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      Prologue: En Route to the Istol Academy of Magic


      A merchant ship was riding the Aurus River toward a city downstream.


      In addition to the merchants on board for trade, the ship was carrying quite a few passengers, most of them students wearing the uniform of the Istol Academy of Magic—so it was bustling with young people. There was a wide spectrum of emotion on display; some lamented the end of their long break, while others looked forward to the opportunity to spend time with their friends again at the academy.


      Similarly, there was a real disparity in what each student had gotten out of their two months back at home. You had those who’d made the most of their time and grown as individuals, but also those who’d simply lazed about, wasting their time achieving nothing in particular.


      Whatever the case, they’d see the results of that time once they got to their classes at the academy. Some were equal parts excited and anxious for that moment, while others were now deeply regretting how they’d spent their time.


      All in all, there was a whole range of emotions on the ship. And that was just as true for a certain two siblings.


      Those siblings were Zweit von Solistia and his younger sister, Celestina von Solistia.


      Both had been born to the Solistia family, one of four great ducal families that protected the Magic Kingdom of Solistia. They were the grandchildren of the Mage of Purgatory, one of the most famous mages around.


      There was also a third sibling: Croesus von Solistia, the middle brother. But he had remained at the academy for the past two months, never once going home. By the sounds of it, he was so absorbed in his research that he hadn’t even considered the idea of going back. He seemed to have the true character of a mage, for better or worse.


      Whatever his reasons, the fact that he hadn’t gone home over the break had left his mother sulky. And that, in turn, had troubled her husband—Duke Delthasis von Solistia.


      There wasn’t much Zweit and Celestina could do about it; each of the three siblings had been born to a different mother. But as they thought about the struggles of Duke Delthasis, hounded by his two wives, they couldn’t help but feel for him a little.


      Despite that, Delthasis, who was very good at caring for the hearts of his wives, had managed to keep up happy marriages—which made him all the more impressive. He was a ladies’ man with many lovers, and it wasn’t for nothing.


      He was also making some commendable efforts, in his own way, to make sure that his wives didn’t take their frustrations out on the children.


      But Zweit and Celestina were entirely unaware of that as they waited for the boat to reach the harbor.


      * * *


      The sarcteuless bloomed with white flowers at the start of fall.


      The petals of those flowers were then carried by the wind, dancing through the air to land on the surface of the Aurus River, where they were swept along.


      It was an example of nature’s ephemeral beauty—a fantastical sight that you could only see in this one season.


      “So pretty...”


      The purehearted Celestina said what she was thinking.


      Her smile was filled with girlish innocence, and it coupled with the mesmerizing scenery to make her look almost like a fairy. Her innocent, maidenly behavior, as if untainted by any of the evils of the world, kindled adoration in the hearts of many on the ship. The boys her age blushed beet red and turned their heads away, trying to hide their faces.


      Next to the girl, however, was her older brother Zweit, whose face was looking decidedly more green than red as he leaned over the side of the ship.


      He was properly seasick.


      “Blegh... How much farther to the harbor? I’m gonna die... I’m dying...”


      When he kept his mouth shut, Zweit was a rather handsome young man. But right now, he didn’t have even a sliver of his usual dignified appearance. The beautiful scenery was utterly wasted on him.
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      “Brother? Are you still not over your seasickness?”


      “Ugh... I-I’ve got nothing left to throw up... I-I might... I might be done for...”


      It was just plain old seasickness, but it still wasn’t pleasant. And he wasn’t the only one suffering from it: a fair number of others were similarly afflicted, somewhat spoiling the beautiful scenery as they moaned and lurched about. Those who had boarded the ship specifically to see the view were glaring coldly at them.


      At the end of the day, though, it came down to each individual’s constitution and experience. You couldn’t exactly blame the victims for what they were going through.


      “What the hell is Miska doing? I thought she just went to get medicine? Oblgh...”


      Miska, the head maid of Creston’s mansion, was on the ship with them; she’d come to protect Celestina and take care of her day-to-day needs. But she’d gone down into the cabin of the ship to get some medicine a while ago now, and she hadn’t come back.


      “You’re right... It’s been almost an hour. I wonder what she’s doing?”


      “D-Don’t tell me... She’s just being cruel, isn’t she? She’s standing somewhere, watching me suffer, and enjoying it!”


      “I don’t think even Miska would do something so mean. Probably...”


      Celestina wasn’t confident enough to rebut her brother with any sincerity. After all, Miska had an unusual personality in more ways than one. Celestina wasn’t a good enough judge of character to guarantee that her maid wouldn’t do something like that to Zweit. In fact, it seemed entirely possible for her to be immature enough that she’d go out of her way to make him miserable, all without dropping her usual nonchalant expression.


      “May I ask why you sounded so uncertain of yourself just then, milady?”


      “Hyah?! M-Miska? When did you...”


      “Just now. Why do you ask?”


      A woman in a maid’s uniform had appeared behind Celestina. She had short black hair tinged with purple, slightly slanted eyes, and triangular glasses, giving her the overall impression of a cool and collected beauty. But she had a rather disdainful personality.


      Even Celestina and Zweit’s grandfather, Creston—the Mage of Purgatory himself—could never tell what was going on in the maid’s mind. She was a woman of great character and nerves of steel. And she had the uncanny ability to vanish and sneak up on people, surprising them before they even had a clue she was there.


      “M-Miska! What have you been doing all this time?! Did you bring me...my medicine?”


      “I do apologize. I happened to acquire some unusual sweets from a peddler along the way, and I needed some time to enjoy their taste. They were truly delicious too. I ended up buying quite a few more than I had expected to.”


      “So you were just being mean! Do you really enjoy watching me suffer that mu— Blegh!”


      “You do say some unusual things, Sir Zweit. To begin with, travel sickness medicine is usually meant to be taken before boarding a ship, is it not? By the time you are actually seasick, it is much too late. Even if you were to take the medicine now, we would likely have already reached harbor by the time it took effect. In the future, I would recommend that you read up on your medicine’s instructions.”


      She had a fair point. But at the same time, she had left him here to suffer for almost an hour while he waited for her.


      “I-I can’t... I feel like I’m about to faint...”


      “How shameful, allowing a mere boat to reduce you to this state. I dread to think what the future holds for the great ducal house of Solistia if this is to be its next head. Perhaps you need to be whipped back into shape.”


      “Um... Miska? Why are you talking down to him? Now that I think of it, you are our servant, aren’t you? Should a servant be talking like this?”


      “Milady, I say such things because I am superior. To everybody. The only one on my level is perhaps Duke Delthasis. As infuriating as that may be to admit... I do intend to settle that matter with him one day.”


      The maid’s unbelievably presumptuous attitude left Celestina’s mouth agape, and she found herself unable to close it. She didn’t know how much of what Miska was saying was serious, but regardless, she was lost for words.


      Come to think of it, the mothers of Celestina’s two older brothers—in other words, the two duchesses—were very much afraid of the woman. So afraid that if the two of them ever encountered her, they would run away without delay.


      “I’ve been wondering this for a while, Miska, but just what kind of person are you? Why are both of the duchesses so afraid of you? The only possibility I can think of is that you have some sort of connection to Father, but...”


      “Milady, my ninety-nine secrets are matched only by my ninety-nine-centimeter bust. And I am not the type to so readily reveal those secrets.”


      “Ninety-nine centimeters? You know, Miska, you shouldn’t lie abou— Wait. I’m sorry. Please stop looking like you’re about to hit me...”


      The bizarre conversation wore on. Meanwhile, the boat continued to quietly float down the river, carrying the two siblings, who were going through hell in more ways than one...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Life without the Old Guy


      The Istol Academy of Magic existed to train youngsters from relatively well-off families as mages. Older than the Magic Kingdom of Solistia itself, it was a prestigious school with more than three hundred years of history to its name, and it had earned quite a reputation even overseas, becoming the most famous educational institution. Its vast grounds contained a great many magical research institutes and even a town to help support the lifestyles of its students; it would have been no exaggeration to say it was a proper college town.


      Many who aimed to become mages yearned to study at the academy, but its doors were closed to all but a select few. It was a highly competitive school, and your chances to get in hinged on your academic record.


      Nowadays, the academy was a mess of different factions; power struggles were constantly erupting out all over the place. If it had been limited to mere clashes of opinions between the students, it would be one thing. But in reality, it was more like a proxy war for the various magical noble families.


      The nobles—themselves alumni of the academy—manipulated their children so as to mold the factions to their will. What was more, the nobles scorned and ostracized those who didn’t meet their demands, and they had nothing in their heads but the desire to expand their own influence.


      The majority of those nobles were mages who’d received either inherited magic, which was taught to them by previous generations, or special magic that had somehow been genetically passed down to them, generally referred to as bloodline magic. Regardless, the general public thought they were a right nuisance.


      While the academy was a place for social interaction, it was also something like a war front where ambitious nobles clashed in their desire for ever more power. And as much as it would’ve been nice for the nobles to keep all of their little plots and conspiracies behind closed doors, their quarrels had the unfortunate tendency to spill over into the general student body as well. Belonging to a faction only made it all the easier to get caught up in those quarrels.


      And Celestina now found herself in a position where she would have a hard time staying out of it all.


      * * *


      Celestina let out a sigh. “This is such a pain. Am I really going to be able to learn anything here?”


      She’d only just begun unloading her luggage from the carriage, and she was already complaining, reluctant to accept reality.


      She’d just come from being taught by a Great Sage, after all. She could hardly imagine that she’d be able to learn anything new at the academy now.


      Over the past two months, she’d learned to actually use magic, and even decipher and improve magic formulas—albeit just the basics. So in her mind, whatever the academy had to offer would inevitably fall short.


      “Remember, milady, they say that sighing too much can make you look like an ape. Please keep that in mind.”


      “I thought the saying was that it lets the happiness escape?” Whatever the case, she sighed again. “Every day has felt so rewarding lately; I just can’t work up the motivation to go back to this. What does Master expect me to even learn here?”


      “Perhaps he is expecting you to do things that you can only do as a student here? Making friends, stealing a horse and riding off into the distance... You know, truly making the most of your youth. Is that not itself a privilege granted to students?”


      Calm and matter-of-fact as usual, Miska must’ve been aware that Celestina didn’t have any friends. Well, there was perhaps one individual she could call a friend...but they were a bit of an odd individual.


      “Now that I’m back here, I suppose complaining isn’t going to help. I know I’m not going to get anything out of my time here, but I’ll have to just accept it...” Another sigh.


      “So you’re finally giving in? More importantly, please carry some of the luggage. I would appreciate whatever tiny bit of help I can get.”


      “Miska... Are you saying I’m just a ‘tiny’ bit of help? I can at least carry my own luggage by myself.”


      Though she was a little annoyed by her maid’s words, Celestina picked up a largish bag, somehow carried it up the stairs with great difficulty, and eventually arrived at the dormitory.


      The academy’s student dormitory was built with something like Roman concrete, and looked almost Gothic in style. As soon as you went through the front entrance, your eyes would be drawn to the rib vault ceiling, which was made up of a framework of crisscrossing arched ribs. To both the left and right were hallways that led to the rooms for the students to live in, while directly in front was a symmetrical double staircase. The architecture wasn’t exactly showy; if you wanted to criticize it, you could say it was plain. But it had a similar vibe to the Solistia family’s second residence, where Celestina lived, so she found it calming.


      To the left and right of the building were small spires. They were mainly intended as disciplinary chambers, but they hadn’t seen much use.


      This was an old building, so it was where students from merchant or ordinary civilian backgrounds came to live.


      “Hey, over there—it’s the failure!”


      “Huh? She can’t even use magic. Why’d she bother coming back?”


      “Does she still not understand just how worthless she is? Bet she only managed to enroll in the first place due to her family’s connections...”


      “She’s part of the ducal family, but her mother was just a mistress, right? Does she not even understand the concept of shame?”


      “Yes, she truly is shameless, isn’t she? It would be so much better if she were to simply disappear.”


      Those who saw Celestina returning looked at her with expressions of blatant scorn and ridicule. To them, Celestina had brains but no talent; as the daughter of a ducal family, she seemed like a failure who was only there because of her family’s influence, a girl who’d coasted by on favoritism. To these students, who had gotten here by paying massive tuition fees and working themselves to the bone in their studies, the very sight of her was doubtlessly infuriating.


      Celestina herself understood that—and so previously, she’d holed herself up inside the academy’s library. While she’d felt bad for those other students, she’d also been desperate to do whatever she could to become capable of using magic.


      Of course, all her desperate study had led to disappointing results. But that was in the past now.


      Now, she was capable of using magic, and she could even cast some simple spells without the need for an incantation.


      But the other students at the academy didn’t know how much she’d changed. Celestina had fought in a horrendous forest where her life had been on the line every day—and she’d survived. At this point, she was already far stronger than the rest of the students at the academy.


      “Please do not let their words get to you too much, milady. They are unaware of the person you are now.”


      “I know. I’m just surprised I was able to stay in a place like this only two months ago. Honestly, it’s nothing but unpleasant.”


      “Perhaps having all that weight removed from your heart has opened up your eyes to notice your surroundings that you weren’t aware of before. And I imagine it will only get harsher from here.”


      “I know, Miska. But I’ll show them all—I’ll graduate this academy as a mage who won’t put Master to shame!”


      Celestina walked forward, undaunted, her expression filled with determination.


      Around her left wrist, the bracelet that her tutor, Zelos, had made for her as a magic conduit gave off a metallic gleam. She was about to raise the curtains on her new life at the academy.


      * * *


      Two days had passed. Celestina had steeled herself, and she was attending her lectures with the determination to make it through whatever hardships awaited her. But her situation wasn’t about to change that easily.


      Socially, it was just like it had been two months ago—she was constantly haunted by looks of scorn and contempt.


      Honestly, she was stricken with an urge to just run away from it all. But somehow she was managing to hold herself back and keep attending class.


      It was a similar story with the academy’s teachers, who continued to pretend that they couldn’t even see her; they avoided speaking to her unless they absolutely had to. After all, if she blurted out complex questions about the course material, they wouldn’t have a clue how to respond.


      Celestina was very much the Achilles’ heel of the teachers. While they appreciated her desire to learn new things, she came at them with difficult questions that they didn’t even know the answers to themselves, making her a real thorn in their sides.


      Despite her lack of magic, she’d always had a brilliant mind. That combination made her a nuisance for the teachers to deal with—and so ultimately, they’d ended up just ignoring her.


      Considering that their job was to teach, it was a rather questionable attitude. But to them, her brilliance made her truly annoying to deal with. And if they openly recognized that brilliance, it would become all the clearer how insignificant they were in comparison.


      If she’d been able to use magic, it would’ve been a different story. But because she couldn’t, and did nothing but delve into theory, the teachers had ultimately found themselves unsympathetic to her concerns.


      Celestina herself was doing her best to ignore how the teachers saw her as she took down notes from the class on paper.


      This world didn’t have anything as convenient as notebooks. You just bought individual sheets of paper—and if you couldn’t, you’d just have to memorize everything. And so, the students of the academy took their classes seriously.


      I remember looking into this topic at the library before. Master told me that preparing for my lessons was important, after all. But aren’t they wrong from the start, as soon as they say that each magic letter is meaningful by itself? The right way to make magic formulas is by stringing the magic characters together to create instructions for converting mana into whatever result you’re after; is it really okay for them to be passing on this sort of misinformation about how magic characters work?


      Celestina didn’t see anything that she should be learning at the academy as it was now. Since she knew the truth about magic characters and magic formulas, it was arguably pointless for her to be taking these classes.


      But she also felt that it was wrong for the academy to be teaching misinformation to students. For the sake of all the future students to come, she thought that she had to put a stop to how things were being taught.


      And so she put her foot in her mouth.


      “Instructor Samas, may I ask a question?”


      A voice inside the instructor’s head screamed: Here it comes!


      It was the start of a scenario that he very much wanted to avoid.


      “What is it, Celestina? Has something about the lecture struck you as odd?”


      “Well, it’s just... I’ve been thinking about this for a while, but when we talk about magic characters, we’re talking about fifty-six phonetic characters, plus ten other characters for numerals, yes? And the current consensus of magic theory is that each of those characters carries its own meaning and gets combined in complex ways to make magic formulas? Is all of that right?”


      “D-Does anything about that seem wrong to you?”


      “This might sound like a naive question, but...instead of that, might it not be the case that these magic characters work the same way as letters in language? Letters that should be put together into words, at which point they actually mean something? If that is the case, then rather than each and every letter mean something by itself, the instructions that formulas use to transform mana are created by stringing those letters together to make words, so would there really be any point in what we’re learning right now?”


      The question came as a shock to Instructor Samas.


      Modern efforts to decipher magic formulas weren’t going well. Or perhaps that was an understatement; it might have been more accurate to say that they’d stagnated entirely.


      Most mages saw magic formulas as being essentially a string of magic characters—a puzzle, almost, that required you to chain together the right magic characters in just the right way in order to exert control over magic.


      But if the things being chained together were not letters but words, the implications would be entirely different.


      “Please hold on a second, Celestina. Do you... Do you understand the gravity of what you’re saying?”


      “Yes. I think I understand it fairly well.”


      “Your suggestion could completely overturn all the research we’ve done so far. You know that, right? Right from the foundations. You’d be making droves of magic researchers into your enemies. That’s how dangerous your idea is.”


      To recap, the current state of research into deciphering magic characters was something like this: each individual magic letter held meaning, and by figuring out the best way to line those letters up together—like solving some sort of puzzle—you could make mana turn into physical phenomena. Magic formulas, then, were seen as almost akin to circuit boards; they were a technology that you could pass mana through to convert that mana into phenomena.


      What Celestina had come out and said, however, was completely different. Her suggestion was that magic characters were, quite literally, letters used to make words, and that physical phenomena were caused by creating words that evoked the transformation of mana.


      Both theories shared the basic idea of mana somehow turning into physical phenomena, but the concepts lying at the foundation of each were completely different. If what Celestina was saying were true, it would mean that all of the research that society had conducted up until this point would be rendered meaningless.


      Yet again, the failure’s gone and said something rather troublesome...


      While the teachers never said it out loud, they too looked on Celestina with scorn.


      But of course, the girl in question was the daughter of a duke. So they could never slight her like that publicly.


      And Instructor Samas was no exception.


      “Wh-What made you think of something like that? I must say, it is an interesting idea, but—”


      “As you know, I was never able to use magic. Which is why I’ve tried to learn all sorts of different things to find out the cause behind my problem. And when I considered the possibility that modern magic is inferior to magic from ancient times, then...well, following that train of thought led me to this conclusion.”


      “I see, I see... It doesn’t sound impossible. But at the same time, it’s hardly something you can prove, now, is it?”


      “Everyone in this world has mana, and yet there are fewer mages now than there were in ancient times. Why is that? Is it maybe that, as people researched things over the years and tried to modify the ancient spells, they got things wrong and ended up making those spells activate inconsistently depending on who was using them? If that is what happened, it’d mean that the entirety of modern magic research has been heading in the wrong direction.”


      Her idea was that researchers had ended up destroying the perfected magics from ancient times. It certainly didn’t sound impossible.


      If anything, there was quite a large possibility of that being the case. As Celestina said, the modern world only had so many mages. According to literature, magic had been used by a considerable proportion of the common people in ancient times, and it had even been incorporated into many parts of day-to-day life. But as Instructor Samas tried to process all this, something the girl had just said suddenly stood out to him.


      “Celestina... Did you say earlier that you were never able to use magic? Why the past tense?”


      “I can use it now. I’ve been practicing over the last two months, so I’ve learned to use it.”


      “Wha—?! I-Impossible. I cannot believe that simply practicing for such a short period of time would allow you to... If what you’re saying is true, then what method did you use? Nobody has managed to teach you magic up until now...”


      “I took part in combat training every day and did drills for my mana control in between. I kept using my mana, day after day—and then, toward the end of our break, I was able to take part in some real battles too.”


      That was the second shocking statement she’d made. If Celestina had experienced real combat, then her level would have gone up too, as a matter of course.


      When your level went up, your body optimized itself so that it could manage its newfound strength more effectively, helping to dramatically improve both your physical capabilities and your mana capacity. If Celestina’s words were to be believed, it would mean that she had fought her way up to a level at which she was capable of using magic. It was hardly the sort of thing that a student could accomplish over their summer holidays.


      “I-It sounds like you’ve been rather reckless. Rapidly leveling up can cause abnormalities in your body. It’s dangerous.”


      “It was in life-and-death situations. I didn’t have the luxury of worrying about that sort of thing. Our food was stolen by monster attacks, and we had to survive for four days by just hunting, with monsters attacking us every few hours.”


      “How did you even get into that sort of situation? A-And there’s no way you could have survived something like that!”


      “I did survive, though. That’s why I’m here now. One of my brothers was with me, as was a squad of knights. So you can confirm what I’m saying with them, if you’d like?”


      Celestina was casting her mind back to her days spent surviving in the Far-Flung Green Depths.


      She and the others had been forced to stay on constant high alert—to go into a forest teeming with monsters just to hunt for prey to satisfy their empty stomachs... And they’d survived, ultimately, though the circumstances had somewhat warped their personalities.


      A period of just a few days had transformed the proper, courteous knights into wild-hearted warriors. Zelos—Celestina’s tutor, whom she held in such high esteem—had mercilessly eliminated monsters, and her older brother had danced like a madman upon discovering the joys of alchemy. Celestina herself had gotten to enjoy leveling up so much that she had ended up eagerly awaiting the arrival of each wave of monsters.


      “Fighting, it...it changes people. Breaks down their hearts.”


      “Wh-Why have you got such a hollow look in your eyes?”


      “That forest isn’t the sort of place where modern mages would be able to survive. It’s hell. A harsh, unforgiving place...”


      “Wait. Don’t tell me... Did you train in the Far-Flung Green Depths?!”


      “Apparently the monsters deeper in are even more ferocious. Even stronger. If I went there now, I’d probably die.”


      What Celestina was saying was beyond imagination. The other students listening were too stunned to speak.


      The Far-Flung Green Depths were a vast den of evil, filled with monsters that only grew stronger the deeper in you went. And even those on the very outskirts of the forest were incomparably stronger than the sorts of monsters that were to be found around these parts. The notion of fighting nonstop in a place like that did indeed sound like hell.


      What was more, it was only the Order of Knights that would usually take part in that sort of hellish combat training; the idea of accompanying them as they headed into combat was out of the question to the various mage factions. The main factions were already infamous for getting along poorly with the Order of Knights, and just tagging along with a political enemy like that seemed absolutely absurd to them. About the only mages who’d be able to pull something like that off would be those from the relatively new Solistia faction.


      A cold sweat ran down Samas’s back. He belonged to the Wiesler faction, and if the Solistia faction was offering that kind of real-life combat training to other mages, then the balance of power in magic society stood to change quite a bit.


      It would mean that the Wiesler faction—which was considered to be the combat-focused faction—would lose the key thing that set it apart, and also that the Solistia faction would end up further solidifying its ties with the Order of Knights. That, in turn, would prevent the Wiesler faction’s deepest ambition: seizing military power.


      “Does the Solistia faction have many mages who are experienced in combat?”


      “I can’t say, but at the very least I can say that I’m not intending to join any other faction. It isn’t like the mages from the other factions managed to help me out with my situation, after all.”


      “D-Did you receive tutoring from somebody?! Just what mage from what faction would have been able to...”


      “From an associate of my grandfather, so I can’t say more than that. It’s not as if I have the authority to spread that information around.”


      Samas didn’t know of any faction having a mage who could teach Celestina to use magic. But if she actually had learned to use it, then it would have to mean that there was someone out there who’d tutored her.


      If that mage was an associate of the famed Mage of Purgatory it seemed likely that they’d have abilities on par with his. But whoever was responsible for it, Celestina’s change came as a bombshell to those who heard it. Specifically, those who had looked down on the girl as a “failure.”


      “Seriously? If the failure’s learned to use magic, then...what’s gonna happen to us?”


      “Hey, guys, we’ve been... We’ve been making fun of her this whole time, haven’t we?”


      “She’s the duke’s daughter, right? Isn’t this kinda bad for us?”


      “What do I do? I’ve laughed at her and called her a failure while she was standing right there before...”


      Everyone who’d ridiculed Celestina in the past turned pale all at once.


      While it wasn’t as if they’d made fun of her directly to her face, it was undeniable that they’d spat out insults near her, intentionally speaking loudly enough that she could hear them. Usually, it would be unforgivable behavior; but this academy, at least outwardly, had a policy of ignoring political authority. Its doors were open for all to apply, and it proclaimed itself a place where all sorts of people could have the opportunity to learn—though in reality, it was a mess in which powerful individuals and factions ran rampant.


      Against that backdrop, it hadn’t taken long for Celestina, a duke’s daughter who seemingly had no talent for magic, to be turned into what was essentially a human sacrifice. Everyone had used her as a verbal punching bag for venting all of the frustration they’d built up.


      “I-I bet she’s just bluffing anyway. No way she would’ve struggled like that in the first place if she were capable of getting better in just two months.”


      “Right? It shouldn’t be anything to worry about.”


      “Yeah. It sounds fake...”


      Some of them were refusing to believe their ears. Their grades were on the lower end, and they were among the masses who’d made fun of Celestina, the girl who was incapable of using magic. Celestina could vaguely recall their faces, but at this point, she simply didn’t care about their existences one way or the other.


      Just as the lecture hall was growing louder and louder, the bell rang to signal the end of class.


      “That’s it for today’s lecture. Celestina, your theory is truly interesting. I might take a look into it myself.”


      “Oh? Tell me if you figure anything out, please. I’ll be looking forward to it, Instructor Samas.”


      It was then that Samas wondered whether Celestina might already know the results of that research herself. It was already hard to believe that she’d learned magic in such a short time—and if this unknown associate of the Mage of Purgatory had been able to make that possible for her, perhaps they’d also taught her knowledge that even Samas didn’t have.


      As a magic teacher, Samas was reluctant to let go of his pride and confidence. But at the same time, he was gripped by a sense of unease like nothing he’d ever felt before. Unease that everything he’d learned and taught about magic, everything he’d assumed to be common sense, was about to come crumbling down.


      Ultimately, Samas was unable to prove Celestina’s hypothesis.


      The whole concept of putting together magic characters to make words meant throwing away all the results of modern research. When he thought of the work that would be required to decipher those words, it became apparent to him that they’d need to start groping around blindly from square one, like researchers had done way back when the academy had first been established. In other words, everything he had taught as common sense up until now would have to be torn up and thrown away.


      As someone who had himself graduated with just fairly good grades, he was unable to accept that new possibility and ultimately refused to acknowledge it.


      It would only be a while later that he would learn what his decision led to.


      * * *


      It wasn’t as if the Istol Academy of Magic taught nothing but magic. It had a wide range of courses, from national history to literature, mathematics, and medicine.


      The students were free to take these classes as they wished; they weren’t forced to attend lessons that didn’t interest them. The classes worked somewhat like university lectures, then, but the flaw was that if you missed one lecture and rejoined the course later, you wouldn’t be able to understand what was happening.


      The classes that Celestina took were mostly magic and physics. And starting this new semester, she was taking part in transmutation classes as well. Day after day, she would take notes in class, then prepare in the library for her next lessons. Nobody called out to her while she was there, though some watched from a distance, curious, while others glared at her with hostility.


      The former group was interested in finding out what sort of magic Celestina the failure could use; the latter group was worried that she might now formally accuse them for all the times they’d mocked her in the past.


      There was also a third group: those who were looking at her almost as if she were a traitor. These students were the ones on the verge of becoming dropouts, the ones who were on the bottom rung when it came to academic abilities.


      Celestina hadn’t done anything bad to this group; she hadn’t actively betrayed them in any way. But they had cast her in the role of traitor nonetheless. Quite simply, seeing her completely unable to use magic had made them feel better about their own inadequacies—and now, that was no longer the case. Before, they’d been able to think, At least I can use magic, so I’m not as bad as she is, and, She’s got brains but no talent, so I’m still better, and so on, viewing her through a twisted lens as the last line of defense in maintaining their own status.


      Looked down on as they were, they’d felt like they needed to do that to stay sane in this academy, with all of its fierce factional disputes. But at the end of the day, they had been treating her with contempt out of their own convenience; it was completely unfair of them to think she had betrayed them at all.


      The days continued to pass like that, for a while...and then came a certain class. A class that some looked forward to and others dreaded, hoping it would never come. It was time for the students to practice activating magic. The students assembled on the training grounds and prepared to fire off spells.


      For this class, the students would spend close to an hour just endlessly firing off spells at enemies. It was intended to teach your body how much mana you consumed by casting magic.


      In real combat, you’d be left stranded on the battlefield if you ran out of mana. And even if you had just a bit of mana left, it wouldn’t do you much good if you couldn’t use it to put up a fight. Those were the reasons for the class, and they were perfectly valid reasons indeed—though in reality, it was mostly there to let the students vent their stress.


      The students used a beginner spell for this: Fireball. The power of the spell could be used to measure how much mana each student had, as well as their control over that mana.


      Since modern society had forgotten the ancient concept of utilizing mana from nature, the students had to power all of the magic they were using with their own internal mana. The idea was if you kept using your mana until you ran out, you’d get a sense for how much you had and get better at dealing with it. Though in reality, the students just fired off magic with abandon, preventing them from seeing any results on that front whatsoever.


      If a certain Great Sage were here, he’d try to make them learn the Mana Control and Increased Mana skills. But unfortunately, that didn’t even occur to the teachers here; that was just how inexperienced they were.


      The teachers, after all, were themselves alumni of the academy. It was all one big cycle.


      Celestina could do nothing but sigh.


      “I take it you are not particularly motivated, milady?”


      “I’d rather we were fighting against golems. Training like that lets you strengthen your mind and your body at the same time; I could just feel that I was improving, and at multiple things at once.”


      “So you are saying that you are not interested in this because it is too easy?”


      “Well, yes. I already know about things at a far higher level than what I can experience here.”


      Feeling that the lady she served had a promising future, Miska, too, let out a sigh.


      It seemed she had also come to the conclusion that there was nothing of worth for Celestina to study at this academy.


      “The academy does have a huge number of documents, though, and I have to gather as much information as I can. I don’t want to miss out on the chance to have Master make me the very best magic conduit he can!”


      “Information about the...laws of physics, was it? That was one of the topics that Sir Zelos mentioned you would need to study, correct?”


      “Yes. If you’re creating spells, it’s important to know how different phenomena work. While I can read the magic formula to get a general idea of things, it’s still only kind of a vague understanding, and referencing the formula against those sorts of laws would let me learn how the spell’s activation actually works.”


      While Celestina had become somewhat capable of deciphering magic formulas, she wasn’t yet good enough to make new spells herself. For now, her top priority was to deepen her knowledge—honestly, she would’ve preferred to skip this class, which was training in name but more like playtime in practice. In a sense, the days when she’d been incapable of using magic had let her make better use of her time.


      She sighed for what was perhaps the dozenth time today.


      “Oh? Why, Celestina—if it isn’t you! I was unaware you were still at this academy!”


      Here came one more thing causing problems for Celestina.


      The voice that had called out to her belonged to a girl with her hair in blonde ringlets. Her name was Carosty lud Saint-Germain.


      She was the daughter of Marquess Saint-Germain—of that same Saint-Germain family that headed up the eponymous faction, which itself was the leader of the country’s magic research factions. And she was one of the few people who would take the chance to call out to Celestina whenever she found the opportunity.


      “Carosty. It’s been a while.”


      “That it has, Celestina. Truly, though, what a rare sight it is to see you taking part in this class!”


      “A class? It looks more to me like everyone’s just playing around. There’s nothing to be gained here.”


      “I suppose so. By the way, I hear that you’ve learned to use magic now... Just what means did you use to achieve that, I wonder? I really am intrigued.”


      “Would you like me to tell you?”


      “Oh, I would love nothing more. Why, it has me so curious that I cannot even sleep at night!”


      Celestina wasn’t really good at dealing with this girl.


      Carosty herself actually didn’t intend to bully Celestina, but her words and behavior made it look to any bystanders like she was doing just that. And perhaps because of that, others around her didn’t make any effort to hide their own, actual disdain for Celestina.


      Still, Carosty wasn’t a bad girl at heart, so it wasn’t as if Celestina could just rudely brush her off. She was a pain to deal with in more ways than one.


      “I spent three hours fighting nonstop against mud golems. It lets you train both your mind and your body, but I’m not sure I’d recommend it.”


      “W-Well, that certainly sounds...splendid. But where, pray tell, did you manage to procure such numbers of golems?”


      “A mage my grandfather knows made them using the Golem Creation spell. They’re not just strong; they move in an organized way too. So I got hurt a fair few times.”


      “I have never heard of a mage of that caliber! Is he a Master rank, perhaps?”


      “Higher than that. He’s been traveling a lot, so it sounds like it’s difficult to meet him—I just so happened to meet him by coincidence when I was going back for my summer break. He just taught me the basics over the last couple of months.”


      Given the situation, Celestina couldn’t exactly tell Carosty all about Zelos, so she mixed in some lies on the spot to try and dodge the topic.


      But even then, Carosty was amazed by the existence of what sounded like a mage of astounding talents.


      “Where would that individual happen to be now? I would most like to meet with him!”


      “Unfortunately, he set out traveling again as soon as our summer break ended. He’s not the sort of person who’s interested in political power, after all.”


      “Excellent! Most excellent! So there are still genuine mages in this world, it would seem!”


      The Saint-Germain faction was full of magic researchers. They believed that the reason magic research wasn’t making good progress was a lack of excellent mages, and had set out to gain political power to help them headhunt mages from other countries. They published research results in a wide range of fields, from the cultivation of medicinal plants to archaeology to the development of healing potions, and engaged in things like investigations, experimentation, and excavation.


      Research was the faction’s raison d’être, and the ideals of its founder were duly reflected in Carosty, who was not only a student of the academy but also a descendant of that same founder. Therefore, she held the Sages of old in great admiration. If she learned of the existence of a Great Sage, she would undoubtedly use every resource available to her to scout out Zelos. So for the sake of her teacher, who wished simply to live a quiet life, Celestina mixed together fact and fiction in an attempt to dodge Carosty’s questions.


      There’s no way I can tell her my teacher was a Great Sage. If she knew, I’m sure she’d insist on meeting him immediately—and even if I told her no, I feel like she’d skip school and barge her way into meeting him anyway.


      Carosty was rather overeager when it came to that sort of thing.


      “Next! Celestina von Solistia.”


      Hearing the teacher’s voice brought Celestina back to her senses. It seemed like it was her turn.


      “Well, then, I’ll go.”


      “Do keep moderation in mind, milady.”


      With half-hearted footsteps, Celestina walked to where the teacher was waiting for her.


      “Is Celestina truly capable of using magic now? I must say, she seemed much the same as usual when I was speaking with her...”


      “Just watch. Milady is stronger than the average mage by now.”


      “By the way, Miska, what brings you here? I thought maids were supposed to be in the dormitories during class?”


      “It is because I am an alumnus of the academy.”


      It wasn’t a proper reason. Even alumni weren’t allowed to just wander about inside the academy as they pleased—yet Miska had said it without a hint of shame or hesitation, as if it was simply a matter of fact.


      With the gazes of the onlookers gathering on her, Celestina faced the target and measured her distance.


      The target was a piece of armor, which was made of an alloy of damascus ore and mithril and had been enchanted with a formula to give it magic resistance.


      Since it wasn’t the sort of armor that would break easily, it was perfect for testing whether the students could fire their magic accurately, and how powerful that magic was. It had been made sturdy enough that even leaving a scratch on it would be enough to class you as excellent.


      “Okay. Here I go.”


      A sigil appeared in Celestina’s palm, bringing a small ball of fire to life. It looked like a proper fireball, but it was far smaller than those brought forth by the other students.


      On seeing it, the others were unable to hold back their laughter. What? Is that all?


      But their teacher was surprised for a different reason: Celestina had cast the spell without an incantation.


      “Release.”


      The fireball was released and flew toward the armored target. It shot out at incredible speed—and on impact, it generated an intense heat that melted the target and pierced right through the metal. An explosion then erupted from inside the armor, blowing it into tiny pieces.


      She’d shot a fireball, the same as all the other students. But compressing her fireball into a smaller form had increased both its heat and its power—and once the fireball exploded, its destructive force was in a completely different league. All that compression had helped convert the heat to destructive force, making the overall spell that much more effective and powerful than the casts from the other students.


      Even if she was using the same base spell, her use of a different formula, plus a combination of the Magic Control and Mana Control skills, had made it so much stronger.


      What was more, since the spell Celestina had cast was a version improved by Zelos, it was on par with the magic of ancient times. It consumed little of her internal mana, and it was powerful to boot, so in a sense you could say it was unfair.


      “Wh-What was that?!”


      “No way... Why the hell was it so strong?!”


      “That was the same spell, right? What the hell about her is a ‘failure’?!”


      The training grounds were in an uproar. Someone had just utterly destroyed the “magic-resistant” armor; it was completely unprecedented. Furthermore, the one who had done so was the girl who was infamous as the academy’s “failure.”


      From that day on, the girl who’d been called a failure would instead become well-known as the academy’s prodigy.


      To her, though, it was a meaningless title.


      What she was really aiming for was to catch up to her tutor. And that still seemed like such a faraway goal...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: A Day in the Life of Zweit


      Zweit von Solistia was a student of the Great Sage, and both son and presumed successor of the Solistia ducal house. Aware of the weight that carried, he had a diligent side—ultimately, he did always make sure to stick to his studies.


      He was currently in the middle of a roundtable event that students of the Wiesler faction—the mage faction he belonged to—were holding to discuss military strategy. But he couldn’t help but feel like the whole debate was far divorced from reality.


      “I’m telling you, if we deploy the Order of Knights here, and put the Order of Mages to their left and right to attack with magic, we’ll have the enemy stuck between a rock and a hard place.”


      “Would it really be that easy, though? There’s no way any human opponent would fall for such an obvious strategy. You’re being naive!”


      “It could be useful in the right situation, but is the Order of Knights really going to do what we ask them to? It’d be obvious we were using them as bait.”


      “Yeah. Considering the danger it’d put them in, I don’t think they’d follow the plan. And even before that, there’s the issue of whether we’d be able to get into a position where we could use this formation to begin with.”


      The purpose of this debate was to run simulations and decide how to best deal with a hypothetical enemy encampment. But while it was intended as an opportunity to flesh out the participants’ knowledge of strategy through discussion, all anyone was doing so far was finding faults in what the others said.


      There were more than thirty students gathered here, and most of them had no experience in actual combat. Their lack of knowledge about the battlefield showed. Ultimately, none of what they were saying went beyond the realm of unworkable armchair theories.


      “What do you think, Zweit?”


      “Diio, this is meant to be a meeting to talk about strategy, right? Then shouldn’t we bring in the knights, who actually know something about the battlefield? The simulation we’re running here includes them as well, you know.”


      That one line sent the room into silence.


      The Order of Knights and the Order of Mages were like cats and dogs. The very thought that the knights might agree to join this discussion seemed absurd.


      What was more, the Wiesler faction in particular was full of members who believed that the Order of Knights should simply do as the faction told them. They saw Zweit’s suggestion as a betrayal—a slight to their dignity.


      “Why should we have to call the knights? Those good-for-nothings would be useless without our help.”


      “On the battlefield, you’re not alone. There are all sorts of leaders going back and forth, discussing tiny little details; that’s the only way you can actually carry out a strategy. One person’s opinion is nothing more than that—an opinion, to be considered for reference. Battles can change completely depending on time and circumstance.”


      “I know, but...I can’t imagine the knights listening to anything we say.”


      “Then what’s even the point in having this whole discussion? We can spend as long as we like thinking about strategies, but I can’t imagine them actually executing any of those strategies for us. Plus, the simulation here’s underestimating how fast the enemy could move.”


      “Really? I thought it seemed pretty accurate...”


      Even Diio, Zweit’s friend, hadn’t noticed the gaping holes in the strategies being discussed.


      But Zweit, fresh from the Far-Flung Green Depths—infamously the most dangerous place in the country—just found this whole discussion pointless.


      “Let me ask you this, then. Why the hell are we assuming that we’ll be equally matched with our enemy in every possible way? Look—both sides have the same numbers for equipment, supplies, even people. And the last simulation we did was one in which our side way outmatched them.”


      “That’s because... Well, it’s because putting together a force strong enough to match your enemy is one of the basics of war, right?”


      “Okay, look... To begin with, there’s no way things are always gonna be that convenient. You’ve gotta consider political issues and the time of year and differences in each country’s power; each of those is gonna affect the strength of the armies, right? If you actually stop to think about that, your strategies are gonna change. A lot. It’s moronic to just assume that you’ll always be evenly matched with the enemy and that they’ll move how you want them to.”


      “Can you get to your point already? I understand your reasoning, but I can’t tell what you’re actually trying to get at.”


      “What I’m saying is, nobody here’s planning for the worst-case scenario. Right from the start, everything’s built around the assumption that we’re going to win, and then we’re just thinking up enemy movements to fit that assumption. So what’s the point in even having this discussion?”


      This was how the modern Wiesler faction operated.


      At the end of the day, it was just a bunch of students who’d never actually experienced the horrors of real combat. They couldn’t even imagine the worst-case scenario.


      In turn, that lack of imagination led them to conclude that their own victory was inevitable, and so they built their entire strategy around that conclusion.


      “Well, what would you prefer for the enemy numbers, then? Come on, let’s hear it.”


      “Let’s see... Before we even get to that, I’d say something like, the neighboring country’s in the middle of a famine. Food prices are soaring, and the people are about to starve. So the enemy puts everything they have into assaulting Solistia, and then they start pillaging. Their common people join the army, and they end up with about...let’s say, ten times our fighting strength. How about that? And of course, we can’t tell what their plans are, so it starts with us getting hit by a surprise attack.”


      This proposal shocked the other students who’d been listening to Zweit and Diio’s discussion, sending the debate space into an uproar.


      The idea of an enemy force ten times stronger than their own had never even crossed these students’ minds. And here came Zweit, proposing a situation in which an enemy army made a surprise attack out of nowhere. A situation in which Solistia was being invaded by an enemy the size of an army corps that was pillaging food and other resources as it went. And in the face of this terrible scenario, the students were suddenly unable to come up with a strategy.


      “That’s impossible! What you’re suggesting is far more absurd than what we were talking about!”


      “How are you so confident about that, Samtrol? From the enemy’s perspective, pillaging a neighboring country’s the quickest way to stop your people from starving, and it gets you more territory too. At the end of the day, alliances are nothing but ink on paper; you can’t put all your trust in them. When it comes down to it, a country in that situation probably would just attack their neighbor, even if it meant destroying them.”


      “B-But that’s...”


      “So? How would all of you make your way out of this situation? In the time it’s taken you to complain about my idea, the invasion would’ve already started. Civilians are already dying. Their property is getting stolen. You need to make a decision, and fast.”


      None of them could put forward any response to the scenario Zweit had laid out. Having only ever imagined situations they could win, they were utterly incapable of putting together a strategy for something urgent like this.


      But the simulation here wasn’t unrealistic. It really was a decent idea of how a war could develop in the worst-case scenario.


      “By the way, I would put half our forces at Fort Laos to defend it. Gather up the other knights and mercenaries, have them evacuate the civilians, and let the enemies come to us. While we’re evacuating, burn down all the food that was going to be stolen; starve out the enemy. That way, we’d at least be able to save some of our people.”


      “You’d just be giving away most of our territory to the enemy!”


      “The country’d be doomed with your plan!”


      “The enemy wouldn’t be able to get past Fort Laos that easily. At the same time, they’d be desperate for food, so they’d be spreading out to look for it—and they wouldn’t be able to get any, so we’d probably be able to strike each group they sent out and crush them one by one. We’d be able to make them retreat before our country fell.”


      It wasn’t a strategy for a glorious victory; it was a strategy to avoid the downfall of the country.


      If the enemy were pillaging as they went, their invasion would slow down, so there’d be time to evacuate civilians. The enemy would have to spread out their forces to secure food—so when you went to launch a counterattack, you wouldn’t need to take on the entire army all at once. Still, to carry this out swiftly, Solistia would probably need to have a good idea of its own internal affairs at all times and maintain a fighting force that could be mobilized at a moment’s notice. Furthermore, the whole strategy was predicated on having mages come to the front lines to burn any food that was about to be pillaged.


      “That’s ridiculous! Why should we have to go to the front line!”


      “To burn the food and starve out the enemy. That clearly calls for mages, right? What are you even saying?”


      “Just make the knights bring oil with them or something!”


      “Do you really think that’d be possible on such short notice? Even then, they’d barely have enough to burn about a tenth of the food.”


      “Then teach the knights some mag—”


      “Come on; that’d be the same as saying that there’s no need for the Order of Mages to even exist! If the Order of Knights learned magic, then what would be the point in us even being here? Not to mention, mages who refuse to go to the front lines can’t be relied on for anything.”


      Everyone there was lost for words. Zweit had suggested the sort of worst-case hypothetical war that they hadn’t even been able to imagine themselves, and the solution he’d come up with would require a rapid response. If it were by direct order of the king, the mages would have no choice but to go to the front lines, whether they wanted to or not.


      There was no way the careless strategies they’d been coming up with so far would have been accepted by the heads of the military. That was just how poor their thinking had been.


      “War’s a terrible thing, I know. But in a situation like that, do you really think you’ll just get to sit at the back and fire off your little spells from safety? Depending on the situation, we might be the ones starving—and if that does happen at some point, we’d need to do whatever we could to preserve our army’s stamina and secure whatever food we could find. So I’ll ask again: is there seriously any point to this whole meeting? At the moment, we don’t even have the basic means to put up a proper fight. Any response to that?”


      Zweit was making a very good point. There was no way that students who’d never experienced war for themselves could imagine the truly horrible things it could involve. Wars were living, evolving things, slaughter fests with clear lines between winners and losers.


      “Look at you, Zweit, sounding all high-and-mighty when you’ve never been in a war either.”


      “Not war, but I have got some combat experience, you know! Monsters stole our food, and we had to survive in the wild for four days. And that was in the Far-Flung Green Depths.”


      A collective shout from the others: “What?!”


      “That’s when I realized: it’s not just knowledge that’s important. It’s also about learning the skills to survive in tough conditions... As you are now, you’d all just die. I’m not kidding.”


      Zweit now had about him an air of intimidation—an aura that set him apart from the others, who hadn’t experienced real combat like he had. He had gotten an idea of how actual worst-case scenarios could play out, which had since helped him to imagine those sorts of scenarios more easily. It had also prompted him to read up on military strategy of his own volition. And the fruits of that experience were now making themselves clear.
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