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      Prologue: The Old Guy Gets Started on Creating a Homunculus


      The legends of old tell us the Dark God shook the world to its foundations, laying waste to everything and everyone in its path. They say it appeared out of nowhere, and that it managed to destroy mountains with a single blow, boil entire seas down to nothing, and rend the very earth.


      Even now, though, we still don’t know what exactly the Dark God was. We know only that it was a mysterious being, from a mysterious place, that attacked a thriving civilization—and that it slaughtered every last army that came to the world’s defense.


      The history books tell us that back in the ancient times, before the Dark God attacked, there was a thriving scientific civilization. Or, perhaps, it would better be described as a magic civilization.


      Regardless, it was right around that period’s golden age that the Four Gods appeared in the world.


      And just before that society was annihilated, the Four Gods bestowed upon the people a sigil to summon champions from another world.


      It’s said that the people pooled their understanding of this technology to create champion summoning sigils all around the land. However, only the original sigil was ever successful. Every last one of the others—together with the molds required to make the sigils—were destroyed by a single attack from the Dark God. To our knowledge, the only summoning sigil that remains today sits beneath the Grand Temple of the Holy Land of Metis.


      But we have no idea how many summoning sigils the civilization of old created during the Dark God War.


      All we do know is that a great many otherworlders were abruptly summoned to this world, only to be slaughtered before they even knew what was happening. We aren’t even sure who invented the whole system in the first place.


      The records say nearly five hundred otherworlders were here at the time, yet only three survived to the end of the conflict. Considering that more might have been slaughtered before they were ever added to the records in the first place, there’s no telling how many might have been summoned.


      Ill-fated though they were, these champions, wielding sacred treasures with the power to seal away the Dark God, were called our “heroes.”


      When the Dark God was eventually sealed away, those treasures were destroyed. Later, however, adherents of the Faith of the Four Gods repaired them, and went on to use them as religious symbols.


      After the war, the world saw conflict between surviving citizens and adherents of the old faith. Eventually, that conflict led civilization to split into two powers, each forming its own country—though of course, there were those who saw the whole conflict as pointless.


      Microstates with their own armies began to form all around the land, each fighting, collapsing, and merging in a cycle of conflict. And in time, that cycle resulted in the world we know today.


      To the east, an enormous empire; in the center, a theocracy. Then, dotted all around them, a smattering of smaller countries.


      Including us, in the Magic Kingdom of Solistia.


      Even now, Solistia is a young country. Its roots, however, stretch back to an oppressive regime—one that ruled until its people launched a coup d’état and put the country on a better track.


      The biggest achievements in that coup were by mages. With time, those achievements led to mages receiving preferential treatment over others—and, eventually, brought about a kingdom where mages had too much power and pride for their own good.


      Recently, however, domestic reform has seen our country move away from that magocracy and toward a proper meritocracy.


      The friction between the Order of Knights—who protect the country—and the Order of Mages is fading too, helping bring more unity and order. And it’s said that those who’ve set this all in motion are mere students! With such a promising young generation, this country has a bright future ahead of it.


      These youngsters—rational, wise, and open-minded—are determined to reform the foundations of our country.


      And that brings this writer great joy.


      —Taken from a column in The Santor Times titled “History Doesn’t Repeat Itself. It’s Always Becoming Something New.”


      * * *


      Zelos folded the newspaper and put a finger to his brow.


      “Uh... How’d they get from talking about the Dark God War to talking about ‘the youngsters who are the future of our country’? What happened to the stuff about the summoned heroes? Honestly, I’m amazed the paper published this dreck...”


      Zelos had been reading a newspaper column to pass the time while working, but it had left him...disappointed. Parts of it had been interesting, but it was mostly subpar.


      In fact, even “subpar” was an understatement. It was third-rate at best.


      “Anyway,” he said with a sigh, “a ‘scientific civilization,’ eh? With people from another world, and champion—or, well, hero—summoning sigils, I suppose they’re usually called... There’s some interesting stuff in there, but the writing’s all over the place. Hmm... I wonder if the author’s a reincarnator like me?”


      There was plenty he wanted to criticize about the column, but none of the other articles had even caught his interest in the first place.


      Ultimately, it had helped him kill a bit of time, and that was enough.


      “Well, whatever. I suppose it’s ready now anyway.”


      The sound of boiling liquid, and of some mechanism vibrating as it rotated, echoed throughout the room.


      Flasks, test tubes, beakers, and more crowded a nearby tabletop. There were also traces of recent work: pulverized remnants of ingredients mixed in a mortar and stains from spilled liquids.


      The rest of the room was clean enough that it seemed newly built...apart from the ceiling, which was stained with black soot. It was almost like something had exploded straight upward.


      Zelos was waiting for just enough of a dark green liquid to pool in a flask.


      When it did, the sound from the rotating mechanism stopped with a mechanical BEEP!, and Zelos turned to face the machine behind him.


      It was a centrifuge, albeit a haphazard one.


      “Hmm... Guess it’s finished. Now, let’s take a look...”


      Zelos opened the centrifuge’s lid and took out two test tubes.


      A single, small bead of light floated in the liquid of the first tube. The other was packed with beads, of all different colors—and when he saw it, Zelos looked immediately bewildered.


      “Whoa... You’ve gotta be kidding. How is it so— Jeez, I don’t even know which one to use.”


      By all accounts, only a single bead of light should have been floating in the second test tube, just like in the first. This was far too many.


      If there were just one bead, it would’ve been fine. But with the tube packed so full, Zelos wasn’t sure which one to choose. Especially since choosing the wrong one might ruin the results he was hoping for...in fact, in the worst-case scenario, he could end up with a horrific monster on his hands.


      “Leaving aside the spirit essence I extracted from Kaede’s hair... The problem comes from these ones I got from the Dark God Stone. If I don’t pick the right one, I could end up with a chimera here! Now, what to do with this...?”


      Zelos was extracting these essences with the aim of creating a homunculus.
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      “Essence” here, by the way, didn’t refer to a creature’s DNA; it was more like something spiritual.


      A being’s essence carried information about its original life-form, and on rare occasions, it could even contain remnants of its ancestors’ memories and experiences. It was something like DNA, but it was ultimately spiritual, and impossible to preserve. Even if you managed to extract it, it’d disperse and disappear within an hour or so.


      Spirit essences were primitive spiritual bodies that could fuse with other essences. By embedding one individual’s essence into another, you could create a fused essence containing data about the individual, and in turn reconstruct them. Theoretically, it might even be possible to resurrect the dead by using the spirit of a living creature—though as things stood, even attempting that was taboo.


      Besides, even if someone did succeed in resurrecting the dead that way, the very act of incorporating a spirit essence into them would mean they were no longer human. They would be a different life-form altogether. And the reason for that lay in one of the catalysts required: the magimorph seed.


      A magimorph seed was a type of seed dropped by a man-eater beastblossom. But you couldn’t use one that had germinated, or your homunculus would become a chimera.


      After all, man-eater beastblossoms preyed on all sorts of creatures, and kept all of their essences inside its body. Then, by implanting some of those essences into magimorph seeds, they could mass-produce soldiers to capture more prey.


      So while this was just a little experiment, it was all too clear that Zelos could accidentally create a monster here if even a bit of some other essence was mixed in.


      I guess I’m just gambling on whether or not there’s another essence mixed into this magimorph seed, huh...? It’s all up to fate. But what do I do if I end up making, like, some old guy with the torso of a human and the bottom half of a tiger...? Would the Dark God kill me for that? They are apparently a goddess, by the sounds of it...


      Zelos had ended up with the disturbing mental image of some rough-looking middle-aged guy—his torso covered in ancient Roman armor, and his bottom half a tiger—giving him a flirty wink and a “Hey, hun. ♡”


      For now, though, he figured that if he screwed up too badly, he’d just have to dispose of his creation. There was no point dwelling on it any longer.


      Homunculi were living creatures, but they were bound by a pact that used their creator’s blood, so they couldn’t act against their master. Specifically, the pact was a binding spell based on a magic formula drawn in blood. Except...there was no telling whether that spell would work if the homunculus was effectively the Dark God. Ultimately, the only way to find out would be to try and bring it into existence.


      “Seriously, though... Which one should I pick? And why are there so many essences in there, anyway? Sheesh. It’s...all a bit weird. I can’t decide.”


      According to the legends, the Dark God had devoured a great many creatures, and it had taken their abilities as its own.


      If those legends were true, it would have contained countless essences.


      And one of the test tubes in front of Zelos was, in fact, absolutely chock-full of essences. So maybe the legends really were true.


      “It’d be nice if I could tell which ones are the good essences to use, but when there are this many, it feels like it’s more monster essences than anything else. What do I do if I get a female troll or something? Not to mention, the thing I got them from was cursed... That could have some kind of weird side effect. If I’d known I was going to end up in this situation, I would’ve asked Kemo for some tips.”


      The Dark God Stone emanated the sort of corruption that made it seem like even the tiniest fragment would curse you for life, though Zelos had somehow managed to purify it enough that it wouldn’t affect its surroundings. If this had been anyone other than Zelos, with his ridiculously high magic resistance, they’d probably be dead.


      Purifying the stone had taken him four entire days, so even just getting to the point of extracting the essence had been a major time sink. He wasn’t in a hurry, but he’d still have to wait for however long it took to form the homunculus’s body, so he figured that the sooner, the better.


      Plus, the essences had been exposed to the stone’s corruption for a long time, and there was no telling what sort of effect that might’ve had. Even if Zelos succeeded in making a homunculus here, there was a real chance that something would be wrong with it.


      “Kemo,” by the way, had been one of Zelos’s fellow Destroyers in Swords & Sorceries. His full name was Kemo Lavyune—so named for his love of characters with kemonomimi, or animal ears—and he’d devoted every hour of every day to creating homunculi, hoping to make a harem of cute animal girls.


      At one point, a special event had granted Kemo the ability to create his own dungeons, which he’d used to create something that was less of a dungeon and more of a harem—a harem by a furry, for furries, full of nothing but furries.


      He’d forced Zelos to help him out with it too, so Zelos had learned a bit from that. But still, cultivating a homunculus was a pretty tough task—and if you screwed up, you’d have one hell of a monster on your hands. Though that monster could at least give you a decent chunk of XP...


      Any weirdly large essences are a no-go. They give me a bad feeling... Maybe because they remind me of some of Kemo’s old failures. Should I go for something medium-sized, then? Or, no—if I want to play it safe, maybe one a little smaller than medium...


      As Zelos thought things through, he swirled the essences in the test tube. He chose one a little on the smaller side, took it out with a dropper, then used a syringe to inject it into the spirit essence.


      There would be no second chances here. With that in mind, maybe Zelos was being irresponsible—but at the same time, just worrying about it wasn’t going to get him anywhere, so he figured his only option was to press on.


      There was no telling what might happen. It was all up to luck, and his chances weren’t great. But nothing ventured, nothing gained.


      “Hmm... Nothing’s happening. Strange...”


      Adding another essence to a spirit essence was supposed to change the color of the spirit essence from blue to silver.


      But there wasn’t even the slightest hint of that happening.


      Zelos leaned forward and peered into the test tube as it sat in the rack.


      And just as he did, it let out an incredible burst of light, almost as if it had shot up out of the test tube right at his face.


      “My... My eyes...!”


      Zelos had been caught completely off guard. He was left pathetically writhing around on the floor, like a monster that had tried to attack a hunter only to get its eyes gouged out by a last-second counterattack.


      He’d succeeded in combining the essences—at the cost of a fair bit of pain.


      * * *


      “Urgh... That was terrible. Guess it was a delayed reaction...”


      Now that he had his eyesight back, Zelos unlocked the door to his underground storeroom.


      His homunculus culture tank was underground, and the door that led to the room was locked with a mechanism similar to a Yosegi puzzle box; it wouldn’t open unless you made the right sequence of moves. This was something he’d gotten into the habit of using back on Earth.


      There was no need, of course, to say why he’d gotten into that habit.


      When specific sections of what was essentially a sliding puzzle were moved in the correct sequence, a door embedded into the floor opened up. Solving it required a full seventy-three moves, and there was a steel plate fitted inside, so it wouldn’t be easy for someone to brute force their way through.


      As Zelos deftly manipulated the panels, the clasps in the mechanism opened. Then, once the puzzle was completely solved, the clasps converged and a handle emerged from behind them.


      Zelos took hold of the handle and pulled it toward him to open the door.


      Test tube and flask in hand, he descended the stairs, heading for the very back of the storeroom.


      Beyond another wooden door was a steel culture tank.


      It was already filled with culture fluid; all Zelos had to do now was to dribble a bit of his blood over the magimorph seed containing the essence and toss it in.


      Zelos took the magimorph seed, steeped in liquid, from his inventory. Then he made a small cut in it with a scalpel, and inserted both the combined essence from earlier and a fragment of a spirit crystal.


      The spirit crystal fragment was only about as big as a grain of sand, but it would eventually transform into a magic stone of the same sort as those found in monsters. If his creation really was the Dark God, there was no telling what could happen next.


      Zelos summoned a sigil akin to a world map. He placed the magimorph seed on top of it, then nicked his finger with a knife and smeared his blood across the seed.


      As he did, the magimorph seed activated a sigil of its own, forming a spell known as Binding of Subservience.


      “All right... Finally time for the culture tank. I just hope I don’t end up making something with animal ears...”


      Zelos’d had enough animal ears for a lifetime.


      It wasn’t like he had anything against beastfolk. It was just that he’d been forced to help out with creating animal-eared homunculi so many times before that the mere thought of it now gave him flashbacks to running about grinding for materials.


      Please... Please don’t end up with animal ears, I’m begging you...


      Offering a silent prayer, he opened the cylindrical lid of the culture tank, put the magimorph seed inside, poured the liquid from the flask, and closed the lid.


      The fluid inside the culture tank started to shine as the cultivation process began. A faint light was coming from out of the tank’s observation window. Now, all that was left was to wait.


      Mmm... Huh? Hang on a second. Maybe I should do this...?


      After a little thought, Zelos had one last idea. He opened the tank’s lid and tossed in a little something extra from his inventory: the Dark God Soul.


      The Dark God Soul dissolved with a glimmer of light. Then that light gathered around the magimorph seed that was set to become a homunculus—or more specifically, around the spirit crystal embedded in that seed—and was absorbed.


      Zelos had planned to insert a soul after the body was complete, as was the norm when creating homunculi. But he’d suddenly thought that the optimal method might be different for a Dark God than it was for a regular homunculus. There was the chance, he’d figured, that if he tried to add the Dark God Soul after the fact, it could end up possessing the body rather than becoming one with it.


      And if that was the case, there was the risk that the Dark God could disappear if it was hit by purification magic.


      Inserting the soul earlier might let it adapt to the body sooner. Now I just have to hope it grows quickly.


      Zelos had plenty of concerns, but seeing as he didn’t know any right way of doing this, he had no choice but to press on.


      “All right... Next thing on the list is this, then, eh? Wonder if it’s done yet?”


      Next to Zelos was a smaller tank with some cloth soaking in it. Most of the cloth made up the Dress of the Steel Butterfly—Iris’s main equipment—and Zelos was working on strengthening it.


      Gloves and other pieces from the same equipment set were soaking in there too, and they all had a new, fuller color to them that made them look more luxurious. The process had also boosted their defense by leaps and bounds, though they still weren’t as durable as armor made out of metal.


      Still, soaking cloth armor in a liquid like this was the only way to improve its defense. Zelos was using a compound of metal and monster fluid to strengthen the cloth.


      If this had been metal armor he was working with, he could’ve melted it and mixed in some other metal, but that wasn’t possible with fabric.


      So instead, he was working as something like a dyer. This mixture stank, though...


      Never would’ve thought armor dye would stink so bad in real life... Well, I guess it makes sense when I’m using body fluids from monsters. This stuff almost smells like kusaya...


      He was meant to be strengthening equipment here, but he felt more like he was some craftsman making fermented fish.


      It didn’t smell quite the same as that, now that he thought about it, but...well, the point was that it stank. Incredibly bad. Enough that Zelos’s nose was scrunching up. Enough to sting the insides of his nostrils.


      He removed Iris’s equipment from the foul-smelling liquid and transferred it to a tank filled with a different liquid. Commonly called “bonding solution,” this other liquid was used to bind any substances that had found their way into a textile with the textile itself.


      When Zelos dunked the equipment in this bonding solution, the foul smell immediately disappeared, replaced by a floral scent. But that floral scent was only temporary; with time, the equipment would end up odorless. It was a chemical reaction of sorts.


      He massaged the cloth with his hands to confirm that the armor dye was bound with it now, and he kept at it for a long while.


      Now that I think of it—what would a slashing attack do to this sort of equipment? Just logically, you’d still get a bone fracture or something, right? Cloth can only do so much to prevent blunt trauma, after all. Still, I’m curious...


      Proper armor could withstand the impact from blows or slashes to some extent, but cloth equipment was weak against that kind of damage.


      In a game, sometimes you wouldn’t take all that much damage from a slash even if you were only wearing cloth, but it was hard to believe that reality would be so forgiving. And even with proper armor, factors like that armor’s thickness and strength would affect how much defense it provided. You could use magic to enchant it with additional durability, but ultimately, the wearer would still take damage from straightforward physical attacks.


      It might be enough to prevent the wearer from dying, but at least in theory, the physical impact would pass through their equipment and damage them. In other words, while wearing no equipment apart from robes was the orthodox approach for a mage, it wasn’t very reliable when it came to staying safe in a real fight.


      I guess it lets you move easily, but defense is the problem. I mean, you’ll just die if you take an arrow to the head...


      Iris had been working hard at raising her close-quarter combat skills ever since her fight with the faerie rose.


      Zelos figured it had to be because the fight had given her a whole new appreciation of what it was like to be in mortal danger. And she’d likely need that sort of awareness—an awareness that it was kill or be killed out there—if she wanted to make the cut as a mercenary.


      That said, whether she can take a human life is a different matter altogether... That’s the one thing I can’t teach her, huh? I can’t exactly drag in some guy with a bounty on his head and just tell her, “Okay, try to kill him”...


      Without the resolve to kill people, it’d be difficult to survive in this world. The scariest things in this world weren’t monsters, which had a set of behavioral patterns that could be predicted and dealt with. They were people. People were crafty.


      Zelos didn’t hesitate to kill anyone he saw as his enemy—even fellow humans. In fact, he’d crossed that line a long time ago. Killing no longer made him feel anything.


      It seemed like Iris’s fight with the faerie rose had made her realize the dangers of her own naivete. But even then, she still didn’t seem to understand what killing a person really meant.


      There were things out there that you could never really understand unless you experienced them for yourself. And that made those things hard to teach. Especially when Iris’s ingrained sense of morality from back on Earth seemed to condemn the act of killing in self-defense.


      Zelos couldn’t simply tell her to get used to killing. But at the same time, if she found it impossible, she wouldn’t be able to protect herself.


      I guess the fact that she’s aware of it now is a start, at least... It wouldn’t sit right with me if someone I knew died. At the same time, it’ll be a pain if she ends up relying on me too much... And failure’s an important part of learning. What to do...?


      By the standards of this world’s inhabitants, Iris was strong. And there was no doubt that strength of hers could weaken her judgment.


      If she’d been born in this world, she would’ve learned firsthand as she grew up that danger was always lurking. She would’ve figured out from experience that she needed to protect herself from the environment.


      But she was a reincarnator—and as a result, she tended to view this world almost through the lens of a game, making her insensitive to the concept of her own mortality. Perhaps some part of her even felt like she simply couldn’t die here.


      I wonder how many reincarnators are living in this world right now? Oh— Come to think of it, there are the heroes as well. Some of those would’ve died too, right?


      Zelos didn’t know where the heroes had been summoned from, but it was difficult to believe that they all would’ve survived until now in this world, teeming with danger as it was.


      He’d determined there had likely been casualties already, though it was hard to get any information about what was going on in other countries. As he casually pondered whether there was anywhere he’d be able to get hold of that sort of information, he wrung the liquid out of Iris’s equipment like he was squeezing a cleaning cloth. I wonder if I should make a washing machine too...?


      Then he tossed the equipment into a basket and took it with him to dry it in the sun, leaving the underground storeroom behind.


      * * *


      Left in relative darkness, inside the culture tank—the only source of light in the room—the magimorph seed began turning into an embryo.


      And the spirit crystal embedded within that embryo began emitting a faint golden glow.


      Having already left the storeroom, Zelos was no longer around to see just how fast his homunculus was growing. It would be a while longer until he noticed that the cultivation process was going quite a bit faster than usual.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Seeking Revenge for a Grudge


      “Hey, Zweit...” Diio said. “I hear a bunch of girls have been crowding around the Saint-Germain research lab lately. Do you know anything about it? Apparently there are even girls from our faction lining up outside.”


      Diio thought he’d ask about some gossip he’d heard recently as he pored over a map spread out across a desk.


      “Oh—Croesus made something crazy again. And I hear he’s only selling it to girls.”


      Zweit had heard a little bit about what was going on there, but the whole thing had sounded so stupid that he’d just ignored it. It was true, though—quite a few girls from the Wiesler faction had ended up joining the line at the Saint-Germain faction’s research building.


      The cause was the Female Hormone Booster the Saint-Germain faction had made. Apparently they were selling a weaker, diluted version of the potion on a trial basis.


      They were also testing out a diluted version of the Extra-Strong Breast Enlargement Potion, with an effect that was only temporary.


      Sure, it made your breasts bigger, but the duration of the effect depended on the rank of the sample you took. And ultimately, sooner or later, the user’s breasts went back to their usual size. Zweit had heard about it recently from his younger brother Croesus, and it had left him baffled.


      In short, the full-strength version was permanent, but diluting it even just a little gave it a time limit. It didn’t make a whole lot of sense.


      Nonetheless, there was a lot of demand for it, and sales were impressive.


      As a sidenote, nobody had yet found out exactly why drinking the Sex Change Potion caused you to change sex. The field of medicine wasn’t particularly advanced in this world, and it had a tendency to handwave things away as simply either “it’s magic” or “it’s a miracle from the gods.”


      All they’d found out for now, then, was that it could be made; research into how it actually worked was still ongoing. In fact, it’d be another hundred years or so until anyone found out its underlying mechanisms.


      It was this very research into the Sex Change Potion, however, that would lead the Magic Kingdom of Solistia to establish a Department of Medicine—a development that would eventually spread to every other country too.


      Starting with the creation of that department, the Magic Kingdom of Solistia would see major advancements not only in magic research but also in medicine. And this was where it all began.


      “Women really have a thing for beauty, after all. I remember my own mom buying up cosmetics, trying them out, and then going back to the seller to give a terrible review if she didn’t like them...”


      “But I thought the Saint-Germain faction was meant to be about magic research? What, are they pivoting to cosmetics now?”


      “Well... Depending on how you look at it, they could get a lot of money that way, if nothing else. There are a lot of nobles out there who’d pay a lot of money for that sorta stuff.”


      Rich women didn’t cut corners when it came to beauty.


      By making herself more beautiful, a noblewoman could improve her chances of marrying into a family of high standing. Or, even if she was already married, it could help her climb higher socially than ladies from other noble families.


      Or...that was one way of looking at it, at least. In reality, it was more like an endless cycle of vanity.


      Beauty was important for merchants too—it was always important to make a good impression during negotiations, and having a beautiful wife or daughter could be an effective way of promoting one’s store. Plus, items like cosmetics and perfumes were relatively pricey, so selling them could earn you a big profit.


      “Sounds like they made a potion that can change your sex, but...what would you even use that for?”


      “In our case, we could use it for stuff like going undercover, I guess. Collecting information’s always important.”


      “But...what would I do if I turned into a woman and I couldn’t go back? Isn’t that kinda dangerous?”


      “From the sounds of it, they actually did make a potion that does that. But Teach took nearly all of it with him. I heard he left a few samples behind, though...”


      “Jeez! That’s terrifying! And besides... What does that teacher of yours plan to use them for? Don’t tell me he’s...”


      “I think he just took them because it’d be too dangerous to leave them all there. There’s no telling what Croesus’d do to tinker with them, after all...”


      “That’s a relief. So he’s not going to be using them himself, then.”


      As the pair wound up their chat, Zweit rolled two dice and refocused his attention toward the other students in the room.


      “That adds up to eight... The counterattack succeeds. Area D-15 secured.”


      “Team A’s secured D-15!”


      “Hey, Zweit, shouldn’t we send some scouts out here? I know it’s not great to split up our forces, but we want to find out where the enemy is.”


      “Yeah... You’re right. We should use the mages’ scouting group to figure out their position.”


      “Right, then... We’ll dispatch an advance scout platoon to Area D-20. And we’ll use the mage squad’s familiars for scouting too.”


      Zweit and the others were in the middle of a board game.


      There was a fine grid laid over a map, and each squad was rolling dice as they moved toward certain numbered squares on the grid. The dice rolls determined whether a given mission succeeded or failed, and there were two teams—A and B—in different rooms, each putting together strategies to try to emerge victorious. Both sides rolled to decide the outcomes of things like battles and plans. In short, this was a training exercise, intended to deepen everyone’s understanding of strategic matters like assaulting enemy encampments and retreating from bad situations.


      “Losing all our forces in C-54 hurt us bad. Which idiot decided to attack there yesterday...?”


      “I didn’t know it’d be a trap, okay?! With terrain like that, I didn’t think they’d have troops on either side to hit us with a pincer attack...”


      “We had a mage squad there! They could’ve scouted it out! Why didn’t you use them?”


      The game was turn-based, and each player controlled pieces as the commanding officer of a squad. The students divided themselves into friends and foes, debated strategy, and placed pieces on the map to represent the moves they were carrying out.


      Generally, if a piece was moved, the same move would be replicated in the other room, and dice were rolled to determine how any battles played out. The ones with the hardest job were probably the supervising students, who would write down each squad’s movements and go back and forth between the two rooms to report them. It was a busy job, and nobody wanted to do it, so the students took turns; that was the rule.


      “By the way, we haven’t seen Samtrol lately, huh? I mean, I’m not complaining, but... There’s no telling what he might be getting up to. I’m kinda worried.”


      “Oh, yeah—I heard he got kicked out of the Wiesler marquess house. Wonder if he got his hands on something crazy and ended up going on a happy little trip?”


      “What—you mean drugs? No way... I know he’s a moron, but it’s hard to believe even he’d get caught up in something like that...”


      “No, I think it’s possible. He was cut off by his own family. It wouldn’t surprise me if he turned to drugs for an escape.”


      “I mean, he’s all talk, really. Can’t do anything himself... So yeah, I could believe it.”


      “Right. He’s got a lot of pride in his bloodline, but apart from that, he’s got nothing. Even if he did end up as marquess some day, he’d still be an idiot.”


      The perception of Samtrol among the Wiesler faction students was back to normal.


      Which made sense, of course. Bremait was no longer around to brainwash them with his magic.


      “Nobles are meant to work for the people, aren’t they? He may have royal blood in him, but still, that attitude of his is not cool.”


      “Yeah! Just goes to show how incompetent some royals can be. He’s the type who’ll never inherit anything important.”


      “Someone could use him as a pawn, right? Then just get rid of him if he becomes a nuisance.”


      “Whoa! You’re scaring me!”


      Back when they’d all been brainwashed, Samtrol had bragged about his lineage.


      The students still remembered that now, and they were looking down on him as they took turns insulting the boy. He’d pulled their strings in an ego trip, and this was his comeuppance; they weren’t mincing words.


      “Let it go for now. Let’s focus. I don’t know what Team B’s doing with their units here. They should be almost done with their turn.”


      “How do you think we’re looking, Zweit? It feels like we’ve got a bit of an advantage at the moment.”


      “Report! Team B’s sent their entire army into C-29! Hannes’s company was wiped out! The same enemy is now engaging Ewan’s platoon! Naber’s company has taken major casualties! It won’t be able to make it in time to rescue Zweit’s battalion!”


      “WHAT?!”


      In this strategy game, information gained from scouting and espionage wasn’t automatically shared with the other team.


      The only students who knew what was happening on both sides were those acting as supervisors. Sure—with success and failure determined by dice rolls, most outcomes came down to luck. But one side having more intel on their opponent’s forces could change things significantly.


      It was only now that Zweit and his team realized what the enemy had been planning.


      “Wait—did they leave most of their troops with their commander and send entire platoons out scouting?! But then how did a single scouting platoon wipe out an entire company? Don’t tell me—Hannes’s company ran into their main force?!”


      “They probably looked at the terrain to predict how we’d positioned our troops. Then their commander would’ve gone to the front line and taken control of troops from the other commanding officers... They got us good.”


      “Shit! We’ve lost half our forces!”


      “B-But if we lose, we’ve gotta treat ’em all to a meal! Gimme a break!”


      “And they’ve got Bart on their team! He’s a hog. He’ll eat until we’re broke!”


      “We’ve gotta protect our wallets! Do whatever it takes!”


      The students often wagered on the outcome of these training exercises.


      They didn’t put money on the line—not directly, at least. Usually the stakes were things like buying a few sides at lunch or dinner.


      The problem arose when one team had a big eater. In those cases, even a little wager of food could deal some major damage to the losers’ wallets. After all, there were some students who could eat a whole ten people’s worth with ease.


      It was a tough spot for the losing side to be in.


      “Damn it! All right—now that it’s come to this, all we can do is split up and go for guerrilla tactics!”


      “Bart’s a real glutton, so please...”


      “But what do we do?! At this rate, every one of our units is gonna get crushed!”


      Zweit’s Team A continued to panic for a while. Eventually, they managed to work out a decent strategy...but ultimately, they only managed to defeat half the enemy forces. By the end of the day, their wallets had gotten significantly lighter.


      * * *


      Lectures at the academy only went until three in the afternoon, and apart from that, the students were free to do as they wished.


      As you’d expect, there were plenty of students who just slacked off. But there were also more dedicated students who used that time to prepare for their next lessons, do some research, write reports, and hand those reports into their lecturers for extra credit.


      Celestina, however, was beyond what even the lecturers could handle, so she was relatively free to do whatever she wanted. And as for what she was spending that time on right now...


      “If you want to freely manipulate your mana, you have to control your magic with your own will. Try to use the Torch spell and change its shape at will—if you can do that, the rest is just practice. Give it your best shot.”


      “Yes, Mistress! ♡” came the reply from a chorus of younger girls who’d joined her magic training.


      For some time now, there had been a group of younger students—though Miska called them devotees—who idolized Celestina and called her “Mistress.” There had only been a few to begin with, but their numbers had continued to swell. Before she’d realized, it had grown to a group of some twenty or so students, and teaching them had become part of her daily routine.


      What had drawn these students to Celestina was the way that, right in front of their eyes, she demonstrated the things she’d learned from her own teacher, Zelos. The younger students had started to see her as “the genius girl who can rewrite magic formulas,” “the prodigy who can decipher magic formulas,” and so on—and as a result, she’d begun to garner more and more respect.


      Now, she was famous throughout the academy, among students of all years—to the extent that she was now starting to receive confusing letters saying things like, Would you like an older girl to teach you some things too?


      “Aha ha ha ha! You sure are popular now, huh, Celestina? I heard you’ve even got guys confessing to you lately too, right?”


      “W-Wait! Ulna?! What are you sayi—”


      “WHAT?!”


      Every student there whipped their heads around to stare, eyes full of curiosity.


      For a moment, Celestina shrunk back.


      “Who is it? Who’s been sending you those letters, Mistress?!”


      “Yes! I need to know! What’s their name?! Who is this gentleman?!”


      “Is there even any man fit for Mistress? Was it perhaps Earl Bonshaw’s—”


      “Impossible! A fat, ugly brute like him can never be allowed to speak to Mistress!”


      “H-Huh? Uh...”


      And so began the debate over what sort of man would be a good fit for Celestina.


      In reality, though, there had been no son from any noble family making passes at Celestina. Or to put it more accurately, they hadn’t had the chance to.


      Up until the summer holidays, they’d looked down on her, calling her useless, a failure, or that girl who knows everything but can’t do anything.


      Besides, while she was the daughter of a duke, her mother had only been a paramour, so they didn’t fully recognize her as part of the family.


      After all, magical talent that was passed down through one’s bloodline was an important factor in political marriages among magic nobles. And even within her own family, Celestina had been treated as a failure for her inability to use magic.


      None of these nobles had the right to butt into another family’s private matters, but nobles were nothing if not power hungry, and they were always looking for an opportunity to slight each other. And Celestina had been the perfect target for that.


      Their image of her, however, had quickly collapsed after the summer holidays. In a matter of months, her magical ability had soared past that of the nobles looking down on her.


      And with that being the case, Celestina was now a perfectly valid target for political marriages. But having spent so long insulting her, there was no way the other noble students could try to court her now—and so the oh-so-esteemed sons of nobles had let the perfect marriage candidate slip away.


      There were lowlifes who refused to give up nonetheless, and who planned to use their parents’ connections to get engaged with her. But a certain crazy old man—the Mage of Purgatory, who doted very much on his granddaughter Celestina—stood in their way.


      Moreover, he had records of everything that these noble boys seeking his granddaughter’s hand in marriage had said and done to put her down in the past, and he used those records to chase them all away.


      As a result, those students who’d been insulting her up until recently were now getting thorough scoldings from their parents. They had zero chance, essentially, and it was all their own faults.


      There were noble students who hadn’t taken part in that foolishness—but Duke Creston, driven by his love for his granddaughter, prevented even their efforts to get Celestina’s hand in marriage. He was the worst possible person with whom to try to arrange a political marriage.


      And so the Mage of Purgatory made sure to thoroughly crush any cockroaches who tried to swarm around his granddaughter, who remained clueless all the while. Her maid Miska was, of course, an accomplice.


      “What sort of person do you like, Miss Celestina?” Ulna asked.


      “Huh? U-Um... Someone tolerant, I suppose? But it’d be nice if he had a silly side to him as well. And if he were a gentleman, and intelligent, and levelheaded, and decisive, and self-sufficient...”


      For some reason, Zelos’s face popped into her head as she spoke.


      Wh-Why did I suddenly think about Master right now?! I-I respect him, certainly, but it would be rude for me to see him as a man like that, wouldn’t it? Besides, he’s old enough to be my father...


      If you asked Celestina whether she had romantic feelings for Zelos, she’d deny it. She respected him, but trying to think about whether she saw him as a man troubled her a little. If anything, the way she saw him was more akin to how these younger students she was training with right now saw her.


      “Milady, age is but a number, is it not? If anything, wouldn’t even he be happy to have a piece of nearly-ripe fruit come up to him asking to be devoured? Who knows; play your cards right, and he may be willing to have a taste.”


      “Hwah?!”


      Celestina had no idea when she’d arrived, but all of a sudden Miska—her perpetually calm, cool, and collected maid—was standing behind her.


      The sight of the maid propping up her glasses as she showed a mighty smirk was irritating to no end.


      “M-Miska... Why do you always have to scare people like that? I thought I was going to have a heart attack...”


      “Hmph... A foolish question, milady. It is simply my way of life.”


      “Scaring people is your way of life?”


      “Oh, no, milady, not people. Just you. You always have such delightful reactions, after all. Aha ha.” Miska flashed another smile, equal parts beautiful and detestable.


      The maid had disappeared recently, and when she’d finally returned out of the blue four days ago, she’d snuggled up with Celestina in her bed. Naked, at that.


      Shocked, Celestina had tumbled out of bed and hit her head on the floor, only to look back up and see Miska gazing down at her with an evil grin. And Celestina was being reminded of that again now.


      “Um... Mistress? Is this ‘Miska’ perhaps the ‘Queen of Ice’? I’ve heard about her from my father.”


      “Huh? Is... Is that a nickname? It’s not one I’ve heard before, at least... Miska?”


      “I left that name behind a long time ago. Nowadays, I’m just a normal maid.”


      “A normal maid? What about you is— S-Sorry. Please don’t glare at me like that... It’s scary. Anyway...the ‘Queen of Ice’?”


      “It’s the nickname of a graduate who specialized in ice magic,” one of the girls explained. “She was in the same year as Duke Delthasis, and she was a transcendental mage, the same as he was. I never would’ve thought she was your attendant, Mistress...”


      Celestina was shocked to hear about Miska’s unexpected past.


      If the woman had been in the same year as Duke Delthasis—Celestina’s father—then she must have been his maid for quite a while by now.


      And that meant that there was a high chance Miska would know what kind of person Celestina’s mother had been. Celestina wanted to ask her about it, but didn’t have the courage.


      “Transcendental mages,” by the way, were those who’d attained a level of 500. Aside from the heroes from the Holy Land of Metis, there were few who had reached that level.


      As such, they tended to occupy very high positions within the country.


      “They say that even though she used ice magic, she was anything but coolheaded. That she was merciless. That if a man leered at her, she wouldn’t hesitate to freeze him solid. There was also a rumor she was in a romantic relationship with Duke Delthasis...”


      “What? Whaaaaaat?!”


      “No, no. That’s false,” Miska immediately replied as Celestina whipped her head around. “If anything, we were always coming to blows.”


      “Y-You... You fought? With Father?”


      “I heard that when any boys she rejected tried to harass her as revenge, she’d get them back in secret. And that if anyone tried to spread nasty rumors about her, she’d suddenly be standing right behind them. And that she’d recommend indecent novels to her friends...”


      “It sounds like she hasn’t changed, the— Sorry. Sorry. Please put your fist down...”


      “You know, milady, a single unwise word can prove fatal. Please watch what you say.”


      Celestina could do nothing but silently nod.


      That was just how intimidating Miska could be.


      “I feel, milady, like you are becoming quite the thoughtless person as of late... Why, you make your dear maid so sad.”


      Celestina sighed. “Stop the fake crying, please. It’s incredibly obvious... And it doesn’t suit you.”


      “I suppose you are right. Stop it I shall, then. I suppose I will take a different approach to teasing yo— I mean, entertaining you.”


      “Did you just say teasing me? You just let your true intentions slip, didn’t you?!”


      “Oh, rest assured; it was no accident. No need to correct me.”


      “Hmm... What was it that I was supposed to say at times like this? ‘My mace is itchin’ for some blood tonight’?”


      “M-Milady?! Where did you learn that kind of— A-And what do you intend to do to me with that mace?”


      “Um... Beat you to a pulp?”


      Miska was shocked.


      She’d intended to tease Celestina and enjoy her flustered reaction; she hadn’t at all expected the girl to up the stakes in her little comedy routine.
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      “You’ve learned well, milady... What do you say we aim to conquer the world together? On the comedy stage, that is...”


      “Sure! I’ll play the straight man, so Miska, you be the funny man. And when I make a comeback, I’ll use my mace to—”


      “Are you trying to kill me?! Hmph... Responding to my stupid line with one of your own? I barely recognize you anymore, milady...”


      “I can barely recognize myself with you around.”


      “And now you’re even criticizing me?! When did you even learn that sort of advanced... Oh. You’re good.”


      Somehow, Miska felt a shiver go up her spine. But any sense of dread was outweighed by her frustration.


      Thinking about it, though, she’d been thoroughly teasing the girl all this time. It only made sense that she’d build up a resistance to it sooner or later.


      “Miska really is funny, huh? She looks all cool and calm, but she’s actually so silly!”


      “Ulna... I’d say it’s less that she’s funny, and more that she has a bad habit of taking her mean jokes too far. She’s perfect at her job, though...”


      “Milady, please do not speak of me like I am something to be ashamed of. I am more respectable than Sir Croesus, at least.”


      “I don’t know how you came to that conclusion, but you’re both bad in your own ways, okay? I think the only difference is whether it’s intentional. And you’re definitely worse when it comes to that. With you, it’s all premeditated, and you do it for fun.”


      Miska puffed out her chest. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


      “You’re only proving my point, aren’t you?”


      A moment of silence passed as Celestina and Miska stared at each other.


      It was like there were invisible sparks flying between the two of them.


      “By the way, Celestina—I heard one of your brothers created a potion that can make your breasts bigger? I don’t need it, but I’m curious—has anyone bought it?”


      “It’s... It’s only temporary, and once it runs out, they go back to normal. So it’s sort of meaningless.”


      “Milady, if it makes the user’s breasts unnaturally large, then mightn’t it cause them to sag when the effect runs out?”


      “No, that’s not a problem. They went back to how they used to be.”


      “Miss Celestina, don’t tell me you—”


      “M-Milady... You used it?”


      “It was...a short-lived dream.”


      Celestina was a girl as well. It made sense that she too would dream about having the perfect proportions.


      But the potion didn’t last forever.


      She’d been happy when she’d used it, but as time had passed, she’d come to accept cold, hard reality. She’d probably never forget the sense of hopelessness she’d felt when it ran out.


      “Ultimately, a dream created through alchemy is nothing but an illusion. And all you’re left with is a never-ending feeling of emptiness...”


      Everyone was silent.


      “Please laugh. Laugh at the pathetic girl who was drawn in by a fleeting dream...”


      Th-There’s no way we can laugh. Not at this. Not at all...


      Some of the younger girls here were, themselves, very interested in the allure of the breast enlargement potion.


      But now that they’d heard this testimonial from someone who’d actually used it, there was a strong sense of pathos in the air. Perhaps the more effective option would be the Female Hormone Booster—at least that one could give results over the long-term.
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