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Prologue

 

IT was a pleasant spring afternoon with a cool breeze.

They were in a disorderly office in Gordon’s Magic Appliances, where Gordon was holding a letter out toward Olivia.

“Actually, I got a letter addressed to you,” he said.

“What is it about?” she asked.

“You’ll see when you read it.”

With a quizzical look, Olivia accepted the letter and saw these words written on the envelope:

To Miss Olivia Carter

Gordon’s Magic Appliances

From the Royal Magic Research Institute

“What?!” she cried in shock at the completely unexpected sender. Her eyes popped as she opened the envelope and read the letter inside.

Dear Miss Olivia Carter,

We humbly invite you to join the Royal Magic Research Institute as a temporary researcher. We would be honored if you could accept.

Affixed to the bottom of the page was a large, intricate seal, indicating this was from an important national institute.

Olivia blinked.

What in the world is this about…?

At this point, she had no way of knowing that this letter would result in her and her boyfriend, Elliot, becoming embroiled in a significant incident.



 

 

 

Chapter 1: Olivia’s Busy Days

 

IT was a pleasant spring morning, with a gentle breeze rustling the young leaves on the trees lining the city streets. Olivia was in her shop, Olivia’s Magic Jewelers, in the capital of the kingdom, sitting on the sofa for visitors and smiling across from a young couple wearing clothes of the latest fashion.

Olivia gestured toward pairs of adorable earrings lined in rows on a jewelry tray. “These earrings have a butterfly motif, which has become popular lately, and next to them are our classic heart and flower motifs.”

The woman looked enchanted as she gazed at the beautifully sparkling earrings. “They’re all so wonderful. What sort of stones do you have?”

Olivia’s employee, Lottie, brought a leather-bound box out from the back. Inside were small magic stones of every color twinkling in rows.

The woman clasped her hands together in delight. “I can’t decide… Which do you like?” she asked the man next to her.

“I think they’d all look wonderful on you,” he replied.

Olivia’s eyes crinkled in a smile as she watched the two happily discussing options.

Thirty minutes later, they had finished selecting a pair of earrings and were standing at the entrance with looks of satisfaction.

The woman took Olivia’s hands, her expression filled with gratitude. “Thank you so much! I was able to purchase another incredible piece!”

“I’d like to thank you as well,” the man said with a smile and a tip of his cap. “I can’t wait to see them when they’re finished.” 

Olivia smiled, glad that they were happy. “Thank you. We hope to see you again at Olivia’s Magic Jewelers.”

💎💎💎

OLIVIA watched the couple walk happily away down the street, then hurried back into the shop.

“I’m going to grab my luggage,” she called to Lottie, who was cleaning away the tea they’d served the customers. She then hurried up to the living space upstairs and picked up the suitcase she’d already packed.

When she came back down to the shop, she found a beautiful woman with light brown hair. Rose, a former senior coworker of Olivia’s from when she’d worked at Gordon’s Magic Appliances, was waiting patiently for her.

When she saw Olivia, she smiled gently and greeted, “Hello, Olivia. Is everything ready?”

“Yep, everything’s perfectly in order,” Olivia said. “I’m sorry to have to make you come here every month.”

“Don’t be. Gordon sent me, anyway, and I enjoy working with Lottie.”

That day, Olivia was heading to her father’s shop in Daregas. She’d reopened the shop six months earlier with the help of its former employee, Jack, and she’d been visiting Daregas once a month to help.

Rose looked at Olivia with worry. “You really are busy. Are you doing all right?”

“I’m fine. And I think things will settle down soon anyway.” 

Rose and Lottie smiled awkwardly at that remark.

“You said the exact same thing three months ago,” replied Rose.

“I’m fairly certain I heard her say it last month,” countered Lottie.

Olivia dropped her eyes in embarrassment. Now that they’d said it, she realized she also had a feeling she’d been saying that line for a while.

“Well, it’s definitely true this time,” she started to argue, which was when she heard the whinny of a horse outside the shop, followed by the ringing of the doorbell.

Rose looked up at the clock. “It’s time. Have a nice trip and be safe.”

“Goodbye, Olivia. Safe travels,” bid Lottie.

Olivia bowed as they smiled at her. “Thank you for looking after things for the next five days.”

Olivia left the shop, carrying her suitcase. She asked the driver of the carriage waiting outside to take her to the station, then climbed inside. As she watched the bustling sights of the capital city passing by out the window, she sighed.

They’re right. These past six months, I’ve been so busy I feel like my head’s spinning.

She was making products for two shops, after all, and had barely any time to rest—it was simply tiring traveling like this.

That was why all the non-work aspects of her life had been put on the back burner.

I now realize I’ve had absolutely no time for studying new magic items lately too.

Her unfocused eyes stared out at the scenes flowing past as her thoughts wandered.

After driving along the streets of the capital for some time, the carriage arrived in the large square in front of the horsecar rail station. Olivia disembarked the carriage, paid the driver, and began climbing the steps up to the station with her suitcase in hand.

After having her ticket checked, she stepped into a massive space with a high ceiling and throngs of people with large suitcases bustling between giant pillars. She plunged into the crowd, holding her satchel and suitcase tightly, and followed the signs to the platform for the horsecar to Daregas, managing not to get lost.

When she found the Daregas-bound horsecar, which was already waiting, she looked inside the twelve-person carriage and found three men who looked like they might be merchants.

It’s pretty empty today.

She boarded the horsecar, put her suitcase on the overhead rack, then took a seat beside the window, where she placed her satchel on her lap and let out a long sigh. After rifling through her satchel, she pulled out a thick book on magic circles.

This is a good opportunity to get some reading in.

She opened the book to her bookmark and became engrossed in reading. As she read, a couple with two children bustled into the horsecar. A clanging sound snapped her out of her focus, and she looked up just as the horsecar was slowly pulling away. They passed through the somewhat dim station and came out into the bright spring sunshine.

The weather’s nice today.

She looked up at the patches of blue sky visible between the buildings and smiled. After looking out the window for a short while, she turned back to her book. After the horsecar traveled on for some time, Olivia glanced up from her book to see they’d already left the capital and were traveling through its outskirts.

We’ve already made it all this way?

She smiled, her eyes crinkling at the feel of the spring breeze flowing in from the window, and looked out at the contrast between the blue sky and green earth.

Just as she was about to turn her gaze back to her book, she saw the two children diagonally across from her had their knees up on the seats, looking out the window as they pointed excitedly into the sky.

“Mommy, look! There’s something flying up there!”

“Wow! What is that?”

Olivia looked up in the direction they were pointing, and her eyes widened.

There was a massive ship floating calmly in the blue sky. The top part of the ship was made of what resembled a huge oval balloon, while the bottom was like a little ship attached to it.

Is that…? That’s the airship thing I keep seeing in the newspapers, isn’t it?

While she was staring into the sky in surprise, the merchant-looking men beside her started chatting.

“Huh, that’s the thing everyone’s talking about, isn’t it? It’s my first time seeing it,” one commented.

“It’s bigger than I imagined,” another chimed in. “Something that size could carry plenty of goods and passengers.”

“They’re saying they’ll be available for public use next spring, next summer at the latest.”

“This is certain to change the world.”

Olivia listened to their excited discussion as she looked back up into the sky at the airship. She’d heard from Gordon before that the airship used a specialized magic item to fly, and that it could reach speeds three times that of a horsecar.

It doesn’t just fly in the sky; it goes amazingly fast. It’s an incredible invention.

She started feeling excited as she looked at the distant airship, wondering what sort of magic item it used, all the while the horsecar she was on continued through the young greenery covering the earth.

As the sky began to turn rosy pink, the horsecar arrived at its destination, Daregas.

💎💎💎

OLIVIA disembarked the horsecar and walked toward the exit. She cut across the station, a fifth of the size of the station in the capital, and exited the ticket-controlled area before stepping out into the familiar square out front, illuminated by the evening sun. There were many stalls set up in the square, with people bustling about.

Haha, it makes me feel like I’ve come home.

She adjusted her grip on her suitcase, then approached one of the stalls where she bought bread, meat, and a couple of side dishes to have for dinner. Olivia then went to the waiting area and boarded an empty carriage.

“To number 4 on block 3 of South Street, please,” she told the driver.

She was headed toward the family home, which her parents had left her. Her uncle and his family had stolen it from her, but she’d gotten it back and stayed there whenever she was in Daregas.

The carriage trundled down the roads with Olivia watching out the window, vaguely taking in the sights of her hometown as it was drawn into darkness. After traveling a short distance, the carriage came to a peaceful street of old houses and stopped outside one whose gate was firmly locked.

“We’ve arrived,” the driver called back.

“Thank you.” Olivia paid and stepped out of the carriage, where she took an old bundle of keys from her satchel. She used one to open the gate, then passed through the overgrown front yard to the old front door.

She opened the door with another key and whispered, “I’m home,” as she slowly turned the knob. The door creaked open to reveal a gloomy hallway. Further in, it was pitch black and silent.

This…is the one thing I can’t get used to.

Olivia found herself sighing, and her eyes fell to the ground as she remembered the warm home where her parents used to greet her.

But she quickly looked up again as she snapped herself out of it. She reached out to flick the switch on the wall, turning on the magic lamps hung in the hallway. Olivia patted her cheeks to pump herself up, then, as cheerfully as she could, called, “I’m home!” before taking her suitcase to her room upstairs.

Once there, she opened the window to let in fresh air and quickly got the room in order. She then went through the house, checking things and cleaning a bit as she made sure there were no leaks or anything, then finished off the night with dinner and a bath.

It was getting late as she climbed the stairs, a lamp in one hand. She entered her room, burrowed into her bed, and whispered, “Goodnight,” before slipping slowly into sleep.

💎💎💎

THE next morning, Olivia left the house and headed toward her father’s shop. The sky above was blue as she passed down a narrow lane and came out onto a beautiful, broad thoroughfare lined with trees bearing newly grown leaves.

After a few more minutes of walking, she reached the small shop and looked up at the sign: Carter’s Magic Items – Quality Lamps and Magic Jewelry. 

She sighed.

Being here makes me feel so calm. She glanced to the side and saw that cute pink flowers were blooming in the planters out front. Did Carol plant those?

Feeling grateful for that, Olivia took out her key and opened the door, then smiled when she looked inside. The curtains were drawn over the large window, blue wallpaper covered the walls, and lots of lamps hung from the ceiling. Throughout the shop were display cases and a showcase counter presenting products.

I feel like I’ve come home.

“I’m home,” she whispered, then stepped inside. She opened the curtains and window, letting sunlight and a spring breeze into the shop.

Ah, the weather’s nice today.

She went into the back to get a feather duster and was dusting the shop when the door opened, and a young woman in a blue dress with her brown hair in low, double braids came in.

This earnest-seeming woman was Carol. She was an artificer working at Carter’s Magic Items along with Jack. Carol had worked at the shop previously but left after she was treated horribly by Olivia’s uncle. She came back when she heard Olivia had reopened the shop.

Carol smiled happily when she saw Olivia. “Good morning, Olivia! You’re early.”

“Good morning. I happened to wake up early,” Olivia answered.

Carol went to get a broom, and the two of them continued cleaning, chatting as they did. They talked about what was going on in Daregas lately and the latest news and trends in the capital. 

While they were cleaning, a friendly-looking, middle-aged man arrived—Jack, an experienced artificer. He joined their conversation and helped get the shop ready, cleaning and arranging the products.



[image: Illust 1]



Once opening time came around, the three went to their respective jobs: Olivia oversaw customers who had ordered magic jewelry, while Jack and Carol handled the other patrons. The shop was pleasantly busy, and the trio took turns taking breaks while working with passion. 

Olivia was taking a late lunch break in the back room as she watched the shop. It was running very smoothly, with daily necessities like lamps selling well. Carol’s skill in crafting magic jewelry had also improved quite a lot, so her pieces were selling quickly too.

It feels like the shop as a whole is on track.

Once evening came, Olivia turned to Carol. “Let’s close up for the day.”

“Yes, let’s.”

As they got the store ready to close, Jack returned from home visits and told them it had gone smoothly as well. However, he looked a little down as he took a box from his bag, just big enough to sit in his palm. 

He held it out to Olivia and said, “Benjamin’s grandmother—Benjamin the butcher—asked for you to look at this. She said she’d bought it at the store a long time ago and she’d like you to fix it, if you can.”

Olivia took the box and opened it. Inside was a bracelet with an angular design and a somewhat faded red magic stone in the center. Olivia found herself smiling awkwardly at the curious design.

“My father made this, didn’t he?” she asked.

“Yes. According to Benjamin, he made it before I started working here,” Jack answered.

Olivia gently lifted the bracelet from the box, then held it in both hands as she closed her eyes and sent a faint trace of mana through it.

The bracelet glowed faintly. 

After a few moments, Olivia sighed quietly, opened her eyes, and looked at Jack. “It’s one of those.”

Jack chuckled. “I had a feeling.”

Carol looked at them questioningly. “One of those?”

“Yep,” Jack replied with a smile. “You know about Olivia’s father, right? He was the previous owner of this shop.”

“Yes, you mean Ralph Carter.”

“That’s right. There are some magic items he’s made that no one can recreate.”

“No one?” She cocked her head and looked at the bracelet.

Olivia passed it to her. “Would you try running some mana through it?”

“Of course.” Carol took the bracelet and infused it with a small amount of mana, then her eyes flew open in surprise. “Amazing! I’ve never seen something this complex!”

“That’s what we mean,” Olivia said with a crooked smile. “Not only is it incredibly complex, but it’s also incredibly well made.”

Most of the magic items Olivia’s father made were simple and easy to understand, but, very rarely, there was something like this that they simply couldn’t figure out. Most of these items were shockingly well-made, as well.

“He must have been a very skilled artificer,” Carol mused, sounding impressed. 

“He was. But it does make it hard to maintain these items,” Olivia smiled as she put the bracelet back in the box. Then, to Jack, she said, “I’ll see if I can find any design specs when I go home.”

“Thank you.”

💎💎💎

AFTER they closed the shop, Olivia told the two she’d see them the next day and set off down the twilit streets. She stopped by a deli she frequented, bought several of her favorite items and a drink, then returned home. After she finished eating, she picked up a glowing lamp and stepped into the first-floor hallway of the house, following it to the back until she was standing in front of the last room—her father’s old study, now empty.

She gripped the doorknob and slowly opened the door. It was dark inside, devoid of movement, with only the bookshelves, desk, and a closet left.

Olivia set the lamp on the desk and opened the closet. There were some of her father’s old clothes that remained, which she pushed aside.

“All right… Let’s do this,” she murmured as she knelt in the doorway. She placed her hands on the floorboards and exhaled sharply before closing her eyes. 

Mana gathered around her hands, making them glow faintly. Once she’d increased her mana enough, she whispered, “Activate.”

The floorboards began to glow as she poured her mana into them, and a golden magic circle appeared in the center. After pushing even more mana into it for a short time, there was a thunk as the floorboards popped off, revealing an old trap door below.

“Oof, I managed it in one go this time.”

She grabbed the knob on the trap door and pulled with all her strength. It let out a loud creak as it opened, revealing a set of narrow, dark stairs beneath.

It’s as creepy as always.

She picked up the lamp again and carefully descended the stairs, one hand on the wall to make sure she didn’t fall. At the bottom, she came to a small study with stone walls. One was covered with shelves filled with books and documents, and a worn desk and chair stood in the center of the room.

Everything in the room was still, as if time had stopped.

Still carrying the lamp, she approached the bookshelves.

“Right, so, designs from twenty years ago…” she murmured as she picked out neatly bound bundles of documents and flipped through them.

The only sound in the silent room was the turning of pages.

After some time, she whispered, “There it is.”

She put the bundle on the desk and sat down in the chair, becoming engrossed in the documents.

“I see… The magic circles are layered. That’s why I couldn’t figure them out.”

Olivia took some paper from one of the desk’s drawers and began carefully copying the design specs and magic circles using the pen she had with her. Once done, she placed the bundle of documents back on the shelf and looked around the room. The spines of the books gleamed in the lamplight.

As she looked at them, Olivia murmured to herself, “Why did he make a study in a place like this?”

Olivia hadn’t actually known this study existed for a long time. She only learned about it in a letter her father had left her when he passed.

You would normally think an underground room wasn’t suited for storing documents since it was usually damp, but this room was always filled with fresh air, just as dry as the rooms above. When Olivia had looked into it, she’d discovered the whole room was like a magic item that maintained temperature and humidity.

It’s incredible technology. She sighed, thinking it wasn’t something you’d expect a countryside artificer to have made twenty years ago. I thought I’d caught up to him as an artificer after all my training in the capital, but I just feel like he’s getting even further away.

The reason she’d chosen her profession was so that she could be an artificer who put a smile on people’s faces, just like her father. Since then, she’d worked night and day to become like him. Olivia had tried her hand at the design competition, opened her own shop, and gained a lot of experience, so she thought she was well on track, at least for the “being an artificer who puts a smile on people’s faces” part.

But…I feel like I can’t reach him in terms of skill.

The harder she worked, the more she realized how incredible he’d been, and it just felt like she was staring at his back moving even further away.

How in the world did he even get that skilled?

She thought it over as she picked up the lamp and climbed the steep staircase. Once up top, she closed the door and pushed mana through it, putting the floorboards in place.

“Time to go to bed,” she muttered to herself as she slowly left the study.

💎💎💎

IT was just before noon on the fifth day of her visit to Daregas.

“I’ll come back soon,” she promised.

“We look forward to seeing you again. Safe travels!” Carol cried.

“Careful on the journey back. And tell Gordon I said hello,” Jack wished her.

Carol looked sad to see Olivia go, and Jack looked concerned, but they walked her out of the shop. She then stopped by the bakery on the opposite corner to buy bread.

“See you soon!” she called to the old woman who ran it.

“You’d better!” she yelled back.

She then went to the main road and caught a carriage to the station.

Once on the usual horsecar back to the capital, she ate her bread and read her book while they traveled.

They arrived at the capital’s station that evening. Olivia stepped out into the station, so big and filled with people that you could hardly compare Daregas’s station to it, and stretched her stiff body.

“I am beat…” she uttered as she carried her suitcase, letting herself be drawn on by the flow of people out the exit.

Once outside, she was staring absentmindedly at the people-filled square when she heard a man’s voice calling her from the side.

“Olivia!”

Snapping back to reality, she looked in the voice’s direction and saw a tall young man in a brown pinstriped suit, a flat cap, and green-tinted glasses. It was Elliot.

“Ah!” she gasped, her eyes widening happily. She hadn’t expected to see him. Her heartbeat quickened with surprise and joy.

Elliot moved closer to her, a smile on his lips. “Long time no see, Olivia. Welcome back,” he greeted her.

“Hello! How’d you know I was coming back now?”

“Lottie told me yesterday.” He took her suitcase as he explained. “Is there anything inside you need immediately?” he asked.

“No, there isn’t.”

“If that’s the case, I’ll have it delivered to your shop. How about we go out to eat somewhere?”

“Oh! I’d love to. I’m starving.”

His gaze was gentle as he looked at her, her eyes shining with excitement.

They went to the help counter in the station. Elliot paid to have the suitcase delivered, then they chatted as they descended the stairs outside the station.

“I’ve heard there’s a very nice pasta restaurant on Central Avenue,” Elliot mentioned.

“That sounds good! And we can walk from here.”

“You’re not tired?”

“I am, but I’ve been sitting for so long. I’d like to stretch my legs.”

“Then let’s walk.” He casually took her satchel and offered her his arm.

“Thank you,” she said as she bashfully placed her hand on his arm.

They walked slowly beneath the twilight sky, matching each other’s pace.

“How were things in Daregas?” Elliot asked.

“Things are good. The shop seems to be on track. How have you been lately?”

“Everything has finally started to settle down.”

The two of them were dating. Sometime after Olivia had gotten back her house and shop, Elliot officially requested to court her. He had told her his feelings, but they hadn’t actually started dating until later, once Olivia had a chance to calm down.

After that, Olivia became busy rebuilding her father’s shop, while Elliot was investigating the bank card fraud case in which Olivia had been involved. The two hadn’t been able to see each other for a while. Even so, they did their best to make time for each other, finding moments like this to see one another.

The two chatted happily, as if making up for lost time. The streetlamps started coming on in the darkening streets, and a bell rang in the distance.

They came out onto a large street and walked until they reached a restaurant with a red sign. The interior was fancily decorated and filled with people, all seeming to enjoy their food.

This looks like a good restaurant.

As Olivia was starting to get excited, a worker came out and led them to a table by the window. Elliot pulled a chair out for Olivia, then sat and began looking at the menu while Olivia looked around the restaurant. The pictures on the walls and objects decorating the room all gleamed with elegance.

What a wonderful place.

They each ordered the food they wanted and made a toast with the chilled ale that was brought out.

“Mm, this is good! I feel alive again,” Olivia exclaimed.

“Ale is always the best in spring,” Elliot chuckled.

The server brought out a heaping plate of pasta with tomato sauce, which Elliot divided onto smaller plates for them.

“Thank you,” Olivia said as she tried a bite. Her hand flew to her cheek in joy. The aroma of the fresh tomatoes was heavenly, and the texture of the pasta was perfectly chewy. “This is amazing. The tomato sauce in particular, I just can’t get enough.”

“You really do love tomatoes, don’t you?”

“Yeah, they’re the perfect fruit. They’re good in soups or even eaten raw.”

She grew passionate when she was talking about things she liked.

“By the way, you sent a letter saying you were leaving the capital for a bit. Where did you go?” she hesitantly asked.

Elliot’s work involved handling sensitive information, so much of what he worked on was secret.

“It’s all right. I was visiting a neighboring country.”

“By which you mean the Garde Empire?”

“Yes. I was investigating that incident.”

He was referring to the bank card fraud incident that Olivia had ended up dragged into. Things were resolved, but he’d gone to Garde to investigate since the technique used in the fraud case had originated from there.

“How’d it go?”

“I didn’t make much progress. It seems there was a large organization involved that even Garde can’t easily touch.”

“That sounds scary.”

“It does. There are also a lot of internal power struggles in Garde, which I think may have something to do with it.”

Olivia looked at him with concern.

Not long before she’d been born, their kingdom, Alexia, had been in a long war with Garde. It seemed dangerous for Elliot to be investigating something connected to Garde’s power struggles.

He smiled when he saw her worried look. “It’s not particularly dangerous. It’s so safe, in fact, that I can talk to you about it.”

“I suppose… And you’re back safe anyway.”

She put a smile on her face, thinking it wouldn’t do any good to be too worried.

After that, they ate the desserts brought to them and chatted some more. Elliot looked at her with a smile when her eyes shone at the sight of the cake.

Feeling very satisfied, Olivia left the restaurant with Elliot. It was already dark outside, a chill in the night air.

“We were in there for quite a while,” she realized.

“We were. Shall we head back?”

They linked arms and walked along the lamplit cobblestones. When they reached Olivia’s shop on Lamilis Street, she stopped and turned to Elliot.

“Thank you for coming to meet me at the station, Elliot. I had a nice time.”

“I’m glad I got to see you. May I come visit you next week after you close the shop for the day?”

“Of course. You’re more than welcome.”

She smiled, and he looked at her with fondness before gently pulling her close and kissing her forehead.

“Next week, then,” he whispered.

“Um, yeah. Next week.” She looked away and nodded uncomfortably. 

“That is the one thing I just can’t get used to…” she murmured to herself, blushing as she watched Elliot walk away. She sucked in a deep breath to calm herself, then went inside.



 

 

 

Chapter 2: An Invitation to the Royal Magic Research Institute

 

THE rain that had been falling in the morning had stopped, and it was now a pleasant afternoon with a cool breeze. Olivia was walking down the main street in the center of the capital, wearing her usual work suit. She passed by large shops in buildings set side to side until she came to a stop in front of one of the largest ones: Gordon’s Magic Appliances.

It’s been so long since I last visited.

She opened the door and stepped inside, where Rose, who was standing near the entrance, smiled happily at her.

“Oh, hello, Olivia.”

“Hello, Rose. Thank you for your help last week.”

“It was nothing. I barely had to do anything since Lottie works so hard.”

As they talked, Rose led Olivia up to the second floor. They passed some of Olivia’s mentors in the hallway on the way to the back, who smiled and said hello.

They arrived at the very last room, and Rose knocked on the door. “Gordon, Olivia’s here.”

“Come in.”

They opened the door and went into the disorderly office. By the window was a big desk holding mountainous stacks of documents, and at the desk sat a large, middle-aged man in casual clothing.

When Gordon, the owner of the shop, saw Olivia, he smiled and stood. “Long time no see, Olivia! How have you been?”

“Good, thank you. I was in Daregas last week.”

Gordon had worked with Olivia’s father and had been looking out for her ever since her father passed. He supported her in her attempts to get her father’s shop back up and running, lending her the money she needed and sending Rose to Olivia’s shop in the capital when Olivia was away; overall, he was a huge help.

Gordon gestured toward the sofas in the center of the room. “Let’s talk over there. I’d like to hear how things are going in Daregas.”

They sat across from each other and began talking about the shop.

“I see,” Gordon nodded contemplatively. “It sounds like it’s going well. You might even be able to say everything is in order.”

“I agree. When I saw how things were going this time, I decided I could probably trust Carol to take on more of the jewelry work.”

They then discussed the shop’s goals and what products should be prepared for the fall and winter seasons. Once their conversation had come to a lull, a thought popped into Olivia’s head.

Gordon used to work with Father. He might know how my father improved his technique so much.

“Um, actually, there was something I wanted to ask you, Gordon,” Olivia prompted, adjusting her perch on the couch.

“What is it?”

“How in the world did my father become such an incredible artificer?”

“What’s going on? Where is this coming from?”

“No matter how hard I try, I feel like I can’t catch up to him.”

“Hmm.” Gordon folded his arms. “Did something happen in Daregas?”

Olivia told him about the amazingly well-made, completely irreplicable magic items.

He burst out laughing. “Yeah, he was unbelievably good at what he did. It’s been more than twenty years since I last worked with him, but I’ve yet to meet a better artificer.”

Olivia sighed. “As his daughter, that makes me very proud, but it also makes me feel like I’ll never catch up to him.”

Gordon nodded, now understanding how she felt. “You said you wanted to become an artificer like him.”

“I do. But I have no idea how to go about doing that.”

Gordon’s brow wrinkled in thought. “How, hm? That’s a difficult question to answer. He was already an incredible artificer when I met him.” After a little more time thinking, he slowly spoke, “Though…one thing that comes to mind is the Royal Magic Research Institute.”

“The Royal Magic Research Institute?” Olivia blinked. She hadn’t been expecting to hear that name.

The Royal Magic Research Institute was an organization directly managed by the royal family that specialized in researching magic items. It spent day and night researching and developing them and was recently famous for its airship research.

Olivia had interacted with the Institute several times two years ago when she’d patented her new technology. According to Gordon, Olivia’s father had spent time at the Institute.

“I think he was there for more than two years,” Gordon pondered. “I don’t know the details because what goes on inside the Institute remains confidential, but I’ve heard he accomplished quite a lot while he was there.” At that point, Gordon looked at Olivia with surprise. “Based on your expression, I’m guessing you didn’t know that, did you?”

“No… This is my first time hearing about it,” Olivia answered with a confused tilt of her head. Her father had been a chatty man and enjoyed telling her about his life in the capital and his time working with Gordon, but he’d never once mentioned the Royal Magic Research Institute.

Maybe because it was confidential?

Gordon’s eyes were fixed on her as she thought, and then he slowly stood and took a grand envelope from one of the drawers of his desk. “Actually, I got a letter addressed to you.”

“What is it about?”

“You’ll see when you read it.”

With a quizzical look, Olivia accepted the letter and saw these words written on the envelope:

To Miss Olivia Carter

Gordon’s Magic Appliances

From the Royal Magic Research Institute

“What?!” she cried in shock at the completely unexpected sender. Her eyes popped as she opened the envelope and read the letter inside.

Dear Miss Olivia Carter,

We humbly invite you to join the Royal Magic Research Institute as a temporary researcher. We would be honored if you could accept.

Affixed to the bottom of the page was a large, intricate seal, indicating this was from an important national institute.

Olivia blinked.

What in the world is this about…?

This invite was so unexpected that she was at a loss for words.

Gordon, his expression serious, placed another letter on the coffee table in front of Olivia. “This was a letter to me. It sounds like there are some things going on, and they absolutely want you to join.”

“Why me…?”

“I don’t know the details, but it seems they want you to work on research of some sort.” Gordon explained that the Institute really wanted her to join them, even if only for a few days a week.

Olivia stared at the letter with confusion in her eyes. It was all so sudden, and she was having a hard time keeping up. 

Gordon folded his arms. “Honestly, when I got that letter yesterday, I was certain you’d turn them down. You mentioned before you’re not interested in research, so I wasn’t planning to push you to accept. But now…” he stopped for a moment, his face still serious as he looked at her. “Hearing what you said just now has changed my mind. If you want to improve your skills so you can catch up with your father, then I think you should go. It’s the best research institute in the country. If you want to improve, there’s no better place.”

Olivia fell into thought.

Maybe I should go.

One thing she’d learned as she’d worked so hard these past six months was that it was hard to improve just by doing the same thing over and over again. If she wanted to grow as an artificer, she needed to absorb new knowledge, gain experience, and apply that to her work.

If she did join the Institute, she’d have to make changes to her own business, and she’d likely be even busier than she already was. But it was also obvious to her that it was unlikely she’d improve by continuing to meander through work like she was. If she wanted to get better, she really should go.

But…will it work out?

She’d heard the Institute was filled with talented artificers and high-ranking nobles. Olivia was still young and was only the daughter of a baronet. That was practically the same as being a commoner. Would someone like her really be all right in a place like that?

Gordon watched her, her brow furrowed in thought. “You’re just like him, worrying like that,” he commented quietly. “What’s important is what you think. What is it you want to become?”

Olivia jerked her head up to look at him. It was obvious what she wanted to become. “I want to be an incredible artificer, even better than my father!”

She’d always been chasing after him, and it was her desperate hope that someday she would catch up to him, surpass him even.

Gordon stared into her strong gaze. Then his expression softened, and he smiled. “That’s good, that spirit. Once you surpass him, I can go see him in the other world and brag about you.”

“I’m just worried I’m not good enough and not a high enough rank,” she wallowed, and Gordon laughed heartily.

“I don’t think you need to worry about that. You took gold in the design competition. And, sure, there are a lot of nobles there, but there are also plenty of excellent commoners. Besides, the people there are forbidden from trying to pull rank on others using their titles.”

“Really?”

“Really. That letter is from a man I’ve known for a long time. He’s a good man, not at all like your standard haughty noble,” Gordon replied cheerfully. “Why don’t you first try going and just hearing what they have to say? While you’re there, you can see what the facilities and general feel of the place are like.”

“Is it really the kind of place I can just pop in to?” she asked with an uneasy look.

He smiled and nodded. “Harrison and I go in sometimes. There’s nothing you really need to worry about. I think you can just go in dressed like you are now. You don’t need to worry so much. It’s not a pretentious place.”

Olivia nodded. Even though it was managed by the royal family, the Institute was still a place for researching magic items. It was probably a disorderly place, the sort with books and magic items lying about like artificer workshops tended to be. Thinking about it that way made her feel more at ease about going.

All right…I’ve made up my mind.

She clenched her fists. Olivia wasn’t going to worry over it more than she needed to. She made up her mind.

“All right. I think I want to start by going and talking to them.”

Gordon nodded, his eyes crinkled in a smile like he was looking at a diamond shining. “Right. Let’s send them a reply letting them know.”

A few days later, Olivia received a letter from Gordon letting her know that the Institute had agreed to her visit and that, after arranging a date and time, she would be going in.

💎💎💎

IT was just past noon on the day of her visit to the Royal Magic Research Institute. Olivia had worked that morning, though she felt anxious the whole time. She’d decided she might as well get some things done as she waited for the carriage the Institute would send over to pick her up, but she was so nervous she barely managed to do anything.

Gordon said I could just go in casually, but I can’t help feeling anxious.

Doing her best not to let it get to her, she set about drawing design specs and crafting magic jewelry until she lifted her head at one point and saw it was ten minutes before the scheduled time for the carriage to arrive.

It’s already that late?

Feeling antsy, she stood up. Lottie, who was across the table from her, glanced up from the accounting books she was working on. “You seem uneasy today. Where are you going?”

“The Royal Magic Research Institute,” Olivia responded, only realizing then that she hadn’t told Lottie.

Lottie’s eyes bulged. “Royal? Does that mean it’s a national organization?”

“Yes. It’s managed by the royal court.”

“Oh,” Lottie uttered in surprise. Then her eyes turned to Olivia’s clothes with a look of doubt. “Um… It may be out of place for me to ask, but are you intending to go wearing that?”

“Yes. Gordon said it’s not the sort of place I need to worry about appearances when visiting.”

She was wearing the wine-red blazer and skirt she usually wore for work. Since her normal clothes were a suit like this, and Gordon normally went in his usual work clothes, this felt like more than enough to her.

Lottie gave her a concerned look. “I know I may be meddling, but I think it might be best if you dressed a little more formally. I’m not trying to be rude, but Gordon can be a little…unsophisticated when it comes to that sort of thing.”

Lottie sounded utterly serious, but Olivia burst out laughing. “It’ll be fine. I agree Gordon can be a bit casual sometimes, but he does things properly when he needs to.”

“Is that so…?”

“It is. Besides, based on what he said, I’ll actually feel more out of place if I dress up.” Olivia was met with a heavy silence as she smiled back at Lottie, who looked like she wanted to say more. “Don’t worry. Anyway, I need to get ready,” she continued hastily as she started putting away the documents that were on the table, which was when the doorbell chimed.

“One moment,” Lottie called as she went to the door and opened it. A middle-aged man was standing outside. He was the carriage driver, dressed in a fancy uniform, with a narrow-brimmed hat neatly positioned on his head.

The man doffed his cap and bowed politely to Olivia. “Miss Olivia Carter, I’m here to escort you to the Royal Magic Research Institute.”

“Thank you, I’ll be right there.”

Olivia quickly put away the documents, thinking about how the driver was wearing quite fancy clothing. 

“I’ll be back later. Thank you for taking care of things in my absence,” she told Lottie as she left.

Then she stepped through the door that the man was holding open for her.

“Uh…” she gasped, freezing in place.

The moment she’d stepped out, she saw a carriage more extravagant than she’d ever seen. It was painted black with gold trim, and the crest on the side was covered with a cloth, but it was obvious that it belonged to a high-ranking noble.

I had no idea they’d send such a fancy carriage…

Though she was thrown a little off balance, the driver walked her to the carriage, which she boarded. She nearly gasped again when she was inside.

It’s so luxurious!

The entire interior was leather, with plush velvet cushions lining the seats. It seemed this cost more money than the extravagant exterior had.

I’ve never seen such a fancy carriage.

With a surprised Olivia on board, the carriage slowly pulled away. It handled incredibly well, too. There were basically no vibrations, even though they were going over cobblestones.

This is amazing. I feel like we’re skating on ice.

Olivia huddled in a corner of the spacious, opulent carriage, feeling uneasy. Gordon told her she could casually drop by the Institute, but she was starting to think that wasn’t the case.

Olivia shook her head, shaking away the anxiety threatening to swallow her.

I’m sure it’s just that this carriage happens to be very fancy. She tried telling herself that, but, logically, she knew it was unlikely that just the carriage was fancy.

The carriage continued through the city along a road following the river while Olivia sat inside thinking. After some time, it came to a stop before a stone bridge a short distance outside the city.

I’ve never been here before.

Olivia looked out the window ahead of them. There was a sort of checkpoint setup on this side of the bridge. Men in knight uniforms were talking to the driver. On the opposite side of the long bridge was a sturdy stone wall, behind which was a tower-like building.

Is the Research Institute on the other side of that wall?

As she wondered, the carriage slowly began crossing the bridge, and the wall across drew closer, looming larger. They crossed the bridge and passed through a massive gate, then carried on for a little while until they came to a quiet stop outside a stone building.

I guess we’ve arrived…

She drew in a deep breath; her heart was pounding from nerves.

The driver helped her down out of the carriage, then she stood in front of the building looking up as she let out a huge gasp.

She’d never seen a building this massive. It had huge pillars, and the walls seemed thick. When she looked up, she saw a row of what appeared to be towers soaring high overhead. It was like a fort or a castle.

I never thought it’d be in a place like this…

Standing there frozen, staring up at the massive building, she couldn’t help feeling that this place she’d found herself was overwhelmingly incredible.

W-Will I really be all right here?

As she stared at the building uneasily, a petite woman emerged from what Olivia assumed was the entrance. She had aqua-colored hair and eyes and appeared a little younger than Olivia. She wore a white coat that fell to her knees. When she saw Olivia, she slowly approached and politely greeted, “Hello. Are you Miss Olivia Carter?”

Olivia hesitated before answering, “Yes, I am.”
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As Olivia was thinking how refined the woman appeared, the woman bowed gracefully. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Assistant Researcher Daisy Brown. Thank you for coming today.”

Seeing the woman’s polite bow, Olivia quickly jerked herself into a bow as well, “Olivia Carter. The pleasure is mine.”

“This way, please,” Daisy beckoned, and Olivia stiffly followed her into the building.

“Ah!”

The first thing she saw was a multitiered entrance hall large enough to overwhelm anyone who entered. At the end of a plush, expensive-looking carpet was a huge set of stairs, and glittering chandeliers hung from the ceiling.

Olivia stopped, her eyes as wide as saucers at the sheer size and opulence of the place. For a moment, she had no idea where she was.

Daisy turned to her and spoke, “A hundred years ago, this was a military facility.”

“Military?”

“Yes. I heard it was an impenetrable fortress surrounded by towering walls. Now it’s the Royal Magic Research Institute, and it takes advantage of the sturdiness of the building.”

According to Daisy, some aspects of the building’s former military nature remained, such as old magic items and cannon storage. The two then climbed the large set of stairs and entered an extensive hallway with a plush carpet.

“This way,” Daisy gestured as she walked off, leading the way.

Olivia followed, her eyes roving as she took in her surroundings. The walls were beautifully white, and expensive-looking pieces of furniture and other objects were dotted about. When she glanced out the windows, their glass polished to a shine, she saw a courtyard with hedges and flowers.

I feel like I’ve stepped into another world…

Her eyes stared into the distance as she thought back. This was far from the disorderly research facility she’d imagined, and she was having a hard time keeping up because everything was so unexpected.

They went up another floor, then continued for a bit before coming to an incredibly huge and fancy drawing room. Within the white walls were sturdy mahogany furniture, expensive-looking paintings, and curios. It looked very much like the drawing room of a powerful noble.

Daisy spun around to face Olivia. “Please have a seat on the sofa. I’ll be back with the department chair.”

“A-All right. Thank you.”

Olivia sat on what felt like an expensive sofa and watched as Daisy left the room, sighing once she was gone.

I’ve gotten myself somewhere crazy…

She’d visited nobles’ mansions several times for her work crafting magic jewelry, but the Institute was on a whole different level in terms of opulence. And Daisy seemed very prim and proper. Olivia clearly should have dressed formally for this visit.

I really messed up…

She looked down at her clothes with regret. Taking Gordon’s words at face value and coming in her usual attire made her stand out like a sore thumb. She felt like she’d gone to a wedding in her average, everyday clothes.

I should have listened to Lottie and changed into something nicer.

While on the one hand, she was silently cursing Gordon for misleading her, on the other, she was impressed by how brave he was to come to a place like this in his work clothes. Just as she was deciding that, if she ever came again, she would wear nicer clothes, there was a knock on the door.

“Come in,” she called, getting nervously to her feet.

The door opened, and two people entered. Daisy walked in with a man, perhaps in his sixties, looking very nice in a perfectly white coat over his expensive-looking suit. There was something very elegant about him, from his salt-and-pepper hair to his silver-rimmed glasses, wearing a cordial smile on his face.

Olivia stiffened; this was clearly an important person, and Daisy began gracefully introducing the two to each other.

“Chair, this is Miss Olivia Carter. Miss Carter, this is the head of the Infrastructure Department, Marquess Nicholas Wilson.”

What! A marquess?!

Olivia froze. Gordon had claimed he was “a good guy,” and Olivia had assumed he was something like a baronet, like Gordon. Instead, she found herself unable to speak in the unexpected presence of this high-ranking noble.

I-I really should have dressed up!

While Olivia was starting to sweat from nervousness, Nicholas gave her a friendly smile. “Welcome, Olivia. Thank you for coming here today. Please, have a seat.”

“N-No, thank you for inviting me.” She gave a stiff curtsy, then hesitantly sat back down on the sofa.

Nicholas gave her a surprised look. “When I heard you were Gordon’s favorite apprentice, I was expecting someone not very concerned with formality, but that doesn’t appear to be the case.”

“Uh, well, I suppose not,” she stammered and shook her head, holding back a wry smile.

“First, let me introduce ourselves to you.”

💎💎💎

THIRTY minutes after Nicholas had entered the room, Olivia had become so engrossed in listening to what he had to say that she completely forgot about the clothes she was wearing and his rank.

I knew a royal institute would be doing incredible things.

They were researching all sorts of epic, cutting-edge technologies, such as magic items to strengthen buildings, make ships sail faster, or create non-reproducible bank cards. Nicholas relayed that the Research Institute was divided into departments for different fields of research, and that he was the head of the Infrastructure Department, which primarily focused on modes of transportation.

“We’re known for the horsecar rail, ships, and, more recently, airships,” he explained.

Olivia was very interested in what he was saying, but she was secretly feeling a bit confused. She’d assumed she was called in to help with research into her specialty, magic jewelry. Olivia never imagined it was to work in infrastructure.

No matter how you look at it, it’s a completely different field. Why did he want me to come in?

Nicholas saw the bewilderment on her face and smiled. “I imagine you’re wondering why I asked you here.”

“Yes…” she uttered, nodding as she admitted it was true.

If you think about it, it’s the least likely field for me to get brought into.

She tilted her head in puzzlement, and Nicholas nodded. “I understand why you might not understand immediately; infrastructure isn’t exactly your specialty. But some things have happened, and I’d like to ask your help.”

“My help?” she replied quizzically.

He nodded, his expression serious. “Yes. I want you to make our airships fly.”

“What? Airships?” Olivia blinked in surprise. “When you say airship, you mean those same airships that everyone’s been talking about lately?”

“I do.” He nodded somberly as she continued to look baffled.

What came to her mind was the large airship she’d seen leisurely flying in the sky while she was taking the horsecar to Daregas last month.

That is definitely outside my specialty. What does he mean by ‘make them fly?’ Aren’t they already flying?

He looked softly at her. “I’ll have to ask you to keep what I’m about to tell you secret,” he muttered, lowering his voice. “The truth is, one of our tests last month ended in complete failure.”

“Failure?”

“Yes. To make a long story short, the airship exploded in midair.”

“What?!” Olivia’s eyes popped open.

While it had only been a test, having an airship like that explode in midair was a huge deal. Apparently, the airship that exploded used a gas produced by a particular magic stone to fly, and they were only steps away from completing an airship that could go into general use.

“The royal court was overjoyed,” he disclosed. “They went around saying humanity would shortly enter a new era where humans can fly through the sky, and it would be our kingdom of Alexia that would lead us into that era.”

It was said they were going to invite influential people from home and abroad to a grand unveiling event next spring.

“But then we had that midair explosion last month during our test,” Nicholas sighed.

The researchers who had been on board later described hearing a popping sound, followed by flames spreading through the ship.

“We’re still investigating the cause, but we believe something may have made the gas explode.”

Thankfully, the airship had been over some uninhabited land far from any towns, and emergency escape magic items on the ship meant there had been almost no damage or injuries. However, trust in the airships had hit rock bottom since the incident.

Nicholas stroked his beard and lamented, “Well, I can understand why. Something that would be carrying passengers and goods exploded in midair, and we don’t know why.”

As a result, all the researchers assumed their work on the airships would be paused for the time being. Unexpectedly, however, the royal court decided they would have to continue developing.

Nicholas shrugged. “They had gone around our country and others, making grand announcements. They surely decided they couldn’t risk the kingdom’s honor, because we couldn’t do it anymore.”

After debating what to do now that they were being pressured by the royal court to continue their research, the Research Institute finally decided to pursue two separate research avenues. The first was to identify the cause of the explosion and improve safety for the current flight method. The second was to develop a completely new method of flight using flying stones.

Nicholas took a sky-blue magic stone about the size of his thumbnail from the pocket of his white coat and offered it to Olivia.

“Have you ever seen a magic stone like this?” he asked.

Olivia took the stone and examined it closely. It was circular and beautiful, heavier than she’d expected based on its appearance. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen this type of stone before,” she admitted.

Nicholas nodded. “That is a flying stone, very rare. Try putting some mana into it.”

Doing as he asked, she cupped the stone in both hands as she carefully poured mana into it. Her mana suffused the stone, and a pale blue light began shining out from between her fingers.

A moment after it began shining, she murmured, “Hm?”

Is it…getting lighter?

That heavy feeling it had before went away, and it felt like she was holding a cotton ball in her hands instead. She tried resting the stone on the palm of her hand and blowing on it, and the gust pushed it from her hands onto the floor, where it rolled about.

No way…

Olivia was taken aback. She’d never seen a magic stone that got lighter. As she stared at it in shock, the stone’s mana ran out, and it stopped moving.

Nicholas bent over to pick it up and set it on the coffee table. “We first discovered flying stones five years ago.”

The Research Institute conducted several experiments at the time, hoping to use the stone to fly.

“However, this stone is very difficult to use, and we didn’t achieve the results we’d hoped for.”

While that was happening, other experiments were concurrently happening that successfully used magic stone gas for flying, which meant the flying stone experiments were shelved.

Nicholas’s eyes focused on the distance as if he were looking into the past. “I was involved with that research, and I was disappointed when I heard it was being canceled.”

He’d argued to the royal court that it was a waste to stop research on such a unique magic stone, but they never restarted it. The flying stones were all but forgotten.

“But when the gas airship exploded last month, things changed.”

They’d reevaluated the flying stones from a safety perspective.

“I was relieved. I’ve always felt we shouldn’t let that research get buried.”

Watching Nicholas speak so intensely made Olivia see him in a new light. He was mild-mannered, but there was a fire in his eyes. It was his passion for magic items.

He may be a high-ranking noble, but he’s also an artificer just like me.

She felt a sense of camaraderie and respect for him.

He adjusted his position on the sofa and continued, “When we decided to reopen this area of research, I knew I wanted to make it succeed no matter what. And when I’d decided that, the first name I thought of was yours.”

Apparently, he’d thought there was a chance the technology she’d patented could be applied to the project.

“And you, someone who could develop such a technique, would surely be a huge asset,” he insisted, bowing deeply to her. “Miss Olivia Carter, will you please help us? We want to make an airship fly using these stones.”

Olivia’s eyes widened. She was surprised he’d lower his head to her, seeing as he had a far higher status and was far more advanced in his artificer career.

That must be how much he wants this research to succeed.

She understood that, but she couldn’t help frowning. Part of her did want to help, but she was having a hard time sorting everything out in her head because it was all too unexpected.

Nicholas placed a piece of paper in front of her. “These are the conditions if you choose to join the Research Institute. Normally, we ask our researchers to live on-site to maintain confidentiality, but I understand you have your shop, and we are asking a lot of you. I want to be flexible with our terms.”

Olivia’s arm moved mechanically as she picked up the piece of paper. It stated that she would be permitted to live outside the Research Institute and would only be required to be present for half the week.

“What do you think? We will provide sufficient compensation as well, and a carriage to bring you to and from the Institute.”

Olivia looked at him with uncertainty. They were being as considerate of her as possible, and Nicholas seemed like the sort of person she could respect. She was also interested in the research, but, most of all, she was certain working here would allow her to grow as an artificer quickly.

But it was all too sudden.

After debating it for a little while, she met Nicholas’s gaze. “I’m sorry, could I take this home to think on it a little more? I’d also like to ask Gordon for his opinion.”

“That’s perfectly fine. We’d appreciate a response by next week, if possible.” Nicholas smiled and stood. “I’m sorry for taking so much of your time. Daisy will show you out.”

Olivia jumped to her feet and bowed to him with gratitude. “Thank you for having me today.”

Daisy showed Olivia out, where she boarded the fancy carriage again. The carriage passed through the huge gate, back through the checkpoint, and onward into town. 

Olivia leaned against the window, staring at the same city scenes she always looked out at, lit by the evening sun. As she thought back to that massive research institute, she couldn’t help feeling like she’d dreamed it all.

“Anyway, let’s go to bed early tonight and take time to think it over tomorrow…” she murmured to herself with a sigh, still lost in thought by the time they arrived at her shop.

💎💎💎

THE evening after her visit to the Royal Magic Research Institute, Olivia had finished work early for the day. She was at her worktable, absorbed in reading the piles of old newspapers. They all contained articles about the airship.

“First Manned Flight of Airship! Will It See Real-World Applications?”

“Airship Successfully Increases Flight Distance!”

“Royal Court Announces Trials for Public Use Next Summer!”

Most of the articles were on the front page, indicating how much attention the subject was receiving. Olivia couldn’t help but chuckle. She’d thought she was casually going into the Research Institute to have a little chat, and it’d turned into this huge thing.

But I’m positive I can grow as an artificer if I do it.

Being in a royal facility working on cutting-edge research… And working alongside passionate and experienced people like Nicholas? It sounded like a priceless experience for her.

But… Olivia sighed and lay her head on the table. To be honest, I’m not confident I can do it…

She probably wouldn’t have had to think twice if they were talking about magic jewelry research. Olivia was proud of how hard she’d worked in that field and was confident in herself—she even had a gold prize from the design award to show for it. But this, the airship, was a field she’d never worked in and knew nothing about. She did want to try her hand at it, and part of her was excited by the prospect. However, she just wasn’t certain she’d be able to help. Could she live up to Nicholas’s expectations?

What should I do…?

Olivia rested her chin on the worktable and sighed as she stared at the stack of newspapers.

Just as she was deciding she might as well go to the library tomorrow and see what she could learn about airships, someone called to her.

“Miss.” Lottie entered the workshop. “Should we be leaving soon?”

Olivia looked up at the clock; it was already five. “I didn’t realize it was so late. Should we close up the shop?”

“Yes, let’s.”

The two of them quickly got the shop ready to close for the night. They had plans to go out to eat with their friend Sally, her boyfriend Nicca, and Elliot. Sally had invited them to a restaurant specializing in large, shareable dishes.

Once the two of them had finished cleaning up and left the shop, they stepped out onto the street and into a cool evening breeze.

“It’s always nice around this time when it’s cool like this,” sighed Olivia.

“Because it’s gotten so hot lately during the day,” Lottie replied.

They walked along the twilight-streaked streets as they talked. After making their way through the busy streets, they arrived at the popular restaurant. Red letters on a brick-colored sign read, “Best sharing dishes in the capital!”

Lottie eyed the sign. “They seem confident in themselves.”

“Yes, I can’t wait to try it.”

They entered, bubbling with excitement. Inside revealed a brickwork interior and a homey, casual atmosphere. The wall displayed a menu, and the restaurant was brimming with people enjoying their meals.

This looks like it’ll be good!

Olivia’s heart soared in anticipation of delicious food as Lottie pointed toward the back. “There they are.”

Olivia followed her direction and saw an energetic red-headed woman at a big table. Their friend Sally was already seated with Nicca and Elliot.

Elliot smiled and raised his hand when he saw Olivia. Seeing his happy expression made Olivia happy, and she waved back. She and Lottie went to the table and sat across from the three others, where Elliot opened the menu for them and placed it on the table.

Sally glanced at the table next to them. “I hear the paella here is good. Look. The portion size is massive.”

Olivia peeked over and saw a group of four enjoying a giant pot of paella so big you’d have to wrap your arms around it to lift it.

“It looks good. And I love seafood,” Lottie said happily. 

After discussing options, they ordered a chicken-and-seafood paella, a side of gambas al ajillo, and a few other dishes. They ordered a couple of bottles of wine they thought would pair nicely with the food, and they toasted with them when they arrived.

As they chatted excitedly, the server brought out the piping-hot paella in a two-handled pot bigger than Olivia had ever seen. Chicken and seafood were layered on top, giving off an amazing aroma.

Olivia’s eyes sparkled. “It looks amazing!”

“I’m betting it is!” Sally enthusiastically agreed, also smiling happily.

The five of them portioned paella onto their plates and dug in. Olivia excitedly scooped some up and popped it in her mouth, and the flavors of seafood with a perfect balance of spices covered her tongue.

It’s so good!

Elliot smiled as he watched her devour her food.

Once the five of them had as much paella as they could want, they ordered some more wine and nibbled on their side dishes as they talked.

Sally, her cheeks a little red by this point from the wine she held in one hand, looked at Olivia. “By the way, one of my workers saw an incredibly fancy carriage outside your shop. What was that about?”

Olivia smiled awkwardly. “Oh, it was there to pick me up for a meeting.”

“A meeting? With some noble?”

“It was at the Royal Magic Research Institute.”

“The Royal Magic Research Institute?” Sally asked, confused.

This is a good opportunity. I’ll try asking everyone what they think.

Olivia recounted what had happened. Leaving out the part about the airship, she explained how they wanted her to join the Institute as a temporary researcher on a certain project, and even though she would normally have to live on site, they were willing to accommodate her work and only require her to commute to the Institute half of the week.

Sally grew excited. “That sounds exciting! The Royal Magic Research Institute is an amazing place, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it’s a central part of the country’s magic research. Right, Elliot?” Nicca asked.

“It is. The vast majority of research into new technologies in the country happens there,” he replied. 

“Yeah, and she only has to work as much as she wants, and they’re providing transportation!” Sally exclaimed. “Those are incredibly good conditions!”

“This is incredible, Miss,” Lottie said. It was rare to see her this excited.

Olivia’s eyes fell to her lap. “It is, it’s just… I don’t know what to do.”

Sally and Lottie shot her baffled looks.

“Why not?” Sally asked.

“It does sound like a very good offer. Is there some issue?” Lottie inquired.

“There isn’t an issue really, but the field of research is so far outside my specialty that I’m not sure I’ll be any help. I have a feeling I won’t live up to their expectations.”

Sally burst into laughter at the sight of Olivia’s concerned expression. “Olivia. I’m starting to wonder whether you’re the decisive or the cautious type. I, for one, would go. It sounds like a great opportunity. Besides,” she paused with a crooked smile, “you’re not the one who decides if you’re useful. They are.”

“Sally’s right,” Nicca added with a thoughtful look. “They’re the ones inviting you. All that’s left is for you to do your best.”

Olivia thought about their opinions and had to agree.

Maybe…I was overthinking it.

Elliot watched her in silence.

After that, they continued chatting for a while before leaving the restaurant. Sally, Lottie, and Nicca were going in the same direction, so they bid their goodbyes and waved as they left. Elliot offered to walk Olivia home, and so the two strolled together down the night streets.

“The food was really good,” Olivia said.

“It was. We should go again sometime,” Elliot replied softly.

They walked along the lamplit cobblestones for some time.

After a short moment of hesitation, Elliot spoke, “I was wondering if I could ask more about this offer from the Royal Magic Research Institute.”

“Hm? Oh, of course. I’d like to know what you think, too.”

Elliot spoke measuredly, “My first question is about the person who invited you. May I ask their name?”

“Sure. It was a man named Nicholas Wilson.” An image of Nicholas with his salt-and-pepper hair came to Olivia’s mind.

Elliot nodded. “Marquess Wilson. That means you were invited into the Infrastructure Department.”

Olivia’s eyes flew open. “Yeah, I was. How did you know?”

“I’ve known the Wilson family for a long time. And, for work, I know a lot about all the institutions operated by the royal court. Which means…based on what’s been happening recently, you would be researching flying transportation, I would imagine.”

Olivia’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. She couldn’t tell him he was right because she was supposed to keep it confidential, but she’d never even dreamed he would figure it out.

Is Elliot even more incredible than I imagined?

While she was getting over her surprise, Elliot walked beside her in thoughtful silence.

When they arrived at Olivia’s Magic Jewelers, he turned to her with a somber expression. “Most of what I hear about the Royal Magic Research Institute is very positive, and, while Marquess Wilson can be somewhat stubborn, he is trustworthy. I do think that accepting the offer will open doors for you. However…”

“However?” she asked with a questioning look.

His voice dropped low. “There have been a lot of shady stories related to magic item technology recently, and the infrastructure field seems particularly likely to get targeted. So,” he said, his expression grave, “could you promise me that you’ll come to me if anything happens that bothers you?”

She looked into his eyes. Olivia could see the concern in them, even though they were behind his tinted glasses.

He must be worried about me.

She nodded cheerfully to try to make him feel better. “I will. If anything strange happens, I’ll let you know right away.”

“Thank you. That makes me feel better.” He smiled, looking relieved, if still a little concerned. He kissed her lightly on the cheek, making her turn bright red, and said goodbye as he turned and left.

Starting the next day, Olivia got to work. When she had free time, she went to the library and read books on airships. She also paid a visit to Gordon’s Magic Appliances and asked Gordon and her former mentors for advice. 

About a week later, after thinking and thinking it over, she decided she would accept the offer to join the Royal Magic Research Institute.



 

 

 

Chapter 3: Her First Day and the Magicometer

 

IT was about three weeks after Olivia had made up her mind to join the Royal Magic Research Institute. Having finished her morning work, she started packing her satchel, feeling a little nervous.

“I’ll need my magic toolkit, my wallet, my documents, and writing utensils…”

It was her first day going to work at the Research Institute. Olivia thought she would be able to get right to work once she’d made the decision, but the process had been difficult, and there had been a lot of paperwork that went back and forth—three weeks had passed before she knew it.

After discussing things with Nicholas, they agreed Olivia would start with half a week at the Research Institute. Regarding her own work, she spoke with Jack about the shop in Daregas, and they agreed that Carol could take it over. Lottie would generally be taking care of the shop in the capital, and someone would be sent from Gordon’s Magic Appliances to assist if things got difficult.

I am so grateful to everyone.

That day, she’d decided to wear something simple yet fashionable: a high-end skirt and blouse along with a blazer. She’d learned from her previous visit and had consulted with Sally. “I think something simple but high quality would be good since it lets you take your lab coat on and off easily!”

Olivia stood in front of her mirror and twirled. She had just bought the hat and shoes that went with the outfit, and she’d put more effort into her makeup than usual. It was perfect.

I think I’ll feel more comfortable with this than I did last time.

Feeling restless, she decided to look back over the book she’d borrowed from the library to study up on the subject titled Utilizing Magic Items for Vehicles.

The doorbell chimed, and she heard the door open, followed by Lottie talking to whoever was there.

Is that my carriage?

Olivia picked up her hat and satchel, then went to the door of the shop to find the same driver from the last time the Research Institute had sent her a carriage.

“Miss Olivia,” he greeted. “I’m here to take you to the Research Institute.”

“Thank you. I’ll be right there.”

Feeling nervous, she put on her hat and thanked Lottie for looking after the shop. She stepped through the door the driver held open for her and was relieved when she saw the carriage.

Oh, good. They changed it to one that doesn’t stand out so much.

It was a perfectly standard black carriage. Unlike the ridiculously fancy carriage from last time, this one didn’t have a crest on it. When they’d been negotiating the contract, Olivia had asked that the carriage they send not attract attention.

The last carriage was so extravagant, I didn’t feel comfortable in it.

Once she was on board, the carriage immediately pulled away. She stared out the window, her expression tense from nerves, and sighed. It was finally time for her to start at the Royal Magic Research Institute.

According to a letter she’d received from Nicholas, the research into the flying stones was being conducted by several separate teams at the same time. There seemed to be quite a few two-person teams. The letter stated that Olivia would be paired with someone in order to work on the research and that they would add an assistant to make up for the reduced work time on their team.

I wonder what sort of people they’ll be.

Her heart was nearly bursting with nervousness and excitement as the carriage continued over the bridge out of the city. Just as before, they passed through the checkpoint and continued for a short distance until they reached the massive building that housed the Royal Magic Research Institute.

We’re here.

She got down out of the carriage, and someone immediately came out of the building.

Daisy strolled over and casually called out, “Hellooo, Olivia. Welcome to the Royal Magic Research Institute.”

Olivia responded, though she was secretly very confused. Daisy seemed quite different from the last time she met her. Was she this laidback last time? I remember her being more prim and proper…

Olivia looked at her quizzically, and Daisy cocked her head and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. You just seem a little different from before.”

Daisy smiled casually. “Oh, that’s my outside face.”

“Your outside face?”

“Yeah. I figure it’s best to be all proper with people visiting from outside the Institute. By the way, we’re going to be working together, Olivia.”

“We are? Are you the assistant?”

“That’s me. I’m not very experienced, but I’m looking forward to working with you,” she responded as she bobbed her head in a bow.

“I’m also looking forward to working together,” Olivia said with a bow as well. She was relieved. She had a feeling the two of them would get along well.

The pair entered the building and went into the multitiered entrance hall. Just as Olivia was assuming they’d go up the large stairs like last time, Daisy turned to face her. “We’re actually going to the research hall today.”

“The research hall?”

“Yeah. It’s that way.” Daisy pointed to a large doorway.

They were currently in the main hall, but the research was conducted in the research hall next door.

Oh. So, they’re separated.

Olivia followed Daisy down the passage. It was made of stone but brightly lit by the windows along it. Her eyes roamed around until they came out of the passage, where she stopped in surprise.

This…is another strange place.

It was a vast space, where the floor, walls, and ceiling were all made of white marble. A massive magic circle was in the middle of the white floor, and what looked like a large pillar made of some crystal-like stone towered over them by the far wall.

This is mysterious. What is that magic circle and pillar?

Daisy saw Olivia’s curious expression. “Oh, that’s been here since the military used this building. It’s called a magicometer.”

“A magicometer?”

“It was built with very old technology; no one really understood how it worked, but it was used to measure an artificer’s skill. You activate the magic circle on the floor, and the crystal changes color like a thermometer based on your mana amount and skill,” she explained.

The crystal was divided into ten sections, for the ten ranks of skill it could measure.

Olivia was impressed; she’d never seen a magic item like that before. Only the Royal Magic Research Institute would have something like this.

She then followed Daisy up the stairs to a long, white hallway that stretched out ahead of them. One side was lined with windows while the other was lined with doors.

According to Daisy, the research hall was a U-shaped building with eight floors, each divided among the different departments. The Infrastructure Department to which Olivia now belonged was on the third and fourth floors.

“Each floor is divided into research rooms and personal offices. Your office is already prepared,” Daisy said.

“Thank you. It must be a large building to have that many rooms.”

“It is. It’s so big my feet ache by the evening.”

As they chatted while walking, the people in white coats who passed them by looked at them with curiosity. After walking a little further, they came to a magnificent door facing onto the hallway.

“This is Professor Nicholas’s office,” Daisy told her before she knocked lightly on the door, and a voice came from inside telling them to come in. 

When she opened the door, she revealed a disorderly room. There were documents piled on the desk, and magic items scattered about that Olivia could only assume were in development.

Olivia smiled. Even Nicholas, who was so elegant and noble, was bad at cleaning up, just like every other artificer out there.

It’s kind of a relief.

She peered into the room and saw two people sitting on sofas. The one facing them was Nicholas in his white coat. Across from him was a man whom Olivia didn’t recognize.

Olivia and Daisy entered, apologizing for intruding, and the two men stood.

“Thank you for coming, Olivia,” Nicholas said. “Welcome to the Royal Magic Research Institute. Let me introduce you,” he continued, smiling as he gestured toward the man. “This is Robin Rosso. He will be your research partner. He’s a researcher with the Institute.”

Robin was a cheery-looking young man with an air of intelligence. His hair was brown, and his eyes were a pretty green. He was rather attractive, tall and slim in a way that suited his white coat well.

He looked at Olivia with an endearing smile on his pleasant features. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Robin Rosso.”

“Olivia Carter. The pleasure is mine.”

They shook hands, and Olivia couldn’t help thinking this man was very capable.

I kind of get the impression he’s incredibly smart.

Nicholas told her that Robin had been intrigued when he’d seen Olivia’s patent and requested that he be allowed to partner with her.

I’m really flattered he’d do that.

She pumped herself up, telling herself she couldn’t hold him back.

Nicholas smiled. “I’m going to have the three of you start research on the flying stones right away, but it is Olivia’s first day. Could I ask the two of you to show her the facilities?”

Robin grinned and nodded. “Of course. I’d also like to build a good relationship before we start working.”

“I’d like to talk to Olivia too,” Daisy agreed happily.

Olivia felt relieved. She had a hunch she’d been put in a team with good people.

She politely bowed her head to the two of them. “Thank you for everything. I’m looking forward to working together.”

💎💎💎

ROBIN led the trio out of Nicholas’s office. Once out the door, he stopped and turned back to Olivia.

“First, let’s show you your room. I think it’s best if you put your white coat on as soon as possible.” He explained that she could go anywhere in the complex as long as she wore her white coat and that the services provided would be free.

“That sounds convenient,” Olivia commented.

“Well, nobody comes in from the outside, anyway.”

They continued down the long hallway as they talked until they came to a door with a plaque that read “Olivia Carter.”

Robin gave her a key to enter. Inside was a spacious room with a big window. It had a desk, bookshelves, and a closet. Daisy urged Olivia to open the closet, and she found three white coats inside.

“Ah, here they are,” Olivia said.

“Yep, try one on,” urged Robin.

She slipped her arms into the sleeves, marveling at herself.

This is weird. I feel like I’m one of the researchers when I put this on.

After that, the two took her on a tour around the research hall. Her jaw dropped at the sight of the massive library on the first floor. She was flabbergasted by the incredible equipment in the laboratory, and her eyes nearly popped out of her head at the sky garden and the cannons on the roof.

After they finished their once-around the research hall, Robin took a pocket watch out. “We’ve walked for a whole three hours. Why don’t we take a break in the café?”

“Café?” Olivia asked, her head tipped to one side.

“I agree!” Daisy raised her hand in excitement. “I’m starving, and then we can show Olivia the general hall while we’re there.”

“That’s right. Let’s go,” Robin added.

The three left the research hall and entered the general hall next door. As the researchers at the Institute couldn’t generally leave, there was a cafeteria, a general store with odds and ends, a recreation room with darts and pool, a café, and other amenities. There were about 250 people residing at the Institute, of whom just under 100 were researchers. The rest were craftspeople, office workers, and servants.

It’s like its own little town in here.

The three then headed to a classy café on the first floor of the general hall. They sat at a patio table facing a manicured garden and ordered a drink each along with the cake of the day, a sponge cake topped with fruit.

Once the tea and cake were served, Robin lifted his teacup and, as if just meeting again, turned to Olivia. “Olivia, I’d like to welcome you again to the Royal Magic Research Institute.”

“Welcome,” Daisy said with a soft smile.

The three smiled at each other, saying how much they were looking forward to working together, and started on their tea and sweet treats.

Olivia took a sip of her tea, and her eyes widened in surprise.

This is good!

The tea itself tasted like normal tea, but it was incredibly aromatic. The cake also tasted like they’d brought out the best of the ingredients used. It gave her the impression that whoever made it was very skilled. Daisy then explained that the Research Institute was a sort of training ground for cooks who would someday work in the royal court, so all the aspiring chefs tried to showcase their skills there.

I guess that’s what it means when you put “Royal” in the name.

Seeing Olivia deeply impressed, Robin smiled. “Since we’re going to be working together starting tomorrow, should we each share a little bit about ourselves?” To which Olivia and Daisy agreed. “I’ll start then,” he continued, placing his teacup down to focus on the conversation. “My name is Robin; I’m from a small village in the Rand region.”

He learned how to make magic items from an old, retired artificer who lived in the neighborhood before moving to the capital seven years ago. Robin joined the Research Institute five years ago and had been working on infrastructure ever since.

Daisy was from the capital and was related to the chair, Nicholas, though only distantly. She was gifted with a lot of mana and started working at the Research Institute as an apprentice four years ago, when she was recognized for her skill as an artificer.

“Your turn, Olivia,” Robin said.

“I was born in a town called Daregas. My father was an artificer, and I grew up watching him work. I moved to the capital three years ago.”

“That reminds me,” Daisy said when she heard Olivia’s story, “there was a whole big thing in Daregas not that long ago.”

“Yeah, it was that bank card fraud incident,” Robin mused. It seemed that it had caused a hard time at the Research Institute as well, since they’d been asked to assist.

“Yeah, that did happen,” Olivia muttered, holding back an awkward smile. It was a huge incident, but she hadn’t imagined its repercussions had reached this far.

Things are surprisingly connected throughout the world.

The three then went on to talk about interesting magic items they’d seen lately and other topics artificers enjoyed discussing. Olivia was finding herself tongue-tied as she spoke with the pair of them. Not only was Robin incredibly knowledgeable, but he was also sharp; she learned a lot listening to him. Daisy also knew so much that Olivia had a hard time believing she was just an apprentice.

I should’ve known they’d be incredible. I’m going to have to work hard not to hold them back.

The group was about to leave the café and resume their tour when they heard the door open, and two women in white coats came out onto the patio. They were both a little older than Olivia and radiating elegance.

They seem like nobles. While she was thinking that, Daisy let out a sigh, and Robin’s expression seemed to stiffen. What’s going on?

Just as Olivia was thinking their reaction was weird, the red-haired woman with big energy about her looked at Olivia and narrowed her eyes.

“Tell me…are you that new researcher, Olivia Carter?” she asked.

“Uh, yes. I am,” Olivia replied.

Who is this person? And how does she know my name?

The woman smiled at Olivia’s confusion, her eyes filled with scorn. “How unfortunate for you that you were dragged in to research that stone. I doubt there will be any need to continue researching it soon.”
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Her companion nodded in complete, nasty agreement.

What in the world is this person on about…?

While Olivia stood there, flustered, Robin stepped forward with a forced smile. “Francesca, it seems somewhat careless to me to make that claim when you still don’t know the cause of the explosion.”

His words were only met with silence from the women.

“Or, do you have reason to believe you’ll find it soon?”

“…We’re still investigating,” retorted Francesca, looking away in frustration.

“Well, that’s no good, Francesca. Didn’t Professor Nicholas say that baseless claims inhibit the advancement of magic item development?” Daisy casually added.

“Urgh!” Francesca glared daggers at Daisy.

Olivia was confused watching the three of them interact. What was going on? 

Once out of the café, she asked about it, and Robin sounded apologetic. “I’m sorry you had to witness something that unpleasant on your first day. She was a member of the team working on developing the airship that exploded. Their team had been flying high on success until that point. Then they had that failure. I think they’re probably panicking because we’ve brought in an excellent external artificer to help research magic stones that could compete with their own airship.”

Daisy’s brow furrowed. “Still, it’s not right to talk to Olivia like that.”

“I agree. Maybe we should report it to Professor Nicholas.”

Hearing this, Olivia realized there were all sorts of complicated circumstances at play here. Maybe this was the sort of power struggle Olivia always heard mentioned out and about.

Honestly, it’s got nothing to do with me.

All she was doing was working hard to surpass her father. She decided not to let it bother her.

The trio left the general hall, and Olivia was struck by how big everything was when she saw the researchers’ dorms and the experiment grounds. They then decided to have a meeting and found themselves back in the all-marble entrance of the research hall. The crystal of the magicometer was tinged a beautiful rose color in the setting sun.

It’s weird, but it sort of seems to draw you in.

Olivia was looking up at it in a daze when Robin turned back to face her.

“Are you interested in the magicometer, Olivia?” he asked.

“I am. It’s a strange magic item, don’t you think?”

Robin’s expression turned thoughtful. “Do you want to try it then?”

“What?” Olivia’s eyes were wide with shock. “Can I?”

Daisy nodded. “You need permission, but they let researchers do it whenever they ask.”

Many researchers attempted it periodically and were free to try whenever they wished.

Olivia’s eyes shone. That sounded wonderful! “I’d love to give it a try!”

Robin and Daisy nodded, looking like they were having fun.

“I’ll go ask for permission then,” Daisy volunteered.

“While you’re gone, I’ll explain to Olivia how to use it.”

Once Daisy had gone up the stairs, Olivia followed Robin to the center of the entrance hall. They stood in front of the large magic circle drawn there.

Robin pointed to the magic circle and magicometer as he explained. “You activate this magic circle, and the magicometer over there starts to glow.”

Olivia examined the magic circle. “This resembles a simple glowing magic circle that you’d use for practicing activating circles.”

“Well spotted. Just this one needs a certain amount of activation skill, speed, and mana power in order to make it glow.” He went on to explain that it was a bit like a thermometer; the more skill and mana one had, the higher up the crystal it would glow.

Olivia crouched down and focused on the magic circle. It was large, probably about fifteen feet across, and it was quite complicated.

It’s made so that it won’t activate unless you do it in one push once you’ve focused your mana. This does look like it will require a decent amount of skill and mana.

She muttered to herself as she built up an image in her mind of how to activate the circle, and Robin watched her with curiosity.

After some time, the door to the entrance hall opened, and people in white coats streamed in. It seemed that while Daisy had been getting permission, word of Olivia testing at the magicometer spread, and people began to crowd into the hall.

Francesca was among them, looking at Olivia with condescension. 

Olivia was in her own little world. With her eyes still closed, she was completely unaware of the bustling around her as she mentally practiced activating the magic circle over and over.

“I’ve got permission,” Daisy called, and Olivia opened her eyes.

“Eeeeeek!” Olivia shrieked in disbelief.

The fringes of the hall and the stairway were packed with people. There had to be over a hundred of them staring at her with curiosity.

Wh-When did they all get here?!

Robin burst out laughing at her shock. “I thought you were incredibly brave, but you just hadn’t noticed them.”

“N-No, I was focused on the magic circle…” she stammered as she used her handkerchief to wipe the sweat from her brow. She’d thought she was going to be giving this thing a quick try, but it’d turned into a whole big thing.

In all honesty, she really wanted to call quits now, but she had a feeling she couldn’t back out at this point.

Seeing Olivia go pale and grow disheartened, Daisy tried to encourage her. “Don’t worry. Most people can’t even make it glow on their first try. I had to practice several times before I could make it glow.”

“It was the same for me,” Robin added. “So don’t worry if it doesn’t work. It’s normal.”

The pair later revealed that about eighty percent failed on their first go. Olivia was relieved to hear that. It wouldn’t be a problem even if it didn’t go well.

But if I’m going to do it, I might as well give it my all.

“Here I go,” she whispered as she stood before the magic circle.

She let out a sharp breath, trying to unravel her nerves, and the chatter in the entrance hall immediately died down. Olivia held her hands out over the circle as everyone watched with bated breath. Her hands began to glow with a golden light as she focused mana into them.

Right, I can do this.

She slowly let out a breath and whispered, “Activate.”

The glowing gold mana in her hands burst out into the magic circle, which began to glow gold as well. Robin and Daisy had to narrow their eyes against the bright blaze of light.

When Olivia had pulled out all the mana she could, she gave a little shout. “Activate magic circle!”

The blinding light of the magic circle rushed out like a golden snake racing across the floor into the magicometer.

As the mana poured into it, the magicometer began to glow from the bottom up, slowly climbing, and the crowd started buzzing.

“Amazing! She got it to work on her first try!”

“No way, it’s going past level three!”

“No, it’s still going! It’s past four now!”

While the crowd was making a ruckus, Olivia had her eyes on the glowing magicometer as she wrestled for control of the mana. Higher, higher, she thought as she poured more in.

After a few seconds, she lowered her hands, her chest heaving as she gasped for breath. She couldn’t go any further.

The glow of the magicometer slowly came to a stop between six and seven.

The next moment, the entrance hall filled with cheers.

“She’s amazing!”

“We haven’t had a level six in forever!”

Applause started from somewhere in the crowd and spread until it seemed loud enough to crack the stone. Some people gave Olivia dirty looks, like Francesca and those with her, but most were clapping excitedly.

W-Wow, it looks like it turned into something incredible!

Olivia stood frozen as Daisy ran over and flung her arms around her. “Wow! Olivia! You were amazing!”

“You were. You surprised me,” Robin exclaimed, congratulating her with a smile.

The huge reaction threw Olivia off balance, but Nicholas appeared from the crowd and placed a hand on her shoulder as if to say, “Well done.” He looked around the room with a finger to his lips, and the applause and chatter stopped. Nicholas called out loudly, “This is Olivia Carter. She is a new researcher in the Infrastructure Department, and we’re expecting great things from her.” He then lightly patted her shoulder and told her, “You should say a word or two.”

“Ack!” Olivia blanched, freezing at the unexpected situation.

“Go on,” Nicholas encouraged with a smile, and she steeled herself.

Raising her voice, she called, “My name is Olivia Carter. It’s a pleasure to be here with all of you!”

The crowd burst into applause and cheers. Olivia’s eyes darted about. She’d never been the focus of this much attention, and it was making her want to escape.

As she was feeling restless from discomfort, Robin stepped in front of her. “Everyone! That’s it for now. Please feel free to return to work.”

At that, the crowd shuffled out, and Olivia let out a sigh of relief. 

Daisy came over with a silver plaque. “Congratulations! I brought this with me just in case.”

Olivia looked at it to see that her name was engraved on it. What’s this?

As she looked at it bewildered, Robin pointed to the white wall beside the magicometer. “We put up the names of anyone who gets above level five. See? They’re hung up over there.”

Olivia squinted and saw plaques with people’s names on the wall next to the magicometer. There were about thirty of them. It looked like the names were placed next to their highest level, so there were fewer the higher up it went.

Robin offered to hang hers since it was dangerous to climb up there, but Olivia shook her head. This wasn’t an opportunity you got often, so she wanted to do it herself.

She set the ladder they’d brought out for her next to the magicometer and slowly climbed, where she hung her plaque on a protrusion in the area between level six and seven. Then she looked up at the plaques of the people who’d gone higher than her.

There are still so many people above me.

She gasped when she saw the highest plaque: Adolphe Carter—her father’s name.

Father…?

She descended in a bit of a daze, and Nicholas congratulated her again. She thanked him before asking, “Um, that person at level ten. Adolphe Carter…”

Nicholas’s eyes crinkled in a smile. “Yes. That’s your father. I didn’t know him personally, but I’ve heard he was incredible.”

“He was…?”

Olivia looked down. In every fiber of her being, she felt respect for her father, as well as a drive to surpass him.

After that, Olivia, Robin, and Daisy discussed what they would be doing, then Olivia boarded her carriage and returned to the dimly lit city.



 

 

 

Intermission 1: At Gordon’s Magic Appliances

 

THE evening of Olivia’s first day at the Royal Magic Research Institute, Gordon was sitting at his desk behind a mountain of documents after the shop had closed.

He let out a heavy sigh. “For goodness’s sake, paperwork really piles up quickly.”

He tackled the administrative work by lamplight, muttering about how he really wasn’t good at these detailed tasks.

“That should be plenty,” he grumbled after a while with a big stretch.

A knock came from the door before it burst open. Laraconia, an energetic man in his mid-thirties and a skilled artisan who worked at the shop, rushed in.

He gave Gordon a genial smile. “Evening, Gordon!”

“Laraconia. What brings you here this late?”

“I’ve got something interesting to tell you.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

Laraconia sat in the chair in front of the desk, looking like he was trying to hold back a huge grin. “I was at the Research Institute today.”

Laraconia was an expert in water-related magic items, so he sometimes visited the Royal Magic Research Institute. He’d been earlier that day for work related to fountains.

“I saw Olivia there,” Laraconia continued.

“Olivia?” Gordon looked up at the calendar on the wall. “Ah, she started today. How’s she doing?”

“It looks like she came out swinging.”

“What do you mean?” Gordon replied with a look of amazement.

Laraconia enthusiastically explained, “I’d just finished my experiment and was about to leave, when a commotion started.”

The researchers rarely left their laboratories, but for some reason, they were hurrying toward the entrance hall. Thinking it was odd, Laraconia caught the attention of one of them and asked what was going on. They said the new researcher who’d started that day was going to try the magicometer, and they were going to watch.

“I started thinking this new person must be pretty brave,” recounted Laraconia. “Takes some real nerves of steel to try that right on your first day.”

“Most people do wait until they’re a bit more settled. So, I take it that was Olivia?”

“It was. And, boy, was I surprised to see her.”

His jaw had dropped when he saw Olivia standing before the magicometer, and he listened in on the researchers around him.

“She’s pretty young. Might not be nice saying this after coming out to watch, but I doubt she’ll get that high.”

“It’s smart of her to try it now. It’s easier to recover from setbacks when you’re young.”

Laraconia shrugged. “It sounded like about eighty percent assumed it would end badly, and about twenty hoped for something good.”

But she blew everyone’s expectations away the moment she activated the magic circle.

“It was like her mana was incredibly focused. She must have been really determined.”

Gordon laughed. “No one can beat Olivia when it comes to drawing out stupidly strong power when the pressure is on. So, how’d she do?”

“She got over level six!”

Gordon’s eyes shone. “Really? That’s quite impressive!”

“Everyone was in an uproar because it was the first time with that high a record in a while. And here I am glowing with pride, being her mentor and all. Everyone was looking at her differently then.”

“Hahaha! That does sound like she came out swinging.”

Laraconia then described with amusement how Olivia reacted when she was showered with applause, and Gordon roared with laughter.

After Laraconia left his office, Gordon stood and moved over to the window. He looked out at the lamplit streets as he remembered a smiling face that looked very much like Olivia’s: the face of her father, Ralph.

He looked into the sky where the stars had begun to shine and whispered, “Are you watching, Ralph? Your daughter’s working hard.”



 

 

 

Chapter 4: Olivia Dives into Research

 

A month had passed since Olivia had started working at the Royal Magic Research Institute. It was an early summer night with a pleasantly cool breeze, and a single black carriage rolled down the silent streets of the capital. It turned onto Lamilis Street, which had no signs of other people, and stopped in front of Olivia’s Magic Jewelers. 

“We’ve arrived,” the driver announced as he opened the carriage door. 

Olivia stepped down, her eyes lidded from drowsiness. She fixed her unfocused eyes on the driver and bowed. “Thank you again for driving me back so late. Be careful on the road home.” 

“Thank you for your concern, miss. You get some rest yourself.” 

After their usual exchange for the night, Olivia tottered up to her room on the second floor of the shop. She unlocked the door, then crossed the disorganized room to flop onto her bed. 

I’m so tired… 

She heaved a sigh before managing to push herself up, telling herself she probably would fall asleep, and turned on the light. She then stumbled to the bathroom to shower. Feeling a bit better and having changed into her pajamas, she had a drink of water from the tap and sighed again. 

The day went by in the blink of an eye. 

She thought back to everything that had happened since she’d started working at the Research Institute. 

 💎💎💎

ABOUT a month earlier, the day after she’d tried the magicometer, Olivia went to the Research Institute, raring to go. She was feeling even more motivated now that she’d seen how incredible her father was for getting that record. 

I need to work hard to become an even better artificer than him! 

She was practically champing at the bit when she got to the laboratory, and Robin and Daisy were already inside. 

“Good morning, Olivia,” Robin greeted. 

“Good morning. You two are early,” Olivia replied. 

“Well, we do live on site.” After their morning greetings, Robin said, “Right, first thing we should do today is show you our ultimate goal.” 

“Our ultimate goal?” 

“Yep. The thing we’re aiming to achieve.” 

With a curious Olivia in tow, Robin and Daisy went down to the storage area in the basement of the research hall. Guards, who appeared to be knights, stood sentry in front of the storage room, their expressions stern as they stood protecting it. 

This looks like tight security. Is there something valuable in there? 

The knights opened the door for them, and they went inside, where Olivia froze like she’d been hit with lightning. 

Wh-What is this?
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The ceiling was so high that Olivia had to crane her neck up to look at it, and she couldn’t even see the far end of the room. High up on the walls were slim horizontal windows to let in light. And in that dim light were rows of every color of magic stone imaginable, many of them taller than Olivia herself, gleaming softly in the light of the lamp the knight carried. Olivia’s mouth worked up and down at the utterly unbelievable sight. She’d never seen magic stones that big. 

And there are so many! Am I dreaming? 

Daisy pointed at the stones. “These are the largest magic stones in the kingdom. They mine the biggest ones and bring them here.” 

“Oh, yeah, of course,” Olivia just about managed to get out as she stared with fascination at the stones. She could tell at a glance that they were all incredibly high quality. 

Robin borrowed the lamp from the knight. “Let’s go.” He walked off further into the storage room. Daisy followed, looking unfazed, with Olivia behind, whose eyes roved so much she looked suspicious. 

They walked through this mysterious, silent space, filled with giant magic stones, until they reached an area of light-blue stones. They were lined in neat rows and ranged in size from about Olivia’s height to nearly as big as a small home. 

Robin placed his hand on one and looked at Olivia. “This is the flying stone we plan to use.” 

“What?! W-We’re going to use a stone that huge?!” she cried. 

“This type of magic stone is more powerful the bigger it is. They believe we could manage to fly using a stone this large.” 

Olivia gulped. She’d never worked with a stone this massive. 

And it looks like it might have strong traits. It’ll be very hard to work with… 

She looked at the magic stone with a bit of unease. 

They then went to the Institute’s largest storage area, located on the edge of the complex. It looked like a workshop, and it seemed to be where the craftspeople were building the airships. 

I’ve seen it from far away, but not up close like this. 

Olivia’s heart pounded as they entered the room, so stunned by what she saw that her eyes almost popped out of her head. 

“Oh my gosh, I had no idea it was this huge!” she shrieked. 

In the middle of the room was a ship so massive it could comfortably fit her family home inside it. The body was made of wood, with many ropes attached, which she assumed were to secure the gas-filled balloon. 

“This was the airship they’d planned to fly using the gas,” Robin told Olivia, now standing beside her.  

If it hadn’t been for that explosion, that ship would likely have been sailing high in the sky this very moment. 

I’m surprised… They were really trying to get a ship this big to fly. 

Part of her was impressed, while another part was worried. The magic stones she’d seen had been massive. This ship was massive. Everything just seemed way too big. 

Seeing Olivia’s worried expression, Daisy gave a laidback smile. “Robin, you need to explain things. You’re scaring Olivia.” 

Robin scratched his head apologetically. “Sorry. You’re right, Daisy.” 

They went back to their laboratory, and Daisy took a box from one of the shelves. She removed the lid to reveal a tiny ship inside, big enough to rest in the palm of Olivia’s hand. 

“The first step of our research is to get this to fly,” Robin explained. First, they would aim to get the miniature airship flying, then steadily scale it up. 

Olivia let out a sigh of relief. That made more sense. She had no idea what to even do when she saw that massive stone and airship, but she felt like she could manage something with this little ship now. 

With Robin and Daisy’s help, Olivia tried using a flying stone about the size of her thumbnail. However… 

“This seems quite difficult,” sighed Olivia. 

“Yeah, it is,” agreed Robin. 

They could get it to float in the air, but only about four inches off the ground. It would fall back to the ground if they put so much as a handkerchief on it. 

“It’s a powerful magic stone, so I’m certain it has plenty of power for flying. It’s merely a matter of drawing that power out,” Robin said. 

Their goal for this first stage was to get the ship to float six feet off the ground and sustain that height for at least fifteen minutes. All the teams were struggling to achieve this goal, so their first step was to find a way to draw out the stone’s levitating power. And that’s how Olivia became entirely focused on research well into the night for the past half a week. 

💎💎💎

OLIVIA looked around her room as she drank a cup of hot tea. It was even more of a mess than usual, thanks to her busy life right now. 

I need to clean this up. 

Right after she thought of tidying her room, she shook her head. She’d come home thinking she should get to sleep early—without getting distracted. 

All right, let’s get ready for bed. 

She got up and took her empty cup to the kitchen. After quickly cleaning it and putting it away, she went to the bathroom and brushed her teeth. 

After turning off the lights and snuggling into bed, a thought struck her. 

That magic circle that failed to activate today, was it maybe because the sigils on the outside were wrong? She stared up at the dark ceiling, her thoughts churning, bringing up idea after idea for how to improve the magic circle. I should note these down. 

She sat up, but then vigorously shook her head. 

No, you did this same thing before and ended up working late into the night! 

She pulled the blanket over her head, but even more ideas for the magic circle popped into her head. Not able to take it anymore, she sat up, deciding she wasn’t going to get to sleep with things like this. 

After turning on the lamp, she looked at the clock. It was eleven at night, two hours earlier than she normally went to sleep anyway. 

I’ll…just make a little note of my ideas. I still have plenty of time to sleep. 

She got up and took out her sketchbook. At her desk, she set to drawing magic circles, muttering as she did. 

“Hmm, this should increase the output to the maximum, then…” 

Outside was utterly silent, and the only sound in the room was the ticking of the clock. Olivia spent several hours absorbed in her sketchbook. 

“Done!” Olivia beamed, lifting her head. “Looks good,” she whispered as she looked at the magic circle in her sketchbook. 

Feeling satisfied, she looked to the side. 

“Ack!” 

And she froze. She hadn’t noticed that the sky had begun to lighten outside the window, and the birds had begun to sing. She jerked her head up to look at the clock and saw it was four in the morning. 

“Oh… Shoot…” 

Olivia collapsed on the desk. She’d started, thinking she would only do a little bit, but it was already morning. 

Looks like I won’t get much sleep today either… 

She stretched her arms high, then collapsed into bed. There were only three hours before she had to wake up, but if she didn’t get any sleep at all, it would affect her work. 

“I need to be careful not to oversleep,” she muttered to herself as sleep slowly took her. 

She woke about four hours later and was now being jostled by the carriage as it trundled through town, her face looking sleepy. 

After experimenting with various arrangements, they’d settled on having Olivia come into the Research Institute three days a week. She then spent three days working at her own shop, and then she had one day off. 

However, she was currently using that day off to go to the Research Institute as well, but that wasn’t important to her. 

The carriage Olivia was riding arrived at the Research Institute. She put on her white coat and went to the laboratory, where Robin and Daisy were already at work. 

“Good morning,” she announced. 

“Morning,” Daisy greeted back. 

“Good morning, Olivia,” said Robin. 

The two of them were smiling, but they looked slightly unwell. Olivia smiled ruefully. They were just like her, staying up late thinking. 

Olivia set her sketchbook on the worktable and opened it, showing them the magic circle she’d drawn last night. “I actually had an idea. Would you mind taking a look?”

They both peered at the book with excitement. 

Robin pointed at the circle. “It’s really well done, but if it were me, I think I’d increase mana consumption here a bit. Then restrain the mana here a bit.” 

Olivia nodded as she began redrawing the circle. The three then discussed different options to improve the circle. 

After a little while, Olivia looked up. “This might be it. Should we give it a try?” 

“Yeah, let’s do it,” Robin agreed. 

“I’ll get the magic plate,” Daisy volunteered as she grabbed the plate from the shelf and placed it on the worktable.

The team had now developed a system. 

Whenever they tested with a magic circle, Robin drew it because he was the most precise. As he did that, Daisy would prepare the miniature airship, since she was the best with her hands, leaving Olivia to activate the circle because she had the most mana and was the most skilled at execution. 

Once Robin had finished duplicating the magic circle on the plate, Daisy placed the miniature airship tied with thumbnail-sized magic stones on strings, one at the front and back each. 

“All right,” Olivia murmured. “Here I go.”

She stepped up to the magic circle, rolled up her sleeves, and held her hands out over the plate. Her hands began to glow with a golden light. 

She let out a slow breath, then whispered, “Activate.” 

The golden mana poured from her hands into the magic circle, and the sky-colored stones began to glow a pale blue. 

A few moments after the glowing faded, Daisy reached out and picked up the airship and placed it on the floor. 

The three of them watched with bated breath as the stones began rising into the air, pulling the airship with them. 

“It’s floating,” said Daisy excitedly. 

“Yeah, and it’s looking good,” Robin agreed. 

The airship rose before their eyes, steadily gaining altitude. Once it reached Olivia’s knees, it stopped and gently floated there. 

Robin used a tape measure to measure its height. “Nineteen inches. That’s four inches higher than the best we got yesterday.” 

Olivia went quiet, her expression a mix of emotions. 

I’m happy we beat our record, but it’s nowhere near good enough. 

Thinking about how they had to reach six feet made her realize they had to increase the ship’s altitude by about fourfold. 

The three then gathered around the magic circle, and Olivia frowned. “To be honest, I can’t think of any way to improve this.” 

“Me neither,” sighed Robin. “I think that might be the maximum height we can reach with this magic circle.” 

Daisy was fiddling with the miniature airship. “Why don’t we try adding more magic stones again? The last time we got a big increase was when we added a stone.” 

In the beginning, they’d only been able to reach about two inches off the ground using one stone. Adding another had allowed them to jump up to about ten times that height. Increasing the number of stones was a very promising suggestion. 

But Olivia still looked glum. “I do think we could get it to fly higher with more stones, but the question is whether or not we’ll be able to control three stones.” 

“I agree. It would require exponentially more skill than the current design,” Robin pondered. Then he glanced up at the clock and smiled. “Why don’t we take a break? It’s past lunchtime.” 

“Yeah, it is. We’re not going to have any good ideas on an empty stomach,” urged Daisy, bouncing to her feet. 

Olivia slowly rose to hers. In all honesty, she wanted to keep thinking, but she went along with the other two. 

The three left the research hall and headed toward the general hall, where a large buffet-style cafeteria was located on the second floor. The people who worked in the Research Institute ate there for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 

Once there, Olivia picked up a tray and went to the buffet. There was only a scattering of people, perhaps because it was late for lunch, and the dishes on the buffet were heaping with food. 

It looks good again today. 

She started scooping food onto a plate, feeling excited. After getting mounds of pasta with tomato sauce, along with a meat dish and an egg dish, she went to the dessert area and squeezed a small slice of cake, a pudding, and a Danish onto her plate. 

Carrying her now heavy tray, she joined Robin and Daisy at a long table, and the two burst into laughter. 

“I’m amazed, Olivia,” Robin marveled. “That’s enough food for three people.” 

“You always hate taking a break for food, but you end up eating more than anyone else,” Daisy mused. 

Olivia looked away. She never felt hungry when they were about to eat lunch, but she’d realize she was starving the minute she laid eyes on the food. 

With that, they dug into their food with joy. Olivia scooped some egg into her mouth and felt happy. It was fluffy and soft, and she enjoyed every moment of it. 

“It makes me happy just watching her,” Robin said. 

“Me, too,” Daisy added.

The other two also seemed to enjoy their food. Once she was finished, Olivia went back for seconds. They all finished their meal with a cup of tea. 

“Right, why don’t we talk about our strategy moving forward?” Robin asked with a serious expression. 

Robin was the team leader; he was the oldest and the most experienced as a researcher, but he was also the most sensible and good at looking out for others. He always made sure Olivia took breaks because she had a habit of getting engrossed in her research, and he was always helping Daisy with advice when she wasn’t sure what to do. He was a very considerate man, sociable, and had a good relationship with the other teams, which allowed him to obtain useful information. 

And he’s also a talented artificer—a very well-rounded person. 

Daisy was generally very laidback. She was very capable and completed her tasks quickly, but she tended to zone out. A lot of the time, she would sit watching the birds in the courtyard. Olivia heard she spent her days off feeding the birds or making them houses. 

They were all very different types, but that was what made the team work so well together. Robin was balanced and attentive to others, Daisy was skilled but absent-minded, and Olivia was hardworking but often became too absorbed in the research. All in all, the team had a very pleasant and harmonious atmosphere. 

It’s thanks to the two of them that I’m having such a nice time working on this research. 

As they talked, Olivia’s heart was filled with gratitude toward Robin and Daisy. Although, it couldn’t be all fun… 

“Oh, taking a break, are we?” came a scathing voice. “You all seem rather unconcerned.” 

They turned and saw the arrogant, red-headed researcher Francesca, a daughter of the Marquess Owen family. Two other women shadowed behind her. 

She feigned an expression of sympathy. “I heard things aren’t going very well for you, are they?” She looked down at Robin with a condescending look. “Well, they have you as their leader. It’s not surprising things aren’t going well.” 

Robin wore a stiff smile, and Daisy casually said, “Speaking of, Francesca, I heard you tried the magicometer last week. How did it go?” This time, Francesca didn’t have any comments. “Based on the way you’re talking, I’m assuming you did better than Olivia, right?” 

Francesca glared at Daisy, then turned to her two followers. “Let’s go,” she ordered before leaving the cafeteria. 

Olivia watched her go with a sigh. What is with her? 

For some reason, Francesca seemed to go out of her way to say nasty things whenever she saw them. When she had her sights on Robin, she always hinted at their class difference in her insults. 

Robin smiled sadly. “It makes sense for a high-ranking noble to get annoyed by a commoner like me. She probably can’t stand the thought of me working in the same place as her.” 

“But you’re a very skilled artificer! She’s the one there’s something wrong with!” retorted Daisy. 

“Yeah, Daisy’s right!” added Olivia, getting angry as well. Then she looked down apologetically. “I’m sorry I never say anything to defend you.” 

Olivia did want to argue with Francesca, tell her that the ridiculous statements she made were wrong. However, whenever Francesca appeared, Olivia became so uncomfortable that she found herself unable to speak. 

Robin smiled at Olivia. “No, you’re fine the way you are. Daisy and I are used to it, considering how long we’ve been living in the Research Institute.” He then clapped his hands together in an attempt to change the mood. “Right, let’s get back to it.” 

The three then settled on a plan of adding another magic stone for a total of three. They returned to the laboratory, continued brainstorming magic circles, modified the miniature airship, and dove into research. 

After a month of work, they were able to get the airship flying with three stones, but only to a height of three feet. It was far from their goal of six.



 

 

 

Intermission 2: Sally Sees a Magic Stone Embedded in the Ceiling

 

IT was an early summer evening, and a cool breeze had begun to blow. 

A red-headed woman in a stylish white suit was walking along the streets where it was just starting to feel like nighttime.

Today was another busy day. 

Sally’s heels clicked on the paving stones as she thought about how tired she was. A thought popped into her head, and she wondered how Olivia was doing lately. 

I haven’t seen her in a long time. I hope she’s doing well. 

Two months had passed since Olivia had started working at the Royal Magic Research Institute. The last time Sally had seen her, she’d said she was so busy her head was spinning. Was she doing all right now? 

I’m nearby anyway. Maybe I’ll drop in. 

Olivia might not be at the shop, but Lottie would be. Sally could ask her how Olivia was doing. 

After walking a short distance, she came to a pâtisserie where she bought some madeleines for Olivia and some walnut cookies for Lottie. With the cute treat package in hand, she went to Lamilis Street. 

Once at Olivia’s Magic Jewelers, she rang the doorbell. There was a call from inside, then Lottie answered the door. 

“Hello, Miss Sally. Are you here to see Miss Olivia?” Lottie asked. 

“I am. I was hoping to see her for a moment at least. Is she in?” 

“She is. Please come in.” 

Sally stepped inside and looked around. The shop had classy wallpaper and modern mahogany furniture, with rows of magic jewelry pieces lining the showcases. When the shop had first opened, it felt like it oozed urban chic from every facet, but now there was a touch of warmth as well. 

It’s really turned into a nice shop. 

Lottie went to the door that led to the workshop at the back of the shop and knocked. “Miss Olivia, Miss Sally is here.” 

The moment she went to open the door, BANG, an incredibly loud sound came from the other side, followed by a wail from Olivia. 

“Wh-What’s wrong?!” Lottie cried. 

“D-Did something happen?!” shouted Sally. 

Lottie jerked the door open, and Sally rushed over, shaken. 

The two peered into the workshop. Sally’s eyes went wide. “Wh-What in the world?!” 

The workshop was covered in a scattering of small, white fragments of something. In the center stood Olivia, staring up at the ceiling in a daze. 

Sally followed her gaze and gasped. 

There, she saw a small, aqua-colored stone rotating with a grinding noise against the ceiling in the very center of a large spiderweb of cracks. 

Sally and Lottie stared at the ceiling in astonishment. Olivia looked down guiltily. “I’m sorry…I didn’t think it would do that…” 

While Olivia stood there, her head hanging, the blue crystal lost its power and fell. 

Very calmly, Lottie suggested, “Let’s start by cleaning this up.” 

 💎💎💎

THIRTY minutes later, when they’d finished cleaning, the three ladies sat at the worktable and took a breather. 

Lottie made tea, and Sally placed the package of cookies on the table. 

“This is just a little gift,” Sally told them. 

“Thank you. They look wonderful,” said Olivia happily, though her expression was somewhat gloomy. She seemed to be coping with the disappointment of having destroyed the ceiling. 

After thanking Sally for the treats, they dug in. Sally was sitting across from Olivia, munching on a madeleine, and looking straight into her face. There were huge dark circles beneath her eyes. She could practically feel the fatigue wafting off her. 

She looks really worn out. 

Olivia was the kind of person who got easily obsessed with things. Once she started focusing on a project, she’d become so absorbed that she’d forget to eat and sleep. 

I’m getting the impression she’s barely slept lately. 

And then there was the fact that Sally had never seen Olivia fail so badly that she destroyed the ceiling, even if it was only an accident. She must be feeling really pressured. Sally decided to inquire about the blue stone now embedded in the ceiling.

“It’s a magic stone I’m researching right now. I had an idea of imbuing it with the wind effect of a magic material and wanted to try it, but it turned into a way bigger effect than I thought,” Olivia sighed. “This stone is really temperamental. People say you can’t imbue it at all, but I thought that we can’t know for certain unless we try. So, I tried. And that’s what happened…” 

She’d planned for it to only emit about as much wind as a wave of a fan, but it’d leaped up at incredible speed and blasted into the ceiling. 

Lottie smiled wryly. “It’s all right, miss. It was already crumbling a little. We’ll get it fixed in no time if we have someone come in to replaster it.” 

“I’m sorry, I’m just putting more work on you.” Olivia looked miserable as she apologized profusely. 

Olivia’s ability to admit her mistakes is one of her good attributes. But, you know, I’ve never seen her struggling this much. 

“What sort of research are you working on?” Sally asked. 

“You can’t tell anyone,” Olivia began, lowering her voice, “but I’m researching flight.” 

“Flight?!” Sally’s eyes flew open. She’d assumed Olivia was researching magic jewelry; she’d never imagined it had anything to do with flying. “When you say flight, do you mean like a bird?” 

Olivia smiled awkwardly. “Maybe…not quite like a bird.” 

“A kite then?” 

“Not really a kite either.” 

Olivia then got suddenly quiet, looking like an idea had struck her. She stared at the blue stone beside her in thought. 

Did she have an idea? 

Sally and Lottie watched in silence, and Olivia slowly asked, “What is ‘flying’ anyway?” 

Lottie folded her arms in thought. “Flying makes me think of things with wings, like birds and butterflies.” 

Sally rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Yeah… The first thing I think of is the confetti you throw into the air at weddings. Like this…” She took a small notebook out of her pocket, tore a small piece from a page, then placed it on her hand and blew on it. The white scrap fluttered through the air. “You send these flying for effect. Oh, and then you can do this.” She picked up the newspaper next to her and used it to fan the scrap of paper, making it dance into the air. 

Olivia watched in silence as the scrap floated to the floor, then began to do the same. “Right now, we’ve only been thinking about drawing out the power of the magic stone. The stone itself is really powerful, and if you imbue it with another magical effect, you end up with it breaking the ceiling like before. But most of the things that fly in this world use wind, don’t they?” 

“Now that you mention it, you’re right,” Lottie agreed, nodding. “Kites ride the wind, and we use wind to blow confetti into the air.” 

“You’re right… Yeah, we use wind…” muttered Olivia in thought. 

Sally and Lottie exchanged a look and chuckled. 

“Maybe we should go,” Sally suggested. 

“Yes, let’s,” Lottie agreed. 

The two left Olivia to her thoughts as they stood. Having finished eating, they quietly cleaned away the dishes and things. Olivia noticed and tried to stand to help, but Sally told her to sit right back down because it wouldn’t take that long anyway. 

Once finished, Lottie turned to Olivia, who was gazing absentmindedly at a bird outside the window. “I’ll be heading out for the day, miss.” 

“See you later, Olivia!” Sally added. “Get yourself to bed early tonight. You look tired.” 

“Oh, yeah. Sure. Thank you.” Olivia walked them to the door, still lost in thought. 

Sally and Lottie waved goodbye to her and then walked together along the evening streets. 

“Do you think she really will go to bed early tonight?” Lottie asked. 

“Nope. I don’t think so. But if I didn’t say something, she might stay up all night.” 

“That is true.” 

They chuckled. 

“How has she been lately?” Sally asked. 

“Generally like that. She’s often lost in thought, but she’s gotten very fast with her work. Jobs that would have taken two full days now take her only one. And Mr. Gordon was saying that the quality of her magic jewelry has increased significantly.” 

“She’s working hard at the Research Institute.” 

“It does seem that way.” 

They chatted as they walked and parted ways at a T-junction. Sally continued toward her own shop. In her mind was Olivia’s face, worn down but working as hard as she could. Sally stretched and looked up into the rose-colored sky with a sigh. 

“Guess I should work hard too,” she murmured as she walked quickly back to her shop.



 

 

 

Chapter 5: A Turning Point

 

“IT stopped.”  

“Yes, it stopped.” 

Three months had passed since Olivia had started working at the Royal Magic Research Institute. She was in the laboratory, the setting sun slanting in through the windows. Olivia, along with Robin and Daisy, looked glum as they stood in front of the miniature airship, floating right above Olivia’s head.  

Robin measured the height with a tape measure and calmly stated, “We have 5 feet 7 inches.”  

Olivia slumped to the ground in disappointment. It was five inches short of their six-foot goal.  

About twenty minutes later, the airship slowly drifted to the floor, and the three gathered around the magic circle, looking grim.  

Robin sighed. “I thought we’d do it this time. It’s only five more inches.”  

“It’s only a little further, but that little further is so far,” Olivia murmured. “It’d be good if we could imbue it with a magical effect.”  

“It would, but these stones are too particular. It’s hard to anticipate how they’ll behave if we imbue them with an effect,” Robin said.  

Olivia smiled wryly. She was thinking back to the magic stone that had punched into her ceiling.  

He’s right. That’s too dangerous.  

After that, they debated all sorts of possibilities, but didn’t come up with anything they thought would work well. The atmosphere in the laboratory turned gloomy.  

Then Robin grinned suddenly. “This is just a suggestion, but why don’t we take tomorrow off?”  

“What?” Olivia stared at him in surprise.  

Cheerfully, he suggested, “What we need right now is to clear our heads. We’re not going to come up with any good ideas with tired minds.”  

Olivia frowned unhappily. She felt she would come up with something if she pushed herself to the limit. “I think things don’t really start until you start thinking you can’t go any further.”  

Robin and Daisy burst out laughing and started convincing her that that was actually exactly when you needed a rest the most.  

“If you two insist…” she agreed reluctantly.  

Robin smiled and stood. “It’s decided then. We take tomorrow off.”  

“All right. Then let’s get ready for a day off, clean up, and head out,” Daisy beamed as she got to her feet.    

Olivia also stood, though she wondered what you had to get ready for a day off. “Okay. Let’s clean up.”  

After a quick once-around to tidy up, the three bid their goodbyes and parted ways.  

Olivia left the research hall and got into the carriage waiting for her. The driver was surprised she was leaving that early.  

“When’s the last time I left when it was still light out?” she murmured as she stared out the window. She nearly fell asleep in the carriage several times, perhaps because she was starting to relax at the idea of having tomorrow off, or perhaps because she was just that tired.  

Arriving home with eyes half closed in sleep, she went to bed without even having dinner.

  💎💎💎

THE next morning, Olivia woke to the sound of rain.   

She stared in a daze at the familiar ceiling of her bedroom, frustrated that it was raining on her rare day off.  

She pushed herself up with a huff and had a big stretch.  

I slept so well.  

She looked around, saw the disaster that was her room, and sighed.  

“Guess I should finally get to cleaning up in here.”  

She got out of bed and went to the bathroom to take a shower. Once dressed, she took a piece of somewhat stale bread from the shelf and chewed on that as she drank a cup of tea.  

“I need to do this,” she groaned as she started cleaning the room.  

She took the clothes she’d tossed on the back of the chair and hung them in the wardrobe, gathered the trash, and collected the books scattered about the room.   

At one point, she nearly got distracted by reading a book on magic items, but snapped herself out of it and reprimanded herself. Today was her day off! After that, she did her best to put the books back on the shelf without opening them.  

Once she was done dusting and sweeping the room, she looked around with a sigh. It’d been such a mess before that she’d felt even more worn out whenever she came home, but it was now changed into a nice, clean room.  

This is nice. Now I’ll feel better when I come home. Her stomach grumbled, and she looked at the clock. It was two in the afternoon. I still have time to do something today.  

An idea came to her. She could see Elliot. He was always coming to visit her; maybe she should go to him today.  

But…  

Elliot had two noble titles, so there was no guarantee he’d be at Dicks & Co.  

I might find him there, though.  

Olivia opened her wardrobe. After debating what to wear, she settled on a bright blue dress and a hat with a ribbon of the same color. With her satchel in hand, she walked quickly out into the streets. The rain had let up.  

She breathed in the slightly humid air and strolled down the street, looking into the shop windows.  

This is nice. She gave a big stretch. This time for relaxing was making her heart feel lighter. I don’t get enough time like this, do I?  

On the way, she stopped at a crêpe shop she frequented and bought a time-limited peach and cream crêpe to eat as she continued her stroll.  

Eventually, she came to a large building near the city center. Above the open doors was a sign that displayed Dicks & Co.  

She hesitantly walked inside. The first floor was a showroom for the goods that the merchant company dealt in. There were a lot of people there having what appeared to be business negotiations.  

They seem busy.  

Olivia felt uneasy, worried that it was wrong of her to drop in unannounced, but then the boy who delivered her letters from Elliot approached with a smile on his face.  

“It’s been a long time, Miss Olivia! Are you here to see Master Elliot?”  

“I am. Is he in?”  

“Yes. Wait here a moment.”  

The boy offered her a seat, then ran energetically up the stairs. Olivia waited, thinking how the boy was as clever as he’d always been, and Elliot appeared from above and came down to her. His necktie was loose, and he wasn’t wearing a hat.  

“Hello, Olivia,” he greeted. “What brings you here today?”  

“Um, well, I was wondering how you were doing,” she mumbled, looking away in embarrassment.   

Elliot smiled happily. “Is that so? Well, wait here a moment, and I’ll let them know I’m going out.”  

“Um, you don’t have to, if you don’t have the time. I just showed up, after all.” She glanced sideways at the bustling merchant hall.  

Elliot’s eyes crinkled in a smile. “It’s all right. I was actually thinking it’d be nice to go out for a bit.”  

He then went back upstairs, came down carrying his bag, and joined Olivia.  

As they walked, he asked, “Do you have the day off today?”  

“Yes. We decided at the last minute to take a break. I’m sorry for coming without letting you know first.”  

“No, it’s all right. I’m very happy to see you.”  

His smile made Olivia blush, so she looked down. She was feeling oddly bashful.  

The two then went to a park next to one of the canals. Many people visited the riverside area, where several temporary outdoor eateries set up shop with seating.  

They chose a dessert provider and each ordered a drink and ice cream. They then sat at a table with a white sun umbrella, watching the briskly flowing canal as they ate.  

“Mmm, this is good. There’s nothing better than ice cream in summer,” Olivia beamed.  

“It really does feel like we’re in summer, eating this,” agreed Elliot. He then looked at her with concern. “You’ve lost weight again. You’re not pushing yourself too hard, are you?”  

Olivia scratched her head. “Um, well, maybe a bit. Things aren’t going very well.”  

“No?”  

“No, they’re not.” Olivia quickly recounted a shortened version of their experiments to Elliot, explaining that they needed the miniature airship to fly six feet but had only managed 5 feet 7 inches. She told him with a sigh how she hadn’t been able to come up with any good ideas, no matter how hard she tried. “We’ve tried all sorts of existing methods, but none of them have worked. I feel like we’ve run into a wall.”  

Getting over that wall would definitely lead to huge growth in her as an artificer—she was certain of it—but she had absolutely no idea how to do that.  

Olivia shook her head vigorously to try to rid herself of those pessimistic thoughts. She was with Elliot, whom she hadn’t seen in so long. She didn’t want to waste this precious time dwelling on dark thoughts.  

Trying to change the track her mind was on, she asked, “How have you been, Elliot?”  

“Me? Things are going well enough. Now that I think about it, I’ll be going to Daregas this weekend.”  

“You will?”  

“Yes. I plan to be there for a little while.”  

“Oh.” Olivia looked down at her hands. She was thinking of the underground study in her family’s home, with all its documents.  

There might be some clue in there…  

Her father had worked on many abnormal research projects. There might be something useful in there.  

“Olivia, what’s wrong?” Elliot asked since she’d fallen into thought.  

Still thinking, she said, “When you mentioned Daregas, it made me think of my father. He sometimes made astounding magic items.”  

Elliot nodded in understanding. “You were telling me before that some of the magic items he’d made were rather unusual.” After a moment of thought, he slowly asked, “Olivia, if your schedule allows, would you like to come with me to Daregas?”  

“What?”  

“I have an entire horsecar carriage booked for myself, so it won’t cause any trouble to have someone else join me. We’ll have to return to the capital separately, though.”  

Olivia considered this. Seeing as they were at a dead end with their research, it could be a very good idea to look for clues elsewhere. And considering it was hard to get a ticket to Daregas this time of year, the suggestion was appreciated.  

“Are you sure it’s all right for me to go with you?” she asked.  

“Of course.” He nodded cheerfully.  

She looked at him with gratitude. “Thank you. I’d love to go with you, but I’ll need to check with the other researchers on my team. Can I let you know tomorrow?”  

He smiled. “All right. I’ll wait to hear from you.”  

💎💎💎

THE next day, Olivia brought up going to Daregas to Robin and Daisy while they were eating lunch in the brightly lit cafeteria of the general hall.  

“I have a request,” she said. “Could I take about five days off next week?”  

The two looked blatantly worried.  

“Is everything all right?” Robin inquired. “Did something happen?”  

“Are you feeling unwell?” pressed Daisy.  

Olivia blinked in response. “Nothing’s happened, and I’m perfectly healthy. What makes you think otherwise?”  

“It’s a struggle just to get you to take a lunch break, and now you’re asking for time off. Of course, that’s going to make me worry,” replied Robin.  

Olivia smiled wryly. Apparently, they saw her as a serious workaholic. “I want to visit my family home. It’s been a while.”  

“Your family home…in Daregas?” Robin asked.  

“Yes.” Olivia nodded. “My father’s documents are still there. I want to look through them.”  

“Your father?” Daisy asked. “He was at the Research Institute before, wasn’t he?”  

“Yes. He liked making abnormal magic items, so I think I might find a clue on what we can try next.”  

Robin looked thoughtful. “When you say your family home, do you mean your shop in Daregas?”  

“No, it’s a house in a residential district near the shop. Well…no one actually lives there right now, so I suppose it doesn’t really feel like the family home anymore…” She held back a sad smile as she thought of the empty, gloomy home. Then she lowered her head to Robin and Daisy. “I’m sorry to ask this when we’re so busy, but please, I’d really like to go.”  

Daisy gave a carefree smile. “Sure. I think we need a break anyway.”  

“I agree,” said Robin cheerfully. “So, when would you be going? Will you take the horsecar?”  

“I’m planning on taking a horsecar in five days.”  

“All right. Then let’s put the experiments on pause for a little while.”  

Five days later, Olivia set off for Daregas.



 

 

 

Chapter 6: In Daregas

 

A carriage drove down the streets of the capital beneath a summery, vivid blue sky. Inside was Olivia, wearing a bright blue dress. Beside her was her usual leather satchel and a large suitcase with anti-theft properties containing her clothes and some magic jewelry. 

She looked out the window, feeling impatient. 

I can’t wait. It’s been so long since I’ve visited Daregas. 

The carriage exited the streets and arrived in the square in front of the capital’s horsecar rail station. Olivia disembarked, paid the driver, picked up her suitcase, and went into the station. She cut through the crowds, heading toward the platform Elliot had told her in advance. 

Once at that platform, she found a special horsecar waiting. There was a sign on it saying “Reserved.” Elliot was reading documents beside it, dressed casually in a button-up shirt and vest. 

“Elliot!” Olivia hurried over to him, and he looked up from the documents with a smile that crinkled his eyes. 

“Good morning, Olivia. I’ve been waiting for you to arrive.” 

“Good morning. Thank you so much for letting me come along today.” She bowed to him. 

He smiled in return. “It was nothing. Besides, this carriage is too large for just me.” He then took her suitcase and carried it into the horsecar, where he placed it on the overhead rack. “Is that all your luggage?” 

“Yes. Thank you.” Olivia climbed on board as well. 

It was a spacious four-person carriage with two leather benches facing each other. There was a long table between the benches, already holding a teapot and cups. 

It’s as fancy a carriage as always. 

Olivia sat across from Elliot and rummaged through her satchel to find a package that smelled pleasantly of coffee. She set it on the table. “One of my coworkers at the Research Institute told me about these. They’re coffee-flavored cookies, I thought you might like them.” 

“Thank you,” said Elliot as he breathed in the aroma. “They smell wonderful. I can’t wait to try them.” 

The horsecar then departed at the scheduled time, leaving the station and steadily traveling toward the outskirts of town. A short while after the scenery outside the window had changed to rolling farmland, Elliot took some documents out of his bag. 

“I’m sorry, I hope you don’t mind if I work a little.”

“No, of course not.” 

He became engrossed in his reading, his long eyelashes turned down as he focused. Olivia also took her book on magic items, but glanced out the window. Beyond the green of the earth, a towering, pure white column of clouds pierced the blue sky. 

It must have been in this area that I saw the airship. 

Images of Robin and Daisy cheerfully seeing her off came to her mind. When she’d first started at the Research Institute, she’d been motivated by a strong desire to become an artificer even better than her father. Now, she had another desire just as strong, and that was to accomplish something with her team. 

I hope I can find a clue in Father’s underground study on where to go. 

The horsecar continued, carrying Olivia as she thought about work and her goals. 

When evening began to show in the sky, the horsecar arrived in Daregas. Olivia and Elliot disembarked the carriage and left the station. She looked up at him and said, “Let’s go to my house first, then we can go out for food.” 

“All right.” 

Elliot was going to stay at her family’s home, but only for the first night. Olivia had suggested it because she felt bad that he was always doing her favors and never the other way around. 

They boarded an express carriage outside the station, which hurried through the streets of Daregas toward the residential area. 

Once they arrived at her family home, she unlocked the gate and welcomed Elliot inside as she unlocked the front door. 

Then she opened the door and looked into the dimly lit building. 

“Hm?” She cocked her head. 

At first glance, it was the same somewhat lonely-feeling house from before. But something looked slightly off. There was a wrongness that she couldn’t put her finger on. 

“What’s wrong?” Elliot asked when Olivia froze in place. 

“I…don’t really know why, but something feels wrong.” 

“Wrong?” 

“Yeah. Like something’s different from usual, but it’s probably just my imagination,” Olivia told him as she went to step inside the house, but Elliot stopped her, his expression intense. 

“Wait a moment.”

“What is it?” 

“You said that nothing in particular seems different, but you feel like something’s wrong, right?” 

“Y-Yeah, I guess,” she stammered in bewilderment. 

He rang the bell attached to the door. “Hello?” he called. The chime’s clear sound echoed deep in the house, then went quiet. “It doesn’t look like there’s anyone in there…” he murmured as he stared inside. 

He then pulled what looked like a rod from the bottom of his suitcase and flicked it, causing it to extend into a slender sword. Turning to Olivia, who was still puzzled, he cautioned, “I don’t think anything is going on, but you never know. Do you have protective magic items on you?” 

“U-Uh, yes, this,” she replied, pressing her hand to her chest over the protective amulet underneath her clothes. 

I-It’s not a burglar, is it? 

Elliot reached into the gloomy hallway and turned on the lights. “Let’s go,” he beckoned before advancing cautiously into each room. 

Olivia followed him, feeling on edge. She looked around the rooms, but didn’t see anything unusual. 

I don’t know why, though, I still feel like something is definitely wrong. 

After looking through the kitchen and bathroom, Elliot turned to Olivia and asked, “Did you see anything abnormal?” 

“Nothing in particular. I think it’s the same as I left it last time.” 

He ran a finger along the top of the dresser beside him. He looked thoughtful after seeing the line he left in the thin layer of dust. He then went to inspect the garden, and Olivia checked every nook and cranny of the house, making sure nothing was missing or broken. 

I can’t find anything. After checking the storage cupboards on the second floor, she thought, There isn’t even anything here worth stealing. 

The only things of value in the house were the magic items in the bathroom and kitchen, like the heater and stove, or maybe some furniture. Then there was a bit of clothing, linens, and a few books. 

I did feel like something was wrong, but maybe I was imagining it. 

Thirty minutes later, Olivia went out into the garden and found Elliot looking at a window with a frustrated expression. 

“I’ve checked everything,” she called out to him. “I couldn’t find anything that was broken or stolen.” 

“I also didn’t find anything that seemed out of the ordinary. But I also feel like everything is a little too perfect.” He looked at her with a serious expression. “Are you absolutely certain nothing is missing? Maybe something that was in storage? Or maybe there’s something new somewhere that wasn’t there before?” 

Just as she was about to say there was nothing, Olivia remembered one thing. She didn’t know if the things in the underground study were all right. “Now that you mention it, there’s one place I haven’t checked. Would you come with me?” 

“Of course.” 

They went to her father’s room. Once inside the dark room, they turned on a lamp. 

Elliot checked the window. “The shutters are very sturdy,” he noted. 

“Yeah, they are. And they must be rusted or something because they don’t open at all.” 

While talking, she opened the closet, then placed her hands on the floorboards and carefully poured magic into them. Once detached, she removed them, and Elliot looked surprised when she showed him the trap door. 

“What is that?” he asked. 

“I guess you could call it my father’s secret base.” 

“It does seem like a secret base… It would not at all be easy to find.” 

He pulled the trapdoor open, and the two descended the stairs by lamplight. The smell of old books stung their noses. 

Once inside the small study, Elliot looked around, his eyes wide. “Is this…your father’s library?” 

“Yeah.” 

“When you said you wanted to look into something, were you talking about these documents?” 

She nodded. “I’m hoping I can find a clue in here.” 

“I see,” he whispered. “Olivia… Do you know the contents of the documents in here?” 

“Of course. I’ve only glanced through them, though.” Pointing at different sections, she recalled, “From here to here are magic items he made for the shop. This side is research into fields my father was interested in. And over here are things for children, like toys or what he made when I was little.”

“I see… By the way, who other than you knows this study exists?” 

“No one. I only found out about it in a letter my father left me when he died. I haven’t even told Jack.” 

“All right. Then, is there any chance that someone might be able to guess that a study like this exists?” 

Olivia mulled over that for a moment. “Jack and Carol know that I have my father’s documents in the house. And Robin and Daisy know too; I told them when I asked for time off. And then…well, we were talking about it in the cafeteria, which was full of people. Someone might have heard. That’s about it, I think.” 

Olivia walked over to the shelves as she spoke, thinking nothing really seemed out of place. She turned back to Elliot and saw he was looking grimmer than she’d ever seen him. It looked like she’d caused him more worry than she needed to. 

I feel bad now… 

She told Elliot that, and he grew apologetic. “No, I’m sorry. Working in the field I do has given me a habit of jumping to the worst conclusion. I’m sorry to worry you.” He then smiled as if trying to change the mood. “You wanted to clean, didn’t you? I’ll help.” 

“Thank you. I hope you don’t mind. It’s not often I get a helping hand.” 

They left the underground study, sealed the entrance, then put away their belongings before doing a quick clean and getting things ready for their stay. 

It was dark at that point, and they went to a nearby restaurant for dinner, where they savored food made with plenty of olive oil, which Daregas was famous for. 

Elliot left the next morning, after reminding Olivia to remain careful. Now alone, Olivia spent her time reading in the underground study, visiting the shop for the first time in a long while, and giving Carol advice on making magic jewelry. 

After three days, “I might be able to use this…” she murmured, having found a possible clue in her father’s documents. Still in the underground study, she tried drawing a magic circle to test whether it could work. She activated it, imbued stones, and ran a variety of experiments. 

On the fourth day, Olivia was flying high on the hope that her new idea could work, and she boarded a horsecar back to the capital.



 

 

 

Intermission 3: Elliot Dicks

 

ONCE he left Olivia’s family home, Elliot went to the main road and flagged down a carriage. After telling the driver the destination and getting out, he removed his tinted glasses and sighed. 

So, what do I do? 

Elliot often found himself in difficult situations because of his work. He’d spent years investigating a case with no clue who the culprit was. In all that time, every once in a while, someone would say something feels wrong. Elliot’s experience told him that was not a feeling you should simply ignore. 

That’s why when Olivia thought something felt wrong, he was wary. Perhaps there was something in the house, but he and Olivia had gone around checking every nook and cranny and found nothing amiss.

Olivia said there wasn’t anything specific that was bothering her, yet Elliot sensed something was not quite right. The house may have been sealed shut, but there was dust inside. You would expect quite a layer of dust in a house that hadn’t been cleaned for a whole month, but, in his opinion, there actually wasn’t enough. 

He then asked Olivia if she was sure nothing was out of the ordinary, and she showed him to her father’s room. Elliot tried opening the window, but learned it was covered with sturdy shutters. According to Olivia, they didn’t open because they were rusted; however, they were clearly nailed in place. 

The room held yet another secret. There was an underground room beneath the closet, and the entrance was very skillfully concealed. It was made so that it wouldn’t lead to the underground room unless you put mana into it in exactly the correct way. 

Elliot was flabbergasted. It was the same sort of system used on treasure vaults. No, it was better than those.

He went down with Olivia and found a secret library storing old-looking documents in long rows. 

Is it possible…whoever it was, was after those documents? 

Olivia’s father had received awards for his accomplishments as an artificer. It wouldn’t be all that surprising if someone were after his research. 

When he asked Olivia if she’d told anyone about that room, she claimed it was only a few people. 

“Jack and Carol know that I have my father’s documents in the house. And Robin and Daisy know too; I told them when I asked for time off. And then…well, we were talking about it in the cafeteria, which was full of people. Someone might have heard. That’s about it, I think.” 

Elliot sat in the carriage as it trundled along, deep in thought. 

He had no physical evidence that something had happened, only that feeling that something was wrong. It could be his imagination. It was possible that nothing had happened at all. 

But if it had, this could become an incredibly difficult situation. 

The carriage took him to a manor outside town. Once out front, he put on his rimless, tinted glasses and pinned a badge of the knight’s order on his chest before stepping out of the carriage. A knight approached him, and he ordered them to put a guard on Olivia, but not to let her see them. 

Then, with an unreadable nobleman’s smile on his face, he strode into the building.



 

 

 

Chapter 7: Progress

 

IT was an evening two days after Olivia had returned from Daregas. She was visiting the Royal Magic Research Institute for the first time in a week, sketchbook in hand. 

I feel at peace, like I’ve come home. 

It made her realize she’d become used to the place. 

When she entered the laboratory, Daisy looked up from the book she was reading and smiled. 

“Olivia! Welcome back! How was your visit home?” 

“It was sort of the same as always. Here, I brought a souvenir.” She placed a box of cookies on the worktable. 

Daisy beamed with joy. “It smells lovely. I’ll make some tea.” 

“Thank you. Where’s Robin, by the way?” 

“In the laboratory next door. He’ll be so happy when he comes back.” 

Apparently, Robin had seemed very sad while Olivia was away.  

Daisy was making tea for the team when Robin came in. His expression brightened the moment he saw Olivia. “Welcome back, Olivia!” 

“It’s good to be back, Robin,” she replied, a smile naturally forming on her face. 

The three sat around the table, sipping tea and eating the cookies, enjoying their first conversation together in a while. Daisy had also taken time off while Olivia was away. 

“My family told me to come back out of nowhere. It was my first time returning in a while,” she told them. 

Robin looked glum as he nibbled a cookie. “Francesca really came at me because you two were gone. She even came into the laboratory just to insult me.” 

Francesca and another woman had appeared in the laboratory while he was alone, slung a load of insults at him, then left. 

“She said it was idiotic to be researching this questionable magic stone, that I must be too big for my britches thinking I could be a leader of the team with my background, and all sorts of other droll things.” 

“What?! She said that?!” cried Olivia. 

“Yeah. I guess Professor Nicholas got pretty angry at them when I told him.” Robin explained that Francesca and her gang seemed to be under a lot of pressure. “They still don’t know what caused that gas explosion. If things stay like this, the entire technology of using gas for flight will be shelved.” 

Daisy was in a huff as she said, “I don’t care what the situation is; it’s wrong to pull status on someone like that!” 

Olivia nodded vigorously. Daisy was absolutely right. 

“Thanks,” Robin replied, looking at the pair of them with gratitude, before changing the subject. “Anyway, how did things go in Daregas? Did you find any clues in your family’s home?” 

“Hehehe, listen to this,” she exclaimed with a defiant smile as she opened her sketchbook and put it on the worktable. “I think I did, in fact, something good!” 

Robin and Daisy leaned in to look at the sketchbook with curiosity. On its pages was a complex magic circle. 

“I’m…having a hard time understanding this circle,” Robin admitted. 

“I’ve never seen one like it. What is it?” asked Daisy. 

Olivia stood. “It’s probably faster if I show you.” She went to the shelves and took down the magic plate and quickly drew the magic circle onto it, referencing her sketchbook. She then took a red magic stone about the size of her thumbnail out of her pocket and handed it to Robin. “What kind of magic stone do you think this is?” 

He took the stone and ran a little mana through it, causing it to glow faintly red. “It’s a fire element; I can tell you that much.” 

“Correct.” She took the stone back from him and placed it on the magic circle drawn on the plate. Then she held her hands out over the plate and let mana flow through, bathing the stone in a golden light. After a few moments, she picked up the stone again and handed it back to Robin. “How about now? What can you tell?” 

“What do you mean? It’s still the same magic stone.” He looked confused as he passed mana through it again, but then he stared at it in confusion. “Uh, what? What’s going on?” 

The stone, which had glowed red a moment before, was now emitting a white glow. 

Daisy looked taken aback. “That means it has no element, doesn’t it…?” 

Olivia shook her head. “It does. This magic circle reduces the fire element in a stone.” 

According to her father’s notes, the price for water-element stones had skyrocketed, so he was conducting research to see if he could make a water-element stone from the more cheaply available fire-element stones. 

“Water-element stones got cheaper again after that, so he stopped working on that research. But when I saw this magic circle, I thought, flying stones can’t be imbued with other materials because their own attributes are too strong. But maybe we could use this magic circle to do something about that.” 

Robin, expression serious, began thinking out loud, “It’s a completely off-the-wall idea, but it could work.” 

“It could,” Daisy agreed with several nods. “It’s a one-in-a-million chance, but it might do it.” 

The three then went quickly to their research, using Olivia’s father’s magic circle for inspiration. After investigating possible options for using the circle to restrain the flying stone’s inherent attributes, they then moved on to selecting what magic materials to use for imbuing.  

Olivia became even more buried in the research. She absolutely wanted to make this work—partly because it was using her father’s idea as inspiration, and partly because she felt they could get over the wall they’d run into if they could make it happen. 

Robin and Daisy also seemed to feel this was a crucial point in their battle, because they were just as ardent about the research as Olivia. 

 💎💎💎

ABOUT two months after beginning this new research direction, Olivia was standing in the center of the laboratory, a look of anxiety on her face and dark circles under her eyes from staying up late. 

Beside her were Robin and Daisy with matching circles just as dark under their eyes. 

They were gearing up to try a test with the miniature airship. The evening before, they’d come up with a magic circle that they thought could finally do it, and the trio stayed up late into the night tinkering. 

“Let’s give it a whirl,” Robin said as he carefully placed the magic plate with the circle he’d drawn on the floor in the center of the laboratory. Daisy gently placed the miniature airship on top of it. Olivia stood in front of it, praying it would go well as she held her hands outstretched. 

Mana gathered in her hands, and she whispered, “Activate.” 

The glowing golden mana poured from her hands into the airship, which began to glow a pale blue. Wind burst out from below the airship, and the airship itself lifted into the air. It gained altitude, if somewhat clumsily, until it stopped above Robin’s head, where it floated in the air. 

Robin climbed onto the table and measured the height. 

“We have 7 feet 8 inches.” 

“I’m timing it,” Daisy called out, taking notes with her eyes on the clock. 

They watched with bated breath as it continued to float in the air. 

After some time, the airship slowly drifted down, steadily losing altitude until it plunked on the floor. 

Daisy looked at the clock. “Exactly twenty minutes,” she announced, then she threw the pen and notepad into the air and leaped toward Robin and Olivia. “We did it! We did it!” 

“We did!” joined Robin. 

“Yes! We did it!” cried Olivia. 

Filled with emotion, the three hugged. Daisy was sobbing, and even Robin and Olivia were sniffling. They all sank to the floor together and let out a heavy sigh. 

“Man, I am exhausted,” groaned Robin. 

“Me toooo,” whined Daisy. 

“Yeah, same here,” said Olivia as she stared up at the ceiling. These past few months had been trying. Several setbacks had nearly made her lose hope, but the team had encouraged each other, held each other up. 

Olivia adjusted her position on the floor and bowed to her teammates. “Thank you. If it weren’t for you two, we never would have made it this far.” 

“I agree. We’re only here because we had each other,” Robin cheerfully told them. 

“Yeah, thanks, everyone,” sniffled Daisy. 

They kept thanking each other as they stood, then were suddenly struck with a desire to sleep, perhaps because a weight had been lifted from them. 

Afterward, Robin headed to Nicholas’s office to report their progress, and Olivia and Daisy went home. 

“See you tomorrow…” Daisy called out quietly, her eyes half closed as she wobbled toward the dorms. 

After she’d left, Olivia also wobbled down to the carriage. The driver looked at her with concern and asked if she was all right as she climbed in. 

The next thing she knew, she was woken up by him telling her they’d arrived, and she stumbled up to her living quarters. 

“I’m so glad it worked,” she whispered as she flopped right into bed and went to sleep.



 

 

 

Intermission 4: Olivia’s Team Goes to Celebrate

 

“GOOD job, everyone! Cheers!” 

“Cheers!” 

“Cheeeeers!” 

It was a summer night with a pleasantly cool breeze caressing their cheeks, three days after they succeeded in their test with the miniature airship. Olivia, Robin, and Daisy were all smiles as they clinked their wine glasses together on the patio of the fancy restaurant on the fringes of the city. 

Before them, the table was crammed with steaming, delicious-looking dishes of ratatouille, quiche, gambas al ajillo, and more. 

Daisy happily said, “I didn’t actually think we’d get to go outside the Institute.” 

“I’m surprised too. I’m grateful Professor Nicholas let us,” Robin agreed. 

 Three days earlier, the three of them had reported to Nicholas that they’d succeeded in their trial with the miniature airship. 

“What?! How incredible! Well done!” he had cried with joy. He seemed quite happy that the research was going to go out into the world. “Why don’t you three go out to celebrate?” he’d suggested, and gave Robin and Daisy permission to leave the grounds. He even made a reservation for them at a restaurant he recommended. 

Feeling grateful for his kindness, the trio accepted and were now at a fancy restaurant in the capital, making a toast. 

Daisy took a bite of pizza and smiled in ecstasy. “It’s so good! The food in the cafeteria is tasty, but you get a bit bored eating it every day.” 

“Yeah, and it’s never really piping hot, is it?” Olivia thought out loud, her mouth working as she chewed. She’d been to all sorts of restaurants in the capital, but this one was particularly delicious. 

Maybe I should come with Elliot sometime. 

Daisy’s spoon was working as she spoke. “But you know, we’ve made huge progress. I can’t even believe how much we were struggling just a few months ago.” 

“Yeah,” Robin mused. “This is the sort of thing that, when you do make progress, it’s in huge leaps. At this rate, we’re going to be the ones chosen to present our results at the end of the year.” 

“That’s exciting. I’ve always wondered what it’d be like to be chosen for that.” 

Olivia looked at the two blankly. “What do you mean, presenting our results at the end of the year?” 

“At the start of the end-of-the-year party, they present research that has had significant results,” explained Daisy. “It’s the one time of the year when the Research Institute holds an extravagant party and invites people from outside the Institute to attend. They invite families and partners of the researchers, letting them see the Institute.” 

Last year, they’d presented the airship that had flown using gas. 

“It’s a huge honor to be selected to present our work, since they invite officials from the royal court and high-ranking nobles to the announcement ceremony,” added Robin. 

I didn’t know they did that. 

When she saw Olivia listening unenthusiastically, Daisy flashed a laidback smile. “You don’t seem interested in that sort of thing at all.” 

Robin chuckled. “You are not greedy in the slightest. It’s one of the good things about you. Though it can sometimes cause complications…” 

After that, the three enjoyed the food and conversation. They talked passionately about the newest type of birdhouse Daisy had made or the latest popular magic items. 

Suddenly, Robin asked them, “I’m curious… It won’t be a factor for a while, but what are you two planning to do once our research is over?” 

“I’ll continue working at the Institute,” Daisy replied. “Next year, I can be promoted from assistant to a full-fledged researcher. But there’s still a lot I need to learn. What about you, Olivia?” 

After taking a sip of her wine, Olivia said, “I plan to go back to my shop. I’m only a temporary researcher, after all.” 

“Really? I have a feeling Professor Nicholas is desperate to keep you here.” 

Olivia smiled wryly. “I appreciate the thought, and I am interested, but I have my shops. I can’t be a full-time researcher.” 

Full-time researchers learned a lot more, and it became more difficult for the Research Institute to control that information. That was why you needed to request to leave the Institute, and why they didn’t grant permission unless there was a good reason. Apparently, Nicholas had hidden the true purpose of this trip by claiming they were going out to purchase materials necessary for their research, but that wasn’t something he could do often. 

Daisy cut into her quiche with a fork and asked, “Are you going to keep working as a researcher, Robin?” 

“Well, to be honest, I think I’ll have to go home for a bit,” he answered. 

“What? Really?” Daisy blinked in surprise. “I’d thought you’d stay at the Institute forever. Become, like, the Institute’s overlord.” 

“I thought the same,” Olivia agreed with a vigorous nod. 

Robin smiled awkwardly. “Overlord? That’s harsh. I had planned on staying a bit longer, but my family contacted me and told me to come home.” 

“Oooh. Does your family make magic items?” Daisy asked. 

“Yeah, something like that. I think I might end up working for someone.” 

Olivia nodded understandingly. “That could be good. You’re so skilled, whoever it is will value you.” 

Robin snorted a laugh. “You want to come with me, Olivia? I’m sure we’ll get to do all sorts of interesting research. You could bring your shop with you and do both.” 

Olivia giggled. “Thank you, Robin, but I like my shop in the capital.” 

Daisy pouted. “Robin, that’s unfair, inviting Olivia but not me.” 

“You said you were going to become a full-fledged researcher.” 

“Wellll…yeah, I did.” 

Olivia and Robin burst out laughing at Daisy’s oddly accepting expression. They were feeling lighthearted, partially because their research was going well, as they continued enjoying their idle conversation. 

“See you tomorrow, Olivia. Careful on the way home,” Robin said. 

“Thank you. Take care, you two,” she called back. 

“We’ll see you tomorrow!” Daisy cried. 

After their goodbyes, Olivia went back to her shop, and the other two took a carriage back to the Research Institute.



 

 

 

Intermission 5: Elliot Meets Nicholas

 

IT was early afternoon on a sunny fall day.

In the castle complex at the center of the city, in a training ground surrounded by trees turning red, Elliot was sparring with a young knight, wearing a simple training outfit consisting of a shirt and pants. 

The metallic clashes of their swords rang out through the training ground. And, before long, Elliot had flung the young knight’s sword from his hands. 

“Y-You got me…” gasped the knight as he stumbled and fell to the ground.  

The other knights surrounding them exploded in an uproar. 

“I expected no less!” 

“How’d he get so good with a sword?” 

Elliot looked around. “Who’s next?” 

“Me, if you’ll allow me, my lord!” cried a young knight as he stepped forward. 

Elliot then sparred with several more people before heading out, telling them he’d be back again. 

Back in the changing room, he changed into his knight’s uniform and flattened his hair before heading to the carriages. He walked down the long hallway, looking out at the red leaves of the trees in the courtyard, when someone called to him. 

“Elliot!” came a familiar voice from behind. 

Elliot stopped and turned around to see Marquess Nicholas Wilson with his splendid gray hair, looking dapper in a sophisticated black suit. 

He approached Elliot, his eyes crinkling in a smile. “It’s been a while, Elliot. Six months, perhaps.” 

“It has been. Are you leaving, Lord Wilson?” 

“Yes. Let’s walk to the carriages together.” 

They had a friendly chat as they walked slowly along the covered corridor. Even though they were of different ages, the two had an amiable relationship. It helped that their families were on good terms, and they seemed to get along well. 

“How have you been?” asked Nicholas. 

“Not bad. You seem particularly well, Lord Wilson. You’ve been all smiles.” 

Nicholas grinned and nodded. “It appears we’ll be able to do something about what happened six months ago.” 

The incident he was referring to six months ago was the explosion of the airship that had been steps away from completion. Elliot had heard Nicholas had gone pale in the face when the royal court had ordered him to find a way to fix it within a year. 

“I heard it was incredibly difficult to work with,” said Elliot, “but you’ve managed something?” 

“Yes. I succeeded in bringing in an excellent artificer from outside the Institute. She’s been doing a wonderful job working with our in-house researchers.” He puffed up with pride. 

Elliot guessed he was talking about Olivia. “She? A woman?” 

“Yes. She’s a young woman named Olivia Carter.” 

“I see.” He looked away. He had seen how desperately hard Olivia was working, and it made him happy to hear that her efforts were being recognized. 

Nicholas then went on to explain that they’d actually considered inviting Olivia to join the Research Institute twice before. 

“The first time was when she filed for a patent. We invited her to join us as a researcher then, but she declined, saying she was still learning her craft. The second time we were about to invite her, the bank card fraud incident happened in Daregas. We couldn’t invite her anymore because she was involved in the incident, though only because she was a victim. But the third time’s the charm, and we were finally able to bring her in. Only as a temporary researcher, however.” 

Nicholas was planning to bring Olivia on as a full-time researcher once the airship research was complete. 

“Letting go of someone with that much talent would be a great loss.” 

Elliot resisted the urge to chuckle at Nicholas’s enthusiasm.  

The Research Institute was infamous for the high divorce rate among its researchers. Part of it was because they couldn’t leave the Institute’s grounds, and any letters they sent were checked thoroughly first, meaning they couldn’t write just anything to their loved ones. 

Olivia had her shops, so Elliot doubted she would ever become a full-time researcher. 

Though, sometimes she surprises me. 

He wanted to support Olivia the artificer, who also happened to be Olivia his girlfriend. But he didn’t know if he could do that if it came down to her saying she wanted to be a full-time researcher at the Institute. 

While his thoughts went in a slightly gloomier direction, Nicholas walked behind him in high spirits. Then, as if having a great idea, he said, “Do you have any plans on the last day of next month?” 

“I…think my schedule might be open then.” 

“Is that so?!” Nicholas exclaimed, his eyes sparkling. “If it is, I would love for you to come to the Institute! We plan to put our flying ship on display!” 

Apparently, it hadn’t been formally decided yet, but they were planning to have a public test flight of the airship at the research announcement ceremony held at the end of the year. 

“Our method of flight this time is unique. Since you are someone with a pulse on domestic affairs, I would certainly like you to witness it,” Nicholas urged. 

It sounded like several other intellectuals and bureaucrats would be there. 

Elliot listened to him talk all about it. He was curious about the airship, and he wanted to see the results of Olivia’s research with his own eyes. 

But what would she think…? 

In all honesty, he wanted to avoid drawing attention to the status difference between them. Being invited by Marquess Wilson, however, meant this was work. Also, he wanted to see how hard she was working. 

Maybe I should try to just keep the two things separate in my head… 

Elliot smiled and nodded. “Very well. I’d love to attend.” 

“Really?! I can’t wait!” 

They promised to exchange letters detailing the event, then boarded their separate carriages and left the castle.



 

 

 

Chapter 8: Preparing for the Announcement and an Invitation

 

AFTER their successful trials with the miniature airship, the days turned into a blur for Olivia. 

A group of craftspeople joined Olivia’s team to construct the airship and were thrilled because they’d been worried that the research was going to be canceled.  

“You just leave it to us! We’ll make you an incredible airship!” 

The three researchers went on to discuss options and run experiments. Together, the team smashed the next goal of getting a bathtub-sized airship to fly. With the stable flight of an airship that size achieved, they began running their first manned flights. 

Nicholas cried with joy when he heard how far they’d come. “Incredible! This is a significant achievement!” Between his exclamations of amazement, he told them that they would be showing the airship in flight at the year-end announcement of research results. 

“We did it!” 

“Yeah, we did!” 

Both the researchers and craftspeople groups were over the moon when they heard the news. 

But things were going to get hard. 

Important people were going to be attending the research announcement, so they absolutely could not make any mistakes. As a result, they had to do even more test flights than was strictly necessary. Adjustments to the airship were also made to improve appearances, and matching uniforms were ordered for the team. 

Before they realized it, there was barely a month left until the year-end announcement. It was a little past noon on a bright, sunlit day, but a sharp wind cut through—a clear reminder that winter was on its way. Olivia, Robin, and Daisy were in the sky garden on the roof of the research hall, bundled up in warm clothing. From that higher vantage point, they could more effectively run the emergency drills required for piloting the airship. Since they would be flying at a fairly high altitude for the announcement, they needed to prepare and practice in case something went wrong. 

Olivia leaned against the railing. “It’s, um…higher than I imagined.” 

The sky garden was nearly 100 feet above ground and the tallest building in the vicinity. Olivia could see the canals and streets of the capital below and even the snow-capped mountains in the distance. 

Coming to stand next to Olivia, Daisy asked, “Wait, are you afraid of heights?” 

“I wouldn’t say I’m afraid of heights, but I’m not particularly good with them either. Are you fine with them?” 

Daisy smiled casually. “I’m pretty good with heights. I used to climb trees all the time when I was little because I wanted to be a bird.” 

“Sometimes, you’re surprisingly tomboyish.” 

As they talked, a man wearing glasses came into the sky garden, carrying a box about the size of a large dictionary. 

“You’re all here,” he greeted. “We’ll begin the emergency drills now.” 

Olivia and the other two gathered around the man as he opened the box and took out heavy bracelets with sky-blue magic stones set in the center. 

“Today, we’ll be using magic items that reduce your falling speed,” the man explained. 

When the magic item detected that its wearer was falling, it slowed them down enough that they wouldn’t get injured when they landed. The bracelets had a limit of 1,000 feet, but the airship was only going to be flying slightly above 300 feet, so that wasn’t an issue. 

“I’m going to ask you three to equip these magic items, then practice falling. I’d like you each to do it at least five times,” the man explained. 

Olivia took a bracelet, her face pale. She wasn’t scared of heights, but her knees felt weak at the thought of jumping off. 

Is Daisy all right? Olivia turned to look and saw that Daisy had already climbed gleefully up onto the railing. 

“Daisy!” Olivia cried before she could stop herself. 

Daisy looked back toward her, all smiles as she waved at Olivia. “See you in a bit!” she cried before she leaped off the railing with all her might. 

“Ah!” 

Olivia rushed over to the railing and looked down. Daisy was floating down, enveloped in a blueish-white light. She looked like she was having a blast. 

Wow. I guess she really did want to be a bird. 

While Olivia was looking down, impressed, Robin came over and asked with some concern, “Olivia, are you going to be all right?” 

“Yes, I’m fine. I don’t hate heights, but it does take some courage to jump off.” 

“Yeah, it does. Take it in your own time,” he gently told her before nimbly jumping up onto the railing. “See you,” he said with a wave, and, with a little hop from the railing, he was falling slowly toward the ground. 

After watching him go, Olivia drummed up her courage and climbed onto the railing, her bracelet securely fastened. Her body trembled slightly at the sight of the capital stretching out below her, but she squeezed her eyes shut and jumped. 

“Eek!” 

For about one terror-filled second, she felt the sensation of falling, but then the bracelet grew faintly warm, and she began descending more slowly. She drifted down until she landed lightly on the ground. 

“Haaah… I did it…” 

She crumpled to the ground. Daisy came over like she was having a great time, but to Olivia, that was high, scary, and not fun in the slightest. 

But it’s practice for if something happens. I need to give it my all, she told herself. She somehow managed to get herself to jump four more times. 

About an hour after the training was over, Olivia was in the laboratory, her head lying listlessly on the worktable. 

Ugh… I’m exhausted… 

She was drained both mentally and physically, perhaps because of the frightening experience. She also felt a little unwell. Her stomach was churning. 

Unable to leave Olivia pale and crumpled on the worktable, Robin brought a cup of water over for her. “Are you all right?”

“Thank you. And I’m sorry for worrying you.” Olivia gratefully drank the water, then glanced around. “By the way, where’s Daisy?” 

“Well,” Robin began with a chuckle, “she went with the team working on emergency magic items.” 

Apparently, they were so impressed by how she handled jumping that they scouted her as a tester for their safety equipment. 

Olivia burst into laughter. “She’s surprisingly brave.” 

“She is. The other day, she caught this huge moth that came into the laboratory with her bare hands.” 

The two shared a small chuckle. Robin then told Olivia to keep resting, and he went about organizing documents. Olivia watched, letting her thoughts wander while she drank her water. Robin’s a hard worker. I feel like he’s always doing something. 

The only sound in the quiet laboratory was the sound of Robin turning pages. After some time, Olivia let out a sigh. She was feeling a lot better, thanks to both the water and the rest. 

Robin smiled at her in relief when he saw her complexion markedly improved. Once she was fully recovered, she stood up. “Thanks for the water. I feel better now.” 

“Olivia,” Robin started, sounding somehow formal. “I…wanted to ask you something.” 

Olivia was caught off guard by his abnormal tone. “What is it?” 

“It’s about the end-of-the-year party…” It was unusual for him to struggle for words like this, but he decided to go for it. “I was wondering if you would like to go with me.” 

It was so unexpected, and Olivia was left blinking in shock. “Uh…go with you?” 

“Yes. We’d go to the party together, dance together, that sort of thing.” 

Olivia cocked her head at Robin’s earnest expression. What in the world did he mean?  

But then it hit her. Robin was trying to be kind to her because he knew she had no family to invite to the party. 

Robin chuckled when he saw her expression. “You just thought that I’m only trying to be nice, didn’t you?” 

“Uh, how did you know?” 

“I’ve known you for six months now,” he answered with a crooked smile. But the smile then disappeared from his face, and he looked at her with a solemn expression. “It’s not because I’m being considerate. I honestly want you to go with me.” 

“What?” 

“I would enjoy your company.” 

Olivia was thrown off balance when she saw his somewhat nervous expression. This was all too sudden. She didn’t know what to do with it all. 

When she fell quiet, uncertain what to do, Robin scratched his head. “If you’re free, I’d love it if you would say yes, but…have you maybe already invited someone?”
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She thought about that for a moment. When she’d heard they could bring people close to them to the party, the first face that popped into Olivia’s head was Elliot’s. She would enjoy spending time with him, and she wanted him to see what she’d accomplished. 

But she hesitated when it came to actually asking him.

He was the son of Duke Flarence. Bringing him here, where there were so many nobles, would only cause him trouble, wouldn’t it? 

I want him to come, but I don’t want to cause him any trouble. 

So, she put off asking him, uncertain what to do, until now, when Robin asked her to go with him. Olivia knew she didn’t want to go with anyone but Elliot—she really wanted him to accompany her. 

Maybe…I could try asking him. 

She could explain what was going on to Elliot and ask if he could go. Elliot was careful; he wasn’t going to force himself into an impossible situation simply because she invited him. So, maybe she should stop running around in circles in her own head and ask him what he thought. That would be better. 

And if he says he can’t, then I can just hide in my room. 

She had a feeling it was wrong to say that if Elliot couldn’t join, then she would go with Robin. If Elliot really couldn’t make it, she’d rather shut herself in her room and eat cake. 

Olivia looked up into Robin’s eyes. “I’m sorry. There is someone I want to invite.” 

“…There is?” 

“Yes. Which is why I can’t accept your invitation.” 

“Oh.” He dropped his eyes for a moment, but then the same cheery smile he always had appeared on his face. “Right, well, we need to get working hard on the presentation of our airship research.” 

“Yes, we do.” 

Right then, Daisy came back into the room with an “I’m back!” 

“Welcome back,” Robin and Olivia called to her as if nothing had happened.

💎💎💎

THE next evening, Olivia sat at her desk at home. She took out her stationery and wrote a letter to Elliot by lamplight. In the letter, she explained that there would be an end-of-year party and that partners and family were invited. Her team had been selected to present their research, and the airship would undergo a test flight. She added that she would like for Elliot to attend, if he had the time.

The next morning, she prayed as she gave the letter to Lottie and asked her to have a messenger deliver it to Dicks & Co. 

He might even have work that’s taking him out of the capital. I shouldn’t get my hopes too high. 

With that thought in mind, she spent the next few days on pins and needles. 

Three days after she sent the letter, she received a response from Elliot: “Thank you for the invitation. I’m looking forward to it.”



 

 

 

Chapter 9: Research Results and the End-of-Year Party

 

ON the day they would present their research results and hold the end-of-year party, Olivia was nervously sitting in her office in the research hall. She wore a fancy, knee-length red coat over pants and boots that allowed for easy movement. The Institute custom-ordered the same outfits for everyone involved in the research to make them look good. 

There would be high-ranking government officials and nobles at the event where they presented their results, making it a very pivotal moment for the Research Institute. 

I don’t really care about what we wear, but I guess appearances are important. 

She was, of course, not going to the party afterward in this same outfit, so she’d be coming back to her room to change.

Olivia opened the closet and took out what she’d be wearing for the party. It was a simple dress in pale purple gifted by Elliot. He’d gone out of his way to look into what sort of dress would be suitable for the end-of-year party, then selected one after asking Sally for Olivia’s size. Not only that, but he wrote in the letter that she absolutely did not have to worry about returning the favor and that she should focus on presenting the airship. 

I’m so grateful… 

She stared out the window, getting herself pumped up to work hard that day in order to live up to the favor. The sky was a perfect, clear blue—great flying conditions. 

I should get going. 

“I’ll be back,” she whispered to the dress and left the room. She locked the door, then left the research hall and walked toward the testing grounds. 

The vast grounds were already bustling with people in work clothes who had set up seats for the attendees in the back. Rows of long benches stretched out before a raised platform, where the important guests would watch the demonstration.

Where did they get all these benches from? 

She went into the storage building and came to the simple wooden ship that they would be using to display what they’d accomplished. It was thirty feet long, and the deck was surrounded by a railing that came up to Olivia’s chest. In the center was a mast holding a white sail. 

It gave the impression of lacking the strength for high flight, but it did look nice. Four flying stones were set into the bottom, and the ship would be controlled by a pilot putting mana into a “control sphere,” a round magic stone placed at the prow. 

It’s finally time… 

While she stood there, feeling nervous, she heard the craftspeople talking. 

“I bet all those important people are going to be surprised when they see this ship.” 

“Yeah, it’s completely different from the one they saw flying last year.” 

That was true. Olivia studied the airship again. The one that had flown using gas had a large balloon on the top, but this one didn’t have anything like it. To onlookers, this one would look like a literal ship at sea taking off into the air. 

I wonder what they’ll say. 

Her heart was pounding from frayed nerves when Robin and Daisy came over. Daisy acted the same as always, but Robin’s expression was tense, giving an air of nervousness. 

Now that the team was together, they gathered for one final meeting with the craftspeople and the experienced researchers who had helped on the project. Three people would man the airship: Olivia as the pilot, Robin as the copilot, and Daisy to keep records. After taking off from the testing grounds, they would ascend to 300 feet, then slowly descend. 

It was becoming noisier outside as they double-checked their flight course. Once the meeting was over, they peered out through the cracks in the door. Already, a shocking number of people were gathered: ladies in their finery, elderly couples with their families in tow, and more, all sitting excitedly on the benches. Olivia’s best guess was that there were three hundred people. 

This does make me nervous… 

She looked out at the people, her expression hard. Daisy pointed happily to the crowd and whispered, “That man in the very front is my older brother.” 

“Wow, good job spotting him,” Olivia said. 

“He’s easy to find. His red hair stands out.” 

Olivia noticed that his hair was a completely different color from Daisy’s. She then peered into the rest of the crowd, trying to find Elliot. There were too many people, though, and she couldn’t spot him. 

He wrote in his letter he’d be here on time, so I’m sure it’ll be fine… 

She was feeling faintly worried when the loud dong of a bell rang out across the testing grounds.

Inside the storage building, someone shouted, “It’s time! We’re starting!” 

At the same time, the Institute’s director stepped out in front of the crowd, wearing his white coat. The crowd fell silent as he bowed to them. He took out a piece of paper and—while holding a magic item that amplified the user’s voice—smiled as he began addressing the crowd. “Welcome, and thank you for being here with us today! We will now be starting with what has become a custom at the Royal Magic Research Institute: our end-of-year presentation of research!” 

The crowd burst into cheers and applause. On the platform, the important-looking people behind the crowd smiled and clapped as well. 

Robin was behind Olivia, watching. “It’s started.” 

“Yeah.” Olivia nodded, pressing a hand over her racing heart. She was more nervous than she’d ever been in her life.

Outside, they listened to a formal greeting from an important figure, delivered by proxy, followed by remarks from Professor Nicholas—each word bringing their presentation closer.

Before they knew it, the director addressed the crowd again. “Now, the moment you have all been waiting for! Please, put your hands together for the flight of our airship!” 

Thunderous applause of anticipation exploded from the seats, making Olivia’s heart ring like an alarm bell. The large doors of the storage building swung open, and the craftspeople slowly pushed out the trolley holding the airship, receiving surprisingly explosive shouts from outside. 

“It’s so cool!” 

“Wow! It looks just like a ship!” 

Olivia could hear the children’s excited shouts. She was scared out of her wits but followed the airship out of the storage building. Olivia was so nervous that she nearly swung her right arm as she stepped out on her right leg. 

C-Can I do this? 

She came to stand a short distance from the airship and took several deep breaths to calm her nerves. Olivia suddenly felt a certain pressure. She looked up in the direction she felt the powerful gaze, and her eyes widened when she saw who it was. 

“Huh?” 

Olivia saw a man in a classy gray suit sitting in the center of the seats reserved for nobles on the raised platform. He looked at her and smiled gently. The sight of his attractive features nearly sent Olivia into a coughing fit. 

E-Elliot! 

She pressed a hand over her mouth and looked down, eyes round with shock. She had no idea why he was in a place like that. 

Robin, who was standing next to her, saw Olivia’s strange behavior and asked, “Are you all right?” 

“I-I’m fine. I’m a little nervous,” Olivia replied as she thought about how she had expected Elliot to be here—she just hadn’t expected him to be in the VIP seats! 

Somehow managing to wrestle her emotions under control, she looked up. Elliot smiled softly at her and waved slightly, as if to say good luck. Seeing him like that, how he always was, let her finally regain her composure. Maybe because she was so surprised, it undid her nerves and let her calm herself. 

I don’t know why Elliot’s there, but I’m going to focus on giving this my all! 

She let out a big sigh. 

Before her, the director gave a general overview of the airship, and the audience listened with rapt attention. Eventually, he sucked in a deep breath and gestured toward Olivia, Robin, and Daisy, who were standing beside the airship. “Now, it’s about time that we show you this airship in flight! These three are the researchers who will be piloting the airship for you today!” 

The three of them bowed to the audience to thunderous applause. 

Olivia pressed her hand over her chest. There was nothing she could do to stop its hammering. 

“Let’s go,” Robin said, and he boarded the airship along with Olivia and Daisy. 

Elliot watched, his eyes crinkling in a smile. 

Once the three researchers were on board, the director cried, “Now, if you’ll please!” 

The crowd cheered loudly as Olivia stepped up onto the raised platform at the prow and placed her hands on the clear control sphere about the size of a human head. Robin stood at the stern, and Daisy stood by the mast in the center. 

After checking the movement of a piece of cloth tied to the mast, Daisy called out, “Barely any wind!” 

“Same here!” Robin called loudly. 

“Understood! Taking off!” Olivia yelled back as she poured mana into the control sphere. It glowed with gold light, and a gold magic circle appeared inside. 

The audience watched with bated breath as a pale blue light appeared beneath the airship. Wind burst from the bottom, the gust flattening the grass below. 

The next moment, the airship floated into the sky. It steadily climbed higher, and the audience all stood, looking up at the airship. 

“Whoa! It’s flying!” 

“Amazing! It really is flying!” 

There were loud cheers of excitement. 

In the midst of the cheers, Olivia let out a breath and carefully controlled the flow of mana into the crystalline sphere. In response, the blue-glowing airship slowly went higher still.  

Once they were a little higher than the rooftops, Daisy looked out over the edge and called, “Olivia, we’ve reached our designated altitude! Begin circling!” 

“Understood!” 

Olivia channeled her mana, and the ship began flying in a slow circle. The crowd on the ground must have been quite worked up, because they could hear the applause and cheers even from up in the sky. 

Robin shouted to Olivia from the stern, “How’s it going?” 

“It’s good. It’s easy to control since there’s no wind.”  

Olivia lifted her head and looked around her. In the distance, she could see the row of white mountains against the blue sky. When she looked down, she saw the capital with its countless buildings. 

No matter how many times I see it, it’s still beautiful. 

Olivia smiled, the chilly wind caressing her cheek. The view never failed to move her. Refocusing on the task at hand, Olivia ran the airship through the movements they had decided in advance, such as small circles or reversing. 

The audience seemed to enjoy the demonstration because every time she changed to a new drill, she could hear applause and cheers from below. 

“That’s time!” called Daisy eventually, and Olivia slowly lowered the airship to the ground, where they were greeted with applause. 

The cheers grew even louder when they disembarked from the airship. 

“That was amazing! I can’t believe it can move like that in the air!” 

“It was so cool! I want to ride!” 

“Astounding! Well done!” 

The crowd was in a shouting frenzy, and even the important people up on the platform were standing and applauding. 

Daisy whispered happily in Olivia’s ear, “They liked it even better than I thought.” 

“Yeah, they really did.” 

The director then called to the crowd with a smile, “Everyone, please give a big round of applause for the researchers who developed this airship!” 

The applause and cheers rumbled throughout the testing grounds like an earthquake. Surrounded, Olivia glanced toward Elliot and saw he was clapping too, a proud smile on his face. Their eyes met, and he nodded as if saying, “Well done.” 

Her heart filled with joy. Having the crowd applaud, having Elliot present, made her extremely glad she’d worked so hard to reach this point. 

After that, the three of them and the airship returned to the storage building to more applause. The team met with the other experienced researchers and the craftspeople, smiling, hugging, and congratulating one another on a job well done. 

There were tears in Daisy’s eyes as she exclaimed, “This might be the happiest day of my life.” 

“That’s funny. It might be mine too,” Robin added, all smiles as he nodded in agreement. 

Olivia stared up at the ceiling. She was filled with relief at being done with a big event and the motivation to work even harder from there on out. 

After that, the airship team had a quick meeting and decided to analyze the flight data separately, then rejoin later. They said goodbye to the others and left the storage building. The crowd had already left the testing grounds, and the seats were being cleared. A worker taking away the seats told them that everyone had already gone to the party. 

“We should hurry,” urged Robin. 

“You’re right. And we need to change,” Daisy reminded. 

The three quickly returned to the research hall, climbed up to the second floor, and then went their separate ways in the hallway to their own rooms. 

Olivia quickly went into her room and began undressing. She slipped on her dress, put on her shoes, and affixed her necklace. Olivia then sat in front of the mirror, quickly touched up her makeup, and was trying to do something about her mess of hair when she heard a couple of knocks on the door. The door opened, and one of the maids who worked at the Institute handed over a small envelope. 

“From Lord Elliot Flarance,” she disclosed. 

“Oh, thank you.” 

She took the envelope, closed the door, and quickly opened the letter. There was a small piece of paper inside that read: “I’m in the library on the first floor of the research hall beneath the celestial sphere. I’m reading, so please feel free to take your time.” 

She appreciated that. 

Elliot. He’s always so considerate. 

Olivia got ready a bit more carefully before heading down toward the library. There was barely anyone in the silent, multitiered room. 

With a slight bow to the librarian behind the front counter, Olivia stepped inside, passing through rows of tall bookshelves. In the back, beneath the towering celestial sphere, Elliot was reading a book, his handsome features illuminated by the faint light coming in through the stained-glass windows.

He really is beautiful… Olivia found herself staring, and he looked up at her, his beautiful amethyst-colored eyes softened happily. I-I feel weirdly awkward right now… 

Her eyes darted about. “Th-Thank you for coming. I was a bit surprised.” 

He gave her an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. I wanted to let you know in advance that I was coming, and I’d only planned it to be a casual visit to look around since Marquess Wilson invited me, but it seems it’s turned into something bigger.” 

Before Elliot knew it, he’d become a member of a committee reviewing important issues such as research funding, and, seeing as it was confidential, he couldn’t very well say anything about it. 

He smiled at Olivia. “The airship was incredible. Your hard work paid off.” 

“Th-Thank you. We all worked really hard. And you supported me so much…” She blushed, her eyes darting about. Having him compliment her made her hopelessly happy. 

The two continued their conversation in whispers. Since Elliot was now in a position where he had a say over the airship, some people might accuse them of impropriety when they found out how close he was to Olivia, a core researcher on the project. They decided to say they were simply “friendly acquaintances who had met through work.”

They then left the library and walked toward the general hall. As they were passing through the entrance hall of the research building, Elliot pointed to the magicometer and noted, “I saw that you achieved quite a rank.” 

“Yeah, but still nowhere near my father, who’s at the very top. I plan to try again in a little bit.” 

They left behind the magicometer and entered the general hall. There were loads of magic item toys on the first floor of the area where guests mingled; the children shrieked with laughter as they played, and the adults watched with amusement. 

Passing beside them, Olivia and Elliot climbed the stairs and headed to the cafeteria, which, in a complete change from its usual self, had been transformed into an extraordinary party room with floral decorations. There were no signs of the researchers in their white coats, stumbling around like they were near death. Instead, they were dressed up, filling the room as they chatted happily. 

I’m surprised how different it is. 

Professor Nicholas came over smiling while Olivia was still getting over her shock. “Olivia, you were incredible,” he praised. “Well done.” He then saw Elliot beside her and gave him a questioning look. “Elliot, do you and Olivia know each other?” 

“Yes. We met through work,” Elliot explained. 

Nicholas nodded knowingly, accepting it must have been that incident. “Well, please enjoy yourselves. There’s plenty of food.” 

“Thank you.” 

Once Nicholas had left, Olivia looked up at Elliot and asked, “Would you mind if I introduced you to the two other members of my research team?” 

“Of course not. I’d like to meet them as well, although, aren’t you hungry?” 

She rubbed her stomach at his question. All the excitement made her forget she hadn’t eaten anything since morning. The moment she remembered, her stomach growled. “Maybe we should get a little something to eat first…” 

“Yes, let’s. Marquess Wilson did say there was plenty of food, after all.” 

They went to the table at the edge of the room, which held rows of dishes, piled their plates high with tasty food, then sat at a round table in the back and began eating. 

“I heard the food in the Research Institute was good, but it’s even better than I imagined,” marveled Elliot. 

“It is. I look forward to lunch every day,” Olivia replied, all smiles as she looked at him. It was a bit weird having him there, in a space she was always in. 

Just as they were nearly finished with their food, a man in a waitstaff uniform approached and said quietly to Elliot that Lady Francesca Owen was looking for him. 

Olivia tipped her head slightly, confused. Francesca Owen, isn’t that the person who’s always saying nasty things to Robin? 

When she asked Elliot what was going on, he chuckled. “Our families know each other, so I often end up having to deal with her.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes. Please don’t let it bother you. It’s a common occurrence.” Elliot smiled before gesturing to the crowd. “Since we’ve finished eating, why don’t we go meet your team?” 

“Yeah, let’s go.” 

They asked the server to clear their dishes, then stood and weaved through the crowd, looking for Robin and Daisy. They passed by people in pleasant conversation as they made their way toward the windows. 

Right when Olivia saw the two of them by the edge of the room and was about to call out to them, she saw the woman with flamboyant red hair standing in front of them. 

Wait, that’s Francesca, isn’t it? 

It looked like she was insulting them again. Robin wore a stiff smile, and Daisy’s expression was blank, though she was clearly angry. 

Olivia’s feet stopped. She was uncertain what to do in this situation. Francesca glanced over at her, and her eyes roved up and down Olivia from head to toe with condescension. 

Then her gaze shifted over to Elliot standing beside her, and Francesca looked taken aback, like she had no idea why he’d be there of all places. But she was still a noblewoman, so she quickly covered that expression with a happy smile as she walked over. 

“Lord Elliot, where have you been? I’ve been looking for you,” she crooned. 

“My apologies. I had a prior engagement,” he replied, his expression somewhat stiff. He glanced over at Robin and Daisy as they followed behind and asked Francesca, “You seemed to be enjoying a conversation with them. What were you talking about?” 

Without losing a beat, Daisy casually said, “She was telling Robin not to get full of himself. He’s still just a mere commoner who had a bit of success.”
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Olivia nearly let out a snort of laughter. She was impressed by Daisy, who was able to stay herself completely even in front of a clearly high-ranking noble like Elliot. 

“I’m hurt!” Francesca cried, putting on an expression of utter shock. “I can’t believe you would phrase it like that. I was simply congratulating him on his success.” She then turned her misty eyes on Elliot. “Would you accompany me over there? My friends and family are here, and I’d love to introduce them to you.” 

Elliot smiled. “I appreciate the invitation, but I’ve already promised to spend time with someone else.” 

“Someone else?” She looked at him with suspicion, then turned her gaze to Olivia, her expression one of utter disbelief. “You wouldn’t mean Miss Olivia here, would you?” 

“I do. I’m here because she invited me.” He nodded gracefully, the corners of his lips turned up, and his eyes narrowed. “And…Lady Francesca, I should be honest with you. I have very good hearing.” 

His tone and expression told her that he meant he’d heard every word she’d said. She suddenly paled. 

Elliot’s smile grew wider. “If your friends are waiting for you, perhaps you should go to them?” 

“…Yes, perhaps I should.” Francesca bowed, her face still pale, then she left without saying another word. 

Olivia couldn’t help smiling wryly as she watched Francesca leave so quickly. It looked like she was the kind of person whose attitude changed very easily depending on who she was talking to. 

Elliot leaned over slightly and whispered to Olivia, “Could you introduce me to your team members?” 

“O-Oh, of course.” Olivia snapped herself out of it and introduced Elliot to her team. 

“Hello, I’m Robin Rosso.” 

“I’m Daisy Brown.” 

“Pleasure. I’m Elliot Flarence.” 

As they were shaking hands like friends, Robin asked Elliot, “Am I right that I saw you in the VIP seats?” 

“Yes, that’s right. Well spotted. Did you say your last name is Rosso? Does that mean you’re from the south?” 

“Yes, originally, but my family moved to the west.” 

“The west? It’s apple season there, isn’t it?” 

As the two men talked, Daisy whispered to Olivia, “When he says Flarence, does he mean the house of Duke Flarence?” 

“That’s right,” Olivia replied. 

“How did you two meet?” 

“Through work.” 

“I often think this, but your friendship circle is a mystery to me.” 

After Elliot spoke with Robin for a little while, he then spoke with Daisy.  

Some time later, Professor Nicholas made a few closing remarks, and the party officially ended. The hall would still be open for another three hours, so everyone was allowed to stay as long as they liked. 

Elliot had to leave, so Olivia decided to go home with him. They parted ways with Robin and Daisy and stopped by Olivia’s room before boarding a carriage belonging to House Flarence. 

After the carriage had passed through the checkpoint, Olivia looked at Elliot with gratitude in her eyes. “Thank you for coming. It made me happy, and I had fun.” 

Elliot smiled. 

Something about that smile felt off to Olivia. It was like there was something on his mind, but he didn’t want to say anything about it. 

I wonder what’s wrong?

Elliot barely showed his emotions, possibly due to his upbringing. He’d only just started showing her his true feelings after they’d been dating for a while, but the expression he had now was like he’d gone back to how he was before. 

Worried, Olivia decided to ask, which made his face turn apologetic. “I’m sorry. Something’s bothering me, and I was thinking about it.” 

“Something’s bothering you?” 

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” he replied, and Olivia wondered if it had to do with Francesca, but Elliot sounded like he was trying to change the subject when he said, “You know, I was surprised how young all the members of your team are.” 

“Yeah. I think Robin is probably around your age.” 

“And Daisy is a distant relative of Marquess Wilson’s, I hear.” 

“I’ve heard that too. But I guess they’re so distantly related that it took a while for Professor Nicholas to realize it.” 

They chatted as the carriage continued through the city. When they arrived at Olivia’s Magic Jewelers, they said their goodnights, and Olivia went inside. She was so exhausted she felt like she was going to collapse, but she somehow managed to get ready for bed before flopping into it. 

“I think I’m going to sleep well tonight,” she murmured as she slipped slowly into sleep.



 

 

 

Chapter 10: An Airship in the Field and Ships in the Night

 

THE morning after the party, Olivia arrived in the laboratory brimming with energy. Part of it was from the relief of having finished a big event, and part of it was because she’d slept incredibly well. 

I guess you really do feel better when you get a good night’s rest. 

She walked into the laboratory, raring to go, and Daisy and Robin were already there writing some documents. 

“Hello,” she called to them. 

“Hello, Olivia,” responded Daisy. 

“Hello,” said Robin. 

They greeted each other like they always did, but Olivia cocked her head in confusion when she saw Robin’s face. 

He doesn’t look very well, does he? It was very faint, but he looked a bit pale. I wonder what’s wrong. Did something happen? 

She was worried, but they started their morning meeting like always. 

Robin told them that their successful demonstration yesterday earned them approval for an extended flight test. Olivia’s heart leaped. She was filled with excitement at the idea of flying the airship outside the Institute like the one she’d seen in springtime. 

The three of them went to the workshop. The craftspeople were a buzz of excitement upon hearing the news of the extended flight, saying they needed to make something big and sturdy since it would be leaving the Research Institute. 

Even while that was going on, Robin seemed to lack energy. He was quiet, as if something was on his mind. Worried, Olivia asked Daisy about it, and she said he’d been like that the entire morning. 

I wonder what’s wrong… 

Olivia and Robin left the workshop, while Daisy was going to stay a little longer, and they walked back to the laboratory side by side. 

On the way, Olivia asked, “Robin, you don’t seem too well. Did something happen?” 

“Oh… It’s nothing…” He seemed uncertain of what to say, which was uncommon for him. After some debating, it looked like he had made up his mind. “It’s about Lord Elliot. Is everything all right between us?” 

Olivia looked at him in confusion, not knowing what he meant. “All right between you in what way?” 

“Well, it’s, well…I’m worried he’s angry at me,” Robin admitted, voice growing weaker. 

Olivia looked up at him, shocked. “I don’t think he’s angry. Why do you ask?” 

Robin looked away, as if it were difficult to say. “It’s not important, it’s just, he said something to me that made me think he didn’t like how close a commoner like me was to you.” 

“What?!” Olivia was taken aback. She couldn’t imagine Elliot saying something like that at all. 

Seeing Olivia’s reaction, Robin looked apologetic. “No, he seems like a really good person. He’s polite to everyone; he even reprimanded Francesca. You don’t get many nobles like him.”

Olivia nodded vigorously. “I agree. I’ve never once seen Elliot flaunt his status or act all high and mighty.” 

“I agree with you there. He’s sincere, and I don’t think he’s the kind of person to do that. But…” he faltered, looking away. “It doesn’t matter what kind of nobles they are; there’re a lot of them that don’t like it when there’s a commoner in their circle. I don’t even think they’re aware of it—that value is imprinted on them from when they’re little. That way of thinking shows up in even Nicholas from time to time.”

Olivia was stunned. She couldn’t imagine Nicholas being like that in any way. One part of her thought it must be a misconception on Robin’s part, but another part of her thought that it must be true if he thought so. 

He continued sadly, “It’s happened before. They’re friendly when they meet me, but then later, they say things like, ‘You should be careful about him.’ Or, ‘Something about him bothers me.’ They make people like you distance themselves from me. That’s why I was worried.” 

Olivia looked at him with sympathy. She didn’t know if this was true, but Robin wasn’t the sort of person to make baseless accusations. He must have gone through a lot. 

Concerned for his feelings, she said, “It’s all right. When he and I left last night, he didn’t say anything like that at all. He actually complimented both you and Daisy.” 

“Really?” he asked, looking relieved. He scratched his head in embarrassment. “I’m sorry for saying all this. It’s happened so many times, guess I’ve gotten a little anxious about it.” 

“It’s fine. I can imagine you’ve been through a lot.” 

“Yeah. When it comes to high-ranking nobles, there are a lot of them that will smile at you, but on the inside, they’re just like Francesca.” 

Olivia smiled awkwardly. Francesca was intense. 

“Do you mind not telling Lord Elliot that I said anything?” Robin asked. 

“Of course not. I won’t say anything,” she promised. 

They reached their laboratory and were soon joined by Daisy. The three then went to Nicholas’s office to give a report on their overall plan, which Nicholas listened to with happy nods. 

“You’re going at a good pace,” he commented. “If this extended flight test is a success, then we’ll have a view of the final goal: putting the airship into practical use.” He then looked at Olivia and, his tone apologetic, said, “I have a request to make. Would you be willing to live in the dorms here for a short while?” 

Once they started working on the extended test flight, she would know a lot more confidential information, which would make it harder for her to live outside the Institute. 

“You will, of course, be allowed to return to your shop, and we’ll provide transportation,” he added. 

Olivia hesitated. Even if it were only for the shop, this would make it more difficult for her to do her work and to see Elliot and her friends. 

But I don’t really have a choice. I really will know more confidential things. 

She asked Nicholas how long she’d need to live in the dorms, and he projected that after the extended flight test, they would hash out a development target for the airship. It was determined that it was best for her to stay until then. 

Which means it could be anywhere from two to six months. Well, I suppose I could handle that long. 

She nodded. “All right. I’ll move in next week.” 

“Thank you, I appreciate it. And your room…” 

Daisy raised her hand. “The room next to mine is free. I’ll ask the dorm manager today if she can use it.” 

“If you don’t mind,” Nicholas posed to Olivia.  

Once they finished talking, they left the room and found it was already evening. 

“I feel like today went by in the blink of an eye,” Olivia marveled. 

“Yeah. Time flies when you have a lot of meetings,” Robin spoke as he looked around. 

Looking at both of them, Olivia announced, “I’m going to leave early this week. I need to do a lot to get ready for moving here.” 

“I bet,” Daisy agreed. 

“Moving sounds like a pain, but you’ve got this.” 

Olivia then went to prepare to go home, left the research hall to board her carriage, and rode into town. After traveling for some time, the carriage turned onto Lamilis Street and continued until it stopped in front of Olivia’s Magic Jewelers.  

To the driver, Olivia said, “Thank you again for driving me home. Take care on the way back.” 

“Thank you, miss. Good night.” 

After their usual exchange, Olivia went inside, had a quick dinner, then went to her closet and debated how much clothing she should take with her. 

Maybe I should ask Sally for some advice and have some more clothing made for me to wear at the Institute. 

She then moved to the bathroom and stared at the items there, wondering what to do about them, when the doorbell rang. 

Hm? Who could that be? 

Head tilted curiously, she went to a window facing the street and looked down, and her eyes went wide. 

“Elliot!” 

There, on the street below, was Elliot, wearing a brown overcoat. In a complete change from his nobleman-like appearance of yesterday, he looked every bit the merchant today. 

Olivia opened the window and called, “Elliot! What are you doing here?” 

“Good evening. I’m sorry for showing up unannounced. Could you join me for a walk?” 

“Wait just a second.” 

Though she was surprised, she closed the window and pulled on her coat before heading downstairs, thinking there must be something he wanted to talk to her about. 

Once down, she opened the door, and Elliot smiled gently at her. “I’m sorry for showing up out of the blue,” he apologized again. 

“It’s fine. I’m guessing there’s something you want to talk about?” 

“In a way.” 

The two walked beneath the lamplight. It was a relatively warm night, calm and pleasant despite being winter, with stars twinkling in the sky. 

As she was looking up, thinking it was a beautiful sky, Elliot softly said, “You’re right, there is something I want to talk to you about.” 

“What is it?” 

After a moment’s hesitation, he slowly turned to her. “I hope you’re not offended by this, but I’d like you to be a little careful with Robin from your team.” 

“…What?” 

“Something about him bothered me.” 

Olivia stopped in place, shocked by the unexpected words. The conversation she’d had with Robin that afternoon replayed in her mind. 

 “It’s happened before. They’re friendly when they meet me, but then later, they say things like, ‘You should be careful about him.’ Or, ‘Something about him bothers me.’ They make people like you distance themselves from me.” 

“It doesn’t matter what kind of nobles they are; there’re a lot of them that don’t like it when there’s a commoner in their circle. I don’t even think they’re aware of it—that value is imprinted on them from when they’re little.” 

Olivia was thrown off balance. It was exactly what Robin said nobles would say. 

She couldn’t believe it was true, though. “What about him bothers you?” 

But Elliot only replied, “I suppose you could call it intuition.” 

What am I supposed to think about this…? 

She was left reeling. Olivia absolutely trusted Elliot. He never talked about his status, and she’d never once seen him discriminate against commoners. 

But on the other hand, she also trusted Robin. She’d known him for six months, and in that time, everything he’d told her had been true. He wasn’t the sort of person to lie. 

The most probable explanation was that Robin was paranoid after being a victim of that sort of treatment. But even if Olivia believed that, what Elliot was cautioning was too close to what Robin said he would do. 

Is it possible that Elliot is subconsciously prejudiced? 

Somewhere in her heart, she could feel friction building between her status and his, like a smoldering ember. 

She looked down, going quiet, and Elliot stared at her. As if he realized what was going on, he asked her, “Did Robin say something to you about this earlier today?” 

“Ah!” Her head snapped up to look at him, surprised he hit the mark so easily. “How’d you know?” 

“I had a feeling,” he answered flatly, then, so quietly she couldn’t hear, he murmured, “It seems he got there before me.” After seeming to debate over what to do for a while, he looked Olivia straight in the eye. “Can you at least believe me when I say that I care very deeply for you and all I want is to protect you?” 

His expression was so earnest that her eyes lit in surprise. “O-Of course. I believe you,” she replied, her expression serious, but she felt a change happening in some small corner of her heart. It was as if a single drop of black ink had fallen into what had been perfectly pure water. 

They then walked back to Olivia’s shop, a slight discomfort between them. Elliot kissed her cheek, told her he would see her soon, and left. 

She watched him go and sighed. She really cared for him, and she trusted him. But she was also shaken by what Robin had told her. 

I think…the problem is with me. 

Olivia felt inferior due to her own status, though she did her best to push it down. Part of her thought that Elliot wouldn’t have to struggle so much if only she were of a higher status. What Robin had confided only made those feelings grow even stronger.  

Olivia shook her head from side to side, trying to stop her emotions from turning gloomy. 

It’s not going to do me any good thinking like that. 

She let out another heavy sigh, deciding not to dwell on it and instead turn in early. She got ready for bed, then slipped into sleep so she could forget about it all.



 

 

 

Chapter 11: The Extended Flight Test

 

THE day after her conversation with Elliot, Olivia threw herself into her work. She thought the gloom inside her would sort itself out if she worked as hard as she could.

Olivia told Lottie she’d be moving out temporarily and slowly brought her things over to the Research Institute bit by bit.

The dorms were about a ten-minute walk from the research hall and incredibly fancy, seeing as it was assumed nobles would be living there. Her large room was equipped with expensive-looking furniture, someone would do her cleaning and laundry if she asked, and she could have three meals a day in the cafeteria—it was honestly perfect in every way.

This place is amazing. I can focus solely on my research without worrying about anything else here. While she was impressed, she also had the feeling that she would someday become incapable of doing anything but research if she stayed there too long. I think living here for a short while is just right.

As she was settling in, the airship research was reaching its final stages. They’d begun making the airship that would leave the Institute grounds. Flying it outside the Research Institute was far more significant than anything they’d done so far because it meant way more people would see it. Their budget was also greatly increased to prepare for the open flight demonstration, scheduled for either the spring or summer of next year, which would host important visitors from both home and abroad.

The craftspeople in the workshop making the airship were overjoyed when they heard what portion of the budget they’d receive.

“Let’s make the coolest airship ever!”

Up until then, they’d basically had something one little step above a small boat, but now they were going to make an impressive-looking ship.

And when Olivia, Robin, and Daisy saw that ship several weeks later…

“Th-This is…”

It was huge and incredibly extravagant. It was over fifty feet long with a spacious deck and sturdy-looking railing. The ship’s body was painted a brilliant crimson, and the sails on the two masts were the same red. All the metal pieces were gold, giving it a gilded appearance. There were even gilded statues placed here and there.

The three researchers were struck speechless when faced with the gaudy ship that looked like it had been crafted by avant-garde artists, but the craftspeople were brimming with pride as they claimed, “The red paint is resistant to rain!”

“And the statues are protective gods. They each have a different face!”

The workers boasted about its best qualities, but Olivia stared at the glittering gold ship through narrowed eyes, thinking how she didn’t want to ride this thing. Besides, it obviously did not need a kitchenette and beds.

Robin and Daisy seemed to be thinking the same thing, but the craftspeople looked so proud they couldn’t bring themselves to say anything. And so, the three reluctantly went to affix the magic stones that would provide the propulsion for the ship, but that’s where a problem appeared.

“Uh, it’s not floating,” noticed a craftsman.

It seemed the ship was so heavy that the flying stones they’d been using so far weren’t powerful enough.

They submitted a request to Nicholas saying they’d like to use larger flying stones, but he said, “Considering what we’ll need in the future, I’d like to keep the larger flying stones in reserve.”

The craftspeople cried and cried, but eventually removed the gold statues, the kitchen, and the beds.

“It looks so plain now…” one complained.

“And we made it so spacious, but now it’s empty,” sighed another.

The craftspeople might have been upset, but Olivia was secretly relieved that she wouldn’t have to ride that garish airship.

It was still heavy, however, even after removing the statues and kitchen, so they reduced the planned personnel on board from twenty to five. They weren’t planning to have too many people ride the airship, so they decided that would have to do for now.

Olivia, Robin, and Daisy then went on to conduct test flights in all sorts of weather, from rain and snow to days with strong winds, steadily gathering data and making improvements.

The researchers became even more engrossed and passionate in the research, perhaps because they were in the final stages.

Olivia was interacting with Robin as if nothing had happened. Robin didn’t say anything to her, and she wasn’t going to bring things up either.

Besides, I have absolutely no clue what about Robin I’m supposed to be careful of…

Elliot had told her to be cautious, and she’d been paying close attention to Robin, but he was just a sincere and kind young man. He was a skilled artificer and was considerate of both her and Daisy—a very sensible, caring person.

I already knew, but he’s a good person.

Since she was interacting with him more now, being weirdly suspicious of him would only make things uncomfortable. They worked together, so the one thing she wanted to avoid was creating an unfriendly atmosphere.

I guess all I can do is lock this away somewhere inside me…

She was exchanging letters with Elliot. However, she was spending less time outside the Institute ever since she’d moved, so it made it more difficult for the two to see each other.

In reality, it wasn’t like she couldn’t have made time for him. But she didn’t try. The situation with Robin had made her feel uneasy. Elliot also seemed busy, but he was very regular in sending her letters.

He told her that he was back and forth between a neighboring country. He did seem to understand what she was going through, though, because he always ended his letters with encouraging words.

Well, I’ll focus on the research for now.

She, Robin, Daisy, the craftspeople, and the other researchers were all working together to tackle the research.

💎💎💎

TWO and a half months had gone by since Olivia had moved into the dorms. A spring breeze began to blow, and green buds sprouted in the external testing grounds.

Olivia, Robin, and Daisy were with five other senior researchers and craftspeople flying high in the sky. They were nearly 500 feet into the air, making the vast testing grounds look small.

Daisy bounced up onto the railing. “Here I go!” she shouted, stepping right off and plummeting upside down toward the ground.

Olivia watched, terrified, as Daisy was enveloped in a blueish-white glow and slowly descended. She drifted for a whole thirty seconds before touching down.

Robin chuckled as he looked down. “It’s amazing how she can jump from this height without hesitation.”

“I know. I feel faint just watching,” Olivia mumbled.

“Me too,” Robin said with a smile. He turned to the other passengers and announced they would soon be descending, then placed his hands on the control sphere and slowly channeled his mana.

The airship slowly dipped and landed. Daisy bounded toward them, grinning from ear to ear. It seemed she was having loads of fun. 

Nicholas, who was there observing, also had a huge smile. “I saw your flight. It was perfect. Next is the extended flight, yes?”

“Yes,” Robin responded with a nod. He took out the map he had in his pocket, unfolded it, and showed it to Nicholas. “Considering the winds this season, we’ve decided to fly toward Daregas. It’s a five-hour round trip.”

Olivia peered at the map, feeling excited. When they were deciding which direction to go, Robin suggested they head toward Daregas. Apparently, he’d remembered Olivia mentioning she’d like to see her hometown from the air.

Nonetheless, Daregas was quite far away, so they wouldn’t be able to make it the whole way to the city. But if the weather was nice, they should still be able to see it from a distance, and she was looking forward to that.

Nicholas looked at the map. “The skies are a fast mode of transport if you can get to Daregas in two and a half hours. Will you have enough mana?”

“Should be no problem,” interjected one of the craftspeople. “Our testing has shown us that the magic stones can output for a maximum of eleven hours.”

“That’s incredible. You could go from one edge of the country to the other.”

After that, the group began discussing what day they would conduct the flight test. They may have to change it depending on the weather, but the airship would be ready in five days, so they decided to do it then.

Riding the airship would be Olivia, Robin, and Daisy, as well as two senior researchers. Olivia, Robin, and the two senior researchers would take turns piloting the airship, while Daisy would assist with tasks such as recording data.

Once the meeting was complete, Olivia, Robin, and Daisy left the storage building and began walking to the laboratory.

Daisy sounded cheerful as she chatted along the way. “I can’t wait. Olivia, are you going to get anything ready for the flight?”

“Well, I was thinking it could be nice to bring some snacks since we’re going to be up there in the sky.”

“That does sound nice. All right, I’ll bring drinks.”

Robin chuckled at the two excited women. “That does sound fun, but don’t you think we should be sorting out all our research data?”

“Yeah, I guess we haven’t pulled it together at all,” pouted Daisy

“We’ll need to submit all our research once we’ve finished the extended flight test, so we should get that together while we have the time.”

Olivia and Daisy nodded. He was right. It’d be best to get that taken care of sooner rather than later.

Once back in the laboratory, they retrieved all the reports and test results from their research to date.

“There’s waaay more than I thought there’d be,” whined Daisy.

“Did we really make this much paperwork?” asked Olivia.

They were impressed by how much there was.

Undaunted, Robin rolled up his sleeves, getting himself ready to go. “Right, let’s do this. First, we’ll divide everything up.”

The three began separating the documents. Olivia stared at the ones she’d written, detailed reports on her thoughts on the magic circle or evaluations on the characteristics of the magic stones.

I would not have been able to write this sort of thing a year ago. I’ve definitely grown. Her original goal when she joined the Institute was to catch up to her father. She still didn’t think she’d surpassed him, but it did feel like she was closer now. Maybe I’ll try the magicometer again once we’re done with the extended test flight.

With new motivation, she went to work on the paperwork in silence.

💎💎💎

AFTER several days of sorting out documents and prepping for the launch day, it was finally the evening before the extended test flight. Olivia was in her room getting ready for bed when a maid brought in a box about the size of a dictionary.

“You have a delivery, miss.”

Curious, she took the package and opened it up. Inside were Olivia’s favorite baked goods from her hometown, along with a note written in neat letters: “I visited Daregas for work and stopped by the bakery. Your father’s shop looked like things were still going well. -Elliot.”

Oh, he went to Daregas.

Tears filled her eyes. Olivia could tell he cared for her, and it made her happy.

She let out a sigh of regret. “This is no good…”

He was going out of his way for her like this, but she was avoiding him simply because she felt uncomfortable. Part of it was because she was so busy, but that was really only an excuse.

It’s been wrong of me to do this…

She sighed again. Olivia was never very good at controlling her emotions, and she ended up unable to deal with things or resorting to extreme measures when she was overwhelmed. While she was getting ready for the next day, she decided she would see Elliot once the extended test flight was over.

We need to really talk about Robin.

Robin had asked her to keep what he said a secret from Elliot. Still, part of the reason Olivia hadn’t asked Elliot more about the situation was that it would have hurt her to learn Elliot was prejudiced about status. But if they were going to continue being a couple, she needed to ask.

All right. I’ve decided. That’s what I’ll do.

Feeling slightly better, Olivia went to sleep.

💎💎💎

THE next day was a spring-like morning with hazy white clouds drifting in a blue sky.

Olivia felt nervous as she headed toward the location where they’d start the test flight. She was wearing a shirt and pants beneath her go-to thick coat and sturdy boots.

In front of her was the airship they were about to fly, which the craftspeople were in the process of doing their final checks of.

Robin spread a map out on a table. “Professor Nicholas has requested some changes, so we’ll be changing two parts of the plan.”

That morning, Nicholas had started saying he wanted them to keep the flight close to the horsecar rail line in order to show off the airship as much as possible.

“He’s also uneasy flying the ship at its max capacity of five passengers, so he wants us to reduce it to four people in order to make absolutely certain we’re under the limit.”

Olivia nodded and agreed since she couldn’t see any issue with those requests.

After some time, one of the craftspeople came to Robin. “We’ve finished our checks.”

“Understood. Thank you,” Robin replied with a quick nod. He turned to the three people coming on board with him. “All right, let’s set off. Everyone has their flight bracelets on, right?”

The other researcher coming with them showed his wrist with the bracelet. “Right here.”

“Good. Right, on board.”

It’s finally time. Olivia tried to get herself in the right frame of mind, but her heart was hammering at the thought of their first long-distance flight. She got on board, bringing a small sack of food and drinks, and saw the other researcher already on board, looking confused.

“Robin, what’s that box?” he asked.

Olivia looked over and saw Robin carrying a decently large box.

Robin took the lid off to show the researcher, and inside was the newest model magic kettle. “Since we’re going to be here a long time, I thought we could use it to make tea and whatever while we’re in the air.”

“I see!” exclaimed the researcher. “Looking forward to that.”

Olivia was impressed. Leave it to Robin to be so sensible.

They each went to their stations. The researcher went to the pilot’s seat, Robin to the mast, and Daisy and Olivia stood at the stern.

Then Robin called, “Wind is good. Take off!” and the airship floated into the air.

Below them, Nicholas waved as he yelled, “Good luck!”

“Thank you for everything, Nicholas! See you soon!” replied Robin.

Olivia smiled and waved, and Nicholas steadily grew smaller.

Daisy, who was waving next to her, commented, “It really is perfect flying conditions today.”

“Yeah, it is,” replied Olivia. She leaned on the railing and squinted into the distance, looking at the mountains. They’d flown so many times, yet the view was still incredible no matter how many times she saw it.

In terms of piloting, the other researcher would pilot first, then Olivia would take over shortly before they turned to make their return, and then Robin would pilot for the final leg.

The airship accelerated as it turned toward Daregas. When Olivia looked down, she could see the expanse of the forests and fields, the color of new leaves, and the slender horsecar rail line.

A while later, when Daisy was done noting down the data from their takeoff, she came over with sandwiches and drinks she’d brought in a bag. Olivia followed suit and took out the cookies Elliot had sent her, watching the view outside as she crunched one between her teeth. 

While the two were staring outside drinking tea, Daisy said, “This is kinda fun.”

“It is. I feel like these cookies are five times tastier than usual.” Olivia glanced toward the front and saw Robin chatting with the researcher. He waved cheerily when their eyes met.

“They seem to be having fun over there,” Daisy observed.

“Being in the air has a strange effect of improving your mood.”

Olivia looked outside the ship again. A bird was flying just below them. Olivia’s eyes crinkled in a smile as she thought about how that wasn’t something you saw regularly.

Two hours after they’d set off, Robin came to the stern. “Time to switch.”

“All right,” Olivia replied, and she went to the pilot’s seat.

The researcher looked relieved when she told him it was time to swap. “Man, it does take it out of you. It was the right decision to split it into three legs.”

“I agree. Let me take care of it from here.”

“I’m going to take a break,” he told her as he went to the stern, where Robin was.

Daisy was staring at a long, thin strip of paper attached to the mast. “There’s a bit of a breeze now, but it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Understood,” replied Olivia, looking in the direction of travel as she let her mana flow through the control sphere. She could see the white line of the mountains stretching on like a wall.

That’s the country border, isn’t it?

Daisy came up beside her. “We’re nearly to Daregas.”

“Yeah, and the weather’s good, so we should be able to see it soon.” She looked forward, her heart filled with anticipation.

THWACK!

There was the sound of something hard hitting wood near the back of the airship, followed by a faint trace of mana in the air.

What was that…?

Daisy frowned. “You heard something just now too, right?”

“Yeah, and I felt mana from the back.”

Olivia craned her neck and looked behind her, but the railing in the way prevented her from getting a good look. She tried calling loudly to Robin, but he didn’t respond for some reason.

“I’ll go look,” Daisy told her.

As she was about to go, Olivia stopped her. “Something could have happened to one of the magic stones. I’ll go. Can you look after the control sphere for a bit?”

“Sure.”

Once Olivia was certain Daisy was putting mana into the control sphere, she left, slowly walking toward the stern.

As she walked past the central mast, she saw Robin standing at the stern. He was leaning over the railing, looking down.

What happened?

She glanced down in the direction Robin was looking, and her eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Ah!” She saw the researcher falling, surrounded by a pale blue light. She gasped, her hands clasped over her mouth, struck speechless at what she saw.

H-He fell?! How?!

She rushed over to the railing and tried to call out to the researcher to ask if he was all right, but a hand clamped over her mouth from behind.

“Be quiet,” growled a voice.

She looked back, the hand still over her mouth, and saw Robin with an expression on his face she’d never seen before.
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Ah! Robin!

“Think you could be quiet? Don’t want to scare Daisy.”

Wh-What is he saying?

She used both her hands to pry his off her, then pointed below them and quietly demanded, “What happened to him?!”

Robin made a sad face. “I don’t really know. Before I knew what was happening, he was falling.”

“W-Well, we need to help him!”

“It’s nothing but fields down there. There are some houses too, if a bit far. He’ll be fine,” Robin responded with a smile.

The smile made alarm bells ring in Olivia’s head. It was like the Robin she was looking at wasn’t the real Robin. Then, she heard Elliot’s voice in her mind, warning her to be careful.

Is this what he meant?!

Hoping her assumption was wrong, she looked into Robin’s face with desperation and saw a smile that concealed everything. She’d never seen his eyes look so cold, and she knew. She knew he had pushed the researcher off the airship.

I need to tell Daisy!

Olivia spun and tried to run toward where Daisy was, but Robin had been right in front of her and grabbed her. “It’s dangerous to run.”

She glared at him. “Let go of me!”

He put on an apologetic expression. “I’m sorry. I can’t let you get away.”

“Wh-What are you saying?”

“I need you. We need you.”

Olivia gasped, her eyes going wide. She knew that he was planning to do something.

She shoved him aside with all her strength and shouted toward the prow. “Daisy, run!”

Robin chuckled. “Run? We’re in the sky. Daisy could probably escape from here, and it would save me a lot of trouble if she did.” He then looked at Olivia apologetically and reached for her. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to need you to behave.”

BANG!

The hatch in the center of the deck exploded open, and a man leaped out amid the flying wooden debris from the door. He wore a heavy knight’s coat and held a sword.

The moment Olivia saw the man and the sharp expression he looked at Robin with, she couldn’t stop herself from crying out. “E-Elliot!”

Robin clucked his tongue in frustration and fell into a fighting stance. Olivia used that moment of distraction to run over to Elliot, who stepped in front of her protectively.

In a calm voice, he spoke measuredly, “I didn’t think you’d actually do something like this, but here we are. You’re rather bold, Robin Rosso. Or should I say, Robin Inzaghi?”

Robin grinned fearlessly. “Huh. You found that out too?”

“Yes. This situation is what made me certain. Your general plan was to take the airship, along with its primary developers, back to your own country, wasn’t it?”

“Well, I planned to let Daisy go.” Robin shrugged in exasperation. “By the way, how’d you figure me out?”

“Your room. It was cleaned like you were trying to get rid of evidence.”

Robin grimaced. “That’s why I hate people with good intuition. So, what are you planning to do now?”

“Set the airship down and detain you.”

“I see.” Robin glanced down below the ship. “I’m guessing it was your doing, having our course changed at the last minute, wasn’t it?” His brow furrowed like he didn’t understand. “And why did you let me get on board in the first place?”

“Honestly, I did want you removed from the flight crew, but Marquess Wilson trusted you to the very end. He insisted a clean room wasn’t proof of anything. The most I could get him to agree to was the change in course and letting me come on board.”

Robin scratched his head like he wasn’t sure what to do. “Just so I know, if I let you arrest me, is there any chance I could make a deal for a lighter sentence or something?”

“Possibly. Although, you would have to give us what information you know.”

“Hm… If that’s all, it might not be too bad a deal for me…”

He looked down in thought. Robin then casually placed his hand on his belt buckle and jerked the belt off, and there was the clack of metal as the belt transformed into a sword. Before Olivia could blink, he was swinging at Elliot. 

Elliot quickly brought his own sword up to block, a clashing sound of metal on metal.

“Ah!” Olivia froze in shock, her eyes huge, as the two glared at each other with anger, lashing out with powerful blows from their swords.

Robin sneered and shouted, “You know, you’re pretty disgusting chasing all this way after the woman you have feelings for!”

“I’d rather not hear anything from someone who tried to kidnap the woman who rejected him!” growled Elliot as he struck back.

Olivia crouched close to the deck. She tried running toward the prow of the ship, but the two men were moving about so wildly she couldn’t make any headway.

She looked toward the front and saw Daisy, still with her hands on the control sphere, bewildered by the fighting noises.

I need to get there somehow and get her to land the airship!

The men’s duel grew even more heated, the clashes growing louder and louder. As Olivia was looking for her moment to move forward, there was a roar as a powerful gust of wind crashed into them, causing the ship to roll to the side.

“Ah!”

Olivia reflexively grabbed onto the railing. Somehow pulling herself to her feet, she looked toward the front and saw Daisy looking back at her in panic.

“Daisy!” she called. Olivia was about to shout to increase her mana slightly and right the ship, but she was cut off.

“Daisy!” shouted Robin loudly. “Put in as much mana as you can! Hurry!”

Olivia stared in horror. If she did something as crazy as that, they’d jump even higher into the sky.

“Daisy!” she shouted again, trying to stop her, but Daisy was panicking and had already increased her mana flow. Olivia didn’t make it in time. “Elliot, hold on!” she cried, clinging to the railing. 

Elliot leaped down and grabbed the mast.

And then a bluish-white light burst from the bottom of the airship. The ship rocked even more violently than when it was hit by wind, and all the packages of food and drinks that had been on the deck were flung overboard.

When the rocking settled, Olivia looked up and saw Robin standing on the railing. His smile was fearless as he held his sword in one hand and a rope tied to the mast in the other. 

He grinned at Elliot, who was just coming to his feet. “I’ll let you hold onto this for now,” he shouted as he flung his sword at Elliot, then kicked off the railing and went sailing backward into midair.

Elliot knocked aside the flying sword with his own blade and reached out to grab Robin, but he was one step too far away.

“Ah!” Olivia gasped and stared at Robin in a daze as he sailed through the air.

It was like time had slowed. Robin’s eyes met hers. His mouth moved as he spoke to her, and he slowly fell toward the ground.

Olivia was frozen in place, blankly watching, and Elliot stepped in front of her and quickly pulled a cylinder of some sort from his coat and hurled it into the air.

BANG!

A loud sound and sparks exploded into the air like some kind of signal. After repeating that a few times, Elliot sheathed his sword and hurried over to Olivia. “Are you all right? Can you stand?”

“I-I’m fine, but we need to lower the sail…”

“All right. I’ll take care of the sail. You do something about the steering.”

Elliot began skillfully putting away the sail, while Olivia pulled herself to her feet, holding onto the railing. She moved forward, the ship still rocking, and managed to make it to Daisy. 

Daisy looked panicked. “It’s turned into a magic circle I don’t recognize!”

Not knowing what she meant, Olivia put her hands on the control sphere and slowly fed her mana into it, then she gaped at the sphere. “This is a different magic circle!” It wasn’t one Olivia had ever seen. “How…?”

But before she finished asking the question, she and Daisy exchanged a look.

“Robin! Robin changed it!” she shouted.

“He must have made it so it would change if you put in a lot of mana!” Daisy yelled.

Elliot had finished taking down the sail and joined them. Calmly, he said, “I imagine he’s changed it to something not particularly good for us. It seems we’re steadily gaining altitude.”

“What?!” Olivia jerked her head to look over the side and realized they were higher than they’d ever been before. “Just, wait!”

Feeling desperate, she tried to analyze the magic circle. It was made so impossible to control. All that was in it was a command to slowly climb higher.

“What do you think?” Elliot asked, and Olivia shook her head, dumbfounded.

“It’s no good,” she cried. “There’s nothing we can do here. As it is, it’ll keep flying higher. We need to get down as soon as we can…”

Olivia looked over the edge again, losing hope.

The airship’s maximum altitude was 650 feet. Their safety devices allowed them to descend safely from a maximum of about 1,000 feet, so the ship’s altitude was set plenty lower than that to give them a good buffer—but they were clearly well above that at this point. Possibly twice that. The temperature was even starting to drop slightly.

Olivia opened the emergency box near the control sphere to find the four extra bracelets that should have been inside, but only one remained.

It was Robin… He was probably going to make the ship fly higher so that Olivia couldn’t escape by jumping. What do we do…?

She stood there, shocked. They didn’t have enough bracelets. In the worst-case scenario, they weren’t going to be able to save one of them.

Elliot looked at her in concern as she stood there in a panicked daze. Then he let out a little breath and smiled. “Try and stay calm. The worst thing in this sort of situation is to panic.”

“He’s right, Olivia. Let’s start by getting down from here,” said Daisy.

Their voices snapped her out of it.

Yeah. And didn’t Father always say that you can do anything so long as you don’t give up?

Letting out a small breath, she began racking her brain, desperately trying to come up with some way to save all three of them. 

They were steadily, if slowly, climbing ever higher, and the temperature was gradually dropping.

After a moment, Olivia looked at Elliot and Daisy. “I can think of one way to save all of us, but it’s pretty dangerous.”

They nodded without a moment’s hesitation.

“I trust you,” Elliot said.

“Yeah, I’ve come all this way. I’ll do anything to survive this,” agreed Daisy.

Olivia took off her bracelet and gave it to Daisy, along with the spare. “First, Daisy, you take these and make sure you don’t lose them. Once your first bracelet runs out of mana, use the second, and then the third.” She then turned to Elliot. “You pick me up, and we’ll descend together. When your bracelet looks like it’s going to run out of mana, I’ll top it up.”

Daisy gave her a worried look. “Are you sure you’ll be all right? That’s a hard thing to pull off.”

“We’ll be fine. I’m surprisingly effective when things are down to the wire,” Olivia wryly answered.

Elliot nodded. “Let’s do it. I trust you.”

They got ready as fast as they could. Daisy tied the two extra bracelets around her waist with a slender rope so she wouldn’t lose them. Olivia tied a rope around her and Elliot’s waist so that his bracelet would treat them as one object.

“You go on ahead,” Olivia told Daisy. “It’ll be closer for you.”

“All right. I’ll be going,” said Daisy. She almost looked like she was having fun as she leaped without hesitation over the railing.

Olivia felt her legs start shaking as she watched Daisy drift toward the distant ground, enveloped in bluish white light. They were so high up that Olivia felt faint.

She looked up at Elliot, who was close beside her. Her expression was serious as he tightened the knots binding the two of them together even more.

She laid a trembling hand on his arm, her eyes downcast as she struggled to say, “I’m sorry, Elliot. You kept telling me to be careful, but I didn’t understand at all…”

Regret filled every fiber of her being. Looking back, there were moments that could have made her suspicious of Robin, but she’d convinced herself it wasn’t possible. 

Elliot pulled her close, his expression pained. “I’m the one who needs to apologize. I should have stopped this flight no matter what it took, even if I had to remove Marquess Wilson from his position.”

“But… But…” Olivia’s shoulders shook, her head hanging.

Elliot softly put his arms around her, placed a hand under her chin, and gently kissed her on the lips.

“Ah…” Her tear-filled eyes widened in shock.

He looked into those eyes and smiled. “I love you, Olivia.” He gently squeezed his arms around her. “Let’s go back, together. We’ll get home fine, and we’ll go have something delicious. There are plenty of wonderful restaurants left in the capital that we haven’t tried yet.”

“…Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.” She buried her face in his chest. Oddly, she was starting to calm down.

Elliot lovingly held her. “Shall we go?” and suddenly lifted her into his arms. “Hold on tight.”

“I-I will.”
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She put her arms around his neck and squeezed. Still holding Olivia, he jumped lightly onto the railing. She hesitantly looked down and saw the mountains far below.

“Eek!”

She shuddered, and Elliot gently kissed her forehead. “It’ll be all right. Are you ready?”

“Y-Yes, I’m ready.”

Elliot held her tightly against him, then whispered, “Here we go,” and jumped.

“Ah!!”

Olivia squeezed her eyes shut. The sensation of falling made the pit of her stomach feel cold.

After about a second, Elliot’s bracelet began to glow with blue-white light, and they fell more slowly, drifting side to side as they descended.

Olivia laid her hands on his bracelet, held her breath, and began pulling her mana out from within her. Their slow descent speed had begun to increase steadily.

Now!

She slowly ran mana into the bracelet. It glowed that blueish-white light, and they fell more slowly again.

After some time, Elliot looked down and said, “We’re nearly at the bottom.

Olivia nodded without saying anything. She carefully adjusted her mana so they fell even more slowly. 

Then, with a soft sound, Elliot’s feet softly touched down onto the ground.

“We landed,” he whispered, and he placed Olivia gently on the ground.

“…We made it…” she gasped, letting out a tense breath as she sank to the ground and lay down on her back.

Elliot sat beside her with a sigh of relief. “Daisy seems fine as well. I saw her land safely a short distance away.

“Oh… Thank goodness…”

Olivia closed her eyes. She was so exhausted, both physically and mentally, that she couldn’t think about anything.

After that, the knights rushed in to rescue the three of them, and they headed back to the capital on the horsecar rail.



 

 

 

Chapter 12: An Account of the Event

 

ONCE they’d returned to the capital, Olivia, Daisy, and Elliot were immediately taken to the hospital. They’d been so preoccupied with other things that they hadn’t realized they were covered in scrapes and bruises, and Olivia was limp with exhaustion.

After being treated, Olivia was taken to a room where she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep, only waking two days later. She then had a simple meal, and the doctor checked her over again before sending her home. A carriage waited for her at the hospital’s entrance. Daisy had come to pick her up.

“Are you all right, Olivia?” Daisy asked.

“I’m fine. How about you? Did you get down okay?”

“Yeah. It was fun.”

Seeing her eyes sparkle made Olivia realize Daisy really did have fun falling from extreme heights.

The carriage took the young ladies back to the Research Institute. Daisy told Olivia what had happened during the two days she had been asleep. The knights and investigators had barged in—it was not the time to be doing research.

“The Institute is in an uproar,” she began. “Robin… It turns out he was a spy for the Garde Empire.”

He had been feeding the Empire secret information ever since he’d started working at the Royal Magic Research Institute five years ago. Professor Nicholas was more upset than they’d ever seen him.

“He looked like he couldn’t believe it when the knights told him about Robin. Though…I understand how he feels.”

Olivia sighed and nodded. “Yeah, me too. I still can barely believe it. I never once thought he could be a spy; we’d worked together on this project for so long.”

Daisy then went on to tell her that when the airship ran out of mana, it crashed in a forest near Daregas, next to the border.

“It crashed on this side of the border because the wind wasn’t very strong that day, but if it had been a bit stronger, it would have fallen inside Garde,” Daisy recounted.

Experts had told them that the wind generally blew toward Garde this time of year, and it was likely that Robin planned to make the airship uncontrollable so it would be blown across the border.

That box Robin had brought on board was still in the airship. It contained the most recent research and newly developed items, along with all the reports on the airship.

He really was a spy… Olivia’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. She’d still hoped that it was all some sort of horrible mistake, but it was not.

Olivia then went back to her room in the Institute, where she showered and got changed. Once finished, a maid came to get her.

“It sounds like they’d like to ask you some questions,” the maid said.

She followed the maid into the main hall, where many people in uniform were gathered. They were all busily walking about, and some people were carrying large boxes out.

What happened was really bad, wasn’t it?

The maid brought her to a waiting room on the second floor of the main hall. Two elegant men sat on the sofas in the center of the room. Not far from them was a young man sitting at a table. He looked like he was there to take notes.

The men stood and regarded Olivia with an apologetic expression.

“We apologize for calling you in just after you’ve been released from the hospital,” one told her.

“No, I’ve rested plenty. I’m fine.”

Olivia then went on to answer all the questions they asked her, about how she came to work at the Research Institute, everything she could remember about Robin’s behavior, and what happened on the airship.

While she was talking, she couldn’t help feeling like it didn’t feel real, even though she witnessed it herself.

It feels like it happened in a dream.

Once they were done talking, the three men stood.

“Thank you for assisting our investigation. We’ll have tea brought in, so please wait here,” the other man said.

“Thank you.”

Once the three men had left, a maid came in their place with tea. Olivia took a sip and let out a sigh. Maybe because the tea was warming her body, her tumultuous emotions were starting to calm.

Once done with her tea, she started to wonder what would happen next, and that’s when the door opened again, letting in a tall man. He was wearing a uniform and a concerned expression.

“Elliot!” she cried.

He looked utterly relieved when he saw her. “Thank goodness. You look like you’re feeling better.”

Apparently, he’d come to visit her several times while she was in the hospital, but had been worried whenever he’d seen her still asleep.

He sat across from her and looked her straight in the eye. “I don’t have much time, but I wanted to talk to you. How much do you know about what happened?”

“Daisy told me Robin was a spy. Did you know?” Olivia asked. He had told her to be careful of him and had even told her to be careful before she’d even joined the Research Institute. Was it possible he’d known something?

But he shook his head. “All I knew was that information was being leaked from our country to Garde.”

The leaked information covered many fields, but information on magic items was the most commonly leaked.

“Robin was very good about hiding who he really was. Add onto that the fact that he had five years of work under his belt, and no one—not those around him or even the investigators—realized it was him.”

Elliot only started to suspect Robin himself when they’d visited Olivia’s family home and felt like something was off.

“I’m sure you know by now, but your father was involved with developing weapons thirty years ago,” Elliot continued.

“Yes,” Olivia admitted, her gaze falling to her lap. “One of the researchers who’s been here for a very long time told me recently.”

According to Elliot, large amounts of important documents related to the development of weapons went missing immediately after Olivia’s father stopped working at the Institute.

“The kingdom knew that your father hadn’t taken anything with him when he left, so they never suspected him. Garde, however, did,” Elliot explained.

After that visit to the family home, Elliot began investigating everyone who knew those documents were in the house. He had gone to the end-of-year party wary of those in attendance and was strongly suspicious when he saw Robin.

“Why were you suspicious of him?” Olivia asked, tilting her head in confusion.

Elliot pointed to his feet. “His shoes. He had on boots even though it was a formal party. That could be easily explained if he were a researcher who didn’t care about his clothing, but he didn’t seem to be that sort.”

“No, you’re right.” Olivia nodded. “He was always well-presented.”

Seeing that made Elliot’s intuition jump into overdrive. “I talked to him a bit after I had that thought, and I only got more and more suspicious of him. He was far too knowledgeable about the world for a researcher shut away in a research institute.”

“And that’s why you warned me to be careful.”

“Yes. But I was ever so slightly too late, hindered by my own cautious nature,” Elliot replied with a wry smile. He’d wanted to wait to say something until he was more certain, but by the time he went to see Olivia the next day, Robin had already made his move. “I knew when I saw your reaction. He’d already provided you with information to make you suspect what I had to say.”

He had a feeling then that saying anything more would only make things worse, so he told Olivia the one thing he most wanted to tell her, then secretly watched from afar as he continued his investigation into Robin.

During that period, he caught wind of the extended test flight, about how far it was going and in what direction. He suspected Robin would try to fly the airship back to Garde.

“I suggested to Marquess Wilson that Robin be removed from the test flight team, but he trusted Robin.”

Nicholas was normally so friendly, but he was furious at Elliot for suspecting Robin despite having no hard evidence. Having no choice, Elliot negotiated with him to change the flight path so the airship would fly along the rail line, making it easier for them to follow the ship and allowing Elliot to board secretly.

“You saw everything that happened after that,” said Elliot.

They still hadn’t found Robin. He’d used his flying stones well and escaped into the forest. They were still searching for him, but no luck yet.

“He was very thorough,” Elliot continued. “There is a possibility he had help waiting for him.”

“Oh…” Olivia hung her head. She was filled with a mix of emotions and couldn’t bring herself to say anything.

Suddenly, there was a knock on the door, followed by a voice. “Lord Elliot, you have a visitor.”

Elliot stood and gave Olivia an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, I have to go. I’ll contact you again this evening.”

“Don’t worry about me. Thank you for making time for me even though you’re so busy.”

Olivia watched him hurry out, then slowly followed. She left the main hall. It was already evening, and the clouds in the sky were dyed red.

It’s already so late…

She walked unsteadily back to the bustling research hall and went back to their laboratory. There she found Daisy sitting at the worktable writing something in the evening sun slanting through the windows.

The room was empty, like they’d taken all their books and documents somewhere.

Daisy looked up. “Good evening, Olivia. Are you done?”

“Yeah, they asked me all sorts of things.” Olivia walked to the window and looked outside. The sky was as red as blood. Maybe it was going to rain tomorrow.

Daisy let out a heavy sigh. “I still can’t believe it… Robin was a good person.”

Olivia nodded. “He was always a good person.”

Then she remembered. She had a feeling that, at the very end, he’d tried to say something to her.

“Hey, Daisy,” she began slowly. “The last time my eyes met his, I felt like he said something to me.”

“What did he say?”

Olivia brought her hand to her lips in thought as she remembered how his mouth had moved. She turned to look at Daisy. “I think… ‘I’m sorry.’”

Daisy looked as if a weight had lifted from her. “That’s…kind of very like him.”

“Yeah, it is.”

Olivia smiled at Daisy, feeling somehow relieved.

The two then went to the cafeteria together for the first time in a while, then said goodnight and went to their individual dorm rooms.

💎💎💎

A week after the incident, the investigators completed their inquiry and left, allowing the Research Institute to return to normal life.

Professor Nicholas was on the verge of tears when he apologized to Olivia and Daisy. “And it’s because of that that you two were put in danger.” He honestly had trusted Robin until the bitter end.

Olivia and Daisy accepted his apology. They’d worked directly with Robin and hadn’t noticed themselves; there was no way Nicholas would have realized.

The royal court, however, disagreed. Nicholas was forced to step down as department chair, and his boss, the Institute’s director, was fired.

All the other researchers would look at Olivia and Daisy with pity. It seemed the story had turned into something horrible along the lines of, “Robin had tricked the two of them into researching what he wanted, then planned to steal the airship along with all their research and then kill them.”

Even Francesca had sympathy for them.

“It is your fault for trusting a commoner like that, but I’m just glad you’re all right,” she’d said to them. Neither of them really understood what she actually wanted to say with that remark.

Research on the airship continued as before because the demonstration, which VIPs from home and abroad would attend, was approaching quickly. They quickly built a new airship and added several veteran researchers to the team to replace Robin, with Olivia taking over leadership.

Two months after that, the team pulled off the demonstration without a hitch.



 

 

 

Epilogue

 

“HERE’S the key, and here are the white coats I borrowed.”

“Thank you for returning them.”

It was an evening near the end of summer, when the heat was starting to lessen, and Olivia was in the office of the research hall returning the items she’d borrowed.

It was her last day at the Research Institute.

With the public demonstration of the airship complete, she was freed from her obligation as a temporary researcher, as they’d agreed. She had no intention of staying on long-term. 

“Take care, Olivia.”

“Thank you.”

Olivia left the room after saying goodbye to the office worker. Elliot was waiting for her outside, leaning against a wall in a gray suit fit for a king.

He smiled at her. “All done?”

“Yes, all done. Let’s go.” Olivia nodded, then looked up at Elliot like she’d remembered something. “Could we actually go up to the roof for a little bit?”

“I don’t mind. Is there something going on?”

“I think the airship should be coming back soon.”

They climbed the stairs to the roof and opened the door to the sky garden. The plants rustled softly in the breeze beneath the twilight sky.

“Over here,” Olivia said as she went over to the railing along the edge of the garden. She looked up into the sky and pointed. “There, you can see it.”

There was a large ship floating in the evening sky, gracefully descending toward them.

“It’s pretty cool, isn’t it?” she smiled.

Elliot looked at her and asked, “Are you sure this is what you want? Leaving the Research Institute? I heard they really tried to keep you.”

“It’s what I want. I came here so I could catch up to my father. And I’m better suited to the shop anyway. Besides…I have you.”

He looked lovingly at her as she stared at the ground, her ears turning strawberry red. Elliot leaned over and gently kissed her on the lips before wrapping his arms around her shoulders.

She rested her weight against him, even more red now.

They stayed there for a while, watching the airship in silence, then left the sky garden and descended the stairs leading to the entrance hall. There, as they were walking toward the exit, Elliot glanced up at the magicometer, lit by the evening sun. He looked to the very top, his eyes crinkled in a smile. “You did well.”

Olivia smiled. “I still have a long way to go, but I worked hard.” She looked up as well, her eyes squinted against the light.

Elliot smiled at her. “Shall we go?”

Their happy voices filled the hall as they walked out.

At the very top of the wall beside the magicometer was an old plaque with Adolphe Carter written on it. Next to it was a brand-new, gleaming plate reading Olivia Carter.
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The End



 

 

 

Side Story: Olivia Wants to Eat Ice Cream in Winter

 

A chill wind was blowing that winter morning, and Olivia was walking through the streets of the capital with Elliot.

“It’s cold today,” she huffed.

“We’re nearly fully into winter,” he replied.

As they chatted, flakes of snow danced above their heads.

Olivia looked up into the sky and murmured, “I kind of want to eat some ice cream.”

Elliot burst into laughter. “Ice cream?”

“Yes. Some cold, sweet ice cream. I wonder if anywhere is selling any.”

Elliot thought for a moment. “If it were summer, you could find it anywhere, but you don’t really see it in winter, do you?”

“No, you don’t. But we might find some if we look.”

They set off into town looking for ice cream. They entered shops and cafes to ask if they were selling any, but nowhere was.

“I guess it isn’t really the sort of thing you think about people eating in winter,” Olivia sighed dejectedly.

“No. Most people want something that warms them up.”

Then Olivia punched her fist into her palm. “That’s it, we can just make it ourselves!”

“Make it?” Elliot looked at her in astonishment. “Is ice cream something you can make at home?”

Olivia puffed her chest out. “Not normally, but I can!”

“Are you perhaps thinking of starting by making a magic item?”

“I am. I know the general concept, I think it’ll be easy!”

“I…don’t think there are many people who would go and make a magic item just because they want to eat ice cream in the winter,” he said, looking amused.

Swept along by Olivia’s fervor, the two decided to start their endeavor. First, they went to the largest grocery store in the capital to buy the ingredients. When they asked the young woman working in a red apron, she told them that ice cream was made with only four ingredients: eggs, cream, sugar, and vanilla.

Elliot looked surprised by that. “There are fewer ingredients than I was expecting.”

“Me too. I thought there was all sorts of stuff in it.”

After thanking the kind young woman, they purchased the four ingredients and returned to Olivia’s Magic Jewelers. The shop was quiet inside since they were closed for the day. They then entered the workshop and lined up the ingredients they’d bought on the counter in the built-in kitchen. Olivia took a set of scales, a bowl, a whisk, and other utensils from the shelves.

“Right, let’s begin,” she said.

“Yes, professor,” Elliot replied in amusement.

They decided to divide the tasks; Elliot would measure and mix the ingredients, while Olivia would make the magic item.

While Elliot was rolling up his sleeves to stir the cream, Olivia took out her magic plate. After a bit of thought, she quickly drew a magic circle on it. On top of the magic circle, she placed a small, pale blue stone along with the feather of an ice phoenix. She then held her hands over them to pour her mana.

“Levitate.”

The stone and the feather floated gently into the air, and she instantly increased the flow of mana.

“Imbue magic effect.”

There was a blue glow as the hue of the magic stone suddenly deepened. Olivia picked the stone up between her fingers and held it up to the light.

Looking satisfied, she murmured, “Turned out pretty good.” She placed it on a metal plate serving as a trivet, then looked at Elliot, who was working behind her. “I’m done here. How are things over there?”

“I’m finished as well,” he responded with a smile.

She looked and saw that there was an ice-cream-colored liquid in the bowl, speckled with fragments of vanilla bean and smelling incredibly sweet.

Olivia leaned in and sniffed the bowl, then sighed. “It’s so tempting. I really want to just drink it as it is.”

“I had the same thought.”

Olivia placed the finished metal plate on the counter. “Put the bowl on here. The ice cream will harden as it chills.”

“Should I stir it?”

“I think so. Stir it just enough that you don’t get tired.”

Elliot donned a thick mitten since the bowl would get cold before placing it on the plate. 

“Here we go,” Olivia said and fed mana into the device. The plate glowed a faint blue and began emitting a chilly air.

Holding the bowl with his mittened hand, Elliot began stirring with the whisk.

“It’s not too cold.”

“Yeah. I thought it might get too hard if we froze it all at once.”

While Elliot was stirring, Olivia boiled some water and looked into the box of tea leaves to see that she was nearly out.

“I’m going to run upstairs to get more tea.”

“All right.” Elliot nodded and continued to stir.

Olivia returned about five minutes later, and Elliot was still stirring. When she asked, he told her he’d been stirring the whole time and hadn’t taken a break.

“Aren’t you tired?” she asked.

“I am a knight, you know.”

Olivia was impressed. The arm of a normal person would have been crying out a long time ago.

Another five minutes later, the ice cream was finally ready. Olivia peered into the bowl to find ice cream smoother than anything she’d ever seen, as fluffy as freshly whipped cream.

“I’ve never seen it look like that before,” she said.

“Me neither.”

Olivia made tea and dished the ice cream into shallow bowls for them to start eating.

The moment she put the first scoop in her mouth, her eyes rounded in delight. “It’s so good! I’ve never had ice cream this smooth and wonderful!”

When she thought of ice cream, she thought of something stiff. She’d never had something this smooth or melted in her mouth like that.

“I’ve never eaten anything like it. This is almost a completely different product from existing ice cream,” Elliot commented, looking surprised as well.

It was so delicious that the two kept eating without saying a word. Once it was all gone, they sipped their tea and discussed how it’d turned out so nicely.

“I think it must be the temperature,” Elliot mused.

“That could be part of it, but I have a feeling it has to do with the fact that you were stirring it the whole time.”

She definitely wanted to make a magic item that could recreate this wonderful ice cream! 

And for that, they began developing one once they’d finished their tea. Elliot went through the motion of stirring, which Olivia observed and attempted to recreate. Evening passed, and night came before they knew it.

“It’s done!”

At long last, they had created an ice cream machine. It was a chilling bowl with a whisk attached that spun around, stirring the contents. They put it to the test, and it perfectly replicated the ice cream they had made.

“We did it!” Olivia celebrated.

Elliot was impressed. “That’s amazing. So that’s how magic items are developed.”

After going into town for dinner, they came back and had their fill of more delicious ice cream before going their separate ways.

The next day, Olivia was working as usual when she received a letter from Elliot. It read that she should patent her new magic item, including the method for making ice cream.

I don’t think it’s all that big a deal, but if Elliot says so, then I suppose I’ll see what happens.

So, she stopped by the Artificer’s Association the next day and applied for a patent for both the magic item and the method.

Well, I guess it’s always better to do this sort of thing than not, she thought, walking through the evening streets.

The following year, a new type of ice cream would become all the rage in the capital, and the ice cream machines to make it would fly off the shelves—but Olivia didn’t know that that would happen yet.



 

 

 

Afterword

 

HELLO, this is Rinrin Yuki. Thank you so very much for picking up this book.

In this installment, we saw Olivia accomplish even more as an artificer and grow closer to Elliot. Did you enjoy it?

This series originally began with Olivia having her shop and home stolen, which spurred her to leave for the capital, where she worked hard to finally get back what was hers. I’d finished writing that story in the second volume when she accomplished that goal, but there was still something left inside me.

And that something was that I wanted to have Olivia accomplish more. And I wanted her relationship with Elliot to grow stronger.

With that in mind, I dove into writing volume three with the goal of making Olivia get to work. Thinking the best place for her to show off her skills as an artificer was in developing an amazing new magic item, I debated all sorts of options for what it was she’d make. Then it hit me: if I was going to depict her accomplishing something great that changes the world, then “a magic item that flies through the skies” was the perfect fit.

So then I started researching the history of how humans took to the skies. There are all sorts of stories about flying, from the Wright Brothers to flying cars at the World Expo, but what I found most interesting was the history of dirigibles. I became so obsessed with researching that, from the passion of the developers to their trial-and-error experimentation, all the way to the tragic explosion in the sky of the Hindenburg, which has been called “the Titanic of the skies.”

What I realized through my research was that I couldn’t make Olivia succeed through an easy-peasy development process. When it comes to light novels, the story can be more enjoyable if you make the successes easy because it keeps the pace up, but I also felt it wouldn’t be convincing in terms of accomplishing something great if I made it look too easy.

Which is why I took things seriously as I put together the background for her to develop an airship using magic stones. And that process involved traveling down some roundabout paths, such as watching and being moved by a very detailed anime, as well as buying my own mini drone—which I flew around my room, where I crashed it into the light and cracked it. Despite it all, I did somehow manage to finish the book.

While I was writing, I had a thought: “Doesn’t making Olivia accomplish so much take away from Elliot’s time on stage?” I was starting to worry about that, but he worked his way in and did his own thing, making sure he contributed too. And then once he was there, pushing her into action, Olivia was able to do even more. In the end, their relationship naturally grew stronger.

I am so grateful that I was able to give all of you this finished story. 

Here at the end, I’d like to thank the illustrator, Suzaku, for drawing such wonderful images again after working on the first and second volumes. A big thank-you from the bottom of my heart, as well as to my lead editor and to everyone else involved in making this book. And I’d also like to use this space to thank you, my readers, for coming all this way with me.

I look forward to when we can see each other again.

Rinrin Yuki

Spring 2025
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