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      Prologue

      Seris led me and Chris to the tower-like structure that had drawn my eye the first time I’d set foot in the Magius Academy of Magic. The view from the top was as incredible as I’d expected, providing a panorama not just of the campus, but of the entire city of Majorica.

      Seris had brought us here to ask for help. Not from me, but from Chris—specifically, she said, from Chris’s spirit.

      “Please...do proceed...” Seris lilted in her usual way.

      Chris nodded. She was dressed in her Magius Academy uniform and not using her disguise spell, leaving her matching silver eyes and silver hair—drawn into twin ponytails—to glisten even brighter in the light streaming in from the windows. Her most eye-catching feature, though, was her pointed ears. She wasn’t a human, but an elf.

      Chris was standing across from Seris with her eyes closed and hands clasped while she concentrated. As Seris began reciting what sounded like a chant, my Detect Mana skill allowed me to see the mana wreathing Chris’s body grow stronger. Then, as she intoned the final words, their mana twined together and then surged.

      Seris explained that the spell was a barrier she’d originally created with her own spirit’s power to hold the monster parade at bay. It had proven incapable of fully restraining the increased activity lately, so she’d asked the newly arrived Chris for help. The power of Chris’s spirit would help reinforce the barrier further.

      “Thank you. This should really buy us...so much more time...” Seris cooed when it was all over.

      Chris let out a long breath and intoned a spell of her own. In the blink of an eye, her silver hair and eyes turned gold, and her ears became rounded like a human’s.

      The sight brought me back to the day of our reunion, when Chris had first confessed her true identity to me.

      “Why do you hide that you’re an elf?” I’d asked her.

      In response, Chris had explained that her granny, Morrigan, had strongly cautioned her not to reveal her origins to others—especially people outside their hometown. It was too dangerous, she’d said.

      Chris had initially been skeptical about this, but she’d begun to believe it when she’d started traveling and heard the ways people talked about elves. In particular, the old stories she’d heard in the Empire had been bad enough to make her want to cover her ears.

      Apparently, when they’d first told Morrigan they wanted to venture out to find Eris and Sera, she’d said she’d only let Chris do it if she first learned the spell to disguise herself as a human. 

      Chris let out a little sigh as she told me this, perhaps remembering how hard it had been to do. She also explained that her and Eris’s ears hadn’t been pointed when they were little; instead, they’d changed as they’d aged and their mana had grown more powerful.

      Then, when Chris had removed her disguise to show me, it had released a jolt of mana. Seris’s spirit had reacted to this, which alerted Seris to Chris’s presence nearby. Spirits could apparently talk to each other, so Seris’s spirit informed her about Chris and Chris’s spirit did likewise about Seris. Chris had been comfortable revealing her identity to Seris because she knew she was a fellow elf.

      “So...what will you do now?” Seris asked us.

      “We’re going to meet up with Rurika and Sera and head home for now,” I explained.

      We bid our goodbyes to Seris, then went down the tower’s long staircase. After leaving the building, we headed for the campus arena.

      “Oh, Sora and Chris. Did you finish what you were doing?”

      The person who addressed us as we entered the arena was Chris’s traveling companion and childhood friend, Rurika, also dressed in a Magius Academy uniform. Her shoulder-length golden hair rustled as she turned to face us, looking at us with matching golden eyes.

      “Yes, but Rurika, what’s going on here?” Chris’s own eyes were focused on Sera, who was standing on the arena platform.

      Sera was a beastfolk girl with the twitching ears and swishing tail of a cat. Before her lay the scattered bodies of magic academy students, some of whom I recognized. They weren’t really dead, of course.

      “They asked to fight Sera today. I kind of respect how they kept getting back up no matter how many times she beat them down. I fought them for a while too.” Rurika looked very contented, almost radiant. “Sera, Sora and the others are here. Let’s go!” she shouted.

      Sera turned around when she heard it. She had auburn hair and golden eyes with a trace of hostility in them, but the latter vanished the minute she saw us—specifically, when she saw Rurika and Chris.

      The three of them had come from the Elde Republic. Seven years ago—maybe more like eight by now?—the country had been invaded by the Vossheil Empire, and Sera had been kidnapped by imperial forces and turned into a slave. Rurika and Chris had embarked on a journey to find her and Chris’s big sister, Eris.
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