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			Chapter 0: The Magic-Otaku Succumbs to Twilight in the Midst of Mortal Combat

			
Saki Adoni Arcalai sighed heavily as he followed the narrow path winding through the rugged mountains.

"Monster subjugation in a backwater like this isn't exactly what a legitimate magic user does, y'know," he muttered.

This was a mountain trail far to the northeast of the Hanoku Kingdom, deep within the Central Mountain Range dividing the eastern region north and south. The path was barely visible, only faintly traceable by the rare passage of caravans.

Cloaked and burdened, he looked like a seasoned traveler. He appeared to be in his early twenties, though his features were obscured by his hood. Still, his soft golden hair and piercing blue eyes were visible, betraying his youth and intensity alike.

"Don't get careless. This is officially dangerous territory," a somewhat monotone young woman’s voice called from behind Saki. She, too, trailed him in traveler’s garb, though her hood was down, revealing her face fully.

She was strikingly beautiful. Her jet-black hair was woven into a single thick braid that reached her waist. Her face was flawlessly pale—not tanned in the slightest—with a soft rosiness hinting at youthful blood. Large obsidian eyes, fringed with thick lashes, gave her a semi-closed, feline elegance. Perched on that striking face was a rare sight in the Hanoku Kingdom—even possibly *the only*—pair of spectacles.

Her lips, pressed into a thin line, were petite yet lustrous. Overall, she possessed a captivating beauty, though her reserved expression lent her an aloof air. Her cloaked figure concealed her form, but her petite frame was evident.

"Even so, we’ve been climbing this mountain for two days straight, treading that trade route, ups and downs non-stop. I’m *so* done with this," Saki grumbled as he stopped and turned to face her, lowering his hood to reveal his own well-defined features—a face that would earn him countless admirers, if he ever kept his mouth shut.

"It’s about to get interesting. Just keep walking."

"Still so blunt. At this rate, no woman will marry you."

"Don't need one."

The woman’s retort was equally sharp.

"That’s exactly my point. After all these years…" Her voice trailed off abruptly as Saki’s gaze snapped toward the path ahead, his expression turning instantly tense. Dropping into a defensive stance, he hissed,

*"Armor. Shield. Magic Armor. Magic Wings."*

As he muttered, shimmering patterns flickered and vanished before him, coating his body in a faint white glow after each incantation.

The woman behind him was also casting. *"Resistance. Fire Protection. Spell Barrier. Spell Reflection."*

With each incantation, intricate glyphs danced in the air before fading, bathing her in protective auras. At this level, they could skip drawing physical sigils entirely, and the abbreviated casting was purely for signaling what spells they were using.

"Here it comes!!"

Saki roared, leaping skyward. Crossing the treetops just as the colossal shadow slammed down where he had stood.

A deafening roar echoed through the mountains as the massive creature manifested before them. Easily ten meters long, it resembled a winged lion but with goat and dragon heads sprouting from its shoulders, and a snake’s head forming the end of its tail. Flames leaked from its three snarling mouths. *"A Chimera,"* Saki whistled, impressed despite himself by the immense magical energy radiating from it.

The Chimera swiveled its three heads, searching for prey, before locking onto the two airborne figures. Saki and the woman instantly backflipped away as it lunged, their wings of solidified gold propelling them high above the monster.

"Seriously reliable, this *Air Elemental*," Saki smirked, folding his arms, as the creature was repulsed mid-flight—clearly an invisible barrier at work.

"Meet me halfway," the woman shot back, thrusting her arm forward, her fingers weaving a complex pattern that shimmered with golden light.

"Evocation/Airth Elemental!"

She finished her cast, and the ground shuddered beneath them. Soil and rocks erupted violently as an *Earth Elemental*—triple Saki’s height—manifested, instantly grappling the Chimera’s lion head to the side and pounding the goat and dragon heads with its free hand.

"Yes! Hold him there!" Saki roared, then rapidly traced a pattern in the air.

"Demonstration majors doubly involved."

He concluded just as the *Earth Elemental* released the Chimera's heads and backflipped away. A bolt of lightning from the clear blue sky *Speared* the monster below—a torrent of electricity scorching the mountain face and trees.

"No forest fires."

The air around them suddenly turned icy. Next came hailstones, each as thick as a human fist, slamming down with brutal force, snapping trees and gouging the earth.

"Whoa—seriously?"

"Still kicking."

The hailstorm ceased, leaving the Chimera standing amidst the wreckage, its body scorched, wings mangled. But all six eyes blazed with fury and hate as it roared at the trio.

"You know, I’m *seriously* starting to think magic users shouldn’t have to do this job. When do I get to lock myself in a tower and just research?"

"Don’t die."

The wounded Chimera dodged the elemental’s renewed attack and lunged airborne toward the duo above. The fire in its mouths intensified—a clear indication of an impending *Fire Breath* attack.

"That’d be *real* bad. I'm leaving a heavy burden of a fiancée back home. Can’t die here."

Saki cracked a light tone, but his eyes never left the deranged Chimera.

*"Man, how’d I even end up doing this?"*

While silently ordering the air elemental to intercept, Saki Adoni Arcalai absentmindedly recalled the strange journey since his reincarnation into this world.


This part was originally published later, inserted as a prelude before the actual first chapter. The next chapter will be the real beginning of the story. Thank you in advance for your support.
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			Chapter 1: The Magic Geek Meets Enlightenment in the Afterlife

			"Alright, jackpot! Scored some good ones today!"

I, Shirasawa Aki, muttered with satisfaction as I walked down the main street toward the train station. My hands were full with paper bags crammed with everything from hardcovers to paperbacks.

I'd heard that a rare used book sale was being held at the department store in the next town, so I'd brazenly skipped off work—using up my precious paid leave after ages—and come here to score some finds. Nowadays, with the rise of online shopping and e-books, you can often get things delivered to your door or download them to your device without ever leaving home, but I personally prefer to sniff things out in person. Why?

The reasons are clear in the contents of the paper bags in my hands. "The Distribution and Folklore of Tengu in Japan," a boxed set; "A Practical Handbook on Traditional Magic"; a special edition on "Evil Gods and Demons of the World"; even back issues of "Monthly Gondwana." That's right, I'm what you'd call an occult maniac. I especially lean toward Western occultism, but I love anything in this realm.

From the occult boom of the late last century (before I was even born), it seems a considerable number of publishers were involved in these kinds of books, but now there are far fewer. While you can find books that just compile information from the internet, specialized content is rarely found in major used bookstores. So I went to the trouble of squandering my precious day off to search for finds in the next town. It cost quite a bit, given that I’d only been working for a few years and wasn't exactly raking in the dough, but this is pretty much my only hobby, so I don’t sweat it. Besides, I'm a single guy living alone, so what's it to anyone?

"Damn, the scale of the used book sale's getting smaller and smaller… But I hate online auctions, plus…"

A bunch of books I wanted had been snatched up at the last second, so I just couldn't stand it. Even now, the regret of losing those auctions occasionally pops into my dreams. Not to mention, you never know what kind of shape the product is in, or what the seller's like, in those places. As I thought about this, I turned off the busy main street and into a back alley, feeling like I had confirmed that actually *finding* things was the right way to go.

The current time was mid-morning on a weekday. The main street, with office buildings and various tenants lining it, was starting to spew out the people it had been hoarding, so the pedestrian traffic had increased from when I was coming here, although it wasn't as bad as rush hour. I shifted the bags in my hands, as they were a bit of a walking obstruction. I thought about it a bit and turned into a side street, ducking between buildings. The bustle immediately vanished, and the alley between buildings led to the back of the station building in a roundabout way. There didn't seem to be anyone around at this hour.

I glanced at my shoes and clothes—snickers and casual clothes. They looked dull grayish, but that was how they were. Puzzled, I looked at my hands. Then, something flickered at the edge of my vision.

"...Fireflies?"

I turned my gaze and saw tiny blobs of light floating in the air, giving off faint, blurry light. They drifted slowly past my face, and soon two, then three more appeared, leaving trails as they flew like they were tangled with each other. The number grew rapidly, and soon there was a massive band of light moving steadily in one direction.

I squinted at where the light band was heading and saw some massive silhouettes in the distance. There was a ship, or rather, ships—what appeared to be a luxurious passenger ship and some other vessels—moored on the shore of what looked like the coast or a riverbank. The countless lights were splitting into groups near the shore, heading toward each different ship.

"...Crap. Is this… I have a bad feeling about this…"

Something about the scene struck a chord. Whether it was the feeling of dread or something else, one of the larger blobs of light—the ones that weren't part of the streaming throngs—detached from its group and approached me. It was about my size. The light it gave off was soft and gentle, not blinding. The large blob drifted slowly and stopped right in front of me, flashing softly a few times.

*"This is unusual. You're maintaining your sense of self."*

"Did the firefly boss just talk?!"

*"…I'm not a firefly."*

Turns out I was wrong. I cleared my throat awkwardly and asked the glowing orb,

"Please forgive the rudeness. My name is Shirasawa Aki. Could I perhaps ask yours? And would I be right in guessing that this is…?"

The large orb blinked slowly and replied,

*"You may call me Guide. I am entrusted with the duty of guiding the souls of the departed. As for this place, you might call it a waiting area—the place where souls go before moving on to their next life."*

"Ah, so you are Charon then. The ferryman of the dead."

*"…I am no such thing. I simply guide souls."*

So I made another mistake. Feeling that I should change the subject, I asked,

"You mentioned 'maintaining my sense of self'? What do you mean by that?"

The light blinked a couple more times and explained,

*"Souls rarely retain their self-awareness and memories of their former lives. Losing one's physical body is a great hardship for the soul, and most lose their memories and personalities as a result. Those who retain their memories from before death maintain their former appearance, as you do, so it is immediately apparent."*

"So, normally I would've been just like those fireflies, huh? But because I have my memories and personality intact, I'm retaining my old form? Or rather, I'm recognizing myself as looking the same *because* I have my memories? Even better, the reason I still have my memories is that not just my soul came along, but my spiritual body stuck with it as well, is what makes me appear as I am?"

*"…You are quite knowledgeable. That is mostly correct."*

In mystical belief, humans are said to be composed of three bodies.

The *Material Body*, composed of physical matter like bones and muscles.

The *Spiritual Body*, which controls thought and spirit.

The *Astral Body*, where the will resides.

The idea is that the Material Body is on the outside, and inside it is the Spiritual Body, and then the Astral Body on the inside. The Spiritual Body and Astral Body don’t have physical forms. Think of it like a ghost. Haven't you heard of astral projection? That's when the Spiritual Body and Astral Body leave the Material Body of a living person, wandering around or seeing the afterlife. What I am now is similar to that state. The difference is that during astral projection, the Astral Body is connected to the Material Body by something called the silver cord, so it can eventually return to the original body. As for me, it doesn’t feel like that exists. So yeah, I'm dead.

When a human dies and loses their Material Body, their Spiritual Body disperses, but the Astral Body isn't destroyed—it just finds a new body and clothes itself once more with Spiritual and Material Bodies. That's reincarnation. The Spiritual Body, which controls personality and memory, is renewed, so personality and memory get wiped clean. So if I go back to the mortal world like this, and a new Material Body takes my current Spiritual Body with it, wouldn't I be born with my previous life's memories?

"Whoa… could it be? Could I actually get memories of my past life? All those guys searching for people with memories of their past lives in the pen pal section of Monthly Gondwana—I'm gonna laugh my head off if I see you guys again! Gomen!"

*"While it's remarkable how accepting you are, it would be best if you hurried along. If you linger here with your Spirit and Astral Bodies attached, you risk them breaking apart. You will slowly lose yourself, and eventually all of your Spiritual Body will separate and fall away from your Astral Body."*

"Ah, I see. Well, I didn't exactly live a long life, and it'd be sad to just disappear. So let's get reincarnated then!"

*"Please do."*

Charon/Guide sounded unimpressed. Hmmph.

"So, which ship should I take?"

*"As I said at the beginning, my duty is to guide. Do you have any preferences on what kind of world you'd like to be reborn into? I can point you toward the ship heading to such a world. Of course, you can be reborn into your previous world, as well."*

My previous world? I didn't have many good experiences there. During my school days, people thought I was a loner because of my hobbies, so I didn't have many friends. The company I worked for was also super shady, and my encounters with women were practically nonexistent. The most contact I ever had with an opposite-sex person was the girl who just caused my death… that's just too sad. If that's the case, I could go with being reincarnated into another world. But then, what kind of world exists?

"Are there any worlds where magic is actually used?"

Yep, that's it. In my past life, I could never become a real magician, and in my original world, orthodox magic was just declining as information science and AI advanced. So if I was born into a world where magic was currently being used, I might be lucky enough to have good masters. In my next life, I'd become a great magician. Alright, decided.

*"Yes, there are. The ship over there is headed to such a world."*

I got the feeling that Guide was trying to tell me, "Look over there," so I squinted in that direction. Sure enough, away from the other ships, there was one lonely vessel. It looked like a boat that could barely fit a few people. Was this really alright?

*"The appearance of the ship doesn't matter for delivering souls. It will surely take you to a world where magic is common. Well then, farewell."*

The conversation was over, and I could feel the pressure to move on. I wanted to ask so much more, but since I might actually disappear if I stayed any longer, I thanked him and decided to head for the boat.

"Thank you for all the information. Farewell."

I turned my back and walked across the wasteland. I could feel Guide staring at me from behind. They seemed like they’d keep watching until I boarded the boat properly.

But to think there were worlds where magic actually existed. This is bad. I can barely contain my excitement. What kind of magic is there? How do I learn it? Do I become an apprentice? Or do I join some kind of organization? A magic school would be cliché but nice. As I pondered these things and walked quicker because I felt the pressure of Guide's gaze grow heavier, I reached the boat moored on the shore.

Any doubt that the boat was too small to cross returned. In some of the books I read in my previous life, I think I saw illustrations of Charon rowing with a small hand-rowed boat, so it should be fine.

Wait. If Guide is working here, doesn't that mean he's an angel, a dweller of the Formative Plane, rather than a god or yokai? I'd been calling him Charon without permission, but was that disrespectful? I decided that I would call him Azrael (for now) from now on—since he’s an angel dealing with the souls of the dead. Well, the next time I see him will probably be when I die again.

Feeling like I heard, "Just get on already," from afar, I put my foot on the edge of the boat.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Azrael, formerly known as Guide, exhaled deeply for what felt like the hundredth time as he watched the soul board a yacht.

He hadn't dealt with such a difficult customer in a long time—someone so unfazed, so oblivious to context, so unflappable. He’d guided him to a world where magic thrived, as he requested, but whether that truly suited the man’s desires was another matter. There are countless paths to pursue as one seeks to reach the divine, and magic is but one of them. Yet nothing is a shortcut. All lives equally aim for the return to the origin that lies at their journey's end, and people live, hone themselves, and then return here. Every soul journeys, taking infinite steps. To watch over their journey—that was his duty.

Under Azrael's watch, the young man's soul boarded the boat. A small light stuck close to his back as he walked. The boat drifted away from the shore and then glided forward across the boundless water surface before finally disappearing from sight.
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			Chapter 2: The Magic Otaku Wanders in His Reincarnated World

			"How was he?"

"Useless. Out of the question. He will never amount to anything."

"How could this be..."

"Fortunately, the other one shows promise. Let us place our hopes in her."

"...Understood."

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

――――――――.

――――――――――――――――.

...Hm? Whoa!?

Suddenly, my consciousness cleared, and I could see my surroundings distinctly.

I was sitting up in a bed with railings, inside a brightly lit room. The surface beneath my bottom was soft, and the white, clean sheets felt pleasant. I was sitting with my legs stretched out, and I noticed how small they were, peeking out from the hem of my clothes. They were all pudgy. I brought a hand in front of my face and tried flexing it. Hmm, not only was it tiny, but I couldn't seem to clench it properly. I had my memories as Shirasawa Aki of Japan, but my body was that of a small child.

*I've been reincarnated, haven't I?*

I'd intended to mutter this to myself, but all that came out was a wordless sound, something like "ooh." It seemed I couldn't use my vocal cords or lips properly yet. I was probably somewhere between an infant and a toddler. My head felt physically heavy, so I slowly looked around, trying not to lose my balance, and noticed another child sleeping right beside me. They were wearing the same soft children's clothes as me, and we were about the same size. A sibling? A twin, maybe?

As I watched the child's profile while they slept so peacefully, a sudden wave of drowsiness washed over me. This was bad. I couldn't fight it at all. I flopped onto my side, and my consciousness began to fade. Just before I fell completely asleep, I remember thinking, "Man, a new life is great. It's like the whole world is shining."

I would soon find out that the world I'd been reincarnated into was, in fact, "shining, physically."

For some reason, the room was full of what looked like glowing particles floating about. And at a pretty high density, too. It wasn't a glittery kind of sparkle, but a light that didn't hurt my eyes, similar to the light of the souls I saw just before I was reborn. You'd think having so many of those things around would obstruct my vision, but strangely enough, I could see the room's walls and the window across from me just fine. I could even see the particles floating in the sunlight streaming through the window. It was just like those orb videos you often see in ghost footage. I also confirmed they glowed at night. Thanks to that, I could see my surroundings pretty well even after dark. The light was easy on the eyes, so thankfully it wasn't so bright that I couldn't sleep.

I reached out with my still-uncooperative hand, trying to touch the specks of light in the air. They seemed to drift lazily in response to my hand's movement, but I couldn't actually grab them. Perhaps they had no physical substance.

And you know, it wasn't just the floating things that were glowing. The child sleeping next to me—I still didn't know if they were my brother, sister, or a complete stranger—was also glowing. A faint light emanated from within their body, enveloping them completely. An aura, maybe? The strange thing was, my own body didn't seem to be glowing at all. I wondered if there were individual differences.

I was watching with a hint of envy when the child's eyes met mine. Their half-open eyes, looking sleepy, were fixed on me. It was hard not to see their gaze as an exasperated, deadpan stare directed at my fumbling attempts to grasp at the empty air. I gave up my futile efforts to catch the light and lay down beside them to sleep.

A toddler's body is an inconvenient thing. I got sleepy easily, and my thoughts were hard to organize. Still, as time passed, my understanding of myself and my current situation deepened.

First, it was safe to assume that I (and I was indeed a boy; I'd managed to grab it, so it was confirmed) had, without a doubt, been reborn into a new world. I clearly remembered everything before my death and the period until my rebirth, and I also had fragmented memories from after I was born. The reason my memories hadn't returned immediately after birth might have been because the spiritual body I brought from my past life took time to acclimate to this one.

Alternatively, it was possible my infant brain's neural tissues were underdeveloped and couldn't process the sheer volume of information I was holding. According to a book I read in my previous life, a baby's neural network develops rapidly after birth, with the increase in synapses supposedly peaking around ten months. I was probably about that age now. The very fact that I could ponder such things was clear proof of my reincarnation.

Then there were the adults. It wasn't as if two toddlers had been left alone in this room; adults had been coming by frequently to check on us and take care of us. My memories from birth to the present were hazy, but I recalled a young woman who seemed to be my mother breastfeeding me and changing my diapers. Now, I realized there were three women who fit that motherly description. Or rather, I had become able to clearly distinguish between them.

The woman who cared for me most was a slender, beautiful woman, probably around twenty. She was the one who had breastfed me. Another was slightly younger, looking to be in her late teens. With the memories of my past life, I couldn't help but think of her as just a girl. She was the one who mainly handled toilet-related duties. Having a cute young girl take care of my "downstairs business" was a bit much, but perhaps because my body was that of a toddler, I accepted it without much fuss.

And finally, there was a woman who only appeared occasionally. Like the first woman, she was around twenty and also a beauty. While the other two were almost always in the room, this woman would talk to us children and stroke our heads, but she never took care of us or stayed for long.

Then there was how the three of them dressed. The first woman wore a loose, long-sleeved dress. The girl wore a plain one-piece with a pinafore, or rather, an apron. The last woman wore robes like a monk from my old world.

That alone gave me a lot to think about, but to confuse me further, two men who seemed to be fathers also came and went from the room. One always wore a long-sleeved shirt, trousers, and a vest-like jacket, and he tended to talk to and hold the child next to me more often than me. The other man also wore robes, and like the robed woman, he appeared infrequently and didn't pay much attention to us.

And importantly, these adults also glowed from within.

There were individual differences in how they glowed. The man and woman in robes were the brightest. Next was the woman who had breastfed me. The man in the vest and the girl in the apron glowed only faintly compared to them. Well, it was still far better than me, who barely glowed at all. On rare occasions when all the adults gathered in this room, it would be bright enough to not need lamps even at dusk. Incidentally, the child next to me was by far the brightest of all. Damn it. You're just a toddler like me. It's not fair.

At this point, I had gathered several insights and formed a few hypotheses about the world I was born into and my immediate surroundings.

1. The culture is similar to Europe in my old world. A bed and chairs, stone outer walls and glass windows, plaster walls and a wooden door.

2. It's hard to judge the level of technology, but based on the clothing, it could be anywhere from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. The lighting is from lamps, so it's not modern times.

3. I have no idea about the race or language. Their skin is fair, like a pale Asian, but their hair colors vary, and I don't recognize the language at all.

4. The house, including this room, likely belongs to the wealthy class. The girl seems like a servant, and the walls are decorated with lace and various ornaments.

5. The toddler duo of us are likely not twins or half-siblings, but the children of separate couples.

Regarding points one and two, I've never left this room, so I have little to go on. They are purely speculation.

For point three, well, it's another world, so it can't be helped. Not understanding the language is inconvenient, though. For the record, the robed man and the woman in the dress had black hair, while the robed woman was blonde. The man in trousers had chestnut-brown hair, and the girl was a redhead. The child next to me still had thin hair, but it was probably black. My own was unknown. I'd never seen a mirror.

Point four is also just a guess, but dedicating an entire room just for toddlers to sleep in suggests this is no ordinary household. The fact that our clothes and bed are clean and soft would place us at the level of a wealthy merchant or noble family in the Middle Ages.

And point five: considering everything so far, a picture emerges where my parents are the man and woman in robes, and the child next to me belongs to the man in the vest and the woman in the dress. In that case, my parents are likely the masters of this house and quite wealthy. The woman in the dress would be my wet nurse, and the girl a maid. That would make us not real brothers, but milk-siblings. Of course, it's also possible the robed couple are complete strangers and we're twins, so I can't say for sure.

Having thought this far, my brain felt like it had burned through a tremendous amount of calories, and I started to feel sleepy again. There was so much to consider, but with so many unknowns, everything remained mere speculation. Besides, the fact that I hadn't seen a single trace of anything resembling sorcery was a little unsettling. The people in robes seemed like mages, though. It wasn't that I didn't believe Azrael-san, but I wouldn't be able to rest easy until I came into contact with magic myself. In any case, I'd have to get bigger, expand my range of movement, and learn the language. There was little I could learn about the world or about magic otherwise.

Therefore, to promote my own healthy growth, I lay down next to the other child and fell asleep. The world, just before I drifted off, was still filled with that mysterious light.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------

"Saki-sama. Please be careful not to fall."

"I'm fine."

I replied to Hanna's voice from behind me and opened the manor door leading to the garden. The moment I did, just as she'd warned, my foot caught on the step and I stumbled. Ruria, who was holding my hand, grabbed my arm and kept me from falling.

"Saki-sama!"

I gave Hanna a sheepish smile as she rushed over with an I-told-you-so look, then turned to thank Ruria, who was staring at me intently.

"Thanks, Ruria. You saved me."

"...Nn."

My childhood friend, who was never one for many words, gave a noncommittal reply and took my hand again.

Three years have passed since I was reincarnated into this world. The beginner toddler who did little more than sleep has now learned to speak and walk. I am now a respectable mid-tier toddler. I'd recently been given permission to play in the garden, so today I was basking in the sunlight with my childhood friend and our attendant in tow.

As I was called just now, my name is "Saki." My full name is Saki Adoni Arcalai. My past life was Aki, and this life is Saki; it doesn't feel like much has changed. As a former Japanese person, I can't help but think the name sounds girlish, but apparently, it's not uncommon to name a boy "Saki" around here.

And the childhood friend holding my hand is Ruria. She is my milk-sibling. We were born around the same time and have been raised like true brother and sister. I'd like you to imagine my feelings when I realized I had been sleeping in the same bed as a girl all this time. Well, we were just toddlers, though. Her black hair, inherited from her mother Maria, is cut short, and her black eyes, tinged with jade green, are framed by long, soft eyelashes that give them an almond shape.

I think she has quite a refined face for a three-year-old, but her one flaw is her lack of affability, as she is usually quiet and rarely shows any expression. Right now, she remains silent, her vacant gaze wandering somewhere unknown.

Watching over us with a worried expression from a step behind is Hanna, a servant. She's been taking care of us since we were born. A nursemaid, was it? Her appearance—a frumpy, thick one-piece dress with an apron, and her red hair braided and held back by a kerchief—gave her the air of a simple, rustic maid. In reality, she must be nearing the end of her teens, so calling her a girl might be rude, but she's a woman to whom the description "cute" fits better than "beautiful."

I hear she's still unmarried, but in this country, one is considered an adult at fifteen, so perhaps she should be a little more concerned. I tried to subtly broach the subject once, but I received a firm reply: "I cannot even consider getting married until you two have grown up splendidly!" Well, it was my fault for being so blunt and asking, "Hanna, aren't you getting married?" So much for being subtle.

"That skinny one over there is Maimuna, this big one here is Kavilun, and the one over there is Maroru, right?"

"Oh, Saki-sama, you've remembered all the vegetable names!"

A corner of the manor garden is a vegetable patch where various crops are grown. As I walked through it, pointing at vegetables and naming them, Hanna clapped her hands in delight. Pleased to have my efforts recognized, I puffed out my chest proudly at Ruria. As usual, all I got back from Ruria was a silent gaze that seemed to say, "Is that so."

From the moment I was born until now, the first thing I tackled above all else was learning the language. Since I couldn't understand the language spoken around me at all, I began desperately mimicking the adults' conversations as soon as my memories returned. Thanks to that effort, I was soon able to say my own name, and by the time I was one, I could manage something resembling a conversation, albeit haltingly.

The brain of a young child is amazing. The words just flowed right into my head. Currently, I'm trying to expand my vocabulary by asking the names of everything I see. By the way, Maimuna is a vegetable that resembles mizuna, Kavilun is very similar to a daikon radish, and Maroru is basically lettuce.

In truth, the Japanese I was so familiar with from my past life sometimes hindered my acquisition of this otherworldy language. The tricky part was "concepts." Things that could be expressed in a single word in Japanese, like "politics" or "economy," were incredibly difficult to explain in a way that would be understood here. It's like if someone tried to explain it as "a system to make buying, selling, and trading things go smoothly"—it just wouldn't click. From now on, I'll have to learn these kinds of abstract words as well.

One more thing. I tried asking about magic, but the only reply I ever got was, "When you're a little older." Hmm, the way they said that means magic itself does exist, right? I pressed on with more questions, but the only thing they told me was that my parents were mages.

"Mages"... that's a concerning term. I'm not fluent in the language here, so I can't be sure, but it has a nuance that feels more like a "spell-caster" or a "witch doctor." What I want to be is a "magician," a scholar of the arcane, someone who belongs to a society or a specialized institution. Well, I wouldn't mind being a hermit who studies magic alone in a secluded mountain retreat. But I most certainly do not want a job where I curse people on request, pray for rain, or brew love potions for young lovers.

This is an important point for me, so I want to find out as soon as possible. I can't wait to grow up.

"I want to go outside the manor, too. Hanna, do you know the royal capital well?"

"I was born and raised in this city. When you two are a little older and we have the master's permission, I would be happy to show you around the capital."

"That's right, your father runs a business in the city, doesn't he, Hanna?"

"Yes, the master is one of his patrons. It is through that connection that I am able to work at this manor."

An apprenticeship in manners, then. A common practice where prominent commoners send their children to the manors of the upper class to learn proper speech and etiquette while working. I'd heard it was common in my old world during the early modern period. A maid, a wet nurse, a manor with a garden, the upper class. As you've probably figured out by now, my Arcalai family is noble, granted the title of Viscount by the king.

Yes, "Duke, Marquis, Count, Viscount, Baron." Of course, it's not in Japanese or English, but the five peerage ranks are apparently categorized this way. The treatment is mostly the same, which means my Arcalai family's position is "the highest of the lower nobility," making us something of a big fish in a small pond. And that makes me Saki Adoni Arcalai, the heir to the Arcalai Viscounty.

"A tour of the capital, huh? I'm looking forward to it. What kind of places do you want to see, Ruria?"

"...I'll go with Saki."

"If there's somewhere you want to go, you have to say so, you know?"

"Nowhere in particular."

"Oh, right."

Her reply was extremely blunt, but for my milk-sibling, this is business as usual. It's not that she can't speak fluently because she's still young; she just speaks only the bare minimum. She seems to understand others' conversations about as well as I do, so there doesn't seem to be a problem with her language ability, but combined with her unchanging expression, she comes off as having poor communication skills. As her childhood friend, I'm a little worried.

Ruria, who was staring at the vegetable garden with a look of disinterest, was enveloped in a bright light. She'd been emitting a mysterious light since she was even smaller, but now it seemed brighter than before. Compared to me, who barely glowed at all, or Hanna, who was only slightly better, Ruria's glow was on a whole different level. In fact, since I started going out into the garden, I'd noticed that it wasn't just humans; the trees and flowers also emitted a very faint light. It was a faint glow compared to humans, but I felt that the garden trees glowed a bit more strongly than the vegetables in front of me. Also, unlike indoors, the particles of light in the air outside seemed to dance lightly, as if stirred by the wind.

This light remains a mystery to this day. I once asked my wet nurse, Maria-san, about it, but she just asked me in a serious tone, "What do you mean? Tell me more."

"Um, it's like, a faint light comes out from inside people's bodies. Like it's wrapping around their whole body."

"...Do all the people in the manor look like they're glowing?"

"The brightness is different for each person. Most people don't glow that much, but Mother Maria and Ruria are really bright."

"...Saki, have you told anyone else about this?"

"No."

"Listen, Saki. You must never, ever tell anyone about this except your father, your mother, and me. Promise Mother Maria, okay?"

"...I understand."

And just like that, with a force that seemed like she was about to grab my shoulders and shake me, she made me promise. To top it off, the very next day, both my parents came to see me—a rare occurrence—and the three of them conducted a thorough interrogation. During that time, I explained again that I could see people glowing from the inside, that the brightness varied from person to person, and that there were many glowing things floating in the air, not just around people.

But they never told me why I could see it, or if anyone else could. Since then, none of the three have mentioned the light I see, and since I haven't talked about it to anyone else, I still don't know what it was. Hmph, it's bothering me.

As the three of us—me, Ruria, and Hanna—were looking around the garden for a while longer, I saw an adult man walking towards us from the direction of the formal garden. "Oh, if it isn't Ruria and Saki!" he called out, dropping the tools he was holding—a ladder, large shears, and so on—and rushing over to scoop Ruria up into his arms.

"Aaaah, my little Ruria, you're so cute, my little Ruria."

The man said, nuzzling his cheek against Ruria's. Ruria, held in his arms, didn't say a word, and her expression didn't change, but her eyes were filled with a cold light that said, "This guy is so annoying."

"Hello, Uncle Dani. Are you in the middle of work?"

"Hey, Saki. I was just trimming the hedges. Mmm, my little Ruria is as cute as ever today! Truly an angel on earth."

Uncle Dani is Ruria's father and the husband of my wet nurse, Maria-san. He's also our family's exclusive gardener. The Arcalai manor's grounds are quite large, featuring not only trees but also a formal garden made of trimmed hedges, a gazebo, a vegetable patch, and even a medicinal herb garden. Uncle Dani manages all of it. Like my own name, as a former Japanese person, I have my thoughts about his name, but "Dani" is apparently a very common male name.

"Dani-san, Saki-sama is the master's son. It would be a problem if you did not use more polite language."

Hanna's protest was reasonable, but the relationship between the master's family and the servants in our house is quite relaxed. There are some, like the steward and the attendant, who are strict about etiquette, but people like that, including Hanna, are in the minority. However, it was true that Uncle Dani was particularly laid-back. He was still nuzzling Ruria's cheek as we spoke, and the look in Ruria's eyes grew colder and colder.

"Now, now, don't be like that. Ruria and Saki are like brother and sister, so by extension, Saki is like a son to me."

"Uncle, I've learned all the names of the vegetables in the patch. I want you to teach me about the herbs next."

"Wow, you're so smart, Saki. Alright, let's go over to the herb garden right now."

The truth is, my parents are busy with their duties as nobles, and we rarely have time to talk at length. Aside from Mother Maria and Hanna, Uncle Dani is the closest adult to me. Besides, even though I call him 'uncle,' he's only in his mid-twenties, around the same age I was when I died in my past life. For me, he's an important figure among the servants, someone I can talk to casually like a friend.

Uncle Dani, still holding Ruria, was about to take my hand and head to the herb garden when a voice that echoed throughout the grounds stopped him.

"You! How long are you going to slack off from your work?!"

Mother Maria—she's my wet nurse, but since she's the one who raised me, I can't help but call her that—had come out into the garden at some point and was standing there with her hands on her hips, fuming. She stood there imposingly with her chest puffed out, but from my perspective, having been breastfed by her, she was rather thin... whoops, I shouldn't go there. Behind Mother Maria, in the gazebo, were my parents, a rare sight. It seemed the three of them had been enjoying some tea.

"Well, I was just checking on the mood of my beloved princess..."

"That's no excuse to abandon your work to dote on your daughter!"

"Don't be so angry. You're most beautiful when you smile."

"That's enough. Bring the two of them over here. Since we're all here, let's have tea together."

Cutting off her husband's nonsense, Mother Maria returned to the gazebo without another word. Uncle Dani readjusted his hold on Ruria and gave me an exaggerated shrug.

"The goddess is angry. Let's head over there."

He wasn't just joking; he regularly calls Mother Maria "my goddess" and Ruria "princess," "fairy," or "angel" without a hint of shame. I masked my lukewarm gaze with a childlike smile and let my uncle lead me by the hand, with Hanna in tow, toward the gazebo.

In the gazebo, set within a garden of hedges and flowerbeds, two couples and two children were seated at a table. On the table were cups of tea for everyone (the color was similar to oolong tea) and sweets. I took a sip of tea like the adults and winced at the bitterness. Apparently, even in this world, it's known that children who drink tea can't sleep at night. I was advised against it, but I couldn't resist the long-awaited taste of tea. Ruria paid no mind to the tea and was single-mindedly devouring the sweets. Hanna had been preparing the tea until a moment ago, but now she stood behind us dutifully, as a maid should.

"Still, you two are always together. It's a good thing."

Once the adults' conversation lulled, my father, Levi, directed the conversation toward us. He must have noticed that Ruria and I were occasionally holding hands under the table. Levi Adoni Arcalai. Viscount Levi Arcalai is a noble and a mage. He holds the position of Royal Magic Advisor, and his skills are said to be among the best in the country. He has several other titles and is always busy, traveling to many places. Therefore, opportunities to talk like this are rare.

"It's true. I wish Ruria-chan could become our child, don't you?"

The one making that classic mom comment was my mother, Sarah Adoni Arcalai. She and my father are a mage couple, and like him, she is very busy. It's a bit of a concern for me that I don't really feel like she's my mother. Come to think of it, today they were both wearing outfits that closely resembled the academic robes students in the West wear for graduation, rather than their usual monk-like robes. They must have just returned from some official duty.

"No way, Sarah. My Ruria is guaranteed to grow up to be a beauty who takes after me. Even if he's the heir to a viscounty, I can't just marry her off so easily."

Mother Maria declared this without a shred of embarrassment. Beside her, Uncle Dani was nodding silently in agreement. Isn't that a bit of a problematic statement? The inappropriate thought for a toddler almost escaped my lips, but in this household, this was normal. My parents weren't offended either, and they laughed pleasantly, saying things like, "What's this, are you just boasting about yourself in the end?"

Actually, although Mother Maria is a commoner by birth, she is my father Levi's cousin, and she is also a long-time best friend of my mother Sarah. Looking at them now, Father Levi, Mother Maria, and Ruria all have black hair, so the blood connection is clear. As for me, I had inherited Mother Sarah's blonde hair and blue eyes. As a former Japanese person, it felt somewhat strange, like I didn't fit my own skin. Especially when there were people with black hair and black eyes so close by.

"We're only three, you know?"

I said, taking another sip of tea. Yep, bitter. Whether it was because my body was that of a toddler or because the tea in this world was particularly strong, I felt the bitterness much more intensely than the tea I remembered from my past life. At the same time, I could feel the adult part of my mind rejoicing in the bitterness spreading through my mouth, thinking, "This is it." Still, referring to myself as "we" in that way felt... well, it made my skin crawl.

But since I was born the son of a noble, I figured there was a certain way I should speak, so I've been making a conscious effort to do so. When in Rome, do as the Romans do. You're not allowed to point out how strange it is for a three-year-old to refer to himself in such a way.

"Oh? But among the nobility these days, it's quite common to arrange marriages from a young age."

"The kingdom is stable now, so the nobles have begun to act with a long-term perspective. It also means they can deal with matters amicably even before the marriage is finalized."

Okay, dear parents. Can we please stop with the graphic talk in front of young children? Also, Father, could you please not use such difficult words? I mean, it's helpful for my language studies, but it's hard to keep up.

"Hmm. So it wouldn't be strange to have Saki and Ruria engaged now, then."

"Ruria isn't going to get married off. Not even to Saki."

"Right, how about you stay quiet for a bit?"

And there they were, Mother Maria and Uncle Dani, consistent as ever.

Suddenly, I felt a gaze on me and turned to see Ruria staring at me silently. Did something about the conversation catch her attention? We've been together since we were born, but it's very difficult to read what Ruria is thinking. She rarely changes her expression and speaks very little. I thought for a moment, then squeezed her hand again under the table. She stared at me for a little longer, then went back to the task of devouring sweets. What on earth was that about? And you adults, stop smirking at us.

"That's true. They are both still so small, I don't think we need to rush to decide their futures. If it really came to that, we would have to consult with my mother-in-law as well..."

As Mother Sarah said this, wrapping up the conversation, Father Levi's expression suddenly turned serious, and he looked around at everyone.

"Speaking of which, the former head will be visiting the manor soon."

The moment those words were spoken, it felt as if all the adults froze for an instant. Then, they all started talking at once.

"Aunt is coming?! I haven't heard anything from Father back home!"

"She said she's coming here alone. She just wants to see her grandchildren, so there's no need for a grand reception."

"Even so... this is a problem. I must ask the head chef to start preparations for a banquet right away."

"The garden is decently maintained, but I wonder if it's good enough. Do you think I could hire a few helpers starting tomorrow?"

I was bewildered by the adults talking over each other in a flustered state, and I exchanged a look with Ruria. At that point, Mother Sarah threw me a lifeline.

"Saki, your grandmother is coming to the manor. For Ruria-chan, she would be your great-aunt. She was the head of the house before your father, and she's the greatest mage in this country."

"The greatest mage in the country!? Amazing! Will I be able to meet her?"

"Of course. You two probably don't remember, but you met her when you were babies. It seems she's coming to see how big you've grown, so we'll have to make sure you're dressed presentably. Hanna, I'm sorry, but could you consult with Maria and get new outfits for Saki and Ruria-chan? It will have to be ready-made clothes since it's a rush, but it can't be helped."

"As you wish, my lady."

Seriously? I have a grandma? And she's the country's number one mage, no less. There must be a reason she doesn't live with us. But this is a chance. My parents are tight-lipped about magic, so maybe I can ask my grandma all about it. Perhaps she'll dote on her grandson and tell me all the things about magic that my parents won't. Alright, I'll have to be on my best behavior when I meet her.

I glanced over at Ruria next to me. She was staring down at the sweet she held in both hands, her mouth still, silent. Ah, I see. She doesn't want to meet a stranger. Ruria has a shy side and doesn't really try to open up to anyone other than the people here. It even took her quite a while to get used to the other servants in the manor.

"It's okay, Ruria. I'll be with you."

When I said that to her, Ruria looked at me for a moment, and then for some reason, she offered the sweet in her hand to my mouth. Whoa, why are you doing this, at this timing, in front of this gallery of onlookers? I looked back and forth between Ruria's face and the sweet at my lips, hesitated for a moment, then reluctantly took a bite from her hand.

"Nn."

Ruria still wasn't satisfied and pressed the rest of the sweet against my mouth. When I resignedly ate the rest of it, Ruria gave me a nod, her expression unchanging. Dammit, I have no idea what to say in a situation like this; I have no experience with this, in this life or the last. Should I just act like a three-year-old and say, "Yummy"? As the adults watched us two silent children with knowing smirks, today's tea party came to an end.
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			Chapter 3: The Magic Otaku Encounters a Great Grandmother

			From the day we were told of my grandmother's impending visit, an unusual tension settled over the Arcalai manor.

The head chef—who, in my past life, I’d have pictured as a man, but in our house is an older woman—was purchasing special ingredients from the market, already beginning the preparations for time-consuming dishes. Dani hired several helping hands and was working at a feverish pace to prune the trees and tend to the gardens and vegetable patch. The cleaning maids scrubbed the furniture and stairs more meticulously than ever, their work scrutinized by the chief steward with an even stricter eye than usual. The only ones unaffected were myself, Ruria, and our personal maid, Hanna.

When I asked, “What’s Grandmother like?” Hanna began with a hesitant, “I don’t know her well myself, but…” before sharing what she knew.

My grandmother, Ester Adoni Arcalai, was said to be the greatest magic user in the entire kingdom. The Arcalai family was old, but they had been more like the leading family of a village, not true nobles. However, during the war some thirty years ago, my grandmother performed incredible deeds on the battlefield. The king rewarded her with the title of Viscount, a manor in the capital, and a position at court. Now that my father had inherited the title and duties, she had apparently returned to her home village to live in retirement.

“The best magic user in the country, huh? That’s amazing. What kind of person is she?”

“To be honest, I’ve hardly ever met her…”

“Oh, really?”

“Shortly before I began my service here, the former mistress passed the title to the master and returned to her home village. Since then, she has only visited this manor once, when the two of you were born. And even then, I hear she left immediately after seeing your faces. So, I’ve never had the chance to speak with her.”

“Hmm.”

She sounded like quite the impatient person. *Or maybe she and Mother Sarah don’t get along.* Mother-in-law troubles might just be a timeless theme, even in this world.

“I came to this manor because my father is on good terms with the master, but some of the older servants were summoned here from the mistress’s home village. Even some of the younger staff are children of those veterans, so you might learn more if you ask them.”

“Got it. I’ll go ask someone else. You coming, Ruria?”

During my conversation with Hanna, Ruria had been sitting silently beside me, reading a children’s picture book. At my words, she looked up and held out her hand without a word. I took it, and we left the nursery side-by-side. Hanna followed silently behind us. Now, who should we ask?

We descended the stairs from the second-floor nursery and made our way to the kitchen at the far end of the first floor. It was still a little before noon, but the kitchen maids were already bustling about, preparing for the meal. A large, stout woman stood stirring a pot over the fire, shouting orders at them in a booming voice.

“Once you’re done washing the vegetables, check on the bread oven! You two, get started on the soup!”

This was the head chef of our house. A seasoned cook, she had worked in this very kitchen for thirty years. That meant she had been here since the manor was built, making her one of the most senior members of the staff.

“Chef, could you please check this!” a maid called out as she opened the lid of the stone oven.

The head chef left her pot and peered inside where the bread was baking.

“Alright, you can take it out now. I’ve said it before, but be careful.”

With a chorus of “Yes, ma’am” at her back, the chef started back toward her pot, only then seeming to notice us standing at the kitchen entrance. Wiping her hands on her apron, she walked over.

“What is it, you little ones? As you can see, I’m busy right now, so I can’t dote on you.”

“Sorry, Chef. We wanted to ask you about Grandmother.”

At my words, the chef glanced past us to our rear. I sensed Hanna bow her head. The chef gave a slight shrug. “Let’s talk over here,” she said, heading back to her pot. We followed her in silence.

Stirring the pot once more, she asked, “It was about the former mistress, right? What do you want to know?”

“We were told that Grandmother is the best magic user in the country, but we were wondering what kind of person she is.”

“What kind of person, eh… In a word, she’s terrifying.”

*Well, that was blunt. Terrifying how? Does her head detach at night and fly around the room?*

“You mean she’s scary?”

The chef stopped stirring, lifted her gaze from the pot, and let her eyes drift into the distance as she began to speak.

“Back when I was a girl helping my parents in our village, the former mistress was the most famous young lady around. She was elegant, unbelievably smart… all us little village kids looked up to her. She went off to the city to become a magic user, but then the war started, and she never came back. After the war ended and this kingdom was formed, we heard she’d become a noble in the capital. When they started gathering staff for her new manor, I was the first to raise my hand. That’s when I saw her again, for the first time in maybe ten years.”

She paused, looking from me to Ruria before continuing.

“The former mistress I saw after all that time wasn’t the young lady I once knew. She was as beautiful as ever, but her eyes, her voice… they were gentle, yet held a terrifying intensity. Standing before her, you couldn’t help but shrink back. There was no way I could speak to her casually like in the old days. And of course not. She wasn’t a young lady anymore. She was a magic user, and the head of a noble house. She rarely got angry, but when she did scold a servant, even grown men would end up crying.”

*This isn’t exactly a story for a toddler,* I thought, but I listened in silence. Ruria, who was even less talkative than a book, was also listening intently to the chef’s story. So was Hanna. Ah, maybe the chef was telling us this with the added intention of educating Hanna, a younger servant.

“Magic users are all scary, but the former mistress is in a league of her own. You two be on your best behavior when she arrives.”

“We will, Chef. Thanks for taking the time to talk to us, even though you’re so busy.”

I offered my thanks but didn’t bow. I had been taught that a noble must not bow their head needlessly to a commoner. To be honest, with my experience as a corporate drone in Japan, I still had to fight the reflex to bow. I’d been corrected so many times that I rarely made the mistake now. Instead, Hanna bowed her head, apologizing for interrupting her work. The chef waved a hand as if to say, “Don’t worry about it,” and returned her focus to the pot. I took Ruria’s hand and led her out of the kitchen, which was quickly turning into a battlefield as lunchtime approached.

Still, the idea of magic users being scary was a strange concept to me, having been born into a family of them. Were my own parents feared outside the manor? Come to think of it, my grandmother had earned her noble title through her achievements in the war. Even if she came from a prominent family of village leaders, for a commoner to be granted a hereditary peerage, not just a life title, her contributions must have been staggering. And great achievements on the battlefield meant she had likely killed a great many people. No wonder everyone was intimidated.

At any rate, I wanted more information about my grandmother. We decided our next stop would be to visit someone who had likely observed her up close.

“And so, you came to me, is that it?”

The elderly man sitting before us spoke in a calm tone. This was Gill, the chief steward of the Arcalai family. A chief steward is like the general manager of the manor, taking command of its operations in place of the busy master of the house. With his white-streaked hair slicked back, his mustache neatly trimmed, and his high-ranking servant’s uniform worn with precision, he was the very image of the classic ‘butler’ one would associate with a noble estate in my previous life. In truth, the role of a chief steward is older than that of a butler, and a butler’s duties are somewhat narrower, typically overseeing only the male servants. At least, that was how it was in my past life.

“Yes. I thought that you, Gill-san, having served Grandmother for so long, might be able to offer a different perspective.”

My tone was different from how I spoke to the other servants. Gill was strict about etiquette and would scold me for not using polite language. That said, I really couldn’t stand the roundabout manner of speech expected of nobility, so I was getting by with a polite tone mixed with a few honorifics. Apparently, it wasn’t proper for the master’s son to use honorifics with a servant, but Gill seemed to let it slide.

“I see. You wish to know more about the former mistress’s character.”

With that, Gill offered us some tea and sweets. We were currently in his office on the first floor. In addition to his desk, it contained a simple table and chair set for receiving guests. Part of the chief steward’s job was to interview new servants and meet with visitors who didn’t require a direct audience with the master. Ruria and I sat across from Gill, with Hanna standing dutifully behind us. Getting on and off adult-sized chairs was quite a challenge for a toddler, though.

“The head chef told me that Grandmother is held in high esteem by the staff. Is there anything else you can tell us about her?”

I wasn’t foolish enough to say that I’d heard the servants were terrified of her.

“Is that so. The former mistress is not only respected by those within this manor. Outside these walls as well, from the royal court to the common folk, she is held in great reverence by many. That has not changed, even now that she has retired from her position as head of the house.”

“Is that as a noble? Or as a magic user?”

“Both, but… yes. One could say that in the eyes of the world, she is more renowned as a magic user than as a noble.”

Gill offered us more sweets with a wry smile. I said, “Pardon me,” before taking a sip of tea. The servants in our house were getting used to my un-childlike speech, but it seemed they still found it a bit jarring. Ah, unable to resist, Ruria silently reached for a sweet. Noticing Gill’s brow furrow ever so slightly, I quickly restarted the conversation.

“Everyone has told me that Grandmother is the greatest magic user in the kingdom. What exactly does it mean to be the best in the country?”

“As I am a commoner, I cannot claim to know the detailed affairs of magic users.”

Gill prefaced his words with this disclaimer before continuing.

“During the war thirty years ago, the former mistress was already said to have no equal in terms of skill. However, I humbly believe her true greatness was demonstrated after the war ended. The former mistress opened a private academy, where she discovered many talented boys and girls and sent them on to the magic academy. Those young magic users, including her own son, the current master, have grown into fine individuals who now support this kingdom. It would be no exaggeration to say that most of those called high-ranking magic users have been influenced by her guidance. To this day, they still look up to her as their master. Perhaps hearing this will give you some understanding of her greatness.”

“A private academy for magic users, and a magic academy… so those exist. Will I be able to attend?”

So there really is a magic academy! I tried to sound as calm as possible, but my excitement was through the roof. It was a staple of the fantasy genre, a classic element from the stories of my past life. To be honest, I was hoping for something more like a secret society in a magical tower, but I certainly wouldn’t complain about a grand academy either.

“I am certain you will proceed from the private academy to the magic academy, Saki-sama. However, as I am not a magic user myself, I cannot provide any more detail. It would be best to ask someone else.”

“Someone else, you mean?”

Gill smiled gently and told me.

“Maria-sama, of course.”

“You should have just come to me from the start.”

Back in the nursery, Maria said this as she sat with Ruria on her lap. Her hands were adjusting the ribbon on the front of the new one-piece dress Ruria was wearing. My own outfit was a new jacket and trousers that had just been purchased. Moments earlier, Maria and Hanna had been making us try on new clothes, calling it a dress rehearsal and fussing over every detail.

“I guess so. But you weren’t around today, Maria-kaasan.”

Maria had gone with Dani to buy our clothes. It must have been a rare date for them, as she seemed to be in a better mood than usual. As for Dani, he’d been so fussy while Ruria was trying things on that Maria and Hanna had kicked him out of the room, saying they were going to get changed. Sorry about that, Dani.

“So, you were going around asking the staff about my aunt, huh? What did you hear?”

“That Grandmother is an amazing magic user who’s respected by everyone in the manor and across the country. And, well, that she’s scary when she’s angry.”

“Honestly, who told you that? Well, she is scary, I’ll give you that.”

Maria put a finger to her lips. “Don’t you dare tell her I said that,” she whispered. I’d thought it before, but this woman could be pretty terrible.

“Gill-san said I should ask you about magic users. You know, about the private academy and the magic academy.”

“I see. But Saki, you’re not a magic user yet, so I can’t tell you everything.”

“...Does that mean you’re a magic user too, Maria-kaasan?”

“That’s right. Believe it or not, I’m one of my aunt’s disciples, a humble one at that. Though I wasn’t a very good one,” she said, sticking out her tongue.

She glanced at Hanna, who nodded, bowed, and left the room. As Hanna opened the door, I thought I saw Dani on the other side, biting a handkerchief with tears in his eyes as he peered in our direction. I decided it was probably my imagination.

According to Maria, there were strict rules among magic users, and they were forbidden from teaching almost anything about magic to ordinary people. Only those who aspired to become magic users and became an apprentice or entered a private academy could be taught about magic in stages. They could only learn everything after enrolling in the magic academy, and it was a crime for anyone who failed to get in or was expelled to use magic.

“So, until you’re a little older and enter your father’s academy, I can’t teach you about magic.”

“Father’s academy? Oh, because it’s the academy the Arcalai family opened.”

“Exactly. The private academy my aunt started is now run by Levi. A great many students are learning from your father to prepare for the magic academy.”

“How old do I have to be to get in?”

“Around six, I think. Sarah, Levi, and I were all about that age when we entered my aunt’s academy.”

Three more years. Honestly, that felt like a long time. It seemed that even with so many magic users in the family, I wouldn’t be getting any special treatment. It looked like there was no legitimate way for me to learn about magic right now.

“You three have been together for that long? Wait, then what about Dani?”

“Oh, him? I met him after I entered the magic academy. He was a young apprentice landscaper, and when we met in town, he came at me with this incredible intensity, saying, ‘It was love at first sight!’ To be honest, most people are scared of magic users, so it was really refreshing. Before I knew it, he’d gotten friendly with Sarah and Levi, too. They both started cheering him on, and then…”

Oh, no! I had stepped on a landmine! By the time I realized it, Ruria had buried her face in Maria’s chest and was sleeping soundly. There was no sign of Dani or Hanna returning. I revised my opinion of Maria, concluding that they were two peas in a pod after all, and resigned myself to being a captive audience for her gushing love story.

*Hey, what happened to the part where you were supposed to tell me about Grandma?*

Finally, the day of my grandmother’s arrival came.

Ruria and I, dressed in our new clothes, waited for a short while in the nursery. Hanna came to inform us that everything was ready. She led us to a place I had never entered before: my father’s private study. The attendant waiting in front of the door—a handsome young man who was quite popular with the female staff—nodded to us, knocked, and then quietly opened the door.

I glanced sideways at Ruria. Her expression was as blank as ever, but I could see a hint of nervousness in her downcast eyes. I gave her hand a light squeeze to get her attention, and when she looked up, I smiled and said, “Let’s go.” Ruria gave a small nod, and I led her by the hand through the doorway.

My father’s study, which I was entering for the first time, was not as large as I had expected. A large, ebony-like wooden desk sat against the far wall, flanked by bookshelves on either side. For the room of the head of the house, it had little in the way of luxurious furniture and had a rather plain atmosphere. The shelves were lined with books bound in parchment, scrolls, and various curiosities that fiercely piqued my interest, but I quickly reminded myself that now was not the time.

Two sofas faced each other in front of the desk. Mother Sarah and Maria sat on one, and Father Levi on the other. And next to my father, on the far side, sat the woman who must be my grandmother and the greatest magic user in the country, Ester Adoni Arcalai.

My grandmother was slender and tall. She sat with her back perfectly straight, a posture that exuded an overwhelming presence. More than anything, her shining black eyes, filled with a powerful will, were fixed on me, and I felt myself shrinking under their gaze. Her long white hair, with remnants of its original black at the roots, was tied back carelessly. For a magic user said to be without peer, the robe she wore was plain, devoid of any lavish decoration, and looked no different from everyday wear. Come to think of it, all four adults in the room were wearing robes. Even Maria was in a monk-like robe similar to my parents’, a departure from her usual dress.

And from within my grandmother, an overflowing light poured forth. Its brilliance was greater than that of my parents. If I were to compare it to the brightness of stars from my past life, my parents were first-magnitude stars like Vega or Altair, while Grandma was Sirius. A negative second-magnitude star. In fact, everyone in the room was glowing so brightly (except me, I could cry) that the room felt strangely illuminated.

As we approached the adults, Ruria kept a firm grip on my arm, positioning herself half-hidden in my shadow. She had a shy side and would often hide behind me like this around strangers. Even now, she was likely peeking out from behind me to look at our grandmother.

“Saki, Ruria, welcome. This is my mother, Ester. Saki, she is your grandmother, and Ruria, your great-aunt. Now, both of you, say your greetings.”

Father Levi broke the silence and prompted us. I took a deep breath and recited the lines I had desperately rehearsed for today.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Grandmother. I am Saki Adoni Arcalai, eldest son of Viscount Levi Arcalai. This is Ruria, my wet nurse’s daughter. I am truly grateful for the opportunity to meet you on this auspicious day.”

I managed to finish without stumbling over my words, bowed, and raised my head. I saw my grandmother raise an eyebrow slightly and sensed a collective “Oh, my…” ripple through my parents. It might have been a bit much for a three-year-old. Even so, this was my moment to make an impression. My opponent was the top magic user in the country. To me, someone aspiring to master magic, she was like the chairman of a company I hoped to join. This meeting was essentially an interview. I couldn't afford to be complacent just because we were family; it was crucial to leave a strong personal impression.

Next, I tugged on the arm Ruria was holding to prompt her, but she refused to come out from behind me. Unable to bear the silence, Maria finally spoke up in a flustered tone.

“That’s not right, Ruria. You must give a proper greeting as well.”

Ruria remained silent for a moment longer before peeking out from behind me. “…Ruria,” she said in a tiny voice, then quickly hid again. I reflexively glanced at my grandmother, but she didn’t seem particularly offended by Ruria’s behavior. She smiled warmly and spoke to us.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you both. I am Ester. Saki, I’m your grandmother. And Ruria-chan, Maria is like a daughter to me, so you can call me Grandma too, alright?”

Wow, she was much nicer than I expected. The advance intel had been full of words like ‘scary’ and ‘terrifying,’ so I had been a little on guard. Her first impression was a bit unapproachable, but now she felt very gentle. Alright, time to press my advantage!

“Um! Grandmother Ester, I’ve heard you’re the greatest magic user in the country. When I grow up, I want to make magic my profession. Please, would it be possible for you to teach me magic?!”

“W-wait, Saki! Grandmother will be troubled if you suddenly say something like that!”

“That’s right, Saki. We said we’d talk about that when you’re a little older.”

As I raised my voice to make my plea, my parents hastily stood up and began to reprimand me. I’m sorry, Father, Mother. This might have been an unexpected development for the adults, but for me, it was a planned move. I used the interview analogy earlier, and showing ambition to your superiors is never a bad thing. Even if I couldn’t receive tutelage from the pinnacle of magic users right now, if I could get some kind of promise for the future—"when you’re older” or “someday”—it would be a huge win.

My grandmother gestured for my parents to sit down, then turned to me with an apologetic look.

“So you’re interested in magic, Saki. That’s a very good thing. But starting magic training when you’re too young can have a negative effect on a person. I think it would be best for you to focus on your other studies until you’re old enough to attend your father’s academy.”

“A negative effect? Do you mean it could cause problems with my growth or something like that?”

“That’s right. I’m sure a clever boy like you understands, but using magic puts a strain on the body. So if you use it recklessly while you’re still small, it can cause terrible problems. Do you understand?”

“…I understand. I will refrain from learning about magic until I am old enough to be taught by Father. Grandmother, and Father and Mother as well, I apologize for my selfish request.”

It seemed I couldn’t push any further. I made sure to appeal as an obedient child while also saving face for my parents. I could see clear relief wash over the faces of the adults, except for my grandmother. My grandmother—ah, screw it, I’ll just call her Grandma—nodded at me with an affectionate look in her eyes.

“Still, Saki, it’s not just that you know difficult words for your age, but your phrasing is quite old-fashioned. Words like ‘magic’ and ‘magician’… not many people use them nowadays.”

“Now that you mention it, that’s true. Mother-in-law, are ‘magic’ and ‘sorcery’ not the same thing?”

“Perhaps they once referred to different things. But as far as anyone knows, there is only one kind of ‘magic’—the kind we use. My own master and seniors all called themselves ‘magic users.’ It might be interesting to investigate why there are two different terms.”

I’m afraid you’re wrong, Mother Sarah; the two are different. In my past life, ‘magic’ referred to mysterious arts whose principles were not understood, and was distinguished from ‘sorcery,’ which was both a field of study and a technology. The former could be called empirical and inductive, the latter theoretical and deductive. But in this world, though the words exist separately, they are thought to refer to the same phenomenon. What could this mean?

Suddenly, Ruria’s hand let go of my arm. I looked to see her stepping out from behind me and walking over to Maria. She raised her arms in a V-shape, asking to be picked up. *You little traitor, you got bored of our conversation, didn’t you?* Maria shook her head with a look of resignation, bowed her head toward Grandma, and then lifted Ruria onto her lap. At that, Father Levi let out a deliberate “Ahem, ahem,” and turned the conversation toward Grandma Ester.

“Ah, well, magic aside. Mother, didn’t you have a question for Saki?”

Grandma Ester clasped her hands in front of her chest as if to say, “Oh, I remember!” and turned back to me.

“That’s right, let Grandma ask you one question, okay? I heard from Levi that you can see other people glowing. What does it look like?”

Oh, a question about the mysterious glowing phenomenon. My parents and Maria had told me not to talk about it with anyone else, but it seemed this was an exception. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have prompted Grandma to ask me now, with all three of them present.

“Yes. Everyone, including me, looks like they have a light spreading out from inside their body. The brightness is different for each person. And it’s not just people; animals and plants glow, too. It’s a very weak light compared to humans, though. Also, there are lots of little glowing particles floating in the air.”

Grandma listened, nodding, then spoke to me in a serious tone.

“I see. Saki, listen carefully. There is nothing strange about the world you see. It’s a little different from you, but Grandma can also see other people glowing. Your father will teach you what that means when you’re a bit older. Now, let me ask you one thing. Of all the people in this room right now, who is shining the brightest?”

Grandma Ester could see the light, too! I was a little surprised, but it seemed I wouldn’t be getting any detailed explanations again. Seriously, I wish they’d stop being so secretive.

Anyway, what was this last question about? Was it some kind of test? If Grandma really saw the light in the same way I did, she would know immediately if I lied. Was this a way to verify that what I was saying was true, by checking if our perceptions matched? In short, all I had to do was be honest.

I looked around at everyone in the room, took a deep breath, and answered clearly.

“It’s Ruria.”

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In the room the children had just left, the remaining adults sat on the sofa, speechless. Levi, Sarah, and Maria watched Ester with tense expressions as she sat with her eyes closed in silence.

The meeting was over, but no attendant or maid would enter the room. The matters to be discussed now included Ruria’s future, but even her father, Dani, had not been summoned. Matters of magic could not be heard by those who were not magic users.

After a long silence, Ester let out a rather dramatic sigh and broke the quiet.

“Saki is an unusual child. I can’t imagine how a stiff man like you and a quiet girl like Sarah produced a boy like him.”

“My apologies, Mother. I have been preoccupied with my duties and have not been able to give him much attention…”

Levi’s shoulders slumped as he mumbled his reply. He felt ashamed for leaving the boy’s upbringing entirely to Maria, failing in his duties as a parent. He truly wanted to spend more time with Saki, but his position as Viscount and Royal Magic Advisor made that difficult.

“But Aunt, a child like Levi was born from you, so it’s not so strange, is it?”

“Maria, please,” Sarah said, hastily tugging on Maria’s sleeve to reprimand her, but Maria paid her no mind. Ester shot her a glare, but Maria, though her lips twitched slightly, simply smiled back.

“You’ve gotten bold, Maria. Did giving birth toughen you up?”

“Both Saki and Ruria are children I raised. They may be a little different, but they are in no way a source of shame for you, Aunt.”

Ester let out another sigh, then straightened her posture and addressed the three of them.

“Well, shall we get to the reason I came here?”

At her voice, the three turned to face Ester, and the tense atmosphere returned to the room.

“The boy’s eyes are real.”

As Ester said this, Levi reacted instantly.

“Mother. Then Saki has the same… as you…”

“Yes. He possesses *Magic Vision*. A second one has finally appeared. I was beginning to think I might be the only one in the world.”

Ester answered Levi’s question while pressing a hand to her forehead. On the opposite sofa, Sarah and Maria exchanged a look and a nod, as if to say, “Just as we thought.” Sarah turned back to her mother-in-law and teacher to voice her own question.

“Mother-in-law. Saki said he can see things other than people glowing as well…”

“I can see the magical power possessed by humans and magical beasts, but I’ve never seen the magic in the plants and air that he speaks of. It’s possible Saki’s eyes are even more refined than mine.”

Ester paused, looking into the eyes of each of them before continuing.

“In any case, we must not speak of this to anyone else until he comes of age. There’s no telling what would happen if word got out, within the kingdom or beyond, that a child with such eyes exists.”

The three of them nodded deeply at Ester’s words. Simply by walking down a street, Ester could tell whether a passerby was a magic user. On a battlefield, she could pinpoint the location of powerful enemy magic users from a great distance. It was as clear as day that a child with such an ability would not be left alone, by friend or foe.

“Mother, we will impress upon Saki the need for secrecy, so that he does not reveal this to others, at least until he is old enough to be responsible for himself.”

“Do so. Of course, if anyone dares to lay a hand on my grandchildren, I will not remain silent.”

Despite her quiet tone, Ester’s words were filled with a power that made the other three hold their breath. Ester Adoni Arcalai was hailed as the kingdom’s strongest, a Sixth Tier magic user, a level said to be unmatched not only within the kingdom but in all the neighboring countries. During the unification war, she inflicted immense damage on the allied forces of the seven city-states, striking fear into not only the enemy but her own army as well. Her immense magical power had not waned in the slightest, even in her retirement.

They called her *The Witch*. Though there were many female magic users in the world, the simple title of "The Witch" referred to her and her alone. Then, the powerful expression on Ester’s face vanished, replaced by a sudden, lonely sigh.

“That is why it is so pitiful. The boy possesses an invaluable gift for a magic user, yet he has almost no magical power to speak of.”

“Mother… is he truly… does Saki truly have no talent?”

“There have been cases where a person’s magical power has changed as they grow. But Saki’s magical power has remained as weak as it was at birth. Unfortunately, we cannot expect him to achieve greatness as a magic user.”

“I see…”

At the words of his mother and teacher, Levi responded with a pained groan. Sarah looked down sadly, seemingly trying to contain her emotions.

With her *Magic Vision*, Ester Adoni Arcalai had discovered children and youths with superior magical power, including her own son Levi, and had raised countless magic users. Currently, most of the high-ranking magic users known throughout the kingdom had been under her tutelage. The private academy Levi now hosted was originally started by Ester to cultivate the next generation of magic users.

And that same Ester was now declaring that Saki had no future as a magic user. Though they had half-expected it, having the reality laid bare by their teacher felt like a crushing weight to Levi and Sarah.

“Aunt, about that…”

The heavy silence was broken by Maria’s voice. Ester held up a hand as if to say, “I know,” then looked over the three of them before dropping a bombshell.

“My title of ‘The Witch’ will be inherited by Ruria.”

The three of them froze as if struck by lightning, unable to speak. *Magic Vision* perceived the magnitude of a person’s magical power as the brightness and size of their light. Saki had said that Ruria shone brighter than anyone else in the room. And Ester had acknowledged that Saki’s eyes were real. In other words, Ester was admitting that Ruria possessed even greater magical power than herself.

Ester’s magical power was on a level far removed from other magic users. While her own disciples, all of whom were considered first-rate, were at best Fourth Tier, with most remaining at the Third, she alone stood at the heights of the Sixth Tier. If Ruria, at only three years of age, possessed magical power that surpassed even Ester’s, what kind of magic user would she become when she grew up?

As silence once again dominated the room, Ester dropped another bombshell.

“Maria. In the future, would it be possible for Ruria to marry Saki?”

This, however, was something that not only Maria but also Levi and Sarah had anticipated.

“I believe Ruria is fond of Saki. But…”

Maria hesitated as she replied to Ester.

“What is it? Don’t be so vague. Speak plainly.”

“Well, what you mean to say, Aunt, is that you want Ruria, not Saki, to inherit the Arcalai house, correct?”

“That’s right. We already have a precedent in me. Whether she’s a woman or a commoner by birth, it won’t be a problem.”

“But, though she is my child, Ruria is… not very talkative and rather shy. I wonder if she is truly suited to be the head of a noble house.”

“Perhaps, but while the viscounty is one thing, the position of Royal Magic Advisor requires real skill, don’t you think? Don’t worry. As long as she has the ability, no one will complain.”

“That’s very persuasive, coming from you, Aunt.”

“Maria, you’ve really learned to talk back, haven’t you? Once the children are older, perhaps you’d like to start your training all over again? You can live in my house, and I’ll look after you personally. Your brother would be relieved to have his daughter nearby, I’m sure.”

“M-my apologies, Master! I spoke out of turn!”

“Honestly… What is it, Levi? Do you have something to say?”

During Ester and Maria’s exchange, Levi had been watching Ester intently. Prompted by her, he opened his mouth.

“No, I was just thinking that I understand your intentions, Mother. You expect Saki to play the role that Father did, don’t you?”

At this, Ester looked slightly taken aback, then averted her gaze as she replied.

“Ah, well, yes. Saki is clever, and he doesn’t seem to be easily intimidated. I was hoping he could support Ruria in matters of management and negotiation, just like that man did.”

“Come to think of it, Mother-in-law, you always did leave all the troublesome things to Father-in-law, didn’t you?”

“Now Sarah, you too…? Maria, your lack of seriousness has infected Sarah. What am I going to do with you?”

“Excuse me, Aunt, is this my fault?!”

Levi smiled at the now boisterous women and murmured as if to himself.

“And with Saki, he will surely find those with magical talent and raise them well. Just like you did, Mother.”

At his words, the women stopped their chatter and stared at Levi in silence. After a moment, Ester spoke as if on behalf of them all.

“That’s right. Even if he can’t become a great magic user, there are many things that only Saki can do. That is not something to be pitied by anyone.”

The three answered with silence, and a somber mood lingered in the room for a while. After a moment, Ester spoke again.

“Well, we don’t know what the future holds, so for now, just remember this as my wish. For the time being, raise the two of them together as you have been, and send them from the private academy to the magic academy. If anything comes up, you are to consult with me.”

After saying this much, Ester clapped her hands together and said in a suddenly bright tone.

“Alright, enough of this difficult talk. If there’s nothing else, this old woman is heading home.”

Ester stood up without waiting for a reply. Levi scrambled after her, trying to stop her.

“W-wait, Mother. We’ve prepared a banquet for tonight, and the older servants wish to greet you again…”

Ester’s brow furrowed, and she made no effort to hide her displeasure as she retorted.

“I told you I was just stopping by to see your faces and not to make a big fuss. There’s no telling how those worthless disciples of mine might sniff me out. What am I supposed to do if they find out I’m here and come rushing over?”

“If they find out you came to the capital in secret, that will cause its own problems! Mainly, for me!”

Levi pressed her with an intensity that was a stark contrast to his usual calm demeanor. Sarah and Maria rose from the sofa to back him up.

“There are many nobles who would wish to see you, Mother-in-law. For some time to come, I will be subjected to veiled sarcastic remarks in social circles. ‘Why didn’t you tell us,’ they’ll say.”

“High-ranking military officials and the like might very well come storming in here if they learn you were visiting, Aunt.”

Ester waved her hand in front of her scowling face, dismissing their pleas.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I moved to the countryside because I hate that sort of thing. What was the point of retiring if not to avoid it? Tell my disciples and all the other riffraff that if they have business with me, they can come to the village.”

“And when they do, you just pretend you’re not home and refuse to see them!”

Levi finally cast aside his polite language and shouted, but when Ester covered her ears with her hands in a gesture of not listening, his shoulders slumped in visible defeat.

“You all take care of yourselves. Don’t worry. As long as I’m alive, if anything happens to this house, I’ll come running.”

With those parting words, Ester traced a pattern in the air with her finger. A trajectory of light, visible only to her, instantly formed a complex symbol in the air as she uttered a single word.

“――.”

The next moment, Ester’s form vanished from the room. Heavy, heavy sighs escaped the lips of the three left behind.
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			The dinner that evening, in honor of my grandmother’s visit, was a lavish affair, though the guest of honor herself was absent. I had intended to see her off, but it seemed she had departed without even informing the staff. And so, the banquet proceeded without its main guest, but with both my parents at the manor, the meal was livelier than usual. They were often away, attending evening parties hosted by other nobles or holding their own, so sharing a meal as a family was a rare occasion.

There were six of us at the table: myself and Ruria, and both our parents. Normally, I enjoyed a relaxed dinner with Ruria’s family, but tonight, I refrained from opening my mouth wide to take a bite of bread. I was careful not to clink my utensils as I spread what looked like a meat pâté on my roll. The main reason for my good behavior was that Gill-san, the chief steward, was serving us in place of the usual attendant, a change made to properly welcome my grandmother.

"Honestly, the former master is quite incorrigible. The entire staff was prepared to welcome her, and yet…"

With every new dish he brought out, Gill-san grumbled to my father. I could sympathize. They had scrambled to prepare a welcome upon hearing of Grandma’s sudden visit, only for her to leave without so much as settling in or saying goodbye. It was only natural he’d want to complain a little.

I heard she had done the same when we were born, leaving right after seeing our faces. Did she have some reason for not wanting to stay in this manor? *Perhaps it’s a classic mother-in-law versus daughter-in-law problem…* I mused on such pointless things while eating my appetizer—a salad of what was probably steamed chicken and vegetables, tossed in a citrus dressing generously flecked with chopped herbs. Suddenly, a commotion erupted from the direction of the manor’s entrance. The noise grew closer, until the dining hall doors were thrown open with a great shout of, "Pardon the intrusion!"

"Well now! So this is where you were, Levi! Where is the Master?"

The man who burst into the dining hall, his voice practically a yell, was a large figure who appeared to be in his fifties. He was dressed in a black robe of visibly fine quality, his chest adorned with several badge-like objects. *They look like the service ribbons or insignia from my past life.* His eyebrows, a mix of gold and white like the hair on his head, were furrowed in a deep frown as he strode toward the long dining table. By the doorway, an attendant bowed apologetically, a look of distress on his face.

"Commander Azadh, it is good to see you in such fine health as always. As you can see, we are in the middle of dinner. Would you care to join us?"

Father addressed the intruder without a hint of panic, while Gill-san pulled out the chair next to me, gesturing for the man to sit. The seating arrangement tonight had Father, as head of the house, at the head of the table. To his left were Mother and me, and to his right were Ruria’s family. Placing the commander to my left made sense for the arrangement, but did this old guy have to sit next to me? He was a little scary.

"No need! More importantly, I heard the Master came to this manor! Where is she?!"

"My mother did indeed visit, but she has already departed."

"Again! Levi, why did you not stop her?"

"…Do you truly believe she is someone who would listen?"

"Hmph… Well…"

His tone softening slightly, the old man finally settled into the chair beside me. Seeing this, Gill-san promptly brought out a serving of food for him.

"This is a good opportunity. Allow me to introduce you, Commander Azadh. This is my son, Saki. He turned three this year. Saki, this is Lord Azadh, the commander of the Royal Magic Corps. Offer your greetings."

*So he is a soldier,* I thought. *And a commander, no less. He must be quite important.* A Magic Corps… a military unit composed of magic users? That sounded incredibly cool. Not that I wanted to enlist.

In any case, since Father had introduced me, it would be rude not to offer a proper greeting. I slid off my chair and, placing a hand over my chest, bowed toward the commander.

"It is a pleasure to meet you, Commander Azadh. I am Saki, son of Viscount Levi Arcalai. I am pleased to make your acquaintance."

"What a polite greeting. I am impressed. I am Ahab Azadh, Commander of the Hanoku Kingdom’s Magic Corps. Everyone in this house calls me Commander. Think of me as your grandmother’s disciple, and a senior to Levi and Sarah. You too were born into the Arcalai family, so you will surely become a fine magic user one day. I have high expectations for you."

At the commander's words, I saw my parents and Maria-kaasan exchange somewhat strained expressions. Whether Commander Azadh noticed or not, he continued speaking.

"And that must be Maria’s little girl over there. She looks just like Maria did when she was young."

Climbing back onto my chair, I looked across the table and, ah, just as I thought. Ruria was clinging to her mother, refusing to even look at the commander. I couldn’t blame her. Any small child would be frightened if a scary-looking man suddenly barged in during dinner and started shouting.

"My apologies, Commander. My daughter, Ruria, is a little shy around strangers."

The commander gave a magnanimous nod at Maria-kaasan’s explanation and began to speak while picking at a platter of ham and cheese that had been brought to him. I assumed they were made from pork and cow's milk, but I couldn't be certain, as I had yet to see a pig, cow, or chicken in this world. In any case, I decided to listen in on his conversation while carefully sipping my soup so as not to make a sound.

"They may call me Commander, or the senior disciple of the Arcalai school, but my magical skill is not even a shadow of the Master’s. It is not that I am disrespected, but my words simply do not carry the same weight as hers. With the Noble Faction making unsettling moves, we need the Master to return to the royal capital and keep them in check, both at home and abroad…"

"Their expansionist policy itself is not necessarily misguided… but are they in such a hurry?"

"It seems a large-scale conflict has broken out among the Orc tribes of the Central Plains. They see this as an opportunity to intervene with an army and carve out the southern part of the plains for themselves. To top it off, they have the gall to demand that the Magic Corps dispatch units to assist them."

"This is not a war between human nations. Territory cannot be won by military force alone… Even if they wipe out the Orcs, we must send settlers, build roads, and defend the villages and farmlands from external threats before the land can truly become part of our kingdom. All the while, the dispatched army must remain garrisoned in the occupied territory. How long would it be before we could ever hope to recover such military expenses?"

"The country could collapse before that happens! All they want is military glory, and they fully intend to push the cleanup onto the bureaucrats. I will not cooperate in such a war!"

The commander and my father were having a difficult conversation. Words I didn't recognize were used frequently, and I was listening with all my might when my ears caught a term I couldn’t ignore. I instinctively waited for a pause in their conversation and jumped in.

"I apologize for interrupting. What sort of creature is this Orc you speak of?"

That was right. Orcs, the staple race of light novels. Did they exist in this world, too? Were they the sworn enemies of female knights? I had to know.

"Ah, an Orc, you ask? They are a savage race, different from us humans. They are all larger than humans and have terrifying faces with tusks like wild boars. They are a warlike people who wander the plains and forests, often fighting with other races and other Orc tribes. I have not heard of them using magic, so they are not something the kingdom needs to fear."

The commander answered cheerfully. I noticed he now held a wine goblet, and Gill-san was standing behind him with a bottle of wine. As expected of our household’s chief steward, he knew how to handle troublesome guests. The man had been quite agitated at first, but eating and drinking tends to calm people down. It seemed the principle of "Let's talk over a meal" was effective in other worlds, too.

"Such a race exists? Are we likely to get into a conflict with these Orcs?"

"We would never bother with the likes of them, though some fools seem eager to stir up trouble."

"Orcs raid other tribes and races for plunder, but each tribe is not very large. The kingdom has built forts along the northern border to prepare for them, so the Orcs do not attack us here," Father added as the commander waved a dismissive hand, his tone one of utter exasperation. It seemed the Orcs of this world were not so different from the image I had from my past life. But to think that not only magic but other races existed as well… this world was truly overflowing with fantasy. At this rate, there might even be monsters and magical beasts. Part of me wanted to see them, and part of me really didn't.

"Well, it is best to let the Orcs fight amongst themselves. There is no need for us to get involved. However, the Noble Faction is not our only problem…"

The commander trailed off, his gaze sweeping over the people at the table before settling on Uncle Dani. My uncle nodded back at him, then rose from his seat. He took Ruria from Maria-kaasan and turned to me.

"Alright, my little princess and Saki, are your tummies full? It is about time for bed, so let us go back to your room together."

I knew instantly. Looking at who was staying and who was leaving, this was their usual cue for a "conversation not meant for non-magic-users." *Left out again,* I thought, but I knew well enough by now that the people they called magic users were uncompromising on this point. I cast a final, longing look at the main dish—the rest of my salt-cured meat with the chef’s special sauce that took days to prepare—before reluctantly setting my knife and fork on the table. Then, I slid off my chair and bowed to the commander.

"Well then, Commander Azadh, it was a pleasure speaking with you. Good night to you all."

A wide smile spread across the commander’s face. He placed a hand on my head and said, "Once you are allowed to go outside the manor, come and visit me anytime. I will tell you as many stories as you like about things you do not yet know."

"You have to promise," I said, making him swear to it, and then left the dining hall with Uncle Dani, who was carrying Ruria.

On our way back to the children’s room on the second floor, Uncle Dani spoke, holding Ruria, who already looked to be asleep.

"The Commander is lonely, you know. He gave all sorts of reasons, but deep down, he just wants his master to be close by."

I looked up at my uncle and saw a distant, lonely look in his own eyes. It felt as though he was speaking to me, but that half of his words were meant for someone else entirely.

"The person he spent decades with, who he looked up to like a mother and a sister, will no longer see him. A disciple is meant to leave their master and stand on their own one day, but I suppose this is a different matter entirely."

"Is that how it is?"

I thought of my parents from my previous life, the parents of Shirasawa Aki. We weren’t on bad terms, but after I became a working adult and moved out, I never saw them. Now, even their faces were a blur. When I realized I had died, I felt sorry for preceding them in death while they were still healthy, but that was all. I wasn’t particularly sad that I would never see them again. Maybe I was just lacking in familial affection.

"That is how it is," Uncle Dani said, his voice a whisper as he smiled gently at me.

"I don't get it," I replied, taking his hand as we climbed the stairs to the second floor.

Back in the children’s room, I lay in bed and watched the mysterious, glittering particles that illuminated the ceiling, as I always did. In the end, Grandma, who apparently could see the light just as I could, never told me what it was. But I had a growing suspicion that it had something to do with her and the other magic users.

I turned my thoughts to my own body, which barely glowed at all. *This is it, isn't it?* The reason they wouldn’t tell me what the light was. It had to be related to the fact that all the magic users glowed so brightly, while I was even dimmer than Uncle Dani and Hanna, who were ordinary people.

Shaking my head to dispel the thought, I glanced beside me. Ruria was asleep, clutching my arm. Her soft breathing was steady, and her small form radiated a light that was incomparably brighter than the particles floating around us.

To use the star-brightness analogy I’d thought of earlier, if my parents were Vega and Altair and my grandmother was Sirius, then Ruria was the full moon. Not even a star. Her magnitude would be something like -13. Maria-kaasan was a second-magnitude star, while Uncle Dani and Hanna were about fifth-magnitude. I was dimmer than that. Sixth-magnitude at best.

A wave of depression washed over me, and I looked at Ruria’s sleeping face once more. What I was thinking was pure speculation. Nothing was set in stone. Magic users were real in this world, and my family members were among them. Compared to my last life, I was undoubtedly blessed. Even if I was born into a family of magic users but wasn’t suited for magic myself, that was no reason to feel inadequate next to my childhood friend, who might have a real talent for it.

I had to do what I could now, instead of just waiting to be told. A book I read in my past life had a line: *‘Magic is the act of imposing one's will upon the world.’* In other words, any act intended to change the world, to change the status quo, is an act of magic. I will impose my will upon this world: "I will become a magician." To become in this life what I could not in the last.


		
			Chapter 6: Episode 5: The Magic Otaku Begins His Magical Training
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 6

			Episode 5: The Magic Otaku Begins His Magical Training

			The day after my grandmother visited and left, I decided to begin my own training. To do that, I first needed to establish a fundamental plan.

My goal is to become a magus. I still harbor a nagging suspicion that there is a discrepancy between the "magic users" my parents are and the "magus" I aspire to be, but for now, I suppose I will follow my family's path and walk the road of a magic user. My formal studies to become one won't begin for another three years, so I've decided to start my training as a magus first. If possible, it would be best to pursue a regimen that is useful for both. Pacing around my room, I began to recall the various methods of magical training I remembered from my past life.

The easiest is image training. Visualization is crucial in magic, so there is no harm in practicing it. It is also wonderful because it requires no space and can be done anytime, anywhere. There are many ways to do it, but the simplest and quickest is probably *The Dice Method*. This was proposed by a famous magical researcher in my previous life—whose favorite phrase was, 'Go to fourteen'—and it is highly effective for its simplicity.

Here is how it works. You begin by visualizing a die in your mind, imagining the number of pips on each face. Then, you roll the die and vividly picture how it tumbles, which face lands up, and the configuration of the other faces. Once you can clearly imagine the sound of it rolling and the way it bounces, you increase the number of dice to two, then three.

With enough practice, you become able to see an illusory die rolling right before your eyes. This technique is called *Vision*, and it is a powerful tool with applications in various aspects of magic. All right, I will make image training a daily routine. Continuing to pace around the room, I pondered other training methods.

Suddenly, I felt a gaze on me and stopped. I lifted my head from where I had been staring at the floor and my eyes met Ruria's. She had pushed herself up from where she was lying on the carpet. I sensed a hint of irritation in her intense stare and realized I had been disturbing her reading.

"Sorry, sorry. I must be distracting you."

I stopped pacing and sat down on the bed. Ruria nodded as if to say, "Good," then lay back down and resumed reading a children's book with simple words. As I watched Ruria lying on the carpet, seemingly enveloped in a bright light, an idea struck me.

*Assuming this light is something like an aura, and it's related to one's aptitude as a magic user, is there a way to strengthen it?*

In magic, the aura a magus exudes plays a vital role. A detailed explanation would be lengthy, so I will skip it, but the magus's "will" to perform magic is transmitted through this aura, becoming the driving force that brings the spell to fruition. That being said, it is not as if I could see auras in my past life, so this is all just secondhand knowledge from magic books.

The light inside my own body. After considering various ways to strengthen it, I arrived at one candidate: ki cultivation from the sage arts. The sage arts have a training method where you perceive the "ki" within your body as a ball of light and refine it. I will graciously accept any criticism that this is not magic. The point is, whether you call it ki or an aura, all that matters is that I find a way to strengthen this light I am seeing.

It is true that in magic, dabbling in various schools of thought from an early age is discouraged. But I have my experiences from a past life, and there is a similar training method in magic called the "Middle Pillar," so my idea is not entirely off the mark.

At any rate, to try out ki cultivation immediately, I took off my shoes and sat cross-legged on the bed in what is also known as the Full Lotus Position. The intense aversion I feel to getting on a bed with shoes on is likely a remnant of my consciousness as a Japanese person from my previous life. I lowered my gaze and focused my awareness on the faint light emanating from within my body.

I imagined that weak light condensing, gathering in my lower abdomen to form a ball of light. It was a few centimeters below my navel, deep inside my body. In the sage arts, this place is called the *dantian*. As I continued to visualize this while maintaining a regular breathing pattern, the light inside my body actually began to change shape and gather at my dantian. I even felt a warm sensation in the area where the light was concentrating.

Wow. In my past life, I had to rely solely on visualization and internal sensations, but it is amazing to actually see it like this. The results are literally "visible," and it truly feels like I am training. At the same time, I became certain that it was possible to manipulate the light emanating from my body with the power of my will.

Next, while keeping my breathing rhythm steady, I moved the light I had gathered in my dantian downward. I imagined the pearl of light moving through my groin to my tailbone... and it moved! It's moving! I could see the ball of light, along with a sensation of heat, actually traveling through my body. Whoa. If I had this vision in my previous life, I might have dedicated myself more to the sage arts. Would I have aimed to become a sage instead of a magus?

Once the light reached my tailbone, I moved it upward along my spine. It was a strange sensation to see the light through my torso, even though it was on my back. From my back to the nape of my neck, over the back of my head to the crown. Then back to the front of my body, down past the point between my eyebrows, my mouth, and my throat. Finally, it returned to my dantian, where I imagined the pearl of light glowing hotter and brighter. That completed one set. This is one of the training methods of the sage arts, the practice of the Lesser Heavenly Cycle.

The pearl of light gathered in my dantian did not seem much different from before I started. When I relaxed my concentration, it immediately dispersed and returned to a faint, dim glow. Well, this is my first time, so I am not expecting any visible changes right away. Everything is trial and error. If I do not see results after repeating the Lesser Heavenly Cycle training, I can just search for another method.

As I took a breath after finishing the exercise, a voice asked, "What are you doing?" I looked over to see that Ruria had closed her book and was watching me, sitting sideways on the carpet. This was unusual. She normally lets her eyes do the talking and rarely initiates a conversation herself. Then again, I can usually understand what she wants to say just by looking at her eyes, which allows us to communicate with perfect understanding.

"Hm? Something like training to become a magic user, I guess?"

"I'll do it too."

"Huh, you too, Ruria? It might be boring and not fun at all, you know?"

"That's fine. Teach me how."

*No, no, you're already shining like crazy. If the one who has it all also puts in the effort, how is the one who has nothing supposed to catch up?*

I could not answer right away, so I looked into Ruria's eyes. The pupils that held a powerful light stared back at me, and I realized she had no intention of backing down. Ruria rarely expresses her own will, but I know from experience that once she makes up her mind like this, she never changes it.

"...All right, I'll teach you. Sit here."

I pointed to the spot next to me, then got off the bed and put my shoes back on. I had Ruria sit on the edge of the bed. I had no intention of making her sit cross-legged. She is a girl, and she was wearing a dress today. Standing beside the seated Ruria, I tried to explain the Lesser Heavenly Cycle training as simply as possible.

"Okay, first, let's relax your body. Let's regulate your breathing. Inhale for four counts, hold for four, exhale for four, and hold for four. Try it... yes... inhale... one... two... three... four... exhale... one... two... three... four... Good, you're doing great. Keep repeating that. Inhale through your nose, exhale through your mouth. Inhale, one... two... three... four..."

Ruria obediently followed my instructions. This was another basic magical training technique, the four-count breath. As she repeated the steady rhythm, I could see the tension leave her body and she became relaxed. Good, time to move to the next stage.

"Keep breathing like that and try to imagine a ball of light in your lower stomach. It might be easier if you close your eyes at first. Imagine a warm, sparkling light forming inside you."

Ruria closed her eyes as told, but soon opened them and asked, "Where in my stomach?"

"Um, below your navel. Deep inside, around here..."

As I said that, I touched the area about three inches below her navel. A sound I had never heard before escaped her lips. "Hyaa!"

"Ah! Sorry, sorry, did I startle you? It's right around that spot."

I tried to cover my mistake immediately, but my heart was pounding. *Of course.* Even if we were raised like siblings, and even if we are both just toddlers, touching a sensitive area on a girl's body is completely out of line. I had done it without thinking, but hearing Ruria's voice made me realize just how terrible my action was.

Ruria opened her eyes and gave me an intense look. I suppressed my inner turmoil and offered her an innocent smile (or so I hoped). She glared at me for a moment longer before closing her eyes again and concentrating on her breathing and visualization. In an instant, the light in her dantian area condensed and began to glow as a massive sphere of light. Whoa! Amazing... It was not a halo but an "inner light," so bright that Ruria's whole body seemed to shine.

"Yeah. That's amazing, Ruria, you're doing great right from the start. Next, imagine that warm light moving. Um..."

I hesitated for a moment. How do you say "tailbone" in the language here?

"...Let's try to imagine it passing between your legs and moving toward your bottom. Like a warm ball moving inside your stomach."

Ruria continued to visualize with her eyes closed for a while, but then she opened them and told me, "I don't get it." At the same time, the sphere of light in her dantian unraveled, returning to its original state where light enveloped her entire body. Hmm, just explaining with words is not getting through, is it? But still... I hesitated for a moment, but then I made my decision and spoke to Ruria.

"Okay, let's try one more time. Start from breathing in and out, and imagine the ball of light forming below your navel."

Ruria nodded and started the four-count breathing again. As she closed her eyes and repeated the breaths, I saw the huge sphere of light reappear in her dantian.

"Good, you're doing great, Ruria. Now, just like that, imagine that light going under your legs and moving to here."

Saying that, I touched the tip of Ruria's tailbone with my fingertip. Ruria's body jolted with a start, and a sound like "Hnh..." escaped her. This time, however, Ruria did not open her eyes, and soon I saw the ball of light move from her dantian to her tailbone.

"Good, good, it worked this time. Now, the light that's at your bottom... like this, imagine it climbing up your back."

I traced my finger from her tailbone up along her spine to the nape of her neck. As my finger moved, Ruria let out a long, breathy sound like "Fuuu..." As if chasing my finger, I saw the sphere of light climb up Ruria's back. As I moved my finger from the back of her head to the crown, the light followed.

I removed my finger and moved to stand in front of Ruria, then spoke to her.

"Okay Ruria, open your eyes. You're going to bring the ball of light you brought to the top of your head down to your stomach, like this."

In front of the watching Ruria, I traced my finger down my own body from my head to my dantian, along the centerline. Even with her eyes open, the sphere of light did not dissolve, but traveled down the front of her body to her dantian. The light, now back in its original place, seemed to shine even more brightly than before. Ruria looked almost divine.

"Alright. That's everything I have to teach you about the training for now. How was it?"

"It felt strange. Like something warm was moving inside my body."

"To be able to do it so well from the very beginning... you're amazing, Ruria. You might be a genius."

"..."

Ruria remained silent and expressionless at my praise, but I could see the corners of her mouth twitch up ever so slightly. This was probably her version of a smug "Heh."

But seriously, Ruria is on another level. I can play at magical training at this age because I dabbled in all sorts of things in my past life, however self-taught. But Ruria, with no prior knowledge, managed to properly perform the Lesser Heavenly Cycle on her first try. Could it be that even as an occultist or a magus, Ruria's talent far surpasses my own?

I felt a little crushed by the cruel reality. But as I watched Ruria, who was just the slightest bit pleased in a way only I could tell, practicing the Lesser Heavenly Cycle once more, such things started to seem irrelevant. My goal is to become a magus; being superior or inferior to someone else is not important. If you ask me if I am not frustrated at all, I would say I am, but that just means I have to work that much harder.

In any case, I now have a clearer picture of what I need to do before entering the academy in three years. I will make image training and the Lesser Heavenly Cycle a daily routine to build my own foundation before I learn about magic at the academy. Once I get older and my body develops, it might be a good idea to start strength training like I did in my past life. If Ruria is willing to join me, I am sure I can keep up with my daily training without slacking off. "I wish I'd grow up faster," I muttered under my breath, for what must have been the dozenth time since I was reincarnated.
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			In the summer of my sixth year, Ruria and I were summoned to my father's study. I had a good idea of what he was going to say. To be honest, I couldn't wait for this day to come, and I'd been training even more enthusiastically than usual.

The usual members were gathered in the study. My father, my mother, Mother Maria, and the two of us, making five in total. As always, I couldn't help but feel for Uncle Dani, the only one left out.

"Saki, Ruria. Starting tomorrow, you will attend my private academy to study magic."

"As you wish, Father."

"...Yes."

I replied energetically, while Ruria answered in her usual tone. The mothers began to discuss our future with joyful expressions.

"There are students of all ages at the academy, but they're all good people, so don't you worry."

"I've already had robes tailored for you both. You should wear them on your first day."

As the mothers got carried away, talking about having us try them on and ordering party outfits at the same time, I turned to my father with a question.

"Father. I would like to know more about what we will be able to learn at the academy."

"Ah, my academy doesn't just teach magic. You'll also learn the basics of reading and writing, as well as history and geography."

According to my father, there were about thirty students currently enrolled, but only about ten of them were studying magic with the goal of entering the magic academy. The other students, he said, studied the general education subjects he mentioned and went on to become merchants, soldiers, or officials. The curriculum, it seemed, was to study regular subjects with the other students in the morning, and then attend magic lectures in the afternoon with just the aspiring magic users.

"You mentioned the students' ages vary, but does everyone receive the same lessons?"

"We have separate material for students around your age, Saki, and for the older or long-term students. I'd like to tailor the teaching more to each student's proficiency, but the lack of instructors is a problem."

Currently, there was only one lecturer for general education, and my parents took turns teaching magic. Naturally, they couldn't handle it all, so the chief steward, Gill-san, sometimes helped with general education, and someone from my grandmother's line of disciples occasionally came to assist with magic. The thought that I might be subjected to Gill-san's stern gaze not just in the manor but at the academy as well made me inwardly groan, but I kept a straight face.

"Ruria-chan, you've gotten so much taller. Haven't you already overtaken Saki?"

"Their clothes stop fitting so quickly, don't they? But that just means it's more fun to dress them up in different things."

Hearing the mothers' voices, I glanced over to see Ruria sitting between them, already helping herself to the tea and sweets. They were chattering away at her, but she seemed engrossed in munching on the pastries. She appeared to be enveloped in a dazzling radiance.

It had been three years since I taught Ruria the Lesser Heavenly Cycle training. We had practiced every day, forging the light that overflowed from within our bodies. Ruria's progress was remarkable, and her radiance was clearly stronger than before. It was so bright it seemed to eclipse the light from the mothers sitting on either side of her, even though their own light was leagues brighter than that of an ordinary person.

Honestly, I thought Ruria had already reached a level where she could graduate from the Lesser Heavenly Cycle and move on to advanced training like the Greater Heavenly Cycle or the cultivation of the Yang Spirit. But since we started this as a form of magic training, I hadn't taught her, figuring it was best not to stray too far down the path of hermetic arts.

Hmm? Me? Well, I think my light is about as bright as Hanna's or Uncle Dani's now. Hahaha. Ha...

Still, even if it took me three years to reach an ordinary level, it proved the training was effective. Plus, as a recent byproduct of my practice, I'd become able to distinguish the differences in this aura-like light. The easiest to see were the lights emitted by humans, which could be reddish or bluish depending on the person. Plants were, without exception, a very pale yellow, and the particles of light in the air were almost colorless. Since colors have magical significance, this alone was fascinating. It was just a shame it wasn't particularly useful for anything at the moment.

Since the conversation seemed to be winding down, I decided to take my leave of my parents. I forced Ruria, who showed no intention of moving away from the sweets, to her feet and had her bow with me before we left Father's study. On the way back to the children's room, I spoke to her.

"We'll need to ask Hanna to help us prepare for tomorrow. Are you going to be okay, Ruria?"

"...I'll try."

"I'll be with you, so don't worry. You can count on me if you're in trouble."

"...Mm."

Ruria took my hand as we walked, nodding with a serious expression. Tomorrow, she would have to meet a lot of new people for the first time. I intended to support her as much as possible, but if things got to be too much, we'd have to consider letting her leave early.

We spent the rest of the day trying on the new robes Hanna brought us and checking the things we needed for tomorrow. Of course, neither of us skipped our daily dice visualization exercise or the Lesser Heavenly Cycle training. And as I went through my usual routine, my mind was filled with thoughts of the magic I would learn starting tomorrow. I felt just like I had in my previous life, a schoolboy the night before a field trip, as I drifted off to sleep.

The next morning, we left the manor gate and headed for the Arcalai family's private academy nearby. There were four of us. Myself, Ruria, our attendant Hanna, and Laz-san, my father's aide. He normally worked as my father's secretary, but the reason he was with us now was to act as our bodyguard. The area around our Arcalai manor was close to the royal castle, in the so-called Noble District, so it was safe. Even so, it was decided that a child and a young woman shouldn't walk outside alone, so he was assigned to escort us.

Laz-san, who was now a little over twenty, was tall and handsome, wearing the uniform of a noble's attendant with crisp precision. He remained popular with the women of the manor, and I often saw him being stopped in the hallway by maids wanting to chat. Laz-san was careful not to walk too fast, occasionally looking back to talk to us. He was a good guy.

"This area is mostly composed of the estates of noble families, but near the city walls, farther from the royal castle, there are also temples and shops. Of course, those are limited to a handful of major merchant houses that do business with the nobility."

Temples, he said. Come to think of it, I knew next to nothing about this kingdom's religion. We didn't say prayers at meals, and I had no memory of any religious festivals for the new year or at the change of seasons. I wondered what kind of religion it was.

"Are outsiders allowed to visit the temples freely? I'd like to go if I have the chance."

"I'm sure it would be fine with the master's permission. Magic users seem to visit the temples often, so I don't believe it would be a problem for you, Saki-sama."

Laz-san answered my question politely. Just then, Ruria tugged on my hand. I looked and saw her staring back at me with her usual expressionless eyes, before her gaze drifted to Hanna, who was following behind us. I hesitated for a moment, but then recalled the flow of our conversation and turned to Hanna.

"Oh! That's right, Hanna, your father's shop is around there too, isn't it?"

"Yes. But my father is a newcomer, so his shop is just a small, inconspicuous place off to the side."

"I'm sure that's not true. I'd like to visit your father's shop sometime, Hanna."

"I'm sure my father would be delighted if you and Ruria-sama were to visit."

Hmm, hmm. Time for one more push.

"Alright. Then let's plan a visit to Hanna's home soon. Laz-san, could we ask for your help then?"

"Of course. In that case, Hanna-san, would you please let your family know?"

"Certainly. I'll tell my father to be ready for Saki-sama's visit at any time."

Hanna seemed a little pleased as she replied. Laz-san also spoke to her with a smile.

After we finished talking, I glanced at Ruria, who met my eyes and gave a small nod. I felt as if her eyes were telling me, "Well done." It seems I had earned her praise. I didn't quite get it, but I decided to just go with it. And so, making idle conversation, we made our way through the quiet morning streets toward the academy.

The Arcalai family's private academy was located about three streets away from the manor. The grounds were larger than our own estate, surrounded by high walls. Inside was a lecture-hall-like building, with a large, warehouse-like single-story building attached to it. Guided by Laz-san, we went inside and met up with our parents in the entrance hall before heading to a large classroom.

"As I believe I have mentioned, my son Saki will be studying at this academy starting today. At the same time, his relative Ruria will also be joining. I trust you will all make them feel welcome."

My father stood at the lectern and introduced us to the students. The classroom was the type with long desks and chairs arranged in rows facing the front, where about twenty students were seated. As I'd heard, they were a diverse group, ranging from children slightly older than me to people who looked to be in their mid-twenties.

At my father's urging, I stepped forward... only to see Ruria grab our mother's robe and refuse to move. I went back and took the hand of Ruria, who was hiding behind our mother. I returned to the front of the lectern, but Ruria was completely hidden behind my back. Oh well, I'd just have to give our greetings like this.

"It is a pleasure to meet you all, senpai. I am Saki Adoni Arcalai, and this is Ruria Sharon. I will do my utmost to learn so as not to bring shame upon the names of my parents and my grandmother. I look forward to studying with you."

I bowed my head as I spoke. I could feel Ruria behind me, bowing as if prompted. Given that this was our family's academy and I was the heir to a noble house, perhaps I was being a little too humble. But one's station shouldn't matter in a place of learning. I raised my head to gauge the students' reactions, and they all responded with "Welcome," or "A pleasure to meet you." My heart swelled; these were indeed students of the Arcalai family, which wasn't fussy about aristocratic customs.

"Saki and Ruria, please take any open seats. The beginner's course students will remain here. The advanced course students will move to the next room and follow their respective instructor's directions. I will see you all later."

With that, my parents left the classroom. I waved back at my mother, who gave a small wave as she left, then led Ruria to a suitable pair of seats. Hanna did not leave, but went to the back of the classroom to observe our lesson. Laz-san had returned to the manor, as it couldn't be left unguarded.

As my parents left, the chief steward, Gill-san, entered the classroom. Mmph, so Gill-san is the instructor for the beginner's general education course. He didn't overhear my introduction just now, did he? Ruria and I reflexively straightened our postures.

"Well then, everyone, let us begin the lecture. As we have new students today, I will be explaining the history of our kingdom. Some of you may have already learned this, but there will be parts I did not cover previously, so please learn with diligence. Now then, let us begin with the founding of our Hanoku Kingdom..."

Gill-san stood at the lectern, and the lecture began. I took out the parchment and pen I had brought and began to write down the history of the country as Gill-san recounted it.

After the morning's general education lecture ended, we decided to return to the manor for lunch. I'd heard our academy even had a dining hall, but I judged that eating surrounded by strangers would be too much for Ruria. I felt bad for making Laz-san, our attendant and guard, go back and forth so many times, but he didn't seem to mind. This time, however, Gill-san, having finished his lecture, was with us, so we couldn't chat as freely as we had on the way there.

"Saki-sama, Ruria-sama. Was there anything in my lecture that you found unclear?"

On the way back to the manor, Gill-san posed this question as we walked down the street. I chose my words carefully in response.

"Not at all. The lecture was very easy to understand. I had learned some of what you taught today from Maria-san, but having a different teacher truly shows you different facets of the same subject."

"I am pleased to hear it. It is my honor if this old man was of some service to you."

Gill-san said, looking pleased. Ruria, for her part, just nodded silently, partly to avoid the snake in the grass of being corrected on her speech if she spoke carelessly.

In truth, ever since we could remember, Ruria and I had Maria as our tutor, and we'd already reached a certain level in our basic studies of reading, writing, and arithmetic. Both of us were so eager to learn that we were studying at a pace that made Maria fret, "If you learn so much, there'll be nothing left for you to learn at the academy!" To be blunt, my plan was to get through general education as quickly as possible and go all-in on studying magic.

And this afternoon, I would finally get to attend the long-awaited magic lecture. I wonder what magic in this world is like. I was so excited I could barely contain myself. Throughout lunch at the manor, my head was filled with thoughts of the magic I would soon learn.

Yes. I had truly been looking forward to it. Until that moment.

In the afternoon, we returned to the academy and went into the large, warehouse-like building next to the lecture hall. This place was apparently a magic practice area. The spacious interior had no floor, just exposed earth. Along the walls were targets like those at a shooting range from my past life, and things that resembled rolled straw targets used for sword practice. The atmosphere felt more like a martial arts dojo than a place for magic.

My father himself was apparently serving as the magic instructor. Lined up before him were about ten students, not including Ruria and me. They were all relatively young and wore robes just like we did. Since some of the students in the morning lecture had been wearing ordinary tunics and trousers, it seemed there was a rule that those learning magic must wear robes.

And as one would expect from students of magic, they all radiated a considerable brightness from within. This was yet another piece of circumstantial evidence that this aura-like light was related to magic. However, among the ten or so students, none seemed as bright as my parents. Third to fourth magnitude stars, perhaps. Still, it was frankly frustrating that they were all brighter than me. *Just you wait,* I thought to myself.

"Some of you were not present for the morning lecture, so I will introduce them again. This is my son, Saki, and my relative, Ruria. They will be studying magic with you all starting today. Please make them welcome."

My father stood before the students and introduced us once more. Ruria and I repeated our greetings (though again, only I spoke), and the other students bowed their heads in silence. Oh, unlike this morning, there's a solemn atmosphere here.

"Let us begin by reviewing the fundamentals of magic. Prepare the target."

Following my father's words, two of the older students came forward and ran to the side of the wall. They began to attach something to the rolled straw posts lined up there. Was that... armor? It was an impressive suit of metal armor, the kind a knight would wear, like I'd seen in encyclopedias and museums in my previous life. The torso piece was mounted on the post. There was no helmet, but it created a figure like a scarecrow dressed as a knight (torso only). After waiting for the students who had prepared it to return, my father began his explanation.

"Magic is the ability to use spells. There are three components to a spell. The sign, the incantation, and magic power."

*...Hmm?*

"Each spell has a corresponding sign. The caster draws the sign in the air with their fingertips and chants the spell's name."

*...Hnmm?*

"If the sign is drawn correctly and the incantation is spoken, the spell will activate. Upon activation, the spell will consume as much of one's magic power as it requires."

*Hnmmm—?!*

"Magic power lost when casting a spell will not recover without sufficient rest. Be aware that attempting to cast a spell without enough remaining magic power can lead to a sudden feeling of exhaustion or nausea. Now, I will demonstrate the casting of a spell."

With that, my father turned to face the armored scarecrow against the wall. He held out one hand and drew an oval shape in the air with his finger. The light I'd seen before appeared as a line, tracing his fingertip's path, and an oval materialized in the air.

"Magic Missile (Magic Arrow)."

As my father uttered the words, a single ray of light shot out from the oval sign in the air and struck the armored scarecrow. It was like a laser, over in an instant. By the time the *BOOM!* echoed, the armor had already been blown to pieces and fallen to the ground.

"This is one of the First Tier spells, Magic Missile. It is a fundamental spell for a magic user, but as you have just seen, it is still highly powerful. It can take out a heavily armored knight in a single blow from a distance."

My father's words were calm, but their content was quite grim. He looked over all the students, his words layered with admonishment.

"Magic users are feared because even a novice's spell possesses extremely dangerous power. That is why, as I always say, we magic users must be cautious when we use our spells. Do you understand?"

The students replied in unison, "Yes."

But I forgot to reply, and my father's continuing explanation didn't even register. At that moment, only a single thought occupied my mind.

*This isn't what I expected at all.*
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			"Well, this is a problem..."

It was the first day of my participation in the Arcalai family's private academy. On the way back to the manor after lectures, the words slipped out of my mouth. Ruria, walking beside me, glanced over with a faint hint of confusion. Hanna, too, must have found it odd, as she called out to me from behind.

"Lord Saki, is something wrong? Was there anything you didn't understand in today's lecture?"

"No, Hanna. I understood everything perfectly. It's just..."

"Then are you not feeling well?"

"No, no, no, I'm feeling perfectly fine. Really."

I denied it, but even I could tell my words lacked conviction. Even Laz-san, walking ahead, kept looking back at me with a worried expression.

Attending my first magic lecture had been a shock. The "magic" I learned about today was a world away from the "sorcery" I was familiar with in my previous life. This "magic" used "spells," and most of it was for combat. In short, magic users in this world were exactly like the ones from the computer RPGs of my past life.

The common nickname for magic users in this world, "Spellcaster (one who projects spells)," gives you a good idea of how they're perceived. It's the kind of name that makes you want to complain, as if they think we're some kind of mortar. But in truth, on the battlefield, the role of a magic user is apparently to support an army's advance by launching spells into enemy lines from the rear, so perhaps it's a rather apt name after all. I'd heard that magic users were "frightening," but I never imagined it meant frightening in a *physical* sense. It wasn't about being scary because they were mysterious.

In contrast, the "sorcerer" I had aimed to become in my past life was centered on "ritual magic." Ritual magic involves preparing a space with an altar and a magic circle, then performing a rite to activate the sorcery. Its purposes are diverse, from summoning high-level beings like gods or spirits to seek their teachings on the deeper mysteries of magic, to borrowing the aid of the various powers (like elementals) that exist throughout the world to cause all sorts of miracles. It was a completely different beast from the combat-specialized magic users here.

*Spells? Mana? What is all this? No rituals, no altars, no magic weapons... this is completely different from sorcery. You lied to me, Azrael!*

In my mind, I cursed the angel (or so I'd decided) I met in Yetzirah. I thought I heard a reply from somewhere saying, *How rude,* but it must have been my imagination. I was supposed to have been guided to a "world where sorcery could actually be used," but upon arriving, I found they used a form of magic that was nothing alike. This was a scam. It was enough to make anyone sigh.

And so, with everyone still worrying about me, I trudged my way back to the manor.

That evening, I lay on my bed in the children's room, staring up at the ceiling. Beside me, Ruria was already fast asleep, breathing softly and sweetly.

*It's not like I want to go on an adventure, join a hero to fight a demon lord, or anything like that.*

Unable to sleep, my thoughts wandered. Just as Commander Azadh had told me long ago, in this fantasy world threatened by orcs and magical beasts, the role demanded of a magic user might inevitably lean toward rougher business. All I wanted was to study sorcery and touch its abyss, but perhaps that was a wish only possible in a peaceful world.

*Why does this world have to be so violent? If you're going to model it after a game, you might as well have levels, experience points, skills, stats, appraisals, and cheat abilities. I've been alive for six years and there's been no sign of any of it!*

Perhaps my disappointment was so great because I had looked forward to this day for years. A torrent of complaints, which could only be described as baseless accusations, bubbled up in reaction. This wasn't a good trend. I decided to cut off my unproductive thoughts and just go to sleep for the night. But before I closed my eyes, I had to try one thing.

"Status."

No window appeared.

The next day, the four of us headed to the academy together again. A night's sleep seemed to have cleared away some of the fog in my mind.

"Lord Saki, I'm relieved to see you seem back to your usual self today," said Laz-san with a smile, standing guard in front of me as always.

"Oh, come on. Was I really that strange?"

"Yes. Forgive my impudence, but yesterday you seemed worried, or perhaps anxious. It was a far cry from your usual confident self."

Ah. Perhaps because of my past life's memories, I'd never really been one to worry or be timid. Add to that a lack of childlike innocence, and I suppose I must have looked like a kid with a brazen attitude. To be worried over just because I was a little down seemed a bit much, though.

"There are plenty of things in this world that are no use thinking about. It's healthier to just face what needs to be done."

"Ah, you really are back to your usual self, Lord Saki."

Hanna giggled as she said it. I laughed and replied, "That's mean." In reality, after waking up, yesterday's worries didn't seem so important anymore.

Just as I'd said myself, there was no point in wondering "why" things were different from my expectations. What was necessary was to think, "So, what do I do now?" Besides, yesterday was only the very first, most basic lesson. As I learned more about magic and put it into practice, I might discover different aspects of it. Who knows, perhaps a technique like ritual magic was hidden within this world's magic after all.

That's right. First, I would learn more about magic, and then I would think. With that resolve, I passed through the academy gates once more to study magic.

After finishing the morning's general education lecture, we moved on to the afternoon's magic lecture. Today, it seemed all the other students had gone to the magic training grounds to receive instruction from my father. Ruria and I sat side-by-side in a smaller classroom, receiving a lecture from my mother on spell activation. It couldn't be helped, since we had only started learning yesterday while the other students were much further along.

"First, I'll teach you how to cast the simplest spell, [Light]. This spell is First Tier, consumes little mana, and has no danger, so it's the recommended spell to learn first."

With that, my mother traced a triangle in the air in front of her with her finger. I saw a reddish light form an equilateral triangle, and with her word, "[Light]," a sphere of light ignited at her fingertip. The light orb created by the [Light] spell was the same reddish-orange as the light from the symbol she had just drawn, illuminating the surroundings with a glow similar to a bare light bulb. Mother had the orb of light fly in a circle around her, then made it disappear and reappear.

"See? Isn't it interesting? It can stay lit for a long time, so it's a surprisingly useful spell. The trick is to visualize a glowing triangle forming just as you traced it with your finger. When you chant '[Light],' strongly imagine the spell succeeding. Now then, you two, please give it a try."

My mother prompted us with a smile. It was a surprisingly simple trick. Could that really be all it took to cause the phenomenon of creating light from nothing? When you thought about it, this was an amazing thing.

In any case, it was time to practice. The trick my mother mentioned was a perfect fit for the "Dice Method," an image training exercise Ruria and I had been practicing for a long time. We were already able to visualize three illusory dice rolling in front of us and landing on all sixes, so vividly it was as if they were real. I just had to use the same method to reproduce the way Mother had cast the spell a moment ago.

"[Light]."

A small voice sounded beside me, and at the same time, a bright light filled the area. I looked over to see Ruria holding an orange-tinged sphere of light at her fingertip.

"That's amazing, Ruria-chan! To succeed with your chant on the very first try, just from that explanation!"

Mother's voice was filled with excitement as she grasped Ruria's hand as if to lift it in praise. With the magical light source floating in her hand, Ruria glanced at me from the side. I saw her eyes hold a faint, triumphant gleam that only I would notice, and a fierce determination to not be beaten surged within me. All right, I'll show her.

Recalling my mother's movements, I traced an equilateral triangle in front of me with my fingertip. I imagined a slightly orange line of light following my finger to form the triangle. Yes, I could see a perfect equilateral triangle symbol floating there, a flawless image of my own making. Then, imagining the sphere of light I had just seen appearing at my fingertip, I whispered.

"[Light]."

Instantly, I saw the light inside my body, visible only to me, move into my arm and begin to leak from my fingertip, forming an orb. At the same time, a heavy feeling settled in my stomach, and I felt the blood flowing to my head rush downwards with a whoosh. The light at my fingertip swelled brightly, but conversely, my vision began to blacken from the edges inward. And in that completely dark field of vision, the last thing I saw was the image of the lone, floating sphere of light before my consciousness faded.

"—Are you awake?"

As if rising from the dark bottom of a pool of water, my vision cleared, and I saw my father and mother's faces looking down at me. Both wore worried expressions. I seemed to be lying down. Just then, I felt the touch of a small hand on my cheek. Turning my head, I saw Ruria's face. Noticing that her eyes were red and moist, I reflexively tried to sit up.

"Don't. You need to stay in bed for now."

I sat up, ignoring my mother's attempt to stop me. It seemed I was still at the academy, lying on a sofa in one of the rooms. From the magnificent rosewood desk, I guessed it was probably the headmaster's office. Father and Mother stood before me, with Ruria seated beside me.

"No, I am all right. Did I lose consciousness?"

I asked them as I looked around the room. Mother explained the situation to me, her voice apologetic.

"You chanted the [Light] spell, Saki, and the spell activated correctly. But you fainted immediately after, so we carried you here to rest. You were unconscious for quite a while. It's almost evening."

So that's what happened. That meant I had wasted the entire afternoon. Still, perhaps because I had slept soundly, I felt fine both mentally and physically. The nausea I'd felt before passing out was completely gone. What was that? Was it like the anemia I'd heard about, the kind that makes you faint? I'd never been anemic in my past or present life, so I couldn't say for sure.

"Father, Mother, I apologize for making you worry. You too, Ruria. I'm all right now."

I directed my last words to Ruria, as if to reassure her. But she only clutched my sleeve, looking back at me without a word. Her gaze seemed to say, "Are you sure?"

"...I see. In that case, Saki, there is something I need to talk to you about."

Father said this and then glanced at Mother. She understood and headed for the door, opening it. Hanna and Laz-san, who must have been waiting outside, entered the room. Seeing them, Father turned back to Ruria and spoke in a gentle, admonishing tone.

"Ruria. Please wait outside with Hanna and the others for a little while. We need to speak with Saki. It will only be for a moment. When we're done, you can go back to the manor with Saki."

But Ruria didn't let go of my hand, only shaking her head back and forth. Ah, this was my cue.

"It's okay, Ruria. Could you wait outside for just a little bit? I'll be right back, and then we can go home together, okay?"

Ruria still didn't let go, just staring at me for a long time. I met her deep, dark eyes and held her gaze in silence for just as long. Eventually, Ruria gave a tiny nod, got off the sofa, and let Hanna and Laz-san lead her out of the room. She looked back at me several times on her way out, an expression on her face as if she wanted to say something. ...It seemed I had worried her more than I thought. But my father had asked her to leave because it was a conversation she couldn't hear. I had a vague, bad feeling about what I was about to be told.

"I am sorry, Saki."

"It is all right. More importantly, what did you wish to discuss?"

Prompted by me, Father opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. Mother looked on anxiously, her gaze shifting between me and my father. After a moment of silence, Father began to speak, his expression grim.

"The reason you lost consciousness right after casting the [Light] spell is because your own magic power was completely depleted. When a magic user rapidly loses their mana, they can feel sick or be struck by dizziness. In severe cases, they can even lose consciousness, as you did."

"...I see."

I answered curtly, but though my body felt better, my spirits had hit rock bottom. What did Mother say? [Light] was an easy-to-handle beginner's spell that consumed very little mana. Which meant...

"We have kept this from you until now, Saki, but the light you see emanating from within people... according to your grandmother Ester, that light represents the magic power a person possesses. The stronger and brighter the light, the greater their mana. In other words..."

"My own light is extremely dim. Which means that compared to other magic users, my magic power is very small, correct?"

"That is right. And since casting spells requires one's own mana, it means you will be unable to use most spells. If you force it, you would be lucky if the spell merely fails. In the worst-case scenario, you could truly pour every last bit of your magic power into a spell. Should that happen, it could endanger your very life."

"Is that so..."

I muttered that single phrase and fell silent. My father and mother seemed to be saying various things, like "you don't need to be fixated on spells" and "your future as a noble won't be a problem." But to me, their words sounded like noises coming from a great distance. I simply nodded along to their conversation with "yes" and "I see," and eventually, they escorted me from the room. Outside the door, Ruria, Hanna, and Laz-san were waiting right where they had been left.

"...Saki, are you okay?"

Ruria greeted me as I came out of the room. As far as I knew, it was extremely rare for this childhood friend of mine to initiate a conversation. Her expression as she peered into my face was no different from usual, but her brow seemed to be faintly furrowed. I couldn't answer her properly and just managed to force a smile in silence.

I think we left the academy, returned to the manor, and had dinner after that, but I don't remember it well. I think I was asked many questions on the way back, and my parents, Maria, and Dani probably spoke to me during dinner, but my memory of how I replied is hazy. Amidst it all, I do remember Ruria repeatedly asking, "Are you okay?" and "Did something happen?" All the while, a single fact swirled endlessly in my head: "I am fatally devoid of talent as a magic user."

I loved sorcery. I was reborn into this world because I wanted to become a sorcerer. But there was no sorcery, only magic, and I had no talent for that either.

For the first time in my twenty-some years plus six years of life, I felt I'd hit a dead end.

"You're really not yourself today, Saki."

We were in our usual children's room. Ruria and I had used this room since we were born, and though more furniture like desks had been added as we grew, we still only had one bed, albeit a larger one. Lying next to me in it, Ruria posed the question for what must have been the tenth time today.

"Umm... it's nothing important."

I replied while still sitting up in bed, looking at the ceiling. The darkened room was faintly lit by the fine particles of light that always drifted through the air. And of course, Ruria, sleeping next to me, was as radiant as ever. The light of her mana overflowed from her body, covering her completely and threatening to spill out. It was a world away from my own magic power, which could only be described as feeble.

"You didn't talk during dinner. That's strange."

"...Am I really that talkative?"

"You can't keep quiet, Saki."

"That's just mean."

I lowered my gaze to Ruria, and she looked back at me. Unable to withstand her black eyes staring at me without blinking, I looked away.

"Look at me."

Ruria was merciless. And I knew that when the daughter of my wet nurse got like this, she would not yield. It had been the same when I suggested we get separate rooms since we were both getting bigger. Ruria had stubbornly refused, saying not a single word and just staring at me. As a result, we still sleep in the same room together now. Resigned, I lay back down on the bed and stared back into Ruria's eyes as I spoke.

"I was just overthinking things. I'll be back to normal tomorrow. Trust me."

"..."

Ruria looked at me in silence for a while, then she took my hand under the blanket and closed her eyes. I too decided to stop thinking about the unchangeable facts for a while, closed my eyes, and tried to sleep. Perhaps thanks to the warmth of her hand in mine, I lost consciousness surprisingly quickly.

(...)

A pitch-black space. There was nothing here, not even myself. From somewhere, I could hear a voice that sounded familiar.

*What is it that troubles you?*

I crossed worlds in search of sorcery. There was no sorcery, only magic. And I had no talent for that magic.

*Why did you seek out sorcery?*

Why did I? I had been obsessed with it. Not just sorcery, but all mysteries and secret arts. Sorcery is the act of imposing one's will upon the world. Maybe I wanted to change the world.

*Can you not change the world with this magic?*

I don't know. Maybe I can. But I have no talent for it.

*Then, was there truly no sorcery at all?*

...!

That's right, maybe I just haven't found it yet, I haven't even properly looked, and even if it doesn't exist I can just create it, just bring the sorcery from my past life here wholesale, you only give up when you've exhausted every last option, so stop making my childhood friend worry about me!

As if a dam had burst, or an explosion had gone off, my thoughts chained together and raced through my mind. When I came to, the voice from before was gone. Ah, that felt good. How ridiculous. To think I'd been moping over something so trivial.

And so, the next morning, I woke up feeling remarkably clear-headed.


		
			Chapter 9: Chapter Eight: The Magic Otaku Solves His Mana Problems
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 9

			Chapter Eight: The Magic Otaku Solves His Mana Problems

			Three days’ walk along the road from the royal capital of Hanoku, a village of seventy or eighty houses rested with a dense forest at its back. In the center of this village stood a large, eye-catching manor. Though its construction was sturdy and lacked the elegance typical of the countryside, the low fence, the well-tended lawn, and the stables from which the faint whinnying of horses could be heard in the twilight all gave it a warmth quite different from the lavish mansions of the capital’s nobility.

Deep within the manor was a large study. A [Perpetual Light] on the ceiling illuminated the bare room, which contained nothing more than tall bookshelves and a rather large desk. An old woman sat at an angle to the desk, smoking a long pipe.

"Saki and Ruria both succeeded in chanting the spell on their first attempt today. Saki activated the [Light] spell but immediately fainted from mana exhaustion. He has since recovered."

A low, masculine voice, not at all what one would expect from an old woman, delivered the report in a strikingly monotone fashion. Yet, there was no one else in the room besides the old woman herself.

"Not only mana, but talent as well. Ruria is truly something to look forward to. Still… for Saki to succeed is a surprise. Even if it was just the [Light] spell, I can’t imagine he has enough mana for it."

Ester Adoni Arcalai murmured, exhaling a thin stream of smoke. She brought the pipe to her lips again and turned her face toward the empty space before the desk. But in her eyes, she could see the brilliant glow of mana swirling like a whirlwind in the center of the study.

It was the Third Tier spell, [Unseen Servant]. It summoned an invisible being connected to the spirits of the air, compelling it to serve for a fixed period. Though powerless and useless in combat, it was invisible, could move at high speeds, and had a vast operational range. Depending on its use, it was an exceedingly helpful spell.

"Has it already been three years? It might be nice to visit soon and see how much the two have grown. Relay that to Levi."

Upon hearing its dismissal, the [Unseen Servant] became a literal gust of wind and flew away. It passed through the room’s door and the manor’s walls as if they weren't there, racing back through the sky toward the distant royal capital.

Silence fell upon the study, where only the purple smoke from the pipe rose without a sound. Watching it drift, Ester became lost in deep thought.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The next morning, I left the manor with the usual group, walking toward the academy in a thoroughly good mood. I couldn’t even remember how I’d gotten home yesterday, yet this morning, the familiar city streets and my usual route to the academy seemed to shine with a new, vibrant color.

"You really are back to normal."

Ruria, walking beside me, said this with a somewhat disgruntled look in her eyes. She seemed to be thinking something along the lines of, *I worried for nothing.* Thanking her silently, I smiled at her. Ruria turned her face away with a huff, but I could see the corners of her mouth twitch into the barest hint of a smile.

Along the way, I saw a young man who appeared to be a servant from some manor walking toward us. As we passed, I greeted him in a loud voice, "Good morning!" The young man froze with a start. Realizing I was the child of a noble, he bowed his head deeply and said, "G-good morning," before hurrying away in a fluster.

"Master Saki. Please refrain from addressing the retainers of other noble houses so casually. Besides… suddenly being spoken to like that puts a man in a difficult position."

Laz offered this counsel, his words as earnest as his personality. The latter half of his sentence was spoken gently, however, and a smile played on his face.

"You really are something else, Master Saki. But I was worried after you collapsed yesterday. You looked so down… I’m relieved to see you’re feeling better," Hanna added with a cheerful grin.

It seemed I had made them both quite worried yesterday. It’s one thing for me to feel down, but this was a fresh reminder of just how many people I cause to worry. Magic aside, this was something I needed to be mindful of, both as the son of a noble and as an individual. I had a lot to reflect on.

"Alright! Let's hit the books with everything we've got today!"

I faced forward and declared my intentions. What I needed to do hadn’t changed from yesterday, but it was amazing how different things felt with just a shift in mindset. With newfound resolve, I passed through the academy gates.

"Excuse me."

Before the lecture began, I made my way to the headmaster's office, the same room I’d been carried to yesterday. I had left the manor early for this very reason. Inside were only my father, my mother, and me. I’d asked Ruria and the others to wait outside.

"Father, Mother, I sincerely apologize for causing you to worry yesterday."

"No, it wasn't anything serious. There is no problem. So… what is it today?" my father asked, his expression serious as he sat behind the stately and magnificent headmaster’s desk. My mother, standing beside him, clutched the edge of her robe with a look of unease.

"Well, I just wanted to apologize for yesterday… Oh, and please, don't worry. Just because I've learned the truth about my mana doesn't mean I'm going to stop studying magic."

As I said this, having guessed their concerns, a palpable sense of relief washed over them.

"You'll say that for us? Given the circumstances, I was afraid you would be in shock… I’m relieved to hear it."

"Like I said yesterday, being able to wield spells isn't a magic user's only role. Learning the knowledge and passing it on to others is also very important. Your magic studies will never be a waste."

I could tell their words were not mere pleasantries. They were genuinely worried about me and trying to offer sincere encouragement—me, the heir to a great magic family, born with almost no mana. They really were good people. If I didn't have the memories of my past life, I wonder if I would have been genuinely moved. Or perhaps I would have sulked, rebelled, and turned into a delinquent.

"Thank you. The morning lecture will be starting soon, so if you'll excuse me."

I gave my parents a ninety-degree bow and left the office. Outside the door, I rejoined Ruria and the others and we headed for the lecture hall.

As Mother said, studying magic would never be useless. In this world, magic users seem to hold important positions, so it’s crucial to have connections within that circle. I at least need to learn enough to get into one of those magic academies. Words like "old school ties" exist for a reason, and it wasn’t hard to imagine that the friendships I make at school will become valuable assets in the future.

But even setting such calculations aside, my studies were vital for my own research into magic. Grandma once said that the words for sorcery and sorcerers used to exist. It was possible that traces of that ancient sorcery still remained within modern magic.

"Saki. What were you talking about?"

"Hm? Just that I'm going to keep working hard at my studies."

"I see. I'll work hard, too."

Ruria said this as we walked down the corridor toward the lecture hall. Hold on a second. If you work hard, won't you create a gap so wide that I'll never be able to catch up, no matter how hard I try? I wish she’d take it a little easier. I glanced sideways at her, thinking this as I noticed the glow of her mana seemed to be growing stronger by the day.

After finishing our general education lecture and eating lunch, it was time for the part I’d been looking forward to: the magic lecture. Today was practical application in the magic practice area with the other students. Our instructor was my father.

"Observing others as they cast their spells is also excellent practice. Don't just practice aimlessly. Always strive for a more refined casting."

Father's instructions flew out to the students scattered about, practicing. *So that's how it is,* I thought, turning my attention to the others.

It looked like an older student—about ten years old—was about to cast [Magic Missile]. He faced a target on the wall, formed a sigil, and chanted the spell's name. A magic arrow shot brilliantly from his fingertip and struck the target.

"…I see."

The older student’s spellcasting was a world away from what I had seen my father do the other day.

First, the speed at which he formed the sigil was slow. The line of light produced as he drew an oval with his fingertips looked faint and seemed on the verge of breaking. He was probably rushing, and if he went any faster, the line would likely sever completely. It took him two or three times longer to form the sigil than it took my father.

And his chanting of the spell's name was delayed by two or three beats after the sigil was complete. This was just a guess, but he probably couldn't quickly form a mental image of the arrow of light flying. As a result, the time it took for him to cast the spell was completely different from my father's. [Magic Missile] was a combat spell. If you couldn't cast it instantly when it mattered, your own life could be at risk. Just as Father said, you could learn a lot just by watching others cast spells.

On a whim, I spoke to Ruria, who was staring blankly at our surroundings.

"Ruria. Could you try casting that [Light] spell we learned yesterday?"

Ruria nodded, then instantly chanted, "[Light]," and produced a sphere of light. It was incredible. She drew the triangular sigil with a quick flick and chanted the spell name without a moment's hesitation. From start to finish, it was practically a single motion. The line of light that formed her sigil was a thick orange, a world of difference from the one cast by the senior who’d used [Magic Missile]. This was bad. At least when it came to the [Light] spell, on just her third day, Ruria had already reached a level beyond any of the older students at the academy.

What’s more, I couldn't see any diminishment in the glow of her mana after she used the spell. "You're really good, Ruria," I praised, as she made the sphere of light dance and spin above her fingertips. With this talent and this much mana, Ruria might just become an unbelievable magic user in the future.

"That's truly amazing. Have you already mastered the spell?"

Just then, someone spoke to us. I looked over and saw a boy, who appeared to be two or three years older than Ruria and me, smiling our way. He had the same blond hair and blue eyes as me, with delicate, soft features. He wore the robe that marked him as a student of magic, but like us, it looked more like he was "being made to wear it" than wearing it himself. If my first impression was right, he couldn't be more than eight or so, so that was to be expected.

"Hello, senior. I enrolled the other day. My name is Saki Adoni Arcalai. This is my childhood friend, Ruria Sharon… Hey, Ruria, stop that."

As expected, Ruria hid behind me as the older student approached, clinging to my back. Was the sphere of [Light] still spinning above her head some kind of statement?

"My apologies for addressing you so suddenly. My name is Roche Lamed. You must be the instructor's son, and a relative, correct? Everyone has been whispering about what promising new students you both are."

"Thank you for your courtesy. But Roche-senpai, we are the newest students in this academy. Please, I'd appreciate it if you'd speak to us as you would any other junior."

I bowed my head in response as Roche-senpai introduced himself with the proper etiquette for a noble. Since this academy was run by my family, the Arcalai, it wasn't overly strict about rules regarding social status, but Roche-senpai's demeanor was probably the norm. Besides, Roche was still so young, yet so composed. He didn’t have a middle name, so I assumed he was a commoner, but he was remarkably well-versed in social etiquette.

"I couldn't possibly do that. I have been attending this academy for two years now and can still only cast a single spell. I can hardly call myself a senior when I have only let the years pass me by in vain."

Roche offered a slightly sad smile. *Ah, yeah.* I’d noticed from the start, but among the students here, Roche was on the lower end when it came to mana. The glow of his aura was stronger than a normal person's, but a level or two below the other students. Even so, he was much better off than me, so I wished he would have a little more confidence instead of looking so down.

"Even I used up all my mana and fainted just from casting the [Light] spell," I said.

"Even so, you were able to cast it on the very day you learned it, weren't you? That is the bloodline of the Arcalai family, I suppose. Truly something to be admired."

"You think so? Say, if you don't mind, could you show me you using a spell, senior?"

"In front of you two? My casting is clumsy, so I'm a bit embarrassed, but very well."

Roche said this, then held out his hand and began to chant a spell. It seemed to be the same [Light] spell we had learned. Judging from Mother's teaching method, this might be the first spell all students are taught. Roche formed the sigil, chanted "[Light]," and successfully cast the spell.

"That was splendid, Roche-senpai."

"Oh, it's nothing to be proud of. Compared to the casting Miss Ruria showed us earlier, mine is nothing at all."

Roche smiled shyly, a sphere of light floating above his palm. It was true. The line of light that appeared when he formed the sigil was thin and weak, and his timing for chanting "[Light]" was also slow. The glow of the mana within his body had also faded considerably compared to before he cast the spell. For someone with his level of mana, even a single [Light] spell was a significant drain.

At that moment, the hand Ruria had on my back let go. I turned to see her with a sphere of light not only above her head, but now also spinning on the fingertips of both hands. Seeing her manipulating a total of three light orbs with a smug look on her face (though anyone else would have just thought it was her usual expression), I placed a hand on my forehead.

"…Senior. This one's a special case, so please pay her no mind."

"…Um, what should I say to that?"

Seeing the indescribable looks on my and Roche’s faces, Ruria’s eyes took on a quizzical expression, as if to say, "I don't get it." Maybe she was hoping for praise?

In the end, that day's lecture ended with me simply watching the other seniors practice their spells while chatting with Roche about magic and the academy. Roche was the only one who approached us that day. The other seniors kept their distance, never calling out to us. Perhaps they were intimidated by Ruria, who had six spheres of light orbiting her like tiny satellites.

That night, before going to sleep, I sat at my desk in the children's room, writing on a piece of parchment. The contents were for Roche. I planned to give it to him tomorrow, along with some advice. After watching the other students cast their spells during today's lecture and talking with Roche, I had an idea.

The difference between Ruria and me and the other students was probably our "power of imagination." I had trained in "visualization" to make my images tangible as part of my sorcery training, and Ruria had copied me. Casting spells involves visualization, both when forming the sigil and when chanting the spell's name. I believe it is because we can quickly and powerfully envision the act of drawing the sigil in the air and the image of the spell actually activating that we can cast them so smoothly.

Therefore, Roche and the other seniors should also train their power of imagination. As a starting point, I wanted Roche to try some visualization exercises. He was the first one to come talk to us, and I found his personality very likable. I hoped this could be a small bit of help for him on his path to becoming a magic user.

Finishing my writing, I turned toward the bed and called out, "I'm done." The sphere of light that had been floating above my head as I sat at the desk flew over to Ruria, who was sitting on her bed, and began to circle around her head. Ruria had been performing her daily Lesser Heavenly Cycle meditation, and had been using the [Light] spell to illuminate my work so it wouldn't be too dark. For some reason, I felt her handling of spells was improving at an incredible rate. Damn it, if only I had the mana, I'd be practicing spells left and right, too…

At that moment, an electric shock ran through my brain. The light of mana, the Lesser Heavenly Cycle, qigong. Through training based on my knowledge of qigong from my past life, my and Ruria's mana had increased (though only slightly in my case). I still didn't have enough mana, but if I was lacking, couldn't I just get it from somewhere else? And in qigong, there is a technique to gather the surrounding "qi" and absorb it into oneself.

For instance, the twinkling particles of light filling the air in this room. If this light, visible only to me, was also mana, couldn't I solve my mana shortage by gathering and absorbing it?

Alright, let's try it right now. Still sitting in my chair, I focused my consciousness on the point below my navel, just as I did for the Lesser Heavenly Cycle. As usual, the mana in my body condensed to form a sphere of light, but I left it there and raised my hands in front of my chest. I held my palms facing each other, slightly apart, and visualized another sphere of light floating between them.

Once the image was solid, I pictured the motes of light drifting in the air being sucked into the sphere between my hands and… it moved! The particles floating in the air were drawn toward my hands and absorbed into the visualized sphere of light. As the sphere continued to absorb them and swell in size, I moved it from my palms, up my arms, and into the sphere of mana below my navel, merging them.

"[Light]."

At that exact moment, I quickly formed the sigil and chanted. A physical light, a spell's illumination, burst forth from my palm, bathing me in its glow. The mana inside my body instantly lost its brilliance, and I felt a slight dizziness, but I didn't lose consciousness like I did yesterday. Success!

"Good job, Saki."

Ruria, who must have finished her meditation at some point, was looking at me and clapping her hands in praise. I scratched my cheek to hide my embarrassment, stood up from the chair, and walked over to the bed. Taking Ruria's hand, I thanked her.

Alright, with this, I can say I've barely earned the right to aim to be a magic user, can't I? If I continue this training, I might be able to gather even more mana and withstand the casting of more advanced spells. A magic practitioner who is naturally poor in mana could overcome that bottleneck by mastering this technique. If the effectiveness of the visualization training I plan to teach Roche tomorrow is proven, the difficulty of learning spells would decrease on both the technical and mana fronts. At this rate, the Arcalai family's private academy might just start a major movement in magic education in my generation.

Letting my imagination run wild with such thoughts, I wondered if I could make some progress on the sorcery front as well, and with that, I fell asleep.
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			"What is this?"

During the next day's magic lecture, I caught Roche-kun and handed him the results of last night's work.

Holding the two pieces of parchment I had thrust upon him, Roche-kun tilted his head in a cute way. He was older than me, but cute is cute. In any case, one of the parchments I gave him had a black dot drawn in the center of three concentric circles. The other had only a single circle, the same size as the outermost one of the three, with no dot in the middle.

"This is something to be used for a magic training method I devised. Both Ruria and I train in a similar way. If you don't mind, I was hoping you might try it as well, senpai."

"...Are you sure? Isn't this an Arcalai family secret?"

I couldn't help but blink at Roche-kun's reply. Ah, I see. So that's the misunderstanding he's arrived at.

"No. As I just said, this is something I came up with myself. However, I am confident that it is effective. If you don't believe me, you don't have to try it."

So declared a six-year-old. Roche-kun seemed to be struggling, looking back and forth between the parchment in his hand and my face, but he eventually made up his mind and spoke.

"...I understand. Could you please teach me how to use it?"

Phew, that's a relief. If he had refused, I honestly wasn't sure what I would have done. I'm teaching Roche-kun this method because I want to help him improve his magic skills. But at the same time, I also have the objective of collecting data on whether this training method is useful for mastering spells. Well, I'm pretty sure it will be effective, you know?

"Then please take the parchment home and stick it to a wall in your room. Stand a short distance from the wall, and first, just stare intently at the dot inside the three circles."

"I understand. And then?"

"For starters, that's all."

"That's all!?"

"Yes. Without thinking of anything else, just keep staring at it with all your focus. After concentrating on the dot for a certain amount of time, shift your gaze to the other parchment with just the single circle drawn on it."

"...What, specifically, do you mean by 'a certain amount of time'?"

"You could count to five hundred, for instance, but if you're actually counting, you'll get distracted by it. Don't worry about the time; just keep looking at the dot, and when your concentration starts to wane, shift your eyes to the other sheet."

"I see..."

"Next, while staring at the other parchment, imagine you can see the two inner circles and the black dot, just like on the parchment you were looking at before."

"...!"

"Even if it doesn't work well at first, if you repeat it every day, you'll start to see the inner circles and the black dot on the parchment with only the single circle, as if they were really there. Once that happens, you should be able to form a clear image when you make the hand signs or chant the spell name. I believe you'll stop failing, even when you try to cast it quickly."

"I see..."

That's right. This is a form of image training, similar to the "dice method" Ruria and I have been doing, but adapted for beginners. I thought that asking someone to suddenly visualize a die in their head and roll it was too high a hurdle, so I prepared this instead. The image of the dot in the three circles they were just looking at should remain on their retina, making it easier to reproduce that image on the other parchment.

*Hmm? Why did Ruria and I start by rolling dice, you ask? Because I did this training in my previous life, and Ruria's a genius, so it's fine!*

As I watched Roche-kun eagerly tuck the parchment into his pocket, I hoped this training would improve his magic skills. And if it proved effective, I planned to speak with my father and recommend that the entire private academy adopt this training. If Roche-kun had already shown results, the other students would likely be more willing to accept this training method.

"So, Ruria, what have you been doing this whole time?"

I glanced over my shoulder at Ruria, who was stuck to my back. She remained hidden behind me, making eight orbs of light fly around the two of us in random, circulating orbits. *Is this her territory? Is she making a claim to it?*

Ruria returned my gaze with a blank stare. Roche-kun, seeing us, seemed to decide it was best to just smile vaguely and let it go.

In the end, that day too, the other students just watched us from a distance and didn't approach.

A week had passed since I started attending the private academy. Roche-kun, Ruria, and I had grown quite close, and we now talked about all sorts of things during the magic lecture. Though when I say "we," it was mostly me who did the talking with Roche-kun. Recently, however, Ruria had refrained from her acts of intimidation (?), so I think she might be starting to warm up to him. I have a feeling we'll know each other for a long time, so I hope she gets used to him soon.

I also learned a little about Roche-kun's private life. His father is Baron Lamed, a financial bureaucrat who serves at the royal palace and was granted the title of baron. However, since it was an honorary peerage for a single generation, his son, Roche-kun, is treated as a commoner. His father is apparently a strict man who had Roche-kun thoroughly learn etiquette so that he wouldn't be embarrassed when interacting with the upper class. "Once I enroll in the magic academy, I'll be surrounded by the children of nobility, so I studied desperately for that time," Roche-kun had said with a wry smile.

The image training I taught him (which I named the "Triple Circle Method") seems to be showing gradual effects. He said he felt his casting of the [Light] spell had gotten a little faster. Even from my perspective, the sigils Roche-kun now formed seemed to be drawn with clearer lines than before. "I'm starting to see the phantom circle and dot on the parchment," he told me.

And then there was the method I developed for gathering surrounding magic power. Through various experiments, I discovered a few things about it. I can see the light of magic dwelling in grass, flowers, and trees, and I was able to absorb this magic by holding out my hand. However, once, when I got carried away absorbing magic, the flower I was touching began to wither.

This is largely speculation, but I think the magic power in this world is likely strongly related to life force. When I returned the collected magic power to the withering flower, it regained its original vibrant appearance after a while. In terms of my past life's knowledge, it seems to have properties similar to the 'ki' of hermit arts. My fainting after casting the [Light] spell was likely because the depletion of my magic power had directly damaged my own life force. Wow, that's no laughing matter.

Furthermore, I can probably "suck" magic power from animals and humans as well. But given the speculation I just mentioned, I want to refrain from trying that in the future. The last thing I want is to get a reputation as some kind of vampire or succubus.

And as for this magic absorption method (I was tempted to call it the 'Spirit Bomb' but restrained myself), it seems difficult for anyone other than me to learn. After all, even Ruria couldn't imitate it.

"There are lots of little particles of light floating around you... try to make them gather in your hand..."

"...?"

"Hmm, they're not gathering."

"...I can't feel them like I can the ones inside my body."

And so, even Ruria was unable to interfere with the ambient magic power. The reason I can is probably because I can actually see the magic around me. Well, Ruria has more than enough of her own magic power to begin with, so it's not a problem even if she can't master the magic absorption method. But my plan that it might help students with little magic power, like Roche-kun, had fallen apart.

Furthermore, the magic absorption method is not all-powerful. The magic power drifting in the atmosphere is, as it appears, fine and minuscule, so collecting it doesn't amount to a significant amount of mana. As I am now, I can't even gather enough to properly cast [Light], the most basic of spells.

And once I gather the surrounding magic, the area becomes something of a magical vacuum, and I can't collect any more. I either have to move to a different location or wait for the magic to fill the area again with the flow of the atmosphere. It seems there's no such convenient thing as a well of infinite magic.

So, in this past week, I've had both good and bad results regarding magic, but I've made decent progress. In that case, I also want to achieve some results with sorcery. To that end, I've been making various preparations this past week. To put the finishing touches on those preparations, I'll go to Hanna's family home tomorrow.

The next day, Ruria and I skipped the morning lecture and headed into the city. Our companions were the usual Hanna and Laz-san. Normally Hanna would follow behind us, but today she was our guide, so she walked next to Ruria. Laz-san was next to me, forming a line of four, two adults flanking two children. It was very poor manners, but the Noble District has wide streets and few people traveling on foot, so as long as we watched out for the occasional carriage, it was fine.

To get permission for this outing, I had negotiated persistently with my parents for the past week. Not only were we skipping a lecture, but they said they couldn't let two children and Hanna go far on their own. In the end, I managed to persuade my parents with reasons such as Ruria and I being far ahead of the other students in general education, and the need for even the heir of a noble family to broaden his horizons about the world. Even so, my parents were adamant that Laz-san accompany us as a guard.

No, even that was a concession. At first, they were saying things like, "You can go, but you must use the carriage." If we used the only carriage our family owned, what were they supposed to do? A Royal Magic Advisor arriving at the palace on foot would surely be looked down upon by the other nobles.

"I've never been to this area before. It has a very different atmosphere."

"Hehe. The area around the Arcalai manor is all other nobles' manors, after all."

"Even on the edges of the Noble District, there are smaller residences and shops. Of course, they are all properties owned by people of status," Laz-san added.

I walked along the cobblestone street, chatting with Hanna and Laz-san. The road sloped gently downwards, continuing toward the city wall visible in the distance. I was full of curiosity about this new place, but Ruria, as usual, didn't join the conversation, silently following along at her own pace.

The royal capital of Hanoku is centered on the royal castle, which sits atop a small hill, and is surrounded by a double wall. The inner wall encloses the Noble District, which is the Uptown, and restricts entry and exit to and from the general residential area in the Downtown area below the hill. Hanna's house, our destination, is on the outskirts of the Noble District, near the city wall. It's right in front of the gate connecting to the downtown commercial district. While it may not compare to the large stores along the main street that runs straight from the royal castle to the outside of the capital, for an up-and-coming merchant house, it's quite a prime location.

The city wall, nearly five meters high, loomed closer. The area in front of the gate connecting to the downtown was a small square, and Hanna's father's shop, the Dalet Trading Company, was built facing it. Hanna modestly called it a newcomer, but it was quite an impressive establishment. The foot traffic in the Noble District increased sharply around here, and I could see a considerable number of people going in and out of the shop.

As it got crowded, Ruria clung to my back, her usual spot. Laz-san stood close to us, his eyes scanning the surrounding people vigilantly. There were guards on duty in the square, so I thought he was being overly cautious, but I suppose that's his job. Hanna asked one of the shopkeepers to announce us, and we were led to the back of the Dalet Trading Company.

---At that moment, I was oblivious to the figure watching us from a distant street corner.

"Saki-sama, for you to come all this way to such a place, I am truly and deeply honored. I, Seda Dalet, will procure anything you desire in an instant. Please, do not hesitate to ask for anything at all."

Hanna's father, Dalet-shi, welcomed us in a reception room at the back of the shop. As expected of a trading company with a shop in the Noble District, the reception room we were shown to was lavishly decorated. The furnishings, such as the sofa and table, were clearly high-quality items, likely for receiving distinguished guests. It probably cost more than our reception room at home. Our family takes care with our manor and attire to a degree that maintains our dignity, but we are far from words like "luxury" or "ostentation."

Dalet-shi was a man with a calm demeanor, looking to be in his early old age, with a gentle tone and a disarming smile. I remembered that a high-ranking official at a financial institution I frequented in my past life was just like him. He was humble, but not obsequious. His clothing was of fine quality, befitting the owner of a trading company, but it wasn't the kind that flaunted wealth to impress us. I could see how he had managed to build a merchant house in the Noble District in a single generation.

"Your excessive greetings are most kind. Ruria and I have been raised by Hanna for as long as we can remember. I feel a fondness for you, Seda-dono, Hanna's esteemed father, as if you were my own grandfather. I hope that you will continue to lend your strength to the Arcalai family in the future."

"Such gracious words. It is the highest honor to be entrusted with your daughter and to be relied upon in such a manner."

Ugh. It feels gross even saying it myself. To be frank, this kind of exchange is not my style. But I might have to have these kinds of conversations with nobles in the future, so I'll just have to endure it as practice. With Hanna's father, even if my wording is a little off, it shouldn't turn out badly.

Just then, Hanna entered the reception room carrying a tea set. She had left immediately after guiding us to this room, but it seems she went to prepare tea, being in her own familiar home. Dalet-shi watched with narrowed eyes as she placed the tea in front of us. And Ruria, don't reach for the sweets the instant they're put down. I had no choice but to give a slight bow to Dalet-shi and say, "Please forgive my companion's lack of decorum."

"Not at all. Please, Saki-sama, have some as well."

Dalet-shi's smile deepened as he offered me tea. Well, he didn't have much choice but to say that. I didn't resist and said, "Then, if you'll excuse me," taking a sip of the tea. Oh, a deep, bitter flavor of herbs, coupled with the refreshing scent of citrus. As a former Japanese person, I miss green tea, but this kind of herbal tea is also nice. As expected of a merchant, he serves good tea.

After serving us and Dalet-shi, Hanna offered tea to Laz-san, who was standing behind the sofa we were sitting on. Laz-san tried to refuse politely, saying, "No, I'm fine," but Hanna insisted with a very nice smile.

"Oh, but this is my family home. I am the host, and you, Laz-san, are the guest. Please, have some."

Laz-san chuckled and relented, "Well then, if you'll excuse me, I'll have it like this," accepting the cup and saucer while still standing and taking a sip. Ruria watched Hanna and Laz-san laughing together, nodding as she stuffed her cheeks with sweets. What's with that benevolent gaze?

Oh well. This is a good opportunity, so I'll get down to business. I placed my half-finished tea on the table and spoke to Dalet-shi.

"Actually, I would like to purchase a short sword."

"Oh. A short sword, you say?"

"Yes. It may be a bit dangerous for a child's toy, but I would like to have one for self-defense. It doesn't need to be a professional-grade weapon like a soldier would use. Something easy to handle and unadorned would be fine."

Yes, this was the purpose of my visit today. To obtain a magic weapon. Not a weapon of magic, but a weapon to be used when performing sorcery. When I thought of trying out the sorcery from my past life in this world, I realized I would need various things. One of them was this magic weapon.

Unlike the magic of this world, where effects manifest with a single gesture or incantation, the sorcery I learned in my past life is brought about by performing rituals. The magic weapon is used during these rituals. No, no, for those of you thinking it's a dagger for slitting the throat of a sacrifice on an altar, you're wrong. A sacrificial dagger could arguably be called a magic weapon, but unfortunately, that area is outside my specialty.

So, how is a weapon used in a ritual? It's swung and held in time with gestures, used for what you might call striking a pose. To put it that way might make it sound trivial, but in any ritual, not just sorcery, atmosphere and posturing are important.

In my past life's terms, think of it like the purification wands wielded by Shinto priests, or the crucifix held up by Catholic priests. To put it in gaming terms, performing a ritual while equipped with a magic weapon gives a bonus to the effect.

There's a rule that this magic weapon must be handmade by the magician who will use it. By creating it with one's own hands, it attunes to one's aura and helps to manifest the sorcery. However, that doesn't mean I have to forge a dagger by striking iron.

"Also, could you arrange for some red paint that can be applied to metal? It's embarrassing, like something a child would do, but I'd like to paint the blade of the dagger red."

*I am a child*, I thought, chiding myself as I brazenly said this. The "handmade" part of making a magic weapon mainly refers to the decoration. This time, I plan to make a "Fire Short Sword," so it needs to be decorated in red. If word of this short sword purchase reaches my parents, I hope they'll just think that their little boy, like any boy, wanted his own cool weapon.

"Hmm. The short sword is one thing, but a paint that won't come off metal will need to be specially ordered. For now, would you like to see the short swords we have in stock?"

Dalet-shi said this and rang a handbell on the table, instructing a shopkeeper to check their inventory. I had heard from Hanna beforehand that the Dalet Trading Company deals in a wide range of goods, including weapons, farm tools, harnesses, foodstuffs, and other miscellaneous items. Though, according to Hanna, "We can't compete with the established specialty stores since we're latecomers, so we just deal in everything."

At this moment, Laz-san leaned down to my ear and whispered.

"I have a small matter to attend to, so I'll be stepping out. I will return shortly."

*That's unusual*, I thought, nodding to Laz-san. He bowed to Dalet-shi, said "I'll be back soon" to Hanna, and left the reception room. Just then, I thought I saw a powerful swirl of magical glitter behind him and instinctively looked back. But the swirl of magic I thought I saw for a moment vanished immediately. *What was that just now?* I wondered, tilting my head inwardly, as I responded to Dalet-shi, who was making conversation to keep me from getting bored while we waited.

In the end, Laz-san didn't return until our business was concluded. Dalet-shi and I got excited talking about Hanna's childhood stories, Hanna repeatedly said how embarrassing it was, and Ruria single-mindedly devoured the sweets.

Eventually, a shop employee returned with several short swords. I carefully compared the ones laid out on the table and chose a simple, single-edged short sword of a moderate size. The grip wasn't too large for my hand, and the blade was short, making it seem suitable for a child to hold.

Considering that the blade would be thicker after being painted, I asked to have the sheath remade slightly larger. Including the leather belt and other fittings for hanging it from my waist, it was arranged for everything to be delivered to the manor with the paint in about ten days.

I paid a deposit from the allowance I had been saving for this day and shook hands with Dalet-shi to seal the deal. It was only then that Laz-san, who had stepped out, finally returned. Since we were all together, we decided to take our leave. I thanked Dalet-shi for his hospitality, and he replied, "Please feel free to stop by anytime." I plan to be in need of various things in the future, so I'll be sure to rely on him even without being told.

"So, what was your business, anyway?"

On the way back to the manor, I asked Laz-san. *At this rate, we'll make it back for lunch, so we can attend the magic lecture at the academy this afternoon,* I thought.

"No, it was nothing of consequence. I apologize for being late in returning."

Laz-san didn't reveal his business and simply bowed his head gravely. "Don't worry about it," I replied, glancing at Hanna, but she just looked back as if to say, "What?" Well, it's not like I doubt him. He's served the Arcalai family as a retainer since his parents' generation, and I've known his earnest character since I was born. It was probably either something not worth reporting to the head of the house, or something he didn't want a child to hear.

I decided to forget about it and headed back to the manor, chiding a cheerful Ruria—who had been given sweets as a souvenir—for trying to eat them while walking.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Time rewinds slightly.

The man sat on a chair near a peephole on the second floor of a building facing the square. His gaze was fixed, to a degree that wouldn't seem unnatural, on the entrance of the shop where his target had disappeared.

The target, who usually never went anywhere but back and forth between the manor and the private academy, had headed in a completely different direction early this morning, and the man had panicked. He hurriedly contacted his associates to have them follow, while he himself returned to their base of operations. When he received word that the target had entered the Dalet Trading Company on the outskirts of the Noble District, he rushed to re-check their locations throughout the capital. Fortunately, he confirmed there was a vacant property facing the square in question, and after swapping with the associate who had been tailing them, he slipped into the building.

The man was skilled at this kind of stakeout. Both the Arcalai manor and the private academy were difficult to approach, so surveillance was his primary mission. Usually, he observed from a base a sufficient distance away from the manor or academy, but this time the location was bad. In a downtown square, he could disguise himself as a street vendor or something, but doing that in the Noble District, even on the outskirts, would be completely out of place.

In the end, he had to hole up on the second floor of a building he had illegally entered as a makeshift measure, but he was used to watching from a window. People surprisingly don't tend to look higher than their own heads. As long as he didn't move unnecessarily and continued to observe from an angle that was hard to see from the shop in question, he would be fine.

Holding his breath and trying to erase his presence, the man thought. That shop was apparently the family home of a servant who worked at the target's manor, but why would he go to the trouble of visiting? Isn't it normal to summon a merchant to the manor? Even if he wanted to meet the shopkeeper, it's common sense for the shopkeeper to visit the manor. Besides, what would a child like that have to talk about with the head of a trading company?

The fact that the target was far from the manor today also bothered him. Depending on the client's intentions, there was a possibility they might make a move on the way back from the shop. The man's role was surveillance, and rough stuff was handled by others, but what were they planning to do by kidnapping a child like that? A thought unbecoming of someone in his line of work briefly crossed his mind.

The man was the type to do his job properly, even with lingering questions. While trying not to look only in the direction of the shop, he surveyed the square with a blank expression, his face still. This was a basic surveillance technique: keeping his gaze unfocused and straight ahead, widening his field of view to catch any movement. As he paid attention to the passersby, the target's attendant emerged from the shop entrance.

A young man named Laz Heim. He was an attendant of the Arcalai family and had recently been accompanying the target to and from the private academy. The man had long felt that this Laz was not to be underestimated. He always told his associates to be extremely careful not to be noticed by this man during surveillance.

After leaving the shop, Laz avoided the other pedestrians and headed straight... too straight! in his direction. His steps were clearly aimed this way. *Was I discovered? Did the associate who took over for me make some mistake?* His thoughts raced, and his heart pounded against his ribs like a drum. Just as the attendant was a few steps from the building's entrance, the man couldn't bear it anymore and stood up from his chair.

"What do you want? In such a hurry."

Before the man's eyes as he turned stood a tall, robed old woman. Soundlessly, without a presence, in a building that had certainly been empty when the man entered.

"Eh..."

Before the man could say anything, the old woman's fingers quickly formed a sign, and her lips whispered a short incantation. That sight was the last thing the man saw as his vision went black, and his consciousness was swallowed by darkness.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Laz entered through the back door of the vacant house, climbed the stairs, and opened the door to the second-floor room. Inside was Ester Adoni Arcalai, looking down at a collapsed man. Laz closed the door, walked over to Ester, and knelt.

"My Lady, I am deeply sorry to have troubled you with this."

Ester crossed her arms and replied in a tone that suggested she couldn't care less.

"It's fine. With things like this, it's best to be overly cautious. If you prepare carelessly out of overconfidence and something major happens, you'll regret it more than you can imagine."

As she spoke, Ester rolled the fallen man over with the toe of her shoe. He had an unremarkable face and was dressed like a servant of some noble. His chest was rising and falling faintly, but the man showed no signs of waking up despite being kicked roughly.

"Like the one snooping around the back of the shop, I doubt he knows anything. Still, we'll interrogate him just in case, and after that, just threaten him a bit and throw him out."

"If we could at least find out which noble gave the order, that would be something."

"The number of people who find us bothersome is more than you can count. No matter who it is, if they want to meddle, I'll just have to teach them a lesson."

With a scoff, Ester snapped her fingers. At the same time, the [Unseen Servant] that had been waiting behind Laz was dismissed and vanished into thin air. She could have simply ordered it away with a thought, but the old woman had always been fond of such theatrical gestures.

"Well, I'll leave the cleanup to you. If this teaches those fools to behave themselves a little, maybe I can finally enjoy my retirement."

Laz bowed his head in silence. A short whisper was heard above him, and when Laz raised his head a moment later, Ester was gone, leaving only the man sleeping on the floor.

"Well then, let's get this over with quickly. Making Saki-sama and the others wait too long would be a disgrace to my position as an attendant."

Laz muttered this to himself and approached the fallen man.
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			"I have received a report from Laz. As expected, they seem to know nothing about their employer."

It was the middle of the night. In the study of the Arcalai manor, illuminated by magical light, two figures sat on sofas facing each other. One was the current head of the family, Levi; the other was the former head, Ester.

"They're the very tip of a lizard's tail. They wouldn't have a clue what they were attached to. I was rather hoping that by catching them, we'd spook a part of the organization closer to the main body into making a move. But according to the reports from the nets we cast, there was no such activity. I suppose they aren't that foolish."

With that, Ester took out a long pipe and lit the bowl. Not with a flame kindled on her fingertip, of course, but with an ordinary flint. Spells have a fixed effect, making it impossible to, for example, weaken a spell like [Fireball] to use it for starting a fire.

As Ester took a puff or two of smoke and narrowed her eyes, a wine goblet sat on the low table between the sofas. It was made of wood, not glass. In the Hanoku Kingdom, as in the rest of the current human world, glassmaking had not yet been put to practical use, so vessels were primarily wooden or ceramic. Levi silently poured wine into the cup, which had been carved from walnut to beautifully display the wood grain. He then filled his own goblet and asked a question.

"If you were only going to observe them this time anyway, wouldn't it have been better to leave them be, as we have until now?"

"As I said a moment ago, one reason was the hope of luring out their superiors. The other was, well, harassment."

"Harassment?" Levi repeated, his tone laced with exasperation.

Ester chuckled softly and reached for her goblet. She took a sip of wine before continuing.

"Whether they hire new people or temporarily halt their surveillance, it's no great loss to them. But it will certainly be irritating. And that is what is important."

Ester declared this with a truly wicked smile, pipe in hand. Watching her, Levi sighed internally, thinking that for all that she was his own mother, she was a truly difficult woman. In essence, she was provoking them. She was trying to frustrate the enemy, hoping that the repeated irritation would cause them to lash out or make a foolish move. Shaking his head in resignation, Levi asked another question.

"By the way, did you have a chance to meet the two of them?"

"I cannot let them sense that I am making a move, so I did not meet them face-to-face. But since I went to the trouble of coming all this way, I did at least get a glimpse of them from a distance."

Ester removed the pipe from her lips, closed her eyes, and began to speak.

"Ruria's magical power has become something monstrous. Just recalling it now sends shivers down my spine. Even when I met her in the past, she was in uncharted territory, but I suspect her power has doubled since then. It is truly a terrifying prospect."

At those words, Levi paused the hand that was raising his goblet to his lips and stared blankly for a moment. Even at the age of three, her magical power surpassed that of Ester, who was said to be the strongest in the kingdom's history. And now, at six, it had doubled? This was beyond the realm of belief.

"What surprised me even more was that Saki's magical power has also grown. It was small to begin with, so even now it is only about that of an average person. Still, with such a minuscule amount of power, it should have been difficult for him to even use spells. But somehow, he seems to have found a way to make casting possible. Just what happened to those two…?"

Ester let out a long breath, as if releasing something that had been weighing on her chest.

"I am concerned about outside affairs, but I am even more intrigued by what is happening within our own walls. What is it that makes those two so special? Depending on how things unfold, I feel this could lead to an unbelievable uproar. The kind that could change the very fundamentals of magic."

Levi nodded with a serious expression in response to Ester's words.

"I have begun inquiries into how the two of them are behaving during their lectures and how they spend their time in the manor. At the same time, I have placed an even stricter gag order on everyone associated with the private academy, but… it seems rumors are already spreading in some circles. 'There is a young girl of terrifying talent at the Arcalai private academy,' they say."

"You cannot stop wagging tongues, I suppose. It cannot be helped. It was bound to get out eventually. We have no choice but to proceed as we have been, taking care not to show any weakness. I am counting on you."

"Yes, Mother."

After that, the two drank in silence, exchanging no more words. As the wine bottle neared its end, the magical light suddenly went out, and Ester's form vanished with it. Left alone in the darkness, Levi stared intently at the two goblets remaining on the table.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ten days had passed since I ordered the short sword at Hanna's family home. When I returned to the manor from my lessons at the academy, I was told there was a delivery from the Dalet Trading Company. *It's finally here,* I thought, accepting the package with giddy excitement and returning to my room.

After dinner, I carefully unwrapped the package and took out the short sword, along with its leather holster and the custom-ordered red paint. Just in case, I threw open the windows in my room. I unsheathed the sword and began applying paint to the blade with a brush that had been included as a bonus. I applied a thin coat, let it dry slightly, then added another layer to avoid unevenness. After a while, when I thought it was painted cleanly enough, I set the brush down. I would let it dry overnight. The real work would be tomorrow.

"What are you going to use that for?"

Just as I finished, Ruria, who had been sitting on her bed doing her daily training, asked. What should I tell her? After a moment's thought, I replied.

"It's a tool for using magic. It helps things go more smoothly."

*That's not a lie, is it? Well, maybe it's not entirely accurate. But I can't go into detail about ritual magic just yet.*

"…I want one too."

"You do, Ruria? Hmm, let me see. All right, I'll make something different for you."

As I watched Ruria nod, an idea formed in my mind. If my practice of ritual magic went well, maybe I could teach it to her. Having two people research it would be more efficient than one, and some ritual magic is meant to be performed by multiple people. Eventually, I wouldn't be able to hide the fact that I was trying to master it. I didn't know what effect introducing ritual magic to a world of magic would have, but I had a feeling Ruria would be on my side.

While cleaning up after my painting session, I began to think about what kind of ritual weapon would be best for Ruria.

The following night. I was in the children's room, preparing for the ritual with a slight sense of nervousness. I was about to perform the [Consecration] on the "Fire Short Sword" I had made yesterday. This meant that, for the first time, I would be practicing ritual magic in this world.

The room was filled with various items I had prepared and gathered. They were all for the ritual I was about to perform, but most were things that were fairly easy to obtain. It was a relief that they weren't incredible, legendary items you could only get at the end of an adventure, like in a game or fantasy novel. Of course, my knowledge of ritual magic came from my previous life, and such outlandish things rarely existed in that world.

Now, let me introduce my collection of items. First, the altar. It's just a few wooden boxes stacked together with a black cloth draped over them. Don't say it's pathetic. Of course, in the future, I plan to prepare a proper ritual chamber for daily practice and install a magnificent altar there. But for now, this will do.

I also really wanted to draw a magic circle on the floor—I think "magic circle" is the correct translation, but "magic formation" became the standard term in Japan—but I reluctantly gave up the idea, certain that Maria or Hanna would find it later and scold me.

An incense burner and incense. This was a tough one. The ceramic incense burner, shaped like a sugar pot, and the incense for it were common among the nobility, but they were quite expensive. The allowance I'd been saving up with no particular use for it was almost completely wiped out by this and the short sword I bought the other day. I'd heard musk was a good choice for incense, but I didn't know if it existed in this world, and I had a feeling that animal-based fragrances would be outrageously pricey, so I got some common aromatic wood instead. In my past life, it would have been something like cypress, I suppose. It has a clean, forest-like scent that helps calm the mind.

A ceramic bowl filled with water. And a lamp. I'm using ones I found in the manor. With the "Fire Short Sword" I had prepared, that was everything.

Ruria watched me intently as I arranged the incense burner, bowl, and lamp on the altar. I had told her it was fine for her to watch, but she was not to speak. If my concentration was broken even once during the ritual, I'd have to start over on another day.

Right, time to face the altar and begin the ritual… or so I thought, when I realized something. *Crap, what do I do about the divine names, the names of angels, and all that? I don't know the names of this world's gods…* Hmm. I'll have to add that to my list of things to investigate later. For now, I have no choice but to proceed with the content from my past life. Everything but the proper nouns should be fine in this world's language.

I started over, once again standing before the altar. I held the prepared "Fire Short Sword" in my right hand, took a deep breath, and relaxed. I raised the sword above my head, then lowered it from the top of my head to my forehead, and then to my chest. Following the sword's movement, I visualized a massive pillar of light descending from the heavens and piercing through my entire body, while I slowly recited the prayer.

"Thine, the Kingdom."

I touched the "Fire Short Sword" to my right shoulder, then moved it to my left. Just as before, I visualized a pillar of light extending from beyond the horizon on my right, piercing through to my left, and chanted.

"The Power and the Glory."

The two pillars of light formed a massive cross with me at its center, filling my entire body with light. I held the "Fire Short Sword" upright, clasped my hands before my chest, and recited the final phrase.

"For ever and ever. So be it."

This was the "Qabalistic Cross," the absolute foundation of Western ceremonial magic. It's a ritual classified as a [Purification], meant to remove negative thoughts from within me and put me in a suitable state to perform ritual magic, but… I don't feel any different. If I had to say something, it looks like the magic power inside my body is spreading thinly throughout it.

Well, the ritual I'm performing today isn't one that produces any particularly noticeable effects, so maybe I just can't tell. Oops, stray thoughts are bad during a ritual. I need to switch gears and focus on the next part.

I used the "Fire Short Sword" to draw a pentagram in the air before me. A five-pointed star, with its vertices connected by lines. Starting from the bottom left point, I drew it in a single stroke, imagining a line of light tracing the sword's path to form the star. Visualizing the glowing pentagram floating in the air, I intoned in the most sonorous voice I could manage.

"Before me, Air; behind me, Water; on my right hand, Fire; on my left hand, Earth."

"Around me, the five-pointed stars flare. Within the pillar, the six-pointed star shines."

When I finished chanting, I approached the altar and held up the "Fire Short Sword" as an offering. I reverently placed the sword on the altar, then dipped my fingertips into the water in the bowl and flicked it in all directions.

"This is the great primeval sea, purified by these holy droplets."

Next, I picked up the lamp, held it aloft, and continued the incantation.

"This is the colorless primeval flame, that burns away empty phantoms and illuminates the abyss."

I set down the incense burner, reached for the bowl of water again, and sprinkled it on the "Fire Short Sword." I used my fingertips to rub the water into the blade two, three times, and chanted once more.

"In the highest holy name, I banish all evil powers and seeds."

The moment I said that, I felt something go *ping!* inside my head. It was like randomly spinning a radio dial and catching a signal for just a split second. At the same time, I was struck by the illusion of my mind expanding, connecting with the entire universe. And then, just as quickly, it vanished, leaving only the same room and altar before my eyes. *…What was that?*

When I performed this [Consecration] ritual in my past life, nothing like that ever happened. Or was it just something in my own consciousness, with nothing actually occurring? This is bad. I can't get caught up in stray thoughts during the ritual. I forced the sensation from my mind and performed the "Qabalistic Cross" one last time to conclude the ceremony.

"Phew…"

I somehow managed to finish the ritual and took the now consecrated "Fire Short Sword" in my hand. [Consecration] is a process that fills tools used in ritual magic, starting with weapons, with sacred power. You could say it's like a priest bestowing a blessing upon a weapon.

Ritual magic and divine power might seem incompatible, but that's an image based on 21st-century Japanese culture. Fundamentally, ritual magic is performed by borrowing the power of a greater being—a god, an angel, a spirit, and so on—which is where it differs completely from magic.

This "Fire Short Sword" hasn't become a "magic weapon" like you'd see in a game. It just means a spiritual connection has been formed, marking it as my ritual weapon. Well, even if this sword had some unsavory history (which is highly unlikely since I bought it new), the [Purification] and [Consecration] rituals I just performed should have taken care of any problems. From now on, using this "Fire Short Sword" in my rituals should amplify their effects.

"It's over, Ruria. How was it? Were you bored?"

I posed the question to my one and only audience member. Ruria shook her head and offered a brief comment.

"I felt like a big power was gathering around you, Saki. But it disappeared when you were done."

Well now. That was a long comment for my quiet childhood friend. But I see, that's how she perceived it. To my eyes, the "Fire Short Sword" has no magical power, so even if the ritual was a success and actually gathered some kind of power, it seems to be meaningless in terms of magic. That's another thing I'll have to verify in the future.

"Will I do what you just did, too?"

"That's right. You have to perform the [Consecration] on your own ritual weapon yourself. Don't worry, I'll teach you everything."

As I spoke, I was recalling the final moments of the [Consecration] ritual. That feeling, like connecting with the entire world… was that an effect of using ritual magic in this world? If what Azrael told me in Yetzirah—that this is a world where "ritual magic can actually be used"—is true, then it should be possible to perform it here. And perhaps it's not just a spiritual or conceptual thing like it was in my past life.

In any case, I actually performed a ritual and even experienced what felt like an effect. From now on, I'll have to get more ritual tools, prepare a proper magic circle… oh, right, and I need to arrange for a ritual weapon for Ruria. What kind of weapon would be good for her? I should probably ask for her opinion.

Also, I'm lacking knowledge about this world's faith and mythology. In Western ceremonial magic, I was mainly indebted to a certain gentleman who was crucified a long time ago. But no matter how great he was, I doubt his protection extends to another world. I'll need to properly learn about the objects of worship in this world and show them due respect, or my rituals probably won't have any effect.

I have to continue my magic training at the same time, so I have a ton of things to do. Not that I mind. It saves me from being bored. With those thoughts, I decided to go to bed for the night.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Somewhere far away, in a dark place untouched by light.

A young woman's voice echoed, shattering the utter silence.

"We have confirmed the use of ritual magic in the eastern region of the continent."

"…It has been a long time. Four hundred years, if I recall. The eastern continent… does that mean the Constan Marquisate?" a calm, aged male voice asked.

"No, it is a new country, established only recently. The Hanoku Kingdom, I believe," the young woman's voice replied, its tone devoid of inflection.

The man's voice, in contrast, held a note of suspicion.

"The Hanoku Kingdom? If my memory serves, that is a frontier region with very few legacies remaining…"

No voice answered his question, and for a short while, silence reigned in the darkness.

"The location matters not. In any case, humanity has rediscovered ritual magic, just as we had hoped. This time, we cannot afford to repeat the failures of old. We must be cautious and nurture this faint spark."

A third voice, old and raspy, echoed as if to mediate between the two. And after that, nothing more disturbed the silence in the darkness.
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			"This is..."

In the headmaster's office of the Arcalai private academy, my father was staring at two pieces of parchment in his hands, groaning.

"It's parchment for practicing Visualization. Training with this will allow one to picture the manifestation of sigils and spells more quickly and accurately, improving one's spellcasting ability. The effects have been confirmed by myself, Ruria, and Roche. I truly believe this Triple Circle Method should be incorporated into the academy's curriculum."

At my words, Father merely gazed at the parchment with a troubled expression. Hmph. I would think the effectiveness of this method was made clear when Roche mastered his second spell the other day.

That's right. For nearly two years after first learning the [Light] spell, Roche had been at a standstill, unable to master any new spells. He seemed to think he lacked talent. But after starting this training, the precision of his [Light] spell improved, and just the other day, he finally succeeded in mastering his second spell: [Magic Missile].

Incidentally, I was watching up close when he cast that [Magic Missile], so I tried copying it later and succeeded. I immediately taught it to Ruria, and she, too, succeeded on the spot. As an added bonus, she cast eight [Magic Missiles] in a row and nearly destroyed the target at the magic practice range.

This caused quite a commotion, and the three of us received a thorough scolding from my father and mother. Apparently, they had intended to teach an attack spell like [Magic Missile] to Ruria and me much later. They said learning it on our own was unprecedented.

And so, a few days later, I alone was summoned to the headmaster's office to be questioned about my, Ruria's, and Roche's "training," which brings us back to the opening scene.

After a silence long enough for that entire flashback to play out, my father finally spoke, his expression still troubled.

"I understand. I will consider adopting this method at our academy... Now, is there anything else you're keeping from me?"

Amid his furrowed brow, I thought I saw a sharp glint in my father's eyes. Ah, um. Hiding, keeping secret... well, there are certainly things I haven't told him. And man, Dad, you're scary.

"No, nothing in particular."

But despite my internal trembling, I kept it from my face and answered as calmly as I could. The dice method is sort of an advanced version of the Triple Circle Method, so I can just claim I thought of it later. The Lesser Heavenly Cycle is hard to explain, and I doubt anyone but me can even learn the mana absorption method.

And as for ritual magic... that's not something I can talk about now. If he asked how I knew about it, I'd have to tell him I have memories from a past life. I can't imagine he'd believe me, and I'd be in trouble if he thought I was crazy. Revealing my knowledge of ritual magic must be done with extreme caution. Which means there's nothing I can say.

My father stared at me for a while with a stern expression, but eventually, he sighed.

"I see. I find it hard to believe you came up with this training method on your own... but if you say so, then it must be so. Honestly, it's enough to make me think you received a divine revelation from the Goddess of Magic."

"The Goddess of Magic? There's a deity like that?"

"Yes. She is the goddess said to have created magic and gifted it to us humans. Naturally, she is devoutly worshipped by all magic users."

Bingo! A target for my faith has appeared! Just the other day, I was lamenting my need for knowledge of this world's myths and legends, and now here's some timely information. All right, I'll use the flow of this conversation to ask Dad for permission to go out.

"In that case, I would like to learn more about the Goddess of Magic. I was wondering if I could visit the temple and speak with one of the priests..."

"Hmm, very well. I will send word to the temple on your behalf. As always, you are to take Laz and Hanna with you. And you are to stay out of trouble. Understood?"

"Thank you, Father."

"Good. I'm sorry to have taken up your time. You may return to your lecture."

"Yes, excuse me."

I bowed to my father, then gave a nod to the person beside him as well before leaving the headmaster's office.

...Why was Grandma standing silently next to Dad while invisible? I had a feeling I shouldn't bring it up, so I didn't.
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			After finishing dinner, Roche Lamed bid his mother goodnight and returned to his room. Though small, having his own room was a privilege for an eight-year-old second son in this country. The manor itself was not large, and its location was on the outskirts of the Noble District, but it was a fine residence with a garden.

Roche's father, while holding the lowest rank of nobility as a Baron for life, was primarily a financial bureaucrat serving the royal court. Unlike nobles with landed estates, he didn't have to bear the costs of maintenance and personnel, so he was quite well-off financially. If Saki had known of these circumstances, he might have commented, "It's like the relationship between a minor daimyo and a high-ranking hatamoto in the Edo period."

Roche sat down at the desk he'd been given upon entering the academy and began his daily routine. Pinned to the wall by his desk, at eye level, were the two sheets of parchment he had received from Saki. More than a month had passed since he began training with the parchment depicting the triple circles. Now, when he looked at the parchment with just the single circle drawn on it, he could faintly see a phantom central point and a small double circle. When casting spells, the sigil now seemed to appear, tracing the movements of his fingertips.

As he gazed at the triple circles and the central point, Roche found himself thinking of his two friends, Saki and Ruria. Though they had only been at the academy for about three months, they had already become the center of attention for all the other students. Part of it was their background—the direct heir of the Arcalai family, who sponsored the private academy, and a blood relative—but above all, their magical talent was simply off the charts.

They had cast their first spell on the very day they were taught, and just the other day, they had already mastered a second one. For a child who entered a private academy teaching magic from a young age, it normally took three months just to be able to cast the first spell, and a second spell would typically take another year or two. Their speed was nothing short of overwhelming.

Ruria, in particular, stood out in many ways. Even for the [Light] spell, which consumed little magical power, she possessed an extraordinary amount of mana, enough to cast it more than a dozen times in a row. And she had the spell control to freely manipulate each of those individual lights simultaneously. The other day, she had fired eight successive shots of the [Magic Arrow] she had just learned, almost completely destroying the sturdy target in the magic practice area. A rumor was already circulating among the students: "Could she be the second coming of 'The Witch,' Ester Adoni Arcalai?"

But, Roche thought, the truly abnormal one was Saki.

The Triple Circle Method that Roche was now practicing was said to be something Saki had devised on his own. Everything Roche had been taught about magic emphasized the importance of accurately visualizing the sigil and the spell's activation. To that end, it was recommended to practice casting the spell repeatedly, or to learn by watching others cast it. But Saki had come up with the idea of training the very ability to "visualize accurately." How on earth could anyone think of such a thing?

The same went for magical power. When Saki first cast the [Light] spell, he had reportedly lost consciousness due to low mana. Roche had heard directly from him that his own magical power was very small. Yet now, he could cast the [Light] spell normally, and even the [Magic Arrow], which consumed more mana than [Light].

It was common knowledge that the amount of one's magical power was determined at birth and hardly ever changed throughout one's life. How had Saki managed to increase his magical power so much in such a short time?

And the final straw was when Roche had succeeded in casting [Magic Arrow] for the first time. Having finally succeeded with a spell he had been working on for the past year, Roche shared his joy with Saki and Ruria, who had been watching nearby. But the next moment, Saki said, "I'll give it a try, too," and then succeeded in casting [Magic Arrow] himself.

Never before had Roche heard of anyone mastering a spell just by watching someone else cast it. Even Sarah-sensei, who had been supervising the practice, had been astonished. Just how many conventions of magic did he intend to break?

With that thought, Roche belatedly remembered he was in the middle of his training. *This won't do.* Saki had told him that concentration was crucial for this training. Thanks to his younger friend, he, a former dunce, had finally managed to master a second spell. He had to take his training seriously, if only not to disappoint Saki.

Roche shifted his mindset and once again stared intently at the parchment with the triple circles drawn on it.


		
			Chapter 14: Episode 13: The Magic Otaku is Saddled with Excessive Expectations
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 14

			Episode 13: The Magic Otaku is Saddled with Excessive Expectations

			"How strange. It's not like her to fall ill."

The next morning, Mother Maria spoke as she stroked the head of Ruria, who was still lying in bed. Ruria, her eyes narrowed like a cat's, remained quiet. The magical light emanating from her body was incomparably dimmer and weaker than usual. And this was an improvement from last night.

"She doesn't have a fever and her throat isn't swollen, but she seems to have no strength in her body. I think she'll be fine if she rests for the day, but…"

As the only one who knew what happened last night and why Ruria was in this state, all I could do was nod vaguely at Mother Maria's words. To be honest, even after a whole night, it all felt like something out of a dream.

"Should I stay with Ruria today?" I suggested.

Mother Maria paused for a moment, considering it. But she quickly changed her mind, shaking her head slightly.

"I appreciate you worrying about Ruria, but it's best you go to the academy, Saki. Hanna and I will look after her, so you should hurry and finish your breakfast and get ready to leave."

"Okay… I understand."

I knelt by the pillow, bringing my eyes level with Ruria's. Placing a hand on her cheek, I whispered, "I'm heading out," but she grabbed my hand and shook her head slightly, silently protesting. Feeling troubled, I had no choice but to continue stroking her cheek.

After a short while, Ruria finally released my hand and closed her eyes. I glanced over at Mother Maria, who silently urged me with her eyes, "You should go now." I slipped away from the bed and left the children's room.

After finishing breakfast and getting dressed, Laz-san arrived from a meeting with my father. Laz-san holds the position of attendant in the manor, but his role is more like a combination of my father's secretary and bodyguard. In my previous life's Europe, his position would have been called a "footman." He currently spends most of his days as my bodyguard, but in the mornings and evenings, he seems to report to my father to confirm schedules and relay information.

"Good morning, Master Saki. How is Lady Ruria feeling?"

"I think she'll be fine if she rests for the day. Mother Maria and Hanna are with her now."

"I see. I am relieved to hear it is not serious. The seasons are changing, so please take care of yourself as well, Master Saki."

"I will. Well then, shall we go?"

With Laz-san accompanying me, I left the manor and we walked the now-familiar path to the academy. Summer was beginning to fade, and a hint of autumn could be felt in the wind that blew through the streets. It wasn't just because of my name in my past life, but autumn was my favorite season of the year. Unfortunately, since I had never left the capital's Noble District since the day I was born, I had few opportunities to truly feel the changing of the seasons. The most I got was the air growing cooler and the garden trees changing color.

Autumn would come, then winter, and once the new year passed, Ruria and I would both turn seven. That's right, still just seven. And yet, what in the world have we gotten ourselves into?

I cast my eyes down to the stone-paved road and, with a deep sigh, began to recall the events of the previous night.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

Ruria stood before the altar, her entire body emitting a brilliant silver radiance. It appeared that way because my eyes perceived the tremendous magic flowing from her as the color silver. I had always seen a silvery tinge to her magic, but I could say with certainty that I had never felt such a vast amount of power from her before.

As if influenced by the force overflowing from within, her black hair and the robe she wore lifted slightly, floating in the air. Ruria was never very expressive, but with her eyes closed now, she gave off an even more rigid impression. And the words that spun from her lips were in her voice, yet they were clearly not her own.

"Though the ritual tools and magic circle are lacking, this is indeed a place of ritual magic. And while the incantation has its own unique color, it is a fine one, following the ancient style. Well done, child. May I have your name?"

Sister Magisa—who, by her own account, was the being known in this world as the Goddess Isis—inquired in a flat, emotionless tone. I was beyond the verge of confusion; I wanted to scream and run in circles, but I desperately tried to regain my composure. What did she call herself? If I was not mistaken, the proper response here would be…

"S-Saki. My name is Saki Adoni Arcalai, *Greatly Honored Sister* Magisa."

"The honorific is unnecessary. You are not yet a member of our order. Of course, I hope that you will join us one day."

*This is bad. She understands.* "Greatly Honored" was the honorific used within a magical order when a lower-ranking member addressed a higher-ranking one. My knowledge of magical orders from my previous life was actually applicable in this world.

Whether she was the Goddess Isis herself or not, it seemed certain that Sister Magisa was a member of this world's magical order. Not only that, but a *Magister Templi*—a master of the temple—an incredibly high-ranking mage who existed as a spiritual entity without a physical body.

"The time we have to converse like this is not long. There is a reason I was able to descend despite this not being a formal ritual of [Invocation]. One is that you called upon me directly. Another is the immense magical power of this vessel, this girl. There are other reasons, but I am only able to remain in this world of Assiah by borrowing this girl's magic. If I manifest for too long, I might consume all of her power. Therefore, Saki, listen well."

Sister Magisa, still inhabiting Ruria, spoke to me in that same emotionless voice. Ruria's eyes were closed, but an illusion of gigantic eyes floating behind my childhood friend flashed through my mind, as if they were staring intently at me.

"To save 'humanity,' which continues to decline, you must restore the glory of magic. You will be the pioneer who revives the ancient kingdom."

"...Pardon?"

"Thank you. I will be counting on you, then."

"No, no, no! That's not what I meant! W-Wait a minute!"

I could feel the silver light dimming, and I realized Sister Magisa was about to depart. I hastily called out to stop her. The flourishing of magic was one thing, but reviving an ancient kingdom? What was this woman talking about? Was she just trying to be funny? Was that it?

"Um, I am merely a student aspiring to be a magic user. Even if you tell me to revive a kingdom…"

As I trailed off, Sister Magisa continued.

"Rest assured. I am not telling you to build a nation. I am asking you to pave the way for human society to regain the civilization and prosperity equivalent to that of the former kingdom through magic."

*You've got to be kidding… That's a far grander scale than conquering a country.* But then I realized there was a point in Sister Magisa's earlier words that I could not ignore.

"Does that mean magic was practiced in the Ancient Magic Kingdom? Then why has no magic been passed down to the present day?"

She had said "again" and "restore." That meant magic had been practiced in this world in the past. I had suspected as much, but now I could consider it confirmed.

"In the distant past, magic supported the lives of the people. But with the collapse of the ancient kingdom, those arts were lost. Now, only fragments remain in the form of the kingdom's 'legacy'."

"The kingdom's 'legacy'…"

As a thousand thoughts swirled chaotically in my mind, I subconsciously repeated Sister Magisa's words. Inhabiting my childhood friend, she nodded with Ruria's face and gaze. The silver light emanating from her body had, at some point, lost much of its brilliance and looked as if it could vanish at any moment.

"Seek the 'legacy,' Saki. It will guide you to the deeper mysteries of magic. My time is up. I pray for the day you master magic and we can meet again."

With those final words, the silver light vanished completely. At the same time, Ruria crumpled as if all support had been taken from her. I rushed over and caught her just before she hit the floor. She seemed to have lost consciousness completely.

For now, I carried Ruria to her bed and laid her down. I lit the lamp we had used for the ritual and observed her carefully under its light. Her breathing seemed normal, and her complexion looked the same as always. However, the dazzling magical glow that usually radiated from within her was now extremely faint, covering only the surface of her body.

Just as Sister Magisa had said, maintaining the manifestation of a being hailed as a goddess must have required a tremendous amount of magic. Ruria was now in a state of sudden mana deprivation, much like I had been after casting the [Light] spell for the first time.

Relieved that the worst had not happened, a wave of mental exhaustion washed over me. The ritual had seemingly failed, only for a magic goddess (self-proclaimed) to descend. She left me with an impossible mission and some suggestive words before disappearing, leaving my unconscious friend behind. The series of events had apparently taken quite a toll on my nerves.

There was so much I wanted to think about, but I was suddenly too tired to care. Resisting the temptation to just throw myself onto the bed, I made sure to clean up after the ritual first. Moving mechanically, without a single thought, I hid the simple altar and the magic weapons in their designated places. Then, I decided to slip in next to Ruria and get some sleep.

I extinguished the lamp and closed my eyes. Normally, the light from Ruria's magic as she slept beside me was almost blindingly bright, but I had gotten used to it. The light she emitted now was even fainter than my own, and I had very little magic to begin with. That fact made me vaguely anxious, so I lay beside Ruria, holding her close. As I felt her breath, her heartbeat, and her warmth in my arms, all the unnecessary thoughts drained from my mind, and my consciousness faded into darkness.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------

*This is insane. What does she expect me to do…*

I had arrived at the academy and was sitting through the morning's general education lecture in the main hall. But the events of last night were so shocking that the lecturer's words weren't really sinking in.

At the lectern, where all the students' eyes were focused, stood a man in his fifties with thinning hair. This teacher's name was Amos Dayan. He came from the Arcalai family's home village and was one of the people my grandmother had summoned when she became a noble.

He had apparently studied at another noble's private academy, but he entered service as a civil official when our family was granted the title of Viscount. Now, he serves as both the Arcalai family librarian and a lecturer at this private academy. From what I hear, Amos-san is the older brother of the manor's head chef.

Incidentally, the head chef's full name is apparently Naomi Dayan. That portly chef is named Naomi… Well, it's a good name. Yes, it is.

"The nation said to have been established earliest after the fall of the Ancient Kingdom is the Constan Marquisate. It is located to the northeast of our Hanoku Kingdom, and the two countries are separated by the vast Central Plains and the mountains at the eastern edge of the continent. It claims a five-hundred-year history, but the exact details are unknown. However, it is certain that it is the country with the oldest history in the surrounding region, and our own nation has been greatly influenced by the culture and systems of the Constan Marquisate."

The lecture hall was quiet. Amid the faint scratching of quills on parchment, Mr. Amos's voice echoed. Today's lecture seemed to be about the neighboring countries of the Hanoku Kingdom. What timely content.

"The king of the marquisate is the Marquis Constan House. You may wonder why a marquis is a king, but that country claims to have been 'granted this marquisate by the Ancient Kingdom.' That is to say, they claim the Constan family was enfeoffed as a marquis in the current marquisate's territory during the era of the Ancient Kingdom, and that they became independent as a marquisate after the Ancient Kingdom fell. The truth of this is uncertain. Therefore, the highest rank of nobility in the Constan Marquisate is Count."

That's right. The Ancient Kingdom fell five hundred years ago. But its remnants are said to be scattered across the continent, and even now, buildings from the Ancient Kingdom era are sometimes discovered in unexplored regions. There's even a profession for people who search for such ruins, called 'adventurers.' If they were to discover a treasure from the Ancient Kingdom in some ruins, it would be more than just a quick fortune.

Personally, I wanted no part in such a shady business, but it was possible that such treasures were the 'legacy' Sister Magisa had spoken of.

"While it is true that the marquisate and the Marquis Constan House are the oldest nation and family in the surrounding region, they are not the only ones who carry the old ways into the present. For example, the Hanoku royal family, the rulers of this country, ascended to the throne relatively recently, only thirty years ago, but they have been known as a prominent family ruling this land for over two hundred years. And the Arcalai Viscounty, which hosts this academy, is also a family that has long been known as masters of attack magic."

Mr. Amos's lecture continued. I see, so it's not limited to ruins from the Ancient Kingdom era. A country like the Constan Marquisate, which boasts of its history, might have some traces of the Ancient Kingdom left. Furthermore, without even going to another country, it was possible that the Hanoku royal family or even my own family had something that qualified as a 'legacy.' Like a family heirloom, a secret text, or an old legend.

*In the end, all I can think about is what Sister Magisa said last night. But well, if I want to learn about the magic of this world, it seems I have no choice but to investigate this 'legacy'… It annoys me that I feel like I'm being played, but I guess I'll just have to devote myself to collecting this 'legacy.'*

From a god's perspective, this might be a story on the scale of all humanity, but for me personally, it was just a matter of "me working hard to reach the deeper mysteries of magic." In other words, it was merely an extension of what I've been doing all along. The revival of magic or the improvement of human civilization were just byproducts of me becoming a master of magic. A bonus, just a bonus.

Thinking of it that way, my mood instantly lightened. Mr. Amos was still lecturing on the podium, but my mind had already switched to planning my next steps. When I get home, I'll check on Ruria, and then I'll ask if our family has anything that's been passed down for generations. Father might be too busy to ask, so in that case, maybe I'll ask Gill-san, the butler.

My spirits lifted, I hummed my way through the afternoon's practical magic session and headed home with Laz-san.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

"We do."

"You do?!"

My father, Levi Adoni Arcalai, spoke so casually that I shot back with an almost spinal reflex. I instantly came to my senses and bowed my head. "My apologies, I lost my composure." Perhaps because of my memories as a commoner in my past life, my awareness of being the son of a noble is rather weak.

After returning to the manor and finishing dinner, I managed to catch my parents, who had come home early, and told them I wanted to talk. They brought me to my father's private study. There, I asked, "Do we have anything that has been passed down in our family for a long time, like heirlooms or legends?" which led to the response I just received.

There were four people in the room: my parents, me, and Ruria. Ruria had apparently recovered completely after sleeping all day and had eaten even more than usual at dinner. That was wonderful, but I was exasperated by the fact that she refused to leave my side since I had returned. At dinner, she had pulled her chair up so close that our shoulders were almost touching, and when I tried to go to the washroom after the meal, she even tried to follow me inside.

Even now, as we sat side-by-side on the sofa, Ruria had her arms wrapped around mine in a tight embrace. Every so often, she would bury her face in my bicep and nuzzle against it. *Are you a cat?*

Well, I understand she was lonely since we were apart for the whole day. Since the day we were born, we had never been separated for so long (though it was only half a day). Her reaction felt a bit exaggerated, but she was probably feeling insecure due to her illness from mana depletion. Judging by the brightness of her aura now, her magic seemed to have almost fully recovered.

Speaking of which, I had asked Ruria if she remembered what happened last night, but she said she "didn't really know." Apparently, her memory grew faint at the end of the ritual, and when she came to, it was morning and she had no strength in her body. That meant I was the only one who knew about the existence of Sister Magisa, a.k.a. the Goddess Isis. I might have to tell Ruria someday, but what should I do…

Getting back to the matter at hand, I initially had no intention of bringing Ruria into my father's study. I thought the topic might turn into something she shouldn't hear. But Ruria refused to be separated from me, and my parents didn't seem to mind, so in the end, we were both listening to the story. Although, I couldn't help but feel that the way my parents were looking at us was a bit… warm and amused.

"There was something like that? I've never heard of it," my mother said.

"I suppose I never told you. Our family has a scroll passed down through generations, with a rule that 'only the head of the house may see its contents.' I don't even know how long we've had it. I've only seen it a few times myself and usually forget it even exists."

As I listened to my parents talk, I thought, *Wait, did I hit the jackpot on the first try?* A rule like "only the head may see" was practically a declaration that it held a great secret. I leaned forward eagerly, biting at the bait.

"Is that scroll something I would be allowed to see?!"

My father put a hand to his chin and replied thoughtfully.

"As the future head of the Arcalai family, you have the right to see it, I suppose. However, the scroll isn't here in this manor. It's in the old estate in our family's home village, in our viscounty's territory. Your grandmother should be managing it…"

Oh, a family treasure in an old estate? Isn't that perfect? I'm not on some treasure appraisal show, but I'd love to go and have a look. Don't worry, I can handle it even if it's something that might cost me a few sanity points.

"Father, I would very much like to visit the Arcalai family's home village. And if Grandmother permits, I would like to see that scroll."

At my words, my parents exchanged a look and fell into thought for a moment. After a silent nod to each other, my father turned to me and answered.

"If that is what you wish, I will ask my mother. It will take time to prepare, so we can't go immediately, and I don't know if you'll get permission to see the scroll. I'll let you know when I have more details. Until then, continue your studies at the academy diligently. Understood?"

I replied with a beaming smile, and then, in high spirits, I left my father's study with Ruria. I wonder what's written on that scroll. And now that I think about it, this will be my first time leaving the royal capital. It all depends on my grandmother's mood, but my hopes were high for a new experience.

Suppressing my childlike excitement (I'm only six, after all), I fell asleep in the children's room with Ruria clinging to me.


		
			Chapter 15: Episode 14: The Magic Otaku Prepares for a Journey
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 15

			Episode 14: The Magic Otaku Prepares for a Journey

			"The second use of the magic has been confirmed. As I was the target of the appeal, I manifested through the channel. I have identified the caster."

Within a pitch-black space of unknown origin, the flat voice of a young woman echoed.

As if in reply, a low, masculine voice, filled with the thoughtfulness of a mature man, responded.

"So it was not mere coincidence. Splendid. And what sort of person was the caster?"

It was impossible to tell where the man's voice originated from in this space where even heaven and earth were indistinct. Was he near or far? Did the speaker even exist here? To ask such questions in this place, sealed in darkness, was meaningless.

"The location was the same as before, a room in a manor within the royal capital of the Hanoku Kingdom. The casters were two small children."

"...Wait. Did you just say small children?"

"Affirmative. One was a black-haired girl who appeared to be five or six. She resembled me slightly. The other was a blond boy of a similar age. Contrary to his cheeky appearance, he responded with remarkable intelligence. Should I raise him to be a literary youth who hides a wicked smile beneath a harmless mask, or a pure-hearted young noble with a roguish, playboy air? It is a difficult choice."

For a time, an indescribable silence filled the space. After a moment, the man's voice echoed again, as if nothing had happened.

"...You said he responded. Did you perhaps descend and speak with them?"

"Affirmative. The girl's magical power was exceptionally strong, so I used her as a vessel and spoke with the boy through her mouth. I requested their assistance in reviving the magical arts, as we desire."

"You are too reckless. To descend upon such a young child could have endangered the vessel's life."

"The descent was kept within a time frame that posed no risk to the vessel's health."

This time, an unmistakable sigh could be heard. After a pause long enough to make anyone present feel exceedingly awkward, the next words were spoken.

"Still, I do not understand. Surely it was not a case of children's play happening to take the form of a ritual. How could such young children perform a magical rite?"

"Though simple, the altar and ritual tools were all present, and the incantation was precise. I realized upon my descent that the girl was following the boy's instructions. She has almost no knowledge of magic. The boy, on the other hand, certainly possesses such knowledge. The greatest proof of this is that he addressed me as *Great Honored Sister*."

"...How many centuries has it been since I last heard that title? Who in the world is this boy?"

"Saki Adoni Arcalai. He is said to be the only son of the Arcalai Viscounty in the Hanoku Kingdom."

With that, their words ceased, and a long silence filled the ever-expanding darkness. Nothing could be seen, nothing could be heard. Enough time passed that a human, deprived of all external stimuli, might have gone mad. At last, the hoarse murmur of an old man, aged and weary, trickled out.

"An Outsider..."

There was no response, and this time, silence completely dominated the dark space.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------

"This has turned into quite the ordeal, hasn't it?"

"He may be the heir, but we are still sending him outside the royal capital, even if it is to a village in our own domain. It is only natural," my father replied to my mutter, standing beside me.

In the courtyard of the Arcalai manor, now deep into autumn, a two-horse carriage was parked alongside four other horses. The servants bustled between them, checking harnesses and saddlebags and loading luggage onto the carriage.

"This trip also doubles as Maria's homecoming, so a certain number of attendants is necessary."

My mother's gaze fell upon Maria and Ruria, who were being clung to by a weeping Dani. The sight of him kneeling, clutching the two and pleading for them not to go, was so pathetic that even I felt a little put off. The look Ruria gave her father was colder than ice. I could see a vein throbbing on the smiling Maria's temple, and the three of us—my parents and I—quietly stepped away.

Nearly a week had passed since I had asked to see the family scrolls. My grandmother, who lived in retirement in her home village, had apparently given her cheerful consent. My parents had been quite busy for the past few days, making travel arrangements and sending messengers to the village. These were the same people who had worried so much about me going to the Dalet Trading Company, which was still within the royal capital's noble district, albeit on the outskirts. This time, we were heading to my family's ancestral village, where the old Arcalai estate stood—a journey that would take three days on foot. It was no exaggeration to call it a small trip. I should have anticipated this outcome.

It seems my thinking tends to get a bit simplistic when it comes to anything related to magic. Feeling guilty for causing them trouble beyond their usual duties, I tried apologizing to my father. "I am sorry for being so selfish," I said.

"Your grandmother is the one who said to bring you. Do not worry about it," he replied. Still, my parents were busy with their duties as nobles and their work at the court, so they would not be able to accompany us on this journey.

Instead, Maria had declared, "In that case, I will go along and visit my family for the first time in a while." She then added, "Ruria, you would rather be with your mother, wouldn't you?" to which my childhood friend had silently nodded. A tale for another time is the shriek from Dani that echoed through the manor when he realized he would be separated from them for several days.

And so, after various preparations and procedures, the day of our departure had finally arrived.

"Who else from the manor is coming with us?"

I posed the question to my father, partly to maintain an air of indifference while ignoring the distant sound of thunder.

"Hanna will attend to your needs as usual. For your protection, there will be Laz, as well as Nishim and Tal. Yoram the coachman makes up the rest of the party."

Nishim and Tal were male servants at the manor. Since Laz often accompanied Ruria and me these days, they typically served as guards and attendants for my parents. Yoram was the groom who cared for the horses in the manor's stables, and he also served as the coachman whenever we traveled by carriage. Hmm, so we were taking more than half of the men from the estate.

Though we were a viscount family, we were not considered high nobility, so we did not have a large number of staff. We usually only had the two horses needed to pull the carriage; for this trip, we had borrowed an additional four.

Hmm? Wait a minute. Ruria, Maria, and Hanna would be in the carriage with me. Yoram would be on the driver's seat. If three others were riding alongside us, why were there four horses? For a moment I thought Dani might be coming along, but he would not be weeping his heart out if that were the case. Were they planning to use one as a pack animal?

"No, we cannot take Dani with us. The manor would be too shorthanded. Actually, we have requested someone from outside to escort you this time... ah, it seems he has arrived."

My father answered my unspoken question and turned his face toward the gate. Following his gaze, I saw a man in a robe entering the manor through the open gate. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, with short-cropped, chestnut-colored hair, and he exuded an air that, in my previous life, I would have associated with a police officer or an athlete. However, the robe he wore, though almost unadorned, was clearly a high-quality item. Having grown up surrounded by magic users, I had become quite adept at judging the quality of robes.

He walked straight toward us, stopping in front of my father and bowing with perfect posture. As he did, I noticed an insignia on his collar similar to the one Commander Azadh used to wear. So, this man was a soldier. A genuine military escort for a trip back to the family village... My old man was really serious about this.

"It has been some time, Lord Arcalai. I have been ordered to undertake the mission of escorting your family, and I have come as commanded."

"Thank you for coming, Nathan. I was relieved to hear you had accepted the task. Please look after my children."

"We are sorry to impose on you when you are so busy. Please think of this as a holiday and try to relax," my mother added.

"Not at all. I, Nathan Grion, will devote my entire being to ensuring no harm comes to your precious family."

My parents spoke to him warmly, but this young soldier seemed as rigid as he looked. Just then, Maria and Ruria approached us. I glanced back and saw Dani, still in the same spot, standing frozen with his hands outstretched toward us. What in the world? Was that magic? Did Maria actually use a spell?

"Isn't that a bit much? You should forgive him sooner rather than later," said Sarah, my mother, with an amused smile as she chided her.

Maria, however, seemed unconcerned. "This is just about right for him," she said with a feigned air of indifference.

"Well, if it isn't Nathan. So you were the one they asked to escort us. Have you been introduced to our children yet?"

As Maria continued on in her own world, my father replied with a weary smile, "We were just about to." He placed a hand on my shoulder and introduced me to the soldier.

"Nathan, I believe this is your first time meeting him. This is my son, Saki. He turns six this year. I am currently teaching him magic at my academy, and he has already learned a spell or two. I am quite proud of him. Please look after him during the journey. Saki, this is Nathan Grion. He is a magic user in the Royal Army and a junior disciple to myself, Sarah, and Maria. And..."

At that moment, my father glanced to the side, and Maria stepped forward to introduce Ruria.

"This is my daughter, Ruria. She is the same age as Saki and attends the academy as well... Come now, Ruria, show him your face."

As always, Ruria was wary of strangers. She clung to her mother's waist and refused to emerge from behind her. With no other choice, I alone stepped forward and greeted Nathan.

"It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Saki, son of Viscount Levi Arcalai. I am studying every day to become a great magic user like my parents. I look forward to learning from you."

I gave a polite greeting and bowed my head. I was not an official magic user yet, but I was like my parents' apprentice. Nathan was their junior disciple—in the words of my past life, he was like a martial grand-uncle to me. Regardless of our social standing, there was no reason for me not to bow.

Next was Ruria... but she and her mother were locked in a small struggle, with Maria trying to push her forward and Ruria clinging for dear life. Ah, Ruria was pushed out, and with that momentum she dashed behind me and clung to my back like a ghost. I gave up and introduced her to Nathan myself.

"This is Ruria Sharon. She is also studying to become a magic user. We both look forward to being in your care."

My parents and Maria were holding their heads in their hands, but Nathan accepted the greeting without changing his expression. Thank goodness, he seemed like a good person.

"You are too kind. I am Second Lieutenant Nathan Grion of the Royal Army Magic Corps' flying unit, the 'Dragon's Wings.' Though I am of humble ability, I will do my utmost to ensure no harm comes to Lord Saki and Lady Ruria."

Following Nathan's stiff reply, my father added a clarification.

"The 'Dragon's Wings' is an elite unit composed of the most skilled members of the Magic Corps. As a young man who has already joined their ranks, Nathan is considered a promising candidate for a future leadership position. You can rest assured you are in safe hands."

"That is amazing. A flying unit? Does that mean you fly through the sky with magic?"

Even as I said it, I could not help but picture Nathan flying through the air on a broom, and I nearly burst out laughing. A grim group of soldiers flying in formation, all on brooms... That was just awful. It would be quite the Walpurgisnacht. No, they probably fly with spells, so they wouldn't need brooms.

"That is correct. Every member of the unit has mastered the Third Tier spell [Magic Wing]. They are the core of the Magic Corps, capable of handling everything from armed reconnaissance to encirclement and annihilation."

"It was the previous Lord Arcalai—our master and Levi's, Lady Ester—who organized the flying unit of magic users. It is said that our kingdom's magical combat strength increased dramatically as a result. Of course, the very idea of organizing magic users into a military unit like common soldiers overturned all conventional wisdom at the time."

Hmm. I had heard from all sorts of people that my grandmother was an incredible person, but it seemed she was more than just an absurdly powerful magic user. I knew she had been active in the war, but her talents apparently extended beyond personal valor to things like unit deployment. I suppose a commoner would not be suddenly granted the title of viscount otherwise.

And Nathan's unit, the "Dragon's Wings." Dragons, huh? So they exist in this world too. Dragons were typically depicted as powerful, long-lived beings who hoarded vast treasures and knowledge. I honestly had no desire to meet one, but perhaps they might know something about the era when magic was once used. Of course, there was also the possibility they were just flying lizards.

"We are ready to depart at any time!"

Laz, who had mounted his horse at some point, called out to us. It seemed the preparations were complete while we were talking. Nishim and Tal were also already on their horses. "Well then, I shall go as well," Nathan said with a bow, and walked off toward the last remaining horse. Well, it was about time we got going, too.

"Be careful," and "Have a wonderful time," my parents said as we exchanged hugs. Then, I boarded the carriage. Ruria and Maria climbed in next... ah, of course Ruria sat next to me. Maria and Hanna sat opposite us, and all that was left was to wait for our departure.

Soon, I heard Yoram's short "Hah!" from the driver's seat, and the horses, spurred by the reins, began to pull the carriage. Here we go, the first journey of my second life. I opened the carriage window, leaning out to wave at my parents and...?!

"Maria! Dani is still frozen in place!"

I shouted, turning back to look at Maria inside the carriage. She placed a hand on her cheek and tilted her head as if to say, "Oh dear." Ruria showed no reaction at all, her nose buried in a book she had brought into the carriage. Only Hanna gave an awkward, bitter smile. "Ahaha..."

"Honestly," Maria muttered, and snapped her fingers once beside her ear.

I leaned out the window again and looked back. The carriage was just passing through the manor's main gate and was about to turn onto the street. Beyond the gate, in the manor's courtyard, I could see my parents waving at us. For a brief moment, I saw Dani collapsing to his knees beside them before the carriage's movement took them out of sight.

Quietly, I closed the carriage window.
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			"So, it's not just spells that have tiers, but magic users as well?"

"That's right. They're called First Tier magic users, Second Tier magic users, and so on. Naturally, the higher the tier, the more powerful the magic user."

After leaving the manor, we passed through the South Gate from the main thoroughfare, raced through the farmlands spreading across the capital's outskirts, and were now taking a short break by a small stream a little way off the main road that cut through the wasteland. The area had been cleared of grass and trees, likely because it was a popular spot for travelers, and now resembled a small plaza. We disembarked from the carriage there, spreading a thick blanket on the ground to sit on.

It's a three-day journey on foot from the capital to Arcalai village. Even though we were traveling by carriage and horseback, the trip was still estimated to take three days. The reason was simple: there were only two villages along the road where we could rest. A carriage could make it in two days if pushed, but that would necessitate camping out in the open. With me and Ruria—the toddler contingent—in tow, the schedule had been planned with a generous amount of leeway.

Laz-san and the others were letting the horses drink from the stream, while Yoram-san, the coachman, inspected the carriage, his eyes vigilantly scanning our surroundings. Amidst all this, we were enjoying a pleasant chat while drinking tea Hanna had prepared. Right now, I was in the middle of getting a detailed lesson on magic from Nathan-san.

"So does that mean a magic user's tier is determined by the highest tier of spell they've mastered?"

"To be precise, that's slightly incorrect. A magic user can only ascend to the next tier after they have mastered every spell of their current tier. For example, let's say a magic user learns a Second Tier spell before mastering all the First Tier spells. They can use that Second Tier spell, but their rank as a magic user remains at the First Tier."

"Is it possible to learn spells of a higher tier than your own?"

"It's not recommended, but it is possible. However, learning a higher-tier spell without the requisite skill to back it up is fruitless—it takes longer to cast, consumes a great deal of mana, and so on. It also delays your own advancement. That is why most instructors teach their students to prioritize mastering all the spells of their current tier first."

And so, Nathan-san dutifully answered my questions. As soon as we had arrived at this plaza, he had been about to join Laz-san and the others on watch. But Mother Maria had forcibly made him sit down, saying, "It's been so long since you've seen each other, why don't you have a little chat?"

After some idle talk—"How have you been?" and "Have you found someone special?"—she'd then passed the baton to me. "Saki, if you have anything you want to ask Nathan, now's your chance. It's not often you get to hear from an active-duty military magic user, you know." But she was right; a chance like this wouldn't come again soon. And so, here I was, grilling Nathan-san with all the questions about magic I'd been dying to ask.

"By the way, Nathan-san, what's your tier?"

"I am Third Tier. Not just myself, but every member of the Dragon's Wings is Third Tier."

"And I'm Second Tier, for the record. Half the magic users who graduate from the Academy remain First Tier, so I'm actually quite skilled, you know~"

Mother Maria chimed in from the side. She'd been stroking the head of Ruria, who was sitting on her lap, but it seemed she'd been listening to our conversation. Ruria herself, oblivious, was completely absorbed in a book, letting Mother Maria do as she pleased. She had been forbidden from reading in the carriage because it would make her motion sick, so she was clearly trying to make up for lost time.

Still, for all the airs she put on as his senior disciple, Mother Maria was a lower tier than Nathan-san… It seems that, just as in the real world where a younger brother can't defy an older sister simply because she was 'born first,' there's a hierarchy among disciples that can't be overturned by skill alone.

"It must be incredibly difficult just to go up a single tier."

"Yes. As Maria-sama mentioned earlier, less than half of all magic users ever reach the Second Tier. When it comes to the Third Tier, that number drops to about ten percent of the total. And as for Fourth Tier magic users, like Lord Arcalai, you could probably count them on two hands in the entire kingdom."

"When you put it like that, you realize just how incredible Auntie's—I mean, Master's—Sixth Tier is. There's no one else who has even reached the Fifth Tier, let alone the Sixth…"

Mother Maria said as much, but honestly, it didn't quite register with me. I understood that Grandma was amazing, not just one but two heads above the rest in a world with so few high-ranking magic users.

*Wait a minute. What if I compare a magic user's tier to the grades of a magical order?* If I do that, Grandma's Sixth Tier would be equivalent to a grade of 6=5, an *Adeptus Major*. *Seriously? That's incredible. Isn't that practically the upper limit a human can achieve?* The seventh grade was supposedly an honorary title, held only by the founders of magical orders.

But in this world, there was someone even higher. Sister Magisa. She, who called herself a *Magister Templi*, would be an 8=3, a magus of the Eighth Grade, if her words were to be believed. That's a grade said to be unattainable for one with a physical body, denoting the spiritual leader of an order. She claimed to be called the "Goddess of Magic, Isis," and frankly, it fits. Possessing Ruria and speaking through her mouth is something no ordinary magician could ever do.

Still, I'm honestly troubled by the "favor" she entrusted to me. The revival of magic is fine, I suppose. I'm going to aim to become a magician either way, and I can just spread the magic I learn in the process. But resurrecting the Ancient Magic Kingdom and saving humanity from decline? I think that's asking a bit too much. That's not a job for one person.

"We've rested for quite a while. Shall we be on our way?"

Nathan-san's words snapped me back to reality. It seemed we'd spent more time on our break than I'd realized. Looking around, I saw that Hanna was gone. She must have sensed the conversation was turning to magic, excused herself, and had been serving tea to the men on watch. Now she was standing and chatting with Laz-san. Those two get along well.

In any case, we wouldn't reach our destination by just sitting around. I stretched once, stood up, and climbed back into the carriage to resume our journey.

The rest of the trip proceeded without a hitch. We stayed two nights in a village along the road, but we passed through smoothly without any of the usual travel troubles. It helped immensely that Father had sent a messenger ahead to inform them of our party's size and itinerary and to secure lodging. Though it was a village along the main road, it was a farming community of only a few dozen households. Perhaps due to the kingdom's economic level, there were few merchant caravans using the road, which meant the village had no inns. So what did we do? We stayed at the village chief's house. The advance notice was for that purpose, and it seemed the gratuities had already been taken care of.

The accommodations were simple beds and heartfelt meals, but I had no complaints. A hard bed is better than the floor, and as long as the food fills my stomach, I'm content. In fact, even my life at the manor was far inferior to my living conditions in my previous life, but I just thought, *I guess this is how it is,* and it never particularly bothered me. Recreating meals from my past life? Magic takes priority over that.

More surprising was the attitude of the village chief's family who greeted us; on both occasions, they were practically prostrating themselves. I thought it was just the status difference between nobles and commoners, but according to Laz-san and the others, there was more to it. Apparently, our House Arcalai is not only the local lord but is also known as a great house of magic, earning us considerable renown around the capital.

Hearing that, the words of the manor's chef—"magic users are scary"—resurfaced in my mind. *Ah, so it's 'scary' squared.* No wonder they were so timid. Being fawned over to the point where I started to worry wasn't a pleasant feeling, but I suppose it couldn't be helped. Better than being looked down upon.

And so, taking numerous breaks along the way, we ambled toward Arcalai village. As we got farther from the capital, the cultivated landscapes gave way to forests and wastelands. During this time, the number of people traveling the road was small, which genuinely made me worry about the kingdom's commerce.

According to Mother Maria, traffic increases during the harvest season, but in winter, it's rare to see anyone at all. I suppose you just can't defy the forces of nature.

Something else I noticed during our breaks was that the particles of mana floating in the air seemed to increase as we moved into the countryside. Looking around, the mana was clearly denser in the distant forests than it was on the road. Does a richer natural environment mean a greater amount of mana in the air? I'm probably the only one who would even notice something like that.

And so, late in the afternoon of the third day after leaving the capital, we arrived at Arcalai village.

"Saki-sama! Ruria-sama! A heartfelt welcome to you!!"

As soon as we reached the village, we were greeted by a bewildering sight. The village looked much the same as the ones we'd passed through, a collection of a few dozen farmhouses. But at its entrance, a crowd of what looked to be over a hundred people had gathered. A young man at the front of the crowd shouted, and a roar of cheers and applause erupted.

Unable to proceed, we had no choice but to get out of the carriage, at which point the crowd's excitement seemed to rise another notch. Everyone was shouting things like, "Welcome, young master Saki!" or "Ruria-sama!" while waving their hands furiously or jumping up and down. If this were Japan, they would have been on the verge of starting a chorus of 'Banzai!'.

Eventually, an elderly man stepped forward from the crowd. His hair and beard had streaks of white but were neatly groomed. Combined with his well-tailored and clean attire, he had the air of an old gentleman enjoying country life. He turned, raised both hands to quiet the villagers, then faced us and began to speak.

"A warm welcome to you both. I am the village chief, Ruth Arcalai. On behalf of the village, I offer you our greetings. Arcalai village welcomes you both."

As soon as he finished, the villagers erupted again. Seeing this, I felt a little intimidated. Never in this life or my last have I been welcomed by such a large crowd. It was like being a celebrity swarmed by fans waiting at an airport. Honestly, I wanted to hide somewhere. Ruria had already retreated behind me.

Just then, someone placed their hands on our backs and pushed us forward. I looked up, and of course, it was Mother Maria. I could hear whispers from the surrounding villagers, "It's Maria-sama," and "Lady Maria." Mother Maria pushed us to the very front of the crowd, looked around, and said:

"Alright everyone, quiet down and listen. Our future lord has a few words for you."

*Ugh, she really did it.* I looked out, and the villagers, whose clamor had vanished as if it had never been, were now staring at me and Ruria with intense, heated gazes. And the instigator of this whole situation stood with her hands on her hips, a smug "Hmph" practically written on her face, observing the scene. Ruria, stuck to my back as if with suction cups, was a non-combatant from the start.

*Damn it, I have no choice.* I bought some time with a deliberately theatrical cough, my mind racing to assemble words appropriate for the occasion, and then I began to speak.

"It is a pleasure to meet you all. I am Saki Adoni Arcalai, the legitimate heir of Viscount Levi Arcalai. To be able to visit the land of my ancestors is a great joy and a profound honor. All of you, who have stood with our House Arcalai for generations, are our family's treasure. From this day forward, let us work together to bring ever more prosperity to the House of Arcalai."

In that instant, the largest cheer yet exploded from the crowd. They all chanted my name, "Saki-sama! Saki-sama!" and waved their hands with twice the previous vigor. Some of the older folk were even scrunching up their faces, their eyes welling with tears. While I felt an awkward desire to be anywhere else, there was also a strange sense of pleasure and warmth, and I found myself waving back at the villagers.

"Honestly, why is this child like this?"

I looked up to see Mother Maria looking down at me with a heavy, humid glare. I gave a speech because you suddenly thrust it upon me, so why am I the one getting blamed?

"Weren't you the one who told me to speak?"

"You could have at least panicked a little, or made a mistake. I was trying to show them an endearing side to win them over."

"That expectation was your mistake."

Ruria, her face still buried in my back, uttered a devastatingly blunt remark.

"Maybe I should have had you speak after me, Ruria?"

"Impossible."

She's quick with the refusal. Well, I was worried she might feel sick being suddenly dragged in front of a large crowd, but she seems to be doing better than I thought. More importantly, the villagers' excitement isn't dying down at all. What am I supposed to do about this?

"My, what a lively crowd."

The voice cut clearly through the murmurs of over a hundred people. In an instant, the previous clamor vanished, and silence fell upon the place.

Grandma had appeared between us and the villagers before I knew it. She wore the same simple robe I'd seen before and carried a staff that was taller than she was. The moment they recognized her, the villagers all dropped to one knee. Hanna, of course, as well as Nathan-san and the male servants, knelt. Only Mother Maria remained standing, bowing her head. For a second, I almost knelt with them before catching myself and just bowing my head.

"It's good of you all to gather. But my grandchildren have just arrived from a long journey from the capital. Let them settle in for now, and we'll arrange a formal meet-and-greet later. Alright, dismiss, dismiss."

As Grandma clapped her hands, the villagers all stood, bowed once, and then dispersed in their own directions. As the murmur of conversation returned, I was finally able to relax. I, along with Ruria, Mother Maria, and the servants, approached Grandma.

"It has been some time, Auntie."

"It's been a while, Grandmother."

Mother Maria and I bowed our heads to Grandma again. Ruria peeked out from behind me and gave a quick little bow. Grandma looked over us with a satisfied smile.

"It's good to see you all are well. Saki, Ruria, you've both grown again in the short time I haven't seen you. Ah, and Nathan. My apologies for asking so much of you."

"Not at all, Master. It is an honor to be called upon."

Nathan-san, who had been waiting behind us, gave a deep bow. Grandma watched him with a look of satisfaction before turning to us and announcing:

"In any case, I'm glad you came. There's not much here, but please, make yourselves at home and relax. For now, you'll get unpacked at Ruth's house, and then we'll have supper. Does that sound good?"

The last part was directed at the village chief, who had remained behind after the crowd dispersed. The chief replied, "As you wish," and, along with another young man who had also stayed, invited us into the village. This young man, if my memory serves, was the one who shouted the first words of welcome when we arrived. The chief's son, perhaps? *Hmm, doesn't this man have black hair? Could it be...*

"Hey, are the village chief and the others perhaps…"

I tugged on the sleeve of Mother Maria, who was walking beside me, and she answered before I could even finish.

"That's right. That's my father and Aunt Ester's younger brother, Ruth Arcalai. The one next to him is my older brother, Caro Arcalai. Since Levi is too busy to leave the capital, my father and brother look after this village in his stead."

I see, so he's a village chief and a proxy governor of sorts. Incidentally, I could only see a normal person's level of magical glow from Ruth-san and Caro-san. Grandma, Mother Maria, Ruria... perhaps the Arcalai blood grants magic more strongly to the women. Seeing as I'm like this, it's possible my father is an exception.

And yet, despite being relatives, Ruth-san and Caro-san are so deferential to Grandma and me. Is this the status difference between nobles and non-nobles within the same family? My name, "Saki Adoni Arcalai," includes "Adoni," a title indicating noble rank. The village chief's family doesn't have it. So they're a branch family.

*Hmm? Then what about Ruria?* She's the daughter of my wet nurse, a commoner, so it's strange for her own grandfather and uncle to use "-sama" with her. Is it because she's a magic user, or an apprentice? No, Mother Maria, walking ahead, is talking normally with Ruth-san and Caro-san. Then again, Mother Maria is easygoing, and maybe their relationship is too close for formal language.

I glanced sideways at Ruria, who was walking while holding my arm. She noticed my gaze and looked back at me with her usual, slightly sleepy eyes. This was it—the face she makes when her eyes are saying, *I'm hungry.*

"Once we get to the chief's house, let's ask them to bring out the sweets we brought as souvenirs, okay?"

When I said that, Ruria nodded her head over and over. For some reason, I found it incredibly funny and, laughing, asked Hanna about the sweets.

The village chief's house was splendid enough to be called a mansion. The basic construction was the same as the surrounding farmhouses, but it was larger and had a second story. It was old but well-maintained, perfectly fitting the description of a "traditional country home." On our way here, we passed another house just as large, which I was told Grandma lived in by herself. She apparently had it built when she decided to retire. This house we were in now was the one she and her siblings were born in, an ancient structure that had been renovated and used for generations.

I hadn't doubted it, but it was true they were an old family. Personally, I wanted to see the scroll said to be passed down in this house as soon as possible, but it would be too forward to ask right after arriving. Since Grandma would be joining us for dinner, I decided to bring it up then.

While Ruth-san and Caro-san's wives prepared dinner, we relaxed in the spacious dining room. Arcalai village, like the others, apparently lets travelers on the main road stay at the chief's house, so there was still plenty of room even with our party of nine. Though, the men were busy unloading luggage and tending to the horses, so only Nathan-san was here at the moment.

Hanna offered to help with dinner preparations but was told, "We couldn't possibly ask you to do that," so now she was serving tea to everyone. As such, I shot a glare at the person sitting next to me.

"Well, you see, today I'm a guest, so…"

"It's impressive that you can guess what I'm going to say before I say it, but I'm not sure about your brazen attitude."

While her own mother and sister-in-law were busy, Mother Maria was leisurely sipping her tea. On her lap, Ruria was silently eating the sweets served with the tea. *Is this really how a daughter acts on her homecoming?* I glanced around, but Ruth-san and Caro-san just smiled wryly.

"You can't expect Maria to do housework. Ever since she was little, all we had her do was magic."

Surprise! A covering fire from Grandma! And then I realized she was also defending herself. Grandma and Mother Maria, sipping tea with nonchalant faces, and Ruria, engrossed in her sweets. More than ever, I felt the undeniable blood connection in this three-generation lineage of witches.

The meal served at the village chief's house was in no way inferior to what we usually ate at the manor. It was a simple menu of bread, a meat and vegetable stew, cheese, and salad, but the meat and vegetables were incredibly fresh. I heard that the game bird and vegetables used were all caught or harvested today. What else could you expect from the source of production?

"It's late today, so let's leave that matter for tomorrow. Is that alright with you, Saki?"

At the dinner table, Grandma brought it up. She'd preemptively shut me down, but since it was apparently our family's secret tradition, I couldn't say anything careless. I had no choice but to reply, "I understand." Grandma smiled and said, "Good boy," before continuing.

"I have an errand I'd like Nathan and the young men from the manor to run. I think it will take a few days, so you all can take it easy in the village during that time."

"But isn't Nathan our guard? Is it really okay for you to use him as you please, even if you are my aunt?"

"No, Lord Arcalai himself instructed me to follow the Master's orders upon our arrival here."

"There you have it. Or what, are you saying this old woman is less reliable than those young men?"

"O-Of course not! I don't think anyone would be reckless enough to try anything in a village with you in it, Auntie…"

Apparently, Nathan-san and Laz-san's group were being sent off somewhere else as soon as they arrived. Even though it had been a very relaxed journey, being given another task right after reaching their destination—all I can say is my condolences. As for me, it seemed the fatigue had been building up without my noticing. As I ate the delicious dinner, drowsiness began to creep in.

Through my hazy vision, I saw Ruria next to me, looking even sleepier than usual as she dozed off. *Yep, I'm done for.* The scroll would have to wait until tomorrow anyway. I'll just go to sleep now…

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Three days after Saki's party arrived in Arcalai village. Deep within a grove of trees far from the road they had traveled, a group of about twenty men lay in wait.

The men were all unkempt and unshaven, armed with machetes, short swords, and shortbows. At first glance, they looked like highwaymen or bandits, but their numbers were too large. Of course, they could have been a large bandit clan, but the traffic on this road was not heavy enough to support a group of this size. Moreover, the content of the men's conversation revealed they were no mere thieves.

"So, we're hittin' a noble's carriage headin' to the capital, right? And we're snatchin' the kids inside it, yeah?"

"That's right. Heard there's seven or eight of 'em total, but hey, half are women and kids. We kill all the men, grab the brats, or kill 'em if we can't. As for the women… well, do what you want, I guess?"

Vulgar laughter erupted among the men. Their expressions were clearly those of people who had no qualms about trampling and taking from others.

"But ain't snatchin' kids a pain? They cry and scream like crazy, and they die if you hit 'em a little too hard."

"The reward's higher if we bring 'em back alive. Heard there's two of 'em. If they're both alive, they'll pay five times the promised amount. We'll be livin' easy for a while."

Several off-key whistles echoed through the air. While some of the men were getting fired up, others looked uneasy.

"Honestly, I'm not keen on messin' with nobles. Their guards are often skilled, and there might even be a magic user."

"What, you scared? Don't worry, even if they've got some skill, there's this many of us. We'll have 'em surrounded, no problem."

"That's right. Besides, even if they're nobles, they can't just hire a magic user that easily. And…"

The man who seemed to be the leader, who had been explaining things, looked back with a meaningful tone. There, a short distance from the others, was a man in a cloak, leaning against a tree with his head down.

"We've got a magic user on our side, too. We're countin' on you, sensei."

The cloaked man, called sensei, nodded silently, not bothering to hide his displeasure.

The man's life up to this point could be summed up in one word: "half-assed." His family was of noble rank, but they were a minor barony with only a single village to their name and were not particularly wealthy. Born as the second son to this petty noble, he would go on to experience numerous setbacks.

Since his older brother would inherit the family title, his parents stretched their finances to send him to a private academy in the capital. His grades there were neither good nor bad. Deciding to pursue magic school because he had slightly more mana than others, he failed the entrance exam repeatedly, spending years languishing in mediocrity. In his early twenties, he finally passed and began his path to becoming a magic user.

However, his performance there was also lackluster. Furthermore, captivated by the flashy power of higher-tier spells, he recklessly dabbled in them, failed to meet the graduation requirements, and was expelled. He was forbidden from using spells for the rest of his life.

When his expulsion was finalized, his mind was consumed by anger. *Why wasn't I born into a wealthier family? Why wasn't I born the heir? Why wasn't I born with more powerful magic? Why. Why. Why.*

For reasons he felt were beyond his control, the path to becoming a magic user was closed to him. Back when he was a student at the magic academy, people on the street would look at him with awe when they saw the robe he wore. Now, he couldn't even return to his family home, and even commoners looked at him as if he were a stone on the roadside.

The decree that he could never use spells again was unbearable. It was the sole proof that he was "special, different from others." But if it ever came to light that he had used a spell, the only thing awaiting him was the death penalty. Naturally, he found himself walking into the shadows of the capital. He began to make a living by selling his services as an illicit magic user to shady individuals.

Eventually, he took to wearing a cloak over his plain clothes. A robe was too conspicuous in this capital, and there was the risk of his identity being revealed. The cloak was his last bastion of bravado. Even while surrounded by blatant criminals, it was his silent declaration: *I am not like you.*

His brooding over his past misfortunes was dragged back to reality by a sudden shout: "Enemy attack!!"

It started with a single arrow that flew from nowhere. It struck one of the hiding men in the throat. The man let out a hissing sound, like air escaping, which quickly turned into a gurgling, watery noise. His eyes rolled back, and as he collapsed backward, clutching the fletching sprouting from his neck, the others watched in silence.

Soon, shouts of "It hurts!" and "Dammit!" followed, and as the continuous *whizz* of arrows filled the air, the men finally snapped back to their senses. They ducked their heads and yelled to each other that they were under attack. The leader peered through the undergrowth in the direction the arrows were coming from and saw three figures about thirty meters away, in the middle of the grassy field leading to the road, kneeling and drawing their bows.

*How did they find us? No, who the hell are they? Why are they attacking us? Did they crawl through the grass to get this close? Are there really only three of them?*

A storm of questions swirled in the leader's mind, but even as he thought, the arrows kept coming. With a grunt of pain, the leader learned that another of his men had been wounded. He shook his head and focused on the most important calculation: profit and loss.

*If we retreat into the forest, the arrows won't hit us. But if we run now, we lose everything, and our reputation hits rock bottom. Even if I have to make excuses to our employer, I can't make a case unless we take out these intruders. There are three of them. If we get out of the forest, we can surround and crush them.*

"You bastards! Don't just stand there scared, we're charging!"

At that moment, the failed magic user was not part of the leader's calculations. It was their first job together, and more importantly, the surprise attack had rattled his composure. And so, the men, weapons in hand, charged out from the forest.

The man in the cloak watched with a cold gaze as the group of thugs charged toward the enemy. The fact that things had gone wrong before the job even started made him momentarily consider abandoning it all, but he remembered that this request came from a source he couldn't refuse and held back. He felt no motivation whatsoever, but he knew he had to silence those archers first.

"[Armor]."

The man drew a sigil in the air with his finger and uttered a single word. An invisible barrier enveloped his body. Getting hit by a stray arrow would be foolish. After preparing for any unforeseen circumstances, he slowly began to observe the battle from the cover of the trees. Ahead, the attackers had also abandoned their bows and drawn their weapons for close combat. *Was the [Armor] unnecessary?* the man thought, clicking his tongue at the wasted mana. His side had lost a few men to the arrows, but they still outnumbered the enemy four or five to one. *In a brawl, they shouldn't lose,* the man concluded, deciding to watch for now.

But something was wrong. Despite the overwhelming numerical advantage, the attackers weren't breaking. On the contrary, one by one, his allies were falling to the ground, struck down by the enemy's swords. Were the attackers that skilled? As another man collapsed with a groan, the ruffians' leader turned and shouted at him.

"Hey, sensei! Do something!"

The man in the cloak, looking utterly fed up, finally stepped out from the cover of the forest.

The bandit leader desperately dodged the sword swings of a young man while looking for an opening. His comrades had tried to rush the man from the side several times, but their opponent advanced fearlessly. The man's face was more than young, it was almost boyish, but his cold gaze felt like it was ruthlessly aiming for his life.

What was stranger was that, despite his and his comrades' weapons grazing the man numerous times, he showed no signs of injury. He wore a leather breastplate, gauntlets, and greaves, but the leader didn't think they were thick enough to completely block his short sword or his allies' machetes. The enemy was completely unscathed, while several of his own men were already down. And then, another scream of "Gah!" echoed across the battlefield. A comrade who had been facing another opponent collapsed, the white of his bone visible through a deep gash above his knee.

A horrifying chill ran down the leader's spine. *What the hell are these guys? Something's definitely not right.* On the verge of panic, the leader finally remembered the ally who wasn't participating in the fight. He turned and saw that bastard was still hiding in the forest. Filled with frustration, fear, and anger, the leader called out to the man in the cloak.

"Hey, sensei! Do something!"

The man in the cloak stopped at a distance from the brawl, took aim at one of the three attackers, and began to draw a sigil with his finger. They were just skilled commoners; they had no way to resist a magic user. This spell never missed its mark, and its power could take down a knight in full plate mail.

"[Magic Missile]."

A white streak of light shot from the man's fingertip and flew unerringly toward its target. But in the next moment, just before reaching its mark, the magic arrow vanished in a shower of light, as if it had collided with something. The targeted man seemed to flinch for a moment but continued to clash with his opponent.

*[Shield]? No, that's impossible. Then that means—*

The moment he saw that, the man in the cloak tried to turn. But he couldn't twist his body. He couldn't take a step to flee. His entire body, down to his very fingertips, was no longer under his control.

"Scum. No, even the word scum is too good for you."

The voice that reached him was laced with a suppressed killing intent, and the man in the cloak felt a fear so intense his knees nearly gave out. In reality, his body was rigid, unable to buckle or fall. The voice had come from above for some reason, but his neck was completely locked, making it impossible to see its source. Not that he had any will left to confirm who the speaker was.

"[Sleep]."

As the voice spoke again from above, the bandits who were still fighting in front of him began to collapse one after another, like puppets with their strings cut. The last one standing, the leader, threw down his short sword, knelt, and began begging the three attackers for his life. And then, he saw him get stabbed through the chest and fall to the ground.

The man in the cloak was terrified. If he could move his body, his teeth would be chattering uncontrollably, and tears and snot would be streaming down his face. And the moment he saw the robed man slowly descend from above, the man in the cloak lost consciousness from sheer terror.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In the forest, the last of the men was covered with dirt, the ground smoothed over. After erasing all traces of the brigands, Laz Heim, the Arcalai family attendant, straightened his posture alongside Nishim and Tal, knelt, and spoke.

"Nathan-sama. We are truly grateful for your assistance. Thanks to the protection spells you cast for us, we were able to complete our duty without a single scratch. We offer our sincerest thanks."

Nathan Grion, an officer of the Magic Corps, accepted their thanks and replied, shaking his head.

"I was merely following orders. More importantly, allow me to apologize for putting you all in danger. It was necessary to take every precaution in order to capture this one alive."

At Nathan's feet lay the man in the cloak, bound like a parcel and gagged. He still seemed to be unconscious. Nathan's gaze as he looked down was filled with cold contempt.

"What do you intend to do with that man?"

To Laz's question, Nathan replied with a smile.

"Another team is arranged to transport him. I will hand this man over and then follow you. Please depart ahead of me. If we are late in returning, we may cause Saki-sama and the others unnecessary worry."

At his words, Laz and the others exchanged glances, but eventually, they bowed once, left the area, mounted their horses which were tied up nearby, and returned to the main road. Nathan watched them go for a while before averting his gaze to the sky and muttering to himself.

"The shame of our school must be cleansed by our own hands."

To whom were those words directed? Nathan shook his head again and continued to wait in the grove for the person he was to meet.
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			The Magic Otaku Makes a Great Discovery

			Two days had passed since the band of ruffians was secretly annihilated on the road between the capital and Arcalai village. It was now night, the evening of the fifth day since Saki's party had arrived in the village.

In the study of the manor she had chosen for her retirement, Ester Adoni Arcalai sat at a massive desk, several sheets of parchment spread before her. In one hand, she held her favorite long-stemmed pipe; in the other, one of the parchments, her expression troubled.

Just then, a very discreet knock sounded at her study door. Without looking up, she gave a short reply, "Enter." After a brief pause, the door opened, and Nathan Grion stepped inside. He walked to the front of Ester's desk, bowed his head, and began to speak.

"I have a report. We located twenty assassins at the designated location, engaged immediately, and annihilated them. There were no escapees or witnesses. Furthermore, the one individual of note has been apprehended and has already been transferred to Lord Arcalai's custody."

His words were, befitting a soldier, concise and devoid of emotion. He showed neither remorse nor pride for having killed so many—it was simply a fact. Hearing his report, Ester finally looked up from the parchment and spoke to Nathan.

"Thank you for your hard work. I apologize for forcing such a distasteful role upon you this time."

"Not at all. This incident was something I could not overlook, both as a soldier and as a magic user."

As Nathan replied, a faint shadow of sorrow colored Ester's gaze.

"If it were a proper military mission, that would be one thing, but I feel bad for dragging you into this kind of shadow play. Considering the stakes, I needed someone highly skilled. My other disciples have all become important figures, so I can't just ask them for favors anymore."

"Had the order come from you, Master, I believe my senior brothers would have agreed without a second thought. Our commander, in particular, would have likely rushed here with joy."

As Nathan said this, something akin to a smile appeared on his face for the first time since entering the study. Ester, in contrast, furrowed her brow and tapped her long pipe against the ashtray. As she refilled the pipe, she spoke, making no effort to hide her displeasure.

"What are the nation's key figures doing, neglecting their duties just because their master told them to? They're not puppies, for heaven's sake. So old and still can't leave their master's side. Those foolish disciples of mine are all the same…"

As Ester's grumbling continued, Nathan thought to himself, *Here we go again.* The older generation of disciples held Ester in such high esteem it bordered on worship. The problem was that she took no pleasure at all in being revered that way.

Nathan himself was from the last generation of Ester's disciples, and being close in age to her son, Levi, he was often treated more like "his son's friend." As for Nathan, he felt he maintained a good balance—not too reverent, not too familiar.

"I've gotten sidetracked. So, was he one of ours after all?"

Having vented her complaints and calmed down, Ester returned to a serious expression and asked. Nathan's face tightened as well, and he nodded.

"He was an academy student about two years my senior. We lost track of him after he failed the graduation exam, and it seems he never returned home. Unfortunately, it appears he had become an Apostate. They've investigated his background, but as expected, they couldn't trace it back to the original client."

"It's bound to be one of the Four Marquis Houses, but they must have paid a hefty price for a disposable pawn. It seems they're getting desperate… It's a shame. To think an apostate would come from among my students."

Ester's voice was faint as she murmured those words, her usual hale and hearty demeanor gone, making her seem older than she was. Nathan started to say something but closed his mouth again and remained silent.

Only upon graduating from the magic academy is one recognized as a magic user. The graduation standards are strict, and those who fail to meet them are made to swear an oath never to use spells again and are returned to civilian life. Those who break that oath are deemed "Apostates" and are treated as objects of contempt by all magic users. If one's status as an apostate is revealed, the only punishment is death.

"I suppose I should have forced him to give up on the magic academy, no matter what. This has become a terrible inconvenience for that fool's parents as well."

To Ester's weary words, Nathan couldn't help but strongly retort, "That's not true!"

"His failure to uphold his oath was due solely to his own weakness of will. You always taught us, Master: 'A magic user's will is the source of their power. Therefore, they must also respect the will of others.' It was his will to become a magic user, and to say 'it would have been better if that never happened' is to belittle him even more than denouncing him as an apostate. All we must do is deliver the appropriate retribution for the actions he took of his own volition."

Ester remained silent in response to Nathan's long monologue. Seeing his master looking unusually dejected, Nathan thought to himself that while Ester may seem whimsical and selfish, in reality, she was always concerned about others. The reason she kept her independent disciples at a distance was likely her way of reining herself in, believing it was wrong to interfere too much. If they were close, she would probably end up meddling in their lives one way or another.

"It can't be helped. At least send him off without suffering. This can't be made public, so I'll leave the method to you."

"Understood."

A mission like this was unpleasant for Nathan as well, but he felt a sense of pride in being entrusted by his beloved master with a task she couldn't give to anyone else. In the end, Nathan was just as much a devotee of Ester as her other senior disciples.

"In that case, I will return to my duty of guarding Saki-sama and the others. Was everything alright with everyone during my absence?"

Attempting to change the somber mood, Nathan spoke in a deliberately cheerful voice. As if sensing his intent, Ester replied in an intentionally playful tone.

"Maria is lazing about at Ruth's house as usual. That girl Hanna they brought from the manor has been helping with the housework, so she's making herself quite at home. I really don't know who she takes after."

*You,* Nathan managed to swallow the word just in time.

"As for Saki and Ruria… I'm not sure how to put it."

Ester paused, closing her eyes for a moment as if in deep thought. Eventually, she looked back at Nathan and spoke in a grave tone.

"By the time those children inherit the family headship, the conventional wisdom of magic will have changed dramatically. By their own hands, no less. And any magic user who can't keep up with that change will become a relic of a bygone era."

"…Is it that significant?"

"It is that significant."

As Ester stated it without a hint of hesitation, Nathan privately wondered if it could really be true. Saki was certainly a bright child, far beyond what the word 'intelligent' could describe, and from what he'd seen upon their arrival, he had a mature side that belied his age. As for Ruria, even if only half the stories were true, she was a once-in-a-generation genius. Still, wasn't it an exaggeration to expect a couple of six-year-olds to change the world?

But this was his master speaking, the very person who had overturned the conventional wisdom of magic time and again. This wasn't just a grandmother's bias; there must be something about them that truly made her feel they were a force to be reckoned with.

"Truly, the 'treasure' of the House Arcalai. I will protect them with even greater vigilance, ensuring not even the slightest hint of danger comes near them."

"I'd appreciate that. But for tonight, don't worry about it and get some rest. While you were away, I placed protections on those children that were as thick as they come. I'll be counting on you again starting tomorrow."

"Leave it to me."

Nathan replied, bowed deeply, and quietly closed the door as he left Ester's study. Alone in the room, under the light of the [Perpetual Light], Ester's gaze returned to the parchment in her hand. On it, written in a hand that was clumsy yet clear and easy to read, were lines of text. As she looked at it, she recalled the events of four days ago, when Saki had penned this very parchment.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

The first night in Arcalai village had passed. Now, Ruria and I were walking through the village with Grandma as our guide.

The scroll passed down through our family, the one I had been promised I could see, was not at the village chief's house but at Grandma's manor. She said no one besides me and Ruria could see it, so we decided to head over right after breakfast.

As we walked, we passed quite a few villagers who greeted us politely. They must have finished their breakfast and were now heading to the fields or into the forest. I was told I shouldn't bow in these situations, so I settled for a small wave and a smile, a gesture I copied from what I'd seen of royalty in my past life's videos. Ruria clung to my hand, trying to avoid the villagers' gazes. Grandma, when greeted, simply nodded with her hands tucked into her sleeves.

It suddenly reminded me of the daimyo processions in historical Japan. Any peasants who encountered the procession were supposed to prostrate themselves on the spot until it passed. When I asked Grandma, she said some nobles do make their subjects act that way. Our family has a close relationship with our people, so we don't demand such formal behavior. "It would be a pain if everyone had to kneel every time they saw us in the same village, wouldn't it?" was Grandma's reasoning.

Walking through the village like this, I realized that the mana in Arcalai village is dense. The concentration of mana particles in the air is the highest I've ever seen. My special skill of absorbing mana from my surroundings would probably be at its most effective here.

"So, Grandmother, what's that thing that's been behind us for a while now?"

"Ah. Since I borrowed your young guards, that's their replacement. It's just protecting you two, so don't worry."

Ever since we left the chief's house, a large mass of mana had been following Ruria and me. It was clearly different from the ambient mana, a sparkling concentration larger than an adult human, slowly rotating like a vortex. Was it something created by magic? It seemed to have no physical form, like a mere mass of air.

Ruria, hearing our conversation, turned and seemed to stare intently behind us. Unlike me or Grandma, she can't see mana directly. The fact that she seemed to be glaring at the spot where our "protector" was must mean she could sense something, even if she couldn't see it. Or maybe Ruria's intuition is just incredibly sharp.

"Alright, we're here."

While we were talking, we arrived at Grandma's manor. It was a large house, about the same size as the village chief's house, the old Arcalai family home. Grandma lived here all by herself, and I honestly wondered if it wasn't a hassle to maintain. Judging from yesterday's exchange, I couldn't imagine Grandma, who went from being a young lady to a noble, having any housekeeping skills.

Just as I was thinking that, we were greeted at the entrance by a maid. *Of course.* She just didn't have any family living with her; servants were another matter. This maid was tall and, unlike Hanna, had a flawless demeanor that radiated the aura of a "capable woman." Her long blonde hair tied up high was also a nice touch.

A pity that glasses don't exist in this world (at least, I've never seen any). If they did, the woman before me would have ascended to an even higher plane of existence: the "secretary-maid."

"Ouch!!"

As I was lost in such useless thoughts, a sharp pain shot through my shoulder. I looked to see Ruria, who was still clinging to my hand, sinking her teeth into my shoulder. Our eyes met. No, no, I wasn't staring admiringly at her! So, Ruria-san, could you please let go now? Also, Grandma and Ms. Maid, please stop looking at me with those lukewarm gazes that say, "What a helpless child." I'm begging you.

Despite the minor trouble, we were shown to Grandma's study deep inside the manor. The spacious room had a fine carpet, but it was a rather spartan space with only a huge desk and a bookshelf. The desk was a heavy piece, like the one in Father's study, made of a wood resembling ebony, but it was so large that Ruria and I could both lie down on it with room to spare.

As Grandma pulled out the chair at the desk and sat down, the maid brought in two more chairs from outside the study. I helped Ruria, for whom the chair was a bit high, to sit down, and then I scrambled up onto my own. While we were struggling with the chairs, the maid had apparently prepared tea. She placed the teacups in front of us without a sound, and Grandma spoke to her.

"Thank you for your trouble. You don't need to attend to us further. Do not enter the study until you are called."

The maid bowed silently and exited the study with what could only be described as elegant movements. I almost followed her with my eyes but restrained myself. I'm not some dense protagonist who doesn't learn from his mistakes.

With the room cleared, Grandma took a sip of her tea, then stood up from her chair and walked over to the bookshelf. She returned with a wooden box and placed it on the desk in front of us. The box was about the size of an A4 sheet of paper from my past life. It was a simple thing, made of plain wood with metal clasps on the corners. There was no lock, but I could see a thin layer of mana covering the entire box. Was it enchanted?

"[Unlock]."

Grandma quickly drew two sigils in the air with her finger and chanted. The membrane-like layer of mana covering the box popped and vanished. When Grandma opened the lid, we could see an ancient-looking parchment scroll, rolled up and tied with a string. With careful hands, she untied the string and gently spread the parchment on the desk as she spoke.

"This has been passed down through the heads of the House Arcalai for generations, but none have been able to understand its contents. It was said that only the current and next head of the family could see it, so we couldn't even consult with scholars. Honestly, it's something I'd throw away if I could."

Paperweights were placed on the top and bottom to keep it from rolling up, and the parchment was spread out on the desk. Looking at it, I wanted to shout from the bottom of my heart, "To throw that away would be a great sin!"

A considerable amount of text was written on the parchment, and below it was a diagram. It was a star shape drawn to touch the inside of a circle, with fine characters and symbols written between the lines. It was a so-called magic circle—or in the terminology of magic, a [Magic Circle].

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

As she watched Saki stare intently at the spread-out parchment, Ester recalled the first time she had seen this scroll. The secret scroll, passed down from her father, never to be shown to outsiders. The mysterious string of characters written on it. She had been fiercely intrigued, forgetting to eat or sleep as she frantically tried to decipher it.

When she told her son Levi about the scroll, he too had dedicated himself to decoding it. He seemed to believe the diagram on the bottom half of the parchment was the key to deciphering the text and had desperately compared the two. But their efforts were in vain, and in the end, neither she nor her son could decipher the scroll's text.

Still, Saki was staring at the scroll in silence for a remarkably long time. Ruria, watching beside him, was naturally quiet, but for the talkative Saki to be silent for this long felt strange even to Ester, who didn't spend much time with him. Eventually, driven by a sense of unease, Ester called out to him.

"...Saki, Saki. What is it?"

Saki looked momentarily startled but quickly turned to face Ester.

"Ah, no, I'm sorry. The contents were just so fascinating."

"…Hmph. So, can you two read these characters?"

As she said this, Ester privately thought it was impossible. She, Levi, and the past heads of the family were all magic users, a profession that required extensive knowledge. Yet for generations, these adults hadn't been able to find even a shred of a clue. No matter how clever they were, it was cruel to ask this of children.

"There are only consonants."

Saki's gaze returned to the scroll as he muttered. The characters in this country's script were divided into vowels and consonants, but the text on this scroll was composed entirely of consonants. There was no way to read it.

"Could we not just add the vowels?"

Saki asked the question she had expected. Yes, that much she and Levi had also considered.

"I thought so too. But no matter what combination I tried, I couldn't form a coherent text."

Memories of her past struggles with this scroll resurfaced in Ester's mind. She had tried inserting vowels by brute force, hoping to make some sense of it. She tried not only at the beginning of the text but also in the middle and at the end where it seemed like it might be readable. Even when she managed to form a short, readable word, the parts before and after it would become complete gibberish.

But Saki, after looking at the scroll for a short while, said something unexpected.

"Grandmother, may I borrow some parchment and a pen?"

At the sudden request, Ester hesitated for a moment.

"Alright, but I can't have you copy it directly. It is supposed to be a secret, after all. I can't have you losing a copy."

"No, I just want to jot some things down while I think. Please."

Though she found it strange, Ester took a few sheets of parchment from her desk and gave them to Saki. Saki reached for the pen holder on the desk, took a quill pen and the parchment, and stared intently at the scroll. Then, he began to write something at a furious pace.

Ester's eyes widened, and she held her breath. Saki was writing a string of characters on his parchment that was different from the scroll's, but similarly consisted only of consonants. As he continued to write, something even more astonishing happened.

"O, primordial flame, source of all life, that blazes within eternity…"

Ruria, who had been watching Saki write, began to recite something in a small, song-like voice. Yes, it could only be that she was looking at the consonant-only text Saki was writing, quickly adding the vowels, and reading it aloud on the spot.

Soon, Saki finished the first sheet of parchment and picked up a second. On the new sheet, he began to write a sentence with both consonants and vowels. It was likely the very words Ruria was now speaking.

"It's done."

With those words, Saki handed the two sheets of parchment to his grandmother. Ester, at a loss for words, simply stared at the parchment in stunned silence.
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			The moment I saw the magic circle, I was overcome with a fierce, internal excitement. This was the first piece of evidence proving that ritual magic existed in this world. It had most likely been passed down through my family since the age of the ancient kingdom, when such magic was still in use. I felt an infinite gratitude for all the ancestors who had preserved it for so long without it being lost.

*The star shape is a pentagram. Judging by the sign in the center, this must be a Pentagram of Fire. And the letters written around it are probably Holy Names… I get it, I get it. The magic circles in this world are no different from the ones I studied in my past life!*

Overwhelmed with emotion, I forgot to breathe as I scanned the magic circle from end to end. This was bad. I could stare at this forever. I was so engrossed that I didn't even notice my grandmother calling out to me.

"…Saki, Saki. What is it?"

"Ah, no, I'm sorry. It was just so fascinating."

"…Hmph. Well then, can you two read these letters?"

At my grandmother's words, I finally turned my attention to the lines of text written at the top of the parchment. It made sense that a normal person would be more interested in what looked like writing. The considerable amount of text wasn't in some unknown script, but in the letters still commonly used today. However…

"There are only consonants."

The alphabet used in this world—or at least, in this country—was divided into vowels and consonants, just like the alphabet in my previous life. But the text on this parchment was composed solely of consonants. Without vowels, they couldn't form words, nor could they be pronounced.

"Couldn't you just supply the vowels?" Ruria asked.

"That's what I thought, too. But no matter what combinations I tried, I couldn't form a single coherent sentence."

I see. It was a cipher. And the method of hiding vowels was something I recognized from my past life's knowledge: Hebrew.

Hebrew, used by the Jewish people since before the common era, was a language considered basic knowledge for any practitioner of Western occultism. Many ritual magic incantations were recommended to be chanted in Hebrew. It was also a well-known fact that ancient documents written in Hebrew often omitted vowels. Even the Tetragrammaton was written without vowels so that those without the proper knowledge couldn't read it, all due to the commandment in the Torah: "You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain."

Of course, the consequence of this was that after the Diaspora, there was no one left to teach the correct pronunciation, leading to a long and protracted debate over what it should be.

And Hebrew has a long history of cryptography. After all, those people have been obsessed with interpreting the Bible since ancient times. They spent ages doing things like, "By reinterpreting this phrase in this verse this way, the hidden will of God is revealed." It was only natural that they'd accumulate a great deal of expertise.

"Grandmother, may I borrow some parchment and a pen?"

"You may, but I can't have you copying it directly. This is supposed to be a secret art, so it would be a problem if you copied it and then lost the copy."

"No, I just want to jot some things down while I think. Please."

My grandmother seemed a bit suspicious, but she still took a few sheets of parchment from the desk and handed them to me. With pen in hand, I began to stare down the ciphertext. This was probably a combination of several methods. Not only were the vowels omitted, but the consonants had likely been rearranged as well.

The question was what kind of substitution rule was used… I just hoped it wasn't Gematria. That stuff is an absolute nightmare. For now, I decided to try one of the simpler Jewish letter substitution methods.

The method, or rather the rule, was exceedingly simple. Just as the alphabet in my past life started with A and ended with Z, the letters in this world had an order. Following that order, the first letter was swapped with the last, the second with the second-to-last, and so on. It was one of the most basic techniques in the art of letter substitution known as Temurah. Following this rule, I converted the letters on the parchment and wrote them down on the sheet in my hand.

Oh, I think I got it. These first few letters seem to read "eternal" or "everlasting." Feeling a sense of progress, I rode the momentum and converted the remaining letters, scribbling them down at a furious pace. Ruria, who had been peering over my shoulder, began to read them aloud.

"O primordial flame… root of all life… which burns through eternity…"

Wow! For her to guess and insert the missing vowels almost at the exact moment I wrote down the converted letters was incredible. I'd thought it before, but Ruria's natural intelligence was astounding. The speed at which her mind worked was unreal.

Once I finished converting the scroll's cipher, I took another piece of parchment and wrote out the full text, this time adding the vowels just as Ruria had read them. After writing it all out, I was certain. This was an incantation. An incantation for a ritual to summon a Fire Elemental, most likely using the magic circle drawn below it. This was amazing. A major discovery.

I handed the two completed sheets of parchment to my grandmother for the time being. She took them with a troubled expression, comparing the unfurled scroll with the parchment in her hands as she began to mutter.

"So this becomes this, and then this. The relationship between the letters on the scroll and the ones on the first sheet is… Saki, what did you do?"

"I swapped the beginning with the end."

"…Ah, I see. When you put it like that, it's quite simple."

That was my grandmother for you. To understand with just that explanation. After looking everything over, she placed the two parchments on the desk and pressed her fingers between her eyes.

"It's like a piece of a poem, isn't it? Given what it is, that's to be expected, but it's full of old phrasing and archaic words. Ruria, it's amazing you could read this at your age."

Praised by my grandmother, Ruria puffed out her chest as if to say, "Heh." Her expression remained as stoic as ever, but she looked so proud I could almost hear her snort. As for the archaic language, that was the result of our struggle with old documents in the library of the capital's Great Temple. Without that experience, neither Ruria nor I would have been able to guess the correct vowels. I had nothing but gratitude for the temple's librarian, Laila-san.

"Well, thanks to you two, we've finally managed to read this scroll that has been a mystery for so long, but it seems it isn't very useful after all. The drawing here doesn't seem to have any relation to the poem's content, either. I wonder why something like this was passed down in our family for generations…"

Grandmother sighed, tossing the parchment onto the scroll. I suppose she was right. On its own, the scroll's content was meaningless. At least, to anyone who didn't know how to *use* it.

"Grandmother. I have a request."

I straightened my posture and looked my grandmother directly in the eyes. She returned my gaze with a serious expression of her own.

"Tell me."

"I wish to study the contents of this scroll further. Would you grant me your permission?"

At those words, my grandmother seemed to ponder for a while. No, no, please, just say "yes." I have a magic circle and a ritual incantation. I have to put this into practice. After a pause that felt long enough to make me anxious, the answer she gave was not the permission I sought.

"Saki. Just what is it that you know?"

"…What do you mean by that?" I asked, though I already knew what she meant. But this was the kind of question that couldn't be answered so easily.

"You deciphered something that generations of family heads could not, in what was practically a single glance. And it's not just that. There's also that training method for 'Vision' you've started teaching at Levi's academy. I suspect there are other things you've taught Ruria here that you've kept from me and Levi. I am asking you where, and how, you learned these things."

My grandmother's words were quiet and calm, but her expression was as heavy as a mountain of stone. Pierced by those gleaming eyes that seemed to say, *I see right through you*, I felt my entire body freeze. My heart began to pound in my chest like an alarm bell, and I was so paralyzed I could hardly breathe. So this is what it feels like to be breathless.

I was not just a simple six-year-old. I was fairly young in my previous life, too, but I'd been chewed out by my fair share of rough bosses and clients. But the person before me now was a blood-soaked hero, a great magic user who had slaughtered many in war and was feared even by her own allies, "The Witch" Ester Adoni Arcalai. To be honest, I was one step away from losing my composure entirely. Still, I somehow managed to force strength back into my gaze to meet hers, while on the other hand relaxing my body and desperately exhaling a shaky breath. Phew.

*I see. Of course. She can't just let this go anymore.* I am, for all intents and purposes, a six-year-old child, and I've had this much of an impact on our viscounty and its surroundings. I had a feeling that a day would come when I'd be questioned like this.

But when it came to matters of ritual magic, I had no intention of holding back. The other magic-related things were more like a bonus. Mastering ritual magic was my goal from my previous life, and I could not compromise on it. On top of that, the leader of the order I might one day join had asked me to spread ritual magic throughout the world.

Therefore, my actions from now on could create even greater ripples for my family and this country. When that happens, what I'll need is the understanding and cooperation of those around me. I learned the hard way through my social experiences in my past life that trying to push a project forward selfishly never works. So this time, too, I need to proceed by gathering allies and preparing the groundwork.

The problem was, gaining that understanding would be difficult. I had absolutely zero confidence that I could give them a convincing explanation. If I honestly said, "I have the memories and knowledge from a life in another world, and I'm using them," would they believe me? I could see myself getting bogged down in endless explanations. Even then, they probably wouldn't be truly convinced, and the effort and time would be a waste.

So, knowing it was a poor move, I reached for another option. Yes, the one where you pass all responsibility to the client.

"…I was taught."

"By whom?"

"By the Goddess of Magic, in a dream."
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			The Magic Geek Almost Starts a Fire

			On this night, as summer was drawing to a close, a magnificent full moon hung in the sky. Though it was a little early for the mid-autumn harvest moon, it still cast a brilliant, clear light. Within the veil of night that shrouded Arcalai village, there was a single estate from which bright lights and laughter spilled forth. Inside that house—the village chief's residence—the spacious dining hall had been made cramped by a multitude of hastily brought-in tables, where a great number of people had gathered, lost in pleasant conversation.

Dishes were carried out from the kitchen one after another as the villagers, cups of wine in hand, ate, drank, and laughed heartily. The doors leading from the dining hall to the garden were wide open, and a steady stream of new faces flowed in. Seeing that food and drink were occasionally brought in from outside, it seemed that other households in the village were also cooking for the feast. The hall was a chaotic swirl of women carrying new dishes and men weaving between the tables. With everyone speaking at once, it was impossible to make out who was saying what.

Amidst the clamor, Ruria and I had been seated in the best spot in the dining hall, near the hearth. For a while now, villagers had been approaching our table in small groups, introducing themselves and cheerfully telling us something or other. I did my best to maintain an innocent, childlike smile and simply nodded along to everything. I hadn't even had a moment to touch the cup in my hand (filled with fruit juice, since I'm a child) or the splendid feast laid out before me. Ruria had been silently plastered to my back since the banquet began, but she had finally buried her face in my shoulder and started to doze off. It seemed she was nearing her limit.

Grandma had declared the banquet open and then promptly vanished. Maria was in the middle of the dining hall, surrounded by a large crowd and engrossed in conversation. Perhaps it was because she'd been reunited with old friends after so long, but her profile looked truly happy as she tipped her wine cup. The village chief and his son were near our table, but they only watched me with pleased expressions as I received the villagers' greetings. *It's no use. I have no allies here.*

*Entertaining is hard work, but being entertained is its own kind of ordeal,* I thought, a rather unchildlike reflection for someone whose mental age, including my past life, was over thirty. That was why, in situations like this, I just couldn't bring myself to voice a childish complaint. But it was also true that being a child was helping me. If I were an adult man, I would have been forced to drink cup after cup of wine, and it would have been a disaster.

The group of young villagers who had been in front of me left, and a new trio of older men, arms slung around each other's shoulders, approached. I once again activated my facial muscles to produce a smile and offered vague affirmations to their words, which had become even more incomprehensible thanks to the wine. *Ugh… I wish this would end soon.*

Muttering my true feelings in my heart, I continued to put on a friendly face for the line of villagers that showed no sign of ending, all while stealing a resentful glance to my side. Right next to the hearth, in the best spot in the dining hall, sat a single chair. Unlike the other stools, this one had armrests, a backrest, and a fine cloth-covered cushion. It had been empty for a long time, yet no one dared to sit in it.

The person who had occupied that seat was the very one who had dragged us into this banquet, only to leave right after it started and never return. Yes, it was my grandmother and the former head of the Arcalai Viscounty, Ester Adoni Arcalai herself. I was supposed to be trying out the ritual I'd deciphered from my family's secret scroll right about now. The fact that things had turned out this way was mostly Grandma's fault. In other words, Grandma was to blame.

Secretly resenting the villagers, who showed no signs of quieting down, I let out another sigh, careful that no one would notice.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

The clock rewinds to the moment I solved the scroll's cipher. Grandma, facing me and Ruria across the desk, fixed me with eyes that held a dangerous light that could only be described as terrifying. She asked in a low voice:

"…Are you being serious?"

"…It's the truth."

After I had successfully deciphered the scroll that no one had ever understood, using knowledge from my past life, Grandma demanded to know the source of my knowledge. I couldn't very well tell her, "It's because I was reincarnated," so I had no choice but to fib, saying, "A goddess told me." And now, because of that, I was being subjected to Grandma's gaze, which had grown even more intense than before, to the point where I could almost feel a physical pressure.

Grandma reached for the long pipe that lay at her hand and placed it in her mouth without lighting it. All the while, her eyes never left me. Just then, someone took my arm. It was, of course, Ruria. She hugged me tightly and stared back at Grandma without a word. Perhaps because of the situation, her profile seemed to say, *Don't you dare bully Saki.* For some reason, my childhood friend felt incredibly reliable.

Grandma stared at us for a moment longer, then finally broke her gaze and tapped the unlit pipe against the tobacco tray with a sharp *clang*. When she turned back to us, the pressure in her eyes had vanished. With a somewhat—no, a very—casual air, she rested her chin on her hand and asked me again.

"So, what was this goddess like?"

"Pardon?"

"You heard the goddess's voice, didn't you? What did you think of her, Saki?"

*Huh? What's this, Grandma?* A complete change from moments ago. What was with that mischievous grin, the kind that came with an imaginary *hee hee hee* sound effect? While I was grateful that the pressure I'd felt since the questioning began had disappeared, I couldn't read the intent behind her question and hesitated for a moment.

Knowing Grandma, she probably didn't believe a word of some tall tale about receiving a divine message in a dream. One possibility was that she was throwing an unexpected question at me, hoping I would get flustered or overreact. Perhaps she was trying to gauge whether I was lying by my reaction. Then again, looking at that Cheshire cat-like smile, it was entirely possible she was just asking to mess with me.

However. While "a goddess told me" was a complete lie, I had, in fact, met and spoken with the Goddess of Magic (or so she claimed). In fact, you could even say *she* was the one who came to see *me*, materializing in the form of a summoning during the [Consecration] ritual. Therefore, all I had to do was answer truthfully, just as I thought. I pictured the Goddess of Magic, Isis, also known as the Eighth Tier Archmage Sister Magisa, and replied.

"Well, how should I put it… she seemed to do things at her own pace. Like, she has a habit of not really listening to what people say."

When I answered, Grandma's malicious smile vanished, replaced by a serious expression. She stared at me intently. *Um, aren't you going to say something, Grandmother?* After I went to the trouble of answering, being met with silence makes it hard for me to react. As I felt increasingly uncomfortable under her gaze—as if she were looking at some rare creature, genuinely surprised—Grandma covered her mouth with her hand and muttered something.

"…"

Unfortunately, her voice was too soft for me to hear. She said nothing more and fell silent, seemingly lost in thought. Naturally, I also kept my mouth shut and watched her. Silence enveloped the study as time slowly ticked by.

It was then that someone made a move to break the stalemate. Ruria. Without a word, she slid off her chair with some difficulty and began to toddle towards the study door. I watched, wondering what she was up to. Ruria opened the door and said in a small voice to the maid waiting outside:

"Tea and snacks."

I almost slid off my chair and barely managed to catch myself. Grandma looked at us, let out a deliberately loud sigh, and shrugged.

"I suppose this was getting boring for Ruria. Very well, let's take a little break. Menas, prepare tea and snacks for four, including yourself."

The maid gave an elegant, silent bow at her words, then turned with a movement so graceful it was mesmerizing and left to prepare the tea. *So, that secretary-like maid's name is Menas. Got it.*

Menas's back was turned to us as she presumably headed for the kitchen. I couldn't take my eyes off her wonderful silhouette when my view was suddenly blocked by the door with a *thud*. I realized Ruria had carelessly slammed the door shut with her back and was now staring at me with a gaze colder than ice. *I messed up.*

Apparently, my ability to learn from my mistakes drops significantly whenever I'm in the presence of adult women like Menas-san or Laila the temple librarian. In the end, until the tea arrived in the study, I had to endure Ruria continually gnawing on my hand. She probably thought she was punishing me, but it felt more like some kind of marking behavior. *Hey, Ruria, stop with the bone. The bone actually hurts.*

As we roughhoused, Grandma just watched us with a look that was somewhere between amused and exasperated—in short, a lukewarm gaze.

The tea party that began after we interrupted our talk consisted of nothing but idle chatter. I spoke about my life at the manor and at the private academy, while Grandma talked about her life in the village. Ruria silently devoured the tea and sweets, while Menas-san barely touched hers, simply smiling quietly.

After we had enjoyed the somewhat chilly conversation for a while, Grandma spoke up.

"Let's end our talk about magic for today. I need to go back to my brother's house now and get things ready."

"Is something happening at the village chief's house?"

"I told you when you arrived at the village, didn't I? We're going to introduce Saki and Ruria to everyone. It's going to be a village-wide celebration, so it'll be quite the affair."

*What's that? I don't remember hearing about it,* I thought, but upon reflection, I vaguely recalled something like that being said. From what I gathered, it seemed to be a village-wide welcoming party for us, and naturally, as the guests of honor, Ruria and I were required to attend. *Noooo! I want to experiment with the magic circle and incantation as soon as possible…*

But thinking back on how warmly everyone had welcomed us when we arrived, I didn't think it was the kind of atmosphere where I could refuse. They were people I'd just met yesterday, but after being shown so much affection, I felt bad about giving them the cold shoulder. I suppose I have no choice. I'll accept it as the destiny of one born into a noble family.

…Or so I thought at the time.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

The banquet, which began in the evening, was still going on close to midnight. The crowd that had packed the village chief's dining hall had thinned out considerably, and now only a few women remained, watching over a handful of hopelessly drunk old men with expressions that said, "What a handful." The drunkards sitting in front of me were also quite far gone, and for some time now, they had been repeating the same lines over and over: "The previous mistress is amazing," "The current master is amazing," "The young master is amazing."

_Ruria had long since reached her limit of sleepiness and had been carried off to a bedroom by Maria, and Maria hadn't returned either. *Damn it. She must have been planning that from the start, drinking at such a high pace.* I hadn't counted on her as an ally from the beginning, but the people she was talking to even came over to greet me, which only intensified my lonely battle. I can't forgive her. I really can't._

And so, I was left alone to receive the villagers' affectionate greetings and listen to their stories. Honestly, before it started, I was thinking about my duties as a noble and all that, but isn't this a little different? The sense of distance isn't that of a lord and his people; it's more like the heir to the village headman and his villagers.

*This is weird,* I thought, as I continued to nod at the words of the men who had turned into bots. Then, one of them, overcome with emotion for some reason, started crying. It spread instantly, and all the men sitting before me slung their arms around each other and broke down in tears. *Hey, hey, hey, what happened? What am I supposed to do with this?*

At a loss, I glanced sideways at the village chief sitting nearby. The chief, who had been watching me and the villagers with a silent smile, nodded at my gaze, stood up, and clapped his hands.

"Alright, everyone. The night has grown late, and the young master looks tired. Let's call it a night, shall we? Ladies, I'm sorry to ask, but could you take these drunkards home?"

"What a hopeless husband. Come on, we're going home."

"Our apologies, young master, for having you put up with our husbands."

With those words, the women helped their respective partners up and left. After seeing them off, the village chief turned to me and spoke apologetically.

"Thank you so much, Saki-sama, for staying with us so late. You must have been terribly bored, but seeing the villagers so happy, I just couldn't bring myself to stop them…"

*So you knew.* Well, I can understand not wanting to rain on their parade when they're having fun.

"It was a meaningful time, as it really conveyed how much everyone adores my family. I feel I must strive even harder to meet your expectations from now on."

I gave a model student's reply for the time being, and the village chief continued with an awkward expression.

"Seeing how kind you are, Saki-sama, I believe everyone got a little carried away. Unlike the master in the capital or you, Saki-sama, my older sister is… how should I put it… more feared than loved."

*Ah, I see,* it clicked. Grandma left the banquet as soon as it started because she thought they wouldn't be able to let loose if she was there. I still don't really understand that grandmother of mine, but she's probably not just a scary person.

"Well then, if you'll excuse me, I think I'll go rest now."

"You must be exhausted. Please, rest well."

I turned my back on the bowing village chief and headed towards the guest room in the back. It might already be past midnight. For this body, which in my past life would have been a preschooler, staying up this late is quite difficult. The fact that I can't stop yawning is proof of that. *Ah, I just want to get into bed and sleep—*

…is what I thought, until I lay down.

Lying in bed, I stared at the ceiling, perplexed by my own increasingly alert eyes. I ended up listening to the breathing of Ruria and Maria, who were sleeping together in the bed next to mine. The faint sounds of the banquet cleanup I'd heard from a distance had already ceased, and there was no sign of anyone being awake in the chief's house. After waiting a little longer, I quietly slipped out of the bedroom.

My destination was the backyard of the village chief's house. It was a place with a moderate number of trees, hidden from the view of other houses. There, I drew the magic weapon I wore, the [Fire Short Sword], and began to draw a pattern on the ground. In the deserted outskirts of the village, the sound of scraping against the earth echoed softly. Yes, I had snuck out to conduct a magical experiment—to try the incantation using a magic circle I had seen at Grandma's mansion during the day.

I just couldn't wait. It was possible Grandma would get strangely stingy and not let me see that scroll again. Fortunately, I had stared at it so intently during the day that the pattern of the magic circle was burned into my mind. It also helped that it wasn't too different from the magic circles I was familiar with from my past life. I had memorized the incantation word for word, without a single mistake. *Alright, let's do this.*

Since this was just an experiment, I drew a circle on the ground about one and a half meters in diameter, not too large, and inscribed a five-pointed star within it in a single stroke. I drew the sign for fire in the center of the star and carved short words—probably divine names—in the spaces between the circle and the star. It was a makeshift creation, but with that, the magic circle was complete.

Careful not to step on the divine names, I stood inside the circle. In the fiction of my past life, demons and spirits were often summoned from within a magic circle, but in actual magic, the practitioner stands inside the circle and the target is summoned outside of it. This is because the magic circle serves to protect the practitioner from the summoned being should it break free of their control. That's why an adept, confident in their control, might not use a magic circle at all.

At any rate, this was a ritual experiment. I held my [Fire Short Sword] and first performed the 'Qabalistic Cross.' I drew a cross with the [Fire Short Sword] from my head to my chest, and from my right shoulder to my left, chanting, "Unto Thee, the Kingdom, the Power, and the Glory, forever, Amen." I visualized a giant cross of light before me and imagined my aura being purified.

Next, I cleansed the ritual space itself with the ritual of 'Purification'—also known as the 'Banishing Ritual.' Its content was partially the same as the [Consecration] ritual. The difference was that I drew pentagrams towards the four cardinal directions, and at the end, just like in the [Consecration] ritual, I chanted, "Before me the Pentagram, flames arise. Upon the pillar, the Hexagram shines." I imagined the backyard, centered on the magic circle, being enveloped in light and purified.

And then, finally, I began the incantation to evoke the [Fire Elemental]. I focused my consciousness on the ground before me, imagining the [Fire Elemental] appearing there as I chanted.

"O primordial flame, that burnest within eternity, root of all life.

I awaken thee and summon thee here.

O, mighty primordial flame, in thy fury thou destroyest all, and thus become the harbinger of rebirth.

Thou art the beginning of life, and bringest the thirst for ascension.

Therefore, I purify thee in the highest name and call upon thee here.

I evoke thee, by the spell of thy evocation."

As I stared at a single point on the ground throughout the incantation, I saw a red point of light emerge. The point of light flickered irregularly as it glowed, and then a mass of fire erupted from it, falling to the ground and continuing to burn silently. *Whoa! Did I do it? Did I really do it!? Did I succeed in summoning a [Fire Elemental]!?*

As it flickered, the mass of fire gradually grew larger, reaching the size of a small bonfire. At the same time, a burnt smell wafted from the silently burning flames, accompanied by a *crackle, crackle* sound, as if something was popping…

"Whaaaat!"

I couldn't help but scream, and in that instant, the fire that had been burning before me vanished as if snuffed out. But my attention was caught by something else. The undergrowth in the backyard, nicely dried out as autumn approached, had caught fire from the summoned flames.

I rushed over, took off my robe, and holding it in both hands, frantically beat it against the burning undergrowth. If I started a fire here, it would be a disaster in more ways than one. Fortunately, since I started putting it out right after it caught fire, this little blaze was quickly extinguished. Coming back to my senses, I looked around, my slightly soiled robe in hand. The village of Arcalai was still shrouded in the silence of midnight. *Okay, I'm good. It seems no one noticed.*

Relieved, I erased the magic circle I had drawn on the ground with my foot and thought back on the ritual. My concentration broke midway through and I had to abort it, but it's safe to say I did summon a Fire Elemental. The fact that the surrounding grass actually burned proves that the [Fire Elemental] had materialized in this world.

Well, I guess I should be happy that the flame I summoned was a cute little one. On second thought, if I had summoned a massive fiery [Fire Elemental], the situation could have been much worse than a small grass fire. *Hmm, I was so eager to try it that I experimented with the ritual, but maybe I should think things through a bit more before I act.*

To cool my excited head with the night air, I stood in the backyard for a while, reflecting on various things, before returning to the guest room of the village chief's house, careful not to wake the family.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------

"…Unbelievable."

At the same time, in her study, Ester Adoni Arcalai murmured to herself as she sat in her chair. Her face was tilted towards the empty air, one eye covered by her hand. And in that covered eye, which should have seen nothing, was the reflection of Saki's form, quietly opening the door to the village chief's backyard and slipping back into the house.

She knew Saki had snuck out of his room in the middle of the night, thanks to a notification from his guarding [Unseen Servant]. He seemed to be up to something in the backyard, so wary of being detected by Saki's [Magic Vision], she had been monitoring him with a [Scrying] spell. But the scene she witnessed was beyond her comprehension.

That was a Fifth Tier spell, [Evocation of the Fire Elemental]. The spirit he summoned was extremely small, and it seemed he lost control midway and the spirit returned. But even if it was incomplete, how could a child who hadn't even attended a magic academy possibly use a Fifth Tier spell?

The Fifth Tier was a level that, at least in this kingdom, onl