no means a sympathetic measure no matter how one sliced it.


      Aile wouldn’t have done anything if Lloyd had stayed out of his way, but when the younger brother had learned that his older sibling was helping the prisoners escape, the former had felt a wave of anger and exasperation. Aile had known Lloyd would have to be punished one day, so in a way, it was poetic that Lloyd had met such a grisly end.


      “You took advantage of his mental state when he was a shut-in, huh?” Aile spat.


      “He must’ve been terrified of both you and the lord of the house,” Orneus replied. “At the same time, he had some pent-up frustration, and he found a method to flee from his cruel reality. Oh, he broke down so easily from those drugs! In fact, he even killed the lord of the house, his own father, and went around burning his own house down! A splendid eldest son he was, don’t you agree? I suspect that he had quite a bit of rage built up towards everyone. And now, the question is what to do with you two, the only pair of witnesses left.”


      Orneus pointed his arms towards Aile and stretched them out wide.


      “At the very least, you should meet the same end as that vulgar golden manor,” he said. “You’ll meet your foolish family and servants in the afterlife.”


      “Gah!” Aile gasped.


      Almost instantly, young Aile felt an odd sort of power surge through the air. An invisible force field of sorts emitted from Orneus’s palms, and the boy felt his entire body blown towards a certain spot—straight into the powerful, fiery flames that burned in the middle of the manor. Like a crucible of fire, the dancing crimson waited to turn his body into cinders.


      Aile did his best to resist. His legs sank deep into the dirt, and he braced his body, but this relentless, abnormal power didn’t stop. An almost magnetic force dragged him towards the hellfire, and his feet desperately scraped the soil, creating two lines—a trail that slowly stretched towards the flames.


      Aile had practically no affinity for magic, and he was powerless in the face of Orneus’s Repulsion. Unable to hold his own, his body floated into the air. Just as he’d resigned himself to his fate in the fire, he saw Cicila pouncing forward in the corner of his vision. Like a beautiful leopard, she leaped towards Orneus and attacked him, her face fierce and her eyes housing rage unlike anything before towards the traitor.


      “No... Cicila...” Aile murmured.


      He tried to stop her, but his voice was drowned out by the roar of the fire. Cicila, who had been forced to surrender in the Tenbram mere moments ago, hadn’t even treated her wounds sufficiently, much less recovered her mana. With only a small fraction of her mana, she couldn’t have possibly fought against Orneus.


      Yet, Orneus remained vigilant. His eyes turned towards her as she jumped into the fray in her master’s stead. At once, the Hunter’s concentration was focused on his new opponent, weakening his spell on the boy. Aile was able to grit his teeth and stop just short of the fire trying to swallow him whole.


      A clash between his servant and former servant unfolded in front of Aile’s eyes. Cicila made the first move. She used her entire body to accelerate forward and delivered a kick to Orneus. He blocked her strike with his arm, but he lost his balance. Cicila took this opportunity to unleash a devastating heavy blow with all her power behind it. Orneus tried to use his arm to guard himself, but he was easily blown back into the entrance of the manor. His body ripped through the large doors, and he rolled across the entrance hall of the fiery building.


      Cicila didn’t pause for breath. She dashed forward like a hunting dog and vanished into the flames in a flash. One could hear the din of fierce combat from within the whirlpool of fire.


      “Cicila!” Aile shouted.


      He covered his face to protect himself from the heat as he tried to approach the burning manor. He took slow steps towards the entrance hall and tried to leap into the fire to search for his loyal servant. He still had some time before the manor completely burned to the ground, but the fire only grew stronger by the moment. The heat was unbearable and threatened to sear his eyeballs, but Aile didn’t care.


      Without realizing he was doing so, Aile widened his eyes as far as they would go and stepped forward with gritted teeth. Logic and calculations went right out the window as he searched desperately for the one person who could never be replaced—his invaluable Cicila. Even if he did manage to reach her as she fought to the death against Orneus, what could a powerless boy like Aile do? Yet, in his desperation, Aile never entertained this thought.


      Perhaps for the first time in his life, he honestly and earnestly worked towards one goal in his mind. It was as simple as that. He walked towards his death, threw caution to the wind, and willingly cast everything away in search of the one person who was more important to him than anything else in the world.


      Every second that ticked by was only an omen of imminent death. The flames licked everything around them, and beyond this crimson curtain of burning, the sound of a fierce clash gradually grew weaker. When silence finally settled upon the area, signaling that everything was over, Aile rushed through the flames and, without hesitation, busted through a burnt wall, paying no heed to the damage to his body. He threw himself into the lord’s room, where the final duel was being held.


    


  



  

    

      One Hundred-Sixth Chapter: An Icy Grief


      Tap. Tap. The sound of fingertips rapping against a desk echoed throughout the room, a sign that its owner was irritated, to say the least. The steady tapping also prevented an awkward silence from settling within the space.


      Frose, the current head of House Fable, furrowed her brow in concern as she sat at her favorite desk. Four days ago, House Fable had clinched victory in the Tenbram, but what they had achieved wasn’t peace—on the contrary, a touch of chaos had brewed. A mountain of gifts were piled atop her desk. They came from various nobles who were sensitive to subtle changes in the political world, who now were trying to curry favor with her and made sure to attach an invitation to their tea parties along with the lavish gifts.


      As House Womruina’s ruination made a splash within high society, many nobles were desperate to take its place, and there was no better method than to earn House Fable’s favor. Their ulterior motives were gauchely on display, and they weren’t even trying to hide it.


      “Oh, I’m tired of this.” Frose sighed. “I’ve received so many gifts that it’s a pain to simply write a reply to each and every one of them.”


      “You have my sympathy,” Selva replied with a strained smile. The elderly butler had just stood beside his mistress when another voice joined the conversation.


      “You can’t blame them for scrambling, though,” Gilman said proudly. “One of the three great noble families is on the brink of collapse, after all.”


      He sank into a guest sofa across from Frose. Gilman was the current head of House Verdale. He wasn’t the only one present. The room was filled with various leaders of the Fable branch families. They weren’t in a spacious conference room, and Frose couldn’t shake the feeling that it was rather cramped, but she was neck-deep in work, and the others had to personally drop by to hold any sort of discussion with her.


      I would’ve liked to take care of the busywork before I met with the branches of this house, Frose thought. But...being a part of the three great noble families is troublesome. Once I cleared up a major issue in our house, I’m now thrown into a meeting among the other branch families to take care of the aftermath of the battle.


      She slumped her shoulders slightly as a plump noblewoman who sat beside Gilman parted her bright-red lips, a radiant smile plastered across her face.


      “I’m sure that you feel much better now that a major load is off your shoulders,” she said. “Now, may I ask about the businesses and political duties that that house has been in charge of? How will they be divided?”


      The large woman was Falipa Hanbroden, head of House Hanbroden, a branch family as powerful as Gilman’s. Her hefty frame caused the chair underneath her to creak as she rubbed her fingers together with a delighted grin. She could hardly be blamed for her excitement. The downfall of House Womruina, a formerly renowned family with ties to the royals, allowed a greedy woman like her to shove herself deeper into the sphere of power and authority under the name of the main branch, House Fable. Falipa Hanbroden could proudly ascend to a higher degree of power.


      It’s not all sunshine and rainbows for us, I’m sure... Indeed, while Frose was relieved that a troublesome affair had been cleared away, the bitter psychological turmoil that came with it still raged within her heart. Selva flashed his mistress a concerned look, but she made sure to put on a tough front and claim that she was all right. However, despite her words, she still felt a pang in her chest.


      Normally, both House Fable and House Socalent, the remaining two noble households, would gain more power if House Womruina fell. However, the head of House Socalent was known to be eccentric in more ways than one. Vizaist Socalent was in charge of the nation’s intelligence and was a military man known to be gruffer than most. He wasn’t very interested in standing out in the political sphere. Thus, by process of elimination, House Fable was left to carry the brunt of Alpha’s politics. In other words, Frose, the head of her house, had to bear this heavy weight on her shoulders.


      To make matters worse, the current ruler of Alpha, Cicelnia, was a woman who was hard to predict. It was true that the destruction of a noble household holding traditional values against having a young woman as a ruler only served to benefit Frose. But this tragedy was a bit too impactful to the nation. If one wished to be on the ruler’s good side, one could easily imagine that there’d be a host of troublesome affairs to wade through. To further complicate matters, there would likely be more political clashes against Governor-General Berwick.


      I’ve often heard that children are ignorant of the worries and cries of their parents, and I feel like I’m in a similar situation here. The branch families are far too laid-back.


      If these people were assuming that the downfall of House Womruina was akin to a splendid feast laid before their eyes, they were gravely mistaken.


      “Falipa, don’t do anything for now,” Frose ordered. “Just quietly sit back and watch in regard to the businesses and organization related to Womruina.”


      For a moment, Falipa’s eyes flashed with disappointment, but she quickly understood the intention behind Frose’s words. The plump noblewoman’s shoulders slumped slightly as she nodded back solemnly.


      “Your wish is my command,” Falipa replied. “House Womruina used to belong to the royal family, after all. The nation will inevitably meddle with these affairs and it’s likely that they will seize certain rights for themselves. Lady Cicelnia’s actions cannot be predicted. For now, I plan on enjoying the view as foolish hyenas swarm towards the chunk of poisoned meat.”


      She chuckled heartily, and Frose felt no need to push further. House Womruina enjoyed a lengthy history, and over the many years, it had amassed many businesses. Even within Alpha, House Womruina’s involvement and network were extensive. Now that the house had fallen and was no longer able to maintain these businesses, the nation itself, the most powerful force, would have to get involved.


      Lower-ranked nobles, blinded by greed, might try to get a bite of this tantalizing opportunity, but the guest of honor at this feast was already set in stone. If one failed to see that and unwittingly tried to get a piece of the pie, they would suffer horrific consequences.


      At the very least, no one within my family will be imprudent enough to stick their noses into this affair.


      No one paid attention to Frose’s relief as the meeting quickly moved forward. This was one that was far from exciting, and Frose was eager to get the gathering over with as soon as she possibly could.


      She swiftly reviewed the pile of topics. Her orders and decisions were delivered simply and concisely, as Selva and the other servants were tasked with keeping records of this affair. Since the lengthy meeting had a brief intermission, Gilman brought up the main topic for today as though he’d just recalled it.


      “Lady Frose, I’d like to touch upon a certain affair you mentioned before the Tenbram,” he said. “About adoption. What are your thoughts on this matter? Personally, I would love to once again hear your stance on this issue.”


      He didn’t speak as firmly as he had before, but this issue was no doubt extremely important to him. Falipa, who acknowledged that her branch was on the same level of power as House Verdale, was equally concerned about this matter. Her eyes immediately turned steely as she turned to Frose. A nervous silence filled the room.


      Haaah... So it begins... He probably isn’t going to suggest anyone from his house to be the next heir anymore, but he and the other branches had participants from their houses enter the Tenbram. I guess they want to make it known that they contributed to my house, no matter how little, and they probably want something in return...


      Alus and the others had been more useful in the Tenbram, but if the branches hadn’t provided their own people, Tesfia wouldn’t have had enough participants to form her own team in the first place. At the very least, the branches could insist that they helped out.


      Now that the Tenbram problem’s done, it’s not wise to have them bottle up their frustrations... I have no choice but to find some sort of compromise that we can all agree on. Frose was lost in her thoughts, and her face rested in her hands. Maybe this is a good opportunity. She made sure to stay optimistic as she fixed a faint smile on her face.


      “First, I’d like to ask,” Frose started gently, “did any of you recognize the magic that Fia used in the Tenbram?”


      “Then was she the one who...?” Gilman trailed off.


      He, Falipa, and the other powerful heads of the branch families began to quietly chatter among each other. As the heads of their households, each was familiar with magic. Those who had attended the Tenbram were astonished by the anomaly that had occurred right before their eyes and tried to make heads or tails of it. Anyone worth their salt in House Fable knew what an Ertlade was.


      There hadn’t been an Ertlade for many years, which elevated its status to that of a legend, but those who showed signs of being an Ertlade were undoubtedly the true, complete heirs of House Fable. When Frose gave a small nod, confused chatter filled the room. Outsiders might’ve seen Ertlade as a silly title, but those of House Fable were desperate to have one among their ranks.


      “There is no room for doubt in regard to that spell,” Frose said. “The magic formula aside, the spell itself was clearly one that belongs to House Fable, Innocent Queen, the secret, most-prized spell of our household. After all, Kikuri’s magic formula was activated.”


      As she solemnly explained the phenomenon, everyone in the room stood up to offer their celebratory words.


      “Congratulations, Lady Frose!”


      “I can hardly believe it! I’m bursting with elation!”


      Frose raised her hand and silenced the eager crowd showering her with praise as she glanced at Gilman and Falipa to keep them in check. Tesfia had more than proven her worth and talents through her victory in the Tenbram, but Frose made sure to also touch upon the girl potentially being an Ertlade. This may have seemed like overkill to many, but she wanted to be abundantly sure that her point was made. It allowed her to silence any dissent.


      Technically, Tesfia hadn’t actually mastered the spell Innocent Queen. She could hardly remember exactly how she got it to activate, meaning that she still had a long way to go before she could proudly name herself as an heir. Still, neither Gilman nor Falipa were keen to point that out, their silence speaking volumes as they waited for Frose to go on. She glanced at Selva beside her, and he nodded. She had the upper hand here—she was sure of that.


      “There’s one more thing I’d like to tell everyone here,” she said. “It’s about Fia, the next heir. I do not wish for her to take over this house immediately. Before she takes over as a noble, she wishes to accomplish a great deal as a Magicmaster and carve out her own path. Now that she has attained victory in the Tenbram, I’ve decided to respect her desires and let her act as she pleases.”


      She glanced at the other heads of the branches who solemnly listened to her words, and internally let out a small chuckle.


      Heh, my former self would’ve never imagined that I’d ever say these words. But this is her right, one that she grasped with her own hands.


      She recalled Tesfia’s oddly refreshed and determined face; the future heir had changed following the Tenbram. Frose was sure of this, but now she thought that she, too, had changed in her own little way. She’d recognized her own narrowmindedness and stubbornness and decided to entertain a new future, one that she would’ve never chosen before. And there was no doubt in her mind that a certain young boy was behind it all, triggering all these subtle changes.


      Frose quietly unraveled her ball of memories, the image of a black-haired boy with a pair of deep, uniquely colored eyes flashing across her mind.


      “Needless to say, I understand why you would all be anxious,” she said. “But rest assured that this delay won’t be for long. Just assume that the day she takes over this family will be a bit further in the future than expected, that’s all. She has a bit of a grace period of sorts, and this is a special circumstance.” Frose paused before she went on, “Now then, I would like to get back to the topic at hand. Fia will be the next heir of this house. This decision shall not change. This also means that adoption is no longer that urgent of an issue. We can put that on the back burner for now.”


      Gilman’s and Falipa’s expressions turned dark, but before they could even get a word in, Frose continued.


      “In exchange, if it can even be called that, Fia will require someone beside her to support her and her future,” she said. “What I’m saying is that we require a young assistant, one who has been accepted into the main branch like Fia and raised in a similar educational environment. Since Alpha’s political sphere—and, by extension, the world—are shifting as we speak, House Fable will require a new sort of power.”


      At once Gilman and Falipa turned pensive. Frose’s intentions were clear: Adoption would be put on hold for now, but she was willing to accept a child of the branch families into her household to serve as the right-hand man of the future successor of the house. This was her compromise. This wasn’t a bad offer to House Hanbroden and House Verdale—a child who received an education under House Fable was given access to the highest quality of instructors. If they were raised to one day become the right-hand man of the house’s successor, they would be allowed to have a direct say in the political sphere. This was very lucrative for the branch families, who until now had been treated as nothing more than addendums to House Fable.


      “I suppose Roderich will be my household’s candidate,” Falipa said, breaking the silence. “But he has already decided to head to a special training school that shall open soon so that he may pursue his education as a Magicmaster. Furthermore, I do intend to let him take over my household one day.”


      In short, even if Falipa’s beloved son was welcomed into House Fable, he would be treated as an assistant, not an heir. This was a tough pill for Falipa to swallow. If so, she was far more willing to let him take over her house instead.


      Frose smiled and added, “Indeed. But of course, I’m not simply going to pluck your heir off your hands. This person will one day be a pillar of support for Fia and House Fable—they and their household will require a massive amount of power to fulfill their role. And so, each future attendant will be given the right to possess the main branch’s hidden spell that has been passed down through the ages, along with its magic formulas and all the details. Whether you can use it or not, of course, depends on your abilities.”


      Both Gilman and Falipa widened their eyes with astonishment, and they weren’t the only ones. Until that point, there had been talks of a child receiving permission to attempt a trial that would grant them the ability to use the main branch’s spell, but the right of possession changed matters entirely. To be more precise, the house that possessed these rights could one day have the potential to become the main House Fable branch.


      For generations, the successors of House Fable had had direct blood ties to the household, but that was simply because only they had been allowed to possess these special spells. Branch families were allowed to try to learn these spells, but they simply couldn’t because they weren’t privy to the details. In other words, if the branch families were allowed the right to possess the spell, they were allowed to try to learn it without going through the arduous process of earning House Fable’s favor just to make that attempt. Over time, this inherited spell could be passed down and become the branch family’s hidden secret.


      This meant that House Fable would no longer hold overwhelming power over the branches, yet Frose was choosing to break this unwritten rule. Her intentions were twofold: She could prevent utter havoc if the main house’s bloodline were to end, and she could hedge the risk of the existence of branch families if they learned this spell as well. This also took into account the birth of Ertlades. Since Tesfia was the Ertlade of her generation, House Fable was safe for now, but future generations might produce an Ertlade from a branch family.


      It was Gilman who first calculated the potential profits and came to his decision, using all the worldly wisdom he had.


      “If that’s the case, I shall happily oblige,” he said. “Thank you for offering House Verdale the greatest honor that one could wish for. Truly, I’m grateful.”


      Falipa panicked for a moment over being beaten to the punch by Gilman.


      “I-I also have no issues with that arrangement!” she hastily added. “Do keep us in mind as well...”


      Frose flashed a satisfied smile at the two.


      “Very well,” she said. “Now then, for House Verdale, as initially promised, I shall give you the magic formula for Garb Sheep. Do treat this as a family heirloom and be certain that it never escapes your household. Do I make myself clear?”


      “Yes, ma’am!” Gilman replied. “By the name of Gilman Verdale, lord of House Verdale, I swear that this spell shall remain in perpetuity as my house will continue to support the Fable name!”


      Frose nodded in agreement, but secretly there was one part of Garb Sheep that she was a bit curious about. Alus had stated that during the reclamation of Vanalis with Lettie, he had spotted a curious Magicmaster using a spell that was eerily similar to Garb Sheep. This man apparently had striking red hair, which had made Frose quietly gasp in recognition. His appearance description was oddly similar to the lord of House Fable two generations prior, a man who supposedly had left this world long ago.


      Naturally, the lord of two generations past couldn’t possibly be alive now, but just in case, she’d dispatched Selva to scope out the mausoleum, and he’d confirmed that the remains of this lord were still there. Then how else had the spell leaked? Was it through the secret archives of the military or the hidden database?


      She had discreetly tried to question Berwick and ultimately concluded that a data breach was unlikely. The information stored there included highly confidential intel regarding Alpha, and only the Governor-General managed its access permissions. As far as Frose could tell, his defenses were thick and sturdy.


      Did someone analyze the magic formula and re-create it themselves, then? But only a genius like Alus Reigin is capable of something like that. In any case, I should probably inform House Verdale about this.


      As she committed this thought to memory, she once again turned solemn.


      “Now then, I shall select a proper spell for House Hanbroden as well and reveal it to you at a later date,” Frose finished.


      “I am so eternally grateful!” Filipa gushed. “House Hanbroden will do their utmost to master this spell so that we can repay this generous favor to your house!”


      She bowed respectfully, but she couldn’t hide the beaming smile that stretched across her face. And who could blame her? These spells implied that both House Verdale and House Hanbroden were undoubtedly and clearly the most powerful branch families, second only to the main Fable household.


      Frose had very specific intentions in mind. This was her opportunity to glance through House Fable’s spells, such as Icicle Sword, and determine which charms held more power and authority, and then signal to others that the mastery of them implied that the user was rightfully an Ertlade. At the very least, she hoped to narrow it down to several spells. The specifications for an Ertlade were vague at best, and she wanted to make them clear. For example, Innocent Queen obviously implied that the user was a potential Ertlade, but Garb Sheep and the spell that Frose would grant to House Hanbroden wouldn’t meet the qualifications.


      I can’t sow seeds of potential internal strife within our households, after all. I can’t have other branches trying to take over. She turned to the two heads of the branch families.


      “In the name of equality, I shall provide a unique spell of our house to the other branches as well,” she said. “However, while these charms are unique and valuable, they are by no means inherited spells—that is, they won’t prove that the user has the right to succeed the main branch. You’d best commit that to memory.”


      Gilman and Falipa bowed, and Frose let out a small sigh. She still wasn’t in the clear—there was one more important topic she had to tackle. In fact, this might’ve been the most important matter. After she caught her breath for a few moments, Frose tried to sound as nonchalant as she could.


      “Ah, yes, one more thing,” she said innocently. “It pertains to Alus, Fia’s friend who helped her out during the Tenbram. I want him to support her as well, more than ever before. And I think special measures must be taken if that is to happen.”


      An uncertain air instantly filled the room. No one could forget the incident that had occurred right after the Tenbram—Alus had destroyed Morwald’s private assassination squad, the Kruelsaith. This matter had been swept under the rug, but if a man of Morwald’s caliber suddenly fell from grace, rumors were bound to spread within the military. Since there were a few people who had cleaned up the aftermath of this grisly clash, it was almost impossible to keep a tight lid on this matter.


      Neither Gilman nor Falipa had seen this for themselves, but both were heads of their own families, and they had connections. Various sources had told them roughly about the entire incident.


      “Hmm... I cannot deny that his name makes me frown with concern,” Gilman said. “May I ask about his identity? Who is this man anyways?”


      He spoke on behalf of the other representatives, but it was clear that he at least had a vague idea of who Alus was. And yet, he wished for Frose to reveal the truth herself; this felt a little forced, but Frose decided to play along.


      “He’s a Single of Alpha,” she said.


      No longer did she find the need to keep it a secret. Her tone carried weight, and she also sounded composed with her simple response.


      “I see...” Gilman said.


      “I thought so...” Falipa muttered with a small nod.


      But those who didn’t have a vast network like them chattered in confusion and shock.


      “What?! But if he’s Lady Tesfia’s friend...”


      “Isn’t he too young to enter the military, much less fight in the Outer World?”


      “Order please!” Selva said sharply, silencing the room once more.


      As the crowd managed to regain its composure, Gilman spoke up.


      “Do you wish to bring him into House Fable?” he asked. “I find that no easy feat against a Single.”


      A powerful Magicmaster of Alus’s caliber was worthy of being called a hero of a nation; he was easily far more valuable than any normal noble, and even House Fable couldn’t easily welcome a No. 1 into their house.


      “I understand that,” Frose replied. “But as Fia’s mother, I’d like to think that I have a good read on her feelings. She’s not skilled enough to hide her emotions, and above all, he is the one who secretly and tirelessly trained Fia so that she could get to where she is today.”


      “How lucky,” Gilman said. “I see now why Lady Tesfia has undergone absurd growth recently.”


      He nodded in agreement. He and the other branches had vastly underestimated Tesfia’s powers until now, but when she’d shown her capabilities, she had improved at an extreme pace. The memory of Theresia, the genius of House Verdale with a bright future, challenging Tesfia only to be defeated in one blow still remained fresh in everyone’s minds. However, if a No. 1 Magicmaster was personally giving Tesfia lessons, her rapid growth made more sense.


      “He must be a man with impressive powers,” Gilman said. “Even during the surprise attack, when Morwald proudly sent his special mind magic technician, the boy apparently repelled them without issue.”


      “Needless to say, he’s special,” Frose replied.


      Her tone was firm, managing to convince everyone in the room. If she, the head of the house, treated Alus with such high regard, everyone was desperate to make him their own. If a genius like him entered House Fable, the family would maintain their glory and dignity for many generations to come.


      As Alpha’s political sphere was rapidly changing and the three great noble families were about to become two, if Frose’s plan was successful, House Fable would be second to none. Any issues they had paled in comparison to the glory of a No. 1 Magicmaster, and the house would surely become a renowned house of Magicmasters throughout the seven nations. No longer would they be confined to Alpha.


      “There’s still a mountain of issues to tackle,” Frose murmured. “What shall we do...?”


      Even the famous House Fable would surely earn the ire of their ruler, Cicelnia, if they blatantly tried to make Alus theirs. Governor-General Berwick, who also had close ties to Alus, wouldn’t keep quiet either.


      It was unusual for Frose to show even a hint of weakness, and Falipa flashed a smug, crass grin.


      “But Sir Alus and Lady Tesfia share a rather...close relationship, do they not?” Falipa asked. “When a man and a woman are so close, things are bound to happen. Heroes have always been known to have a penchant for romance. Perhaps a woman’s touch can bring him into our family.”


      She spoke like a shameless, middle-aged woman with her not-so-subtle phrasing, and Frose replied with a sigh. She’d entertained the possibility of a romantic relationship long ago.


      “Alus is difficult to handle,” Frose warned. “He was raised within the military from a young age and left the nation for battle—he’s been surrounded by various eccentric women.”


      “Oh...” Falipa muttered.


      The heavy woman understood the implication of these words. She knew that the women who battled on the front lines were all peculiar, to say the least. Practically none of them had a smidgen of common sense, but that was hardly their fault. They didn’t know if they would live to see another day, and they were always treading the line between splendid glory and a tragic death. These two extremes always weighed on their minds as they went about their day. In other words, most of them liked to let loose. Be it lust or some other passion, many of them tended to follow their hearts and go after those they liked.


      Besides, I’m bothered by how involved Lettie seems to be with Alus, thought Frose.


      Lettie and Alus likely didn’t share a simple relationship that could easily be explained by Lettie’s penchant for younger men. She was the other Single Digit Magicmaster that Alpha boasted and a bewitching adult lady. She and Alus had even worked together during the Vanalis campaign, and her maiden—though Frose was unsure if Lettie was even young enough to be called that—heart may have been pointed in the same direction as Tesfia’s.


      Which means war, if the circumstances call for it. And if that time comes, we might not be able to find a peaceful resolution. I’ll have to lend all the firepower I can and... No, no. That’s all wrong.


      Frose shook her head as though to chase away these dangerous ideas.


      “Enough idle chatter,” she said. “I just want to make it clear that as the head of this house, I intend to go along with Fia’s wishes as much as possible. Do keep that in mind. As for Alus, I’d like for him to continue coaching Fia as I watch over them from the shadows.”


      “Noted,” Falipa replied. “We need not interfere with the love of two young birds as I’m sure they could foster that themselves. I would hope for some sort of escalation. Lady Tesfia is still a student, and I’m sure that she still has much to learn. As an Ertlade, I hope that she can use not only Innocent Queen but other spells as well—that is very important. And since she’s being coached by none other than a Single I’m certain that House Fable’s future is quite stable.”


      As Frose nodded and the room grew relaxed, an elderly voice broke the silence.


      “I didn’t think an elderly person like me would see such a historic moment for this family...” the head of one of the branch families said. “The glory of Lady Canaria may return to us once more!”


      Several generations ago, though only for a short while, Canaria Fable had served as the head of the house. Yet despite her short reign, her name had been passed down through the ages because she was the greatest and strongest ice Magicmaster that House Fable had ever produced. The household had received fame and prestige like never before during her reign. In fact, House Fable was only renowned for their ice Magicmasters because of Canaria—her accomplishments and feats, etched into the annals of history, had allowed House Fable’s fame to persist to this day.


      House Fable had been unable to produce anyone as powerful and splendid as Canaria since. There had not been any such household head who could even match her glory and power. Frose was lauded as a general for her excellent abilities, but she knew that when it came to ice magic, she was nowhere near the legendary power of Canaria.


      This was precisely why House Fable was desperate for another Ertlade. They wished to regain the former prestige and glory that Canaria Fable had once attained in her prime. Innocent Queen, the spell Tesfia had finally managed to use, was the very incantation that had made Canaria the most powerful Magicmaster of all and differentiated her from other unique spell-users in House Fable.


      When Frose saw the emotional elderly branch head on the verge of tears, a curious feeling reared its head inside of her. An image of Tesfia, proudly standing as the splendid head of House Fable in the near future, flashed across her mind. The mere thought caused the back of her eyes to sting with tears. As Frose quietly trembled with emotion, Gilman eagerly stood up, as though her excitement was contagious.


      “Indeed, I’m inclined to agree,” he said. “Lady Tesfia’s abilities have trumped even Theresia’s, and it makes me indescribably elated. I’m certain that Lady Tesfia will one day become the leading figure of ice magic, her name known throughout Alpha—no, among all of humanity. I look forward to that day! I hope for nothing more than to see that occasion with my very eyes.”


      As the rest of the room nodded in agreement, Frose flashed a strained smile. I think you guys are being a bit too biased here...


      “Hmm, I wonder if she will become that famous,” she said. “Alus is one such example, but geniuses with truly extraordinary abilities will pop out of surprising places. And the leading ice magic expert cannot be bested, or so I’ve heard.”


      “Ah, yes, Nema the Frozen, is it?” Falipa asked. “Yes, she’s known for her extraordinary abilities. Currently, no one is her equal when it comes to ice magic, I believe.”


      The head of House Hanbroden nodded along as though to show off the intel she was privy to as the head of a military household. Gilman, in response, looked a touch disappointed and shrugged.


      “Certainly, but Nema isn’t a soldier,” he countered. “She cannot be counted as a part of the ranks. She seems eccentric enough to tour the Inner and Outer World as she pleases, and I haven’t heard any recent sightings of her within Alpha. We temporarily entertained the thought of making her Theresia’s instructor but ultimately abandoned the endeavor since we didn’t know where she was.”


      “Indeed,” Frose agreed. “I’ve only heard rumors, but she seems like a maverick—an anomaly—even within the Magicmaster world. Since Alus seems busy, I thought she would be the perfect instructor for Fia while he was out. If there’s some way for me to be connected to her, I’d like to meet her once. What do you think, Selva?”


      “Unfortunately, and though it pains me greatly to admit, there are simply some pieces of information that I cannot gather,” Selva replied.


      Though the elderly, competent butler had received the hope of his mistress, even he could only offer a small, apologetic shrug. Trying to find Nema the Frozen was like trying to catch a cloud; there were many stories about her suddenly appearing on the front lines of the Outer World, taking care of a troublesome Fiend, and vanishing like the mist. Curiously, it seemed that in most of these cases, she appeared before the military even sent her a request for help, and it was unknown if she even received any sort of compensation or reward for her troubles.


      A portion of the military even suspected that Nema defeated Fiends not for the sake of the military or the nation but a reason that lay elsewhere. Others guessed that she simply took care of Fiends because they were in her way. Rumors about her swirled, but no one knew the truth.


      The one piece of information that everyone took as fact regarded her abilities—she was undoubtedly an extraordinary Magicmaster. She was so powerful, in fact, that whenever she appeared on the front lines, she was treated as a boon and was always respected and revered by the soldiers. However, despite her skills as a Magicmaster, she held neither rank nor title, and even her address and affiliations were unknown. She expected no rewards or compensation from a nation for her deeds, but in exchange, she also didn’t belong to any nation. She had earned the nickname Moody Cleaning Lady of Ice for her spontaneous acts, and apparently, gusts of cold wind were always left in her wake.


      “Frankly, I’d like to meet her as well, but she is just so difficult to find any information about,” Gilman admitted. “National borders mean nothing to her, and if she comes and goes between the Inner and Outer Worlds as she pleases, we can’t even give chase.”


      The head of House Verdale shook his head wearily. In a sense, Nema was more unusual than Alus and other Singles.


      “Yes, some people doubt her very existence, while others suspect that there is a group of people acting as Nema,” Selva said politely.


      “She’s like a walking urban legend. It’s as though she isn’t human,” a voice from the crowd said.


      This playful banter earned a few chuckles, easing the tension in the room. It almost felt like a cheerful year-end meeting of relatives as they began to gossip about this mysterious Nema, and Frose wanted to steer this conversation back on track.


      “In any case, let it be known that Fia is the only complete heir of this household,” she said. “And based on how Alus and Fia’s relationship progresses in the future, we adults might have to make some preparations.”


      Everyone in the room could read between the lines. They nodded while Falipa spoke up.


      “Isn’t the daughter of House Socalent also attending the Second Magical Institue?” she inquired. “The house may not be very ambitious about political affairs, but surely there’s a chance that the household has their eye on Sir Alus as well.”


      Unlike Tesfia, who had her occasional airheaded moments, Felinella was talented and perfect in every regard. Frose knew of Felinella, of course, and was also curious about the silver-haired girl, Loki.


      “Indeed, Fia may be against several tricky rivals...” Frose murmured.


      “But judging from the recent shifts in the Magicmaster community, I do feel like there are several...loopholes we can take advantage of,” Falipa said. She flashed a crass grin, her double chin jiggling about. “Until now, the prevailing theory has been that Magicmaster abilities and talents couldn’t be so easily inherited by their biological kin. However, recent research has shown the contrary—latent abilities and certain properties of mana can be genetically passed down to one’s children. If this is true, Singles, be they men or women, may be allowed to explore polygamous relationships. I wouldn’t be surprised if the nation implements this sort of system.”


      “Then will come the issue of ethics,” Frose mused. “Each nation will probably weigh that on a scale and see if these drawbacks outweigh the benefits. That being said, here in Alpha, I’m unsure what Lady Cicelnia will think about this. But maybe she won’t be wholly against the idea...”


      “Precisely!” Falipa said excitedly. “This won’t just benefit men either! For example, if a Magicmaster woman was restricted to one husband, and he was a military man who went to the Outer World, there would be no future Magicmasters born while he’s away. This is very restrictive.”


      “Indeed... And since women can become soldiers as well, if they go fight and sustain grave injuries that prevent them from becoming pregnant, a male Magicmaster wouldn’t be able to make children. It’s better to increase one’s odds while they still can in hopes of having more competent Magicmasters. I’m sure this issue is up for eternal debate, and views will shift based on the situation.”


      “Quite so. And by current laws, if two nobles of different families tie the knot, the child can take on both names.”


      “You’ve got a point there. That will only broaden that child’s future prospects. We shouldn’t just push for men having several wives; we should also urge women to have several husbands. We can hope for that societal shift. It’s been many years since my husband passed, and I’ve been single for so long—once Fia becomes completely independent, I wouldn’t mind looking into two potential husbands or so.”


      High society wasn’t wholly against the idea of a married man or woman having an extra lover or two, or even taking an additional spouse. Needless to say, this was accepted only if the person was a noble, and no one was sure if these values could translate to powerful Magicmasters.


      “Ahem!” Selva loudly cleared his throat.


      He was keenly aware that the two passionate noblewomen were headed in a different direction entirely, and he wanted to bring them back to reality. Frose and Falipa gasped and went silent in embarrassment. The rest of the room sighed audibly, freed from this raunchy discussion. Gilman took this opportunity to step forward on behalf of the others.


      “I believe your thoughts have been conveyed to the rest of this room,” he said. “But realistically speaking, the mainstream belief of Alpha is that one must practice monogamy. Please don’t forget that. If you try to forcibly remove obstacles in your way, Socalent will surely push back against it.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I hear you,” Frose sighed. “Besides, if I rush this along and Alus ends up pushing us away, this entire plan will fall flat. Let us end this topic for now, shall we?”


      She clapped her hands to change subjects; the conversation would go nowhere anyway.


      Honestly, the most difficult part of this plan is to make Alus fall for someone. He doesn’t seem interested in money either. And even if I wanted to drag him into our family, I still don’t even know how to properly repay him for the help he lent to Fia.


      After all was said and done, the Tenbram issue had been cleared away swiftly, and the only worry Frose was left with was the compensation. She had shown a clearly excessive amount of money as a reward, but Alus had responded with utter indifference and easily turned it down. She’d provided everything that House Fable could possibly offer, but Alus hadn’t taken a single thing. Frose had begged him to take something, anything, for the house’s sake just to maintain appearances, but Alus had refused, claiming that Tesfia’s mana outburst, so to speak, was partially his responsibility. And he hadn’t taken a single coin.


      It’s almost baffling that Berwick still keeps Alus by his side... Frose frowned once more, and Selva kindly brought out a glass of cold juice to refresh her. She thanked him with a glance and quenched her thirst before she raised her head. The air in the room isn’t all that negative...


      She cast a sweeping glance across the room and pulled herself together. Before the Tenbram, the heads of the branch families had all stared daggers at each other. The bloodlust in the air had been palpable, and every minute movement had made the air creak.


      She could hardly believe how relaxed everyone was now. While there were still plenty of issues to tackle, it’d been so long since she’d had a meeting that was this laid-back. Ultimately, the house had unified into a one tight group to overcome a disaster. That must’ve strengthened their bonds considerably, and the wave of relief that had washed over them had put everyone in a bit of a celebratory mood. Everyone chatted away cheerfully about the house’s future.


      I feel like the future of this house is brighter than I initially expected.


      The heads of the branch families gathered around the bonfire of the ideal future of House Fable, and they all shared their own opinions as they solidified the house’s direction. Frose watched this scene with satisfaction as she quietly stood up and turned to her trusty elderly butler.


      “Selva, can I leave the rest to you?” she asked.


      “May I ask where you might be headed?” he inquired. “Back to work, perhaps?”


      “I suppose you could say that. I should do my work as a mother now.”


      Despite her joking tone, she looked rather solemn, and Selva gave a response of agreement, smiling like a friendly grandfather. The white-haired butler gave a polite bow and watched the dignified head of the household head off to her next task.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      It’s been four whole days since the Tenbram... Tesfia thought. Yet, she couldn’t muster up the strength or determination to do a single thing. She’d spent those last few days curled up in bed without even speaking to anyone, paying no heed to her tangled red hair, which had lost its beautiful luster. Every now and then, she’d wriggle about on her sheets, but that was all. Tesfia’s days had changed considerably from her norm. Ever since she’d seen that harrowing tragedy with her very eyes, she’d decided to become stronger than ever before, but her mental state had deteriorated quite a bit.
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      It was as though the grieving eyes of Loki had convinced Tesfia to stay and watch until the very end when Alus showed his true form as a Magicmaster. Had Loki not been there, Tesfia knew that she would’ve easily broken down and averted her gaze.


      She knew not of Alus’s past; perhaps Loki might’ve had an inkling or two about it, but Tesfia could easily assume that Alus had gone through intense hardship and suffering beyond what she could ever imagine. He must’ve walked through the deepest parts of the abyss, far deeper than anything that Tesfia could conceive.


      Whenever she closed her eyes, she could see the members of Kruelsaith rolling on the ground in front of her, their lives snuffed out by Alus’s cruel spell. One by one, they fell with a spray of blood that dyed the air crimson. Yet, even after witnessing such an awe-inspiring slaughter, she never considered distancing herself from Alus.


      Tesfia knew that she couldn’t be like Loki and share Alus’s mental burden while standing beside him—even wishing to do so was a sign that Tesfia vastly overestimated her own abilities. However, the fact that she had followed Loki’s instructions and not turned away had allowed Tesfia to learn more about him.


      Alus wasn’t just a Magicmaster with extraordinary powers and abilities that isolated him from the rest; it was clear as day that he fought against both Fiends and people on the daily. She suspected that those of Kruelsaith and Noir, the girl whom Alus had fought against, did so as well. At the end of the day, Tesfia was a noble. She lived a sheltered life, shielded from the darker sides of society and the seedy underbelly of her nation—she now felt like she had caught a glimpse of the darkness in the background for the first time.


      Back in that very moment, she had felt a different sort of air permeating the room, one that she had never felt before. Human lives were frighteningly disposable, and people were astonishingly delicate creatures. One wasn’t even allowed to blink, lest they miss a vital opening to take advantage of. Each person on the battlefield was tense and vigilant, hiding even their brawn, like a gambler keeping their aces carefully concealed. Gazes, sounds, and minute differences in skills would determine one’s life or death, all of which led to one cruel, callous, and merciless result.


      The air had been so tense and sharp back then that Tesfia had felt like microscopic knives filled the room. Suffocation didn’t even begin to describe the terrible sensation she’d felt, and even the Tenbram hadn’t been nearly as threatening, though she’d used everything she had in that battle. Allies and foes clearly stood on opposite ends. It was as though they were in their own world, and all Tesfia could do was stand petrified.


      Magic had originally been used to kill Fiends, but clearly, these spells didn’t serve such a purpose in that fight. In fact, one could argue that any such beliefs had been cast aside, turning the human body into a vicious weapon honed solely to take the life of another. It was a battle to the extreme where power trumped all—literally a fight to the death.


      Tesfia had been overwhelmed by this splash of cruel reality. Even now, that battle had so impacted her psyche that she couldn’t leave her bed. Only when she realized that did she finally sit up on her bed and slowly open her heavy eyelids. Her heart had been racing until yesterday, but she’d calmed down considerably.


      “I can’t stay like this,” she muttered.


      She glanced out the window and realized that it was well past noon. She had woken up in the morning and spent the past four hours just lazing around in her bed. It seemed the temperature of her room was normal for now. Curiously, during the past three days as she’d holed up in her room after the Tenbram, she’d sometimes felt a nip in the air—her room was freezing. Tesfia didn’t use any spells that she knew of, and her maid, Minasha, had even voiced her surprise when she noticed frost on the glass of the window.


      What was that all about anyway?


      Alus might give her the answer if she asked him, but she didn’t think that she could meet his eyes just yet. His eyes said it all. He had waded through darkness and despair, both qualities so different from Institute life, and his gaze housed an inexplicable shadow of gloom. But if Tesfia averted her gaze from him, she feared that she would not long have the right to stand before him ever again.


      A voice in the corner of her mind reassured her that that would never be the case, but she couldn’t shake herself of the worst-case scenario. What if she looked away? Tesfia was terrified to even entertain this thought. Her mind went around in circles, and she stewed in her fears until she finally scrunched up her face in aggravation.


      “Argh!” she shouted. “What happens, happens! It’s not like Al said anything to me! Why in the world am I worrying?!”


      She violently scratched her head, tousled her hair, and fell silent for a few moments, regaining her composure.


      “This isn’t like me at all!” she mumbled weakly, trying to amp herself up.


      She shook her head, trying to rid herself of all these worries, then she stood up to do some light stretches beside her bed. As she limbered up, she felt like she regained some of that lost gusto.


      Worrying will get me nowhere, she scolded herself. Might as well move my body for a change of pace.


      If she wanted to stew in her thoughts, she had plenty of time to do that later. Determination filled her eyes as she began to run around her room to gather what she needed, practically deep cleaning her room while she was at it. Tesfia also managed to groom herself. She wasn’t able to make everything perfect and fashionable like Minasha, but the young heir of House Fable combed her own hair and tied it up into a side ponytail as she always did.


      She went to her closet and picked out a simple top and bottom before she took off her pajamas and tossed them aside haphazardly. She had nowhere to go, but she knew that she had to leave her room and change the scenery. Tesfia grabbed the doorknob and opened it with gusto.


      “M-Mother?!” Tesfia gasped.


      “Haaah...” Frose sighed. “I heard your loud thudding all the way out the door. I don’t know where you’re headed, but you’re as hasty as you always are.”


      Frose glanced at Tesfia’s attire and her room; the mother felt it necessary to scold her daughter for her unladylike behavior.


      “I apologize,” Tesfia replied. “But may I ask why you’re here?”


      “Why, you ask?” Frose replied.


      She hesitated for a moment before she gathered herself and stared deeply into Tesfia’s eyes. The young lady’s eyes glimmered with unmistakable determination. Frose let the silence hang in the air for a few moments before she let out a sigh.


      “Well, I thought I’d fulfill my duties as a mother, but it seems that was unnecessary,” she muttered.


      It’d been a while since Frose could act like a mother to her daughter, and the head of House Fable had been nervous to do so. But before she’d known it, it seemed the young, immature Tesfia had long gone—the young lady now had the ability to stand back up on her two feet and face whatever obstacle was in her way. Frose was admittedly surprised by this transformation as she recalled an old memory.


      When Tesfia had still been a baby, just learning her first steps, Frose had looked on while gently offering her hands as support, ensuring that Tesfia would be able to safely walk on her own. It was a wholesome time back then, but it seemed Tesfia no longer needed her mother’s support; she could fully walk on her own now. Frose felt a pang of loneliness at her daughter’s growth and flashed a strained smile.


      Her expression contained a hint of self-deprecation. Frose had wanted to console her daughter, of course, but deep down, Frose knew that what little effort she put in now would hardly alleviate her past actions. She knew more than anybody that she had neglected her duties as a mother.


      While it was unclear whether Tesfia could read her mother’s melancholic smile or not, the young lady seemed rather confused for a few moments. She then gave a meaningful grin.


      “Mother, may I ask what happened to Kikuri?” she asked.


      “Hmm? It’s still being analyzed,” Frose replied. “But it seems only the hilt is broken, and we just need to scan the magic formula on it. I suspect Kikuri will return to our hands by the end of today, though I’m not sure if the AWR technicians of our household know the details and the extent of the damage. I do recommend asking an expert such as Alus for an opinion.”


      Tesfia wasn’t one to miss her mother’s implications. It was clear that Frose was trying to act as considerately as she could, and Tesfia realized that she couldn’t hide much from her mother. And so, the young heir decided to sound more energetic than usual, doing her best to wipe away her mother’s fear.


      “Yes, I’ll do that,” Tesfia said. “Is Al at the Institute?”


      “I believe so,” Frose replied. “When I contacted him to thank him, he said that he would return to the Institute soon.”


      “Very well. Once I receive Kikuri, I’ll return to the Institute as well.”


      This implied that she would meet Alus. Her firm tone made Frose realize that she had no more need for her concern. Her daughter’s face was filled with courage and unwavering determination. Tesfia was headed down a thorny path. She’d only been able to catch a glimpse of Alus’s dark past, but Frose had a better idea than Tesfia about Alus’s pain. He’d piqued her interest when it was known that he was the No. 1 Magicmaster, but Frose suspected that he was neither a soldier nor a hero—perhaps he couldn’t even be called a Magicmaster.


      Frose wasn’t just a former soldier who’d braved multiple battlefields; she was a capable woman who had been involved in both the political sphere and the seedy underbelly of society. Naturally, she also knew of her loyal butler, Selva Greenus’s, bloody past. Just as Selva had gone through a thorny past and overcome various difficult obstacles, Alus, too, had a lot of pain inside him. Frose was sure of that.


      The young No. 1 Magicmaster carried both the normalcy of Institute life and hellish memories of his past. This balance was delicate, to say the least, and he was an unstable singularity, inseparable from the cruel darkness that the world had thrust upon him and then kept hidden.


      If Tesfia were to approach him of her own accord, it also implied that she would dip her toes into the endless abyss that surely rested in his heart. That future contained a terrifying amount of risk and darkness unlike anything before, and Frose quietly closed her eyes with sympathy—at the end of the day, this was a choice for Tesfia to make. Frose had no right to butt in.


      “Just give it your all, okay?” Frose said. “Don’t worry about this house. Prioritize what you want to do, and don’t cut corners.”


      Her tone was incredibly kind as she placed her hand over Tesfia’s. The young lady’s eyes grew wide for only a moment as a smile slowly formed on her face.


      “I suspect that he has a rather busy schedule,” Frose said quietly. “You’d best meet him as soon as you can.”


      “I will,” Tesfia replied with a nod. “And mother, did you just call him Alus?”


      She cocked her head to one side, confused by the suddenly friendly shift in demeanor. Until now, Frose had publicly called the boy “Mr. Alus.”


      “That’s right,” Frose replied. “He joined the Tenbram, a fight that determines the dignity of our household, and achieved excellent results. He was a splendid key player and a savior of the Fables. It would be rude to treat him as an outsider, don’t you agree? Furthermore, he’s the same age as you and your friend, even if he is the No. 1 Magicmaster.”


      Tesfia was befuddled by her mother’s decision but realized that this recent incident had changed Frose’s view of Alus considerably. There was no doubt about that. But Frose’s meaningful grin concerned Tesfia—she had a bad feeling about her mother’s intentions.


      “When I mentioned him marrying into our house, our branch families were beyond delighted to entertain this idea,” Frose added. “If you don’t want people to butt into your affairs, I suggest you act of your own accord.”


      Tesfia responded with silence.


      “Fia, I’ll give you one more piece of advice,” Frose continued. “Make the House Fable spell yours—master it. You’ll be even closer to what you desire.”


      “Huh? But I...” Tesfia started, her face turning glum.


      Frose smiled and nodded. “I know. You don’t have full control over it, do you? I don’t blame you one bit. After all, it’s the signature move of Lady Canaria, the strongest ice Magicmaster there ever was. For now, I hope that you will commit the name of the spell, Innocent Queen, the queen of ice, to memory.”


      Tesfia recalled the moment she had used the spell—she’d fallen to the ground and lost consciousness as though it had depleted everything she’d had. Ever since, she had holed herself up in her room.


      So that spell is called Innocent Queen...


      She repeated that name in her mind. In truth, reality hadn’t sunk in for her just yet. She wasn’t quite aware of the magnitude of what she’d done, and her memories of that day were foggy at best. If she was told that she’d dreamed it all, she would’ve believed it.


      Frose seemed happy and satisfied, but Tesfia felt more anxious than anything else. Though Tesfia’s memories of that moment were murky, when she used that spell, she recalled all her senses being sapped away from her. She almost felt like she turned into a statue, and when she lost consciousness, it was as though she was forced into hibernation. As the memory of this sensation lingered within Tesfia’s mind, she could provide only a vague response to her mother’s words of reassurance.


      “You can master it. I’m sure of it,” Frose said.


      “I-I’ll do my best,” Tesfia stammered.


      “Oh dear, someone sounds anxious. Just give it your all, Fia. Since we’ve got the opportunity, can I trust you with one job?”


      “Huh?”


      Tesfia glanced at her smiling mother. It was unusual to see Frose grin so genuinely, but the young lady was a touch fearful of this sudden request.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The following afternoon, Tesfia headed to the National Hospital, a building owned by the military. Soldiers frequented this place, earning it the nickname Military Hospital. It was situated between the center of Beliza and Folen—two cities that had Institutes—and had a general medical ward that could handle all sorts of injuries and ailments. This was also where those with more serious injuries were taken.


      If Magicmasters wished to have general care, they usually went to the military doctor who was always stationed by the military’s headquarters. Only those in the military or relatives of soldiers were prioritized to receive care there, and normal civilians generally steered clear of the military headquarters. It was clear as day that Magicmasters were systemically prioritized more than the rest of the population. Normal people usually went to clinics or town doctors. These physicians weren’t inferior to military doctors—far from it. It wasn’t unusual for town doctors to be more skilled than military ones, and several were even summoned by the nation or the military during emergencies.


      Beliza and Folen were directly connected by a teleporting gate, and usually, one would have no business at this military hospital, but Tesfia took her own route to visit the place. She walked past several medical wards full of people and made her way down the corridor, all by herself. Her outfit was neat and clean, fitting for a noblewoman, and her relatively high heels clacked loudly with every step she took. In her hands was a lavish bouquet, the vivid splash of colors sure to encourage any injured patient who would receive it.


      She was here at her mother’s request. Tesfia wished to send her condolences on behalf of House Fable for the tremendous misfortune that had befallen one of the three great noble families, a tragedy so great that the entire household was on the brink of collapse. This gesture felt a bit disingenuous and political, but she would’ve been lying if she’d said that she didn’t feel a touch of sympathy. Admittedly, she wasn’t fond of Aile, who had secretly cast a spell on her body without her consent, but she didn’t wish this harrowing ordeal on him.


      Perhaps Tesfia was being a bit too forgiving, and maybe Aile had gotten what he deserved, but the noblewoman wasn’t callous enough to give him the cold shoulder. After all, Aile’s existence had drawn out Tesfia’s inner potential. If his loathsome hypnosis hadn’t affected Tesfia to her core, she might’ve never been able to use Innocent Queen. Thus, she shared a peculiar bond with Aile.


      Tesfia came to a stop in front of a certain room, checked the name tag of the patient displayed on the door, and let out a small sigh. She no longer had an inexplicable and overwhelming fear of Aile, and as proof, her hands that held the bouquet no longer trembled. Instead, to her surprise, she felt something akin to pity and was oddly at peace with herself.


      She had heard that Aile had not only lost his home, the pride and joy of his family, he’d lost all of his loyal servants and sustained severe burns himself, essentially forcing him to be bedridden. She was not only able to relate to him because they both came from famous noble families. Until recently, Tesfia had fought against her mother and even felt her own abilities were limited. Tesfia had to agonize and suffer in silence while a feeling of emptiness filled her heart. She might’ve been unable to fully empathize with Aile’s current feelings, but she was able to relate to a small fraction of his anguish.


      Tesfia didn’t think she was a saint—she didn’t just pity Aile. Truth be told, she was here to benefit herself as well; she wanted to bid farewell to her old self. Her former self lacked confidence more than anyone else, but as the daughter of a noble household, she had a lot of pride and always felt the needless urge to apply more pressure to herself. This made her vulnerable to psychological attacks, and Aile had taken advantage of that. She once stood in his shadow and trembled in his presence; no longer was she that pathetic, weak girl.


      Aile generally declined all guests, but if the daughter of House Fable was personally here to offer her condolences, he had to reluctantly give her permission. When she steeled herself and placed her hand on the door, she heard voices coming from inside. A guest? Tesfia wondered. Just as she gasped and hesitated for a moment, the door swiftly opened before her. Two men in military attire were inside. One wore the military uniform of Alpha, and the other was... Is he from Rusalca?


      Rusalca was one of Alpha’s neighboring nations, and the two had close ties. But when the Rusalca soldier caught a glimpse of Tesfia, he turned pale. Aile had declined all visitors, and the soldier must’ve been surprised to see another guest.


      The Alpha soldier whispered into the other man’s ear as though to provide an explanation, and the Rusalca man regained his composure. The Alpha soldier must’ve known that the receptionist had allowed a girl inside, and Tesfia’s flaming red hair and neat attire must’ve given away her identity. The two gave Tesfia a bow before they left.


      But an Alpha and Rusalca soldier visiting Aile? I guess they want to learn more about the background of that fire...


      Tesfia had never seen it for herself, but she’d heard numerous stories from her mother that the Womruinas had been involved in several shady businesses. Even if this was true, Tesfia couldn’t understand what business a Rusalca soldier could have with Aile von Womruina.


      Tesfia, however, was acutely aware that this world was still filled with many unknowns, and a sheltered, immature girl such as herself would never be able to figure out the truth, no matter how much she thought about it. Knowing that pondering over this was a futile endeavor, she tried to brush it aside when a certain friend flashed across her mind.


      Is it about Al?


      Alus hadn’t just sided with the Fables during the Tenbram, where Aile had been working in the shadows. Alus was also responsible for destroying the Kruelsaith, a group that chilled Tesfia to the bone. Combined with the fact that he was the No. 1 Magicmaster, it was likely that the entire Magicmaster world was cautious and concerned about every action he took.


      Tesfia shook her head and hoped that she was just needlessly worrying about him. She opted to focus on the task at hand and pulled herself together before stepping into the room.


      Aile’s household had fallen from grace, but he was still a member of the former three great noble families. He had been given a spacious hospital room that was very neatly organized, and the calm air was almost comforting. The window was large, allowing for natural lighting, and the bright sunbeams trickled into the room.


      A boy sat up in bed beside the window. Aile von Womruina was in a daze as he stared out the window and soaked in the blue sky with square-shaped clouds drifting by. His profile seemed lifeless. He didn’t just look exhausted. It was as though his very presence was ephemeral, threatening to fade away into the background at any moment. His fragile, weak demeanor was proof that he’d suffered a great loss.


      When Tesfia got a closer look, she saw that his entire body, aside from his face, was covered in bandages. Where his fingers managed to peek between the gaps gave her a harrowing glimpse into the severe, gnarly burns that he’d sustained. He surely must’ve sensed Tesfia’s presence, but all he did was glance her way. His eyes were vacant and empty, and he looked utterly expressionless. An awkward silence filled the room.


      “Why are you here?” he asked.


      His voice was quiet and hoarse as it reached Tesfia’s ears. He didn’t sound angry, wrathful, or even annoyed. His spirit must’ve been crushed. Perhaps he didn’t even care that Tesfia had rudely pushed through and decided to visit him despite him declining any visitors.


      “What a rude question to ask,” she replied. “I’m here to offer my condolences, of course.”


      There was a beat of silence before he let out a self-deprecating remark. “If you’re here to laugh, surely you’ve seen enough. I just lost everything I ever had.”


      Tesfia said not a word as she approached his bed. She took out the bouquet she’d brought and placed it in a vase on his bedside table. The flowers that were placed there had started to wilt, and she couldn’t spot any other get-well gifts within the room.


      Since the olden times, nobles had only cared about the strong and powerful. House Womruina was clearly on the brink of ruin, and as Morwald, a traditional noble who held ties to the house, had fallen from grace, no one saw any sort of political benefit in the second-eldest son of a once-noble household. Aile had declined all visitors anyway, offering the perfect excuse to not visit him, ensuring that aside from anyone in the military who was looking into this incident, no noble would send their well wishes.


      Aile’s room was neat and tidy, but a more sinister take was that he’d been abandoned, and this room was a sign of his loneliness. This scene was the culmination—the end—of the path he’d taken, and it made one feel so hollow inside.


      Tesfia could feel the inexplicably heavy sorrow that hung thickly in the room. Or was it the unfamiliar smell of disinfectants that hospitals usually had making her feel this way? She quietly filled the vase with water and turned back to Aile. She mourned for the servants of House Womruina, their lives lost in that devastating fire, and tried to look as composed as she could.


      “I’d like to offer my deepest condolences for this tragedy,” she said. “I understand that this must weigh heavily on you, Sir Aile.”


      Aile’s hollow, lifeless eyes immediately filled with a crimson fire as he glared at her. The emotions he’d kept bottled up poured out, his anger clear as day when he parted his pale lips.


      “I was a fool,” he said. “And for that, I practically killed everyone in my house. I basically killed them with my own hands. I screwed up once—I wrongly handled just one cog in my house, and everything ended for me.” His face twisted into a grimace as he spat, “She...was the most foolish servant of all. She offered everything she possibly had to save a guy like me and ultimately even gave me her life. I don’t doubt that her entire life must’ve felt so...wasted.”


      Aile had always been accompanied by a woman named Cicila. She had been the embodiment of loyalty, but neither her presence nor the traces of any relatives could be found within this lonely room. Tesfia closed her eyes and silently mourned the loss of this faithful servant.


      Ultimately, Tesfia wasn’t sure what Aile’s goal had been. She had an inkling or two, however. It wasn’t hard to imagine that he must’ve tried to reach a greater realm, one where no normal human was allowed to go. He wanted to always be on the upper ground and soar so, so high up—he’d use any method at his disposal to achieve this goal. But in the end, he’d flown too close to the sun; both his wings and his soul had been incinerated.


      Aile looked so haggard. Maybe he didn’t truly wish for the lofty ambitions that were once in his heart. And so, Tesfia no longer maintained the posture of an envoy who had been sent to offer her condolences on behalf of House Fable—no, she spoke from the heart, as one Tesfia Fable.


      “If you wish to blame yourself, you may do so as much as you like,” she said icily. “If you think that the lives that were lost would truly feel honored by you feeling sorry for yourself, go right ahead. But if you require any help or support in the future, be sure to tell me. House Fable will lend a hand.”


      Her callous remark made Aile blow up with fury.


      “How dare you?!” he roared. “Are you pitying me?!”


      “Oh, yes, I do offer pity,” Tesfia replied. “Not to you—no. I pity Cicila.”


      “Why...? Why did Cicila...? For a guy like me! She’s just a servant, and yet she’s such a fool!”


      Tesfia’s body moved before her mind could process her actions. She leaned forward, enough to make the bed creak and grabbed Aile by the collar. Her face turned bright scarlet with anger, and she shouted back at him.


      “Do you really not get it?!” she roared. “I can’t pretend to know the details, but Cicila gave her life for someone like you! Yet, you have the gall to say that she only was so loyal because she’s a mere servant?! Are you an idiot?! Because you’re so calculating and assume you know the intricacies of a person’s heart, you cost so many lives with this tragedy!” Tesfia huffed angrily and took a few moments to gather herself. “You’re way too arrogant, you know that? Your audacious assumptions let you stomp all over people before. Don’t try to indulge in self-pity after all these years. You’re acting spoiled.”


      Tesfia, of course, knew that what Aile had vocalized was the opposite of his genuine thoughts. But she couldn’t forgive how after everything that had happened, he still clung to the mask of a coldhearted noble—a mask he should cast aside—to turn away from the deep scars in his heart.


      He hadn’t known what he had until it was gone. It was a trite lesson, to be sure, but perhaps there was a nugget of truth in it. The harshness of reality and the importance of someone so near and dear would only sink in after one truly felt that pain of loss. Humans were foolish creatures through and through.


      In Aile’s case, the meaning of sin might differ. He wasn’t a stupid, bumbling, average person. The boy had the ability to always think ahead, and his sharp mind, coupled with his calm decisiveness had allowed him to gain power. He had been seen as the future head of House Womruina.


      Aile knew all the risks and had chosen his own path—he was right to bear the brunt of the responsibility on his shoulders. He had accepted everything that could happen to him with open arms and now must be more frustrated about this than anyone else. Yet, Tesfia couldn’t maintain her hatred and loathing of this noble for long. Despite his cold, callous words, she didn’t miss the glimmering trail that streamed down his face and dripped onto the bed.


      She let out a small sigh, released him from her grip, and watched him sink lifelessly back onto bed, his head facing down. The medical tools attached to his body must have been disconnected during this exchange because a loud beeping that signaled an error filled the room mournfully.


      “How dare you, frankly,” Tesfia huffed. “If you’ve got the time to be so foolishly self-deprecating, why don’t you use that for self-reflection? Stare your loss straight in the eye and mourn for those lives.”


      Aile replied with silence at first. Then within the hushed room, he finally parted his dry, pale lips.


      “Ci...cila...” he murmured.


      The moment her name left his mouth, more droplets streamed from his eyes, down his cheek, and fell onto his white sheets. A small puddle of tears stained his bed. She was the only one who was different; he knew that now for the first time in his life. Only she genuinely served him and voiced her loyalty. She was faithful during times of emergencies, of course, but even during the normalcy of daily life, she would sometimes scold her younger master. And when she admonished him, he knew that she only wanted the best for him.


      Hence, though he never declared it openly, he’d unconsciously treated her as special. Among all of his subordinates, he’d seen only her as invaluable. Aile made sure that she never pushed her limits, and he didn’t try to hurt her on a whim. Now that she was gone, an immense amount of regret overwhelmed his body. He was filled with an immeasurable, inexplicable grief and fell into deep despair—he blamed himself and gouged his own heart with pain.


      When Aile became aware of this, it was far too late. Cicila had been special to him—very much so—and he’d always worried about her most while internally lying to himself and insisting she was a mere servant. He’d spent so many years trying to fool his own mind.


      Why hadn’t Aile stopped her? When that ominous, crimson hellfire burned right in front of his eyes and she rushed in to aid him, why hadn’t he offered even a word of warning? Had he simply not been aware of how terrifying and dangerous an Orneus who bared his fangs was? Had Aile truly been ignorant of how well Cicila, who hadn’t even fully recovered from her injuries, would fare against the Hunter? No, Aile had known full well that that wasn’t the case. For a moment, he’d stood there petrified, trembling with fear.


      Aile had only been able to move once more after Cicila had headed straight for her grisly fate and taken that fatal step forward—a step she’d happily taken for her master. Within that burning room, when Orneus had raised his murderous arm in the air to land the final blow on her as she was on the floor, Aile had managed to step inside just in the nick of time. He couldn’t deny that he’d thrown caution to the wind and tried to save her, putting his own body at risk. Yet, that cheeky servant had been too loyal to her mission, even until her dying breath. She’d mustered what little strength she’d had left to step in front of Aile, who had been late to the scene, and received the deadly blow in his stead.


      Aile would never forget it. The suffocating air that had burned his lungs, and the scene of his greatest loss was burned into his mind. The manor, which had tried to endure these burning flames as much as it could, had finally crumbled to the ground when Orneus cast Aile an icy stare, like he was looking at a puny worm that was seconds from death. That smile that Orneus had flashed, which had assumed that Aile would be burned alive in this fire soon enough before the Hunter had vanished. The screams that Aile had tirelessly expelled from his lungs as he was overwhelmed with frustration and could only shout out the name of his lifeless Cicila. The pathetic behavior he’d exhibited within the fire.
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      Even until the very last moment, Cicila hadn’t let her master protect her. Moments later, he’d lost consciousness from the smoke and flames, and a manservant of a nearby noble had rushed to the scene to save the young boy from death. Aile was currently only alive thanks to sheer dumb luck.


      He bit his lip and trembled while Tesfia quietly watched him. As an outsider, she had no idea who would cause such a harrowing, terrifying incident, but she knew it was extremely callous to ask a grieving Aile this question. She’d just turned on her heel to leave the room when she heard the answer to her internal question through his gasping sobs.


      “Orneus... He destroyed everything I had...” Aile cried. “No, ultimately, I suppose I’m the one who destroyed it all.”


      Orneus... Isn’t that another one of his servants?


      As far as Tesfia knew, Orneus was a man who’d entered the Tenbram on Womruina’s team. He was a man one needed to be cautious about.


      How in the world did he cause this tragedy?


      After a few moments of pondering, she knew that she would never find the answer on her own. She shook her head. She was here on behalf of House Fable and wasn’t sure just how deeply she could involve herself in this mess.


      No doubt the two soldiers she’d bumped into earlier were trying to gain more details about this incident. Since the military was involved, surely the truth would come to light soon enough. Tesfia knew that this was an optimistic wish at best and secretly she wondered if Orneus, the man behind this horrific ordeal, had planned this all along. In truth, even Aile didn’t have the answer to that.


      Orneus and Aile, along with House Womruina had had the same goal, and they shared a mutually beneficial relationship. That much was clear. It was unknown when that dynamic had shifted. Aile himself was unsure when the honeymoon period had ended within their relationship; hence he hadn’t expected his house to be burned to the ground.


      All this boy knew was that Orneus had suddenly withdrawn from the Tenbram and used a drugged-up, foolish Lloyd to kill his own father, Moroteon. Then he’d burned the manor down and killed all the servants as well. Aile felt like the motive behind this entire incident wasn’t some sort of deep-seated grudge. As though to lend credence to this theory, once Orneus had killed Cicila, he hadn’t landed the finishing blow on her master.


      In fact, Orneus had vanished and let the flames take care of the aftermath, showing the rather indifferent attitude of the Hunter, a coldhearted serial killer, towards his targets and his work. While his actions could attest to his impulsiveness and lack of common sense as he reveled in slaughter, there didn’t seem to be any sort of attachment. The two soldiers who’d visited Aile earlier had asked similar questions that the boy had asked himself.


      When Aile spoke Orneus’s name, he was overcome with not only wrath and disdain but also bafflement. Why hadn’t he been killed along with Cicila? Why was he still alive and in the hospital room? What goal did he have now? Could he persist in a world without her? What could he do? Even if he lost everything he’d ever wished for in this world, perhaps he would’ve been able to pull himself together if Cicila were still alive and well beside him. As these bitter thoughts filled his mind, he began to have flashbacks about his life before this tragedy.


      She had always been with him. Only now did Aile truly rue the days he took for granted. He’d thought it was almost a given that he’d continue those halcyon days, but far too late did he realize that couldn’t be further from the truth. His heart was struck with a pang of regret—Aile von Womruina finally understood what loss was.


      As the second-eldest son of House Womruina, a member of the three great noble families, he had actually seen more value in everyday life than anything he had ever received. He yearned to return to the days when Cicila would proudly prattle on and on about tea as he flashed a strained smile and was forced to listen—the bright smile that decorated her face, one she sometimes had when she showed her pride as a servant or exhibited her gentle side as an older woman.


      Aile was far from old, but he felt nostalgia for those bygone days, a time that he had felt so incredibly warm and safe. He realized that his silly ideals had only been possible because she’d always been by his side. He’d been excited by a shallow sense of passion as he walked forward with an impossible ideal, but none of that was possible by himself.


      Aile no longer wiped the tears as they streamed down his cheeks, and it almost pained him as he closed his eyes. Tesfia felt that she had overstayed her welcome. She quietly left the room, but right before she closed the door, she took one last glance at the boy behind her—he almost seemed transient, like he’d fade away at any moment.


      At the very least, he no longer would use false calculations to put up walls around himself and operate under a lifeless mask of composure. He had the unmistakable look of a human, one that was so imperfectly perfect.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Aile changed, probably. But had this trigger been a different, less traumatic incident, that would’ve been better. Tesfia shut the door to the hospital room behind her and let out a heavy sigh. Her words came from a place of emotion, but she knew that her behavior towards a man stricken with grief after losing everything had been less than ideal.


      She walked down the corridor and turned to the shadow who waited for her as she turned the corner.


      “Is this really what you wanted?” she asked glumly.


      “Thank you,” came a reply. “I’m doing this all for Master Aile’s sake. I’m fully aware that you had no obligation to fulfill my wish, and yet you accepted my selfish request. Truly, I cannot thank you enough.”


      The figure was in a wheelchair and lowered her head before an exhausted Tesfia. Even the hospital gown the woman wore couldn’t hide the gnarly, painful scars underneath. She was covered in wounds, and one of the sleeves of her gown fluttered behind her. This woman in the wheelchair was only able to put an arm through one of her sleeves, because she was missing her other arm. Yet, despite all her injuries, when she looked up, her face was beaming with delight and she flashed a cheery smile.


      She’s a strong woman, Tesfia thought as she slowly approached the lady.


      “May I push your wheelchair?” Tesfia offered.


      The woman nodded. “I’d like that, thank you. But I think I’ll return to my room for today. I think it’s best if I give him a bit more time.”


      “I don’t know whether to call you cautious or careful. But I understand that this comes from a good place, Cicila.”


      Aile’s faithful servant Cicila only responded with a vague smile. But her actions as she’d pushed her heavily wounded body to Tesfia just to make a simple request was proof of this servant’s sincerity.


      “But I can’t help but think whether I was right for the role or not,” Tesfia added.


      She gazed at Cicila and gave an awkward frown. The noblewoman felt it would be effective if Cicila showed off all her wounds to her master and gave one heck of a scolding to make that spoiled noble reflect on his actions. But Tesfia didn’t dare voice her concerns out of consideration for Cicila. Yet, the servant, possibly reading the girl’s mind, shook her head.


      “If I wanted to set Master Aile—a man who had a narrow scope of the world and burned with a sort of twisted, immature ambition—back onto the right path, he had to lose everything,” Cicila muttered. “You might wonder why I didn’t do this in the first place instead of walking down the road of domination with him, but...”


      She seemed lost in her thoughts, perhaps blaming herself for this mess. When she trailed off, the silence was filled with all sorts of regrets.


      “W-Well, I suppose so,” Tesfia replied. “But the past is in the past. I just hope that this will be a good wake-up call for him—a medicine that’ll snap him out of it.”


      “The more bitter the medicine, the better the effect” was an old saying, but this was likely the toughest pill that Aile would have to swallow. He surely wouldn’t forget this for the rest of his life.


      “Indeed,” Cicila agreed. “I understand that we’ve caused you an immense amount of trouble. I’m so sorry. I promise that we’ll one day repay your kindness...”


      “Oh, don’t worry about it,” Tesfia said cheerfully with a bright smile and a shrug. “I haven’t done anything much, really. Besides, I only concealed the fact that you’re still alive. And I don’t mind tricking him every now and then—now he knows how his victims must feel.”


      She pushed Cicila’s wheelchair, which was imbued with a bit of mana. When Cicila smiled back, Tesfia felt much better.


      “Lady Tesfia, you’ve got a very refreshing personality, I see that now,” Cicila said. “Thank you once again. And if you’re so willing to offer me more of your benevolence, I would like for us to start anew with you and rebuild our bonds, though I understand that that will take a fair bit of time.”


      “Sure, I don’t mind. I’m not too bothered by what happened anymore.”


      Tesfia was lying. Aile had not only cornered House Fable; he’d manipulated Tesfia’s heart, and these were memories that she didn’t wish to relive. However, following her victory in the Tenbram and her usage of Innocent Queen for the first time in her life, she felt not only confused but shocked. She felt like she’d transformed into a completely different person. It was akin to someone going on vacation and getting dragged into an incident or having a near-death experience. Such an ordeal would surely make one realize how narrow-minded they used to be and overwrite their values—Tesfia felt the exact same way.


      House Womruina was clearly in decline; if they wanted to rebuild their legacy, Alpha would have to use the nation’s resources to help the once-glorious noble family. Tesfia may have been the heir of her house, but she was still a student. There wasn’t much she could do. Plus, she was finally able to clear away one situation, and she wasn’t keen to quickly jump into the next.


      “Once this body of mine can move again, I’d like to apologize to everyone,” Cicila said. “My immorality is to blame for this entire tragedy. As his servant, I should’ve been more aware. I sort of did think that Master Aile was walking down the path that would lead to the greatest destruction of his family, but my clumsiness and timidity prevented me from admonishing my master. I cannot let him shoulder all of this responsibility alone. He has to change, but I do too.”


      As Cicila nobly apologized for her own shortcomings, Tesfia let out another sigh.


      “Haaah...” she muttered. “Cicila, you really are too good for a guy like him.”


      It was ironic that someone so important to Aile could only make him realize her worth after she was gone. Admittedly, Aile was lucky that Cicila wasn’t totally lost. The loyal servant gave a bashful, strained smile as she clumsily raised her remaining hand in front of her chest.


      “Oh, no, that can’t be true,” Cicila said respectfully, waving her arm.


      The other sleeve, which contained no arm, dangled atop the armrest of her wheelchair. Tesfia, Cicila, and Aile had all lost and gained a few things. Tesfia quietly pitied the servant and was even a touch envious.


      I feel like I can relate to them just a little more than before now.


      “Uhm, Cicila...” Tesfia started.


      “Lady Tesfia, I understand that this may be imprudent of me, but...” Cicila said.


      “Yes?”


      “You see, just the other day, I got my hands on some fine herbal leaves. I had a hospital employee bring it to my room. I’d been meaning to brew myself a cup of tea, but I haven’t had the opportunity to do so. Since you’re here to offer your well wishes, would you humor me for a bit longer?”


      “You’re still recuperating from your injuries, aren’t you?”


      “Yes, but if I want to turn over a new leaf, I thought a good start would be to know when to unwind and have fun.”


      Cicila looked oddly refreshed and cheerful. Tesfia, a bit exasperated, half laughed, flashed a forced smile, and accepted this unexpected invitation for tea.


    


  



  

    

      One Hundred-Seventh Chapter: Swamped


      Alus, who had finished the Tenbram, headed to the Second Magical Institute, business as usual. While he had finished a major job, he’d received so many reports and messages that he had to respond to that he was far from fully completing this task. He’d also been away from the lab for so long and had a mountain of tasks to tackle. By far, the one thing he wished to prioritize was...


      Fia’s spell, Innocent Queen, he thought. I suspect it’s incredibly close to humanity’s ultimate goal, the Perfect Spell, which magical historians and researchers have been searching for.


      Frose had told him about Innocent Queen when she’d offered him a reward among other things. Alus suspected that this was a pure spell and closest to the ones that Fiends used. He was also acutely aware that this was a spell passed down through the ages within House Fable; no doubt it had been honed over the years to its completed state.


      Innocent Queen had activated the mysterious magical runes inscribed on the hilt of Tesfia’s trusty katana, Kikuri. This implied that the formulas on both the hilt and blade of Kikuri were a necessary trigger to activate the spell. Alus already had a good idea of what this spell was, but its sheer power could very well break the common sense of magical studies. Magic, of course, was still a developing field and there was still ample room for plenty of discoveries, but humanity had studied it for many, many years. It was thought to be impossible to activate a one hundred percent pure spell, and yet, Alus had seen it with his very eyes.


      He lined numerous documents on his desk and popped up several virtual LCD monitors in front of him.


      “The attribution to Mana Depth affects spells immensely,” Alus muttered to himself. “But if I’m against a realm that I can’t even see, much less touch, the research methods I can use to approach this topic really get narrowed down...”


      He deepened the wrinkles on his brow. For the umpteenth time at this Institute, he felt like he’d hit some sort of wall. Loki, perhaps out of consideration for Alus’s concentration, spent her days at the training ground, allowing him to focus on his research. Perhaps his battle with Noir had shifted Loki’s mindset, or maybe she had become painfully aware of her own powerlessness.


      I heard that she invited Alice to training... Now that I think about it, ever since I returned, I’ve been rather cold to Alice.


      Alus had jumped in during the Tenbram to help House Fable, though he felt like he didn’t do much. He might’ve not needed to be too considerate of Tesfia, but Alice had looked a bit lonely when she had been cast to the side.


      Or maybe she feels guilty because she wasn’t able to help her friend Fia during a time of need... Alice looked relieved when I returned to the Institute almost immediately.


      Alus had given Alice a brief rundown of what had occurred and added that Tesfia was mostly fine, though she might be stuck in bed for a while. Alice was clearly curious to learn more, but she held herself back; Alus, meanwhile, had been so engrossed in his research that he’d hardly exchanged two words with her since. He was aware that he was rather thickheaded, but as he reflected upon his recent actions, he realized he’d been quite crass.


      “Good grief... Seems like Loki’s been watching out for me in more ways than one...” Alus muttered. “Now then...”


      He glanced at the clock on the wall—3 p.m. The training grounds were still open and free, but once classes were out, it’d be packed with students trying to get a workout in.


      Now’s my chance to go check on Alice.


      He swiftly got himself ready and left the lab, calculating the time it’d take for him to reach the training grounds, but then his mind wandered over to his other friend.


      How long will it take for Fia?


      Alus guessed that Tesfia would need quite a bit of time until she was back on her feet. After all, he had personally shown her a harrowing sight—the cruel slaughter of the Kruelsaith—and created a severely traumatic memory for the poor girl. Worst case, she might not be able to see him ever again. Alus couldn’t do anything about that. And if Tesfia was the type to be completely crushed by this, then...


      She’ll just be a normal Magicmaster. A dime a dozen. That’s all she’ll be. But I think...


      Tesfia didn’t seem frail. She’d shown power and toughness unlike any normal noblewoman. Her smug face flashed across Alus’s mind. He didn’t think he’d shown her an impossible wall that she couldn’t possibly overcome. What he’d given her was a choice. This was necessary, in his mind—no longer would Tesfia feel compelled to walk along the tracks that her parents and family had set before her. Instead, she would forge her own path with her own hands and will.


      In other words, every little gesture she made from her on out would require a fair amount of resolve and determination on her part. Tesfia wasn’t the only one forced to make this choice. Alice had to make her decision as well. Both ladies had potential, and all Alus had done was involve himself a little to awaken that power that slumbered within them; the two were so close to reaching new heights. They weren’t just normal, mediocre students. They could become more powerful than they desired. It was difficult for students to get hands-on experience with combat, but barring that, they could instantly join the military and boost the nation’s power immensely.


      He imagined that a bright future awaited them, and once they expanded their mana vessels, these ladies might even be able to become Singles one day. At the very least, that had been Alus’s intent in expanding their vessels. If these ladies were aiming for the top, what awaited them weren’t just the Fiends prowling the Outer World. They would have to fight against people too.


      People were malicious to others all the time. Alus could personally attest to this as he had exhibited incredible mana aptitude and mastery since he was a child, easily surpassing his peers. He’d received envy, been hated, and at times feared by others. One who stood at the top needed to have thick skin and the mental fortitude to brave through the nasty people; they would always be forced to one day make a choice. A time would come when they had to steel themselves and have the resolve to become ruthless.


      For example, if there was a soldier who brought discord among their squad and was nothing more than dead weight, they would have to be punished and cut off from the group. But of course, there were more difficult choices that a commander might have to make. If a friend was so gravely wounded they were beyond saving, personally ending their life in one swift, merciful blow was an act of kindness. These were all choices that a commander would have to make.


      No, no. I can’t think too deeply about this. Alus scratched his head and tried to switch gears. I’m not asking them to become coldhearted, ruthless killers. So long as they can remain calm and composed when they kill an enemy, that’s good enough.


      Tesfia, though blessed with natural talent, was sheltered and innocent; Alice had just as much potential, but at times, she’d shown incredible kindness. Alus wasn’t sure if they could become crueler one day.


      However, Alus was sure about one thing when it came to Tesfia. She would undoubtedly show herself before him soon enough. The hesitant, confused footsteps that she’d shown until now would be firmer and surer than ever before.


      Still, that was an incredibly peculiar phenomenon.


      As he stepped closer to the training grounds, he was no longer an agonizing instructor and reverted to his role as a curious researcher. The power of Innocent Queen remained vivid within his mind. He suspected that it didn’t have any sort of effect that one could see at a glance and instead transformed the user into a special state.


      This also implied that the user’s soul was completely encased in a prison of ice. The moment Tesfia used the spell, she must’ve lost her sense of self, and the spell itself had been controlling her body. It was like a shrine maiden using her body as a vessel to manifest the ultimate god of Ice.


      But that doesn’t mean that she had the ability to master all ice spells. The formula inscribed on the hilt was likely to help that...


      Alus was able to come to this conclusion thanks to the ice sacred treasure that Tesfia almost successfully created. She had manifested a physical presence of her spell. Ubiquitous was given a different nickname, Mistletoe, but neither were spells created by humans, meaning that there weren’t any proper magical formulas for them. These spells were relics, old spells that were first constructed during the conception of magic. One required the knowledge of mystical letters, a language that could hardly be called magical formulas, as the language fell within a set of quizzical rules and coordinates.


      And if memory serves, there should already be another type of ice sacred treasure in existence. If Fia had manifested that, the last treasure after Ubiquitous and Mistletoe should be Olyodov...


      All of these spells carried tremendous risks and drawbacks. The insane amount of mana pressure that was created back then was on par with an ultimate-level spell, but the details on its effects and impact were still unknown.


      In fact, even Ubiquitous was impossible for Tesfia to manifest with her current mana levels. Alus had managed to shut her down before she went on a rampage, but Tesfia simply suffered from mana exhaustion and nothing more. The lack of drawbacks was puzzling, to say the least. There was a way to borrow mana, as Loki had done against Alus, but it required a Fiend core that was specially manufactured and processed. Needless to say, Tesfia had no such item on her.


      Which means she used her spell without using mana, right? No, that can’t be possible. What I should doubt is where that massive amount of mana came from in the first place. If it’s related to the expansion of her mana vessel, the Mana Depth must be the key to this spell.


      Mana Depth wasn’t wholly unrelated with the Akashic Records, which Dr. Kwinska had mentioned before. Alus had personally gotten into contact with the Akashic Records, known for its immense wealth of knowledge, and he was certain that Mana Depth was also vital for the Records.


      But what about the seat holders and the Four Books of Fegel that Dr. Kwinska mentioned before? If they’re both related to Mana Depth, then... It might sound absurd, but it doesn’t seem like an armchair theory. I think the plausibility is a bit comforting.


      Alus continued to make his way towards the training grounds, lost in his thoughts. The spells of House Fable were said to have been created nearly half a century ago. Recently, magic had advanced leaps and bounds at an almost dizzying pace, and magical research of five decades ago wasn’t nearly as sophisticated as it was today.


      In fact, even the skills and abilities of Magicmasters in the past seemed to be lacking; there was a sort of Flynn effect in mana mastery over the years. The Singles back then were likely two-digit Magicmaster ranks at best, perhaps even lower in rank by modern standards, barring a few notable exceptions.


      How in the world had House Fable created such powerful, unique spells of their household then? The sheer prospect of this seemed absurd. Sure, they might’ve had relics and ancient magical formulas, but it was unlikely that there was anyone in that household back then capable of replicating these spells.


      Which only leaves one possibility. There was a seat holder, someone who could access the Akashic Records, in House Fable, allowing them to make all those spells.


      The Four Books of Fegel, rumored to be legendary tomes, lent credence to this idea. If the user’s source was a legendary book that clearly offered information beyond anything that humanity had, they would surely be able to use and develop powerful spells that made them seem like a fortune teller who could accurately protect the future. Any spell that they created would lead to immense advancements in magic and technology.


      In contrast to the clear sky, Alus’s brain was a muddled mess as he created complex theories to unravel this mystery. He knew better than anyone that he currently didn’t have enough information to untangle this web of questions that plagued his mind. He intuited that he simply had a few gaps in his knowledge and intel about several key factors that prevented him from finding the answer. This was his roadblock.


      He tried to switch gears and gazed at the training grounds right in front of him. Initially relieved that he made it before the students would swarm into this building after class, he started to step inside only to hear the raucous voices of students coming from inside. Perhaps the entrance to this building was already open, allowing other students inside.


      “It’s getting warm,” Alus muttered. “It’s already my second year as a student here.”


      Humanity had been enclosed in certain spaces, and there weren’t any natural seasons or weather that they could enjoy. However, there were ways to artificially tinker with the humidity, temperature, and air to create a sense of changing seasons and weather. Only when Alus mentioned it himself did he realize that today was rather comfortable and calm. The temperature had risen before he knew it.


      “No wonder the students are all eager to train,” Alus muttered. “Their advancement to the next grade is on the line. Huh? Wait... I guess the same could be said for me too.”


      He hadn’t given much thought until now, but his attendance was abysmal, and he feared that he didn’t attend the Institute for enough days.


      Yeah, I don’t think this is looking good for me.


      “It’s not like I’ve been fooling around and ditching classes... I wouldn’t want to repeat a grade,” he mumbled.


      He never expected to have a normal life and enjoy his time at the Institute, nor did he ever wish to do so, but perhaps he was squandering his chance to enjoy his youth. Artificial though this might feel, he hadn’t been able to enjoy Institute life much, and this felt like a huge wasted opportunity.


      Alus had been incredibly busy recently, and surely he was allowed to enjoy his life as a student for a short while.


      Though I’d probably spend most of my time on research in my room... I guess I’m the type who always prioritizes what I want to do.


      It was unlikely that he’d ever be taught a subject and be coincidentally guided into that field to learn more about what it had to offer—this sort of experience was the norm for students, but not for him.


      Since coming here, when have I had the most fun?


      He gave a small chuckle. Probably when I saw my two students mature and grow over the years.


      Unfortunately for him, this was more akin to a retired expert in the field deciding to use his free time to teach young apprentices on a whim, a far cry from a normal student experience.


      No, no. I’m not some sort of elderly geezer. I gotta tone that down and act more youthful.


      He ran his hand through his hair, amped himself up, and stepped into the training grounds. He assumed that there were many young, budding Magicmasters hard at work training for their future and popped his head through the wide-open double doors.


      Unsurprisingly, it was Loki who first noticed Alus. It was unusual for her to be surrounded by her peers, and she swiftly cast a glance over at Alus to give a small wave. Alice noticed Loki’s gaze and spotted Alus as well. Alice, in the middle of all these students, gently raised a golden spear, her AWR Shangdi Fides, and gave a small shake.


      Well, I didn’t expect this...


      This was the first time Alus had visited the training grounds since his return to the Institute, and he was surprised to see that the air of the class had shifted. There were more students than ever hounding Alice and begging for her instruction, but above all, it was baffling that Loki was surrounded by students as well.


      Loki wasn’t as prickly as Alus, but she still gave off an air that deterred others from drawing close to her. Had she become calmer and less thorny? Either way, Alus wasn’t envious of them; he wasn’t fond of crowds and found them troublesome. Loki, who either got used to her classmates or got better at pretending like she fit in, was true to form and immediately raised her hand in the air to cut a chattering classmate off.


      “Excuse me,” she muttered before she swiftly slipped out of the crowd.


      She was so quick that one might’ve assumed she teleported elsewhere; a moment later, she stood by Alus’s side, much to the amazement of the other students.


      “What’s wrong?” Loki asked. “Are you done with your research?”


      She looked stiff, exhausted from all the socializing, but she cheerfully spoke to Alus. He shook his head in reply.


      “No, I’m just putting it on hold for now,” he answered. “I just didn’t think it was right to leave Alice alone for so long.”


      “Right,” Loki said as she turned towards Alice. “You see, just the other day while I was away, Alice and Ciel apparently beat up some arrogant upperclassmen. They hailed from noble families that no one likes.”


      Loki smiled and traced her thumb across her neck like she was lopping it off. Ciel wasn’t around, but it seemed that incident had made both her and Alice immensely popular among their class. Alice was already well-liked by others, but the commoners were tired of those haughty noble children rubbing their wealth in others’ faces, and it must’ve been refreshing to see their noble heads bashed in.


      “Huh, I see,” Alus replied. “I guess even among the upperclassmen, only Feli would stand a chance against Alice. Still, she’s really popular, isn’t she?”


      “Al, did you notice it?” Loki asked.


      “Sure did. You’ve grown even stronger, huh?”


      Alice took care of others well, and she couldn’t turn classmates down when they asked her for help. She spent so much of her time aiding the others, that one might assume she didn’t have enough time for her own training, but her AWR-wielding skills had improved considerably. While she was talking, the circular rings of her gold spear floated above her head and slowly rotated at a constant pace. In fact, she was able to do this feat as easily as she breathed; even while talking with a friend, the rings above her rotated, and it almost looked like she had a weird, ring-shaped pet following her around.


      It’s like her AWR manipulation is blending with her normal life.


      Alus recalled that he once gave mana manipulation training to Alice and recommended that she start by using it daily. Perhaps Alice took that training to heart and came up with the idea to have her AWR float above her.


      “Are you here for Alice, then?” Loki asked.


      “Yeah, you could say that,” Alus replied. “She’s more like a teacher than a student, though.”


      It didn’t look like Alice was having a friendly chat with her peers; it looked like she was lecturing them, and though she wasn’t politely teaching every step, students gathered around her in hopes of increasing their skills as they trained. Usually, a proper Magicmaster would be hesitant to teach their own spells and skills to others, but they were all students—they had much to learn. Plus, their spell repertoire was restricted to whatever the instructors and Institute taught them; there was no reason to be overly sensitive and angry that students were teaching each other.


      Had Alice proudly taught a unique spell of a household or a special technique that Alus coached her on to the rest of the class, that would be a cause for some concern, but she was clever enough to not do anything like that. There was nothing to worry about. It was almost wholesome to see her blending in with the rest of the students, and as Alus watched on, he noticed Alice stepped away from the crowd. Perhaps she was done. She slumped her shoulders apologetically for making him wait.


      “Sorry, Al,” Alice said. “But you know, you were holed up in your research room the moment you returned to the Institute.”


      “Sorry,” Alus replied. “I only gave you a brief summary, didn’t I?”


      “Ugh... Lilisha told me most of it, you know.”


      “Oh, she’s back too?”


      Lilisha had served as the judge and overseer of the Tenbram; this was a major role to fulfill, and she was worthy of a word of thanks or two.


      Might be a bit too late to think about that.


      “We’ve been greatly indebted to Lilisha as well,” Loki said as though she could read Alus’s mind.


      “House Fable is, more precisely,” Alus replied. “But I can’t deny that I ought to thank her as well.”


      It was completely by chance that Lilisha ended up getting involved with the Tenbram while sort of taking House Fable’s side. She made that choice for herself.


      But I don’t really think she helped me all that much.


      But Lilisha had tried to secretly give hints during the Tenbram when Womruina came up with an insane plan to use Daraime, a guardian. The scheme was clearly irregular and unusual, and Lilisha had tried to provide support. And House Fable ultimately achieving victory was an event worthy of celebration.


      However, before the battle against Daraime, there had been a few things that Alus had been curious about. Orneus, the opposition’s main firepower, had suddenly vanished from the battlefield in front of Alus’s eyes. Alus, of course, hadn’t thought he’d lose if the battle had continued, but against an enemy who not only had a myriad of tricks up their sleeve but multiple extraordinary trump cards as well, it was rather unusual for the main fighter to just up and leave. He’d felt like someone took the wind out of his sails, and frankly, it was creepy to see.


      And then Fia’s mana went berserk. This event was messy and full of twists and turns, I guess.


      As Alus thought about his friend, whom he suspected was still in bed, Alice gave him a worried glance, perhaps reading his mind.


      “Lilisha also said that Fia will bounce back soon enough,” she said. “I wonder if she’s really okay.”


      “Eh, I don’t think we have to worry about her, probably...” Alus replied.


      “‘Probably’?” Loki asked. “That’s not good enough.”


      Alice was given a brief explanation of Tesfia’s condition. Loki had already briefly mentioned her exchange with Tesfia during the grisly battle against the Kruelsaith to Alus. She simply said that she’d asked for a decision but didn’t really provide any further details. However, her words surely carried a sort of weight to them that questioned Tesfia’s resolve and shook her to her core. When Alus left after that battle and glanced back at Tesfia, she’d resembled a child lost in a labyrinth with no way out. She couldn’t even begin to search for an exit.


      I don’t think I told Alice that I fought the Kruelsaith following the Tenbram...


      Alus really only gave the briefest of explanations, and he mostly mentioned Tesfia’s mana going berserk and that she’d need a bit of time before she was back to her usual form. He never once mentioned a certain incident that likely shocked Tesfia the most. It pertained to another side of Alus and to the darkness that lurked in the shadows of this world. Alice astutely noticed his hesitation and peered expectantly into his eyes.


      Ugh...


      “Is there something else?” Alice asked.


      She gave him a solemn stare as though to reassure him that she was all right and would like to hear everything. Generally, she was more casual and laid-back, but when she occasionally showed this powerful side of herself, her overwhelming aura made anyone nod at her request. Even Alus felt overpowered by her air.


      “Of course, Alice,” Loki butted in, saving Alus from a moment of awkwardness. “But I suggest we switch places.”


      Loki sounded a bit stern, and Alice wasn’t one to miss that. The usually meek and laid-back girl pursed her lips and nodded back in agreement. Alus shook his head, trying to muster up the resolve, and he stood in the front with Loki and Alice behind him as they left the training area. When they arrived in the corner of the training grounds, where the lockers were, Loki said not a word and remained standing by the entrance—she would ward off any outsiders who wished to eavesdrop on their conversation.


      Don’t think I have to worry about that now.


      He leaned against a frosty wall, a barrier that intercepted all sorts of mana, and glanced at Alice before he parted his lips.


      “This sort of feels weird since it’s like I’m talking about myself,” he started. “But I’d like to tell you about what happened after the Tenbram. The major general set out orders to capture me, and it wasn’t a peaceful arrest either. He used his own personal assassin squad, and if need be, they received permission to take me out.”


      “Huh?! Why?!” Alice cried, her eyes growing wide with concern. “Why in the world did that happen?”


      Her surprise was warranted. She was still a student and had practically no involvement in the seedy world of politics and the military’s battle over authority. These complex matters were still beyond her scope. She might’ve known that Alus was the No. 1 Magicmaster, but she couldn’t understand why the military would be after his life.


      “I can’t explain everything here,” Alus replied. “But one of the traditional nobles who was a general and on bad terms with Governor-General Berwick during his soldier years, was hanging out with House Womruina. But when Womruina lost during the Tenbram, the political power within Alpha shifted greatly. The general must’ve felt backed into a corner, and he went for a Hail Mary in hopes of turning the tides in his favor. He wanted to force Berwick into a corner. He must’ve thought that I was in the way, and if I was killed, Berwick would be weakened considerably.”


      Alus learned later that Morwald also hoped to get lucky and make his own pawn, Noir, the next Single. This would’ve given him more power and authority which would allow him to protect himself.


      “Ultimately, his plans failed completely,” Alus explained. “That idiot’s wrongdoings, along with the shady misdeeds that House Womruina has been involved in behind-the-scenes, are starting to come to light. And this is the most important bit. Alice, this pertains to you as well.”


      Alus had listed the chain of events indifferently until now, and as Alice immediately turned solemn and nervous at the mention of her name, he maintained his nonchalant demeanor.


      “Apparently, it was House Womruina who helped those prisoners escape and attack this Institute,” he explained. “I’m not sure if they saw the shifting tides of the political battle and decided to swiftly put an end to it or if they came up with some sort of plot to stage an entire scheme which would question the authority and responsibility of the upper echelons of the military. No matter the case, I can’t say that their reasoning was proper. That moron from the military was likely involved too.”


      “What?!” Alice cried.


      One of the three great noble families and a high-ranking officer of the military, who was supposed to protect the nation, had invited some ruffians into the Institute. Alice looked horrified—the building that she was learning in had been attacked by these people. She fell silent, trying to process the truth. She’d improved leaps and bounds to become a Magicmaster, but her heart was still pure, innocent, and just. No doubt this reveal had upset her.


      Crap, I didn’t mean to dredge up a traumatic memory for her... I should’ve been more considerate.


      “I was gone right when that attack occurred...” he muttered bitterly. “I’m sorry about that.”


      Though casualties were few during that attack, a few had still lost their lives; Tesfia, Alice, and many of their classmates held deep, traumatic scars within their hearts. After a lengthy silence, Alice looked up and gave a stiff smile.


      “Don’t mention it,” she said. “You beat their leader, didn’t you?”


      Dante, the Tyrant King, and Alus had engaged in a battle involving Minerva, an AWR with immense power. Alus managed to eke out a victory and put an end to this debacle; his battle had been kept under wraps by the military, but Alice was sharp. Much like Tesfia, she might’ve seemed klutzy. But in truth, both were astute, and Alus knew that well. He didn’t need to spell it all out for her.


      “And if you beat that military officer, you probably got rid of his squad of assassins, didn’t you?” Alice asked. “I’d like to think that I understand you a lot better than you might assume.”


      Her theory was spot on, almost to a cruel extent. Alus closed his eyes and fell silent, and Loki, who stood by the entrance of the locker room, spoke without turning their way.


      “He killed them all,” she said.


      There wasn’t even a hint of emotion in her voice. She sounded like a diligent student reading from a textbook under the orders of her instructor.


      “I see. And since Fia was there...” Alice trailed off.


      She didn’t wait for Alus’s response. She took a deep breath, nodded, and voiced her agreement, convincing both herself and Alus.


      “I’m fine, really,” she said. “I already know all sorts of things.”


      She probably wasn’t told the truth beforehand, but just as she said, she knew a lot more than she let on. She knew about the mercilessness, cruelty, and unjustness of this world, and every time she was faced with these fated tragedies, she became painfully aware of her own powerlessness. All she could do was gritted her teeth with frustration. She wasn’t just thinking of the time when the Institute was attacked. No doubt she was vexed by her own lack of power in all sorts of ways and couldn’t even properly explain her own feelings.


      Hence, I’m fine, Alice seemed to imply. Alus could practically read her thoughts, and when he turned behind him, he noticed the kind glance that Loki shot at him. She must’ve felt the same.


      “Well, unlike Fia, you’ve had all sorts of experiences,” Alus said.


      The words tumbled out of his mouth, his tone laced with sympathy and empathy. Alice had not only become an orphan at a young age; she was also the victim of Godma’s human experimentation. She later reunited with Melissa, a girl that Alice revered like an older sister, and a cruel twist of fate had culminated in Melissa’s death.


      There was a brief moment of silence, but when Alice looked up, there wasn’t a trace of sorrow on her face. Her eyes told a story of power, of a girl who had overcome many hardships in her life. Loki whirled around to face the two.


      “I think this is just fine,” she muttered. “This came at the perfect time, and it was a good learning experience for her.”


      “Yeah, I agree,” Alus replied with a slow nod.


      He made sure to fake a faint smile and stared right back at his brave apprentice who undoubtedly held incredible potential within her.


      “Your resolve is laudable,” he said. “But from here on out, no matter what you choose to accept or fulfill, you need power. The lack of it will only have you twiddling your thumbs helplessly.”


      He cast a teasing glance at the ring floating above Alice’s head. The girl, in response, flashed a fearless smile.


      “Would you like to see what I’ve got?” she asked. “I know it’s been a while. And I’ve improved considerably.”


      “Heh, I haven’t seen you for a few weeks, and you know how to talk the talk, huh?” Alus replied.


      He praised her courage as the two agreed to engage in a battle. Loki slumped her shoulders with exasperation.


      “Then why don’t we head back?” she suggested. “I’d love to watch.”




      The moment the two fighters were at the ready, nerves and tension filled the room. Alice’s classmates, who had swarmed towards her, now took their distance and watched silently. Since all the mock battle arenas were taken, this match was held in a smaller space meant for solo training.


      Alus rolled his shoulders around to limber up and turned to Alice, his opponent for today. It really had been a while since the two fought. Recently, he hadn’t even watched her practice, much less sparred with her.


      How long has it been? Alus wondered.


      “So? Do you feel like your mana vessel has expanded?” he asked.


      “Of course,” Alice replied. “In fact, I feel my mana growing every single day. Why do you think I started this little habit, where I’m constantly using up my mana?”


      It seemed the floating ring that followed her around wasn’t just an exercise for mana manipulation; it was to use her mana up so that she could expand her vessel. Just as she implied, she must’ve been quite confident in her abilities. She didn’t look nervous; she seemed more excited to fight Alus for the first time in a good while. Loki was beside them to watch this battle, and though she was able to feign a bit of composure on the surface, her heart was actually dancing with excitement.
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      “No AWR for you today?” Alice asked.


      “Heh, you’re starting to sound like Fia,” Alus chuckled. “I can still fight you guys with my bare hands. And besides...”


      He locked his fingers together and cracked his knuckles.


      “I’ve grown stronger too,” Alus finished.


      In response, Alice whirled her golden spear around and prepared for combat. She took a step forward and made a flurry of rapid strikes. Yet, right after she unleashed her thrusts, her eyes widened with astonishment; the tip of her spear stopped just short of Alus’s hands as though he was protected by some sort of invisible barrier.


      She couldn’t hide her shock at his defenses; even if Alus always had a thin layer of mana protecting him, she didn’t think that that alone could block her spear. Her disbelief said it all. Had she also used only her bare hands, perhaps she would’ve been blocked, but she was using an AWR with a sharp point honed for combat, and she didn’t hold back.


      Alus took that opportunity to show more of what he could do. He pinched the tip of the spear and twisted it around. It was a minute gesture, but that was enough to unleash a shock wave of mana that surrounded the entire spear, enough for even Alice to feel the intensity. The high-speed rotation of the force field around the spear was so powerful that it began to groan under the pressure.


      Alice was stunned for only a moment, and she swiftly released her spear from her grip in response to the powerful torsion of mana. Had she reacted even a moment later, her arm and spear would’ve been twisted around like a burly man squeezing out all the water from a damp rag. She gripped her spear once more and leaped away.


      “Aren’t you a little too strong now?” she asked.


      “This is a parlor trick at most,” Alus replied. “It’s not strong enough to be used for combat.”


      Alus had seen Orneus use a similar ability to repel attacks by changing the vector of his power and increasing the torsion intensity. The No. 1 Magicmaster analyzed this power and gave his own spin on this idea, but this was far from a practical move. All he did was apply a directional force to his mana to create kinetic energy; this may have been effective against a girl like Alice, but if he were up against a burly opponent who was proud of their power, this would hardly have any effect.


      “But I guess this is useful enough against you,” he muttered. “It’s a decent way to defend myself.”


      He imbued his hands with the opposite force of mana to repel Alice’s fierce attacks. This force field was akin to the spell, Reflection, though only Alus had the skills and dexterity to make minute mana adjustments on the fly. His abilities allowed him to create this defensive barrier against her. Alice, on the other hand, turned more serious than ever and continued her attacks, refusing to let up. Alus maintained a step between her as he dodged all her thrusts, but even he was impressed by her technique.


      Her moves are becoming more and more honed for combat. Every step she takes is firm, and she can predict my movements well. She’s becoming more self-reliant.


      Her skills weren’t just refined; she used the strategy of offense being the best defense. This was a level of power that Alice yearned to have, and as she inched closer to her ideal, every strike she made seemed to attest to the resolve that was within her heart. Alus cracked a smile.


      Yeah, I do think she’ll be all right. Her heart and soul have become more polished than her skills. Hmm, looks like it’s about time...


      Alice’s attacks became even swifter, and no longer was Alus able to maintain the distance that he had from her.


      Will she move onto her next step?


      The ring above Alice’s head began to emit small beams of light; whenever Alus dodged one of her attacks while keeping his movements to a minimum, a sliver of light attacked him as well. The several floating rings fired at him from his blind spots, and as Alus whirled around in the air to dodge these lasers, he even managed to evade the precise, lethal strike of the golden spear.


      “Celestist, huh?” he said. “You’ve achieved high mastery of this spell.”


      It was a spell that utilized the rings that surrounded the golden spear; these floating components became weapons as well.


      “But I suspect you need quite a bit of mana and concentration to maintain this stance,” he added. “Which means...”


      Alus increased his speed. He didn’t even need to look at the lasers that rained down on him from above and used his mana to perceive the attack and used the most optimal route to dodge them. He closed the gap between Alice and himself and unleashed a powerful flurry of blows using his hands and feet. His strikes came at an incredible speed, and Alice was forced to take a defensive stance.


      She used her spear to block Alus’s swift attacks, forcing her to deplete so much more mana than she hoped. Her mental exertion was reaching its limit as well. Naturally, Alice sought for an opening so that she could launch a counter, but if she were to defend and attack while also manipulating her rings, she knew that it’d be difficult to maintain what little advantage she had.


      It didn’t take long for the attacks from Alice’s rings to become sloppier and more imprecise. She managed to follow this up with a few cheeky thrusts of her spear, but the power and accuracy of her weapon had dulled considerably.


      Still, she’s able to control her rings a bit, and her spear is still honed. It’s not like her attacks have become completely useless. Her stamina is impressive.


      Alus decided to change things up a bit. He gently leaped into the air and raised his fist near his shoulders; he imbued his hand with mana and deliberately took it slow, showing off his attack to Alice. She took the bait.


      Alice gasped and raised her spear in the air to block his fist as he swung down, but it was all a diversion—he stopped his punch just short of her weapon and kicked the hilt of her spear instead. He whirled once in the air and delivered a flying kick at her.


      What he’d just shown was a feint. His fist grabbed her attention and had her jump to her defense, but he stopped just shy of her spear to land another surprise attack from a different angle. Alice managed to just barely dodge the kick, but when he kicked her spear, she lost her balance. Alus took this opportunity to aim a finishing blow, but Alice wielded her spear with one hand and, in a final act of defiance, tried to muster one last thrust, refusing to go down without a fight.


      Not good enough.


      Alus easily blocked her blow with his bare fist when her AWR, Shangdi Fides, flashed a brilliant gold. As her spear emanated an immense amount of mana light, which made it look almost divine, the tip of her weapon extended with incredible speed. To be precise, the spear didn’t grow longer at all; this was the effect of Sirislate, a spell that allowed the user to imbue mana and make thrusts at supersonic speed.


      Alice had managed to activate this spell with one hand. When Alus realized what had occurred, he immediately strengthened the mana on his hand. With impeccable timing, he punched the tip of the spear from below, forcing its trajectory up. And not a moment too soon. The golden-glowing powerful thrust missed his face and went upward, the frightening, divine glow piercing through the wall of the training grounds. A deafening rumble rang out.


      A moment later, Alus’s hair fluttered as the vestige of the spear of light passed close to his face. The training grounds perceived this light and displaced it, turning the ray into mana particles before it vanished into the ether.


      “Haaah... Haaah... I thought I did well,” Alice muttered.


      She flashed a vexed smile. Her mana and mental strength was getting whittled down; she had no choice but to gamble it all on one decisive move. Her breathing was haggard, and she looked exhausted.


      “You were close,” Alus said. “You didn’t use the two AWRs simultaneously, but you managed to use both to such a high degree of skill. I didn’t think you could do that.”


      The spear and the rings made one set, but in actuality, they were practically two AWRs. When this AWR was created, Alus had expected Alice to eventually use both at once, but he didn’t expect her to do that so soon. Clearly, she had enough power to be the rightful owner of Shangdi Fides.


      The other students, who were training themselves, could only stand there, paralyzed with astonishment at the terrific battle that had unfolded right before their eyes. Her peers and even students from other classes and grades had stopped training, their eyes glued on the clash between Alice and Alus. A battle this magnificent, which attracted the attention and gazes of so many others, could only be done between two geniuses of the highest calibers.


      Though this was only a mock battle, the mediocre students who saw this legendary fight within the narrow room of the self-practice grounds, could do little but let their jaws drop to the floor.


      “I’ve been working hard, don’t you agree?” Alice asked.


      “Yeah, I’m honestly surprised,” Alus replied.


      It was as though the two were on the same wavelength. This short exchange drew the mock battle to a close. Thanks to the training grounds’ system, the two fighters would suffer from a headache at most. However, if this system hadn’t been in place, Alice could’ve been gravely injured; that attested to how serious she was about this battle.


      “But still, only one hand...” she mumbled.


      “Oh, did you notice?” Alus asked.


      Sure, there were times when he needed to use his feet to regain his balance, and he had to twist his body around to dodge attacks, but he mostly used only one hand to attack and defend.


      “It’s almost like you’re mocking me,” Alice sighed. “It kind of depresses me.”


      She pouted before forming a small smile, satisfied that she was able to display the results of her training.


      “There’s nothing for you to be depressed about,” Loki said, approaching the pair. “That last Sirislate you fired must’ve frightened Sir Alus as well. In fact, I feared for his safety.”


      “Yeah,” Alus admitted. “I expected as much, but I didn’t think she’d fire then. Alice, I think you’re getting the hang of the flow of a battle.”


      “Ah ha ha ha, I guess so,” Alice replied. “Even when I practice alone, I always envision it like I’m on the battlefield. How should I train next? I’d love to hear your advice.”


      “Hmm... Well, maybe you have to increase the number of trump cards you’ve got...”


      “Y-You mean a new spell?!”


      The little chick who yearned for more power and tasks turned to her master with excitement and eagerness, ignorant of the troubles and hassle it took for him to give her a new task. In fact, Alus was a bit troubled. Light was a rare element to begin with, and while he had a few ideas when it came to basic training, it was exponentially more difficult to offer a new training menu for Alice, who already had high mastery of her element. He expected to hit this roadblock sooner or later when he gave her Shangdi Fides.


      I know there aren’t a lot of light spells, but I’d like to find one that’s a perfect fit for Alice and her Shangdi Fides. I’m not sure if I can find anything so convenient, though...


      Most likely, he’d had to prepare a spell of his own creation and design and one that was of decently high level, to boot. Luckily, light magic unexpectedly had a lot of relics that were yet to be deciphered. Alice had grown much stronger recently, allowing her to use a powerful spell like Sirislate, alongside Celestist, though she didn’t use the latter spell for long. She was ready to move on to the next step.


      All we need now is to teach her high light magic mastery along with a decent amount of mana.


      With renewed resolve, he gave a discreet nod.




      Alus and his friends practically fled from the training grounds. Many of the students were left in stupor before breaking into a commotion over Alus, Alice, and Loki. The students could hardly be blamed for that; they’d just seen a heroic battle, and their excitement couldn’t be contained.


      Until now, Alus’s identity had been concealed thanks to the skillful work of Lilisha, and normal students only knew the bare minimum about him. People knew him as a guy who was still a student but chosen by the military for a few missions, which was why he didn’t attend classes and was absent from the Institute often. No one would’ve imagined that he was the No. 1 rank Magicmaster. Only those who excelled at gathering information, like Aile of House Womruina, would know that.


      In addition, the always helpful Principal Sisty had taken extra care of him, especially when it came to training sessions with Tesfia and Alice. At times, the principal would use her personnel to shoo people away. Tesfia and Alice were seen as the daughter of House Fable and her friend, respectively; combined with their impressive results during the Friendship Magical Tournament, they’d proven their capabilities. It wasn’t unusual for the two girls to be treated a bit differently from the rest.


      Loki, too, was a head above her peers, and because of her excellence, she was allowed to go off on her own. This allowed Alus to teach these ladies without being too considerate of his surroundings. But this time around, Alus had impressively blocked all of Alice’s incredible attacks with one hand. Ciel—luckily, she wasn’t there at the time—and other students would gradually begin to realize that Alus was more powerful than he let on. The two had simply engaged in a bit of training, but there was only so much that could be hidden.


      Alus let out a sigh. Recently, he’d started to find all this concealment to be a huge pain. The Institute had become a dangerous place these days, what with the incident revolving around Godma’s dolls and the attack of the inmates led by Dante. During the Institute’s festival, Elise appeared to wreak havoc, and though Alus personally took care of her, he recalled how painstaking it was to take care of the aftermath while hiding it from the public.


      It was Berwick and Sisty who first suggested that Alus’s powers be kept under wraps, and it was too late to blame these cunning adults for creating more work.


      Fia aside, until she bounces back, I’d like to have a few days to myself where I kick back and relax.


      Alus walked back towards his room and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the research building that contained his living quarters. Surely, he would be able to enjoy peace, normalcy, and isolation for a while. Alus, blissfully ignorant of his future, only hoped to rest both his body and mind for some time.


      Little did he know that a terrifying incident awaited him.


    


  



  

    

      One Hundred-Eighth Chapter: Preparatory Period


      The next day, Alus and Loki attended lectures—it’d truly been a while for the both of them. Alus, however, frowned the entire time, and he didn’t at all resemble a passionate student. How could he? This lecture was more akin to a supplemental lesson for him, and Alus was only here due to an incident that struck him out of absolutely nowhere.


      More specifically, he was called this morning by Principal Sisty and told that he was short on attendance to make it to the next year. Alus then asked for the principal to use her authority and allow him to move up, but she replied that she’d already done so, and he was still short of attendance days, proving that he hardly went to classes at all.


      Sisty’s the one who decided to honor her bonds during her military days and took care of Frose and House Fable while sending Miltria into the Tenbram, Alus thought grumpily. Sisty probably knows the process and outcome of the Tenbram, then. And yet, I’m treated poorly? Do my accomplishments mean nothing?


      Alus had, of course, brought this up to the principal, but when she smiled and replied that he entered the Tenbram partly due to his own circumstances, he didn’t have much to say. Even if Sisty were to use her authority for personal purposes, she still needed some sort of excuse or guise. And naturally, Alus required impressive results to warrant her to act for his sake.


      I guess I ditched classes a bit too much... I was so wrapped up in my research and other events. But this isn’t a bank ledger, for god’s sake. If she’s keeping track of every little debt made or paid while making sure that her emotions are kept out of it, it’s really tough for me... Alus also suspected that this balance sheet that kept track of the debts had secretly been modified by Sisty in her favor. Ugh...


      His internal complaints aside, he could see Sisty’s side as well. Functional adults in society had to be sure that they didn’t abuse their power and authority too much and give in to their own emotions. He tried his best to suppress his emotions as he glanced at Loki, who sat beside him. In stark contrast to him, she was like the perfect student, solemnly taking notes even for the most basic and rudimentary of lessons. No doubt she’d never have to worry about failing a grade. Loki didn’t even have to attend the Institute at all; she only asked to be here out of thoughtfulness towards Alus.


      I hate this. Why do I have to attend these boring, stupid lessons after everything that I’ve done?


      He looked genuinely tired of it all. When the teacher faced the monitor that was used in lieu of a blackboard, Loki took her chance and whispered into his ear. “I’ll happily take notes for you. Would you also like me to write your report as well?”


      “No...” Alus replied. “That’d make me way too pathetic.”


      Though he absolutely hated this lecture, his pride wouldn’t allow him to cheat during the most basic and rudimentary of lessons. He didn’t mind becoming a rebellious, problematic student at the Institute—that was also a path that a student could take—but his pride and dignity as a researcher wouldn’t allow him to do that.


      “Then why don’t you look at least a bit motivated?” a lady asked. “You know, sit up straight or something.”


      Her annoying words came at Alus from his other side. He gritted his teeth and glared at the woman who sat up straight, her elegant, golden locks flowing behind her.


      “Hello? You’re taking supplementary lessons too,” Alus growled. “And you were late to this lesson, to boot. You’re in no position to advise me.”


      “Ah, well, I’m simply busy with the work that Lady Cicelnia has given me, that’s all,” Lilisha replied. “But in terms of attendance, I fare far better than you. Besides, I only have to attend today, and I’ve cleared my requirement for attendance.”


      She responded coolly while Loki, who sat on Alus’s other side, leaned a bit forward.


      “I haven’t seen you since the Tenbram, Lilisha,” she whispered.


      “Yes, I suppose so,” Lilisha replied. “Speaking of which, I wasn’t just the judge of the Tenbram. I had to clean up the aftermath as well. It was incredibly tough to do all of that, I’ll have you know.”


      She made sure to put emphasis on just how busy she had been.


      “We certainly have been in your debt,” Loki whispered. “Isn’t that right, Sir Alus?”


      Only when Alus was encouraged by his friend did he reluctantly express his gratitude.


      “I can’t deny that you helped us out a bit,” he grumbled. “Guess I can thank you for that.”


      “Oh? My, oh my...” Lilisha grinned. She looked oddly refreshed as though she was able to blow off all her steam that was bottled up in her. “How admirable of you. You can thank people now—someone’s being a very good boy. Yes, I’m beyond honored! The famous—or infamous, rather—Sir Alus Reigin personally thanking little old me! Maybe stars will fall out of the sky today.”


      As she let this small victory get to her end and began to tease Alus, she was abruptly silenced by his glare. Lilisha cleared her throat, eked out a curt, “You’re very welcome,” and tried to patch up this awkwardness.


      “Hey,” she whispered. “Can we talk about something a bit unsettling? You know, just to kill some time.”


      “Haaah... Two seconds into our reunion you break your act of normalcy, I see...” Alus sighed. “You can’t even keep up an act for long, huh? Why in the world are you at this Institute?”


      “Uh... Just so you know, I could say the same exact thing back at you.”


      This was an astute, and frankly, biting remark. She’s got a point... Look where I am now... Why in the world am I at this Institute? But Alus knew that if he faltered here, this cheeky lady would only gain more confidence. He instead opted to respond with an exasperated shrug.


      “Work for Cicelnia, you said?” Alus asked. “Were you investigating something behind-the-scenes? But you Aferkas stepped away from Morwald’s case, didn’t you?”


      “Well, you see...” Lilisha started.


      Her voice was so soft and faint that only Alus and Loki could hear her; Lilisha had used the mana in the air to create a temporary filter, which made her almost silent to anyone else. Loki was already eager to hear the details, finding this to be a precious opportunity to gather more important information.


      And yeah, Lilisha’s intel is far more useful than this silly little lesson.


      He fell silent and turned to her.


      “That moronic general was handed over to Governor-General Berwick and Sir Vizaist, and I was actually searching for the source of Ambrosia,” Lilisha muttered. “But that trail abruptly went cold. It’s like I’ve hit a roadblock, a dead end. All I know for certain is that Womruina is involved somehow.”


      “Don’t you literally have like a monopoly on information gathering?” Alus whispered back. “What the hell are you guys doing?”


      “The Rimfuges are known for assassinations and darker jobs like that. The information gathering bit just comes with the job. Besides, our trail of intel was cut off in a very unnatural way. It’s almost as if someone else was working in the background, making sure that all the information was wiped away before we could get it.”


      Ambrosia was a drug that could turn people into Fiends. According to Dante, this was a trump card that a small group of inmates aside from him used.


      “A drug that makes people turn into half-Fiends, huh?” Alus muttered. “Cicelnia and the army wouldn’t let this slide, will they? Wait, you’re definitely hiding something important from us, aren’t you? Since it’s vital that we catch the source of this drug, if a trail of information led to a dead end, surely, you’d just need to find another trail. What else is going on exactly?”


      “Huh? Uh...” Lilisha trailed off.


      Her eyes frantically darted around the room, her reaction so obvious that it’d make one doubt if she really was deeply involved with shady practices. Alus almost felt a headache coming on.


      “Bull’s-eye,” Loki muttered as she looked equally unamused by the reaction.


      Lilisha slumped her shoulders with resignation. “Oh, fine. It’s not like I have to hide all this anyway. And you guys are already involved with this. In short, it looks like Chemical Boost is the root of all of this mess.”


      “Doping through the usage of illegal drugs...” Loki mused. “Yes, that’s become a problem among students doing mock battles these days.”


      “Yeah,” Alus nodded. “At the very least, it’s clear that these drugs are incredibly effective, though I’ve no idea of their aftereffects.”


      Alus had personally experienced what it was like to fight against someone enhanced by Chemical Boost; during the Tenbram, when he faced Aile’s servant, Orneus, the man had used this drug to increase his abilities.


      “The military basically has everything they need, but the illegal drug has been one of the sources of House Womruina’s wealth,” Lilisha revealed.


      Apparently, the Womruinas refined the drug in secret and sold it off using a hidden route.


      “Makes sense,” Alus said. “Does that mean that drugs like Chemical Boost were needed to create Ambrosia?”


      Lilisha neither denied nor confirmed this theory and only said, “We honestly have no idea what the unknown substances of Ambrosia are. Oh, do you know about the massive fire that attacked House Womruina?”


      “Yeah, I’ve briefly been told of it.”


      “Yes, I’ve also heard that it was a grisly accident,” Loki added. “Aile von Womruina was dragged into it as well, and he’s currently declining all visitors, I believe.”


      Lilisha gently shook her head, making sure that the instructor couldn’t see her.


      “That was no accident,” she whispered. “It was arson. I heard that the eldest son of House Womruina went mad and set fire to his own manor, but in the shadows, the man who was a servant of the house pulled the strings and convinced the eldest son to commit the crime. I feel like both this servant and the stupid eldest son are related to Chemical Boost somehow, but any evidence I could’ve gathered has turned to ashes.”


      She shrugged as she went on to state that the eldest son, Lloyd, was involved in the illegal drug trafficking and Aile had never been directly involved. However, Aile was by no means stupid; more likely than not, though not involved, he’d turned a blind eye to this trade and gave his tacit approval as it helped support House Womruina’s wealth.


      I don’t really sympathize with him, but I can easily imagine that he’d have a tough, uphill battle from here.


      At the very least, Aile seemed to not have dipped his toes in the illegal businesses that his house was involved in, but who knew how believable that was? He had a sharp mind and couldn’t have lived in blissful ignorance.


      “And so, in lieu of the dead eldest son, that servant is now a wanted man since he’s a material witness,” Lilisha went on. “Yet, this man managed to evade the military and the public safety team. He vanished like the mist. Left with no other choice, I tried to pry as much as I could with what little information I had, and discovered his heinous identity.”


      “Well, yeah,” Alus agreed. “At the very least, I can’t imagine that he lived an honest, simple life as a bodyguard. He showed no hesitation when he used Chemical Boost during the battle against me, and he retreated for some inexplicable reason. He’s clearly not a normal guy in his right mind, and I’m pretty sure he’s killed a ton of other people in the past. That guy isn’t a newbie to murder.”


      “Ding ding ding. He’s a serial killer that was once widely talked about on the streets. In fact, he’s got a lot of victims, and he’s even killed several high-ranking Magicmasters across the globe. He’s called ‘the Hunter.’ Have you heard of him?”


      “Sort of rings a bell, sort of doesn’t.”


      “He seems rather infamous,” Loki said with a touch of confusion. “And yet, have you not heard of him, Sir Alus?”


      “I’m not constantly checking the list of the most-wanted criminals of this world. In fact, I’ve done my best to distance myself from troublesome matters like that.”


      Alus was the No. 1 Magicmaster, not a guy who worked in the shadows and took people out. The occasional assassination requests he did receive went through many layers of scrutiny; Berwick would tirelessly gather all the information that he could find before making this sort of special request of Alus. A man with a mysterious identity whose location couldn’t even be pinpointed could hardly be a target for Alus; there was simply too little information.


      “That sort of investigation is Sir Vizaist’s forte,” he went on. “All I’d do is the final step: cornering the prey. Plus, it seems like he crosses various nation borders as he pleases. An international criminal is outside my realm of expertise.”


      Berwick wanted to keep Alus’s identity under wraps. Alus was No. 1, but he was still a young boy, and it was best if he didn’t get too involved in shady matters. Furthermore, Alus could be seen as the fruit of Alpha’s special training program, a dark past that Alpha wished to move away from.


      The higher-ups, at the very least, wished to avoid a Jean-from-Rusalca situation; he was widely publicized as a hero. This was both for safety and political reasons. Singles were seen as the final trump card—living weapons—of a nation, and if they frequently crossed borders as they pleased, it might cause unwanted friction between nations.


      “Even if I took requests behind-the-scenes, they usually pertain to matters contained within Alpha,” Alus explained. “And I only work on them when I’m expressly asked to do so. I don’t know who this Hunter is, but don’t assume I’m like that insane killer.”


      “Right,” Lilisha said.


      “Of course,” Loki added with a firm nod.


      As the trio tried to move on to a different topic, the bell rang, signaling the end of the lecture. The instructor’s icy gaze was hard to ignore, but Lilisha tried her best to pay it no heed. What good would that do anyway?


      “Next up, lecture on magic theory,” Lilisha said. She stood up and shot a meaningful gaze at Alus. “You’ll attend, of course, won’t you?”


      “Nah, I don’t think so,” Alus replied.


      “Huh? Is it outside the scope of your supplementary lessons? That’s unexpected. I thought you had to take whatever lesson you could to make up for your attendance.”


      “You see, Sir Alus’s attendance is abysmal,” Loki said. “It’s a lost cause.”


      The trio were now speaking as casually as a family reunion. Loki made sure to not call Alus by his nickname, Al, as she slumped her shoulders in resignation. The sorrow in her voice was clear, and Lilisha’s cheeks twitched, her face turning serious.


      “Ah, I get it... My condolences,” Lilisha said, placing her hands together for a prayer.


      Alus grimaced. This wasn’t a funeral, after all, and the prayer made him uncomfortable.


      “Then I’ll skip that lesson too,” Lilisha added.


      Was she a laudable friend, or was this the beginning of a delinquent? Alus felt bad for making her tag along with his own carelessness.


      “Uh, shouldn’t you attend?” Alus asked with a stern look. “You lost against Fia during the last test, didn’t you?”


      “How long ago was that?!” Lilisha demanded. “Ugh, it’s fine. Whatever. I already have enough credits anyway. Right, and I was so wrapped up in our earlier conversation that I forgot to mention one other thing!”


      “Oh, you’re no longer wearing the veneer of a noblewoman and are switching gears to become an airhead, huh?”


      “Shut up. Jeez. Since you’re skipping magic theory, you don’t have anything on your schedule, do you? I’m not fond of whispering around and talking here, so let’s switch places and talk.”


      “Y’know, I planned on heading to the training grounds. Alice should be there.”


      Alice was a model student. She would never have the need to take supplementary lessons and had been at the training grounds since morning. Her sparring against Alus the other day had allowed her to notice her shortcomings and where she could improve. She was now more motivated than ever to become stronger.


      “Oh? The No. 1 wants to do some training?” Lilisha teased.


      “Just checking Alice’s training,” Alus replied casually. “And if I stay there long enough, I think I can score some points with the Institute.”


      “Got it. So you’re skipping the magic theory lecture and heading to the training grounds to prove that you’re at least passionate about your practical studies. You’re scoring the smallest points imaginable—seems like a waste of time. Sounds like you’re just trying to turn away from reality.”


      “Yeah, yeah, keep talking. Since you’re with us already, tag along with us. And because you want to talk with me anyway, I’ll also see how much you improved. The leader of Aferka can’t be a weak wimp forever, can she?”


      Alus headed to the training ground with Loki in tow. A frowning Lilisha slumped her shoulders and gave an exasperated sigh before she decided to tag along. During their walk there, Lilisha loudly cleared her throat and brought up her topic.


      “There aren’t people around here, right? All right, I think I can talk,” she said, making it clear that she was about to mention what she meant to before. “Alus, you’re going to go, right?”


      Alus didn’t miss the subtle shift in her tone.


      “Is Cicelnia worried?” he asked.


      “Yeah,” she replied. “She is the ruler of Alpha, you know. You can’t blame her for being concerned about the Singles within her nation. So? What’re your thoughts?”


      “Well, we can talk more about that inside. We’ve reached the training grounds.”


      “Huh? O-Oh...”


      Lilisha pouted, but gave a reluctant nod. Cicelnia had a vast network, and if she wanted to learn more about Alus, Lilisha wouldn’t leave his side until she fulfilled her mission.


      Now then, what should I tell her...?


      He felt this was a pain as he tried to mull over his options. Truth be told, he planned on visiting the neighboring Rusalca with Loki in tow in the near future. Now that the Tenbram was done with and his hobby of magic research had hit a dead end, he felt it was high time he had a small vacation.


      He was simply responding to an invitation from Lithia, which had happened in the last conference, but Alus had his position of No. 1 to think about. Recently, he had become more aware of the power he possessed, and though this was a purely private vacation instead of one for business, he knew that he at least had to let the higher-ups know of his absence.


      What’ll Cicelnia say? I ought to think of a good excuse... She’s unexpectedly the jealous type... No, I think she takes greater issue because the ruler of Rusalca is Lithia.


      Both were young women rulers, but the two had a long rivalry and were on terrible terms. Even if Alus had received this invitation, he was Alpha’s ace up its sleeve, and if he went to Lithia, Cicelnia surely wouldn’t be pleased. Sure, he was currently dealing with Lilisha, but she was effectively a direct pipeline to Cicelnia herself; Alus had to choose his words wisely.


      Cicelnia seemed pretty concerned when this topic was brought up before. If I make her angry, I think she’d try to push various missions on me to prevent me from ever leaving. And she’d do that without batting an eye. Haaah... I feel like I’m getting psychologically worn down these days.


      He scratched his head as he entered the training grounds. The place was as rowdy as ever. Future Magicmasters were hard at training and this was commendable. If Alice was among the mix, even better. Ciel was currently fighting Alice, and a crowd had gathered around them. Classmates and students of all grades stood by to watch; many looked solemn, hoping to absorb some sort of lesson from this battle, but perhaps there were a few boys with other lascivious ulterior motives in mind. Both Alice and Ciel were very pretty.


      But hey, it’s nice that they’re all passionate about training. Alus glanced at their battle before he headed to the changing room to wear proper training gear.


      “How long will you follow me around?” Alus asked. “I didn’t expect you to come in here with me.”


      Lilisha let out a small, unamused sigh. “Well, I need you to tell me if you’re headed for Rusalca or not. You know I can’t head back to her empty-handed.”


      “I’m not gonna run away. It bothers me because it feels like I’m constantly under your watch. Why not head to the women’s changing room with Loki?”


      “Who cares? This is part of my work. I used to be part of the military, and Alus, you aren’t so innocent that you get bothered by this, are you?”


      She leaned on the door to the changing room and carefully analyzed every movement that Alus made. In contrast to her bored tone, the corners of her lips tugged upward, but the dimness of the room helped mask her face. She felt her chest beating a bit louder than usual, but surely Alus was to blame, for he roughly removed his shirt in one go.


      His upper body was nicely toned, and Lilisha wasn’t quite used to a man’s naked body, especially one that was around the same age as her. She couldn’t help but feel nervous, but managed to slightly avert her gaze so that Alus wouldn’t notice.


      Huh... Lilisha thought. I thought he was a bit too slender, but his body’s got some muscles, huh? Fitting for a soldier who fought on the front line. He’s nicely toned... He said that he isn’t worried about a woman’s gaze, but can he really get his lower half naked too? Will he? Can he? Try stripping more if you dare!


      Her eyes were a touch bloodshot, but she managed to maintain her composure as she internally shouted with excitement. She felt like Alus shot her a glare, his steely eyes causing her to clear her throat and dispel the awkward air. She decided to break the silence.


      “Uh, do you know just how much Lady Cicelnia and Lady Lithia hate each other?” she inquired.


      “Huh?” Alus asked. “The moment they see each other, a flurry of insults and crass language fill the air. Don’t you know that?”


      “Y-Yeah, thought so. They’re both so young, but maybe their positions prevent them from seeing eye to eye. I can see why they don’t get along.”


      “They’re both pretty wild, you know? And their personalities are...unique, to say the least. Yeah, they’re pretty, but I doubt either can get married in the near future.”


      “Wow, awful of you to say. I think that counts as some kind of harassment! I can’t believe that you can be so foulmouthed about the two rulers of humanity’s seven nations!”


      “Like I care. You’ve got it tough too, don’t you? You not only have to report back to Cicelnia, but Berwick too.”


      “Oof, guess you see right through me. It really is tough, you know. But the Governor-General hasn’t been so pesky these days.”


      Aferka, currently led by Lilisha, could be seen as the ruler’s secret weapon. Lilisha was technically under the orders of Berwick as she oversaw Alus’s every action.


      “Well, he’s a cunning geezer, all right,” Alus agreed. “I bet he’ll pop up out of nowhere by the time you forget his existence, and he’ll push some kind of unreasonable request on you. Be careful.”


      “Oh... D-Does he do that?” Lilisha stammered. “Okay, roger that.”


      Alus gave a knowing look before removing his pants.


      Lilisha let out a high-pitched, “Whoa!” before swiftly clapping her hands over her mouth. As the head of the ruler’s personal squad, she tried her best to maintain her cool, but when she saw the tight black underwear on Alus, his thighs pale in comparison to the rest of his body, she was surprised. His skin was firm and clear, fitting for a boy his age, and his muscles were toned well, accentuating his masculinity.


      Even Lilisha didn’t know where to look. She generally wasn’t the type to be this innocent, since she had the eccentric habit of standing by the window fully naked early in the morning under her excuse of basking in the sunbeams. But this location only added to her nervousness. This was the boys’ changing room, and girls usually weren’t allowed inside.
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      Eep! Lilisha internally cried. Her lips trembled as this odd feeling of immorality welled up within her.


      “Hey...” Alus called. When he received no reply, he tried again. “Hey!”


      Lilisha snapped back to her senses. She realized that her cheeks had grown warm, and her lips were forming a faint smile.


      “Huh?! Y-Yes?” she stammered.


      Her voice rose an octave, and she slapped her cheeks to gather herself together.


      “Why are you in a daze?” Alus asked. “Do you feel feverish or something?”


      “N-No, of course not,” Lilisha replied. “Uhm, I was just organizing the information I had in my mind.”


      “Information?”


      “Yeah. I guess it’s not right for me to be the only one asking questions. In exchange, I’ll tell you something too.”


      “I don’t really like how you’re trying to get me to owe you one, but sure, I’ll listen.”


      “See, Lady Cicelnia received a request from Rusalca just the other day. Several gruesome incidents have occurred back-to-back within Alpha, right? So, Ruslaca would like to send in a squad of investigators for more details.”


      “She’s already allowed a few squads from other nations to enter, right? Speaking of, those insolent idiots from Hydrange came first, didn’t they?”


      When Tesfia and Alice had been engaged in a special lesson where they utilized cores to expand their mana vessels, the mana from the cores had seemed to the people from Hydrange to be an omen of a new disaster. They’d barged their way in, and there’d been a dispute between the two parties.


      “Yeah, we sent over the data and gave them the bare minimum,” Lilisha replied. “But I guess that wasn’t enough for them. This time around, they’re specially requesting even more information. And so, a part of the Rusalca military has been dispatched to our nation.”


      “Why go that far?” Alus asked. “What are they searching for? I mean, recently, there’s been...”


      “Ambrosia, of course. I think they want to look into that too. Oh, and I know you’re curious to learn more, but I suggest you don’t stop your hands. Hurry up and put on some clothes.”


      “Huh? Right, yeah.”


      He noticed that he hadn’t finished changing his top or bottom, and he immediately got dressed before turning back to Lilisha. She nodded with satisfaction.


      “You received a personal invitation from Lady Lithia of Rusalca, correct?” she asked.


      “Glad I don’t have to explain myself,” he replied. “And you’re absolutely right. As for when, it was during the rulers conference. I don’t expect Cicelnia to just nod her head with agreement, so I’ve been searching for a suitable excuse that’d allow me to head there.”


      “Looks like she’s adding some diplomatic pressure overall. I heard that the squad she dispatched mentioned your name too.”


      “Me? Like, as a witness to the incident or something?”


      “That might be their true goal, but on the surface, it was a courteous invitation to their nation. Both Lady Lithia and the squad had requested your presence.”


      “But I don’t expect Cicelnia to just nod her head at that. I mean, this is none other than Lithia’s request.”


      “That’s the part I’m a bit iffy on, but I’m just telling you what happened.”


      “Hmm...”


      Alpha’s made some international mistakes these days, Alus thought. And humanity’s greatest treasure, Minerva, was taken by Dante and the inmates. I guess that was brought up, which silenced Cicelnia.


      He’d tried to find an answer, but to no avail—he had too little information to go off.


      “I planned on taking a little vacation, you know,” Alus said. “What with the Tenbram and my research, I thought I could use a little change of pace.”


      “I don’t think Lady Cicelnia will stop you so outwardly,” Lilisha replied. “It’s true that she’s overworked you quite a bit recently. You also helped rebuild Aferka, and for that, I must thank you as well.”


      She bowed as though to offer her gratitude once more, but Alus gave a nonchalant wave of his hand as though to imply that it was no big deal. What was done was done, and he owed her one for the Tenbram anyway.


      “So is Ambrosia really the only topic?” he asked. “I know that the Fiend transformations have become an internal issue, but I feel like that’s not the only problem going on.”


      Lilisha’s eyes immediately filled with a suspicious glimmer.


      “Uhm, this will be an off-the-record conversation, okay?” she started. “The Governor-General suspects that Kurama is actually behind all of this.”


      “Huh... So, they might be involved,” Alus mused. “I think I’m beginning to get the picture.”


      “They’re an international criminal organization, so they’ve been under our radar for a while now, but Governor-General Berwick sincerely believes that they secretly caused the inmates to escape. House Womruina is involved as well, but so is Kurama.”


      The Trojan Prison that housed those criminals was under the control of Celvideet and Iblis... Alus thought. It existed on the border of these two nations. Which was why Fanon’s squad of Celvideet rushed to the scene... It was no coincidence that these inmates didn’t head to Celvideet or Iblis, the two closest nations, and made a beeline for Alpha instead. Barring Dante, who was clearly after Minerva of his own will, the others looked almost insane as they thirsted for blood. If House Womruina wished to make the inmates their pawns and Kurama was involved, maybe they wanted the inmates to join their organization. There’s no guarantee that the inmates were completely wiped out. What if there were still remnants of them out there?


      He placed a hand over his chin and furrowed his brow.


      “Looks like it’s time that we pay our dues...” he mused.


      “Yeah, and I really shouldn’t be telling you this, but—” Lilisha started.


      “What? You’ve said this much. Just tell me everything.”


      “R-Right. Aferka’s also started an investigation on Kurama. We’ve got our sights on some executives, and we’re tracking their movements.”


      “Though I don’t know how useful that’ll be. They appear and disappear without a trace. They’re everywhere. That much is clear since they popped up during the Institute festival too.”


      Lilisha turned more serious than ever at his cynical words.


      “Right,” she agreed. “Elise was a Kurama member, wasn’t she? And she managed to sneak into our Institute.”


      “Yeah, but with so many people around, I had to make a peaceful resolution,” Alus admitted. “I ultimately let her escape.”


      Lilisha fell silent, slumped her shoulders, and stared at him. Following that incident, she had been called out by Berwick and learned the truth alongside Cicelnia. It seemed the ruler had intuited Alus’s situation. Alus wasn’t the type to be so emotionally swayed, but she suspected that he’d cut Elise some slack and allowed her to flee for some reason.


      While it was unsure what source Cicelnia used, she’d managed to track down Elise’s hiding spot and had sent an envoy. Even Lilisha wasn’t notified of the details of this, but she suspected that the ruler’s aide, Rinne Kimmel, had been dispatched for the job.


      Maybe we can at least hold a conversation with Elise, Lilisha thought. But why reach out to a person who belongs to a criminal organization and even try to negotiate with her? I feel like that’s way too risky.


      Both the crafty ruler of Alpha and this genius, fearless boy in front of her were difficult to read. Lilisha turned a bit glum.


      “Hey, so what did Cicelnia decide on?” Alus asked casually. “Am I allowed to head to Rusalca or not?”


      “Right, that’s all you want to know about, huh?” she replied. “I was a bit confused about this too, but she gave you the okay. She actually told me to hasten your visit there.”


      “Oh? When did that vixen become so understanding?”


      “As I said, I don’t really know what goes through her mind.”


      Lilisha shrugged, but Alus had a bad feeling about Cicelnia’s sudden shift in demeanor, fearing that he’d get dragged into one of the risky games that she seemed so partial towards. As the air turned solemn, a loud, sudden throat-clearing filled the room.


      “Ahem! Lilisha, I see that you’re in the boys’ changing room where Sir Alus is. May I ask what you’re doing?” a low voice called with enough weight to make one’s skin crawl with dread.


      One could practically hear Lilisha’s neck creak like a rusty doll with squeaky gears as she slowly turned towards the voice. She let out a small shriek and recoiled with fear.


      “I’d thought you two were late,” Loki rumbled. “Lilisha, may we talk outside?”


      She flashed a fake smile and stood there ominously, her demonic pressure overwhelming all. Lilisha reflexively inched back, heading deeper into the changing room, but a hand shot out and grabbed her wrist. One could hardly believe that a petite girl like Loki could exude so much power; she practically dragged Lilisha out.


      “Hey! Seriously?!” Lilisha cried,


      Her eyes went wide with panic as Loki’s eyes shot daggers at the woman. The young girl’s steely, icy gaze filled with disdain practically pierced through Lilisha.


      “Sir Alus, I would like to borrow this pervert for a while,” Loki said.


      Her voice was so frosty that she could freeze anything around her while Lilisha was dragged away, her pitiful screams echoing through the room.


      A while later, Alus had no idea what went on in the girls’ changing room, but he spotted a satisfied Loki, who’d punished the scoundrel to her heart’s content, and a clearly exhausted Lilisha as they began their little duel in the training grounds.


      Perhaps Loki still wished to punish Lilisha a bit more for that earlier misdeed; the two ladies dueled with an air so overwhelming that the eyes of every student around them widened in astonishment. In terms of overall power as a Magicmaster, Loki had the upper hand. She’d spent many years in the Outer World fighting Fiends, and her skills were honed enough to defeat first-rate Magicmasters.


      Lilisha, however, had received strict training with Aferka. She was a skilled assassin and very experienced fighting against people. Her skills were sharp, and she excelled in tricking her foes.


      This duel kinda just happened, but this seems like a pretty good battle, Alus thought.


      Lilisha’s AWR was Magdala, and it really helped make this a close battle. The Celestial Thread that came from her tool was tough, and even Loki couldn’t easily cut it to pieces. Like a spiderweb, the thread was stretched out to restrict Loki’s movements, sealing her high-speed combat that she excelled in.


      Still, Loki managed to avoid most of the attacks, and Lilisha, who continuously channeled her mana through her Celestial Thread, was depleting her mana swiftly. Alus, Alice, and their classmates watched as this furious battle raged on. Suddenly, Loki suddenly heightened her speed. She was so swift that she created an afterimage in her wake. Her movements were nothing short of masterful as she twisted her body acrobatically and weaved through the thread, overwhelming Lilisha. The flashes of lightning magic cornered Lilisha, and she gradually turned frantic.


      “I thought she did well at first, but I guess Lilisha hasn’t gotten the hang of her Celestial Thread yet,” Alus muttered.


      “Really?” Alice asked. “I think she’s plenty good enough already. And Loki hasn’t been able to sever a single one.”


      She narrowed her eyes, trying her best to see the Celestial Threads that were stretched across the training grounds.


      “These threads are created through a special AWR,” Alus explained casually. “Had they fought elsewhere, I’m sure that Loki would’ve been cut merely by touching them. What’s more, each thread is tougher than steel, so she still has trouble handling them. Loki looks like she’s on the offensive, but in truth, I think she’s struggling to keep these attacks up.”


      As Alus spoke, Loki’s movements gradually dulled, and Lilisha took the chance to go on the offensive. This felt like a seesaw battle, each taking turns to attack and defend.


      “Both sides aren’t good enough at attacking or predicting their opponent’s movements,” Alus observed. “They’re being saved by the other’s mistakes, which lengthens this battle.”


      Obviously, Loki wasn’t going all out, evident by her not using Naruikazuchi or Fire Ikazuchi. But still, this battle wasn’t so simple. Lilisha’s thread contained an immense amount of mana that threatened to easily shred her foe. This power and strength were extraordinary.


      “I see...” Alice mused. “Looks like I’ve still got a long way to go. I’m not even able to analyze this battle well.”


      “I think you’d have a chance in this fight, actually. Strategy can help fill the gap between raw power. This is especially so in duels against people. It’s vital to understand and grasp your opponent’s aces and strengths as you try to outdo them. That’ll be your path to victory—oh, it took a bit, but it looks like this match is over.”


      Just as Alus had said, the tide of the battle changed. It was Lilisha who broke the deadlock and took a gamble—she likely knew that her mana would run out soon and decided to take the risk. In addition to her mana threads specially imbued with her power, she also summoned regular mana threads, lashing them out like countless whips. The threads crossed over each other like a net as they flew towards Loki.


      Loki, left with no place to flee, was desperate to find a way out. She hurled several knife AWRs enveloped with lightning; these blades were controlled so well that they slipped through the gaps in the mana thread net and soared at her opponent. Lilisha swiftly undid a part of her mana thread net and lashed her threads around like a whip, tangling them around the knives, then ramming them into the ground so that the blades could no longer harm her. This, however, created an opening, one that Loki didn’t miss. She dashed through the opening in the net, unscathed, and launched a massive lightning bullet at her enemy.


      “Gah!” Lilisha grunted.


      She visibly panicked, her hand waving in the air. She channeled her mana in the Celestial Thread of Magdala, and the few special threads that remained in her net started to quiver violently. The other threads resonated and trembled as well, and a deafening roar burst through the area, causing a terrific shudder in the air.


      A sonic boom, huh? Alus thought.


      Just as he’d suspected, the countless threads resonating with each other amplified the impact exponentially. It was as though a wind god’s fist had blown through this room, and the gust completely nullified Loki’s trump card. Her bullet burst open like a popped balloon, and the massive chunk of mana scattered into the ether, nary a vestige of it to be seen.


      “How do you like that?!” Lilisha asked triumphantly.


      She’d used a lot of her mana, but a triumphant grin still stretched across her face—Lilisha gloated too soon.


      “Huh?!” she gasped.


      Like a bolt from the blue, numerous rays of lights flew through the air and assaulted her from every direction.


      “Cra—”


      But Lilisha never got to finish her sentence. Her body was enveloped in thunder, and the impact paired with the splitting headache made her fall to her knees. Her mana threads fell limply to the ground as well, losing their faint glow of power.


      “That’s that,” Alus remarked.


      “What just happened?!” Alice sputtered.


      Alus remained calm, but Alice couldn’t hide her surprise at the events that had unfolded right in front of her eyes.


      “Loki simply utilized the characteristics of her magic to their fullest,” he replied simply. “It’s a very basic move, but the higher the mastery of magic, the more likely one is to let it slide. Take a look at the floor.”


      “Ah...” Alice gasped.


      She gulped as her eyes traveled to the floor of this arena; the knives that Lilisha had knocked down earlier were still in the ground, carrying traces of the pale blue color of lightning while they emitted their power.


      “Wait, did she use her lightning magic through those knives?” Alice asked. “Through the mana thread net that Lilisha used?”


      “Bingo,” Alus replied. “The first knife wasn’t just a diversion—it was also preparation. This is Loki’s bread-and-butter strategy. The trajectories of her blades weren’t quite good enough, but in truth, they were all precisely calculated. Lilisha has always used her threads during recent battles, and Loki must’ve analyzed Lilisha’s tendencies.”


      “I see... That’s what you mean by strategy, huh? No one would guess that their own threads would serve as a medium for lightning.”


      Alice was studious. She must’ve known a fair bit about lightning magic as well, and though she nodded with agreement at first, a question mark quickly floated above her head.


      “But if someone like me, a total amateur when it comes to lightning magic, can understand her plan in a flash, surely Loki would’ve come up with this tactic instantly,” she surmised. “Why didn’t she start with this plan? It looks like she saved it until the very end.”


      “This is Magdala’s Celestial Thread we’re talking about,” Alus answered. “The thread woven from that AWR is special; it carries the mana of its user but hardly allows any outside interference.”


      “Right, Loki did look to be struggling...”


      “So, if Loki ever wanted to use her moves, she needed to know which strings came from Magdala. And, strangely enough, when she fired her massive lightning bullet, Lilisha used all the strings of Magdala by making them quiver to block that attack.”


      “Which allowed Loki to know which strings to target. The remaining threads, including the ones that were still wrapped around her knives, were normal ones,” said Alice.


      “Yup. Those special threads are Lilisha’s trump cards. She likely wouldn’t have gone out of her way to use them during Loki’s initial knife attacks, and Loki probably knew that too. Still, if she didn’t do her due diligence, her plan would’ve just been one huge gamble. And so, she kept a watchful eye on Lilisha’s energy and exhaustion levels.”


      “Wow... That means Loki was just calmly waiting for the perfect timing. She had the upper hand the whole time! Awesome!”


      Alice looked genuinely impressed, but Alus gave her a strained smile.


      “This strategy was the most basic that one can get,” he said. “But as you can see, one requires cleverness and wit in duels.”


      “Because this is a serious battle, everything’s on the table,” Alice said. “Tricks, cheats, deception—they’re all fair game. I see that now.”


      Her nonchalant tone made it difficult to decipher just how serious she was, but no matter the case, the match between Loki and Lilisha was over. Loki stepped off of the field and approached Alus, her chest puffed out proudly and triumphantly through haggard breaths. In contrast, Lilisha glumly plodded behind, her footsteps heavy and defeat clear on her face.


      “Well, good match,” Alus remarked.


      “Arghhh!” Lilisha groaned with vexation. “I messed up!”


      It seemed like she didn’t need any words of consolation. Both the victor and the loser had learned plenty from this battle, and at the end of the day, that was all that mattered.


      “All right!” Alice said eagerly. “Could you train me now, Al?”


      He didn’t even have time to gather himself as Alice leaned towards him with gusto. The boy didn’t want to stifle her motivation, so he reluctantly gave into her demands.




      Once practice and training were over, Alus returned to his research room and opened the drawer of his desk. This drawer had a false bottom for a hidden compartment underneath, and he took out two thick stacks of documents and began thumbing through the pages.


      These papers contained his training plans for Alice and Tesfia. Cicelnia’s motives aside, if she gave her consent to allow him to visit another nation, he would happily do so. This meant that he’d be away from Alpha for a while, and it seemed a waste for his two apprentices to be twiddling their thumbs during his trip. He wished to at least give them a training regimen so that they could tackle those while he was away.


      I’m not sure if Fia will be back soon, but Alice seems pretty gung ho about her training, he thought.


      Alus walked to a different shelf and took out a small stack of documents, sandwiching them inside Alice’s training regimen.


      “Sir Alus, what is that?” Loki asked.


      She was behind him, looking baffled. Loki had just returned from washing off her sweat from battle, and she wore only a large bathrobe. Needless to say, Alus would never make her remove her clothing, but her attire was a bit dangerous, so to speak. The two had been roommates(ish) for a while now, and Loki must’ve gotten rather used to Alus being around. Slowly but surely, she was becoming more defenseless, but it wasn’t like he was the type to be so easily flustered.


      “Oh, I’m just making training plans for Alice,” he said. “Judging from her movements today, she’s mastered what she knows. I want her to continue training while I’m gone. Since she’ll aim to become a first-rate Magicmaster in Alpha in the future, I thought it was right to give her an extra trump card or two.”


      Loki’s eyes glimmered with excitement. “I understand. You wish to give her a new ultimate move!”


      “Er, no... Wait, I guess you could say that... Does that phrasing sound a bit unrefined, though?”


      “That doesn’t matter! It only makes me excited! I’m a bit envious, admittedly, but Alice has been working hard these days. I’ll specially allow her to learn another move as well!”


      “O-Oh. Okay, thank you.”


      Alus nodded, though he was a bit confused as to why he needed Loki’s express permission to teach someone a new spell.


      “A first-rate Magicmaster always has some kind of special ultimate spell! This is so exciting! If memory serves, Lady Lettie has one as well. She showed it in the Outer World... I believe it’s some kind of blue fire spell, I think?”


      “You mean M2-Polaris?” Alus asked. “But in Lettie’s case, I think she’s more famous for her Detonation.”


      “Right! My point is, it’s a unique spell, isn’t it? And it’s these spells that can define a Magicmaster, earning them cool nicknames.”


      “Sure, but it’s not like a sobriquet can increase one’s skill or their mana amount.”


      Frankly, Alus didn’t quite get all the hype, but Loki’s eyes twinkled brighter than ever as she excitedly prattled on.


      “Don’t you have an ultimate spell, Sir Alus? A spell that you might use when you’re in a pinch or something that might have a cool name!”


      Alus took the time to calmly analyze himself.


      “Hmm...” Alus wondered. “I guess my space-manipulation spells are just that, but I don’t use them all willy-nilly. Besides, trump cards are meant to be hidden to catch our opponents by surprise. If I use them so frequently that I get a nickname out of them, I think that ruins the purpose. And I don’t really have a magic field that I’m particularly adept in.”


      As a Magicmaster, his strengths lay in the fact that he was capable of wielding a myriad of spells, and his vast repertoire allowed him high adaptability and the ability to gain an advantage no matter what situation he was in. Naturally, his absurdly high amount of mana was also a huge boon, and if need be, he was more than willing to brute force his way through certain scenarios. However, he wasn’t sure if he had a certain strategy that he could call his own.


      His Sword of Damocles, a spell that he’d managed to use recently only after touching the Akashic Records, was one of the most powerful moves he had, but he didn’t have the confidence to firmly declare that this was his trump card. After all, even he wasn’t fully aware of the spell’s full capabilities. Testing was needed.


      “But a nickname tends to follow a Magicmaster around, especially those of high rank,” Loki said. “The nickname itself creates an air of prestige, and that tends to prevent others from underestimating them.”


      “I get it,” Alus agreed with a wry smile. “But a nickname implies that your trump card is known throughout your nation, so I just don’t really jibe with the concept.”


      “What are you on about?” Loki asked firmly. “Due to your age, people tend to underestimate or alienate you, I’m sure. You’ve had quite a bit of trouble in the military, haven’t you? If there’s even a small chance that these hardships can be mildly alleviated, a nickname is worth it, I think.”


      Indeed, this world was filled with envious and jealous people. If one was well-known enough while they were young, one wouldn’t suffer as many unnecessary roadblocks in the military, for example. Alus was most surprised by his shift in mindset. Alice and Tesfia were his apprentices, but they were still people who weren’t related to him in any way, yet, he was so worried about them. Until now, it was rare for him to feel anything towards anyone, and he refused to admit that he had grown attached to these two ladies.


      Still, he couldn’t deny that he felt a sense of pride when he saw their growth. He didn’t give it his all to raise these two ladies, but as he saw his two apprentices grow stronger by the day, it felt nice to observe their improvements.


      “I guess you’re right in a way, Loki,” Alus admitted. “But my job is to ensure that those two can fight as Magicmasters in the Outer World. Anything more is just needless meddling. And I plan to stop short of that line.”


      He took out a secret magical formula file.


      “I think you’re overprotective of them as it is,” Loki replied. “But no matter how competent they may be, incredible luck and quirks of fate are necessary for them to be personally taught by someone of your caliber. I do wish that the two are more grateful.”


      “Don’t say that,” Alus replied. “Besides, I’m only helping them so that I can kick back and take it easy in the future.”


      “I certainly hope that that day arrives.”


      “And magical formulas aren’t meant to be stuffed into a drawer to collect dust. It’d be a waste if they aren’t used to their fullest capabilities. There are even relics that I managed to decode, and that’s purely just a hobby of mine. It’d be more efficient if these formulas fall into the hands of those who can use them.”


      Alus preferred a rather old-fashioned way to store things; the file had several thick papers that were filled to the brim with magical formulas and explanations. He scribbled every thought he had onto the paper and left not even an inch of blank space. These formulas were the fruits of his research, and the amount of information he managed to fit onto these pages was staggering. Loki only glanced at it, but the formulas and notes were beyond any normal person’s comprehension, and the complexity was dizzying.


      “But you’re still very well-organized, aren’t you?” Loki remarked.


      She flipped through the thick file, noticing that each spell type and the elements it was affiliated to were neatly divided, making it easy to navigate. Alus’s organized notes were a far cry from the usual state of his haphazardly messy room when he was engrossed in his research. It always came as a surprise.


      “Nah, I’m just the type who gets easily passionate and bored of things,” Alus replied. “And a majority of these formulas haven’t been introduced to the public. If I want to keep them secure, it’s far easier for me to use old-fashioned methods than create a digital file. These days, even the military’s classified network can’t be trusted.”


      Alus’s notes were incredibly precious; even Berwick didn’t know about them. Alus had once submitted his research and findings on circle port, and presented this newfound technology to the public, only to have a horrible experience. It was no wonder that he seemed extra cautious of his own research.


      He didn’t care about fame and submitted his research anonymously, but his research considerably affected all sorts of fields. In fact, it was so revolutionary that everyone eagerly searched for this mysterious, genius boy of the hour. When it was discovered that this boy came from Alpha, spies and covert operations became more rampant as ever, and many kept careful watch of Alpha. The nation’s military and other sectors had to work overtime to get matters under control, and of course, Alus himself felt suffocated when he was dragged into this mess.


      The file he had was filled with magical formulas, all of them at least expert-level and above. There were spells of his own creation along with those that he’d managed to restore by deciphering relics. No matter the case, any one of these spells could be called a window to ultimate wisdom and should be treated as a treasure of the magic world. His research results were simply so impressive. Ever since Alus had touched the Akashic Records, his findings and spells didn’t seem all that important to him anymore.


      “Heh heh heh...” Alus grinned. “Since we’ve got the perfect opportunity, I’ll have Alice learn the basics. Maybe something from here. And if she can even reach this one, that won’t be half bad either. There’re still quite a few relics that are yet to be deciphered.”


      Alus was lost in his own world as he continued to mutter to himself, and Loki looked at him with exasperation.


      “What are you planning on doing with Alice?” she asked wearily.


      “Oh, you know. I just want her to stand at the apex of light magic, second to none. The spell I’ll be teaching her will make her worthy of claiming that coveted spot,” Alus replied.


      “And what spell is that?”


      “Actually, I’ve already got most of it prepared. Celestist, the spell that Alice learned recently, was just a crossing point so that she could try tackling this spell. Shangdi Fides is basically a toy I gave her for this specific purpose.”


      “Uhm, I think you should see the expression on your face right now...”


      Alus almost sounded like a mad scientist cackling gleefully at one of his test subjects—Alice—performing very well. Loki frowned at this, but he didn’t care. Her curiosity got the best of her and she leaned forward to peer at this formula when she spotted a few annotations scribbled on the paper.


      “Isn’t this a relic?” she asked with a nervous gulp. “The spell itself seems to have quite a few gaps that she needs to fill in, but is it realistic to completely replicate the spell to its usable state?”


      “Yup,” Alus nodded. “Her special circular device should help her considerably to make this spell feasible. I can’t use light magic, so it’ll be interesting if Alice uses it.”


      “If she masters it, I think she’ll easily gain a nickname for herself.”


      “You really like nicknames, don’t you? Personally, I really couldn’t care less. Now then, the next question is what spell to prepare for Fia.”


      Alus had actually prepared several impressive spells for her, but all of them felt a little lacking now. The spell she had shown to him, Innocent Queen, was overwhelmingly powerful, and it was nigh impossible to create anything better than that using current magic technology. And if his predictions were correct, Innocent Queen could also manifest a sacred treasure of absolute zero. This spell was more akin to a ritual, much like how a shrine maiden needed to build up her psyche before she reached the divine realm.


      Maybe I don’t need to teach Fia a specific spell, Alus thought. Instead, maybe some sort of special training would do her good. Of course, all of this can be done only if she shows herself in front of me again, but there’s no use worrying about that.


      “Sir Alus?” a voice called, snapping him out of his thoughts.


      Loki’s tone was like a sweet whisper, almost like a cat purring for attention. Her words tickled his ears. Alus had expected this turn of events; she sounded warm and passionate, and that wasn’t just because she was fresh out of a bath and feeling good.


      “What about me?” she asked. “What should I learn?”


      Her expectant gaze pierced right through him, her eyes filled with innocence and solemn determination. Alus felt like if he didn’t take her seriously, the gods would personally descend from the heavens to punish him for his callousness; an odd nervousness coursed through his body.


      “R-Right,” he stammered. “I’ve got something for you as well.”


      Pressured by her earnest gaze, Alus forced a stiff smile and placed a thick file on his desk as he flipped through it. The stack of papers was so large that it resembled the length of several dictionaries, and when he finally reached the section on lightning magic, Loki leaned in and eagerly scanned the writings on the pages.


      “Look at these!” she gasped. “They’re all the highest-level spells that one can master or perhaps even better than that!”


      “I feel like you’re exaggerating,” Alus replied. “But I won’t take the time to teach you a mundane, simple spell. You’d probably stumble upon those of your own accord.”


      Loki’s petite frame wiggled between Alus and the file, her eyes glued onto the pages. He noticed how pale her nape was.


      “Why don’t you try mastering the Eightfold Thunder? Like all of it,” Alus suggested.


      He reached out and flipped the page over, pointing to the section where he jotted down notes about the Eightfold Thunder.


      “This is Kuroikazuchi, the spell that you use, right?” Loki asked. “But I don’t think it’s possible for me to perfectly master a spell of this caliber.”


      Kuroikazuchi, also known as the Iron Hammer of Thunder, was an absurdly powerful spell, even among the other Eightfold Thunder incantations. It required raw mana power and the ability to manipulate the space in front of the user—this was akin to an ultimate-level spell. Like Tesfia and Alice, Loki was hard at work expanding her mana vessel as well. This allowed her to increase her menagerie of spells. She expanded her vessel by forcing herself into a life or death situation, giving her no choice but to awaken the power slumbered in front of her; even Alus had to remain vigilant every step of the way. Unlike Tesfia and Alice, Loki had already fully formed her vessel, and her mana levels were on par with Double Digit Magicmasters—she was a special case who required special training.


      Her vessel was already developed. It was like a surgeon who had to conduct major surgery to tinker with an entire, adult organ. This training was beyond difficult, and since she also required the core of a powerful Fiend, her mana vessel expansion training was done in secret, ensuring that no one else would interfere with this delicate process.


      This training was a huge success. Loki managed to expand her vessel, and her current potential vastly outclassed her previous form. It helped that she already had a natural affinity towards lightning magic, and she could use the standard, normal approach to master Kuroikazuchi. In fact, she wouldn’t even have to use nearly as much mana as Alus, who used his overwhelming power to brute force his way to the mastery of the spell. He predicted that Loki would be able to grasp the true essence of Kuroikazuchi much easier than he did.


      “You’ve already mastered two of the Eightfold Thunder spells,” Alus reasoned. “And you’re very compatible with all these spells. I want you to learn Kuroikazuchi and...”


      He trailed off, gazing down at his papers, something Loki also did when she awkwardly read the other spell.


      “F-Fushiikazuchi?” she asked.


      Among the Eightfold Thunder spells, by far and away the most famous was Naruikazuchi, which Loki preferred to use. The other spells were simply under the blanket name of the Eightfold Thunder, and didn’t really receive their own spotlight. Both Kuroikazuchi and Fire Ikazuchi, the latter which Loki had managed to learn through summoning spells, were also part of the Eightfold Thunder, along with Fushiikazuchi, a charm that had its spell name and a part of its magical formula already known. Yet, there were hardly any Magicmasters capable of using these spells. Even if the magical formula was known, that didn’t instantly mean that any Magicmaster with the affinity for lightning magic could use it. Every Magicmaster had their own compatibilities and capabilities to keep in mind when trying new spells.


      Loki, however, was able to use Naruikazuchi and Fire Ikazuchi, two of the Eightfold Thunder spells. It was natural to assume that she might be able to learn a third. Loki knew as much, and her eyes twinkled with excitement.


      Alus let out a small sigh. “Unlike Fire Ikazuchi, where we had very few leads, we already know the name and formula of Fushiikazuchi. And it’s not like you need exponentially more mana to use it either.”


      “Then is the key delicate control of one’s mana or the deep understanding of magical formulas?” Loki asked.


      “You’re quick to pick up on details of your own element, huh? You’re precisely correct. There isn’t a regular spell out there that requires as much control of mana as Fushiikazuchi. This spell can’t be brute forced like Kuroikazuchi either. Even I can’t use Fushiikazuchi, but I understand the mechanism needed to activate it. I think your current form can use this spell without much trouble. I wrote down all the details, so use what you learned and the techniques that you have to their fullest. That’s vital.”


      “Right!”


      Following her eager response, her eyes fixated on the magical formula as though she understood all of Alus’s intentions. She refused to budge for a good while. He reached out, using his arm to cut off her line of sight, and took out a page that wasn’t in the file. He handed it to her, tacitly implying that this would do her good, and Loki solemnly took the paper, acting like a servant receiving a blessing from her master.


      “I’d like for you to jump into your training straightaway, but it’s best for us to take care of business as soon as we can,” Alus said. “Loki, we’ll head to Rusalca tomorrow. And you can do training, lightly, to your heart’s content during our trip there.”


      “This is quite sudden,” Loki replied, looking visibly surprised. “I can get ready right away, but shouldn’t you tell others of your trip?”


      “According to Lilisha, I think Cicelnia wouldn’t mind. It’s a bit of a pain with Berwick, but in my defense, Lady Lithia, the ruler of Rusalca, has personally invited me to her nation. I think we can contact him once we enter their country.”


      “I understand. Then I shall get ready immediately. What about clothes?”


      “Well, I do want to tour a few places there since I’ve got the chance. I’m thinking of staying there for a few days...”


      “I understand. Then I’ll pack more than usual, and have them sent to Rusalca first thing in the morning.”


      If their belongings were sent early in the morning from the Institute using a military license, they would arrive in Rusalca right after Alus and Loki, or while they were touring the nation. Shipping used circle port, which was easy enough. Unlike technology that sent humans, a circle port for cargo and items didn’t need a delicate process or much time.


      However, cargo had to be imbued with mana information, which acted as a tag for the user. Since this had to be constantly maintained, a fair bit of mana and energy was used. But Alus could use his benefits as a soldier to receive priority when shipping his items out.


      I’ll just rely on Loki to pack our things, and I’ll finish my report for my supplemental classes. I’ve already given Alice her training menu, and I’m a bit worried about Fia, but if I miss my chance, I don’t think I’ll be able to visit Rusalca for a while.


      As Loki swiftly got to work and packing, Alus began to plan out his stay at Rusalca.




      The following day, Alus digitally submitted his report for his supplementary lessons. Feeling refreshed as he was freed from his homework, he awaited his departure time. He made sure not to work too hard on his homework, trying his best to act like a normal, above-average student at best, and he felt like he had no issues with his report. He even cut his research short early the day before so that he could have a good night’s rest.


      He glanced outside and saw that it was bright and sunny outside—a perfect day for traveling. Alus was in high spirits, seemingly forgetting the ominous tidbits of intel that Lilisha had leaked to him the day prior. Frankly, though he refused to show it, he was excited to head to Rusalca. The nation was known to have factories and markets pertaining to magic, and he was certain that it would be a breath of fresh air for him.


      Loki entered the room, thanked him for his patience, and brought out a tray of breakfast foods for the two of them to enjoy. Alus then wore his coat, and though it might’ve made him look a bit dangerous, he also took his own AWR, Night Mist, with him. This was to give him peace of mind, allowing him to act at a moment’s notice, but it was also a habit he’d picked up during his years in combat. He checked to see if his AWR fit snugly on his belt.


      “Will we head out once you’re all ready?” Loki asked gingerly. “I’ve already sent any large items we had last night.”


      Alus almost nodded, but he sensed a presence nearby and instead gave a gentle shake of his head.


      “No, I think I need a bit more time,” he said. “It seems like she made it.”


      Just as the words left his lips, a familiar, digital ding filled the room, signaling that he had a visitor. Yet, this visitor must’ve been hesitant to enter the room as the door didn’t open; instead, there was faint rustling from beyond it.


      “What are you doing?” Alus asked wearily towards the entrance. “Hurry up and come on in. The door’s unlocked.”


      “Oh... O-Okay!” the visitor stammered.


      She must’ve jolted with surprise, and a moment later, the door gingerly opened to reveal a red-haired lady, just as Alus had thought.


      “Ah ha ha...” Tesfia said, emitting a dry laugh. “It’s been a while...right?”


      She glanced around the room as Alus called out, beckoning her to head deeper into his private room. Loki retreated into the kitchen to begin preparing some tea.


      “Oh, don’t worry, Loki,” Alus said. “I think she’s here for a short visit, so this won’t be very long.”


      “That’s good to hear,” Loki replied, stopping her hands and returning to the room.


      All the while, Tesfia spotted Alus getting ready to head out, and after a short pause, she asked a rather foolish question.


      “Uhm... Are you heading out?” she asked.


      “Yeah, to Rusalca with Loki,” Alus replied.


      “Huh?! But what about classes? Do you have enough credits?”


      As Tesfia’s eyes widened in surprise, Loki immediately cut in.


      “Not to worry. He’s already turning in his report that he should get his credits for. And we plan on returning from our trip in a few days.”


      “Oh, got it,” Tesfia replied before she pouted. “Isn’t that sort of unfair? I bet you just asked Principal Sisty to accommodate you for your trip.”


      “I asked for the bare minimum and nothing more,” Alus said coolly, not the least bit bothered by her remark. “Besides, judging from everything I’ve done, I think I’ve earned that right. So? Is that all you’d like to say? If you’d excuse us, then, we’ve got a nation to catch.”


      “W-Wait!”


      Tesfia turned on her heels and hastily followed Alus as though she was going to accompany him out of his room.


      “What do you want?” he asked brusquely. “Whatever. If you want to speak with me, you have that chance until I leave this Institute. You’d better get your thoughts out before then.”


      His tone was the same as before despite his curt reply. He didn’t seem to mind the incident that occurred the other day, and he expressed no awkwardness, sincerity, or gentleness either. Tesfia almost felt a hint of nostalgia at this coldness, and after she internally breathed a sigh of relief, she turned to her friend.


      “U-Uhm, I just want to, er, say that I hope we can remain good friends...” Tesfia said before she gasped a little. “Huh...”


      She’d been agonizing over how she would speak with Alus again, and she surprised herself when she so easily spoke the words that she’d struggled to come up with during her trip here. As she panicked over this, Alus let out a small, amused chuckle.


      “Looks like she got over it in a flash,” he muttered.


      “But a bit of an airhead as she always is,” Loki added coolly. “I can hardly understand what resolve she made when she said those words, but I suppose it is what it is. Even if she went into painstaking detail of the process of how she agonized over her words and sulked before she managed to get back up on her feet, she’d only give us secondhand embarrassment.”


      “Yeah.”


      Perhaps this was the folly of youth, a mistake so often seen in cheaply made dramas about young characters. Everyone went through this path without fail before they found their own solution—it was a difficult step to take but one that everyone had to do as they made it to adulthood. Nothing was more embarrassing than carefully and passionately speaking of this process. Some might never reach an answer, but that was also their way of life.


      “Urgh...” Tesfia muttered. “I-I can tell you the process if you so desire. But it’ll be long, so you’d best be prepared for that!”


      Was she trying to create more victims of secondhand embarrassment? She looked defiant, her ears red as she proudly made her declaration, but Alus had no intention of laughing at her anymore. The problems she carried and overcame could be explained as simply the follies of youth, but at their core, the weight of her issues were far different from any normal person. She was trying to walk the path of a Magicmaster, one that no ordinary youngster would even dream about.


      She used superhuman powers, and at times, would be forced to weigh her life and the lives of others on a scale without batting an eye. Normal boys and girls wouldn’t be able to tolerate this sort of grim reality, and their psyches would be crushed instantly. Alus and Loki weren’t the rule but the exception; it was very unusual for people to brazenly make these harsh decisions at a young age. Alus knew this very well, of course, and so, he chose to push Tesfia away.


      “Unfortunately, I’ve neither the time nor the interest in tagging along on your rambling trauma dump that would only make you feel better,” he said. “Aren’t you embarrassed for yourself? The most important bit is what you decided for yourself.”


      “I know...” Tesfia muttered.


      When faced with an impossibly tall wall, would she retreat, stand there, or tackle the issue? When Alus glanced at her, she firmly locked eyes with him and gave a small nod. She’d decided to face forward and walk down her path.


      “Ultimately, you’re the one who has to stand up and walk forward on your own feet—no one else,” Alus said. “As long as you know that, that’s fine by me. Alice is already ahead of you, you know.”


      “I know,” Tesfia replied. “And I won’t lose to her.”


      “I have you guys’ training regimens ready, and I placed them atop my desk, just in case. We plan on coming back in a few days, but we never know what’ll occur. Head there, take the documents, and get to training. Oh, and one more thing.”


      Alus stopped his feet and suddenly grabbed Tesfia by the wrist.


      “Huh?! Hey!” Tesfia cried.


      His icy eyes fell upon her arm before he carefully scanned the rest of her body, scrutinizing every inch of her. He emitted some delicate strains of mana, allowing him to see the mana that flowed throughout Tesfia’s body.


      “The flow of your mana is delayed and sluggish,” he observed. “Maybe there’s a stagnant pool of it somewhere. You didn’t force yourself to train or anything since that incident, did you?”


      “Nope,” Tesfia replied. “I’ve been resting in my room. But now that you mention it, there’s been some weird things going on, I think.”


      “I expected as much. Like what?”


      “Like when I woke up in the morning, my room was chilly and frosty even though I didn’t do anything. There was even frost on the inside of the window, and Minasha was surprised by that.”


      “Hmm...” Alus closed his eyes for a moment before he made his choice. “Yeah, I have to examine you.”


      “Sir Alus, do you think she’s suffering from some sort of side effect?” Loki asked with concern.


      Tesfia glanced at Alus worriedly, and he responded with a small nod.


      “I don’t know how to go about this...” he said. “Fia, can you remove your clothes?”


      “Huh? Here?” Tesfia asked, disbelief clear on her face. “Are you an idiot?”


      She instantly shook free of Alus’s grip and placed her hands in front of her collar and chest to create as much layer of defense she, as a maiden, could muster.


      “It’s a pain to return to my research room, but I can’t deny that I’m a bit curious about your condition,” he explained. “And do you understand the situation you’re in? The spell you used during the Tenbram utilized way more mana than you possess. Yet, you’re just suffering from a bit of mana exhaustion and that’s it? That doesn’t add up, no matter how you slice it. Normally, I wouldn’t be surprised if you died after you used that spell, and here you are, standing before me. Is there some sort of mechanism at play, or did the mana vessel expansion we did right before prove to be highly efficient? It’s imperative that I look into that.”


      “B-But as you can see, it’s not like I’m feeling unwell or anything...” Tesfia insisted.


      “Hence, we suspect that perhaps the mana flow in your body is becoming irregular,” Loki said gently, trying to convince the noblewoman. “Unless we find a proper explanation to this curious phenomenon, you might not even be able to train as you always have been.”


      “We’re in the research ward, but this is still outside! Are you telling me to flash the world and show them my body?!”


      “She’s noisy,” Alus grumbled. “Loki, can you restrain her for a bit?”


      “Certainly,” Loki replied.


      “Hey! At least let me get to a private room! N-No! Stop!” Tesfia screamed.


      “Don’t worry,” Loki reassured. “No one is around right now. I’ve used my mana sonar to perceive my surroundings.”


      These ruthless but levelheaded words forced a struggling Tesfia to give in to Alus’s whims. Loki grabbed Tesfia from behind, wrapping her arms under the noblewoman’s arms and clasping her hands behind her head, forcing her to look down. Tesfia’s lips trembled with shame and fear, Alus nonchalantly crouched in front of her and narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing her chest and stomach.


      An outsider could easily misunderstand this situation, but in Alus’s defense, this was a medical procedure, an examination. And since he was eager to head to Rusalca, time was of the utmost essence; he had no ulterior, perverted motive.


      “Yeah, this isn’t enough,” Alus muttered. “You can keep your clothes on when I look at your heart, so don’t make a fuss.”


      He used his finger to gently trace across her arm, trying to find the flow of her mana. Alus gradually expanded his palpation range before he touched between her breasts. The heart was vital for the creation of mana, and he had to examine it well. He slowly lowered his hand, rolled up Tesfia’s clothes, and touched her abdomen. For some inexplicable reason, Tesfia tensed her stomach a bit as though she was sucking in air to look a bit skinnier, but Alus made no comment on that—there was no time.


      He tried to find the route that led to her mana vessel, but in her current condition, he couldn’t access her vessel. Even the most advanced tool would be unable to provide details of one’s Mana Depth along with other minute findings. Alus knew this well. He calmly looked up at Tesfia, whose face was beet red with embarrassment.


      “Fia, can you try to focus on your mana vessel as much as you can?” he asked. “Just like you did before. You can just try to course mana from your abdomen and envision the route. I’ve got no core or tools on me, so I know it’s tough for you to keep tabs on your mana with all of your senses, but I want you to do your best. It might serve as a clue.”


      “I-I don’t mind doing that, but no one better be coming here!” Tesfia cried.


      “I don’t think anyone will be here for now,” Loki reassured. “But if someone did come, I imagine you’d be the most troubled by this situation, Sir Alus.”


      “I should’ve returned to my room instead of being lazy...” Alus mumbled.


      He emitted his mana perception on the palm of his hand and placed it on Tesfia’s body, urging her to envision her mana route. The Fable heir steeled her resolve, closed her eyes, and followed Alus’s instructions without a fuss. Slowly but surely, her mana route began to show, and Alus was able to perceive the mana that flowed throughout her body. Finally, he managed to spot a few curious points that puzzled him, to say the least.


      Is this connected to her vessel? he wondered. Still, there are several points that really have me confused...


      “Your mana route is cut off in several important points,” Alus muttered as he tilted his head to one side. “I think it’s causing some kind of abnormality in your mana vessel.”


      “Wait, really?!” Tesfia yelped. “Will I be okay?!”


      Her face turned pale with panic.


      “Under normal circumstances, I’d say no, you won’t be okay. However,” Alus paused as he took a closer look at her body, “in your case, your condition during the Tenbram was nothing short of unusual. Even I can’t find an explanation for several points that occurred on that day. Maybe Innocent Queen resembled the taboo move, yorishiro, in a way, allowing the user to muster more mana and power than they have. There’s a chance that the two have similar effects.”


      Alus recalled the time when Loki arrived at the Institute and used Naruikazuchi of her own accord for the first time in front of him.


      But yorishiro, a taboo move, requires the user to pay for the price for the mana that they used through some sort of side effect. Innocent Queen seems different, in a sense. The spell does come with the risk of the user losing all control over themselves, but...is it pulling mana from the unlimited well of the Mana Depth? Is the user’s consciousness in the way of that? Maybe that’s why the user gets effectively knocked out and loses all sense of self for a brief while.


      All the while, he imbued more mana in his own hands and coursed it throughout Tesfia’s body. He concentrated and did his best to scan the entirety of her body and the mana that flowed throughout.


      “Hmm... Looks like I got it,” Alus muttered.


      “Did you find a bun in the oven?” Loki asked innocently.


      She meant this is a joke, of course, but this sudden shift in tone made Tesfia’s face turn redder than before, as a maiden like her was not used to these topics. Alus’s face twitched, and he froze in place to give Loki a scolding glare.


      “Stop that,” he said.


      “Apologies,” Loki replied. “I was just trying to joke to lighten the mood.”


      He cleared his throat as though to forgive her and gathered himself together as he faced Tesfia.


      “I’m pretty sure that there’s an abnormality going on in your mana vessel,” he reported. “And your mana route is cut off in various places. You mentioned that your room grew colder without you knowing it, but I think some of your mana leaked out from your body and decreased the temperature. Your affinity to ice magic is the cause of that. In other words, the faint traces of mana that slipped out of your body changed to cold air. Your system and mana have to match on a high standard, but I can see that happening after you use that spell.”


      “Wh-Which means...?” Tesfia asked worriedly.


      “I can’t be certain, but whatever’s happening is a common characteristic of ice magic and not much cause for concern,” Alus replied, trying to reassure her. “A skilled ice Magicmaster can easily emit cold air by letting the magical formula flow through the trace amount of mana that leaks from their body. And there’ve been several such cases of that happening. You certainly aren’t the first.”


      While her condition still had a few mysteries, past cases implied that none of this led to any major, devastating consequences.


      “If you recuperate and rest for a while, you’ll be back to normal in no time,” he explained. “Both your mana route and vessel should be repaired. We need to watch your condition for a while, but once you feel yourself stabilizing, do some simple mana manipulation techniques. You can check if you’ve fully healed.”


      He rolled Tesfia’s clothes back down and ordered Loki to release the young noblewoman.


      “But from here on out, you should be more careful when you use Kikuri,” Alus warned. “The hilt broke, didn’t it? You might’ve temporarily repaired it, but once you’re able to use your spells without issue, you should go visit Budna’s forge.”


      “Budna?” Tesfia asked. “You mean the elderly artisan who helped make Alice’s AWR?”


      “He’s the one. I’ve told you everything now, so I’ll be off.”


      Alus and Loki continued on their way, leaving Tesfia behind where she stood.


      “Roger,” Tesfia called. “You be careful too, Al. You’re headed for Rusalca, right? I’ve been there a few times, but I never got the time to settle down and tour the city. You guys are lucky.”


      “I received a personal invitation from their ruler, Lady Lithia,” Alus replied. “I doubt I can just sit back and act like a tourist. There’ll probably be a networking party or something, Plus, Lady Lithia’s on horrible terms with Cicelnia. If you tag along with us, Alpha might set their sights on you in the future. I’m not sure if the heir of House Fable is keen on getting on her ruler’s bad side.”


      “Ugh... Have fun.”


      She must’ve imagined Frose scolding her because Tesfia visibly shrank like a turtle retreating into its shell. She gave a small wave and obediently let Alus and Loki go.




      Alus and Loki quickly disappeared into the distance, surrounded by a strong gust of wind as they ran ahead. Their speed was unmatched, and Tesfia felt like a circle port was unnecessary for them.


      “Speaking of which, I can see why Al was invited, but did Loki receive an invitation as well?” she wondered, tilting her head to one side.


      A Single, a Magicmaster who represented a nation, would cause a huge stir if they visited another country. At the very least, many would be concerned about this. The Magicmaster would be attended by many people, and souvenirs, thank-you gifts, and the like would be necessary as well. Hence, most Magicmasters loved to visit in secret, and even if there was fanfare behind their visit, they would be treated as a special envoy for the political sphere. Tesfia knew very well that this was how most Magicmasters were treated.


      “But it’s those two we’re talking about...” Tesfia murmured. “I’m sure they’re exceptions in all sorts of ways.”


      It was quite rare for two students to just quietly leave the Institute in the morning, and Tesfia could only let out a strained chuckle.


      “Now then, I should do what I ought to do,” she said. “Al gave me homework.”


      She switched gears and whirled around to peer at the Institute buildings; it’d been a while since she laid eyes on them, and her voice bounced with excitement as though she felt all nice and refreshed. Tesfia may have chosen her path for herself, but she’d doubted herself many times. She feared that she might tremble with terror and become cowardly.


      But speaking with Alus once again had been so normal and gone so smoothly that even she was a bit surprised by it. Nothing had changed since she left.


      Ultimately, I was just battling with myself, Tesfia thought. She never had to ask herself if she had the right to stand beside Alus.


      She took a meandering course, but even after she learned everything about Alus, she found that she was still able to accept him for who he was without once changing her mindset of him. This was a delightful and startling surprise for her. She wasn’t brazen enough to feel like they had a very close bond like a pair of childhood friends that became sweethearts, but Tesfia hadn’t become disappointed in him or herself. She’d never lose herself, even if she saw that cold and heartless side of Alus again.


      In other words, she was able to accept him for who he was and look at his core, not his appearance. A sense of pride welled up in her heart.


      All that’s left for me to do is... Well, I just need to become a first-rate Magicmaster who can proudly stand with him. I just need to better myself, that’s all.


      All that was shown reflected in Tesfia Fable’s eyes was her future—perhaps the only path she had in her sights and possibly the thorniest, most treacherous route to take for her future self.


    


  



  

    

      One Hundred-Ninth Chapter: A Harmonic and Lively Nation


      As Alus and Loki headed out of the Institute towards Rusalca, she turned to him.


      “Will you enter the nation exactly as the invitation says?” she asked.


      “Nah,” Alus replied. “I only said that to Fia because it was a pain to explain myself, but I have no intention of conducting any sort of public duties. If we were welcomed warmly with the ruler taking the lead in doing so, we wouldn’t be able to spend our time in peace.”


      “Fair enough.”


      Loki gave a strained smile at the very idea. If they didn’t tread carefully, it was possible that the entire nation would host a grand parade. Jean Rumbulls of Rusalca was widely publicized, though this was a strategy of the nation. He generally took front and center, enjoyed high publicity, and was even given the nickname of “prince” within the Magicmaster world. Because of his high public profile, he made front page news every time he visited other nations, and his every movement was spread globally.


      Personally, Alus would much rather flee like a scared rabbit and run back to Alpha to hole himself up in his research room than bask in the eyes of the public. Perhaps Jean was the opposite. Among the Singles, no one could fulfill the role of a public face like Jean. He was the model Magicmaster, the ideal hero, and the blade for humanity. He was a walking symbol, and he played his role very well. Even Alus was impressed by him.


      Jean was a bright light in stark contrast to Alus who always remained concealed. And yet, the two went way back, sharing a closer bond than most Magicmasters in their sphere; fate truly was a funny thing. Needless to say, Alus wished to avoid receiving the same treatment as Jean, and he planned to enter Rusalca in secret.


      Once he and Loki reached a large circle port of Alpha, they headed to the gate for Rusalca. As Alus had expected, he simply needed to show his military license, and no one pried into his affair as he was allowed to pass through the departure inspection without issue. This gate, situated on Alpha’s side, would transport passengers directly to a gate in Ruslaca. The two already had entry licenses created, and they were updated directly, once again allowing Alus to skip any lengthy processes.


      From here, the charisma he commanded from conducting several covert operations helped him immensely. Within half an hour, he was able to skip the crowded normal passenger lane and entered the VIP gate with Loki. The two reached Rusalca with ease.


      Since they were visiting in secret, they thought that they should visit Lithia and meet her on the last day of their stay, keeping any trouble to a minimum. And if they required an appointment to meet her, that only worked in their favor. Alus tried his best to maintain his composure, but in truth, he was quite excited the moment he reached Rusalca.


      “Looks like it was worth working behind-the-scenes,” he said. “At least we entered this nation without getting caught by their military. I don’t know how long we can evade them, but we should enjoy our vacation as much as we can.”


      “Right!” Loki replied, also sounding excited. It was her first time enjoying such a leisurely trip to another nation. “It’ll take a while until we reach our destination, correct?”


      “Yeah. So long as we reach it, we should be good... But we should hurry.”


      They cut through the wind and traveled as fast as they could go. As their surroundings hurtled past them at breakneck speed, Alus observed everything around him. Jeez, he thought. He hoped that he would be able to distance himself from a busy life and finally relax a bit, but he still felt rather busy. It was during these times that Alus dreamed of his days in retirement. He yearned to one day casually ride atop a covered wagon and roam throughout the world as he pleased, inhibited by none. He wished to kick back and take it slow, gazing at the grass dancing in the wind, taking in the fresh scent of verdure and allowing the breeze to brush across his face. He’d let time pass slowly around him.


      All the while, he raced ahead with the wind in his face. His black bangs fluttered and occasionally got in his eyes, but the comforting rhythm was lovely. For a few brief moments, his mind was freed from his busy days and the constant pressure of various ideas or exhausting tasks at hand. Like the landscape that breezed by him, he felt like his time ticked by quickly, almost letting him forget his days of youth.


      Perhaps dreams weren’t meant to be granted—what was important was that one had the capability to keep dreaming and yearning for something more. Realistic or not, so long as one held these ideals that would keep them going throughout the day, dreaming was necessary. Maybe Alus truly was dreaming for the impossible. Everything he yearned for was just so painfully detached from the reality that he lived through.


      “S-Sir Alus,” Loki huffed. “Why don’t we take a short break.”


      Her voice instantly snapped Alus back to reality; she had no idea what was running through his mind. Large beads of sweat appeared on her brow. She was doing her best to keep up, and Alus regretted his lack of consideration, an unusual thought for him to have. This was partly due to Loki’s attire; she wasn’t dressed in a military uniform but a fancier outfit meant for outings. These clothes weren’t designed for young maidens to be drenched in sweat as they rushed full speed ahead to their destination, but still, Alus had reason to make haste.


      “I’m sorry, but we have to keep going,” Alus said apologetically. “We’re almost there. I think you can kick back and relax easier once we reach our destination instead of taking a break here.”


      Loki only gave an awkward smile at this response; it was par for the course for a guy like him.


      “Not what I mean,” she whispered under her breath, so faint that her words were swiftly carried away by the wind.


      This was a rare opportunity for Alus to go on vacation to another nation. He was allowed to kick back and take it easy for a short while; it wasn’t like Rusalca was going anywhere. Precisely because they had some time to spare, Alus should’ve been allowed to blow off some steam and spend time for himself.


      If he really wished to evade Lithia’s notice, surely he had other choices and modes of transportation to use. He could’ve entered an apparel store and bought a disguise or two.


      It feels like we’ve been speed walking, Loki thought.


      Alus had lost much of his time to the military, and his words seemed to imply that he was doing his best to efficiently get that time back. This made sense at a glance, but this hecticness seemed rather inefficient. Alus was rushing through life at breakneck speed; at this pace, there was no way that he could get even a moment of rest if he wished for it.


      He didn’t get time to catch a break after the Tenbram and dove right into the Ambrosia issue along with Tesfia’s ultimate spell that she used. His shoulders were heavy with countless troublesome issues, and he likely wouldn’t receive any backlash even if he took a lengthy vacation.


      He continued to race forth without exerting himself much, and Loki watched his back as she gave chase. She steeled her resolve, knowing that she had to be the one to pull in the reins and stay firm. The girl hoped that they could relax at least a bit more once they reached Rusalca, and she said nothing more.




      After a good while, Alus and Loki finally reached Foneswa, a major city of Rusalca. This nation didn’t just boast the greatest population of the seven nations; it had a robust and flourishing magic industry that eclipsed Alpha’s prosperity. This was especially so for AWR production. While Alpha prioritized quality over quantity, and many stubborn, grumpy artisans and masters tended to build their own forges to proudly display their skills, Rusalca pursued efficiency and logic.


      The “forges,” so to speak, of Rusalca were more similar to factories, featuring assembly or production lines to mass-produce items of a certain quality or grade. Their goal was to build versatile AWRs that passed certain standards. Foneswa wasn’t just known for their production of AWRs; it was a prominent city that handled much of the nation’s economy. It was said that businesses flocked to this city, enough to warrant military and political facilities along with the First Magical Institute. Indeed, this city was glitzy, glamorous, and lively.


      Even from a geographical point of view, this place was a prize, for it was nestled comfortably in the very center, the core, of Rusalca itself. Residential areas of various sizes surrounded the place, and construction was hastily underway to accommodate the rapidly growing population. But the districts within Foneswa were said to be the most valuable, prime real estate within Rusalca.


      Alus and Loki’s first order of business was to step away from the main street and into a normal hotel for commoners. They checked in and noticed that their belongings had already been carried to the room. The quality of the room was decent, and Alus was delighted to see that their stay would be a comfortable one. Since he was visiting in secret, he wasn’t keen on entering a glamorous, first-rate hotel, but as a man personally invited by Lithia herself, he couldn’t stay in a cheap, run-down inn either. To avoid any sort of troubles and issues, he went for a decent, middle-of-the-road lodging.


      The pair took a short rest before they left the hotel and went back out to the main street of the city. Alus and Loki were dumbfounded by how crowded it was. They exchanged a glance and decided to stand there for a while.


      “Er, is there some sort of Friendship Magical Tournament going on? Or an event on that level?” Loki wondered.


      “No, I think this street is always this bustling,” Alus replied.


      It was as though there were a festival going on. The sun had set, and in Alpha, this meant that the peak busy hours were over, but this was not the case in Rusalca. A constant, perpetual stream of people flooded in and out of the city, and the place was crowded and rowdy no matter the hour of the day.


      Alus and Loki retreated to a small alley away from the crowded main street, and a sudden savory, mouthwatering aroma hit their noses. There must’ve been some sort of market selling food nearby. While neither even knew what the source of this scent could be, their stomachs rumbled eagerly, and they found themselves drawn towards it.


      Alus and Loki managed to cut through the crowded street, which was lined with stalls selling food, spices, and cookware. Alus wasn’t very interested in food, but he was attracted by the lively air all around him, and like Loki, he excitedly glanced around to explore something new.


      “This is amazing,” Alus remarked. “They don’t just sell processed foods here, but there are actual eateries nearby too.”


      “I-Indeed,” Loki agreed.


      He marveled at all the wonder around him, and Loki made sure to stick right by him so that the two wouldn’t get lost.


      “This is very different from Alpha,” she said. “If this market is the section for food, I wonder if this city divides it based on industry.”


      “That’s my guess,” Alus replied. “No wonder it’s so crowded. Shops related to AWRs and magic are probably on another street.”


      “Competition must be fierce. Don’t they feel pressured by that?”


      “Oh, I’m sure they do. Simply decreasing the price wouldn’t be enough either. I’m sure that each store is using their ideas and wisdom to their fullest if they want to survive in this world.”


      He nodded with understanding. Perhaps this was the secret behind Rusalca’s energy, and this was by design—no doubt a plan that the current ruler had put in place. Alus had only spent a few hours in Rusalca, but he was already catching hints of Lithia’s economic and political prowess. He toured several shops and saw that the quality of the items in the store were not only excellent, but the interiors were quite classy as well. Because competition was so fierce, the stores that remained at this market were naturally refined, polished, and excellent.


      As they walked along and enjoyed the culture of Rusalca, Loki stared at Alus’s profile and smiled happily, clinging onto his sleeve so that she wouldn’t get lost.


      “Rusalca isn’t bad at all, huh?” he asked.


      “A-Agreed!” Loki replied.


      He whirled around without warning, startling Loki and causing her to jump. She gingerly peered into his face, hoping that he hadn’t seen her relaxed smile earlier, but he didn’t seem to have noticed.


      “It really does hammer home how every nation is so different from each other,” he said. “It’s like I’m in a different world.”


      “You seem to have taken quite a liking to this place,” Loki observed. “Why don’t you move here?”


      She was joking, obviously, but even if Alus nodded, she wouldn’t have minded. She’d already decided to tag along with him no matter where he went. Loki was keenly aware that even if he moved here, his positions and standing wouldn’t change all that much; so long as he was the No. 1 Magicmaster, people would never look at Alus for himself; they’d only treat him as a weapon to use. And he didn’t mind his lifestyle in Alpha all that much, including his daily life of normalcy at the Institute, which had come to him unexpectedly. Hence, she felt comfortable enough to engage in this banter, and his reply didn’t surprise her either.


      “Hmm, I don’t think I want to stay here, but to visit as a tourist or vacation spot, absolutely,” Alus said. “It’s an interesting place. It’s not bad to tour nations other than Alpha. Sure, I know how my nation works, but it’s a breath of fresh air to get exposed to other countries’ customs. It piques your interest, don’t you agree?”


      “Of course!” Loki replied.


      She internally felt relieved that his response was exactly as she’d expected and smiled with a nod.


      Still, it’s so crowded... Loki thought, glancing around.


      Men and women of all ages were out and about, including those of different social classes. There were also wealthy people and military personnel mixed in the crowd. Personally, she was a bit interested in the fashion taste and choices of the women here, and as her head swiveled from side to side with interest, Alus took notice.


      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “You look restless. Are you hungry? I doubt we can eat and walk around in this crowd, though. Sorry, but I need you to hold on for a bit longer.”


      “Er, Sir Alus?” Loki asked. “Do I seem like a gluttonous lady to you?”


      She puffed out her cheeks slightly, much to Alus’s surprise.


      “No, I don’t mean that...” he started.


      He didn’t seem to be sure himself as he couldn’t finish his sentence.


      “I do recommend that you be a touch more sensitive and thoughtful with your words towards women,” Loki advised. “You’ve distanced yourself from the military, even if only for show, and I think a hint of consideration would be useful for you at times.”


      Alus scratched his cheek. “You think so?”


      She only responded with silence, and her pressure shut him up; he was unable to offer any sort of retort. Though he appeared to understand the intricacies of a woman’s heart, the fact that he continued to wrongly assume that Loki must be angry because she wasn’t actually hungry but thirsty because she sweated quite a bit during her trip here, proved just how dense and clueless he was. This was an almost fatal flaw for him, but luckily, even Loki wasn’t astute enough to read his mind and assume his misunderstanding. Unbeknownst to either of them, this matter was peacefully laid to rest due to their mutual understanding—or lack thereof.


      When Alus finally spotted what he was looking for, he called out to his friend. “We finally made it.”


      The city square was difficult to miss. The large clearing was decorated by a large fountain. Foneswa was quite literally at the heart of the nation, and the fountain was an especially elaborate, intricate one that towered over its surroundings in the motif of a castle with many buildings. Foreigners used this as a landmark, and that was due to the faulty design of the city. Main streets stretched out in every which way from the square, dividing certain commercial districts.


      It was common for people to gather at this fountain before shopping at any store in the city and head towards the industry they were interested in. This allowed consumers to streamline their shopping experience. Alus had headed for this square with that in mind.


      Huh... What is that? Alus wondered.


      The square, which usually had a bustling energy, made him furrow his brow with concern. Something was off. The fountain, a popular tourist spot and landmark, was completely closed off from visitors and had Rusalca guards menacingly standing around it. A large, lavish carriage was beside it. As Alus turned stern, Loki shot him a worried look.


      “Sir Alus?” she asked.


      “Personal bodyguards,” he remarked. “They’re not as threatening as actual soldiers, but do they belong to some kind of high-ranked noble? They’re causing nothing but trouble. This is a public space—what are they doing stopping the flow of the crowd in the heart of the city?”


      Who would board such a gaudy, ostentatious carriage? Judging from the people who gathered around, this noble must’ve enjoyed a high status, but Alus, who quite disliked nobles, grumbled to himself at this.


      Why’s the crowd stopping anyway? They don’t have to stay here and gawk at the noble—they’re all too foolishly curious for their own good. The crowd isn’t moving at all. I want to head over there...


      Alus still had so much to see, and he had no time to get stopped by a crowd and just stand there. That was, by far, the worst use of his time. He hated to be kept needlessly waiting to begin with, and left with no other choice, he decided to push his way through. He waded through the sea of people, making sure to keep Loki in mind as a sign of some sort of emotional growth. Yet, he was as hasty and short-tempered as usual when it came to waiting.


      When they were close enough to the carriage, the crowd erupted in loud cheering. Confused, Alus turned towards the vehicle and spotted the heavy door of the carriage slowly swing open as a young blond man emerged.


      For a moment, Alus frowned with concern, but the young man turned the other way to wave to the crowd, and with his back towards Alus, there was no way to see his face. It only made things more difficult when a group of plump ladies pushed through and screamed excitedly at the carriage, their voices so shrill that Alus felt compelled to cover his ears.


      “It’s so noisy,” he grumbled. “Loki, let’s head out.”


      “S-Sure,” she stammered.


      But her voice and Alus’s were drowned out by even louder screaming, the soprano voices of other young ladies filling the air.


      What the hell’s going on? Alus wondered. I can’t even leave this place.


      Unfortunately for him, the fuss and ruckus of the square drew more curious people, creating a larger crowd. Ladies and the curious flooded in from the main street, and Alus had to wade through the masses.


      This popularity... It can’t be...


      Alus’s sinking feeling was only confirmed by the girls chanting the noble’s name. He gave a look of utter exhaustion as the ladies screamed the name over and over again. Alus grimaced as Loki tried to offer a word of kindness or two, and the young man who was the center of attention whirled around, placed his index finger on his lips, and shushed the crowd. He parted his lips and likely asked the crowd to fall silent since the women now stood petrified. Mere moments ago, they were screaming their heads off, but they were not at a loss for words, and a ripple of silence fell among the rowdy square. All it took was a simple gesture from this popular noble.


      “Everything is all right now,” he said. “Your hand, please?”


      The blond man, Jean Rumbulls, the current No. 3 Magicmaster, peered into the carriage and allowed a woman to slowly emerge. Alus said not a word, but his eyes narrowed. He expected the ruler to make her appearance, but he was wrong; the lady’s face was pale, and her gray hair was a mess, but clearly, she was someone of high status. When the crowd laid eyes on the woman, their gazes were filled with yearning and admiration, one that didn’t pale in comparison to the reverence that Jean received.
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      A person of high rank... I feel like I’ve seen her somewhere.


      Of course she was. This woman was none other than Hispida Orfeen, a Single who ranked No. 6. Though she was powerful in her own right, her strengths actually lay elsewhere, making her an anomaly among Magicmasters. She excelled in the business and sale of AWRs and magic tools, and she was renowned for her business sense.


      Every item she suggested was so superb in design and idea that manufacturers around the globe fought over the rights to sell and manufacture it. It wasn’t unusual for a frantic battle over licenses and rights to break out. Her face was likely familiar to Alus because she was often in magazines and other forms of media.


      “Now, where is he?” Jean asked as Hispida stepped off the carriage.


      She wore a thick coat to keep herself warm, and, surrounded by guards, she languidly raised her arm in the air. She pointed towards a direction, precisely in the corner where Alus and Loki were. Alus was astonished by his misfortune as the chief guard raised an arm and commanded his subordinates.


      “You heard her!” the chief guard barked. “Go on! Make way for the guest!”


      “Yes, sir!” the guards replied.


      They immediately rushed forth and parted the crowd, directing people out of the way to create a path. The confused people immediately made way and opened a route for Alus and Loki like some sort of dramatic scene in a fairy tale.


      “Seriously? What gives?” Alus wondered as he gazed up and clicked his tongue with irritation.


      “Wh-What shall we do?” Loki asked in a fit of panic.


      “Tch... I thought I saw a peculiar bird earlier, but it’s gone now. The magic remnants in the air tells me that it’s a new kind of summoning spell... That woman found us from the skies, huh...”


      Alus wished to retreat somewhere, but the packed crowd that was forcibly parted by the guards locked Alus and Loki in place, making them unable to flee. All the while, the guards continued to pave a path forward as they barked orders.


      “This is an emergency request! Please make way!”


      “Come on now, hurry!”


      The crowd was quick to voice their dismay at this treatment.


      “Hey! Don’t push us!”


      “Don’t use violence!”


      But it seemed the guards ignored it all.


      “They’re so forceful...” Alus grumbled. “No matter. Loki, let’s head to that building for a while.”


      “O-Okay!” Loki replied.


      When Alus channeled his strength into his feet to head to the roof of a nearby building, a hand reached out to stop him.


      “W-Wait! I mean, please wait, dear guest!” a guard called.


      This guard was closest to Alus and likely very young as well. They tried to place a hand on Alus’s shoulder, and the boy glared at them.


      “Excuse me,” a voice interrupted nonchalantly. Jean had gently placed a hand on the guard’s shoulder instead.


      “Don’t get in my way! You’re interfering with my duties!” the guard shouted, turning around. At once, they turned stiff, their voice rising an octave. “O-Oh! Sir Jean!”


      “Sorry for butting in. I planned on standing back and watching for a while, but if you’re too forceful, you’ll cause international problems at this rate. It’ll be too late to regret your actions after you hurt this boy.”


      “Yes, sir!”


      “I more than understand your loyalty to your duties, but I’d like for you to back off for now.”


      The young guard gave a stiff salute and stood tall at attention. Jean gave a friendly smile and turned to the rather elusive Alus; the two men stood side by side.


      “Hey there, Alus. Long time no see,” Jean said.


      “Tsk, so you’re telling me that we’re the cause of this fuss?” Alus grumbled. “Two Singles and a host of guards greeting me, huh? You sure like to give a warm welcome.”


      “Oh, don’t say that. This is part of my job, you know. Welcome to Rusalca, Alus Reigin of Alpha.”


      Jean smiled and offered his right arm for a handshake, but Alus didn’t take it, instead opting to act like a sulking child and let out a sigh.


      “I want to say that I feel greatly obliged for such a rowdy greeting, but you’ve ruined my vacation,” Alus said.


      “But I’ve brought such a lovely lady with me,” Jean replied. “I’m sure you can still enjoy your vacation. It’s been a while to see you too, Loki. I wasn’t able to properly introduce myself to you back then, was I? My name is Jean Rumbulls, the No. 3 Magicmaster of Rusalca. This is our second meeting, I believe.”


      His fluid, gentlemanly mannerisms along with his clear introduction was nothing short of perfection, and Loki could only stand there flustered. Jean even gave a moment to the crowd as he waved at the ladies, earning a roar of excited squeals. He was an idol, through and through. This was Jean’s talent. In terms of first impressions, Jean and Alus stood on opposite sides of the spectrum.


      His flowing, golden locks, and his princely conduct only accentuated his beautiful face. Every word he uttered was as pleasant to the ears as music from the heavens, and any gesture he made earned the full attention of ladies. Yet, he also carried a touch of childlike innocence, charming the women around him.


      Alus, on the other hand, didn’t boast nearly as much charisma. He would never admit it out loud because of his pride, but he knew that his personality was more negative and pessimistic. Even if he wished to charm the ladies, he was neither friendly nor smooth enough to do so. Jean was sunny enough to attract a crowd wherever he went, and his charisma and friendliness helped him make ties anywhere.


      He was the perfect, fairy-tale prince that all women would dream of being with at least once in their lives. Alus, however, knew the true side and form of Jean, one that couldn’t be described by empty compliments. Genuinely, without even a hint of snark, Alus could call Jean a hero, a true champion for all, and not even come close to summing him up.


      Jean would never abandon a single ally on the battlefield. No matter what the situation was and how cornered he may have been, he never gave up and pushed his limits to save his comrades. He stuck true to his own principles and not once wavered even when his life was at stake, and all he earned was the vapid title of the “Perfect Hero,” one that couldn’t even begin to describe or understand his true character. Singles who raced through the battlefield like a bat out of hell were always covered in the stench of mud and blood.


      Yet, the princesses and ladies who knew not of the grisly, harrowing realities of war would call him a perfect prince and praise him to bits without once trying to understand the experiences Jean had gone through. That sort of flowery language ironically symbolized the shallow view that the public had of him, and this sort of ignorance was bizarre to Alus.


      One refused to form any sort of faction of clique for fear of causing the death of someone, while the other risked his life on the battlefield to save all his comrades without a single casualty. Perhaps both Alus and Jean were more similar than Alus thought; hence, he managed to maintain ties with Jean for so long. They had this strange sense of closeness with each other.


      Lettie treasured her subordinates as well, but she wasn’t on the closest terms with Jean. This had bewildered Alus, but he heard rumors that the two had been rivals during their student days, and Lettie wasn’t fond of Jean, calling him phony and hokey.


      Jean gave an apologetic smile, maintaining his friendly, charming demeanor.


      “I didn’t mean to welcome you so grandly, but this isn’t so bad, is it?” he asked. “I expected you to sneak into Rusalca, but I didn’t think you’d be with another lady. I wasn’t able to keep tabs on you. I knew I’d have some trouble, so I asked Hispida to help me out. Her summoning spell with birds is pretty handy when it comes to finding people, you know.”


      “I should’ve noticed that bird sooner...” Alus grumbled. “I didn’t think I could stay hidden for the entirety of my trip, but this was much quicker than I expected. And some of these guards don’t look like Magicmasters.”


      No longer as nervous, he glanced at the guards. There were several Magicmasters among the mix, emitting their mana to maintain their vigilance, but there were also quite a few guards who completely let their defenses down, their main role over. They were more carefree as they kept the peace and order of the crowd; plainly, they were regular folks dressed in a guard’s uniform.


      “Well, of course,” Jean replied. “Their main daily duties are to maintain peace within the city, so we obviously choose some regular people if we can. It’s better to have guards that aren’t weirdly braggadocious and instead hired by the populace—their role is to serve the people. But of course, normal people alone can be a bit of a cause for concern, so the military has dispatched a few capable personnel.”


      “Fair enough,” Alus replied with a nod.


      He noticed Jean’s curious gaze; the perfect prince was sizing Alus up, making the No. 1 Magicmaster rather uncomfortable.


      “Alus, I’ve been meaning to ask,” Jean started. “I’m not quite sure about your appearance as our state guest.”


      “As I said, I’m here on vacation. To rest my weary bones,” Alus sighed.


      “Good grief... I’d at least like for you to show a bit more consideration towards the dignity of our ruler, Lady Lithia, who invited you to her nation. Even if you prefer a more casual, easygoing setting, if word spreads that we showed a smidgen of insolence towards Alpha’s Single, it’d be the perfect excuse for Lady Cicelnia to launch an attack on us.”


      “Yeah, I think she’d happily draft a snarky letter of protest so long as she has the ammo. I guess I really didn’t think this through. I’m sorry.”


      Alus was abundantly aware of Cicelnia’s personality, the polar opposite of her breathtaking, godlike beauty. His lack of thought warranted an apology.


      “As long as you understand,” Jean replied with a benevolent shrug. “Just don’t make a mess here, okay? And as I said before, I don’t plan on taking away all of your free time.” His tone was gentle and kind, but his discerning eyes, which had a taste for the aesthetic, seemed to tell a different story as he added a stern word of advice. “Still, I can’t let you parade around in that outfit. The color is no good. It’s too dark. You’ll probably have to change before your meeting with our ruler, but just bear with it, okay?”


      Alus had actually put on his Sunday best. His collared shirt, and his dark top and bottom looked good enough for him, but Jean didn’t agree.


      You can’t really expect me to have good taste... I was raised in the military, Alus thought glumly.


      “Though you can use an overhaul in your outfit, Loki, your attire is gorgeous,” Jean remarked. “It’s neither too flashy nor too drab; you’ve maintained the perfect balance of classiness.”


      As the prince gave Loki high praise, Alus felt the wrinkles on his face deepen with disappointment.


      “Loki, I know that you must have an endless list of hardships if you’re taking care of him,” Jean said. “But I hope you can continue to do so. Please teach this uncouth boy what a decent outfit is.”


      “I happily shall, Sir Jean,” Loki replied. “But Sir Alus dresses the same no matter where he goes.”


      Jean emitted a sigh and shook his head gently. “Haaah... And he hasn’t had a single problem yet? That’s impressive.”


      Frankly, Alus actually did have his fair share of problems that stemmed from his lack of style, but there was no way that he’d ever tell Jean that. Besides, judging from Alus’s accomplishments until now, he felt like he was allowed to break a dress code or two.


      Is my taste that questionable?


      He couldn’t help but question himself as he turned around to glance at Loki. She stood there with a puzzled gaze, but he ignored it and carefully examined her shoes, her skirt, and her top before finally landing on her pretty face. Without a word, he used her as a reference for aesthetics.


      Loki still watched him with confusion, but Alus simply turned away.


      It doesn’t really matter what she wears. Pretty people will look pretty no matter the outfit.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Alus and Loki were guided by several guards towards the lavish carriage. Inside was the woman that the two had spotted before, and they exchanged a small bow.


      “Pleased to meet you. My name is Hispida Orfeen, a Single who’s ranked No. 6.”


      “I apologize for making you introduce yourself first, Lady Hispida,” Loki hastily replied. “My name is Loki Leevahl, and I serve as the partner of Sir Alus, the currently ranked No. 1 of Alpha.”


      “Oh, please don’t be so stiff. My rank is only in name, really. Jean takes care of most of the things for me. Personally, I’m more interested in business, you see. I think my rank will plummet soon enough.”


      Hispida smiled, looking tired. Though she was humble, her rank was higher than Lettie’s and she must’ve been to the Outer World many times as well.


      “It’s been a while,” Alus said. He gave a short greeting, implying that the two had known each other because her face was familiar to him.


      “Oh?” Hispida asked quizzically. “I believe this is the first time we’ve ever met. I do know that Alpha and Rusalca share close ties when it comes to the AWR industry, so perhaps you’ve heard of me, then.”


      This response made Alus feel uncomfortable, but he didn’t show it. And this might’ve sounded like an excuse, but he did know of her name.


      “So, you’re the Alus Reigin...” Hispida mused as she stared at him.


      When Alus had published his findings and creation of the circle port, sending a shock wave through the magical community, he’d submitted it anonymously. Though this practice was exceedingly rare, there were several cases where new magical formulas or research theses were under anonymous submissions, and most of these could be traced back to Alus. Hispida, a researcher in her own right, might’ve had an inkling about Alus’s accomplishments.


      “Are you here to observe AWRs?” Hispida asked.


      “I’ve got nothing in mind for now,” Alus replied. “But I do admit that a majority of the things I want are in Rusalca.”


      “Yes, your Governor-General, Berwick, would occasionally send an envoy to our magic market. He seems especially interested in digging up some interesting antiques.”


      “Oh? This is the first time I’ve heard of that.”


      Perhaps the ancient tomes and items that Berwick would occasionally provide to get on Alus’s good side mostly came from Rusalca. Naturally, this would reach Hispida’s ears, as the leader who operated the market of Foneswa.


      “It’s nice to see a heavy spender in Rusalca’s markets, but if an outsider buys something a bit too pricey, it affects the prices for ancient research materials and texts. If you’ve got the chance, I hope you’d tell Governor-General Berwick as much.”


      “Certainly,” Alus replied.


      All the while, the glimmering carriage rolled through the main street, ignoring the commotion that it caused.


      “Foneswa is certainly an interesting place,” Alus remarked. “It’s like everything is gathered here.”


      “So long as your base and foundation is good, items will tend to flow in of their own accord,” Hispida replied. “Money and people tend to gather where there’s more of it.”


      “I see. Sounds like this nation is flourishing quite well. Due in no small part to Lady Lithia, of course, but you as well, I’m sure.”


      “You’re exaggerating my accomplishments. All I’ve done is create a demand within this market, but if I were to be frank with you, I do love money. I can never have enough of it. Heh heh heh.”


      Perhaps her words were inelegant, but her unique expression left an impression on Alus’s mind.


      She’s so frank and honest with me that I really can’t stay prickly at her, he thought.


      It was a bit odd for a Single to be so attached to money since they usually didn’t have much need for it, but prying into the wallets of others did very little for Alus. He decided to lay that question to rest for now.


      The needlessly large carriage, pulled by four horses, seated four people. Alus and Loki sat on one end, and Jean and Hispida sat across from them. It was rather rare for three Singles to be together in one tiny area.


      Since I’ve got the chance, I should try learning more about AWRs.


      He subtly segued into this topic, and Hispida, though an excellent merchant in the AWR and magic tool business, was also a devoted researcher herself, so the two hit it off quite well. Unexpectedly, the conversation continued as Alus became more invested and interested. She used a grimoire-shaped AWR and improved it for general use, allowing her to mass-produce and sell it on her own.


      Hispida claimed that her grimoire opened doors for many to use a vast variety of spells, and Alus was inclined to agree. A seasoned Magicmaster would be able to use any AWR quite well with just the basic magic formulas engraved on it, but this was because they could personally make up for the parts that lacked a magical formula. Still, this made them more like a jack-of-all-trades, master of none in terms of spell power and precision—mediocre at best.


      A grimoire AWR, on the other hand, allowed the user to jot down a magical formula on its pages without fear of the spell degrading. This made it far more efficient and powerful of a tool. But so long as precision was imperative to perform spells, the potential of an AWR would be swayed heavily by its user. The user had to hold a deep understanding of magical formulas to efficiently use magic, and this was a high difficulty curve.


      Alus’s Night Mist had magical formulas engraved on every link on the chain, a unique characteristic of the AWR, but his tool was wielded to such a high degree of excellence because of his skill and knowledge. While Night Mist had a blade at the end, serving as a weapon during times of need, a user with a grimoire would be out of luck during physical fights. Still, Hispida’s mass-produced grimoire AWR, known for its versatility, was apparently very popular.


      This was likely due to her own name recognition; she’d created a brand of sorts that had a loyal following. Anything with her name tacked on would likely sell like hotcakes.


      “When I started to think about what a majority of Magicmasters needed, I ended up with this item,” Hispida explained.


      As a token of friendship, she handed Alus a sample. He took it and first analyzed the tool’s appearance. The boy then flipped through the pages and scrutinized the grimoire’s contents.


      “I see... You thought this through,” he observed.


      The tool was a budget version, and he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t a bit concerned about the quality of materials and how long they would last. This AWR wasn’t meant for lengthy battles. Its primary goal was to create overwhelming firepower and end a fight in moments. Overall, this was a tool that he wasn’t keen on bringing to a battlefield, and when he thought about this AWR’s use, a light bulb went off in his head.


      “Is this for collection purposes?” he asked.


      “Bingo,” Hispida replied. “I’ve got a few variations for the material and design, and the technology of engraving magical formulas into the pages is something that only my artisans are capable of. In other words, this is a customizable, one-of-a-kind AWR that you can tweak to your own liking. Of course, I’ve also got those of higher quality and such.”


      She smiled brightly as Jean wearily entered the conversation.


      “You can tell just how much she likes money, can’t you? It’s said that the magic market wouldn’t have been able to prosper to this degree with Hispida’s assistance. But who else would ever dream of creating a product based off a Single’s unique AWR? Her ideas are truly extraordinary.”


      Jean praised and insulted Hispida, but the woman didn’t seem at all bothered. She remained silent and ignored his remarks, but on a closer look, she was stifling her coughs.


      She really looks unwell, Alus thought with concern, and Loki looked equally worried at how frail and pale Hispida looked.


      Jean gave a strained smile and tried to reassure the two. “Don’t worry. She’s always like this—exhausted from overwork. She’s always on the prowl for new items and ideas for products and is constantly looking into new businesses and research. You can say that she’s a bona fide businesswoman to her very core.”


      Alus only gave a nod. Both researchers and merchants must’ve found it easy to become so passionate and engrossed in their fields. He turned to Loki and began to explain the importance of this sample AWR.


      “Look,” Alus said. “It might be a collector’s item, but it’s still very innovative. Like a pop-up picture book, these pages are designed to be opened in layers. This allows the user to not only observe their magical formulas but also see any related formulas as reference on one page, making this very easy to use. This might not become a main weapon for pros, but based on one’s element and affinity, the variations will serve as a convenient tool for normal, budding Magicmasters.”


      “Rusalca truly is so advanced,” Loki replied.


      She was impressed by the ingenuity of the tool as Hispida, back to her normal self, nodded with agreement. The merchant looked so proud of herself that Alus decided to add on a bit of smark.


      “It’s an impressive idea, but the production of AWRs is important in every nation. Every researcher is engrossed in their own research, but what’s most important is the style and culture of the nation. Rusalca boasts a high population and quite a few Magicmasters, prioritizing quantity over quality. Hence, this sort of tool might fly, but Alpha is more concerned about quality. We believe that every Magicmaster should have their own unique AWR, and artisans like Budna prioritize the handmade quality of an item instead of something mass-produced. And the types of the AWR have changed as well. Recently, some researchers have looked into AWRs for ranged combat, while others have been delving deeper into tools suited for close combat. Every nation has their own military and commanders who have their own thoughts and plans. This only accentuates the differences in values of countries.”


      He glanced at Hispida, who didn’t seem at all offended by this observation. She actually looked rather impressed.


      “Ah, you’re quite knowledgeable,” she said. “And you were able to prattle away so quickly. How poignant.”


      Alus felt self-conscious, embarrassed that he’d become so passionate, and awkwardly mumbled a quick “Thank you” as he tried to politely return the sample grimoire back to her. As Hispida rose slightly from her seat to take the book, the carriage shook violently.


      “Ulp!” Hispida grunted. “Ugh... I feel sick.”


      “Hispida! I told you that you could stay back if you felt unwell!” Jean said worriedly as he leaped to help her. “What did I tell you?!”


      Hispida grew paler by the second as she pressed her hand against her mouth and stuck her face outside the small window of the carriage. She was definitely the type to make others worry about her, but she had this charm that made her difficult to hate. Alus only hoped that she took good care of her body so that she wouldn’t work herself into an early grave.


      Alus and Loki kindly turned away from the No. 6 Magicmaster’s rather pathetic display and began to converse.


      “Um, Sir Alus, I do have a question about that grimoire,” Loki said, trying to fill the silence. “Is it realistically rather effective to have a magical formula along with its related formulas all inscribed onto one AWR?”


      Alus was delighted to hear this astute question.


      “You bring up a very good point,” Alus said.


      “Ah, that silver-haired child is quite astu—” Hispida started, drawing her face back into the carriage and trying to speak. “Urp!”


      She quickly popped her head back out the window to get some fresh air. Alus ignored her completely. Jean seemed to be quite tired, knowing how this would end, while the No. 1 Magicmaster decided to answer Loki.


      “The short answer is yes. And it’s quite possible to do. However, it might slightly affect the conductivity of the user’s spells, and it’s not recommended because of its inefficiency. As you might know already, Loki, Lettie has an AWR engraved with a magical formula, and she’s got tools for each formula. Practice is required, but the construction of the spell itself differs. If I were to use an analogy, the difference is like using a formula to get your answer versus just taking the time to plug in numbers to calculate. To rapidly switch between these two methods results in a huge loss of efficiency.”


      Loki gave a small nod.


      “Which means the pages inscribed with a single magical formula and its related formulas must use a combination of different materials to account for all of them, and the book’s spine contains a special type of material that allows a seamless transition for these spells, keeping the time loss that one might need to construct a spell to its minimum,” Alus explained. “This is a very revolutionary invention. Am I right, Hispida?”


      Hispida kept her back towards them, but she weakly raised a hand and signaled that he was correct.


      “You managed to analyze all that just by touching the book?” Jean asked, impressed. “You can easily see right through any sort of top secret intel.”


      Hispida, who managed to calm down, took deep breaths as she returned to her seat.


      “If I knew how sharp you were, I shouldn’t have even handed you that sample,” she said. “Just kidding. I wouldn’t go that far, but can you at least tell me how you managed to analyze all that?”


      “Anyone who’s vaguely familiar with the construction of AWRs would notice, I’m sure,” Alus replied. “Besides, if one were to deconstruct a grimoire AWR, every page acts like its own AWR. Even if the cover’s just decor, there must be a way to change the materials of the pages for singular magical formulas and other, more complex systems of formulas. To be precise, I wouldn’t say that the material is entirely different from each other, though. Maybe these pages are a mix of several, precise items to create these pages, which means that the spine, which binds the tome together, is a good conductor of mana. I suspect that some kind of support magical formula is engraved in it, serving as a mana route for the user or something.”


      Alus only knew about the mechanism of the mana conductor because his own AWR, Night Mist, possessed a similar contraption. The blade was made from meteor metal, known for its versatility for AWRs with magical formulas. The grimoire sample didn’t have the same high quality as meteor metal, but it wasn’t difficult to guess that it was made of similar material that allowed high conductivity.


      “You really are impressive,” Hispida said. “You’ve easily eclipsed your own rumors.”


      “You’re too kind,” Alus replied. “And you’re just as impressive. Only someone who’s mastered not only their own AWR but also adeptly analyzed the concept and applied it to other tools is capable of doing what you did, Hispida. I feel like the technology you created can be utilized for other AWRs as well.”


      “Ah, in terms of applying this to other tools, there are all sorts of issues... Urp!”


      She rushed towards the small window of the carriage, and Jean decided to take over the conversation.


      “The material used for this tome is a bit too special,” he explained. “It can only be used for items like grimoires, which doesn’t require much of the material, or just as a supporter. The material’s called ogalite, but it’s actually really expensive.”


      “Which makes it perfect for grimoire AWRs since the spine can be thin,” Alus concluded.


      “Exactly. Ah, pardon me.”


      Hispida’s breathing grew more haggard, and Jean, no longer able to sit back, approached her and gently rubbed her back. Alus watched them, unamused.


      “It’s a bit unusual to see a Single, a No. 6 to boot, to get motion sickness so easily,” Alus remarked. “Are we headed straight for Lady Lithia?”


      “Luckily, no,” Jean replied. “Lady Lithia just took care of a ton of work, and just in the nick of time. The deadline for them was today.”


      “She ran out of juice, huh?”


      “Yup. She’s fast asleep in bed. I’m sure she’ll be up and ready tomorrow. I actually wanted to bring you and Loki to a certain location.”


      “Wait, we’ve got our own schedule, you know.”


      “Sorry, but you guys are our state guests. I’ve complied with your request to not highly publicize your visit, but I need you to help me maintain appearances as well. As I said before, I don’t plan on using all of your vacation days, which I imagine you don’t have many of anyway.”


      Jean flashed a smile, but contrary to his gentle appearance, he had a tenacious side. When he decided on something, he stubbornly refused to change.


      The moment this guy caught me, my plans of a secretive, small vacation have crumbled away...


      A bit too late on the uptake, Alus slumped his shoulders while Loki offered him kind reassurance. And so, Jean gave a few orders to the coachman, and the pair of visitors was whisked away to an unknown place.




      The carriage rolled along, and Alus was finally able to see a rather familiar building through the window.


      “Isn’t this...the First Magical Institute?” he asked.


      He narrowed his eyes as Jean nodded.


      “That’s right,” Jean replied. “I’m invited here once a year to host a lecture. It’s not like I’m cutting corners, but if the same person was always lecturing the students, I’m sure that they’d get bored of it. These students have never stepped on a battlefield, so I’d like to be more aware of their situation. And since we’ve got a VIP from Alpha, I thought that this would be the perfect opportunity for them to learn the mindsets of other nations. Lady Lithia and Principal Corsay asked me to do this.”


      “Are you telling me to act like a teacher?” Alus asked.


      “I mean, you sort of are, aren’t you? When you were shown the AWR sample, you lectured Loki all about it. Don’t think I’m letting that slide. And she’s probably not all that bad, is she? She’s probably naturally talented, but you taught her quite a few moves, I’m sure. And I’ve already heard about the other two students that you’ve been coaching, so I think you’d be a perfect fit. Any other objections, Alus?”


      “Ugh...”


      They were all true. How could Alus refute that? Jean took advantage of Alus’s so-called weakness and patted his shoulder while flashing the prince’s famous smile.


      “Then that’s that,” Jean said. “But first, I want you to tour the First Magical Institute that our nation is so proud of. You can hop in at your own timing and impart your wisdom on the students. When it comes purely to rank, neither Hispida nor I hold a candle to you.”


      “I thought ranks were kept highly confidential,” Alus said.


      “Of course,” Jean replied with a thumbs-up. “Don’t you worry about that. I plan on introducing you as my dear friend and someone with a bright future in Alpha. You’ve managed to make it out to the Outer World, ahead of your peers, and you’re an excellent Magicmaster worthy of respect. That’s all that’ll be said. You’ll be like a member of the paramilitary and an insightful senior to the other students. Think you can do that?”


      Jean paused for a moment and turned solemn before he spoke once more. “But you know, I don’t think you can really hide your rank. It feels like a tall ask now.”


      He snapped his mouth shut and emitted a wave of refined, faint mana, one that only fellow Magicmasters could detect and hear as whispers in their ears.


      “You really ran wild at the festival, didn’t you?” Jean asked. “Against the Kurama.”


      “How much do you guys know?” Alus asked.


      The boy had asked Berwick to keep tabs on the spread of information, and it was as concerning as it was alarming to hear that this news had reached international territories. When the carriage finally creaked to a halt, no one moved to leave. Instead, Jean unleashed a soundproof mana barrier.


      “Sorry, can’t tell you that,” Jean said in a low voice. “But just know that we’re putting in a fair bit of effort when it comes to matters pertaining to the Kurama. Alpha’s been cooperating with us as well. Oh, and you don’t have to worry about her, at least.”


      That implied that he even knew about Elise; had he seen Alus fighting her at the festival?


      “You can do as you like in that regard,” Alus replied casually. “Since she’s a member of the Kurama, I know she’s internationally wanted.”


      Jean sighed. “Truth be told, I fought against her once myself. Frighteningly used to combat, and she poses a threat large enough to warrant us jumping into action. And one more thing. I heard that you’ve caused quite some trouble for the research team at Hydrange, dispatched to the Second Magical Institute. Why did they come to your nation anyway?”


      Hispida, no longer feeling as sick, was able to quietly sit back and listen solemnly.


      “Are you referring to Fiendization and Ambrosia?” Alus asked.


      “I am,” Jean replied. “We’ve got a few cases here in Rusalca as well. We’re not as forceful as Hydrange, but we also want as much information as we can gather.”


      Apparently, it was Dante and the other inmates responsible for this mess. An organization that made a living off shady dealings had brought the drug into Rusalca.


      “My money’s on the Enboss Auction House,” Alus said.


      The Enboss Auction House operated a black market as part of Rusalca’s seedy underbelly. The house was located in a dangerous, shady area within the nation, and on the surface, they dealt with secondhand items that overflowed the market or goods from bankrupt stores. However, underneath this veneer of honesty and intent of helping the economy, they dealt with stolen items and other illegal goods. Criminals were inevitable under any government.


      As Jean nodded at Alus’s guess, Hispida joined the conversation; her expertise as a merchant gave her more insight about this situation.


      “While it’s an auction, it’s still a market,” she explained. “It’s not like we can’t interfere or keep tabs on them, but if we forcibly try to shut them down, this community might rise up and riot. Lady Lithia has also been carefully trying to time her interference, but we’re on standby for now. Dirty money and other questionable items will ultimately end up at the Enboss Auction House. We do have some staff in there on a leash, so we can restrain them a little, but the auction house has grown so much that we can’t really do a thing unless they cross a line.”


      The auction house was a necessary evil. While their routes were questionable at best, they were in the heart of Rusalca and where invaluable items gathered. Their profits must’ve been astronomical. If the nation had a history of cleaning any blemishes like Alpha, perhaps it would’ve been a different story. Each country had their own set of strict laws to abide by.


      “As Hispida has said, we allow some of those with shady pasts a free pass in exchange for them sneaking into that world,” Jean explained. “We have them leak any information to us as soon as they can, so we do keep tabs on that auction house. When illegal drugs were brought in, we received notice of that almost immediately.”


      “I see...” Alus mused. “You’ve got spies. Then are you absolutely sure that Ambrosia was brought into your nation first?”


      Jean gave a reluctant nod. “They’re the black market, but even they don’t really mess with drugs or anything that might alter one’s body. But I mean, they’re well-known in the black market industry, and illegal items are bound to reach them first. Some of them are secretly connected to the government, which is why we’re able to know what’s going on.”


      In other words, a drug that broke several international laws at once was seen as crossing a line, and even the auction house wouldn’t deal with it. While they dealt with other illegal items, if word spread that they were somehow involved in the sale of Ambrosia, the military would come knocking on their doors to expose and destroy everything that they built. And so, they opted to instead keep this from circulating while reporting back to the government, maintaining this delicate balance between the two organizations.


      Alus knitted his brows with concern while Jean made sure to sound as relaxed as he could.


      “It hasn’t become too serious just yet,” he said. “This is a gray area, but based on how these people are used, we can get our hands on information about the illegal world and the sellers. They’re pretty useful to us. Because they’ve got an eye on various corners of this nation, we turn a blind eye to the more mundane crimes, and they’ve managed to maintain the appearance of an exclusive auction house, accessible only to its members. In fact, some of their clients are former members of the military with refined tastes, or nobles from other nations.”


      “Even the military and nobles are in on it too?” Loki asked. “This is difficult for me to comprehend, but I imagine that a nation is operated in a complex fashion.”


      She groaned pensively.


      “Good and evil are two sides of the same coin—they’ll always be together,” Hispida said. “And where there’s people, there will always be light and shadow. For example, I doubt that Alpha’s nobles and military personnel have always been true, just, and fair.”


      There were nobles rotten to the core like Morwald, and the training program that started off Alus and Loki’s lives wasn’t exactly the most ethical either. As Hispida had said, not everything was black-and-white, and while this served as an important lesson for Loki, she also was reluctant to admit it as she was lost in her thoughts.


      Jean glanced at her before changing topics. “Now, then. I’d love to hear more about the Kurama from you, Alus, along with details on Ambrosia.”


      “The latter topic is outside my jurisdiction,” Alus replied.


      “I know. But I still want to hear your take on the matter. You know what that drug does, don’t you? I don’t really want to think about humans turning into Fiends, and frankly, I only have a bad feeling about this whole thing.”


      Alus was admittedly curious about the drug as well. Humanity and Fiends couldn’t coexist in peace, which warranted Magicmasters heading to the Outer World and getting dyed with blood from their grisly battles. Yet, how was Fiendization possible? Would the core or the mana information provide this answer? Thinking back, no one was actually quite sure what Fiends even were. Why were they just roaming around?


      As Alus began to ponder, he shut down the rest of his senses; anything that anyone said fell on his deaf ears now. He was lost in his own world when he found his consciousness pulled to the vast ocean floor. The boy sank deeper and deeper, into the infinite sea of knowledge as he tried to find a clue to his question; his train of thought went on and on, but just as he was about to grab a nugget of useful information, he snapped back to reality.


      “Alus, are you listening?” Jean asked. “So, I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to squeeze into your schedule. I do feel bad, but I’m counting on you.”


      He used his thumb to point at the building outside the carriage when a man, presumably Principal Corsay, came out with several teachers in tow. They’d grown tired of waiting for their guests.


      “S-Sure,” Alus said.


      He realized that he was subconsciously trying to access the Akashic Records again and gave a languid response. All he did was touch the surface layer of the Fiendization among the vast ocean of knowledge, but that alone was enough to overheat his brain. He sighed, ran his hand through his hair, and looked oddly tired. He had to switch gears and focus on the matter at hand.


      Alus wasn’t too happy that he had been so easily tricked by Jean, but this would be a learning experience. The boy had no idea what Cicelnia would say since Lithia was her rival, but objectively speaking, this sort of act of diplomacy was only a positive for both nations.


      But is Rusalca bringing in a Single from another nation just to raise their own aspiring Magicmasters? Alus wondered. Jean’s the type to shoulder a lot of work, but I feel like the Singles in Rusalca have unnecessary roles foisted upon them.


      He even thought that he was lucky to belong to Alpha, where he was free from these sorts of responsibilities. He turned his attention towards the Institute.


      Whatever. This is a good opportunity for Jean to owe me one anyway.


    


  



  

    

      One Hundred-Tenth Chapter: The Prince of the First Magical Institute


      The moment Alus steeled himself and stepped off the carriage, he was swarmed by Principal Corsay and the other instructors who were eager to learn more about the boy. Alus was fed up by this overly warm welcome as he managed to make it to the entrance of the First Magical Institute.


      The Institute wasn’t as large as the Second Magical Institute, but the buildings were taller. Principal Corsay, a stout, middle-aged man dressed in a bespoke, brown outfit with a beard and salt-and-pepper hair, gave a deep, respectful bow.


      “Thank you, truly, for coming here,” he said to Alus. “I don’t mean to rush you, but I would love you to take a tour of our Institute. Right this way, please.”


      His thick hand enveloped Alus’s with a warm handshake, and the principal smiled while showing his gentle and polite hospitality. Corsay was respectful and humble, an unusual personality for a man of his position.


      “It’s been a while,” Jean said, greeting the principal.


      Corsay acted completely differently towards the perfect prince, flashing a broad, beaming smile while looking visibly more relaxed.


      “Ah, Jean!” Corsay said. “It truly has been a while. You can visit our Institute whenever you wish, you know.”


      Ah, Jean must be an alumnus of this school and Corsay’s former pupil. Makes sense, Alus thought.


      “Yes, you look more splendid with every meeting,” Corsay said. “You resemble a younger me.”


      How? Alus thought, but was wise enough not to say it. Perhaps Corsay wasn’t humble but just brazen and bold. How could a bulky, middle-aged man like him dare to say that the prince of the Magicmaster world resembled a younger version of himself? This sort of audacity was almost impressive, and Alus even caught a whiff of narcissism emitting from the principal. He and Jean were two peas in a pod.


      “Oh, I’ve still got a long way to go,” Jean said. “I’m happy to see you in good health, Principal.”


      “Humble as ever, Jean!” Corsay beamed. “I’ve heard that the Outer World has become calmer in recent years, but that’s due in no small part to your hard work, I’m sure. You should be more proud of what you’ve done.”


      The two shared a much closer bond that Alus initially expected. Corsay and Jean weren’t merely an instructor and a student—though they held different positions, they both enjoyed the golden age of the First Magical Institute. Corsay happily prattled on about Jean’s long list of impressive accomplishments during his student years, including being the winner of the Friendship Magical Tournament twice.


      “Hello? I’m here too, you know,” Hispida wailed in her usual breathy tone.


      Her voice came from the window of the carriage, and she slowly stepped off the vehicle with shaky footsteps as she was left behind.


      “Oh, pardon me!” Corsay cried.


      His plump body jiggled around as he rushed back to the carriage and extended a hand towards her.


      What a busy man, Alus thought with a discreet chuckle. Hispida didn’t seem to mind this treatment. She grinned as she took his hand.


      “Looks like you’re doing well for yourself, Mr. Principal,” she said. “I must thank you and the Institute for always helping me out. You’ve gathered data for my samples as well.”


      “But of course!” Corsay replied. “Our students have rated your products highly as well! Goodness me, I truly didn’t expect you to visit us as well, Lady Hispida! Please do forgive me for my earlier insolence!”


      “I shall. I wanted to rest in the carriage for a while anyway.”


      “Your benevolence knows no bounds, my lady. But on behalf of the students and staff of the First Magical Institute, please allow me to extend a heartfelt apology.”


      The man was practically groveling; it seemed Corsay was also quite skilled at navigating this world.


      “This Institute once had some financial difficulties,” Jean whispered into Alus’s ear. “But thanks to Hispida’s large and generous donation, this place was allowed to remain. Ever since, the principal just can’t thank her enough.”


      “Isn’t the Magical Institute run by the nation?” Alus asked. “It’s one of the key foundations of a nation, so they should receive an ample budget. How in the world did this place become tight on money?”


      “Well, back when the principal was much younger, he was blinded by his passion and ideals. He secured excellent instructors, invested in buildings and facilities, and just blew through the budget.”


      “Huh...”


      Corsay may have been skilled at wading through this world, but there was no doubt in Alus’s mind that the man was a good instructor, passionate for his students.


      “And so, Principal Corsay, weak in the knees, headed to Lady Lithia to ask for a bit more budget,” Jean explained. “But you know how logical she is. She said that an irresponsible owner had to take responsibility for their actions and rejected his request. Left with no other choice, he went to Hispida and clung to her, begging for dear life. And as you might’ve already guessed, that lady has a keen nose when it comes to money. In exchange for providing the funds, she also wished to give the students and staff at the Institute her test products so that she could gather data. The principal agreed, and she lent her aid in running the Institute. Hispida’s amazing, truly. She doesn’t just try to sell her products to students, families, and friends of the Institute; she even advertises her wares to the opponents of friendly matches that the First Magical Institute does with other schools. She really knows how to sell her stuff.”


      Jean had teased Hispida about her attachment to money, but at this point she was closer to a money-grubber. Alus and Loki looked exasperated as Jean approached Principal Corsay, who looked to be short of breath from the walk, possibly due to his weight or age.


      “Principal Corsay, you need not entertain our visitors and Hispida,” Jean said. “You can leave the rest to me. I’ll give them the tour. Please, take a short break in your office while you can.”


      “But Jean, as the head of the Institute, I want to do my utmost and show my hospitality to the guests of Alpha,” Corsay insisted. “And I’d love to hear objective opinions of our Institute from an outsider. There are many places that I think can use some improvement.”


      “I know every nook and cranny of this Institute. You don’t have to worry about a single thing. And as we welcome precious visitors, we need someone to give out precise orders to the staff about how to handle the Institute from here on out.”


      Jean shot Alus a meaningful glance, implying that the perfect prince had given a vague explanation about Alus’s identity, and that there was nothing to worry about. Jean had been careful until now as well, making sure to hide Alus’s rank and barely even mentioning his name in front of the principal. It seemed much of Alus’s identity was kept a secret.


      Jean did mention that I was supposed to be just an excellent student of Alpha and his personal acquaintance. If he’s taking extra measures to hide my identity, I don’t have to go out of my way to reveal it, Alus thought.


      He decided to quietly watch this situation play out, and if Jean really wished to keep the secret, he was the best fit to act as tour guide. After a while, it seemed the No. 3 Magicmaster of Rusalca managed to successfully convince the principal to retreat.


      “All right, all right,” Corsay said. “Now that you mention it, it was thoughtless of me to be here. Well, Sir Alus, please excuse me. If I could have some of your time after you’ve toured the Institute, I would be honored. Any opinion is invaluable and precious as it helps improve the state of our Institute, and the Second Magical Institute of Alpha was the victor last year. Truth be told, I’m quite busy since I don’t have the luxury to inspect other nations.”


      Corsay gave an apologetic bow, and Alus nodded in response.


      “Sure, I’ll see you then,” the boy replied. “But be warned that I shall not hold back with my thoughts. Are you fine with that?”


      “That’s what I hope for, in fact,” Corsay replied. “I would like your frank and honest opinion.”


      The principal smiled and didn’t falter at Alus’s stern gaze.


      “Then I’d like to rest until I feel better,” Hispida said languidly. “Could you take me to your office, Principal Corsay? I’d love a cup of tea.”


      “I’ll gladly have that tea ready for you,” Corsay replied. “But are you sure you’d like to do that, Lady Hispida? Surely, you’d like to speak with the guest from Alpha as well.”


      “Oh, it’s fine. I had a very fruitful conversation with him during the carriage ride here. And he’s really just touring the Institute, isn’t he? I feel like I have no role to play there.”


      “Very well. Then shall we go?”


      Corsay extended his arm once more, gallantly escorting Hispida to his office. She unhesitantly took his hand, and the two walked away.


      “She’s free-spirited, as always,” Jean remarked wearily, watching her go.


      “I think that’s just fine,” Alus said. “It’d be a bigger problem if this turned into a big event.”


      “True... And Alus, I’m really sorry about Hispida’s behavior in the carriage. That couldn’t have been a pleasant sight.”


      “I’m used to it. Most Singles have exceedingly eccentric personalities.”


      “Coming from you, that’s very convincing.”


      “Your acting is an impressive outlier too, Mr. Perfect Prince. No normal person would have the nerves and composure to do what you’re doing.”


      As the two engaged in some banter, they exchanged a strained chuckle, not knowing that Loki was watching them enviously a short distance away.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Alus and Loki were guided throughout the Institute by Jean. The prince’s popularity and fame was almost staggering: Not a single soul at the First Magical Institute failed to recognize his name and face. Crowds gathered wherever he went, and the students were so engrossed in catching a better look at his face that lectures could hardly be held. The instructors could only crack a wry smile at this chaos, most of them filled with resignation at Jean’s vogue. They were used to the pandemonium when he arrived. When Alus and Loki were guided to a certain classroom, the noise didn’t stop, and Jean stepped forward with an affable smile.


      “I’d like to touch upon an important topic,” he announced. “If everyone could just calm down and be silent for a bit, that would be appreciated.”


      That was all it took. The din that filled the Institute mere moments ago fizzled away almost instantly; the room was so quiet that one could hear a pin drop. This sort of command over a crowd wasn’t possible solely through popularity. It was a sign that Jean was deeply admired and respected by the students.


      The girls were enraptured by him, and the boys stood there, eyes twinkling, hanging on his every word. No one dared to cast a disrespectful glare towards Alus and Loki, Jean’s important guests. Judging by the murmurings of the students, many had even recognized Alus as the representative of Alpha during the Friendship Magical Tournament. Alus felt like more students were focused on Loki, who quietly stood behind him with her dazzling, silver hair.


      A studious female student stood at the front of this crowd, and she gingerly spoke up on behalf of the others.


      “Sir Jean, I believe I saw your two acquaintances at the recent tournament...”


      “Right,” Jean said. “As you might know, these two are Alus and Loki. They’re my friends, and they came all the way from Alpha to visit our nation. I thought this would be the perfect opportunity to give them a tour.”


      In front of the students, Jean didn’t hesitate to mention Alus’s name. The prince must’ve determined that these kids, still not well-versed in military affairs, wouldn’t recognize the name of the No. 1 Magicmaster and hidden weapon of Alpha.


      “I-I see!” the girl replied. “We’re very honored to receive their visit! But, Sir Jean, had you told us that you’d be here today, we would’ve...”


      She trailed off, prompting Alus to look at her quizzically.


      What would’ve you done if you received prior notice? he wondered.


      The girls’ cheeks became flushed, and they fidgeted nervously with blushing smiles.


      Oh, they were probably gonna get all dolled up for him or something, huh.


      When he took a closer look at the girls, he realized that their uniforms had some slight variations, especially in the details. It seemed that this Institute enjoyed a laxer dress code, allowing them to choose the outfit that they thought they looked best in.


      Jean smiled at the innocent girls. “Thank you. But personally, I quite like women who aren’t overly dressed. Your uniform shows your purity and honesty, proof that you’ve been doing well as a student, hard at studies and training everyday.”


      “Oh, Sir Jean!” the girl cried.


      Unable to tackle this sort of compliment, she swooned and staggered within the crowd, propped up and supported by friends around her before she was gently taken to her seat. The other girls saw this scene and cried emotionally, their shrill voices a touch too much for Alus to bear. As the fuss died down, Jean apologized to the instructors for causing a fuss before he made his announcement.


      “You see, Alus here will host a special lesson today. I trust that this will be a very fruitful and useful experience for all of you, so I hope that you’ll show up.”


      “Of course!” the students chirped.


      Jean flashed a mischievous smirk. “I guarantee that this lesson will be informative. After all, he’s famous within Alpha’s military for his skills.”


      The prince displayed his own approval of Alus’s skills, despite the boy’s identity being unclear. This sort of claim lent credence to Alus’s powers, and the students all immediately grew tense.


      Look at how nervous they are... They seem to be more wary and vigilant of the Outer World than Alpha’s students are.


      He was impressed, but he quickly thought back to his setting—he was supposed to be a student of Alpha with high skill. Jean clearly connected Alus to the military, and this was something that couldn’t be mentioned so casually.


      “Hey!” Alus snapped.


      Even if Jean meant it as a joke, no normal student would be so famous within the military. But the prince didn’t seem to care.


      “I’m always paying my respects to him as well,” Jean went on. “Alus isn’t just an expert on magic; he’s also very familiar with the Outer World. I can guarantee that his opinions and ideas are very much worthy of your time.”


      He then nodded to agree with his own words. Needless to say, this caused a shock wave among the students. Jean was a renowned Single, and it was unheard of for him to pay such deep respect and admiration towards a single student. As Jean only further tried to raise the bar for Alus, the boy felt compelled to bury his face in his hands. He was annoyed by the prince’s thoughtless remarks, but deep down, Alus knew that Jean simply wanted to help the students grow and mature as Magicmasters. And so, Alus remained silent and endured this small speech, trusting that Jean truly meant the best.


      “Now then, we’ll meet again soon,” Jean said. “I want you students to work hard at your classes.”


      With that, Alus, Loki, and Jean left the classroom. But as they walked down the halls, the cries of the excited students still echoed throughout, displaying their eagerness and elation to be in the presence of a national hero.


      “Tsk... You really screwed with me back there,” Alus spat angrily as he walked along with his friend. “You owe me big.”


      “I know,” Jean replied. “But hey, we require a bit of theatrics for a large event, you know? And I wasn’t lying back there, you know. I really do respect you, and I do think you unexpectedly have a talent for taking care of those around or below you. This seems like a good time to test my theory, so I want you to act like an instructor here. Plus, Loki already mentioned that you’re the type to stay holed up in your research room of Alpha if there isn’t any outside stimulus to drag you out. That sort of lifestyle is unhealthy.”


      Alus grimaced when he saw Jean look so unfazed.


      “Fine,” the boy said. “This is actually convenient for me since there’s something I wanted to ask you about.”


      “Oooh, scary,” Jean replied with a cool smile, completely undaunted. “But even so, I would’ve asked you to do this for me.”


      Alus slumped his shoulders and sighed, understanding the prince’s resolve. “In any case, the standards of this Institute are high when it comes to magic. And the instructors all have very unique teaching methods.”


      “How were you able to get all that?”


      “I mean, so many books and references are scattered around this Institute. They’re hard to miss.”


      The last classroom lecture they’d entered had been cut off because of Jean’s appearance, but Alus still caught some parts of the lesson the instructor must’ve been in the middle of. A quick glance was all he needed to guess what the lesson was about, and as they walked down the halls, he was able to catch glimpses of classrooms and instructors that lined the place.


      The monitors that instructors used were filled with information about the lesson along with notes that they’d jotted down to clarify certain points. There were even articles that instructors personally drafted to use as reference, and these sights were very unusual for a student from Alpha. Students here weren’t just provided with practical knowledge about combat; most strikingly, they were also given a wealth of intel about the Outer World which would undoubtedly be beneficial to them.


      “If a battle against a Fiend gets heated, a half-baked, decent Magicmaster won’t be of much use,” Alus said. “Even if their abilities are average, those with more experience in practical combat will be useful, and it’s better to have more of them. But in Alpha, the Institute prioritizes learning in a classroom over practical knowledge and experience. More precisely, the educational system is lacking in our nation and we need to catch up with the times.”


      “Looks like you guys have it tough too,” Jean replied. “I’m actually surprised to hear that you put so much thought into Alpha’s Institute and their education system.”


      Did I yap too much? Alus wondered, feeling a little uncomfortable. He felt compelled to deny Jean’s claims.


      “I haven’t,” Alus insisted. “I’m just stating my observations is all. And this is none of my concern. Currently, I’ve got my hands full with raising those who’ll take after me.”


      “We’re both quite busy, then,” Jean said. “Now then, why don’t we cut the gloomy talk? This is a rare opportunity for us, after all.” He faintly smiled as he added, “This next bit I’ll show you is a bit more interesting.”


      He guided the group to a floating elevator that would lead them to the floors below. Jean ushered the pair inside, and glided his fingers across the controls and buttons of the mechanism. The elevator descended about three floors before it silently slowed to a stop. As the door unlocked and opened to let them out, Jean whirled around to face Alus and Loki.


      “Finally, we’re here,” Jean said with a bit of a pep in his voice. “This Institute sank their money in all sorts of facilities and equipment, but I can proudly tell you that this place is worth the money.”


      He slowly pushed the door open, allowing blinding light, a fiery passionate air, and the deafening roars to envelop Alus and Loki.


    


  



  

    

      One Hundred-Eleventh Chapter: The Prince’s Gaze


      “This really was worth your hype,” Alus remarked.


      Even he could only give honest high praise when he and Loki were greeted with the sight of a large, lavish training ground.


      There was a damage displacing device that Alus was familiar with, but the ground was also equipped with large items as well. The place was so vast that there were at least fifty students training at a glance. In the entrance, there was a box filled with items that were used for training—countless AWRs that must’ve been collected from various regions where humanity persisted. There were even state-of-the-art items that the military used, a show of this Institute’s generosity and money that went into this space.


      That wasn’t all. This spacious area was utilized to its fullest, and the arena was divided into several sections, all truly marvelous in its own right. There was a forest area filled with numerous obstacles, a desert region, and even a space to emulate fighting by the water. Another spot was shrouded with thick fog, obscuring one’s view. These varying conditions for combat were meant to emulate what fighting would be like in the Outer World, preparing students for any situation. This was shockingly impressive.


      “We’d never have this sort of view in the Second Magical Institute,” Loki remarked with awe. “But surely, this facility must have cost quite a bit.”


      “Ha ha ha,” Jean chuckled. “Yup, it sure did. The expenses of this place are enough to be a national budget of a small nation. But thanks to this facility, in recent years, the competency of Magicmasters have risen dramatically within Rusalca’s military. Everyone holds great pride in that.”


      “No wonder your Governor-General proudly bragged to Berwick that Rusalca’s got some good students this year,” Alus said. “Because of that goading, the old man of our nation got all fired up. It’s unfitting for a man of his age.”


      “Ah, you were sort of dragged out too, weren’t you, Alus? But to be clear, that’s really not my responsibility. It just shows that our Governor-General was all fired up too, and the circumstances were out of my control.”


      He gave a small shrug when Loki turned to him.


      “Aren’t the students in the middle of class?” she asked. “There’s still some time to spare until Sir Alus’s lesson, I’m sure...”


      “Oh, I brought you guys here a bit early for a certain reason, of course,” Alus replied. “More specifically, there is one student that I want Alus to personally coach and observe.”


      “Huh?” Alus asked. “I agreed to do a quick lesson for the students, not any personal coaching.”


      Alus’s icy tone was met with an apologetic, faint smile by Jean, but the prince stared straight into the boy’s eyes.


      “I know that this is a pain for you,” Jean said. “But please, I want you to do this favor for me. I need this student to learn that there are forces far greater than them, and they should have something to aspire to. I want to teach them the apex of true magic and power.”


      Alus immediately knew of the balance that Jean had once mentioned. It referred to the joint mission that Alpha and Rusalca had done years before. The plan itself was incredibly difficult and severe, but not a single one of Jean’s subordinates had died through this mission. He knew that this was due in no small part to Alus’s efforts, and the prince tirelessly and continuously thanked Alus for his hard work.


      However, though Jean felt like he owed Alus one, the boy didn’t think that he created a debt for Jean and Rusalca—especially not one that they had to pay. Still, on a personal note, this might’ve been overall beneficial to Alus; he never knew when he’d need Jean’s help and assistance.


      During Alus’s military years, he was a lone wolf and often worked solo, but now, as a student of the Institute, he was tied down by several shackles of commitment. Jean was known to be diligent and trustworthy, a man who would always stay true to his principles and repay a debt. He would shine during emergencies, breaking free of even national laws to pay Alus back. No one else would ever do such a thing, and Jean was undoubtedly a reliable ally to have.


      The prince wasn’t just a man of good principles; his skills were also top-tier, ranking third among the Magicmasters. Above all, Alus was a bit curious that the Kurama seemed to pull the strings for the recent slew of incidents. He’d heard rumors that the group was becoming more active, but he had to experience it for himself for this reality to actually sink in.


      The organization was elusive, acting within the shadows, and Alpha was always just one step behind them. The nation, however, was finally able to really pursue these criminals. The executives of the Kurama held no rank or title that was known to the populace, but they were all very powerful Magicmasters. Alus would one day have to lend more of his aid than he did before.


      But that’s no reason for me to wait until the military starts to act. Before issues turn fatal, it’s best to prevent them in the first place.


      Alus would happily lend his power to Rusalca if it meant keeping the Kurama at bay. And if Ambrosia started circulating the markets, the worst case was a Fiend—or a human that transformed into one—might appear among the safe spots of humanity. The damages and panic which would assault the masses would be astronomical, and everyone was eager to prevent that.


      “Jean, in exchange, I need you to lend me a hand later,” Alus said.


      For a moment, Jean turned serious, gently narrowing his eyes at his friend. “Are you asking for a favor as a friend?”


      “It doesn’t matter to me. I can’t tell you the details yet, but when you find the right timing, I’ll need your assistance.”


      Alus acted aloof and distant, as always, but his grave tone was hard to miss, his expression providing more weight than his words.


      Jean let out a sigh. “Well, just make sure that I’m able to handle it myself. Normally, I probably might have to go to Lady Lithia and ask for her permission, but it’s fine. I’ll happily heed your request. This might be the first time you came to me with such a solemn and straightforward request.”


      “Yeah, maybe. I don’t really remember,” Alus replied.


      “Ha ha, you never change. And remember, the deal is that you’ll be a proper instructor. Don’t forget it.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I got you. You seem pretty good at taking care of your juniors, though. Your virtuousness aside, I think you’ve got a knack for stuff like this.”


      “Hmm, I don’t know. In fact, I feel a little impatient and frustrated that I can only do so much. Now then, we’ve got a deal.”


      Jean raised a hand in the air, and the signal made the entire training field fall silent. At once, they halted their mock battles and training, and they swiftly gathered around, creating a line in front of Jean. Both the male and female students stood tall and at attention, awaiting orders. Loki glanced around and spotted a familiar face among the crowd—she hadn’t met him since the Friendship Magical Tournament.


      I see. He must be the student Sir Jean was talking about, Loki thought. This boy needs to learn that he has a back to chase and should be coached.


      “It’s been a while, Sir Jean, Sir Alus, and Loki,” Fillic Argan said.


      The student—none other than Jean’s protégé, his talents quite well known—gave a polite introduction and a courteous bow. Fillic was a dark magic user and had lost in the recent Friendship Magical Tournament against Loki; his cheeks were pink from exertion, implying that he’d been doing some warm-ups until he was called to gather.


      His usual messy, scarlet hair was striking, but the air around him had changed considerably since their last meeting. He no longer seemed as hostile and prickly, and the look he pointed towards Alus and Loki was milder as well.


      I don’t think he’s mellowed out overall, but no longer does he show that dangerous animosity that practically seeped out of him before, Loki observed. He must’ve worked hard to improve his psyche as well.


      If Loki’s memory served her correctly, Fillic wasn’t the only participant of the Friendship Magical Tournament who was gathered around. Many of them had participated. Perhaps Jean had intended for this to happen. Alus, on the other hand, maintained his mask of indifference and gave a small, half-hearted wave towards Fillic. To Loki’s surprise, that simple gesture conveyed Alus’s intent at Fillic, and the student lowered his head.


      Alus wanted to be treated as a regular student of Alpha—there was no need for formalities—and Fillic heard these intentions loud and clear as he obediently complied. Loki was astonished to see Fillic so understanding.


      Jean turned to the students of the Institute. “Sorry to gather you guys out of the blue. I’ve already spoken with Principal Corsay, and I’m here to introduce you to my friend and excellent student of Alpha. Don’t hold back, and polish your skills with him to your hearts’ content.”


      A girl with striking jade eyes stepped forward. The back of her hair was cut neatly and stopped just by her collar while the hair on either side of her head was long, framing her face and fluttering with every step she took. Her almond-shaped eyes were filled with intelligence and diligence.


      “Does that mean that we won’t receive training directly from you today, Sir Jean?” she asked.


      “Nope,” Jean replied. “Today, I’m just Alus’s guide.”


      “But...”


      The girl frowned with obvious displeasure, her two short spears—preseumably her AWRs—gripped tightly in her hands. A long, red thread dangled from the socket of her spear, located between the hilt and spearhead, shook from side to side as though to express its disapproval.


      “Karia, this will be a good learning experience for you as well if you want to aim higher,” Jean said. “Can you go along with my whims today?”


      He flashed a troubled smile while Loki whispered into Alus’s ear, “Sir Alus, she was the leader of the First Magical Institute, I believe. She had quite the close battle against Felinella in the second-years’ division.”


      “Huh, with Feli?” Alus asked. “So she’s not half bad for a student.”


      As the two whispered to each other, Karia gave an apologetic frown.


      “If you will, please pardon my insolence. You make it sound as though we students aren’t striving hard every day as we fight against each other,” Karia said. “If I may add, not once have I felt bored or lacking when I trained with my fellow classmates. I trust that the others feel the same, and I would feel guilty for taking the time and effort of those from other Institutes.”


      “Oh dear, I apologize for my poor wording,” Jean replied with another weak smile.


      At a glance, Karia might’ve sounded condescending. Aside from outsiders like Alus and Loki, everyone else knew that Karia had no such intention—in actuality, she was more sensitive and thoughtful than anyone, and she was always worried about maintaining appearances.


      Getting to know students from Alpha was all well and good, but Alus and Loki were known as powerful Magicmasters. Loki, especially, had become quite well known in the Institute since she defeated Fillic in the Friendship Magical Tournament. If the students of the First Magical Institute were seen as inferior to Loki, Jean, the instructor in charge of the students, and the entirety of the First Magical Institute, including Karia, the leader of her class, might suffer a scratch to their dignity. These fears caused her to express her concerns and worries. She knew full well that her tiny speck of pride was getting in the way, but she had given her all and done her utmost best to reach the 972nd rank. This title was the only thing that supported her during difficult times.


      Fillic was ranked 889th, making him above Karia, but this was because he was personally trained and favored by Jean. She kept telling herself that in terms of raw skill, she wasn’t all that inferior to Fillic. Hence, whenever the two engaged in a mock battle, she always cut the battle short before they unleashed their final trump cards; though aware that this was her timid way of trying to climb up the social ladder, as an upperclassman and leader, her pride had forced her to act this way.


      She wasn’t a fool. Karia knew that her tendency to always flee before going all out also had its adverse effects: it stunted her growth. Her ranking struggled to improve while those around her began to grow stronger and stronger, even surpassing her power. This made her panic, and she mentally cornered herself for her lack of abilities.


      Like a flower in a cramped pot never receiving enough space to grow and flourish, a Magicmaster who never pushed or challenged themselves would never grow stronger. This was a harsh reality that everyone had to endure. Since Fillic had entered the Institute, Karia’s rank had fallen several dozen spots due to her meek attitude. Her lack of skill was further hammered home when she fought against Felinella. Karia realized that she hadn’t grown one bit; she had lost sight of the essence of the battle long ago, and her combat instincts had dulled considerably. She was aware of her decline more than anyone else.


      Others claimed this was a close battle, but Karia, the very participant, felt the exact opposite. There was a deep and wide gap between her and Felinella, one that simply could not be buried. Karia was sharp when it came to a battle of spells, and she vaguely began to recognize that she’d stopped growing. This wasn’t just a difference in talent.


      Felinella must’ve gained quite a bit of practical experience. Rusalca’s First Magical Institute, however, prioritized practical experience and efficiency; a mere student like Karia felt trapped, unable to move forward. She wasn’t sure how to obtain this experience that she so desperately wished to have. Unbeknownst to the people around her, she agonized over her lack of growth, but Jean was the only one sharp enough to sense it.


      Jean didn’t even see Fillic as a proper apprentice; the prince had only given a few pointers here and there whenever he had some time. He did feel a sense of responsibility for guiding the boy down this dangerous path, but Fillic was never allowed to accompany Jean for any of his missions, and the prince didn’t give Fillic exceptionally special treatment.


      In fact, Karia was extended the same benefits. As an excellent student, Jean had taught her when he had the time, a mere few times per semester. He knew that he wasn’t able to fundamentally resolve the issues that plagued her heart. What Karia had to overcome wasn’t a physical or technical limitation but a psychological one. Hence, Jean secretly hoped that Alus would be able to provide some sort of solution. At the very least, if he could trigger some sort of reaction for Karia to jump off, Jean would’ve wished for nothing more. Loki had assumed earlier that Jean had wished for Alus to coach Fillic, and while this was partially true, Karia was also included in the students that Alus should teach.


      Jean turned to the students to provide a deeper explanation. “I’d like to reiterate that the sky’s the limit for you guys. You can improve as much as you desire—I’m sure of it. And you guys agree, don’t you? I mean, I hope that you do. But that’s also precisely why I think this lesson will be important for you guys. If you want to keep getting stronger, I think it’s best to have a little competition going with other Institutes so that you can aim for the top.”


      He paused, stared at his students, and went on, “I cannot overstate how invaluable it is to spar against people with different ideas or unusual values. This will be an incredible learning experience for you guys. In the future, when you fight against a Fiend, they will do some crazy, unexpected things at times. It’s best for you guys to get used to these irregularities while you can so that you know how to react when that time actually comes. I guarantee that this will help you survive in the Outer World. Trust me.”


      Jean glanced at Karia, and the girl reluctantly agreed.


      “I understand,” she said. “If you insist so far, and if that is your order, Sir Jean, we students will happily comply.”


      I mean, I don’t think I’m ordering you guys, but okay... Jean thought.


      Karia’s overly stiff wording and tone made him scratch his cheek as he gave a discreet smile. The students of the First Magical Institute under her lead were all a bit too diligent and lacked independence, opting to simply follow commands.


      Fine by me, Jean thought. I guess I can try egging them on a little.


      “Well, that’s how it’ll be,” he said to Alus. “Just go easy on them, okay?”


      At once, the students turned stiff and tense. Even Fillic, who once lost to Loki and knew a taste of Alus’s raw power, gave a small grimace. Karia was no exception, realizing that she was more annoyed than she wanted to be. Jean made it sound like that grumpy, dark-haired boy who stood next to silver-haired Loki Leevahl, the victor during her duel against Fillic, was far stronger.


      That can’t be, Karia thought. If memory serves, he retired in the middle of the Friendship Magical Tournament.


      She was more offended and astonished that Jean Rumbulls, Rusalca’s pride and joy, openly expressed such high opinions of another nation’s student. She came from a renowned household and knew of modesty and her place. However, Karia was also a maiden, and she revered Jean; she looked forward to receiving instruction from him. And so...


      “Sir Jean, we can, of course, go all out, can’t we?” she asked.


      Her words, though polite, were delivered with a fiery passion. She was more than willing to rise up to the challenge.


      “Most certainly,” Jean replied with a beaming smile.


      Karia said nothing more and nodded.


      “Now then, we don’t have all day,” Jean said, raising his voice so that everyone could hear him, further provoking the students. “I can just unlock all of the sections. Alus, would you fight them one at a time?”


      “Nah, you said yourself that we’re short on time,” Alus replied. “They can come at me all at once.”


      “What?!” Karia gasped.


      She was the first to react to Alus’s perfunctory remark. And her clear astonishment seemed to confuse the other students more than Alus’s fearless words. She was generally composed and calm, and no one had ever seen her so surprised. Jean didn’t seem to mind as he deftly gave out orders to the student in charge of operating the machine.


      “These stages can resume normal operations,” he said. “But place the damage displacement on the highest setting.”


      This only further caused the students to make a fuss. The training ground used the most modern technology that money could buy. The damage displacement and mana efficiency were higher than most, and it was rarely placed on the highest setting. Some wondered if a war was about to start, and they narrowed their eyes with concern, but Jean nonchalantly turned to Alus.


      “As I told you, we’ve got the most modern equipment,” Jean explained. “As for damage conversion, let’s see... You know the ones generally used for military training? If you crank that up to maximum, this training ground can handle one point five times that.”


      “Oh? So you’re saying that I can go that far?” Alus asked. “This training style is quite...intense.”


      “I’ll allow it. Do as you please.”


      A normal student would’ve never known just how ridiculously immense Alus’s mana was. If he wished to convert it all into spells, he needed powerful devices. The damage displacement device at Alpha’s Second Magical Institute had its limits, but it seemed Alus didn’t have to hold back nearly as much in Rusalca. He could cast a few ultimate-level spells, and this facility would easily withstand it. Alus began to calculate how much power he was allowed to exert.


      “All right, then,” Alus said. “But what about my AWR? I don’t have it with me.”


      “You don’t have to worry about that either,” Jean replied. “I’ve already had that arranged, and I’ve got your bags.”


      “Tsk, I shouldn’t have used a cheap inn. This honestly feels like an invasion of privacy, you know.”


      “And I’m sorry about that. But we’ve taken extra precautions when handling your items like irreplaceable works of art. The staff have all worn special defensive gear and gloves when touching your belongings, and I can assure you that there isn’t a speck of dust on them.”


      “I don’t know if I agreed to all of this, but fine. Let’s hurry up and get this over with.”


      As Jean nodded back, a student expertly used the control on the panel and removed all the barriers and walls that divided each section with incredible speed. One by one, they sank into the ground and were replaced by plain, stone tiles, the default fighting arena. It only took a few minutes. Jean snapped his fingers when appointed transporters quickly entered to bring in Alus’s bag and AWR, Night Mist. Each and every one of them solemnly and carefully brought in the items like they were handling priceless art pieces.


      Alus didn’t seem to care as he took the item, belt and all, and placed it around his waist. The Rusalca students gazed at him from afar as they felt the blood drain from their faces. Many of them, Karia included, were of noble birth, and it wasn’t unusual for them to have their own AWRs. Unlike these average tools, Alus’s was pure black, the color rugged and the form abnormal. Yet, this boy must’ve carried this around on the daily; he smoothly placed it around his body and stood there, giving the impression that he truly was the real deal.




      Several minutes later, within the double-layered barrier, Alus stood facing fifty students at once. Though the students looked tense and nervous, ready for battle, Alus was as calm as ever, stretching his limbs out a bit. Jean watched the scene from the stands and chatted with Loki, who was beside him.


      “Pesonally, I wouldn’t have minded if you joined as well,” he said. “Are you sure you want to stay here?”


      Loki was clearly staunchly loyal to Alus. Jean had assumed that she would join the fray beside Alus.


      “As you can see, I can’t quite fight in this attire,” Loki said. “And unfortunately, I haven’t brought a change of clothes with me.”


      “Ah, right...” Jean said apologetically. “I’m sorry. I decided all of this of my own accord. I didn’t mean to cut you out.”


      He slumped his shoulders glumly. A bit too late, he glanced at a grimacing Loki’s attire, the outfit that Jean had praised earlier, and realized why she was all dolled up. Her silver hair was neatly brushed and decorated with an elegant hair tie. She wore a white blouse, a short jacket with a beautiful brooch, cute shorts, and ankle boots with a high heel. She was all fired up, like a girl wearing her best for her boyfriend on a date.


      She’s all dressed up, but I noticed her sweating a bit, Jean thought. I bet that dense kid forced her to run straight to the center of Foneswa from the entry gate. It sounds horrible no matter how you slice it.


      Jean was as sharp as usual, able to sense Loki’s maidenly heart and Alus’s ignorance. This sort of astuteness was something that Alus just didn’t have, no matter how hard he tried.


      Darn Alus. He really is so inconsiderate. I feel so bad for Loki...


      Jean felt so guilty and sympathetic that he could no longer even look her in the face. Even among the Singles, no one was as sensible as Jean.


      Alus, however, ignorant of this awkward air in the stands, prepared himself for a mock battle against the students of the First Magical Institute.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Fillic had secretly been waiting for this moment. Ever since he lost his battle against Loki, he’d changed his view of Alus, but Fillic had always seen his master, Jean Rumbulls, as the strongest Magicmaster in the world. This was one thing that Fillic refused to budge on. He wished to prove his beliefs right and hoped to one day clash against Alus, a man that was so highly respected by Loki.


      If possible, Fillic wished to have a one-on-one duel, but this worked just as well; Fillic simply wanted to gauge Alus’s power. As the buzzer sounded, signaling the start of the match, Fillic stepped away from the rest of the students rushing Alus, and gently channeled his mana into his feet. A ripple ran through his smooth shadow as it stretched towards the training ground wall.


      All the while, the first wave of students reached Alus. Each and every one of them had their own strategy in mind. Some decided to rush him with their favored AWR, several opted to step behind him for a surprise attack, and others still opted to fire some support spells to confuse their single enemy. And yet...


      “What in the world? I don’t believe it...” Karia gasped.


      Unlike Fillic, who stood in the back with a plan of his own, Karia stayed behind to carefully watch over the scene and search for an opening. She noticed that Alus hadn’t even used his AWR, yet one student after another was being blown back. Karia was barely able to make out Alus, who imbued his hands and feet with mana as he unleashed punches at supersonic speed.


      In fact, this was one of his weaker moves. Those overwhelmed by the shock wave of his condensed mana were hit in their vital areas, caught by surprise, and knocked to the ground. Karia stood there with disbelief as two guys managed to brave through Alus’s attacks and land a blow. They used their blade AWRs imbued with mana, but their attacks were parried by a seemingly invisible wall before they lost their footing.


      Karia, who had some martial arts knowledge, instantly knew what had occurred. Alus hadn’t used anything exaggerated like a defensive barrier. He just used his bare hands to gently touch the underside of the weapons that attacked him from both sides. This shifted the vector of the kinetic force that was on the blades,and the recoil felt like a lump of metal assaulting their bodies.


      “Gah!”


      “Ugh!”


      The two students staggered as a flurry of swift kicks landed on their bodies. They cried with pain and were blown back twice as fast as they came; they rolled on the ground weakly. Two girls took advantage of this opening. They’d planned out their actions as Alus stood in place on one foot, diminishing the recoil from his kicks. Two spells flew right at him.


      A powerful whirlwind blew around him, followed by a sharp crack that sounded like two pieces of flint striking each other. At once, an explosive inferno rose high in the air, the fire and wind meshing together to create a blazing tornado that enveloped Alus.


      “Haaah... Haaah... We did it!” a girl cried.


      “Perfect timing!” the other crowed.


      Their breathing was haggard, but they smiled triumphantly, confident that their attacks had hit. Even Karia let out a victorious cheer, praising that impeccable timing. Since Alus was only on one foot, he couldn’t have dodged that blow.


      And yet, the fiery tornado expanded where Alus stood, wavering and flickering. Karia gasped as she swiftly turned to the two girls.


      “Guys, don’t let your guards down!” she called. “Keep control of your spells—”


      “B-But we can’t!” one cried. “It’s running rampant on its own or something!”


      “Wh-What? Your spell isn’t listening to you? No, is he attuning with the spell?”


      The girls obviously had no idea what was happening and panicked. Karia felt a tinge of anxiety permeate her chest. She glared at the tornado just as it became larger than before, and a shrill scream echoed throughout the training ground. As the fire dispersed, a massive, blazing bird showed itself.


      Everyone was enamored by this sight, but Karia felt cold sweat drip down her face. All too late, she realized the true potential of this black-haired student. He was no normal child. He was worthy of Jean’s praise, and perhaps this boy even surpassed the prince’s raw abilities. Karia was in disbelief. How could someone so powerful and godlike, miles ahead of his peers, exist in this world? She was overwhelmed with a fear that filled her body without hesitation. Karia came from a noble household, and for the first time in her life, she experienced such a tremendous difference in power. It was unlike anything she’d seen before.


      “D-Dodge it!” she shouted. “Defensive magic! Hurry!”


      The students snapped back to their senses as they desperately activated their defensive fields. This sort of futile attempt at resistance didn’t make Alus’s summon, a blazing Phoenix, hesitate. It flapped its majestic wings, emitting fire everywhere, and the powerful shock wave from these flames instantly shredded through the flimsy barriers like they were paper. The hot wind easily blew the students away, slamming them against the walls of the training ground.


      Some students managed to stand back up, but that was only thanks to the damage displacement settings being set on maximum. Had this been a normal fight, these students would’ve instantly turned to ash. Unfortunately, they weren’t able to evade the splitting headache and wavering vision that assaulted them; most of them staggered to their feet, practically requiring some form of support to remain on their wobbly legs.


      Alus and Jean differed in their teaching styles, most notably, the former’s lack of ability to hold back. Jean was kind to ladies and his juniors, making him subconsciously hold himself back, but Alus didn’t hesitate being harsh and strict if he truly deemed that necessary for his training. The First Magical Institute students were overcome with fear as they tried to scale the towering wall that had appeared before them. Only those who could do so could truly improve and reach greater heights as a Magicmaster. Jean had asked Alus to take this role precisely in hopes that the students would hone their skills even further.


      This sort of expectation was unknown to the students. It was Karia who first stood back up and took a fighting stance, hoping to scale that wall. A few other students followed suit, encouraged by her valiance as they were a step behind her. Alus nodded, impressed by their courage, and undid his Phoenix. The fiery bird let out one final cry, spitting flames everywhere before it vanished into the ether. Alus glanced at the students as he cracked his neck and rolled his shoulders around.


      “I didn’t expect so many of you to remain,” he remarked.


      Though he sounded fearless, he internally clicked his tongue with annoyance.


      Dammit, Jean, he thought. You’re really good at pushing annoying roles onto me... But I guess I really am fit for this role, since I really don’t care what their inner turmoil is.


      The students were no longer in their peak form, but their eyes housed an unrelenting glimmer of determination unlike anything before. They were still willing to fight, affirming that this battle would truly serve as a trigger for emotional and psychological growth.




      Unaware that she couldn’t stop her hands from trembling, Karia was slightly relieved that that fiery bird was gone as she chose to stand back up in front of Alus. Never had she felt anything like this before. Even when she fought against Jean, an opponent who was clearly much stronger than her, this sort of primal fear had never welled up within her. Only then did she realize that before now her mock battles had truly been methods of training; she had intuitively known she was in a safe space and had never experienced an actual, genuine battle.


      Her quivering hands were proof of her nerves, the overwhelming wave of tension, danger, and despair washing throughout her body. It triggered extreme survival instincts as a Magicmaster that slumbered within her.


      That monster... Those attacks... And he calls all of this mere training? Karia wondered, horrified.


      That earlier blow would’ve killed her without a shadow of doubt. Sure, the damage displacement device saved her and the other students and allowed her to stand back up, but that didn’t matter. What she realized was that under normal circumstances, she would’ve been dead; this boy was out to kill her.


      Her hands continued to tremble, proof of her trepidation. She glanced at her friends, who were barely staggering to their feet, and valiantly fought against the painful headache that assaulted her. She parted her pale lips and turned towards her terrifying instructor.


      “U-Uhm, Alus, was it?” she asked.


      “Yeah?” Alus replied.


      “I’d hope that you will forgive us for our earlier show of insolence.”


      He tilted his head to one side in confusion, unsure of what she was implying. In truth, Alus hadn’t felt offended by the students’ earlier behavior, but when he saw newfound respect glimmering in Karia’s eyes, he gave a curt, “Sure, I don’t mind.”


      “Thank you,” Karia said.


      She hadn’t openly underestimated him, but she couldn’t deny that she’d let her guard down, especially within her head. Her integrity was commendable. After she gave a small bow towards Alus, she drew herself together, channeling her mana throughout her body. This act was akin to taking deep breaths, allowing her to ground herself and regain her composure. She relaxed all of her unnecessary tension, and she no longer cared who she was up against.


      As a Magicmaster, she was left with no other choice but to challenge Alus with everything she had. It didn’t matter if she could land a single blow on him or not; she had to try. She had to gauge her powers. As this urge filled her chest, an air of solemn dignity enveloped her.


      Her eyes grew wide, filled with a determined twinkle, and no longer did hesitation grip her body as she emptied her mind. The short spears in her hands overflowed with a cyan glow. She thrust one arm forward, straight towards Alus, and drew her other arm back, closer to her face, preparing herself for battle—it almost looked like she was drawing a bow and taking aim at her foe.


      “Here I go!” Karia declared.


      Since the rest of her classmates were still weak, she had to be the one to kick things off. Once she took a fighting stance, she took one slow step, then another, towards Alus. Without warning, she then shot out like an arrow, charging full speed ahead. She kept low to the ground, her steps swift and firm while she created illusions of herself on either side to further confuse her enemy. When she swung her right arm out and thrust it forward with supersonic speed, her illusions did the same. Three spears assaulted Alus—two fakes and one real. The furious flurry of thrusts made everyone there stare with awe.


      “Interesting strategy, but your illusions aren’t good enough,” Alus said.


      Karia jolted with shock as Alus accurately picked out the one real spear without issue. He kicked the hilt up, his powerful strike almost ripping Karia’s arm away. She managed to grit her teeth against the impact and endure the blow, but it still caused her body to fly high in the air, inevitably making her lose her balance. Alus cruelly unleashed a palm strike, but she managed to twist her body around in the air to dodge it, whirling around as the hems of her clothes fluttered wildly about.


      “Not done yet!” she shouted.


      Her eyes were still glued on Alus. One of her spears had been drawn back, and it glimmered beautifully with a magical light as a tiny chunk of ice formed on the tip of her weapon. At once, the ice grew and formed a sharp icicle as it stretched straight towards Alus’s face. Karia’s adaptability was swift, but Alus was quicker. He easily dodged her blow and fired a counterattack.


      “That’s not bad either, but your feet are wide open for an attack,” he advised.


      Karia’s eyes grew wide while Alus aimed precisely where she was going to land. Alus stuck his leg out and swiped just as she was about to touch the floor. She instinctively thrust her spear out, the tip sinking into the floor, and she used this recoil to delay her fall. All the while, she created a massive thorn of ice between herself and Alus, using it as a barrier to block any other spells he might fire. She managed to unleash it all in a flash, allowing her to do a somersault in the air, gaining some distance between Alus. She placed one knee on the ground, finally able to land safely.


      Her towering chunk of ice blocked her view, but the same could be said for Alus as well. She knew that she could catch her breath for a few moments. Karia had only clashed against him for a brief moment, but she knew clearly that his movements and reaction speed were abnormal. It was as though every little thing he did was an absolute outlier, and his actions were phenomenal.


      They were simply on completely different levels. Karia felt that uncomfortable cold sweat assault her body as it tensed up once more. But when she heard a bone-chilling voice echo behind her, goose bumps stretched across her skin.


      “You’re not done yet, are you?”


      When had Alus managed to get behind her? Though down on one knee, Karia instinctively gripped her spears tightly for an attack but instead closed her eyes. She raised her arms in the air to surrender.


      “Oh. Surrendering already?” Alus asked in a bored tone.


      “That’s up to you,” Karia replied. “If you’d like to continue this, I do feel like I might be able to hold your interest a bit longer.”


      “Sounds good, but unfortunately, I can’t fight only you. It seems your friends will be ready to jump back into the fray once they feel better. But if this is what you wish instead, sure, surrender. Just quit and retreat.” Alus weakened the mana around his body. “This does feel like a thankless role, but since I’ve accepted it, I’ll do what I’m asked to do. If you feel better, you can come at me as many times as you like. Next time, I’ll at least unsheathe my AWR.”


      “Oh? What a heartless man you are!”


      She whirled around, flinging her arm and hoping to catch Alus by surprise. Her powerful blow cut through the air.


      “You’ve got moxie, I’ll give you that,” Alus said with a faint grin. He’d jumped away, dodging her attack. “See, so long as Magicmasters have their AWRs firmly in their hands, it’s a sign that they haven’t given up the fight.”


      “Grr...” Karia grunted.


      She hastily tried to leap back onto her feet, her spears in a cross-like pattern to defend her, when she felt a chilling breeze around her feet. With a gasp, she turned to the floor and spotted a thick chunk of ice quickly stretching up her body. This was a spell similar to the one she’d used earlier, but the density of mana imbued within this ice was on a completely different level.


      The power and might of the ice made her defensive measures with her spears a hilariously futile attempt. The ice pillars stretched upwards diagonally, threatening to skewer her, and her body was easily blown away. She arched in the air as she hit the wall, bounced once on the floor, and fell back down.


      The dull thud of her body smashing against the floor echoed throughout the area, and the students turned pale, not used to this sort of cruel violence. Karia was on the ground, but she managed to weakly raise her head, to everyone’s relief. The damage displacement was on the highest setting and had acted as it should and absorbed much of the impact.


      On the other hand, Alus’s focus was no longer on Karia after he blew her away. It fell on the rest of the students as he swiftly swung his arm around, using his own limb as a blade to cut into the space in front of him. A dark appendage emerged and was sliced into ribbons, then turned to dust and crumbled to the ground; the students were shocked to see this shadow tentacle with a sharp tip honed for killing make such a futile attempt.


      While Alus had been distracted by his battle against Karia, these shadows had taken their chance to stretch towards him from all directions, threatening to skewer the boy. But Alus easily dealt with this surprise attack.


      “That was strategic,” Alus said. “I don’t think any tactic can be called cheap or unfair, but if you’re going to try to catch me by surprise, I would appreciate it if you put a bit more oomph into your attacks.”


      He glanced past the stunned students and let his gaze fall upon Fillic Algan.


      “I’m impressed,” Fillic said. “Then next time, I’ll put a bit more power behind my strikes.”


      He must’ve channeled his mana through the shadows on the floor; he was on one knee and his palm was on the ground. Fillic immediately stood back up and flashed a fearless smile. Alus, in response, curled his index finger towards the student, inviting Fillic to come at him. The student, however, wasn’t provoked by this gesture and instead glared right at his foe.


      You seem laid-back, Alus Reigin, Fillic thought. But...


      Cheap tricks and schemes were futile against the No. 1 Magicmaster. Fillic knew that this sort of trick wouldn’t work. If this strategy had been effective, he wouldn’t have lost against Loki Leevahl, Alus’s apprentice. Fillic’s strategy hinged on one point—to keep Alus’s attention on him. By fighting him head-on, Fillic wanted to catch Alus by surprise.


      Just a bit more... Steady now. Be patient...and right here!


      Fillic’s plan was actually twofold. He grinned as the remnants of the shredded shadows that fell by Alus began to wriggle and gather on the floor. A darker shadow puddle formed and slipped into Alus’s blind spot and bared its fangs, turning into a row of spikes as it tried its second surprise attack. Suddenly, a crimson wall of flames appeared around Alus, burning Fellic’s shadow into ashes.


      Fillic stood there astonished. Alus had predicted every move Fillic had made. When Alus had provoked the student, he’d already cast his spell that would activate at impeccable timing.
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      Did he condense his mana to its limit and create that explosion? Fillic wondered. Was that Detonation? Normally, that spell’s supposed to affect a wide area, but he managed to use it in a localized spot to defend himself! Damn!


      Fillic clicked his tongue angrily when a sudden bad feeling gripped his chest. He didn’t even whirl around to check his back as he hastily covered his head and leaned forward, pathetically rolling on the ground.


      And not a moment too soon. A powerful, hot blast exploded behind him, and the deafening roar combined with the heat almost blew him away. When Fillic managed to stand back up and turn to Alus, the No. 1 Magicmaster bent his finger slightly as though he was giving out orders.


      “You’re taking your sweet time from the construction of your spell to its activation,” Alus coached. “If you’re willing to give me that much time, I can not only toy with my mana—I can even plot coordinates to cast my spells from afar. You’re disappointing.”


      Fillic gritted his teeth. This felt similar to the times when he fought against Jean; in other words, Fillic’s opponent vastly outclassed him and was looking down at him from high above.


      He’s holding back against me! Me!


      Fillic had steeled his resolve to a degree, but never did he expect such a clear difference in power. He reluctantly had to admit that Alus was on par with Jean, or perhaps even stronger, but this was a concession Fillic simply couldn’t just idly agree with. This pill was made tougher to swallow by the fact that Alus seemed to be around Fillic’s age. His face twisted with humiliation while his other classmates tried their luck against Alus.


      Gah... You guys don’t stand a chance. You’ll just get knocked away.


      The students’ futile gestures of bravery were foolish sights in Fillic’s eyes. This calmed him down considerably, knowing that holding back was a waste of time. After all, Alus had exponentially more mana than these students.


      “‹‹Hell Hound››” Fillic shouted.


      Phantoms in the form of nimble beasts emerged from his shadow one after another. Once a pack of five were at the ready, the void wolves furiously raged towards their foe. Alus glanced at them, looking impossibly bored. He used his bare hands—tacitly implying that there was no need for him to cast any spells—and didn’t even create a blade out of mana. But when he analyzed the wolves, he immediately released any mana imbued in his hands.


      “I see...” he muttered.


      The wolves pounced on him at once. They grotesquely fused in the air to create a new form, a demonic upper half of a titan that emitted an ominous air. It raised its huge, log-like arm high in the air and swung down at Alus.


      The blow created an explosive shock wave, cracking the stone tiles and causing clouds of dust to fly in the air. But Alus, who’d quickly intuited the titan’s power, decided not to defend. He took a few steps back, easily evading the strike.


      “You created multiple layers to the summoning spell...” Alus observed. “I suppose only shadow-magic users can do that.”


      He created a blade out of mana that sliced through the air and kept it at the ready.


      “My turn next,” he said.


      His indifferent tone was followed by his blade, which seemed to vanish into the ether.


      “Ugh!” Fillic grunted.


      He felt like a chunk of his mana was sliced away from his body, and his face stiffened with displeasure. The supersonic blade had already been swung down, but Fillic couldn’t even catch a glimpse of it. The shadow demon he created was shredded to pieces. This familiar was created from shadow mist that had formed together, and due to its nature, it was just as affected by physical attacks. And yet, it had been easily hacked to pieces. Fillic would require an immense amount of mana to rebuild it again. To his complete disbelief, Alus hadn’t even unsheathed his AWR yet.


      “I don’t believe it!” Fillic gasped. “Y-Yaksha’s comparable to the highest-level summoning spell imaginable!”


      Ever since he’d suffered a defeat to Loki, he’d engrossed himself in his training. Though Alus had seen through his strategy, Fillic had trained so that he could control his spells and create his familiars from afar. He even read everything he could about these spells so that he could add his own modifications. Yet, none of it had been enough.


      “Sure, that might be so,” Alus replied. “But with your current power, it’s half-baked at best. I suggest you go back to the drawing board.”


      “What?! Are you suggesting that my spell’s still incomplete?!” Fillic cried. No longer able to contain himself, he glared with loathing at his opponent. “Fine! I’ll show you what I can do!”


      Dark mana surrounded his feet as he tried to cast another spell.


      “Let’s try this again,” he said. “‹‹Yaksha››”


      The shadow demon fused together again and appeared once more, glaring at Alus while letting out a mighty roar. Meanwhile, Fillic swiftly placed his hands on the ground and took out his greatsword AWR from his shadow puddle before rushing forth with his own weapon. Alus kept his posture low and waited for the attack.


      He was unsure which to take care of first. In a flash, the shadow demon appeared right before Alus’s eyes and outstretched its two bulky arms, trying to sandwich him between them. It smacked its hands together, and a deafening smack filled the room, causing the air to tremble from the sheer impact. But Alus had already slipped out of the demon’s hands.


      It was his turn next. He outstretched his five fingers on one hand and manipulated his mana. Without a moment of delay, powerful gusts of wind began to blow forth and created dive wind scythes that cut Yaksha down. This spell, Storm Edge, was just an intermediate-level spell, but under Alus’s power and control, it was elevated to an expert-level chant that Yaksha couldn’t resist. Even mist was vulnerable to wind attacks.


      “Oh?” Alus muttered.


      Once he kept Yaksha at bay, he readied himself for a direct clash against Fillic but was confused for a split second. Fillic had vanished, greatsword and all, and Alus frowned, unsure of where the student went. Alus also felt like this Yaksha felt different from the initial one that he defeated.


      He furrowed his brows and gazed back at Yaksha. The shadow demon crossed its arms and managed to endure the sharp wind before its mouth twisted and cracked open. It emitted an air of miasma, and Alus felt like the familiar had smiled at him. A moment later, the middle of Yaksha turned to mist and the rest of its body followed suit, disappearing into the wind and giving way to a certain person with a greatsword.


      As Yaksha turned into a puff of smoke and enveloped Fillic, it instantly transformed into a suit of dark armor. Like a dark knight, Fillic emerged in all his glory; only Yaksha’s face remained, as it once again grinned before it turned to mist. A dark blast assaulted Alus while Fillic, donning his armor, raised his greatsword and rushed forth with incredible speed. He stepped right towards Alus, certain that victory was his.


      Underneath the visor that covered his face, Fillic whispered, “Got ya, Alus Reigin.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Once Alus began his battle against the students of the First Magical Institute, neither Loki nor Jean budged an inch as they watched the fight. Alus was fighting as he usually did while the other students were battling for their lives. The tension and fiery passion that filled the air was almost palpable. Loki and Jean couldn’t have missed it.


      A serious battle is quite nice, Loki thought. I shouldn’t have minded my outfit and fought alongside Sir Alus.


      Loki struggled to suppress the regret that began to well up within her as she was affected by the excitement in the air. She quietly watched, trying to switch gears as she hoped to burn Alus’s valiant battle into her retinas.


      This fight was mesmerizing, a real treat for the eyes. Alus, especially, fought impeccably, his every action reading his opponents one step ahead. Loki’s heart pounded eagerly.


      H-He’s way too cool!


      Alus was up against mere students, but he was so overwhelmingly powerful that it elegantly told the tale of the training he’d done until now. Every movement he made was swift and decisive, and above all, he was terrifically efficient. His actions were polished through his countless battles. His experience was telling as he logically took care of one student after another; the fight was like a work of classical art in its breathtaking beauty.


      Alus held full control over the battlefield. Every gamble made was in his favor, and he toyed with the students to the point where one might’ve assumed that this was a farcical, fixed battle that was scripted from the start. An outsider might’ve assumed that the outcome was decided upon before the battle even began as all of the students magnificently fell for Alus’s clever ploys. Loki was entranced by the scene when Jean brought her back to reality.


      “I went through all the trouble to bring him his AWR, but he isn’t even trying to use his mana blade,” he said with a wry smile. “That’s his specialty, isn’t it?”


      “It is?” Loki asked.


      “Huh? I’m surprised you didn’t know.”


      “Ah, I’ve seen him use it quite a bit, but I guess I’m just too familiar with that move. I didn’t really consider that it was a move he preferred to use.”


      “I see. Got it.” Jean flashed another troubled smile. “This might be old news for you, but Alus’s mana blade isn’t actually created by a spell but through manipulation of his own mana. His level is far above anything that anyone’s ever seen, though. I don’t think any Singles could compare to his expert mana manipulation techniques. It just goes to show how much of an anomaly he is.”


      “Is that so? I thought all Singles were able to do what he’s doing.”


      “Not quite.” Jean raised a finger in the air and created a thin needle of mana above his fingertip. “This isn’t really my forte, but if you need something of this size, I can easily create it. Mana is energy. If it were to be wielded for practical combat, it has to have high endurance and sturdiness. If one wished to create a sharp edge using pure mana, one would need to meddle with this energy and transform it into a solidified form while making it hard and tough so that it can maintain its shape. Battles are hectic. And if we aren’t allowed to take our sweet time, it’s nigh impossible to just instantly create a blade like Alus can. Even if it were possible, it’d likely be brittle and impractical for combat.”


      Yet, Alus used this move time and again, showing his preference for this method of attack. Jean had always questioned it. He had genuine interest in Alus as a Magicmaster, but the prince also wondered if Alus had some sort of secret that allowed him to use a mana blade. This battle might’ve served as a perfect opportunity to shed light on some of the questions that Jean had. With that in mind, he decided to converse with Alus’s partner, Loki, a bit more.


      “What do you think?” he asked. “Does he have some sort of trick for that blade?”


      “I wouldn’t know,” Loki replied. “But I’ve heard that Sir Alus spent many years training with a focus on mana manipulation. Even to this day, he continues to train in this technique, and I believe that the blade is simply a fruit of his tireless efforts. That’s all I can say.”


      “Thought so. Your reply can crush the hopes and dreams of many, but it’s the only logical conclusion I can find.”


      Jean wearily turned back to the training ground and glanced at the monitor in the middle. A slew of numbers decorated the screen, showing that the damage displacement device was kept at its highest setting. Loki sat beside him and gulped, taking in the passionate air of the battle.


      Alus’s bird, Phoenix, appeared in front of the students and unleashed a flurry of flames. This was an incantation that wasn’t even in the Spell Encyclopedia, and even Jean rarely saw it with his own eyes. The precious exception was during the recent Friendship Magical Tournament’s performance when Alus, disguised as Ulhava, used the spell to fire up the crowd.


      Sure, I told you to not hold back, but you should still know their limits, Jean thought.


      Cold sweat almost ran down his back when he saw the Phoenix in all its glory, but he breathed a sigh of relief when it flapped its wings and disappeared. But that alone had almost wiped out all the students and damaged the surroundings greatly.


      Now, this is where it starts. Fillic looks like he needs a bit more time, so what’ll Karia do here? She ought to cast aside her silly pride and dignity and recklessly rush at him. I don’t see what other path she has.


      Jean knew that Karia was an excellent student, but he was also aware of her stubbornness. Jean astutely knew all too well from his ample experience that her tiny bit of pride made her fragile and weak. He knew that she struggled over her ranking and her lack of growth, along with her age—she simply didn’t have much time left at the Institute. If she entered the military in her current form, worst case, she might die in the Outer World without ever realizing her full potential.


      When that possibility crossed Jean’s mind, he couldn’t help but stick his nose into her affairs. He prayed that this battle would trigger her to change somehow, and he quietly watched the battle with stern eyes before eventually looking visibly relieved. This wasn’t just because Karia was able to stand back up after she was blown away by Alus’s massive ice pillar. She looked oddly cheery.


      I think she broke out of her shell. Looks like Karia gained something from this battle too. Whew, I’m glad I pushed Alus to take on this role—it was all worth it.


      But as Jean faintly smiled, he immediately switched gears to watch the match. All right, Karia did very well, but it’s no fun if our entire Institute’s wiped out, is it? I hope that everyone will experience some sort of growth throughout this battle. Oh? Looks like our ray of hope’s appeared.


      Jean had been watching over Fillic’s every movement. The prince knew that the time was ripe for the student to join the fray, and Loki, who had once fought against Fillic, attentively watched this battle as well. As Alus and Fillic began their duel, Jean felt impatient and restless. Fillic was always just one step short, just one step behind. His inexperience and naivety ultimately stopped him from landing a blow against Alus, always just not quite enough.


      Sure, Fillic’s got a bad matchup against Alus, but that isn’t all.


      What Fillic needed wasn’t more skill or techniques. It was something much simpler and more fundamental. The boy required a broader scope; he was too narrow-minded. He had to understand the difference in raw power between himself and his opponent and calmly gauge the entirety of the battle from above, taking a step back from being in the thick of it. This would lead to him realizing his own weaknesses and shortcomings. Fillic was quite strong, but if he wanted to aim for greater heights, he had to understand what he lacked.


      The world was far larger than he knew, and there would always be someone above him. Jean wanted Fillic to understand this simple truth, especially since the boy assumed that the greatest Magicmaster of all was none other than Jean. He had the tendency to not trust his own decisions and judgments, opting instead to put faith in how the prince viewed him. Even during battles, Fillic tended to prioritize retaining the glory and dignity of Jean’s name instead of winning, and while Jean found this to be an innocent, naive, and adorable intention, Fillic needed to become more mentally independent. As Fillic’s master, Jean needed the boy to be able to stand on his own legs.


      “If he can manage to make Alus unsheathe his AWR, that’s good enough,” Jean remarked. “I feel bad for Alus, but I need him to become Fillic’s wall. Fillic holds too much blind faith in me, and I need him to come back down to reality so that he can start walking using only his own powers.”


      “Sir Jean, you truly are kind,” Loki noted. “But isn’t this a touch too cruel for Fillic? After all, the wall he’s facing is one that is far too tall for him to scale.”


      She couldn’t help but sound a bit miffed, perhaps upset that Alus was being used to Jean’s liking. The prince gave a small chuckle, unable to refute.


      “You’re right,” he said. “But Fillic isn’t the type to go down so easily.”


      “Oh? You seem to rate him highly,” Loki replied.


      “Of course. Why else would I ask Alus to do me a solid? You can say that he’s an incompetent apprentice who came under my wing through a strange twist of fate and that I can’t shake myself free from.”


      Jean’s words were reminiscent of what Alus would often say. Loki had often heard him grumble about Tesfia in a similar manner.


      I guess these two really are friends that go way back, Loki thought. She couldn’t suppress her smile.


      “Heh heh,” she chuckled. “But perhaps you’re spoiling him a bit too much. Sir Alus had said before that you’re too kind sometimes, almost to a fault.”


      “Yeah...” Jean replied.


      Kindness wasn’t always seen as a good thing among Magicmasters, and the observation wasn’t universally treated as a compliment either. Jean knew that well. On the battlefield, he was often forced to make cruel choices, and if he grew too emotionally attached to others, it would only create hesitation for his decisions.


      “Alus said something similar to me before,” Jean said, sounding unusually zen. “And this is my personal take, but because this world is so cruel and heartless, kindness and softness are vital at times. It’s human nature for a person to prioritize themselves above others in the Outer World, where things are so absurdly ruthless and heartless. I don’t fault people for thinking that. But every now and then, there’s someone who can surpass this limitation and sacrifice themselves for others—there’s a world that can only be created by people like that. Besides, the perfect team made from the strongest bonds in the world can’t be made without a few lofty ideals. While humans might choose themselves above everything else, we can also risk our lives for our ideals as well.”


      “Do you believe that man is good?” Loki asked. “That at our core, we’ve all got this innate sense of justice within us?”


      “I can’t say for sure. But I can’t commit to something like Alus can. He said that I’m suited to being a teacher, but I’m not sure if I agree. I think he’s more suited for raising Magicmasters, at least. Despite his thorny words, he’s also very kind at his core.”


      Loki thought back to what Alus had done before. In his research room, despite his grumbling that Tesfia and Alice were slow learners, he still took his time to personally show them how to cast spells. He also created a training regimen for Loki. When Ciel and his classmates went to him for some sort of advice, he looked obviously disgruntled and displeased, but he still offered them his assistance.


      “Yes, I suppose Sir Alus has his kind side,” Loki said as her lips stretched into a gentle smile.


      “He sure does,” Jean replied. “As proof, remember during the recent Friendship Magical Tournament, his apprentices... Uh, what were their names again?”


      “Tesfia Fable and Alice Tilake.”


      “Right. When I saw him with them before the tournament, I was a bit intrigued. I think he’s changed a bit too recently.”


      Loki fell silent.


      “Oftentimes during teaching, the teacher is actually taught a few things by their students,” Jean explained. “I’m sure that Governor-General Berwick and Principal Sisty arranged it so that Alus could attend the Second Magical Institute, but I think it’s done him good in terms of his growth as a person. And he’s not the only one. I’m sure that you’ve changed a bit too, Loki.”


      “Me?” Loki asked.


      “You’re Alus’s partner, aren’t you? If that’s so, you can’t not be affected by Alus’s changes. That’s what it means to form a partnership.”


      “I-I see...”


      This was Loki’s second meeting with Jean, but it was as though he knew her relationship with Alus. Jean’s words were oddly convincing as well because he was a Single.


      “I hope so,” Loki said.


      Though she tried to sound a bit doubtful, she couldn’t hide the smile that stretched across her face. Her heart felt so fuzzy and warm like she was enveloped in the gentle sunbeams of spring.


      “Tesfia and Alice, you said?” Jean asked. “Just as they need Alus, he needs them too, I think. And of course, he needs you as well.”


      Loki realized that he added her name as well out of consideration; she probably couldn’t hide her emotions all that well. Whenever Alus hung out with Tesfia and Alice at the Institute, he’d often act like a boy his age. He was surly and gruff at times, but a good guy deep down, and he especially seemed like a young man when he spoke with the frank Tesfia. She and Alus would often be like partners in crimes—buddies that went way back—and engage in banter. Whenever Loki saw them, she always felt a touch alienated.


      Loki kept telling herself that Tesfia and Alice were classmates and apprentices of Alus, nothing more. The silver-haired girl, on the other hand, was special; she was Alus’s partner and thus enjoyed a closer bond. But because the two could be seen as buddies in the military, she felt like there was this barrier between him; at times, she couldn’t help but feel a bit anxious.


      When Jean saw Loki’s expression, he shrugged. “Speaking from personal experience, everyone has their own rank and role. The same could be said for Alus. There’s a role that only you can fulfill for him, and the same could be said for the others as well. But what I think is important is the relationship you have that compels you to do something, anything, for someone else.”


      Loki quietly listened.


      “When I mentioned the perfect team made from the strongest bonds in the world, I do think that the strength of bonds is dependent on the time spent with another,” Jean said with a smile. “Obviously, there’s compatibility at play. You can really hit it off with someone in just a few hours, or you might have to build that trust by braving through several life-or-death situations with a person. Either way, there is a relationship where you can safely entrust your life in the hands of another. What kind of bond do you wish to form?”


      Jean had touched a sensitive topic for Loki, and she was unable to immediately provide a response. What did she want to be? Maintaining appearances aside, his question felt like he was asking about her greatest and most desired wish. Perhaps if she just voiced her own thoughts, she’d feel a lot better about it, but her body refused to act. She could only snap her mouth shut with awkwardness, feeling as though something was stuck in the back of her throat. Her chest tightened.


      Did she even have the right to make this choice? To her, Alus was more special than anything else in the world, and he didn’t deserve to be the target of her own lowly, greedy wish. Alus was the epitome of her goals, the man she aspired to become and spend the rest of her life with. He was her raison d’être. Hence, Loki struggled to provide an answer, and she fell silent in internal agony. Jean watched her with a gentle smile.


      “The harder you think about something, the more complex it becomes,” he said calmly. “That’s how this world is. But you’re fine for now; there’s no reason to panic. I think you’ll find that answer one day.”


      Loki nodded, understanding the intention behind those words. She knew that she would find her answer sooner or later; she just couldn’t come up with a decision now. Her heart refused to make that choice while it also carried a bit of hope. When that time Jean mentioned came for her to make her decision, would she be able to do so? Would she find the answer that she sought? Jean smiled at the pensive, silver-haired girl, and he shook his head.


      “Now then, I’ve done enough meddling, I’m sure,” he said. “I don’t want to do anything unnecessary and earn Alus’s ire.”


      He swiftly switched topics, ridding this heavy air.


      “How’s the match going?” he wondered out loud. “Hmm, looks like Fillic might be out of tricks.”


      He paused and turned to Loki. “It’s a shame. He was able to make Alus use his mana blade through Yaksha, but ultimately Alus didn’t unsheathe his AWR.”


      “But it’s not over yet,” Loki pointed out.


      “Oh? Ah... I see.”


      He narrowed his eyes as he turned back to the training ground. Though Yaksha had been destroyed by Alus’s wind magic, it still remained with a creepy smile before its massive body of mist crumbled away, revealing a dark shadow within. Jean’s and Loki’s trained eyes hadn’t missed a second of the battle.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      I’m close to him, and I’m fast enough! Fillic thought confidently. He didn’t doubt his abilities for a second and was certain he could land a blow on Alus. Fillic bravely readied his greatsword, his body enhanced by Yaksha’s Armor, which enveloped his body. This spell wouldn’t last long, but it was a surprise attack where he would gamble it all on one strike; that was more than enough for him.


      In battles between two advanced Magicmasters employing powerful spells, the outcome was generally dependent on strategy and the ability to read the opponent’s movements. Fillic, in his own way, came up with this strategy and timing as best he could. Yaksha had turned to mist. It had a characteristic of completely shrouding anything it surrounded, and this worked to Fillic’s advantage. Yaksha could be used not only for attacking but as a smoke screen, allowing Fillic to hide within the titan so that he could catch his enemy by surprise. As he swung his greatsword down, he was confident that his blow would land. Yet...


      Fillic’s powerful blow was stopped before he could completely swing his sword down; the boy froze with astonishment. He used both arms and all his power for that strike, but Alus used only one arm.


      “Wh-What?!” Fillic gasped.


      “Seems like this was the best strategy you had,” Alus said. “So close, yet so far.”


      How in the world was Alus able to use one bare hand to completely overpower Fillic, who was surrounded in Yaksha’s Armor? As Fillic voiced his surprise, he realized what had happened. When he took a closer look at his own AWR, its color had grown faint and cloudy. When he turned to his gauntlets, a part of Yaksha’s Armor, they’d lost their mana and fell from his wrists.


      Which means...


      As Fillic took in his situation, he noticed that Alus’s foot was flying straight for him. Fillic bit his lip and easily dodged the attack by jumping away.


      “Did you overwrite my spell?” he asked.


      As a spell, naturally Yaksha’s Armor required mana to activate, and Alus must’ve interfered with that. The physical boost that Fillic was supposed to have received via the black mist was nullified as the fog dissipated.


      “Ah, so you can tell,” Alus replied. “It just goes to show how weak your spell is.”


      He’d taken over a part of the spell creation, created a gap where he could interfere, and added a useless, random magical formula. This method generally nullified and negated all spells that required magical formulas to activate, and it was even easier to toy with high-level summoning spells as they were already delicate and precise to begin with.


      “You needlessly channeled so much of your mana into that demon,” Alus said. “When my Storm Edge landed, I felt that it had an oddly thick exterior despite its interior being so sparse of mana.”


      Fillic jolted with shock.


      “That demon’s strong point is probably its versatility and how it can easily turn to mist,” Alus went on. “Since you planned on lurking inside it, you must’ve subconsciously used more of your mana to protect yourself. Even if you wanted to use it as a defensive shield, you made the exterior way too thick, and that gave your plan away. It’s the most obvious paper tiger I’ve ever seen.”


      “Argh...” Fillic grunted.


      That was his best plan, and he didn’t like to hear its faults pointed out so bluntly. Fillic’s face turned to panic as he bit his lip. Still refusing to give up, he immediately used Yaksha to turn to mist and rushed behind Alus. Fillic created Yaksha’s Armor once more and tried to attack again. It was a desperate plan, and the dark-haired boy saw through it completely.


      Fillic was hit by a counter of Alus’s mana sword. The student managed to parry it with his greatsword and tried to attack again, swinging his blade down from above his head, but Alus easily dodged it. After a few clashes, Fillic felt like a mouse being toyed with by a cat. The battle was so one-sided that he didn’t know what to do.


      Any desperate attempt he made was easily dealt with, and realizing that continuing this would be a waste of mana, he changed his tactic. Still in his Yaksha’s Armor, he summoned three dark spheres. The idea of this spell, Darkness Granaechord, was conceived through Jean’s AWR; Fillic’s respected mentor preferred to use these spherical tools for combat.


      The mechanism, however, differed greatly. Darkness Granaechord, made of shadow magic, was meant to erode the enemy, and the spheres—condensed balls of mana—emitted miasma while moving within Fillic’s shadow, threatening to swallow anything it touched.


      This peculiar sight did make Alus become more alert, but there was no denying that Fillic still had much to learn when it came to spells. Alus’s experience and overwhelming magical capabilities allowed him to quickly ascertain the spheres’ characteristics and weaknesses.


      Seems like he can manipulate those as he wishes, but it still depletes a lot of mana, Alus observed. The fact that he split his trump card into three spheres is another mistake on his part.


      Just as Alus had expected, Fillic clumsily manipulated his spheres, using what little power he had left to hurl them at Alus. The No. 1 Magicmaster easily cut them down with his own mana blade and turned them into ashes with his fire spell. Fillic had finally reached his limit. He wasn’t able to use Yaksha’s Armor and Darkness Granaechord at the same time.


      When Alus fired a powerful flame, Fillic was unable to endure the blow. The student’s knees buckled and he fell to the ground, his head to the sky. Alus wasn’t fond of kicking a person while they were down, but Jean had asked him to teach Fillic a lesson. The damage displacement translated to blurry vision and headaches for Fillic as he was also overwhelmed by exhaustion. Alus stood by the fallen student provided some advice while wearing his mask of indifference.


      “If you want to chase after Jean, do as you please. But if you keep doing that, you’ll never be able to stand on your own feet. Instead of trying to copy him, why don’t you put that creativity and ingenuity to good use to find a fighting style that matches you better?”


      “I-I just lack mana,” Fillic huffed. “So long as I can fix that, I know that I can become much stronger.”


      “Making excuses, are we? If you’ve got time to pine for something you don’t have, why don’t you polish your mana-manipulation skills? Based on raw talent alone, Jean’s eyes are true, but you’re clearly wasting what little mana you have with your needless actions. My disciples are far better at wielding spells.”


      Alus turned on his heels to leave when he spotted a figure in front of him.


      “Recovered already?” Alus asked with a tired shake of his head. “Your guts are laudable, but that alone won’t let you reach greater heights.”


      Karia stood there with her short spears. Her face was a touch pale, but no longer did she stagger on her feet.


      “Haaah... Haaah...” she panted. “If I may retort... Th-This damage-displacement system is on its highest setting. The worst I’m suffering from is a blow to my psyche, and my guts alone are more than enough to recover from that.”


      “That so?” Alus replied. “Spoken like a true model student. You know how to yap at least.”


      “A-And you haven’t unsheathed your AWR yet... Since you’ve got it on you, why not at least use it once?”


      “Then make me. Simple as that.”


      “B-But of course!”


      Karia used what little power she had left and practically glided towards Alus. With lightning speed, she expertly swung her short spears around. Alus defended himself with his bare hands; he barely even glanced at her attacks as he managed to parry them all. The cold clang of steel rang out in the air several times, attesting to Karia’s high spearmanship. Even through her exhaustion, the fact that she was still able to fight made her impressive for a student.


      In terms of raw talent for close combat, she might’ve been stronger than Felinella. But in Alus’s eyes, she was akin to a baby bird who still hadn’t fully developed its wings and was unable to leave the nest or eat without the help of its mother. He coolly blocked all the blades without budging an inch, parrying each blow as needed, but Karia refused to give up, beads of sweat pouring down her face.


      She’s brave, Alus thought.


      And that wasn’t needless praise on his part. Every thrust she made allowed Alus to glimpse into her tireless training and the efforts she’d put in until now, and though her despair and defeat were clear in this battle, she was desperate to find even a small sliver that would lead her to victory. She poured her heart and soul into this match, trying to break out of her shell, and Alus could see that, clear as day.


      “‹‹Shadow Spear››” she chanted.


      Karia expertly unleashed a powerful blow, which impressed even Alus. This spear move caught him by surprise; when he dodged her first blow, she immediately whirled around and revealed another spear hidden behind her back. Her second thrust came from an unexpected direction. This fluid movement was a testament of her rigorous training. Her motions were so smooth and her body was so flexible that a normal arm wouldn’t have been able to do what she was doing.


      “Heh,” Alus chuckled.


      A faint smile formed on his lips as he braced himself. He stretched out his arms on either side of his body, and a dark blade suddenly flew out, threatening to assault his back. Fillic was showing his courage in his own way as he timed his attack to land his final blow, stubbornly refusing to go down without a fight.


      Alus kept his gaze on Karia. He took a small step back as he gruffly extended his left hand, stroking the greatsword that Fillic swung down and pushing it away. Karia didn’t give Alus a chance to take a breath; her spear flew right at him, and he used his right hand to parry the attack.


      Cling! A sharp, metallic sound rang out. Fillic’s greatsword and Karia’s short spear had knocked against each other, and both flew back.


      “That was pretty interesting,” Alus remarked. “Seems like one of you is out for the count, but can you still continue?”


      He flashed a fearless smile as he spotted that Fillic was completely out of mana and energy. Karia, who’d managed to stagger to her feet, could only watch her enemy with awe, her eyes filled with surprise and unadulterated admiration. She even felt a hint of elation for receiving the privilege to fight against such a powerful foe as she readied her spears again to pounce on this unscalable wall that she’d never met before.




      As the rigorous battle started once more and Alus continued to dodge Karia’s two short spears, he noticed a shift. The red strings that fluttered on her weapons moved in a curious fashion, one that he hadn’t quite seen before.


      A distraction... Alus thought. No wonder those strings seemed to really pop out.


      While he wasn’t sure how the string’s gimmick worked, he noticed that the strings would change their lengths throughout the battle; he couldn’t tear his eyes away from them even if he tried. As he recalled the progression of this fight, he realized that Karia had tediously continued her flurry of attacks, perhaps to once again grab at his attention.


      She’s a bit difficult to fight against...


      The strings served as an optical illusion that caused him to mistakenly gauge the length of her spears. He felt her close the gap, a few fractions of a millimeter at a time, and the distracting red tails further broke his concentration. The trick itself was simple enough, but this wasn’t a work of magic. And so, Alus had no solution and struggled to maintain his focus. When he narrowed his eyes to really home in on her spears, Karia took advantage of that moment and fired a spell like a soldier waiting to ambush an enemy.


      At once, a massive orb of water appeared behind him. It expanded like a balloon before it swiftly popped, spraying water everywhere. The deafening sound and the cool water made even Alus flinch for only a moment. Karia wouldn’t miss that. She thrust her spear forward, aiming for his side, and when he used his hand to defend himself, he felt a chill in the air behind him.


      The beads of water in the air froze. The trail of ice raced through the water droplets and created a sharp thorn of ice that branched out every which way. As the ice rapidly expanded in the air, creating millions of sharp spikes from every direction, Karia heightened the speed of her spear, attacking once more with her blade and her countless frosty thorns.


      Jean might’ve been the only one around who realized when it was unsheathed. Finally Alus did remove his Night Mist from his belt—and he swung it down behind him. That one motion was all he needed. Thousands of wind slashes flew in the air and shredded the ice into dust. He twisted his body around and dodged Karia’s heartfelt strike.


      He was too quick. She didn’t have time to react to the rapid shift in the battle, and as he became faster still, she felt like her own movements had become sluggish. When her spear thrust through air and time seemingly ticked by slowly, she saw her situation with perfect aplomb. Alus drew closer to her in milliseconds, and when she stepped forward with her right foot, Alus did the same, gently touching her foot.


      Karia could do nothing but widen her eyes as Alus placed a palm over her sternum. All at once, she felt like an iron chain had grabbed her body and dragged her back. Her body flew in the air with gusto. How was this possible? Alus didn’t even seem like he used much force, but Karia’s body whirled in the air, the rapidly rotating scenery instinctively telling her that she was in grave danger.


      Crap, she thought. I should at least roll around or make sure I can land safely...


      her mind was sharp even in a state of paHic, but her body refused to listen. By seemingly pure dumb luck, her body was caught in the air by an invisible force, stopping the scenery from rotating. She was safely allowed to sit on the floor.


      “Huh? What?” Karia wondered obliviously.


      In a daze, she gingerly looked up and spotted Alus drawing his finger back. He didn’t do anything special. He just made his own force field to protect Karia from the impact, but she couldn’t have known that. She hastily tried to stand back up.


      “Uhm... Huh?!” she gasped.


      She felt the mana coursing through her body much differently from usual.


      “Don’t worry about it,” Alus said. “I just disrupted your mana flow for a bit. It should be back to normal in two to three minutes. In any case, I guess you did make me use my AWR.”


      He glanced at the dark Night Mist in his hand as he placed a hand to the nape of his neck. He made the effort to fight against her, knowing that her forte was in close combat. But when he made that split-second decision to unsheathe his blade, he also used his space-manipulation to protect Karia from the impact.


      “Haaah... Haaah...” Karia huffed. “I’m sorry, but I’m out of tricks. But still, I was able to put on a bit of a show at the end there, I hope.”


      She sank to the ground, trying her best to put on a tough front, forcing her lips upwards to form a smile.


      “Your tactic was superb,” Alus praised. “I have nothing more to say.”


      He lauded her for her efforts, recalling a time when he trained with Felinella, and she forced him to use his AWR as well. Practical experience aside, these two may have been a perfect matchup for each other.


      Rusalca’s students aren’t half bad, Alus thought.


      He glanced at Fillic, splayed out on the ground, facing the ceiling. The No 1. Magicmaster was glad that he got to face the budding Magicmasters of Rusalca. Loki, who watched the battle, must’ve found this to be an excellent learning experience as well.


      “May I ask something?” Karia inquired.


      “Sure, if it isn’t anything crass like asking about my identity,” Alus replied.


      “Uh...” Karia paused for a moment, miffed that he’d seen right through her, but she had plenty of other questions plaguing her mind following this battle. “Then could I ask about that final move of yours? What kind of skill did you employ from your footwork to your other movements?”


      Karia had been training in the way of the spear since she was a young child. She was familiar with martial arts and was always dedicated to polishing her craft. Hence, she was far more fascinated by Alus’s fluid motions than his powerful spells. If she could learn a few pointers, she hoped that it’d help break her mental shell she’d erected around herself and soar past her limits. With bated breath, she waited for Alus’s response.


      “In duels against humans, I only have the bare basics down,” Alus confessed. “Everything else is just my own twist on things. I observed the moves of my predecessors and the people I fought against, absorbed that knowledge, and tried to give it form in my own way. That’s all. The move you just saw was actually one I spotted in an old book, and I added my own flair to it.”


      Karia said not a word, focusing all her senses on listening to every single thing that Alus had to say.


      “As for my footwork, you can easily do what I did if you continue to hone your craft of martial arts,” he went on. “Another bit I pay attention to is my opponent’s breath. Unless one undergoes strict training to regulate their breathing, it tends to follow their actions and gives them away. It’s particularly telling during defensive postures or when one just gauges the battle.”


      Karia nodded vigorously, eagerly waiting for Alus to continue.


      “So? How did you do that last move?” she asked.


      “What do you think I did?” Alus inquired instead.


      He was actually curious to know her thoughts. How did she feel during that attack, and what did she think it was? She thought back to that last interaction and gently placed a hand above her chest.


      “You only touched me ever so slightly, right?” Karia asked. “But right after you did that, my back was drawn back with an immense force. That wasn’t quite through the usage of a spell, was it?”


      “Well, technically, I guess you can call it a spell,” Alus replied. “But it might seem more like a technique to you.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “More specifically, I used a move called energy release. It was originally a martial arts move where one used their sudden shifts in weight or the power behind their muscles to their fullest extent. By enhancing this with mana, I can amplify the blow of this move. It requires a bit of practice, but when you get the hang of it, you can easily blow away things that are ten times your weight. Plus, the strike from your mana can disperse within your opponent’s body, temporarily disrupting their mana flow.”


      “D-Did you come up with all this yourself?”


      Alus awkwardly turned away. He’d been in this situation many times before and received a similar gaze as well; this move was similar to Jean’s Impact. Since Alus’s move focused more on toying with the flow within one’s body, it had a clear difference, but he wasn’t keen on revealing the trick behind Jean’s move.


      Karia gulped. “Wh-Who in the world...?”


      She abruptly snapped her mouth shut, remembering that she was explicitly told not to ask this question mere moments ago. And even if she was able to pry out more details, she might regret learning them. Her silence worked in her favor.


      Jean Rumbulls, as usual, showed his impeccable timing and ability to read the room. He joined the conversation.


      “Now then, I guess that’s enough for today,” Jean called. “You did well, Karia. You’re still a student, and you made him unsheathe his AWR. That’s something to be proud of, and it’s a feat worthy of trusting yourself.”


      “R-Right!” Karia stammered.


      She swiftly tried to stand tall and at attention, but experienced a wave of dizziness. Jean smiled at her warmly before he turned to another student lying on the ground a short distance away.


      “As you can see, Fillic, there’s still a long way to go for you,” Jean said. “I don’t think you can accurately gauge the gap between you two, much less understand it. But so long as you know that there’s someone above you, you can still become stronger.”


      “Yes, sir...” Fillic replied in a meek voice.


      The student hastily got to his feet and hung his head with defeat. His behavior was admirable, and Jean felt like this was more than enough. With a bright, satisfied smile, he turned back to Alus.


      “I know I caused you trouble, Alus.”


      “Nah,” Alus replied casually. “I got to see some interesting stuff. This wasn’t as bad as I thought.”


      “Glad to hear it.”


      The No. 1 Magicmaster hadn’t even broken a sweat in this battle, and Jean couldn’t help but crack a strained smile.


      “Sir Jean, thank you very much for the precious opportunity to mingle with other Institutes,” Karia said.


      She spoke on behalf of all the students there, but she was also personally thankful for the battle she received.


      “Hey, this is nothing for my cute juniors,” Jean replied. “Yeah, you look a lot better like there’s a load off your shoulders now. Impatience is your greatest enemy if you wish to become a first-rate Magicmaster. What you learned today should be a priceless experience for you all. I truly believe so.”


      He beamed brightly at the students. One had to tread a thorny path to become a Magicmaster, and at times, during their times of growth, they would have to learn many things and realize where they could improve. Jean turned back to Alus and made sure to vocalize his gratitude.


      “Thank you very much for this special lesson, Alus,” he said. “Now then, shall we continue the tour of this Institute?”


      Alus gave a small nod, visibly relieved that he was freed from this role, and he joined Loki as the trio stepped out of the training ground.




      “So? I’d like to hear your opinion, Alus,” Jean said as they left the training ground behind. “Any differences you noticed from your Institute, and anywhere we could improve upon? Don’t hold back on me.”


      “Hmph, is that a personal ask?” Alus inquired. “I agreed to act as a teacher for those budding Magicmasters, but I never agreed to help strengthen the forces of Rusalca.”


      Jean awkwardly raised his hands in surrender. “Recently, the lack of military personnel has really been a problem here in Rusalca. New, inexperienced soldiers have a higher mortality rate than those of Alpha. And so, the military personnel of our nation has decided to properly teach the students while they’re at the Institute and ensure that they have ample practical experience to increase rates of survival.”


      “Looks like we’ve all got similar problems.”


      Alus acted blasé by this; he knew that new soldiers didn’t die as often in Alpha, but in exchange the Magicmasters were left to pick up the pieces and hold the organization together. Singles like Alus and Lettie were indispensable to support inexperienced soldiers.


      “I was stunned when I first entered the Institute,” Loki said. She was perhaps the closest to this situation. “There was no sense of fear or danger, and it felt like the students were rather carefree, spending their days in leisure.”


      She spoke bluntly, making no attempt to hide her ire and rage as Jean cracked an awkward smile.


      “I guess all nations have that sort of issue,” he admitted. “But it’s not right to push these youngsters to face the harshness of reality all at once. The Outer World is far too merciless and cruel.”


      “I guess that’s the dilemma,” Alus said. “If your demands seem too unreasonable to the students, and you share too much about the ruthlessness of the front lines all at once, it’ll only lead to plummeting morale among the students. But the time at an Institute is precious, and you don’t want the students to just be so laid-back. They might not become immediate cream-of-the-crop soldiers once they graduate, but you also don’t want them to be utterly useless in a squad after they spend a few years at the Institute. Especially if they can’t fight in formation or move at all. They’ll just die in minutes, further exacerbating the loss of personnel.”


      Alus was right. The people at the top of the military were already concerned about this bit, and as a last-ditch attempt, the people of Alpha agreed to have the students have some extracurricular lessons in the Outer World with hopes that the kids would gain some experience. Some were undeniably against this idea, claiming it to be too radical.


      “The Institute’s real motive isn’t to be the army reserves,” Alus went on. “They’re an educational institution, through and through. Even if it’s just to maintain appearances, they can’t let students take risks. What I’m trying to say is that all Institutes are similar and they have identical problems.”


      He suspected that Rusalca’s political situation wasn’t all that different from Alpha’s. It was the only answer he could provide. An education institute had to remain a facility to encourage learning, and this necessity shackled Institutes to their current situation. He implied to Jean that any sort of place for learning couldn’t implement harsh curriculums which might cause the deaths of students. This was a meaningless endeavor.


      “I know,” Jean. “Vocal, stubborn people are abundant wherever we go.”


      “Why don’t you try creating an honors class or something?” Alus suggested. “You treat them less as students and hammer the basics of the military into them. Even at the Second Military Institute, Principal Sisty’s been struggling to implement changes, but she’s planning on revolutionizing the educational system little by little. I don’t know about Rusalca’s situation, but Alpha’s slowly beginning to change.”


      The fall of the prominent figure of traditional nobles, Morwald, served to not only strengthen Berwick’s influence in the military, but throughout the entirety of Alpha as well. The Governor-General would have more freedom to make more drastic and radical changes within the nation.


      “Even if we manage to prove the efficiency of that plan, I don’t think we can act as quickly as you guys,” Jean said with a hint of envy. “But I guess it’s worth asking Principal Corsay and Lady Lithia. I just hope that we can bring in some currently powerful Magicmasters as instructors. For now, we have to divide some of our personnel to support Balmes, and it might serve as an obstacle if we want to educate more of our people.”


      The emergence of Demi Azur the Devourer crippled Balmes’s military, and by extension the weakening of the seven nations and the defenses of humanity. A fair number of Magicmasters from across the globe were dispatched to aid the nation, and this situation would take several more years until it improved.


      Geographically, Iblis and Hydrange were neighboring nations to Balmes, meaning that the two nations dispatched more soldiers than most, followed by Rusalca and Alpha. This was kept in mind when calculating the number of Fiends defeated to gauge a Magicmaster’s power. But Alus knew that Alpha had a different, political reason behind their dispatching of troops—they wanted the rights for a mine with special ore deposits. By providing power and forces to Balmes, Alpha wished to mine some ore as well.


      Cicelnia had earned these rights through some expert negotiation with the ruler, Holtal Qui Balmes. Mithril was a rare mineral and difficult to come by. If Alpha could get their hands on a mine with mithril, it would bolster their economy and their currency. This would allow the nation to add more funds into AWR development, and they would be a step ahead of other nations in this field. Needless to say, other nations would try to resist and prevent this from happening, possibly creating tension and friction between nations.


      All the while, Alus and Loki were guided by Jean into another room. The nameplate on the door read: Principal’s Office.


      “Right, I gotta talk to that old man, huh,” Alus muttered with a scowl.


      “Hey, you promised, didn’t you?” Jean replied. “And Principal Corsay is known to be on the side of drastic changes. He’s a studious and passionate guy, you know.”


      “Ugh...”


      Alus groaned with dismay. He’d proudly told the principal that any remarks would be harsh, and the boy had no right to now refuse the meeting. Alus turned glum like he was at a wake as Jean let out a cheery chuckle, turned to Loki, and gave her a small wink.


      “As a token of apology, I hope you’ll be able to enjoy dinner tonight,” Jean said. “I’ve rented a private hotel space where you can eat in peace with Loki.”


      “Huh?” Alus snapped. “You think that’ll—?”


      “Really, Sir Jean?!” Loki squealed, interrupting her partner.


      She leaned forward and peppered Jean with questions. Even he could only inch back at her gusto and the fiery twinkle in her eyes.


      “O-Of course,” Jean stammered. “I’ve booked a place at a first-rate hotel and arranged for the most lavish several-course meal. Please enjoy yourselves. Needless to say, the fee for the meal will be on us.”


      He quietly apologized to Lithia, knowing that she likely had an extravagant welcome party in mind to greet Alus warmly. I haven’t received any reports that she’s up yet, Jean thought. It’s her fault for being a sleepyhead, so I think I’ll be forgiven on that end.


      As he did his best to maintain his optimism about his future, he watched Loki seem about to burst with elation, while Alus, in contrast, didn’t seem all that excited. Jean gave them an awkward smile.


    


  



  

    

      One Hundredth-Twelfth Chapter: The Beast’s Waltz


      Alus and Loki’s accommodations had changed; they now had a room booked in the most opulent hotel of Rusalca. All their belongings had already been carried in, and Jean, perhaps showing more of his considerate side, even had the two sharing a room.


      Alus gave his fair share of complaints as a smiling Loki calmed him down, then she tugged on his arm to lead him towards their extravagant dinner. To his surprise, this fancy restaurant on the top floor of this hotel had a dress code. Alus tried to negotiate that his current attire was just fine, but he was gently yet firmly recommended to head to a dressing room. Left with no other choice, he headed inside. He didn’t have a set of bespoke clothes on him anyway.


      A few wardrobe coordinators greeted Loki and him with beaming smiles, and once the two were dressed in fashionable outfits, they were allowed to step into the restaurant. There weren’t too many people around, and the plush carpet that lined the spacious area was the color of rich, red wine. Fine furniture was strategically placed at the entrance, further enhancing the classiness and expensiveness of the place. A pleasant aroma also wafted about.


      Alus and Loki were guided to a special, elevated area. It had the best view of the city, and the splendid scenery was breathtaking. There was only one table and a pair of chairs, arranged obviously only for the two guests. The exquisite glass panels allowed the magnificent view, and the glittering nightscape was accentuated by the artificial moonlight, creating a serene, gentle glow that elegantly trickled onto the table.


      The soothing, lovely symphony added to the serene air and gave a sense of tranquility to those who heard it. This was a comforting space, enough for one to forget the commotion and racket of the city.


      Oh... Alus thought as he gazed at the nighttime scenery through the glass. He was admittedly enraptured by the sight. The glimmers of Foneswa’s city seemed to chase the darkness of the night away, and he was given a bird’s eye view over the entire place, reminiscent of the time when he saw the night sky covered with twinkling stars in the Outer World. This sort of fantastic view could never be seen in Alpha.


      “It’s beautiful,” Loki murmured as she stood behind him, her eyes reflecting the city’s light.


      “Yeah,” Alus agreed.


      His response was brusque, but he could find no better way to describe this wonder and awe that was so enchanting. It was indescribably breathtaking. He saw a speck of light reflected in the glimmering glass panel. Alus thought it was snow raining over the city, and when he turned, he realized that it was Loki’s pale skin reflected in the window. As he finally saw her face, turned away from him and focused on the beautiful nightscape, he was blown away by the pure beauty directly in front of his eyes. He gulped and felt his heart pound.


      Her hair, akin to strands of liquid silver, was arranged beautifully on her head, and when the gentle moonlight licked her coiffure and skin, she almost shimmered. Her sleeveless dress, which started from her neck and stretched underneath her armpits, made her look bolder than ever. For a moment, Alus was literally at a loss for words. His mind went blank and numb as his eyes focused only on the heart-stopping beauty in front of him.


      “Sir Alus?” Loki asked, noticing he was frozen in place.


      Her gentle voice was laced with concern. This was actually Loki’s gamble. She’d given it her all and put all her efforts into her appearance in hopes of attracting his eye. Hence, she’d gone out of her way to select a dress that showed her back, even if it showed the faint scars that remained on her body.


      Her voice quavered more than she’d thought, a telling sign of just how nervous she was. Yet, Loki desperately managed to keep it together. She’d checked her outfit many times in a full-length mirror and admittedly thought that this was the best she’d looked yet. Until now, the most splendid outfit she had was a military uniform, but for this occasion, she’d tried to bring out her maidenly heart and feminine side by mustering up her courage to wear this fabulous dress. All she wanted was one remark.


      But perhaps reality was too harsh for her hopes. Completely ignorant to Loki’s innermost thoughts, Alus said not a word, turned around, and awkwardly pulled out his own chair.


      Ah... Loki thought with disappointment. She let out a sigh so quiet that no one would ever hear her, and she felt her chest grow cold. An indescribably painful twinge in her heart overwhelmed her as she quietly grabbed the chair across from Alus. When she hung her head and faced the table, she felt the air in front of her shift.


      With a gasp, Loki looked up, hope clear in her eyes.


      “Dammit,” Alus grumbled as he roughly ran his hand through his hair.


      He turned towards her and shooed the waiter away. Alus took a step, then another, slowly approaching Loki. In a gentlemanly fashion, he elegantly took her seat and pulled it out for her. Loki, in turn, sat on the chair and allowed herself to be quietly pushed in.


      She was clearly trembling nervously, and a mean streak must’ve flashed across Alus’s mind, as he whispered devilishly in her ear—for Loki, perhaps this was akin to a blessing from the gods.


      “You look especially beautiful today.”


      At once, Loki’s heart jolted and skipped a beat. She swiftly placed a hand over her chest and tried to calm her rapid pulse, feeling her earlobes and her cheeks quickly turned flushed and pink. She awkwardly faced the floor once more, and her utterly dense savior flashed a troubled grin.


      “Did I say something insensitive?” he asked.
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      “Oh, nothing like that. But, er...” Loki trailed off, trying her best to suppress her joy as she cleared her throat. “Ahem. You did very...well.”


      Her tone was half-teasing, though she gave him her genuine praise. This was her best attempt to put on a tough front, but Alus didn’t seem to mind one bit.


      “I see. Good to hear,” he muttered as he returned to his seat.


      Loki almost smiled as she did her best to maintain her veneer of composure. It’s like he meant to catch me off guard... Where did he learn that from, I wonder... Loki thought. Unfortunately for the two of them, they could hardly recall the taste of their impressively lavish dinner.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The first thing the next morning, Alus and Loki received a personal invitation from Lithia, and they headed towards her palace, where Rusalca’s internal and international affairs were handled.


      Situated in the heart of the city, where the wealthy gathered, The exterior of the Kayenos Palace had a traditional flair, due in no small part to Lithia Touff Infratta hailing from an imperial family. The building where the ruler resided had a grand main building in the center with the left and right wings stretched on either side like arms reaching out. It was a curious structure. Though it sported a rather old-fashioned look, the interior was equipped with state-of-the-art facilities and offices, and it served as the core of the nation, similar to the palace where Cicelnia, Alpha’s sovereign, resided.


      The palace was also equipped with a guest house, but when Alus and Loki arrived, they were first guided into the garden in the center of the palace. The space was well made. The garden itself was engulfed in a glass dome that allowed sunlight to pour inside, and there was a soundproof magical barrier that prevented anyone from eavesdropping.


      It was surprising that there was a place of relaxation in the palace, but apparently, this place had been made specifically for Lithia’s afternoon tea breaks, speaking to the lavish privilege that she had. The garden was decorated with an entire color palette of beautiful flowers, and in the middle was a quaint, dainty arbor. Alus and Loki were told that Lithia awaited them by the terrace.


      “I was ready for a stiff, pompous meeting, but I guess it’ll unexpectedly be a bit more laid-back and casual,” Alus muttered.


      “Indeed,” Loki whispered back. “I also assumed that there would be a massive party in the guest house or something.”


      Lithia had also personally told them that there was no need to be in overly formal attire, and the pair were more than grateful for this offer. Jean cleared his throat and guided the pair deeper inside. He introduced Lithia first before he offered them a seat by the round, stone table. The seat was elongated like a bench to allow multiple people to sit, creating by carving out a large chunk of fine marble.


      Lithia was first to break the silence as she turned to Alus. “Thank you for what you did yesterday. You even had a match with the students of our Institute... I only hope that Jean didn’t ask too much of you.”


      “Oh, not at all,” Alus replied. “I’m happy to do it.”


      He looked serene and chose his words wisely. In truth, he was quite tired from that ordeal, but it was unwise to immediately pick a fight with the ruler of a nation. Alus hadn’t had the chance to tour the nation, and this meeting came unexpectedly quickly, but he’d been invited by the ruler herself. He knew that he couldn’t have avoided her for long, so he tried to come to terms with this reality. Because she had invited him, she would do the bare minimum to welcome him warmly, and Lithia wasn’t as troublesome as Cicelnia; Alus knew that he didn’t need to be so guarded.


      “It was a good experience for me as well, I suppose,” Alus added. “The students here are very passionate, and I must say that I’m impressed by them.”


      This was a total lie. At the very least, he didn’t think that yesterday’s match was a total waste of time. The ruler took a sip of her tea, set her cup back onto the saucer, and flashed a beaming smile.


      “Hee hee, your kind words delight me,” Lithia chuckled. “Jean and Principal Corsay have done their best to educate the students. How was Foneswa’s cityscape? I trust that you were able to have a glance or two.”


      “Yes, it was splendid,” Alus replied. “It’s a scene that can’t quite be viewed in Alpha.”


      “But of course. I’ve poured my heart and soul into the economic reform of this city and to developing it further. Oh dear, do I sound too braggadocious? Revolutionizing something can be quite worth the trouble, but at the end of the day, it must make the people happy. No matter how grand one’s words may be, actions are more telling.”


      Alus nodded along. Judging from the flourishing city of Foneswa that he saw yesterday, Lithia’s skills were the real deal. Without a doubt, she had brought a new wave of energy into Rusalca. She smiled back with agreement before she shifted a tone.


      “In that regard,” she said firmly, “I don’t quite concur with Cicelnia’s methods.”


      “Lady Lithia!” Jean said sharply with a frown.


      She was practically admonished for not minding her words in front of the No. 1 Magicmaster, but Lithia went out of her way with her harsh criticism.


      “After all, she isn’t interested in the happiness of her people or bolstering her economy,” Lithia continued. “She’s too engrossed in enhancing her military and the cunning tactics of political affairs. As a ruler, she ought to be embarrassed by her own actions.”


      Jean winced and looked up at the ceiling before casting an apologetic glance at Alus. The boy, in reply, gave a quick glance back to assure Jean he wasn’t bothered by these words. Alus wasn’t the patriotic type and was rather neutral towards Cicelnia as well. In fact, his ruler had caused him quite a bit of trouble.


      But when he received a bit of encouragement from Loki, Alus cleared his throat with understanding. As a Single of Alpha, it was his duty to take the side of his own ruler.


      “Just as you seem to be adept at economic enhancements, our sovereign has her own fields that she’s good at,” Alus said.


      “Oh?” Lithia asked with a little pout. “Like what?”


      “Well, for example, she was quick to provide the latest equipment for circle ports to make it easier to traverse our nation. The rapid technological advancement in that field is thanks to her hard work. She makes decisions quickly, and her decisiveness is nothing to sneeze at. Admittedly, it is a bit troublesome that she’s got a penchant for political games and clever schemes.”


      “Precisely! That is exactly why I cannot become fond of her! A ruler is the symbol of their nation—they should stand loudly and proudly, but she’s always sneaking around behind the scenes with her cheap tricks... I still recall the deal about the mines she made with Balmes, and her attempt to always outwit others grates on my nerves!”


      Jean, perhaps throwing in the towel, no longer made an attempt to stop his ruler. He knew that Alus wasn’t the type to take it personally.


      “Yes, I think I can get along with you,” Alus said. “Lady Cicelnia is one of the few people who are difficult to read within Alpha. If there was a psychological battle, I doubt that there are many who can beat her. She’s got a gift for taking risks, and her skills were necessary when she took the throne in Alpha.”


      “Despite your claims that you’ll get along with me, you seem to really take Cicelnia’s side,” Lithia pointed out.


      “Oh, I don’t think that’s wholly accurate. I don’t need to take her side—there are many who do already. She’s viewed highly by her people, and being the relatively honest person that I am, I have no choice but to accept that she’s got a long list of accomplishments. And I’m sure this doesn’t need to be said, but I have no intention of leaking my nation’s secrets to you.”


      “Oh, you’re no fun. Rest assured, that isn’t the reason I invited you to my nation. Please don’t misunderstand my intentions.”


      She gave a beaming smile before she switched topics. Her affable nature was impressive, and the group moved on to speak about several innocuous topics before the conversation was deftly steered towards the abnormality that appeared with Balmes—Demi Azur the Devourer.


      I knew she’d mention that, Alus thought. This is where things get dicey.


      He wasn’t confident he could conceal everything, and he needed to carefully formulate every response, steering her away from the truth. He especially couldn’t leak information about Gra Eater, the trump card, to other nations.


      Loki watched nervously, but she couldn’t possibly leap into a conversation between a ruler and the No. 1 Magicmaster. She was just a friend who’d tagged along, and she had very little right to interrupt. Needless to say, Alus couldn’t sit in complete silence or be overly rude towards the ruler of Rusalca, and Lithia knew this well. She was no fool, so she continued the pressure. Even if Alus managed to shift topics once or twice, she expertly used her silver tongue to steer the conversation back on track, making sure to add a flair of innocence and intrigue as though she was simply interested in Alus’s tales of heroism. Yet, with every chance she had, she would ask astute questions.


      Alus wasn’t quite known for his gumption, and for him, this conversation was nothing short of excruciating. This sort of disingenuous conversation that veiled one’s true intentions was the forte of the nobles he despised. Lithia’s lack of knowledge about Fiends worked in Alus’s favor; he managed not to drop the ball too hard as the conversation languidly progressed.


      As the conversation drew to a close and Alus managed to once again dodge one of Lithia’s sharp questions, he breathed a sigh of relief, almost forgetting one of Rusalca’s most prominent Magicmasters was sitting there lying in wait.


      Jean had kept his silence until now, but when he saw Lithia having such a clear disadvantage, he could no longer sit back. As a Single, he had ample knowledge of Fiends, and it was more difficult to slip something past him.


      “Alus, I haven’t seen the Devourer for myself, but this Fiend had gluttonously consumed hundreds of Magicmasters, right?” Jean asked. “I can hardly believe that you managed to make short work of it.”


      A faint smile was plastered on his face. He made it clear that he didn’t doubt Alus’s words, but there was a twinkle in his eye, one that was so certain of Alus’s power that the boy kept so desperately hidden.


      Alus tried his best to refute him. “I’ve already filed a report long ago. If you read that, you’ll see that indeed, it was tough to defeat it purely with the knowledge that I had. In fact, I was almost bested a few times, but I managed to hang in there and cling to every opportunity I got; I only beat it when Lady Lettie came to the rescue.”


      In truth, Alus was forced to use Gra Eater, a spell that went berserk, and he had struggled but managed to defeat the Fiend by himself. Still, he wasn’t totally lying. That spell was practically a self-destructive move, and he hadn’t expected to use it. Alus had managed to make it out by the skin of his teeth, and even thinking back to that moment sent chills down his spine.


      “Yes, Lettie Kultunca the Valkyrie is quite a renowned Single, isn’t she?” Lithia asked. “I’ve heard that her squad and subordinates are quite excellent. So did you all work together to take it down? I suppose that makes far more sense.”


      She nodded with understanding, and Jean had no choice but to let go of this topic.


      “I see,” Jean said. “It’s true that Fiends’ powers are still quite unknown. I suppose research into this topic will be something that all of humanity must work together to delve into.”


      “In the future, Magicmasters won’t just be asked for knowledge about magic and spells,” Alus said. “That battle really hammered that home for me.”


      “Like us, Fiends, too, will evolve.”


      Alus nodded with a grimace. “We can’t just collect more information on Fiends. We have to understand them on a deeper level as we become stronger. We can only fight against them using spells, but the environment of the Outer World and the type of Fiend might prevent us from getting in range. If we want to approach them while dodging their tails, tentacles, and other weapons they might have, we need to hone our bodies as well. Training in hand-to-hand combat would help us immensely. Mana and spells were originally quirks that only Fiends could use. Through hasty research and knowledge, humanity has managed to catch up to them, but if we wish to outperform Fiends, we need something more.”


      “Agreed. I’m consistently surprised by their seemingly unlimited power. There’s actually one more thing regarding mana that bothered me.” Jean paused as a feeling of dread filled Alus’s chest. “I’m sorry to dredge this back up again, but it pertains to the Devourer. It stored an immense amount of mana, which led to a mana explosion, right?”


      “Yeah...”


      “And its power should correlate to the massive mana it expelled. If so, the explosion the Devourer created should’ve been unfathomably huge and powerful. Yet, you seemed to walk away from it. I wouldn’t be surprised if a meteor-sized crater had formed from the impact of the blow.”


      Loki twitched, but Alus did his best to act calm.


      “We obviously did whatever we could with our defensive measures, of course,” the boy replied coolly. “We all used all the mana we had to create a barrier. It wasn’t enough, and since I stood at the helm, I took the brunt of the blow. It’s why I was carried to the hospital. You knew that already, didn’t you?”


      He glanced meaningfully at Jean, who responded with an awkward nod.


      “Yeah,” Jean muttered. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t even send a letter of well wishes back then.”


      Alus didn’t actually know if Jean had known of the boy’s hospitalization. The No. 1 Magicmaster had banked on the excellence of Rusalca’s network, and it seemed this gamble worked in his favor.


      “Don’t be,” Alus replied. “I know that this was kept secret towards other nations. If you actually did show up to wish me well, people would’ve wondered how you knew about it. But admittedly, it was a bitter experience that I don’t wish to be reminded of.”


      “I understand,” Jean said. “It was crass of me to mention. I’m really sorry.”


      By taking advantage of Jean’s kindness and guilt, Alus managed to end this conversation for good. It was a plan he came up with on the fly, but it worked this time around. When he glanced at Loki, she squeezed her fist and gave him a gentle smile as though to praise his quick thinking; Alus once again breathed a sigh of relief, glad that the Devourer would no longer be touched upon.


      “Sir Alus, I’ve heard recently that things are becoming rather...dangerous in Alpha,” Lithia said. She gracefully brought her teacup to her lips, encouraging conversation.


      “It’s been one tragedy after another,” Alus admitted. “Yes, I’ve heard that a few soldiers from Rusalca have also arrived to do some research.”


      “Indeed. I don’t see eye to eye with Cicelnia, but our nations have had quite a few ties for many years, and we are neighbors. I find it imperative that we share information.”


      She smiled as she gave an inoffensive reason.


      “But that’s not all, is it?” Alus asked, trying to probe for a reason.


      “I do have quite a few reasons, but since you did accept my invitation, I suppose I can explain myself,” Lithia replied. She paused before she revealed some intel that Alus hadn’t heard of before. “Truth be told, we’re in pursuit of the culprit behind an incident that occurred in Rusalca several years ago. We didn’t have any leads for a while, but just the other day, we heard that a similar incident coincidentally occurred in Alpha as well. We’re betting on one small sliver of hope, you see.”


      Alus pensively thought of any incidents that had occurred within the past few years. He wasn’t able to come up with one.


      “May I ask what happened?” he inquired. “Does it pertain to the Trojan Prison debacle?”


      Though the prison break itself hadn’t occurred in Alpha, the inmates did invade the nation and the Second Magical Institute. Rusalca must’ve known the broad stroke of that incident, but Lithia gently shook her head.


      “While that ordeal is certainly concerning, that occurred quite recently,” she answered. “Currently, the information we’ve got isn’t set in stone just yet. There are confusing or clashing pieces of intel, and frankly, that’s not where our primary focus is.”


      Alus and Loki had no choice but to hear what Lithia had to say. They quietly waited for her to continue. The ruler paused briefly, leaned back in her chair, and crossed her arms on her legs as she solemnly made her reveal.


      “We’re actually interested in a murder that occurred in Alpha. The victim’s name is Godma Barhong. He’s a serious criminal who secretly did taboo human experimentation whenever he had the chance.”


      Alus said not a word, but his glare immediately turned icy. One of his disciples, Alice, had been dragged into the mad scientist’s insane experiments, and though she ultimately led them to him and he was captured, Godma suffered from an unnatural death within a special prison of the military’s headquarters.


      Alus knew that the entire incident couldn’t be swept under the rug, but he didn’t expect Rusalca to know so much, especially that Godma had been murdered. He furrowed his brow, his suspicions needlessly ballooning.


      “We received this intel from a special route,” Jean swiftly added, hoping to lay the suspicions to rest. “It’s thanks to Sir Vizaist that we managed to catch wind of this murder.”


      Alus knew where the information had come from, but new questions quickly filled his mind, his expression turning sterner still.


      That means Berwick must’ve known of this leak too. Is this some kind of high-level political manipulation? But why? What did they receive in return?


      “I’m only revealing this to you, Sir Alus,” Lithia started with a grave expression. “The murder that occurred in Rusalca was under similar circumstances. Furthermore, it was in a similar environment. A person suddenly died in a very unusual manner in the special, heavily guarded prison of our military headquarters.”


      “The victim was a renowned Magicmaster of our military,” Jean added. “We swept it under the rug under the guise of military mishandling, but we gave a brief explanation of this incident to Alpha as well.”


      Alus expected a story or two as a souvenir, but he didn’t think he’d stumble upon such a suspicious affair. He grimaced, feeling the heavy weight of responsibility on his shoulders as a very important tidbit was revealed to him. All too late, he realized that he was forced to step into a vital incident, and he couldn’t turn back anymore.


      “The two incidents are eerily similar, as you can see,” Lithia explained, giving no time for Alus to stew in his thoughts. “When Alpha noticed this, they contacted us to provide some information about their mysterious murder. And so, we decided to exchange intel regarding this case. After all, it might serve as a vital clue to the murder that we’ve been pursuing for so long.”


      “If memory serves, I think the Kurama might be related to Godma Barhong’s death,” Jean added. “There’s no definitive proof, however.”


      Alus no longer had any reason to pry as Jean and Lithia revealed it all. That was all the No. 1 Magicmaster needed to fit the pieces together.


      “That’s what I’ve heard as well,” Alus replied.


      A human turning into a Fiend... he thought. As far as I can tell, Godma’s likely patient zero when it comes to Fiendization. I don’t doubt that the Kurama was involved to finish off the people caught by the military. As Jean says, the group is likely to do that. Dead men tell no tales, so if they were just cutting people off so that they’d never squeal, their motives make more sense.


      This implied that back then, Godma had already developed a prototype Ambrosia or something very similar to that. And that intel must’ve been handed over to the Kurama. An elixir that turned humans to Fiends and a shady organization of criminals that secretly worked behind the scenes had thus intersected.


      How big of a threat would this union be to humanity and its survival? The second incident that related to Fiendization also rang a bell in Alus’s mind. When the Second Magical Institute was under attack, the small fry inmates underwent a curious transformation. He wasn’t there to see it for himself, but he did receive a lengthy report from Lilisha.


      Maybe in the criminal world, Ambrosia is already cementing itself as a proper elixir. It might be spreading far quicker than I anticipated.


      It became clear why Alus had been invited to Rusalca, and he let out a sigh.


      “Alus, don’t you agree that we should put an end to this soon?” Jean asked.


      “If it’s about the Kurama, I rang the alarm many years ago,” Alus replied. “At first, it was an organization operated by the higher-ups, who each had their own beliefs and wanted to make money. Sure, they made a fuss, but now, they’ve become an organized, bona fide criminal syndicate. They’ve become alarmingly active as of late, and I feel like they’re all working towards one goal. The leaders were all pretty strong in their own right, but I think they’ve become even more powerful since.”


      “You can’t blame people for being slow to act on this matter. What with the incident in Balmes and all, there’ve been a slew of ordeals recently where the seven nations had to band together and fight for the greater good. But as you might’ve already realized, Alus, I want you to be the mediator for this matter.”


      “But, Sir Alus, I hope you won’t assume that that’s our only reason for inviting you here,” Lithia added. “It’s true that I wanted you to see Foneswa, the flower that I bloomed, with your own eyes. I wished for you to take in the glory of my city.”


      She smiled. Alus wasn’t sure if she was telling the truth, but it did him no good to doubt her now.


      “Now then, enough boring talk,” Lithia said. She cheerily clapped her hands together, ending this heavy, serious mood. “I hope you haven’t forgotten that this is a tea party.”




      The party continued with talks about several innocuous topics. Lithia touched upon Alus’s poor treatment in Alpha. Though she claimed that she despised Cicelnia’s cunning trickery, she showed no hesitation to take an opportunity to try to bring Alus to her side. The boy had to remain oddly vigilant.


      “You saved Balmes, did you not?” she asked. “That accomplishment alone is remarkable, and I’ve heard that you’ve secretly put in some work during the Trojan Prison incident as well. You deserve a parade—or at least a ceremony in your honor.”


      “I’m not a huge fan of stiff occasions like that,” Alus said.


      Concerned about the turn this conversation was taking, he tried to drift away from it, but Lithia was determined to be upset on his behalf.


      “You’re too humble!” she insisted, “Cicelnia’s indolence and stinginess truly knows no bounds. As a ruler, one must celebrate the accomplishments and glorious feats of their nation’s hero!”


      It became increasingly more difficult for Alus to tell the truth: There had actually been several ceremonies in his honor, but he’d been absent for almost all of them. Alus grimaced, unsure about how to toe around this topic, and Jean gave an exasperated sigh as he lent a helping hand.


      “Lady Lithia, if I may, I do believe that your concerns are unnecessary for a man like Alus,” Jean said. “Lady Cicelnia has actually hosted awards ceremonies for him, but he skipped practically all of them. Even if the seven nations all banded together to reward him, I think that he’d be absent on the big day and decrease morale significantly.”


      Did Jean hear all of this from his anonymous source? No matter the case, he spoke the truth, and Alus couldn’t refute it. He found it wiser to go along with Jean’s claims, and the boy gritted his teeth as he maintained his silence.


      “It pains me to say that this is all true,” Loki added. “Sir Alus simply refuses to even entertain the thought of something if he doesn’t even have a modicum of interest in it. Had he been a bit more wary about his meals and health, I’d feel a lot better about it.”


      While Alus wasn’t sure if she was trying to support him, she ended up pouting and grumbling about his lifestyle tendencies. Lithia flashed a mischievous smirk, a sign that she was going to stir the pot.


      “I’ve been meaning to ask,” Lithia started. “Loki, are you Sir Alus’s...you know?”


      She raised a pinky in the air, a gesture that inquired if Loki and Alus were lovers. The ruler acted like an old man sexually harassing a waitress at a tavern with her taunting smile. This sort of crass gesture was unbefitting of a ruler like Lithia, but Alus felt like he saw an unusual side to the young, business-savvy ruler of Rusalca. This was a vulgar topic, no doubt, but she was also a maiden at heart and must’ve been interested in romance.


      “W-Well...” Loki started, her eyes wide as she turned bright red at the thought.
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      “Now, now, there’s no need to tease them,” Jean said wearily, trying to help the girl out. “Curiosity can kill the cat, Lady Lithia. Sorry if this upset you, Alus. As you can see, she’s a rather...worldly person. She loves to sneak out and visit curious stores in alleys, and whenever she does, she comes back with silly gossip.”


      “Hee hee, but this is the best and most straightforward way for me to learn about the times and the lifestyle of my people,” Lithia giggled. “Ah, yes, and Jean, while I do think that I might’ve been too forward with my question, I don’t think that it’s insignificant by any means. A Single will always worry about an heir, and this is a vital issue that a nation would be curious about.”


      “I-I suppose so...” Jean stammered.


      Most nations recommend that Singles have a child. Of course, they couldn’t force Singles to do so, and they never pushed the Magicmasters to have an heir, but traditional nobles and those who valued bloodlines were especially eager to preserve them. Though Lithia may have had a few issues herself as a ruler, she was descended from the imperial family and wasn’t too bothered by this topic.


      “So? Are you guys?” Lithia asked curiously. “Tell me! Come on!”


      “Er, u-uhm...” Loki stammered. “W-We’re partners, but in a military sense.”


      The girl’s voice was so faint that one needed to strain their ears to hear her as she was staring at her feet; she’d reached her limit. There was nothing more she could say. Lithia looked visibly disappointed by this anticlimactic reveal.


      “Oh, what a pity,” the ruler said. “I thought you two were suited for each other.”


      Loki fell silent, and Alus decided to speak up.


      “Lady Lithia, we’re still students.”


      “And what of it? In this day and age, the sooner the better,” Lithia replied. “I would like our Jean to settle down soon, frankly.”


      Jean didn’t expect the topic to be turned on him, causing him to frown and say, “I’m busier than you think, Lady Lithia. I certainly don’t have time for anything like that...”


      “Oh? I certainly can’t let that comment slide. Every time I see you in the city, I feel as though you’re always walking around with a different woman. Is that a part of your mission as well? You’re quite the womanizer and heartbreaker, as far as I can see.”


      She whistled and raised her hands in the air.


      “Haaah...” Lithia sighed. “Why don’t you just marry anyone you fancy? I can use my authority and allow you to marry up to ten at once.”


      “I’m not a stallion raised for breeding!” Jean insisted.


      “It’s a privilege that any man would be blessed and excited to have, you know. Now then, why don’t you be a touch more honest about your own desires?”


      “Please give me a break.”


      The two acted like a comedic duo doing a routine. Alus relished seeing Jean look so sour, but this was an issue that would one day be pointed towards the boy as well. And so, Alus decided to nip this in the bud as he fought back with his own set of theories and logic, a crutch he always leaned on during times of need.


      “Lady Lithia, I do believe that the prevailing theory is that magical talent isn’t hereditary,” he explained. “Even if Prince Charming over there lets loose and makes all the children he can, it’s very unlikely that anyone will inherit his skills and mana.”


      Jean frowned as Lithia turned to Alus with a bit of surprise.


      “Oh dear, Sir Alus, I’m afraid that your information is a touch outdated,” she said.


      Alus twitched with surprise as Loki, who sat beside him, also looked at him with wide-eyed confusion.


      “Huh, I guess even geniuses make mistakes every now and then,” Lithia remarked. “See, Rusalca’s been conducting a national project investigating that very question. Nature and nurture. Our findings state that while a child doesn’t inherit a hundred percent of their parent’s magical capabilities, innate potential and growth are genetic. Nurture—or the environment that the child is in—aside, they have higher natural potential for magic if their parents do as well. At the very least, affinities and elements have always been seen as inheritable.”


      “Wh-What?” Alus stammered. “But the prevailing theory at academic conferences should still be...”


      “Hee hee. Sir Alus, you are still a student, you said it yourself. I presume that you haven’t personally tested out the theory of a child inheriting your capabilities.”


      As she once again shifted to a crass topic, Alus couldn’t refute her. He sat there in silence as the ruler proudly prattled on.


      “Recently, we’ve begun to conclude that the previous theories had some problematic data sets that might’ve affected our conclusion. Much like the students at the Institute, our researchers are passionate and capable as well. They’ve impressively managed to overturn the theory that magic isn’t hereditary.”


      Why would they do something like that? Alus grumbled in his mind. If this theory was proven true, he could easily see how this situation would quickly turn against him. Lithia added that she still didn’t have enough data and evidence to definitively make this claim; hence, this discovery hadn’t been made public just yet.


      Even if this was true, society had worked hard to push back against traditional households that held too much weight into their bloodlines and negated the hard work of others. If word spread that there was, in fact, a genetic factor to mana and magic, there would be immense risks; if needless confusion swept through the Magicmaster community, it would ultimately affect humanity’s ability to fight back against Fiends. It would only serve to weaken people, and this danger wasn’t lost on Lithia.


      “But I can’t guarantee that there won’t be a day when another nation, one who isn’t as considerate and thoughtful as Rusalca, will proudly announce this finding to the world with more definitive evidence,” Lithia said. “If you two don’t take this matter seriously, you might be forced to marry someone you don’t wish to.”


      Alus was terrified to see Loki so quiet in pensive thought, and he let out a wry chuckle to chase away this heavy air.


      “Heh, I’m sorry to say, but there aren’t any Singles who are married. I hope and wish more than anything that this is a needless worry.”


      Even after Alus was shoved into the Institute, he had still been forced to follow the whims of others. And as Jean had mentioned earlier, Singles were busy people; they were constantly swamped with work. And many had eccentric personalities. As the blades of humanity and the hero on the battlefield, they were constantly forced to walk along the line of death, never knowing when they’d breathe their last. Alus felt like it was too bold of him to even wish to start a family.


      But perhaps the truth was a bit different. A marriage not based on love may have seemed like a futile and depressing union, but a child was such a momentous occasion and brought meaning to one’s life. This might actually cause Magicmasters to lean to the opposite end—the fear of death and their desire to live. The Magicmaster now had something to lose, and they didn’t wish to leave their family behind. However, this also meant that they had an unwavering desire and devotion to cling to life, which would bring about newfound resolve. Precisely because they had something to lose, they might become more cunning and desperate to live. Maybe Magicmasters were allowed to experience the happiness of normal people.


      Oddly enough, Berwick wished for exactly that for Alus, but it was doubtful if the boy knew about the Governor-General’s intention. This wasn’t just because Alus was still a child himself. He was blessed with talent and genius unlike anything that humanity had ever seen, but he struggled to relate to or empathize with certain experiences as others could. No matter what days of normalcy he experienced or the friends he surrounded himself with, he always felt like there was something lacking within his heart—something that he simply didn’t have. Time and again, he was reminded that he missed this vital piece that might make him whole.


      As Alus thought about his experiences, Lithia tilted her head to one side, confused by his earlier remark.


      “Did you just say that no Singles are married?” she inquired. “I don’t think so. After all, Hispida is...”


      “Lady Lithia,” Jean warned with a meaningful smile as though to tell her that this wasn’t meant to be spoken of to others.


      The ruler immediately snapped her mouth shut with agreement, and an awkward silence settled on the terrace for a moment. Loki, however, fitting for a girl her age, had a curious twinkle in her eye. She leaned forward slightly with curiosity, unable to hold herself back. Normally, she was more mindful of her manners, knowing that it was best if she generally stayed silent.


      “Is Lady Hispida married?” she asked excitedly.


      “Er, no, I... Well, I wouldn’t say that...” Lithia muttered.


      It was unusual to see the ruler so troubled, and Alus noticed a certain look on Jean’s face. There was a clear yet invisible line that divided matters of one’s nation from outsiders. Clearly, Hispida’s personal matters were something that Jean wasn’t keen on letting others know about.


      “Loki, give it a rest,” Alus said.


      “A-Apologies!” Loki cried.


      She swiftly lowered her head apologetically while Lithia flashed a troubled smile and Jean slumped his shoulders slightly.


      “It’s rather well-known in Rusalca, but this isn’t something that we should tell our guests,” Jean said gently. “I hope you understand.”


      Alus nodded, and Loki followed suit.


      Lithia then managed to pull herself together, and she used her silver tongue to switch topics to something safer. Calm once again settled between the four of them, and this curious afternoon tea party drew to a close. While Alus and Loki had felt like they’d been at the Kayenos Palace for quite some time, when they left the garden and checked the time, it was still only a little past lunch.


      “What are your plans now?” Jean asked, having come along to politely send them on their way. “You’re still gonna be here a while, right?”


      Alus took the AWR and some of his belongings that the guards had held for him and replied, “At the very least, we’ll be here until tomorrow. I do want to check out the rumored Enboss auction.”


      “I see,” Jean replied. “Nobles and military personnel visit that auction house, but they’re usually all going there in secret or anonymously. That’s the rule there anyway. Even Lady Lithia can’t officially invite anyone into that place. Still, the auction house is where a lot of information gathers, and you probably only have something to gain by creating a bit of a footing there. I know that I’m not one to talk since I’ve pushed you to do all sorts of troublesome tasks, but since you’re in Rusalca, I hope you’ll have some fun.”


      “Yeah, I think I’ll have the opportunity to visit here again. Send my regards to your formidable ruler.” Alus flashed a forced smile.


      Lithia clearly wasn’t ready to part ways with Alus, and before they left she made sure to promise him that they would meet again. The palace treated their VIP guests well. It offered a lavish magic vehicle in lieu of a carriage, but Alus declined this offer as he headed back. The party had made him feel oddly tired, and he headed back to the hotel, hoping that tomorrow he’d be able to enjoy some sightseeing. With this optimistic thought, he and Loki raced through the busy street.


    


  



  

    

      One Hundred-Thirteenth Chapter: The Bloody Bride


      When Alus and Loki returned to their lavish hotel, they were stopped by an employee at the receptionist’s desk. The man, dressed in a bespoke outfit fitting for the class of the hotel, had apparently been waiting for their return. The moment he spotted the pair, his nervous expression shifted to visible relief and he smiled.


      “I’ve been waiting for you,” the employee said. “Just a few hours ago, I received a message for you.”


      He knew how to treat VIP guests well. The staff didn’t immediately bring this matter to Alus, instead speaking to Loki under the assumption that she was an attendant or assistant of some sort.


      “From whom, may I ask?” Loki inquired.


      “A high-ranking soldier of the Rusalca military: Oran. I was requested to personally give this letter to Sir Alus.”


      He brought out a silver tray and solemnly placed a letter on top before he offered it to Loki. Once she confirmed that the sender indeed went by that name, she handed it to Alus with concern.


      “Your letter has been received,” Alus said with a bow.


      The employee gave a deep bow in response before he left. I didn’t think a Rusalca soldier would try to contact me at this time, Alus thought.


      He wasn’t eager to open the letter. Literally moments ago, he’d had a tea party with Lithia, the ruler of the nation, and she hadn’t mentioned anything about a letter; even when Jean had sent them off, he hadn’t seemed to know anything about a letter. It seemed that this Oran person hadn’t gone through Jean and Lithia and had sent this letter to Alus in secret.


      “What shall we do, Sir Alus?” Loki asked.


      “Hmph, I bet it’s some sort of stupid matter,” Alus replied. “Depending on what it says, I don’t mind snitching to Jean.”


      Alus’s visit to Rusalca was supposed to be a private and hidden affair; it hadn’t been publicly announced, which implied that Oran either knew Alus’s identity or, at the very least, recognized the boy as one of Lithia’s international VIP guests who had to be treated well. Alus decided to open the letter away from prying eyes in the elevator as they headed to the highest floor. The faint aroma of the sealing wax implied that the sender was undoubtedly of high military rank and enjoyed certain luxuries.


      Alus frowned as he took out the letter from the envelope and unfurled the pages. The letter was written on peculiar, thick paper, making him pause with concern.


      What material is this paper made from? It’s clearly not normal parchment... And I sense mana coming from it... Is it some kind of explosive note or something?


      He traced the surface of the sheet with his finger, placed it under the light, and stared at it for a few moments before his eyes grew wide with utter astonishment.


      “What in the world?!” he gasped.


      “Is anything the matter?” Loki asked worriedly.


      “This... This is an AWR!” Alus cried excitedly. “In the shape of a sheet of paper! No, this is closer to a relic!”


      The letter wasn’t made of normal paper or material, and it wasn’t composed of organic material or ore either. Though it had the shape and flexibility of paper, it boasted more durability than steel. Clearly, this was related to what he’d read about the catalyst that ancient civilizations used, though their creation and origins were still unknown.


      “Something so precious was used to draft a letter?!” Loki cried.


      “Something this large can fetch a high price on the market or even as an archaeological find,” Alus explained. “And yet, it’s been used to draft a letter?! This is beyond insane! It seems like whoever sent this really wants me to give it a read.”


      Loki’s face was filled with anxiety. If Alus’s words were true, this was no normal high-ranking military official. No one of that rank could easily get their hands on this precious item, much less use it to send a message. A nation or a government would usually keep this safe using the best security they could muster.


      Alus scanned the contents of the letter, and once he finished reading, he gripped the paper tightly; Loki didn’t miss that. As she continued to gaze at him worriedly, Alus groaned with dismay.


      “This is becoming a pain...” he muttered. “Give it a read, Loki.”


      He offered the letter to Loki, who quickly took it before her face turned grim.


      “This...gives me a sinking feeling in my stomach,” she admitted.


      “Ditto,” Alus grumbled. “But I’ve no choice but to take this bait. Once we return to our room, we’ll get ready and head out immediately.”


      “Where to?”


      Ding. The elevator let out a familiar jingle to signal to its guests that it’d arrived at the designated floor. The doors opened without making a sound, and as Alus whirled around, he glared at the cityscape that he could see through the large, glass panels. His eyes, however, were watching something far beyond Rusalca, towards the outside world in the vast distance.


      “The Outer World,” he said definitively.




      I never thought I’d be in Rusalca and head to the Outer World, Alus thought. I’m glad I brought my military uniform with me just in case.


      As he and Loki rushed ahead, they strapped their AWRs onto their combat uniform, in full gear and ready to battle as Magicmasters. The letter he’d received asked that he take a route that was a short distance away from the Rusalca military headquarters, used by the base on the front lines that often headed to the Outer World.


      The message added a clichéd line asking that no one be told of this meeting, and Alus agreed. Normally, an outsider wasn’t allowed to enter the Outer World of a foreign nation. So while Alus should’ve told Jean about it first, this serious matter prompted him to head out without saying a word to anyone. The letter also requested that they arrive posthaste, so Alus took the shortest route, rushing ahead until he reached the base.


      The grand gates that led to the Outer World were already wide open, as though the base awaited their arrival with open arms, and several soldiers wearing hooded capes that covered their faces stood there ominously. While it was unclear if they noticed Alus and Loki, the figures all faced the ground and gestured towards the gates. Alus and Loki gave a curt bow to signal back as they rushed through the gates and headed outside. It was unknown if these hooded figures were official military sentries or if they were Oran’s subordinates, but clearly, this was illegal—normally, it was mandated that one go through the official process before heading out.


      Oran must’ve also known that, at worst, this would become an international issue, especially if word of this spread.


      Or maybe they think it’s worth all that... This is getting more suspicious by the moment.


      Alus’s feeling of dread aside, he was able to head out to the Outer World very easily and smoothly. He’d already gotten used to the sensation of slipping through the defensive walls of the Tower of Babel as he stepped into the Outer World.




      There were no artificial lights illuminating the Outer World; therefore, as it was shrouded under the curtain of the night, Alus and Loki used their trained senses. The faint glimmers served as their markers as they headed towards their destination, following no set path or course laid out for them.


      “Is this related to an anti-Kurama strategy that Sir Jean mentioned earlier?” Loki wondered. “Perhaps there’s a staunch objector in the military who wishes to hasten the timing of their plan.”


      “You think they want to either win me over or ask me to convince Jean?” Alus asked. “But we were allowed to slip through the grand gates without issue. The sender of that letter is undoubtedly Oran, or at the very least, someone using that name. It’s clear that whoever they are, they command a fair bit of power in the military. I’ve got a ton of questions on my mind, but since I can’t just turn a blind eye to that letter, I’ve got no choice but to show up, even if this is a trap.”


      “Are you sure I was allowed to read the contents of that letter?”


      “You? Yeah, I’m sure. The sender of that letter seems to know my roots, but the fact that they’re asking for my cooperation in exchange for this knowledge is shady at best. This is really fishy.”


      The letter started with “Dearly Beloved...” before mentioning the meeting location and route. It also claimed to know the birth and origins of Alus Reigin and requested his cooperation. The message was short, coaxing his intrigue. While Alus wasn’t willing to just blindly lend his aid, he was curious about the sender’s motives.


      “Your origins... Do you think the sender’s words are true?” Loki asked.


      “No clue,” Alus replied. “But it’s true that I really don’t know anything about myself. That letter was made from a curious material, and it seems likely that they’ve got information that I know nothing about. They didn’t just touch upon the mysteries of my birth—they even spoke about my abilities. Admittedly, I’ve struggled to hide my true power recently, but I know that I’m like a black box given human form. I have no idea who I am and what I can do. Just make sure to remain vigilant, Loki.”


      Alus’s ultimate goal in his research had been to learn more about himself. He’d desperately clung on so that he could create time to research his own mysteries. He’d delved into magic, created new AWRs, gathered knowledge about precious items and materials, and even took on difficult missions all for this very purpose. He’d agreed to take on Tesfia and Alice as his pupils so that he could be free from the shackles of the military, entrusting it into the hands of his excellent students who would craft the next generation.


      He couldn’t deny that he had a penchant for research, but it was done with the primary focus to unravel the mysteries related to his origins. Yet after all of his effort, all he’d discovered was that he knew nothing about himself. Hence, this was an opportunity that fell into his lap, purely out of surprise—he had no choice but to take this gamble. In fact, Alus felt some kind of weird twist of fate that was imbued in that letter, one that he couldn’t resist or avoid.


      “What if it’s a trap?” Loki asked. “I recall the Kruelsaith incident of Morwald. There surely must be idiots after your life in Rusalca.”


      “After me?” Alus asked. “Then they better be a leader of the Kurama or something. And if this is in relation to the Kurama, they’ve saved me a ton of work. According to Elise’s claims, I’m such a thorn in their side that a clash with them in the future is inevitable. I don’t mind crushing a leader or two while I can.”


      As the adage went, nothing ventured, nothing gained. Even if Alus knew that he was walking into a trap, he was adamant about finding a clue or two to take back home as a souvenir. If he was forced to face off against an enemy, this roundabout lure was proof that they were crafty. Alus felt it was unlikely that there’d be a head-on clash here.


      “And our meeting point’s in the Outer World, but it’s only a mere ten kilometers away from Rusalca,” Alus added.


      “It’s quite close by, isn’t it?” Loki asked.


      “Yeah. If we have a clash here, the Magicmasters of Rusalca would notice immediately and rush to our aid. And there’s only the two of us here. If we find out that it’s a trap, we’ll swiftly make our retreat, and that’s that.”


      “I wonder what’s so important that they’re calling you out to get your cooperation.”


      “Who knows. We’ll find out when we get there, I’m sure.”


      All the while, he glanced at Loki.


      But there’s a chance that things could go awry... he thought. Then it’s best if...


      He couldn’t deny that there was a nonzero possibility of actually fighting a leader of the Kurama, and Loki would be safer if she waited in the back. She must’ve noticed his gaze because she kept her tone firm and loud.


      “I’ll accompany you, of course.”


      “Right,” Alus replied.


      He knew that he had no right to stop her and vice versa. Though he was worried for her safety, he didn’t go out of his way to tie her down and restrict her from following him.


      “All right,” he said. “Then let’s just get it over with.”


      Loki nodded before she awkwardly added, “Er, this might not be the best timing, but may I ask something?”


      “What?”


      He turned around and knitted his brows with concern, noticing how anxious Loki looked. It didn’t seem like she was referring to the mysterious sender of the letter.


      I can’t get a good read on her. I’m no good at stuff like this.


      Alus had learned quite a bit from living with her. For example, he now knew that a maiden’s heart was moody and subject to change, much like the sky of the Outer World, and a man as dense as he was struggled to understand her. He practically gave up on this endeavor, but that was precisely why he needed to use his words to ask. This made him impatient at times, but the fact that he realized that he needed to vocalize his queries to understand her was a huge improvement for him.


      “You don’t have to act so reserved,” Alus said. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”


      “R-Right,” Loki stammered. “Well, uhm, Sir Alus, if you do learn about yourself with this meeting, what shall you do then?”


      The truth didn’t guarantee happiness. Loki was anxious about Alus’s future. What if he just decided to vanish and head someplace far away? What if he faded into the distance like a phantom? These fears plagued her and made her frown. Though she followed Alus, she objectively knew just how much of an anomaly and outlier he was among humanity. His extensive knowledge about magic was unheard of for a boy his age. This was combined with his unusual void attribute—he also had the power to consume mana.


      A charitable take on his powers was that he was special and extraordinary, but put bluntly, he was an abnormality and an aberration. None of that mattered to Loki, of course; she still revered and respected him immensely. Hence, she wished to hear his thoughts and words. Because she trusted him so much, anything he said would surely put her mind at ease.


      You...won’t go anywhere, will you? Loki wondered internally. Please tell me that you won’t, Sir Alus.


      A look of desperation filled her face, but Alus only tilted his head to one side pensively. This served to further concern Loki as her heart raced and pounded with dread. She even felt slightly dizzy as her entire body turned icy, making for a very unpleasant sensation. Loki awaited with bated breath. It must’ve only been a few seconds as Alus scratched his head.


      “What’ll I do, huh?” he wondered languidly. “I mean, I guess it’ll answer the questions that I’ve had for all these years. Maybe this attribute-less mana style would receive traction throughout the Magicmaster world, changing previous notions. Maybe it’ll shed more light on the mysteries of the void element. It might even be inscribed on everyone’s AWRs or something. I don’t know.”


      He wasn’t sure of the future himself as he began to mutter to himself on how the Magicmaster society would change over time. Alus tried to organize his thoughts as his sights were focused on the years to come.


      “S-Sir Alus,” Loki stammered with astonishment.


      Alus, who came to his own conclusion, looked up with a glimmer in his eyes. “The characteristics of an attribute-less element prevents it from being affected by other elements, so I think this’ll turn into an amazing field!”


      He looked like a giddy child, excited about the future of his element while Loki stared at him, her mouth agape and astonished.


      “Hmm? What’s wrong?” Alus asked.


      “Heh heh...” Loki giggled.


      She faced the ground, a faint chuckle escaping her lips as her laughter slowly grew louder into a guffaw. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she laughed her heart out, and her entire body began to tremble.


      “Heh... Ah ha ha ha! S-Sir Alus, please don’t make me laugh so much!”


      She tried to press against her lips with the back of her hand to stifle her laughter, but the smile that spilled from her lips couldn’t be masked. She pointed this grin towards her narrow-minded self. She’d been worried about so minor and trivial an issue; it didn’t require such serious thought. That alone was so hilarious to her.


      On the surface, Alus came off as an individualist and an egoist. And yet, by unraveling the mysteries of his birth, he ultimately sought a path where he could give back to the Magicmaster community to help them advance. The most ironic part was that Alus didn’t even seem to realize it himself. Loki was certain that he’d never change. Even if he discovered his true identity, he’d always remain a hero to her. From the deepest parts of her soul, she swore to always stay by his side.


      As she renewed her determination, she felt a reliable hand reach out and gently pat her silver hair. Feeling ticklish, Loki narrowed her eyes ever so slightly.


      “I won’t change. No matter what,” Alus said.


      Loki’s eyes snapped open with shock; he’d seen right through her all along. Unable to refute him, she only watched him silently.


      You’re so unfair... she thought.


      Despite her grumbling, the cloud of anxiety that had plagued her heart dissipated and vanished. She felt like she was being toyed with. Loki was used to teasing him, not the other way around, and she always felt triumphant when she saw him flash a troubled expression. She was able to take another step closer to him. Everything else felt minuscule in comparison, and Loki couldn’t suppress the delight that welled up in her chest.




      A while passed after Alus and Loki entered the Outer World, but they couldn’t sense anything from Rusalca...


      Whoever it is, they must’ve been really well-prepared, Alus thought. Maybe the perception mana on Babel’s gates were also tinkered with.


      What appeared were Fiends, rulers of the Outer World.


      Rusalca and Alpha were neighboring nations and the Outer World’s terrain wasn’t so different, but the Fiends that appeared had some variation. Furthermore, near Rusalca, Fiends that commanded a region tended to also have an army of weaker Fiends to do their bidding, creating a faction of sorts. Fiends didn’t have a sense of comradery, so this was likely more akin to a mutually beneficial relationship.


      I’m not sure if this serves as a bit of a bonus while I’m here, but if something happens, I should at least kill a few to create an excuse for why I’m here in the Outer World.


      If caught illegally in the Outer World, Alus would be forced to pay the consequences, but if he whittled down the number of Fiends, perhaps people would go easy on him.


      Fiends were obstacles and difficult to ignore anyway. He quietly took care of them and swiftly raced through the shortest route until he arrived at his destination. He told Loki that they’d need to climb a bit, and Alus raced up a nearby tree. Loki followed suit, and once they stood by each other atop a thick branch, they stared at where they were headed.


      “Is that it, Sir Alus?” Loki asked.


      “Yeah, no doubt about it,” Alus replied.


      The two stared at a tree that peeked out from between the branches. The leaves had lost their color and the bark was wrinkled—this ancient tree could rot away and crumble to the ground at any moment, but they needed to go to that withering foliage.


      Alus glanced at the trees all around. All of them were green and vibrant, healthy even, and the old tree looked as though the surrounding verdure had sapped away all its nutrients. It was a bit of an odd sight, but it served as a fitting landmark.


      “I don’t sense any shadows, signals, or signs,” Alus muttered. “Do you sense anything, Loki?”


      “The only things I can perceive belong to Fiends,” she replied. “But it seems even Fiends don’t dare to approach this tree—they’re staying a few hundred meters away.”


      “Easy for us, but that’s unnatural.”


      He frowned with confusion. After the sender went through all that trouble to send an elaborate letter, this was it? He wondered if they had some sort of power that allowed them to slip through any spells that could sense them and that they were actually hiding somewhere. But try as he might, even when he strained his eyes, he couldn’t find any trace of anyone.


      They decided to approach the tree while exercising caution. Alus stood in the front and Loki followed as they kept trying to perceive some sort of signal of mana while they slowly moved forward. Maybe there was a type of delayed spell waiting for the perfect moment to attack. It was good to be alert. The spell itself was likely not too powerful, but a direct hit to an unguarded, unsuspecting person would still be dangerous enough. Alus used the ample experience he’d gained in the Outer World; the constant vigilance was something he gained after he paid a hefty price for his survival.


      He jumped from branch to branch at times, sometimes hiding behind the brush as he inched closer to the withered tree. When he finally reached the base of the tree, a mere few meters away, he stopped.


      “Now that we’re this close, I’m almost certain that there isn’t anything or anyone nearby,” Loki whispered from behind. “I sense no movement at all.”


      Alus, though not as perceptive as Loki, couldn’t sense anything either.


      Huh... So there really isn’t anyone around...


      Frankly, he was disappointed. He took large strides towards the tree, confused and befuddled. He gazed at the bark, scrutinized the fine roots and branches, and circled around the tree to observe its back. When he did so, he immediately became alert.


      “What’s wrong Sir—?” Loki started.


      When she saw the grisly scene, she clapped a hand over her mouth to suppress her scream. It was a corpse. Someone was there, dead. The two had seen countless corpses on the battlefield; that in itself wasn’t surprising. Most concerning was the state of the corpse—it was hammered into the tree.


      A thick, black stake penetrated the body’s chest, nailing the person to the bark. The stake was driven through the upper body like an insect specimen for observation. The feet didn’t touch the ground, meaning that the body was dangling in the air, and a massive amount of blood formed a dark crimson puddle below.


      The victim’s long hair hung around their chest, further adding to this gruesome, horrific scene. The blood that dripped from their lips had already begun to harden and form a crust, and a curious mark stretched from the tip of the chin to the victim’s familiar outfit. The dark-red, waxy streak was reminiscent of someone using a brush to draw a line on the body.


      Loki’s eyes were as wide as saucers as the name of the fallen Magicmaster escaped her quivering lips. “L-Lady Hispida...”


      Hispida Orfeen, the proud No. 6 Magicmaster and Single of Rusalca was long gone, killed in the most heartless of ways. Alus gritted his teeth as he glared at the black stake that pierced through her chest. The surface of the weapon was bumpy like the bark of a tree, but he couldn’t even tell what it was made of. Even more concerning was that several small branches seemed to sprout from it.


      At a glance, these roots or branches looked like dark tentacles, and as the victim’s body was pinned against the withered tree, the roots practically entangled themselves tightly around the trunk. Alus narrowed his eyes and saw that they pulsated like dark veins, adding to the creepiness.


      “I didn’t think they’d use this tactic,” he muttered. “Do they want to kick this off so shamelessly?”


      As Loki stood there in a daze, Alus’s lips formed a grimace, directed at the invisible hostility he sensed as he angrily spat his words.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      Thank you for picking up the nineteenth volume of The Greatest Magicmaster’s Retirement Plan! I want to give you my greetings for the new year, but unfortunately, by the time I’m writing this afterword, we’re well into the year already. But still, I’m happy that we get to meet again, and I hope for your support this year as well!


      This volume served almost as a prologue to a new arc following the Tenbram arc. Personally, I’m happy that we’re finally able to make it this far, and if you read this volume, I’m sure you understand what I mean when I say that this kicks off something new.


      The setting of the stage has changed as well. In this volume, a whole host of characters are peeking in from the background, and Alus will be forced to face the concern that he’s been neglecting for so long. As fate’s vortex drags them into a whole new adventure, how will Alus face the obstacles in his way? I hope you can look forward to it! He’s also still a student, so I do hope that he can grow and mature in his own way after overcoming his hardships.


      This time around, Jean wasn’t the only Single of Rusalca to make an appearance. Hispida did as well. If we include the rulers conference, all the Singles throughout humanity have finally appeared. She’s had her own share of troubles and hardships, and I plan on portraying that in the next volume. Please look forward to that as well.


      Now that everyone’s assembled, I’m curious as to who will be strongest in a fight, their official ranks aside. Alus will obviously put up a good fight, but Lettie also has her widespread spell that she’s so good at. I think they’ve all got their own quirks and personalities, and I’ve also wondered what’ll happen if the Singles all got into a brawl. It’s a fun question, I think.


      Alus and Fanon got into a battle through an unexpected escalation, but they were only trying to gauge each other’s power. Neither showed all their trump cards, and this sort of thought experiment of who’ll be the strongest is just what people like me, who love battles, tend to think about. I also think it’s a thrilling idea for anyone who likes this series. I hope I can show you the aces that these Singles have soon!


      Of course, each person has their vast repertoire of spells along with their fighting styles, and I’m so excited to showcase them all. This time around, I’ve got some more pages for my afterword, so I’d like to tell you one more tidbit.


      First, the main character, Alus Reigin, is a person who is deeply interested in magic and anything related to it, but when it comes to affection or other feelings that others point towards him, well...I’m not sure if he’ll notice these emotions in the future, and if he ever does, how he will feel about them. He’s a clumsy man in that sense, so I doubt that all will be smooth sailing.


      I’m not sure if the heroines’ affections will ever reach him—I mean, if he’ll truly understand them. He might be able to act a bit gentlemanly at times, but he doesn’t have the heart of a young boy anymore, and he doesn’t seem all that interested in romance. Is there a woman who can create a ripple on his calm surface?


      I think currently, the closest (presumably) is Loki, but she has her own struggles. As a maiden, she gets embarrassed easily, and she can’t get rid of this shy mindset, preventing her from taking a step forward. Will she be able to break out of her shell? I’d love for you to watch over them with excitement. In any case, Alus is a bit—no, extremely—dense, and I pray that the day he regains his feelings as a normal person arrives.


      I’m sure you’ve noticed this already, but there have been quite a few fighting scenes that stir excitement, and Alus has finally experienced some emotional growth through his abnormal days. There are still many scenes that I’d like to write about him. Maybe it’s just my passion, but the web version of this series has already been out, and I’m nervous and eager to finally get to write it in a published book. There are a host of original scenes and other edited parts that I’ve given my all to create. I can’t really give specific details, but I do hope you can reread this volume and the previous installments to figure out what I’m saying. And if you can read future volumes with that in mind, I think that’s another way to enjoy this series! I’d love for nothing more if you feel that way about these books.


      As I’m running out of pages, this is where I’ll do my usual acknowledgments. A big thank you to my editor, who always helps me write this series, and to everyone involved in the making of this book, I extend to you my heartfelt gratitude. I know that this series would not be possible without the help of many, and every time I receive a sample of my volume, I always feel so grateful.


      Thank you to Ruria Miyuki, always in charge of the illustrations. Ever since the first volume, I can’t stop grinning from ear to ear whenever I see your beautiful artwork. Thank you for bringing out the charm of my characters, and I hope you’ll continue to offer your gorgeous illustrations for this series.


      Finally, to you, the reader, thank you very much for picking up this volume! An extra big shout-out to all of you. The fact that this series has gone on for nineteen volumes is proof that there are many who have passionately supported me, and I’ll do my best to live up to your expectations! I look forward to meeting all of you again in the next volume of The Greatest Magicmaster’s Retirement Plan!


    


  



  

    

      Bonus Short Story


      An Enthusiastic Outing


      That morning, or rather the moment she opened her eyes, Loki was ready for battle. She was currently dispatched to the heart of Alpha’s city, and not for a mundane, boring routine like buying ingredients for a meal. She was on a different shopping mission today.


      Her beautiful silver locks fluttered behind her as she walked along the city streets, a pep in her step. The girl’s grace alone was enough to attract the eyes of many, but Loki wasn’t at all bothered by their stares as she passed the stores that lined the street. Her footsteps, firm and decisive, were a telling sign that she already had a destination in mind. Under the gazes of people around her, she finally stopped in front of a certain luxury boutique.


      “Whew...” Loki sighed. “If I knew this would happen, maybe I should’ve asked Tesfia to tag along with me.”


      She took deep breaths to ease her nerves as her face turned tense. Tesfia was a daughter of one of the most prominent noble families in the nation. She was probably used to these luxury stores and wouldn’t have been daunted by the opulence of the boutique’s exterior. As Loki tried to steady her heart, she locked eyes with an employee inside, who smiled and opened the door, beckoning her into the shop.


      Loki meekly took a step inside. During her military years, she’d only had a few outfits for personal wear. It was rare for her to get an opportunity to get all dolled up in the military, and naturally, she wasn’t very interested in fashion, but whenever she did venture out to make a purchase, she headed to a military-run store that sold simple shirts that administrative officials might’ve needed. Until recently, she would never have dreamed of entering a high-end boutique.


      She wasn’t used to this sort of place, so she nervously glanced around. The glimmering interior and the female employees in fashionable uniforms were eye-catching; they all flashed smiles brighter than anything nobles would express during social occasions, warmly greeting Loki. But even these professionals were momentarily stunned by Loki’s beauty. Still, true to their jobs, they immediately masked their expressions and treated her like a customer.


      “Is there anything you’re looking for?” an employee asked. “Please don’t hesitate to ask any question you might have.”


      It seemed the staff had come to some kind of agreement as one of the women stepped forward to take care of Loki. The girl froze for a moment, not used to this sort of air. She felt like she’d stepped into a completely different world, proof that she still needed some time to grow accustomed to luxury like this. Loki was grateful for the employee’s kindness; she wasn’t here to waste her sweet time on shopping.


      “Yes, uhm, I saw a fashion catalog from your store recently...” Loki started.


      “Ah, yes, the ones with our latest fashion trends, I’m sure,” the astute employee said, guiding the girl to a corner of the store with the latest clothes.


      The staff member couldn’t hide the excitement in her voice, eager to find the perfect model to try these fashionable garments on. The boutique almost sounded honored for Loki to be here. As the girl was guided to a certain rack, she noticed that some of the clothes she’d seen in the catalog were hanging there.


      “Do any of these catch your eye?” the employee asked politely. “If I may, I do think that this color looks very good on you. If you’d like, I implore you to try these on.”


      Though this was a high-end boutique, the prices weren’t too expensive. The elegant design and the fine quality of the fabric determined the price, and most of them were reasonable. Loki was fond of these designs. When she objectively judged the style of these clothes, she knew that she could wear most of them from this brand without issue, and they also had the perfect size for her.


      “Thank you,” Loki said.


      She grabbed a few of the clothes she was looking for before the employee kindly guided her to the dressing room. Loki had made some unfortunate purchases before because she didn’t try on the clothes beforehand and check the size, so she nodded and allowed herself to be guided into the room.


      Loki put on the clothes with the tags still on as she stood in front of the mirror. She let out a self-deprecating sigh and slumped her shoulders. What she saw in the mirror and how the model looked in the catalog felt so different. She knew she couldn’t pull off this look, a far cry from the ideal she’d envisioned, and this reality was a tough pill to swallow for a maiden.


      “It seems this isn’t a good fit for me,” Loki said.


      She liked the design and the color very much. But the sleeve length and the hems didn’t fit her one bit. Loki was almost astonished to see how different reality was from her ideals, to the point where she assumed that this wasn’t just a simple issue of size. Surely, there was something more fundamental at play. Loki gave a glum frown of disappointment.


      “Excuse me,” the employee said as she opened the curtain to the changing room.


      In contrast to the clearly deflated and depressed Loki, the employee’s eyes twinkled eagerly.


      “Y-You look stunning!” the employee gushed before quickly clearing her throat. “A-Ahem! Er, I do believe that the issue lies not with you but the clothes. Unfortunately, this is a one-size-fits-all style, but I do think that the design itself suits you very, very well.”


      Loki agreed. She’d taken her time to do some research before she selected these styles; she knew that she was a good fit for the design. She had a few backup designs in mind, of course, but this was her first choice, and it was disappointing that it had fallen flat. The female employee, upon seeing Loki looking so disappointed, decided to offer a suggestion.


      “Miss, if I may,” she started, her eyes glimmering with excitement. “Our store actually has a small workshop. The space is not very impressive, but our artisans are of excellent skill, I can assure you. Would you like to utilize this service? The design will remain, of course, and we will simply take your measurements and adjust the hems and sleeves perfectly to your body!”


      “Huh?!” Loki gasped. “N-No, I can’t ask that much of you...”


      “Oh, we will happily offer this to you! Just between you and me, this isn’t a service that we usually provide to everyone, but for you, I would love to be your aide! Please allow us to help you! This will take some time, however, so if you would like to try on other outfits while you wait, I think that would be best.”


      Loki was a bit curious about the other designs, but this seemed too good to be true. She cast a doubtful glance at the employee.


      “This will come at no extra charge, I assure you!” the employee said encouragingly. “Please! Please! You must take this service! If you’ve got any other outfits that strike your fancy, you may take them home as well!”


      The employee glanced around the store, her passion almost sweltering. Loki followed her eyes and noticed that the store was now packed with many women looking to shop. For some reason, their gazes were pinned on her, and when Loki turned to stare outside the window of the store, some people had stopped on the streets and gazed inside.


      Er... Do they think that I’m the perfect person to promote their store? Loki wondered.


      She turned back to the mirror and sized herself up, tilting her head to one side. Was this outfit a better fit for her than she originally thought? Even if that were the case, she wasn’t sure if walking around in this outfit would be a good way to increase the sales of this place.


      “Uhm, are you sure that you just want me to wear these outfits?” Loki asked gingerly.


      “Of course!” the employee cried. “If you would wear the latest outfits we have to offer and take a tour around the store, I’d greatly appreciate it.”


      “Well, if that’s all you want...”


      At once, the employee glanced at the other staff members, who jumped right into action. Several outfits were immediately brought out from the back, strategically placed on the racks closest to the dressing room. Amid the hustle and bustle, Loki was gently urged back into the dressing room to get her measurements—and she was unable to fight back.


      “Now then, once we get that outfit tailored, I shall call you again,” the employee said. “As you walk around the store, we will bring out some tea for you to enjoy on that terrace. Please, have a rest, then.”


      Loki was treated very well, to her surprise, and she did as she was told. She changed into another outfit and opened the door of the dressing room. At once, she heard gasps of awe as a wave of chatter filled the store.


      What’s going on here?


      The customers and even the employees were enamored with her appearance, stunned by her beauty. Loki was practically a fashion model dressed beautifully for this store. From there, Loki became an emergency model for the store, a task that took much longer than she expected. She was allowed to gaze at all the trendiest items of the boutique, and though she was allowed a tea break, she still felt the piercing gazes glued to her. Any item she wore quickly flew off the shelves of the store.


      She had spent a few hours at the place by the time she was finally freed and allowed to leave. Exhausted, Loki let out a weary sigh, her hands filled with shopping bags that proudly had the logo of the store to advertise the boutique. The outfit she wanted had been properly tailored to her size, but as though to thank her for her work, she was also handed several other garments that suited her well.


      Loki hastily tried to decline this offer and tried to hand the clothes back, prompting a small scuffle, but ultimately, the store had its way and she was forced to leave with these items on her. Her hands were filled with several shopping bags, akin to a wealthy noble going on an impulsive shopping spree.


      She was still a bit troubled by everything that had happened today, but with a slump of her shoulders, she decided to look on the bright side of things. A small smile appeared on her face as she walked home. Her footsteps were lighter than they’d been in the morning when she first arrived at this store, and today’s experience had helped build Loki’s confidence just a bit. Surely, she could wear these clothes and proudly show herself in front of him.
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