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      Prologue: The Old Guy’s Blunder


      What’s the first thing that comes to mind when you hear “fantasy world”? Probably a land of swords, magic, and heart-pounding adventures, right?


      Well, that’s what you’d usually think. But the figure tearing down the Far-Flung Highway right now flew right in the face of those expectations, as if actively mocking anyone who idealized the notion of a perfect fantasy world.


      It was a steel wanderer, the sort you’d imagine rocketing aimlessly down an empty road in the vast countryside, or perhaps making its way along the coast as the evening sun sank below the horizon and pop music began to play in the background.


      To be precise, it was a jet-black bike, surging through the green fantasy landscape as fast as a gale wind. A motorbike, specifically—the point being, it was just about the last thing you’d expect to see going down a highway that looked like it was out of medieval Europe. It was a real anachronism.


      The bike’s most notable features were its jet-black color and its ape hanger handlebars. Its height had been adjusted to minimize contact with the ground, though it’d still scrape and give off the occasional spark as it went over an uneven patch of road.


      While it was powered by magic and had just been thrown together using whatever parts were lying around, it was modeled after a Harley. And it had been named the...Harley-Sanders Model 13. Yep. It was a knockoff, however you looked at it.


      Of course, the one riding the bike was none other than its creator: a reincarnator known as Zelos Merlin, formerly Satoshi Osako. A forty-year-old bachelor who lived for his hobbies.


      The wind buffeted him as he rode, and he was singing the opening theme to a crazy anime from the eighties in which the characters rode motorbikes through the galaxy. He’d come out here on the pretense of a test-drive, but it hadn’t taken long for him to turn into a “Highway Star.”


      “Next up... Listen to my song!”


      And so Zelos drove straight into the next song of his one-man retro anime theme concert. Then once he was done with 7, he continued with Frontier...though of course, an ordinary middle-aged man like him was no substitute for a proper diva.


      He was choosing some pretty hot-blooded rock songs, so maybe you could say his looks fit the part. But he was a full-fledged otaku on the inside, and a pretty cringeworthy one at that. It was no secret either.


      For a bit of a comparison... Well, let’s set the scene. A big, brawny man heads into an old saloon packed with gunslingers. He pulls his gun from his holster, cracks a wry smile, and utters... “Lemme sing y’all my favorite anime opening.” That was about how cringe he was.


      Still, he was so obsessed with his hobbies that he didn’t particularly care what others thought of him. He’d probably be perfectly happy to wander the endless prairies alone, cold stares from onlookers be damned.


      Hmm. Ride quality’s not bad. The magic motor’s working properly too. All good for now.


      Zelos had put together the motorbike using a combination of ores he’d mined in the Arhaus mine and some magic tools he’d had on hand.


      Back when he’d attended an engineering college, he’d spent some time making an energy-efficient car with fellow club members. Then, years later, when he was living out in the countryside, he’d dabbled in motorbike maintenance with a young bike fanatic who lived nearby. So he was fairly knowledgeable when it came to how these sorts of things were made.


      Armed with that knowledge, Zelos was confident he could spark an industrial revolution in this fantasy world, if he wanted to. But he was far more interested in just living his own life, at his own pace. Ask him if he wanted to trigger change and he’d answer, It’d just be a pain, wouldn’t it? Why should I have to kick-start a revolution for everyone else?


      Most people who accomplished great things in their lives ended up shouldering big responsibilities commensurate with what they’d achieved. And Zelos was not interested in taking on that sort of responsibility if he had any say in the matter.


      Being responsible for his own actions was already more than enough for him; he didn’t see any need to actively pile more on top. He was entirely willing to leave social progress up to someone else. After all, surely someone else would come along and do it, given enough time.


      The powerful magic that Zelos wielded as a result of his endless tinkering in Swords & Sorceries was a good example.


      It was far more efficient than baseline magic, and dramatically stronger to boot. If he were to make it all public, he’d doubtless end up with a throng of sycophants asking him to take them on as his students.


      Not to mention, it was plausible that some among that throng would be hiding self-interest and a lust for power, looking to get closer to him for the sole purpose of using him. And that’d ruin the freedom he’d worked so hard to obtain, now wouldn’t it?


      Still, while civilization in this fantasy world wasn’t as advanced as it was on Earth, that didn’t necessarily mean it was inferior. Any time and place is defined by the efforts of those who live through it, and those efforts eventually coalesce into history—a history that can be built upon to shape the society of the future.


      Sure, Zelos had some advantages over most of the people in this world, but he wasn’t thrilled by the idea of having his entire life defined by that. And he had no intent to actively work toward the betterment of civilization.


      He might’ve already made a big splash in the world, but he was still doing his best to avoid anything that’d lead to too rapid a societal development. He was willing to teach people things that could provide the spark for that sort of development down the line, but he was leaving anything beyond that to the efforts of others.


      I mean, even my motorbike here could change the course of a war, depending on how it’s used. Not that I intend to sell it to anyone, of course...


      Maybe a certain duke somewhere would want to get his hands on it. A duke with a violent, mysterious air about him. He’d probably be most intrigued by this little toy Zelos had made for himself.


      Considering what it took to make it, though, the motorbike wasn’t suited to mass production. After all, it used all sorts of rare materials: mithril, orichalcum, and a sagestone, to name a few. Just making this one motorbike had used up enough assets to easily throw an entire nation’s budget into disarray.


      I could make it cheaper if I really tried to, but if someone else wants one, I’d prefer they just make it themselves. It’d lose some of its charm if I mass-produced it, anyway.


      Zelos had his pride. He wasn’t intent on making anything in bulk, whether it be a weapon, a piece of armor, or anything else. He could make exceptions for things like healing potions, but as a general rule, his specialty was making one-of-a-kind designer items.


      If someone gave him the materials, he’d also be willing to craft pieces of equipment in line with the user’s skills, like he’d done with Jeanne’s sword. But if anyone ever asked him to craft something en masse for use in war, he had every intention of saying no. Sure, he was happy to craft lots of weapons, but only if they were all different weapons, each with their own capabilities. That was what made it fun.


      He really did live for his hobbies.


      “All righty... I think it’s time to test it at a higher speed. It seems to run fine at the speed I’m at now, so let’s see how fast this baby can go.”


      Zelos went full throttle with the accelerator, and his Harley-Sanders Model 13 started getting faster and faster.


      Making a mechanism for shifting gears would’ve been a pain, so Zelos had designed this bike to work pretty much the same way as an automatic moped.


      He was going pretty fast now. The bike took a sudden curve by storm, and it had no trouble making it up a perilous peak.


      But this wasn’t Japan, where the roads were constantly maintained. It was a whole other world; you could never know what issues you were going to encounter on the road. And Zelos certainly wasn’t thinking about any pedestrians.


      Speaking of which, just after he crested the peak...


      “Whoa?!”


      Zelos spotted some merchants being attacked by monsters. A battle was unfolding, each side with their lives on the line.


      Mercenaries were fighting to protect the merchants’ carriages. Their foes were monsters in search of food—orcs.


      It was a common enough occurrence. But the problem with this attack was there was an orc king among the pack, more intelligent than the other orcs. The merchants were completely surrounded, and they were in danger of losing their lives at any moment.


      The mercenaries would probably have been fine if they were just up against regular orcs. But the addition of an orc king to the attack made things far more difficult. Depending on its level, an orc king could be between a C-rank and an A-rank threat.


      Some of them could even get powerful enough to evolve into demon lords; that was how dangerous they were. The presence of just a single orc king made the attack too much for the guards to deal with.


      Zelos only looked at the scene for a moment, but it was clear to him that the mercenaries were getting trounced, despite their best efforts.


      His bike, meanwhile...was going too fast to stop in time. He could hit the brakes, but at the speed he was going, he’d need a lot of distance to come to a stop. It was the simple law of inertia. And so, he had a realization:


      “Oh. I’m gonna crash.”


      Having given up any hope of coming to a proper stop, Zelos decided—who knew what was running through his mind—to do the exact opposite.


      He turned the throttle.


      The immense figure of the orc king grew closer and closer. Words weren’t enough to describe how intimidating it looked.


      Fortunately for Zelos, though, it had its back turned to him.


      “GYABH?!”


      “Oh, gods...”


      And then came the crash. The orc king was sent flying by the force of the bike pummeling into it. It collided with several other orcs as it flew through the air, and it was injured to the verge of death.


      But Zelos and his bike weren’t done. They continued to topple orcs, one after another, as they thundered along the highway.


      In another time and place, Zelos would be guilty of vehicular manslaughter. It’d be a clear-cut case of a brutal hit-and-run—no dissent among the jury.


      Here, though, he was free to continue on his merry way, leaving dead orcs and a gaggle of utterly dumbfounded merchants and mercenaries in his wake.


      “Phew... I’m doing something extremely wicked.”


      As Zelos tried to play off the incident with a barely relevant reference, he pulled the brake lever in an attempt to slow down. But slow down he did not.


      He tried again. And again, and again. But his bike remained as fast as ever.


      “Jesus.”


      It seemed like crashing into the orcs had damaged the bike’s brake cable, leaving Zelos unable to come to a stop. Worse, it seemed to be affecting both the front and back wheels.


      And as the cherry on top, the throttle was stuck on.


      “Y-You’re kidding... You’re kidding me, right?!”


      There was no slowing down. This was bad.


      The Harley-Sanders Model 13 only continued to accelerate, as if it were actively mocking its creator.


      This was a highway, and there’d probably be more merchant carriages up ahead. Plus, the bike’s mana tank was full. There was no knowing how long it’d take to empty it.


      Figuring that out was part of why Zelos had gone out on this test-drive in the first place, after all.


      There was no one to save him. No one in this world was even capable of catching up to a high-speed motorbike.


      Zelos hadn’t designed the bike with a key either. He’d justified his corner-cutting back then on the basis that he’d been stripped for time—but whatever his excuses, he was regretting it now. He broke out into parched, manic laughter, which only rang out in vain along the highway. What would he have done if someone had stolen this and ridden it themselves?


      Flaws like this only ever came to light when it was too late.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Celestina Escapes the Loner Life


      It was a common sight: Celestina was walking with purpose to the Istol Academy of Magic’s library, also known as the “paper mountain,” to continue her research into magic formulas.


      This was her daily routine—as was the fact that no one greeted her as she went about it. It was a bit of a lonely scene. But that, too, was the norm, so she tried not to pay it too much mind.


      Still... To be honest, her lack of friends had kind of been getting to her lately.


      Back when Zelos was tutoring her, she’d had plenty of opportunities to talk to people.


      Here at the academy, though, there was no one who talked to her apart from her classmate Carosty, and it left her keenly aware of how alienated she was, whether she wanted to be or not. Just recently, her reputation had done a one-eighty from “failure” to “prodigy,” putting a prompt end to the cruel gossip that had been going around behind her back. But honestly, she almost missed the days when people would intentionally insult her within earshot. It hadn’t been very pleasant, sure, but at least it hadn’t felt as lonely as this...isolation.


      As things were, even the teachers at the academy were hesitant to approach her.


      To be fair to those teachers, Celestina had been assaulting them with tough questions—or rather, piercing criticisms—in class for a while now, leading them to tremble in fear at the sight of her. Feeling they had nothing they could teach her at this point, they’d simply given up on conversing with her at all.


      It was pretty much like they were saying, “We can’t handle you! Just go do your own research by yourself, please! We’re begging you! We can’t teach you anything!”


      Her brother Zweit had been similarly abandoned by his teachers—but while he was willing to point that out rather aggressively and fight back against them, Celestina’s response had been more passive. It left her free to devote herself to analyzing magic formulas, but still, the fact that no one but Carosty ever tried to talk to her was a little sad.


      Like most people, she just wanted a friend she could casually chat with.


      She let out a sigh.


      “And so the duke’s daughter spent another day researching her magic all alone. What a lamentable youth...”


      “Miska... You really don’t hesitate to hit people where it hurts, do you?”


      “That’s just who I am. Everybody’s favorite coolheaded lady. The most lovable. The most brazen. Are you only noticing now?”


      “What do you mean, am I only noticing now?! Why do you sound like you’re boasting about it?!”


      For some reason, Miska looked mighty proud of herself, puffing out her chest and pushing her glasses back up the bridge of her nose. Her satisfaction was on par with Celestina’s disdain.


      She really did have quite the twisted personality.


      “Anyway, milady, simply waiting around will not earn you any friends, you know? Sometimes, speaking with your fists can be the best way to make friends. Though of course, failure can leave you with nothing but a grudge instead...”


      “What are you even suggesting there?! Are you telling me to go and vent my emotions in some big fistfight on the beach at sunset?!”


      “Milady...why are you familiar with that kind of story? A lady of the honorable Solistia ducal house should hardly be privy to something so uncivilized as that.”


      “Aren’t you the one who was just telling me to ‘speak with my fists’?! And you were the one who introduced me to that story in the first place!”


      “...Ah. I suppose I was, now that you mention it. It happened so long ago that I’d forgotten all about it.”


      “It was three days ago! Is that really such a long time?!”


      Given her lack of friends, Celestina was usually cooped up inside her room. Frankly speaking, she had a lot of time on her hands. She made sure to set aside plenty of time for her lectures and her magic formula research, but that still left her with a lot of free time, and she often used it to read novels and other books she borrowed.


      Three days prior, Miska had given her a book she’d been recommending, Young Rampage: Love and Fistfights. It was a bit of an extreme story, ultimately delving into a tale of passionate relationships between young men, and Celestina had gotten obsessed with it.


      As she’d read through it, she’d gradually realized that she was falling into a trap laid by Miska...but aware of it or not, she was unable to stop herself from starting down the path of a closet fujoshi.


      Miska huffed with pride. “I live for the moment. You can’t expect me to be concerned with every little detail about the past.”


      “But you always seem very concerned about your age, don’t y— Eep!”


      All of a sudden, Miska grabbed Celestina by the shoulders and got right up in her face. Her glasses shone with a fiery gleam, and a pitch-black aura radiated from her every pore. It looked like Celestina had stepped on a land mine.


      “Milady...did you just say something, perchance? I didn’t quite hear you. Could you repeat that for me, please?”


      “A-Ah... No. No, I didn’t say anything. You must be imagining things, Miska...”


      “I see. All is well, then. Still, if I may be so bold as to give you some advice... A single careless remark can prove fatal in today’s world, milady. I would suggest that you be very careful with your words in the future... Do you understand?” She trailed off into an ominous laugh.


      “Y-Yes!”


      Trembling with fear, Celestina turned almost robotically at a right angle and continued her walk to the library with a noticeably awkward gait. She was so afraid that she didn’t even realize she was swinging her left arm together with her left leg, and her right with her right.


      The girl’s reaction left Miska...awfully pleased with herself. There was that twisted personality of hers again.


      The two of them continued their walk along the path they’d traveled many times before. But it wasn’t long before Miska spotted a group of girls and tilted her head, puzzled.


      “Look over there, Milady.”


      “What is it?”


      Looking in the direction Miska was pointing, Celestina saw what seemed to be a group of girls harassing a single girl who was by herself. On closer look, Celestina was able to sense something like a wave of mana from the group—as if they were using magic—and she noticed that the lone girl seemed to be tied up, unable to move.


      By the looks of it, someone had cast a low-rank binding spell on her; there was something like a sigil on the ground, and the girl was bound by an invisible force field. It was a restraining spell called Force Bind.


      While the sigil, which had been formed with mana, wasn’t visible to the naked eye, it was possible to “see” its shape in a sense by interpreting the mana that reached your eye.


      “That’s the Force Bind spell, is it not?”


      “We’re not allowed to use magic on academy grounds, unless it’s for training or we have permission. We should tell them to stop. Now.”


      “Please wait, milady. It is too early for us to tell which side is at fault. I suggest it would be best for us to wait and see how things play out before deciding to intervene.”


      “You’re... You’re right. Let’s hide ourselves and get closer, then. Mirage Curtain.”


      Mirage Curtain worked by distorting light to hide the user from others. It had a drawback—if people were looking close enough, they could see the space around you distorting as you moved—but that wasn’t a big issue unless someone was actively keeping an eye out for you.


      The caster could keep the spell active for as long as they wanted to, but the longer they kept it up, the more mana it would consume, and the more likely they were to be spotted by someone with the Detect Mana skill. Students at the academy didn’t usually have high-level skills, though, so Celestina figured she was unlikely to be spotted.


      She didn’t realize that in using the spell, she was violating the very same school rule that she was trying to stop the others from breaking. Using magic on academy grounds without permission was against the rules, despite whatever justification you might have.


      Celestina sneaked closer to the group and waited to get a better idea of what was going on.


      “Think you’re a real hotshot, huh? With that tiny mana pool of yours?!”


      “You don’t belong in a place like this, you failure. Get out of our academy! You’re an eyesore.”


      “You’re really glaring at us, huh? What do you think that’s gonna do for you? How about you use some magic on us? Oh, that’s right—you can’t. Aha ha ha ha ha!”


      “Mnnngh! This is— Agh!”


      The one caught up in the binding magic was a beastfolk girl.


      She was part of the Hound Clan—so called because of the members’ distinctive doglike ears. The fact that she was here at this academy, though, meant that she was likely of mixed blood.


      She was trying to break out of the Force Bind using sheer physical strength.


      “Really, though—a beastfolk? Trying to learn magic? Learn your place!”


      “You’ll never be able to do anything with your life anyway; how about you just save everyone the hassle and leave now? You’d be making the place a bit cleaner—we wouldn’t have to put up with that wild animal smell anymore.”


      “Yeah. You stink like a wet dog. It’s foul. Can you just leave already?”


      It was clear now: this was bullying. A common sight around the academy.


      From what Celestina could see, it seemed likely that the group of girls weren’t of noble birth but rather the daughters of merchants. If they were nobles, they’d probably be wearing expensive magic rings or something else of the sort for self-protection. But these girls had nothing like that, so it seemed likely they were just your average students.


      Right now, though, that was the last thing on Celestina’s mind.


      She may be a beastfolk, but she’s probably not a pure-blooded one, right? Still, I’ve heard that some beastfolk children can be born with a lot of mana, and the fact that she’s here at the academy in the first place probably means she meets some sort of standard for mana... I know beastfolk aren’t meant to be very good at using magic, but Master was saying they can make up for it by circulating mana through their bodies to improve their physical abilities. In that case, I don’t know why she’s struggling to break out of a binding spell like that... Or is it that she doesn’t know how to do it?


      Beastfolk were typically better suited to fighting in the vanguard than they were to providing support from the back of a fight as mages. Most beastfolk could circulate mana throughout their body, and some were even able to punch their way through opponents’ magic to destroy it. Canine beastfolk could also boost their mobility and attack power, and they had about twice as much magic resistance. Put it all together, and they were practically the natural enemies of mages.


      They didn’t have as much mana as humans, but they were good at making use of what mana they had for all sorts of different things.


      I think I remember Master teaching something like this to Zweit...


      Celestina’s mind went back to a certain incident in the Far-Flung Green Depths.


      Zweit had seen Zelos defeat a monster with his fists, prompting him to ask whether he’d be able to do the same thing himself. That was when Zelos brought up the beastfolk and their fighting style as an example.


      When Zweit learned it was possible to boost your physical attributes like that, he’d tried it out himself. But he hadn’t had an easy time controlling the flow of mana throughout his body; even now, he was still spending a lot of time practicing it. Clearly, he had his heart set on mastering it.


      Celestina could clearly recall how the conversation had gone:


      “Listen closely, Zweit. It’s not just about keeping the mana inside your body. You need to...sort of imagine it building up below your belly button, in your abdomen, and then knead it there inside your body. That’s the trick. Then when you feel it getting hot, you want to picture it circulating all through your body, filling every nook and cranny. That’s important. It’s also the hardest part.”


      “T-Teach... This isn’t as easy as you make it sound! Are the beastfolk seriously able to do this?! Manipulating mana’s damn tough...”


      “Well, it comes instinctively to the beastfolk, you see. If a human wants to strengthen their body, they’ll have an easier time boosting it using magic. Though that does make it easier for other mages to detect you—as opposed to the beastfolk method, where that’s not a problem. It’s no different from pumping blood around inside your body, after all.”


      “What’s the big difference? They both use mana, don’t they?”


      “Detect Mana works by sensing mana that’s emitted from the body and investigating it. But if you’re just moving mana around inside your own body, it doesn’t actually get emitted in the first place, so enemies won’t be able to use it to detect you. On the other hand, if you’re using magic to boost your body, the mana has to leave your body at some point in order for you to cast the spell. So even if both ways have the same effect, one’s a lot more hidden than the other.”


      “That’d make fighting beastfolk a pain in the ass for mages, wouldn’t it?!”


      “Yup! They’re very capable as a species; they’ve got the perfect balance of reason and instinct. And they can rely on those things to make expert use of just a little bit of mana—it makes them great at cleaning up mages in a fight. You don’t want to end up on their bad side. I’ve heard they even have a sixth sense for detecting mana from enemy mages. If you try and fight one, I imagine it’d be a very one-sided fight. With you losing. Badly.”


      Afterward, Zelos had drilled this mana circulation technique into Zweit for about three hours, and the young man ended up able to at least use it to some extent. But the next day, he had been racked by muscle pain.


      Fortunately for him, all the leveling up he’d been doing had optimized his body, so the hellish muscle pain had only lasted for a day.


      So this girl should have an instinctive knack for using her mana... Is it just that nobody ever told her how to do it?


      Beastfolk had keen instincts that helped them make good use of their mana, but their parents still needed to teach them the basic method through play when they were young. Beastfolk children learned the technique from watching their parents use it; it was the natural learning process. To humans, it was a hand-to-hand combat skill honed through a lifetime of effort, but to beastfolk, it was something basic they learned right from the early stages of their life.


      In exchange, the beastfolk tended to be worse at using magic. But by the looks of it, this beastfolk girl here must have been raised in an environment where she didn’t naturally acquire the skill like other beastfolk did. In other words, Celestina conjectured, she’d been raised by humans.


      “Seriously... What’s the point of you having mana if you don’t even know how to use it?”


      “Right? You’re just a failure. No better than a pile of trash. You get what I’m saying?”


      “The academy would be better off if scum like you just went and died somewhere. I mean, why are you even alive?”


      The words from the group of girls were making Celestina angrier and angrier.


      Not that long ago, people had been saying similar things to her, and she’d had no choice but to put up with the humiliation. People had uttered all sorts of cruel, spiteful remarks right behind her back. But given her inability to use magic, she’d simply continued to endure it. She knew all too well how the beastfolk girl here must be feeling.


      And so she decided to act on those feelings.


      She whispered into the beastfolk girl’s ear, “Gather your mana around the area below your belly button. Try and picture yourself slowly kneading it inside your body.”


      The girl’s tail stood on end for a moment. She was clearly surprised.


      But Celestina wasn’t done whispering yet.


      “When you feel the area under your abdomen getting hot, take that mana and imagine sending it all throughout your body. First, to your heart. Then, to every little corner of your body. Take it nice and slow.”


      The beastfolk girl didn’t know what was happening, but she could tell from her sense of smell that there was someone next to her.


      And when she realized that that someone was trying to teach her something, she followed the instructions she was given. Mana started to course through every part of her body.


      She was surprised by just how easily she’d managed to do it. But more than that, she could feel herself being enveloped by an entirely novel sensation.


      It was like a raging fire had been lit inside her body. The fire was spreading, growing, and she could feel strength starting to well up inside her.


      Actually, no—it was more than just a feeling. She was getting stronger. And as she did, the sensation of it brought her instincts to life. The flow of her mana, which had been clumsy at first, gradually took shape into something more refined. It felt like it was something she’d known how to do all along. It was almost nostalgic.


      “Hey. Nothing to say to us? Well, I guess you are just a wild animal that can’t even get out of a binding spell—I shouldn’t expect you to know how to speak like a human, huh~? See, this is why I hate savages...”


      “I know, right? Only humans can use magic. We were chosen. Your kind should just go back to your dirt holes. You shouldn’t even be wearing clothes—seriously, who do you think you are?”


      “You frustrated? How about you try and fight back? Come on. Do it. Bet you can’t, though. I mean, you’re just a dirty animal... ♪”


      “Well, if I’ve got your permission, then...”


      The bullies responded with a synchronized “Huh?!”


      For the first time, the beastfolk girl grinned. A fierce, confident grin.


      Up until now, she’d seemed bitter. Frustrated. But she’d never shown a face like this.


      For an instant, it made the other girls hesitate. But before long, they remembered their target was tied up, regained their composure, and went back to provoking her.


      “Hmph. If you think you can do anything to us, just try! A beast like you won’t be able to break our magic anyway!”


      “All right, then. I won’t hold back...”


      SNAP!


      With a high-pitched sound, the mana that had been binding the girl was shattered into pieces. She was free.


      What was more, sharp claws were extending out of her fingers, and animallike hair was starting to cover her skin.


      It was a phenomenon known as Bestialization. It would roughly triple the user’s physical capabilities all at once—and the average mage, who was weak in close-quarters combat, would struggle to put up a fight. Though the longer it was used, the more of a strain it would put on the body.


      “Never knew binding magic was so easy to break. Why was I never able to do that before?”


      “Y-You broke out of it? No way! How?!”


      “H-How did... But you’ve never... Were you holding back?! A damn animal, holding back on us?!”


      “So... You were telling me earlier to fight back? Because I feel like it’d be easy to kill you all right now.”


      The girl licked her lips, almost like a predator, as she glared at her bullies. It wasn’t as if beastfolk were completely incapable of using magic. It was just that they were more limited than humans in the spells they could use, and that they were more specialized in utilizing their mana for combat.


      It was clear: the predator was free now, and she was preparing to pounce.


      The hunters had become the hunted.


      But just as the girl was about to leap toward her enemies, a voice rang out from the invisible third party.


      “Wait!”


      For a moment, everyone stopped. And then...


      “Hurry up and show yourself already. You’re there, aren’t you?”


      “Beastfolk really do have keen senses. Were you able to sniff me out?”


      “Well, yeah.”


      A distortion appeared in the air, and before long, a girl appeared out of it.


      “M-Miss Celestina...”


      “N-No way! Don’t tell me—was she watching us the whole time?!”


      “Shit! W-We should run!”


      Ignoring the panicked bullies, Celestina looked the beastfolk girl in the eye and spoke to her. She couldn’t care less about the bullies and their twisted views.


      “So, that was the beastfolk technique for using mana... How was it? I didn’t think you’d bestialize too, though. I’ve never seen it happen before.”


      “Yeah. Feels good. So this is how you use your mana as a beastfolk...”


      “Did you not know how to before? I thought it was meant to come naturally to beastfolk...”


      “It’s... Hmm. How should I put it? I’m adopted. When my birth parents died, my current parents—who were their friends—ended up taking me in and raising me. They’re mages.”


      “Oh, you’re adopted? So that’s why you weren’t able to use your mana like other beastfolk. That makes sense; I figured that even if you had mixed blood, your parents would have taught you how to fight... Oh! Wait! Sorry! I really should think more before I speak!”


      “Eh, it’s fine. I don’t even remember my birth parents’ faces. Apparently my mother was a beastfolk, though.”


      It seemed like the girl was of mixed blood, with more beastfolk traits than human. It checked out, given her apparent struggles with using magic.


      “Now, you girls...” Celestina glared at the group of bullies. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”


      “Y-Yes...”


      The group of girls didn’t seem to know whether to run away or just stay frozen to the spot.


      Celestina had been a bullying victim before. They couldn’t imagine her just overlooking the incident.


      But even if they ran, the end result would be the same, seeing as their victim could identify them by name.


      “If you start using force on other people, you can’t complain when they do the same to you—even if they end up destroying you. Do you realize that? Besides, are you girls really powerful enough to be lording it over others? Everyone starts out weak. But if someone sets their mind to it, there’s no limit to how strong they can get. Imagine if this girl you’ve been bullying here decided to hold a grudge and came back years later, far stronger, to kill you all. You’d have no right to complain. Since you were the ones who decided that might makes right.”


      Celestina was starting to sound like a certain middle-aged man. Really, though, she was just repeating what she’d heard from him before—and Zelos himself had done the same, merely teaching her things he’d heard from others in his past. Still, even Celestina was worrying internally, What am I doing, speaking like I’m some know-it-all?


      Still, she decided to push on. Her priority was to make these girls reflect on their actions.


      “Beastfolk have a strong sense of camaraderie. Even if they’re raised among humans, they’d never think to abandon their brethren. And they’re practically a natural counter to mages. Do you even realize what you were doing, making an enemy out of someone like that?”


      “How are beastfolk meant to ‘counter’ us mages? They can’t even use magic!”


      “They can, actually. Though they’re best at physical reinforcement magic rather than things like attack spells. What this girl used just now was a physical reinforcement skill known as Bestialization. And you can’t detect a beastfolk’s mana when they use it. But they have excellent senses, so they can detect you—they’d be able to suddenly appear right next to you and take you out in an instant. Do you think you could defeat someone like that? Or are you just assuming your enemy’s always going to announce themselves and walk up to you for a fair fight?”


      Beastfolk were entirely willing to use any means at their disposal in order to protect their brethren.


      If news of this bullying incident got around to other beastfolk, it could, in the worst-case scenario, devolve into a war. That was how strong their bonds were—and how merciless they could be toward their enemies.


      The bullies here had only seen their behavior as some light amusement for the day. But on realizing that that “amusement” could turn into a war, their faces suddenly paled, and their arms and legs were left trembling uncontrollably.


      If what they were doing did spark a war, and word got out that they were the ones responsible for starting it, there’d be no escaping execution—for them and for their entire families. They were playing with fire.


      “Our country welcomes people regardless of their species. That’s how we’ve been able to get to where we are today. It’s a historical fact. But what you girls are doing could destroy everything that’s gotten us—do you not understand that?”


      “I-It’s not like we’re...”


      “It’s not just us! There are plenty of other people doing the same thing!”


      “Yeah! Why are you only going after us?! And you were a failure yourself until just recently...”


      “So just because other people are behaving horribly, you think you can use them as an excuse to do the same thing yourself? Thinking like that makes you even worse than them. Also...yes. I was powerless before. But have you girls really put in the effort to get stronger? Could you go into the Far-Flung Green Depths? I know the skills of the average student here—do you really think you’d make it through a single day there alive?”


      The bullies winced.


      Everyone knew by now that Celestina had gone through harsh combat training in preparation for her recent trip to the Far-Flung Green Depths. That was thanks to her older brother Zweit; when asked about it by his friends, he’d said, “Jeez, that training was hell. I’m amazed Celestina managed to tough it out, no kidding! We were only up against golems, but they kept getting up however many times we beat ’em down... It never ended. If that was a real fight, I don’t even know how many times we would’ve died...”


      Celestina had kept up with that training for more than a month, and eventually, she’d managed to complete it through force of effort. Knowing that, the girls here were unable to say anything back to her.


      If this had been months ago, when she was incapable of using magic, they would’ve felt free to insult her behind her back, to ridicule her. But now, she was practically on a higher plane of existence. Even the academy’s teachers couldn’t stand up against her.


      She’d gotten to where she was now through considerable effort, and that was common knowledge. So whatever they tried to say against her now, they’d just sound like sore losers. After all, they hadn’t actually put in the effort to get stronger themselves...


      “I’m going to be honest: most of the students here would be useless in a battle. More than half of them are just here to learn alchemy, and even then, their chances at getting a job with it are going to depend on their ties with the factions. They might have learned magic, but most of them will end up in a job that doesn’t even use it—it makes me question why they’re coming here in the first place.”


      Celestina wasn’t pulling any punches.


      The majority of students who came here to become mages would end up just fading away, unable to actually work in the field, once they got out into society. And the same went for those who learned alchemy.


      Generally, they’d struggle to get their hands on medicinal herbs, leaving them unable to create magic potions—and if they tried to go out and collect those herbs themselves, the fact that they were no better than amateurs in a fight would come back to bite them. They wouldn’t have the money to hire guards, and ultimately, they’d end up just giving up on the whole endeavor. That was how things went most of the time.


      The only ones who were able to work as alchemists were a handful of people who’d achieved enough to get in the good graces of one of the factions and certain merchants whose families had a good income.


      Even then, though, the efficacy of magic potions could differ significantly depending on the skills of their creators. So if you wanted repeat business from the mercenaries and knights who staked their lives on those potions in battle, you had to be pretty skilled. If you weren’t, you’d end up destitute before long.


      There was the occasional oddball who’d harvest some medicinal herbs while they were out hunting, and use them to help out their village or something. But those types were rare; the average person prioritized making money. And with so many people out there with that same priority, only a handful would ultimately manage to succeed, whether as alchemists or as mages more broadly.


      One reason for that was that spell scrolls tended to be expensive: if you weren’t rich, you’d have a hard time affording them. So the average mage just couldn’t use that many spells. Recently, though, a certain company in a certain duchy had started selling spell scrolls for cheap. So maybe society had a chance of getting some more mages who weren’t just academy graduates in the future.


      People didn’t need mages with an academic record. They needed mages who were useful.


      “I know not everyone comes here because they want to work as a mage. Some people are just here for an academic record that can help them find a marriage partner. But if a war breaks out, anyone who’s on the record as a mage will be rounded up to fight. And if you don’t have the skills to match your qualifications, you’ll probably just end up dying in vain...”


      “War? That’s the country’s problem to deal with!”


      “Have you forgotten? Any mages who’ve enrolled at the academy are reserves. We could be sent out to fight if a war happens. And if there is a draft, they won’t discriminate by gender—we could all end up out there. Even if you’re an alchemist. As long as you can technically cast attack spells, you’ll probably be sent out to the battlefield. Besides: racial discrimination’s a serious crime. You know that, don’t you?”


      Students of the Istol Academy of Magic were conscripted to the military even after graduation; if an emergency happened, they probably would be sent to the battlefield. This was laid out by national law, and there was an agreement between the academy—which provided the students with special treatment—and the guardians of those students.


      The formal military of Solistia didn’t have enough standing personnel to wage war. If it wanted to invade another country, defend against an invasion, or whatever else, it simply didn’t have enough soldiers on hand to stand a chance. And so it would draft regular citizens into military service to make up the numbers and bolster the country’s fighting force.


      Of course, that force would include beastfolk as well. So if the behavior of the bullies here led to unnecessary friction with the beastfolk, that in and of itself could deal a major blow to the country’s military power.


      Because of that, this sort of discrimination was treated as a crime. It might be petty bullying between minors, but the punishment could be severe.


      “We don’t even need the beastfolk, do we?!”


      “Yeah! We’ve got our wide-area annihilation magic!”


      “I don’t think you’ll be able to use it. For starters, it needs a whole group of mages to synchronize their mana, which is practically impossible. And even if you can get it to activate, there wouldn’t be enough mana to make it actually work. The latest opinions are that it’s nothing but a useless prototype from ancient times. Think about it for a second—have you ever actually seen it activated? And by the way: you girls are from the Wiesler faction, right?”


      “Ngh...”


      “Th-That’s...”


      The third girl stayed silent.


      The subfaction of bloodline supremacists within the Wiesler faction included a lot of individuals of noble birth who had fallen from grace and were now desperate to reclaim their former glory.


      The common ground that tied them all together was the formula for wide-area annihilation magic, and the testing grounds for said magic. But no one had actually managed to activate the spell yet, and research wasn’t exactly making stellar progress.


      Lately, the faction’s finances had been tight too—primarily due to the Solistia faction making a concerted effort to crush the Wiesler faction’s sources of funding. In other words, Celestina was part of the very same family working to thwart the ambitions of the bloodline supremacists.


      And now that the spiteful behavior of the bullies had been found out by someone related to the Solistia faction—the Wiesler faction’s newfound sworn enemy—the Solistia faction would undoubtedly have a solid angle of attack to help take them down.


      The girls had been caught red-handed by just about the worst witness imaginable.


      “What’s even the point in bragging about your lineage when you’re not putting in any actual effort to get strong yourselves? It’s ridiculous how far you’ve gone with this.” Celestina sighed. “My brother must really be up against it in the Wiesler faction. I never knew how bad it was...”


      Zweit had been brainwashed for a good while, but funnily enough, he’d broken out of it as a result of his onset of love syndrome, having essentially gone into heat. In his efforts to take his mind off his broken heart, he’d ended up setting his sights on the bloodline supremacists. And after a while of him thoroughly antagonizing them, the faction had essentially been torn in two, leaving it difficult to tell how things were going to play out from here.


      As a side note, the original founder of the Wiesler faction was apparently overjoyed to hear of Zweit’s efforts.


      Given the situation, it was only a matter of time now before Samtrol, the ringleader of the bloodline supremacists, would be cut off from his family. Though Zweit’s thoughts on that particular matter were something like Hurry up and deal with him already!


      The only ones who didn’t know what was going to happen to Samtrol were the boy himself and a handful of his retainers.


      “From what I’ve been hearing, the bloodline supremacists and their group are going to be destroyed before long. Not that it has anything to do with me.”


      “What do you mean, it’s got nothing to do with you?! Your family’s the one getting in our way, isn’t it?!”


      “We’re proper mages! Why are you trying to look down on us like this?!”


      “It’s the same for you, isn’t it? You got strong because of your family’s genes!”


      “No, I didn’t. I got there through hard work. Besides, I don’t have anything to do with the faction, you know? I think my father and grandfather are working on things in secret, but I don’t know myself exactly what they’re doing.”


      “The Mage of Purgatory and the Silent Lion?!”


      If that combo of father and son were working together, the conflict might as well be over already.


      As soon as the situation had reached the point that those two felt the need to mobilize, the bloodline supremacists had been practically done for. There was no end of terrifying stories about each of the two men.


      Leaving aside the specifics of those stories, the core of it was that they were both famous for being merciless toward anyone they considered an enemy. What was more, they were the cunning type, using all sorts of means to cover up whatever they did behind the scenes and make sure no evidence was left behind.


      If the two of them were on the hunt, they must have gotten their hands on concrete evidence that would let them deal an effective, decisive blow to their enemies.


      “Th-This is bad!”


      “I’m getting out of this damn faction before it’s too late!”


      “I’m getting out of the academy too! I don’t want to die!”


      “Um, I don’t think they’d go that hard on students...”


      But at this point, the girls weren’t listening to what Celestina had to say. They were too busy running away at full speed.


      Her relatives had no end of stories about them, each one terrifying enough to make their enemies run away in terror. You’d be hard-pressed to find many people in this country that wouldn’t flee with their tail between their legs if they heard someone like that was coming after them.


      Now, the rumors going around about Delthasis didn’t include anything about his war against underground criminal organizations. But even what was known was more than enough. It had certainly gotten the job done here...


      “You’re amazing. You chased them off like that just with your words...”


      “No, I’m nothing special. But the way they panicked like that... What’s Grandfather been doing?”


      Celestina was unfamiliar with the rumors about her family members. Or, rather, those rumors were actively hidden from her within the family. Outside the family, meanwhile, there was no one bold enough to speak ill of her father or grandfather straight to her face. It was only obvious she’d be uninformed.


      Uninformed about, say, the rumor that “he burned down an entire bandit hideout, bandits and all. Every last one of them, burned to a crisp.” Or the rumor that “if there’s any noble he doesn’t like, he’ll bankrupt them and crush them.” Or that “he devised a scheme to bring a greedy merchant to financial ruin, turning the tables on them and taking over their entire business.” Or that “any suitors who try to get close to the family with ill intentions are annihilated.” And so on, and so forth. The scariest thing about these rumors was that most of them were true.


      Creston was entirely willing to come out personally and burn all of his enemies to a crisp, if he had to.


      Delthasis, meanwhile, would have all sorts of machinations running simultaneously behind the scenes, and right when that got his enemies panicking, he’d slide in from the side and take everything they had. He wasn’t usually the type to act personally. Or at least, that was his perception among proper society...


      “Either way, you saved me there. And you taught me how beastfolk are meant to fight too. I’ve gotta thank you somehow.”


      “Don’t worry about it. I used to be in a similar position myself, so it wasn’t like it had nothing to do with me...”


      “Nah, it wouldn’t sit right with me if I didn’t find some way to repay you.”


      With just the occasional exception, beastfolk had a strong sense of duty. They had a habit—a trait, perhaps—of making sure to repay any favors.


      Alternatively, you could say Celestina had just about managed to tame the girl. Her tail was wagging vigorously from side to side.


      “L-Let’s see. In that case... How about forming a party with me for the weeklong combat training camp?”


      “Ooh?! Are you gonna be going too, Celestina?”


      “Of course I am! Um...by the way, I never caught your name. Could I ask you to introduce yourself?”


      “Oh, right. I’m Ulna Raha! I’m the adopted daughter of a mage called Sergus Sephon—though as you can tell, I’m not exactly a great mage. Anyway, I owe you one. And I look forward to chatting with you!”


      “Sergus... Isn’t that the name of a mage from the same year as Grandfather? I think I’ve met him once, actually, though I got the impression that he was a bit of a difficult person to please...”


      “Nah, he’s fine. He’s a pretty funny old guy, you know?”


      Sergus and Creston were both alumni of the Istol Academy of Magic, and they’d graduated the same year. The both of them had worked hard at their studies, competing with each other to see who’d come out on top.


      Sergus had always been a bit of a free spirit, uninterested in political power, and he never really got actively involved in anything. It had gotten him nicknamed “the blockhead,” and he’d ended up infamous for finding everything to be a chore.


      But his talent was the real deal, and he was famous for that too.


      “Anyway, that’s cool! Didn’t expect us to have a connection like that. The world seems big sometimes, but I guess it’s a small place.”


      “You’re right. I wasn’t expecting us to have something like that between us!”


      “Oh? When did the two of you get so close?”


      Celestina and Ulna jumped at the sudden voice.


      Miska had appeared out of nowhere. Who knew what she’d been doing this whole time?


      Forget about sniffing her out; neither Ulna nor Celestina had been able to detect her presence in any way. You couldn’t blame them for being surprised.


      She was an impressively stealthy woman.


      “Milady... My poor loner of a noble lady... She’s finally... She’s finally found a friend! Why, your faithful maid here is so happy, she can’t stop her tears from welling up...”


      “What do you mean, loner?! And you’re not actually crying at all, are you?! So why are you saying that like it’s some big thing?!”


      “I’m sure your grandfather in the heavens above would be delighted to hear what has become of his granddaughter. If only he could see you now...”


      “Don’t just go killing Grandfather off like that! He’s still perfectly healthy!”


      “Oh, I suppose you’re right. He probably won’t be dying just yet... I imagine he’ll live another eighty years. He’s a stubborn one, that old man. Tch.”


      “Miska... Do you hate my grandfather or something? It kind of sounds like you want him dead...”


      “No, no; perish the thought! Why, I love him from the bottom of my heart.”


      “How are you able to say that so confidently? You’ve got such a fake smile on your face! I can’t even begin to believe you...”


      “Aha ha... Aha ha ha ha!”


      Suddenly faced with this stony-faced maid and the whirlwind of chaos she’d brought with her, Ulna couldn’t stop herself from keeling over with laughter. This maid—whom she’d failed to detect even with her keen beastfolk senses—was likely the same sort of individual as a certain middle-aged man and a certain duke. A true anomaly of a person, someone who went beyond the borders of species.


      One way or another, though, Miska was happy to hear that lonely little Celestina had finally found herself someone to call a friend apart from Carosty.


      By the way, it wasn’t just that no one spoke to Celestina because of how much stronger she’d gotten. Some of the students had actually formed a Celestina fan club, and they were relentless in eliminating anyone who tried to get close to her.


      They’d even given her a nickname: “the Magic Angel.”


      She was clueless about that nickname, mind you—as well as all of the eyes that were on her wherever she went.


      Somewhere in the distance, a student was breathing heavily. “The Angel... She’s as cute today as always!”


      “That maid knows what she’s doing. Was that a picture tool she was using? To record the Angel?”


      “Brilliant! Let’s get her to copy it later and hand out the copies to our comrades.”


      “Of course! Now, here’s to another day of stal—I mean, protecting our Angel!”


      “YEAH!”


      It seemed like this academy was rotten in more ways than one...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: It Runs in the Family


      Croesus was always busy lately, but he was in a good mood.


      He’d cleaned up the laboratory room—which was practically doing double duty as his bedroom, at this point—and he’d been researching magic formulas as part of a group of promising young researchers from the Saint-Germain faction. What was more, that research was going swimmingly as of late.


      Though that did mean he’d been cooped up inside the laboratory even more than usual...


      In fact, Croesus’s good moods almost inevitably saw him spending all his time in the laboratory. In other words, he barely ever left it—though as a result, he was getting badly out of shape.


      Maybe he’d be able to solve that issue if he just did some half-hearted exercise every now and again. But Croesus was the type to devote all of his attention to one thing at a time. He wasn’t fond of multitasking.


      Aside from his research, there was another reason for his good mood: his relationships with his older brother and younger sister.


      Croesus had always been obsessed with magic research, ever since he was a little boy. That had given him a poor view of Zweit, his much more energetic brother who’d focused far more on preparing himself to be the next duke. And figuring that Zweit would inevitably be the next head of the family, Croesus had only shut himself in all the more. As a result, the brothers had stopped seeing eye to eye—which in turn had continued to sour Croesus’s opinion of his brother.
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