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Chapter 1: Genius
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The young man, clad in a black mage’s robe trimmed with silver, unhurriedly extended his staff.

A horrific magic steeped in the scent of death shot out like an arrow along the line of his calm, razor-edged gaze.

As if alive, once unleashed the magic throbbed in frenzy, striving to obey its instincts of ruin and slaughter and engulf every living thing around it.

Yet under its master’s deft control, it submitted obediently, licking its way through the blood-tinged air as it drove straight into the rolling, surging beast horde rushing in from straight ahead.

With just this final strike, it all vanished in an instant.

Hemmed in at the center, the young man had never intended to raise his staff for another blow; it was as if the enemy’s assaults and every shift on the field had long since been computed in his mind.

Before the crowd below could react, he drew in his aura, set the tip of his staff to the shattered ground, placed his other hand lightly to his chest, and inclined his head in a slight bow.

Behind that small human frame, the vast, fearsome projection of the beast horde roared in unwilling defiance, forced to watch as it and its kin were swallowed by darkness, not a trace remaining.

As the billowing wave of dust dispersed, the wide training ground held only one man and one staff.

After a shared, uncanny silence, the spectators seemed to remember how to breathe at last, and their hoarse shouts shook the sky—

"Senior Richards!"

"Upperclassman Richards!"

"Richards!"

On the floating, ring-shaped stands, students who were usually composed and self-possessed—regardless of College, age, or gender—were, at this moment, straining their voices to the utmost, swept up in the fevered chorus of praise.

—and loudest and most heartfelt of all were those in the section in uniform black robes.

In the first-year section, the freshmen were the first to come back to their senses.

Granted, they too had been shaken by that pure, formidable magic—by the sight of one person felling thousands of Ferocious Beasts—and their blood surged in spite of themselves.

This was precisely why they had come to this Magic University; it was the ultimate vision they held of a Mage.

Yet the swelling, overlapping shouts rising on all sides made their hearts tremble; the atmosphere was like a superstar concert, and in some ways even more frightening than a beast horde.

Hands clapped over their ears, they could just make out that the crowd seemed to be chanting the same name.

"...Richards?" a first-year murmured.

Whoosh—pop pop pop!

A volley of crackling, sky-splitting bursts cut through their thoughts; the first-years looked around in bewilderment and saw the senior students already firing fireworks into the air.

High above, brilliant fireworks burst open, spelling "Richards" in flowing script; fortified by magic, the halo of light lingered, hanging over the very center of the grounds.

From every direction, more fireworks shot skyward, blooming into flowers and fine starlight, spiraling around the script.

"Fireworks—fireworks—fireworks for 100 Crystal Coin apiece! Produced by Magic Array College, long-lasting and pollution-free!" Several upper-year students in green robes, carrying waist-high wooden crates, wove through the stands hawking as they went, drawing closer to the first-year section.

"Student, want a firework?" the senior at the front asked with an amiable smile as he stepped up.

The first-years had only arrived yesterday to settle their luggage and were attending the opening ceremony today; they’d never seen anything like this, and, hemming and hawing, were too embarrassed to refuse—each took a firework.

On closer look, these weren’t ordinary fireworks: winding patterns were carved along each tube’s wall, with faint streams of light shimmering within.

The green-robed senior demonstrated how to use them: "Channel your magic into it and the firework will launch. When we first applied for permits, you could control it to form patterns yourself, but some overzealous fans set off a few over-the-top confessions—you know the kind—so their Dean banned it. Now you’re only allowed to make simple patterns like little flowers and stars."

"Their Dean?"

"The Dean of Drak Magic College. You know that, right? Richards is from Drak Magic College. Everyone in Yamis knows their Drak Magic College Dean never interferes in students’ personal business, not sure why he’s being particular about this one—otherwise these fireworks would sell even better."

The green-robed senior shook his head with feigned helplessness.

The freshmen had more or less grasped how popular Richards was; looking around, they saw many people swinging their staves in rhythm, keeping time as they sent off the figure on the training platform, who withdrew at a measured pace.

Weapons regarded as a Mage’s lifeblood had, at this moment, become glowing props to cheer on their idol.

The corners of a few mouths twitched, and they asked earnestly, "Is this senior named Richards really that formidable?"

The upperclassmen exchanged looks, their expressions complicated; the green-robed senior at the front knit his brows, as though searching for the right words.

"I'm in the same year as him. We're not in the same College, but I've heard plenty about him. If someone can, in the Drak Magic College teeming with monsters, keep first in his year at all times—whether in theory or in live-combat assessments—tell me: isn't he a monster among monsters?"

"It is Drak Magic College, after all; the students there do have their pride, and being steadily kept a notch below can’t feel great. Yet to this day, no one can say they’ve ever beaten Richards. The strength-worshiping students of Drak Magic College probably idolize Richards all the more for that—absolutely crazy about him."

Saying this, the green-robed senior chuckled, as if teasing a neighboring College in front of freshmen was quite an amusing pastime.

With that introduction, the freshmen’s picture of the celebrity senior grew much fuller, and a glint of eager ambition flickered in more than a few eyes.

At Yamis Magic University, freshmen spend two academic years on foundational courses; in the third year, they branch into different Colleges according to their preferences and grades.

For those who had just set foot on campus, everything was so new.

And the reputedly powerful Drak Magic College was, clearly, the one that set hearts racing the most.

Powerful! Invincible! Number one!

What could be more enticing than that？

"Senior, could you tell us more about Drak Magic College?"

Someone blurted it out in excitement, then, as the words left their mouth, noticed the dark green robe on the senior and hastily cut themselves off: "

The freshman flushed, eyes full of deep apology.

Yamis has four Colleges in total, each with its own signature color reflected in the uniforms.

The senior before them wore a dark green mage’s robe; the seemingly unremarkable dark cloth was dense with intricate, obscure embroidery. Coupled with his earlier hawking, it was obvious he was a student of Magic Array College.

To ask a senior for details about another College—and to look so eager to join it—was downright rude.

The freshmen hunched their shoulders, awkward and tense.

The green-robed upperclassman smiled and shook his head: "Our College doesn't fuss over that sort of thing—those who want to come will come, and those who aren't a good fit are better off not coming. But if you're considering where to go when it's time to choose your track later on, my advice is: don't rush headlong into Drak Magic College just for the aura of prestige. You'll regret it."

"'Regret it？' The freshmen were intrigued.

Who comes to Yamis without dreams and hopes？

The strongest College is, of course, the place everyone most wants to go!

Seeing these freshmen still unconvinced, the green-robed upperclassman was about to go on when a squad of black-robed students came striding over.

Earlier, to make it easier to sell fireworks, these Magic Array College students had been standing in the stairway, which now naturally blocked the way.

"Sorry about that," the green-robed upperclassman said with a smile, shepherding his companions and their boxes to the side.

The black-robed group looked impassive; they gave a nod to the people who'd made way and headed straight for the center of the training ground.

As they passed the freshmen's section, someone in the group remarked coolly, "Take a hard look at your own strength—did you really think anyone can get into Drak Magic College？"

The freshmen who'd been laughing and chatting a moment before widened their eyes and stiffly watched the group recede.

Clearly, the group had overheard their conversation.

Yamis Magic University gathers the finest magical talent on the continent; calling it a pilgrimage site of the Magic World is no exaggeration.

Everyone who comes here is the cream of the crop; to be mocked like this is a first in their lives.

More than humiliation or anger, what they felt most was shock.

"They..."

"They're from Drak Magic College. Richards's assessment just ended; this group is probably the next to take the stage," the green-robed upperclassman explained. "Their words are a bit cutting—don't take it too hard. But they aren't entirely wrong, either. You really should think it through, so you don't hold yourselves back."

The green-robed upperclassman spoke with earnest gravity, but the freshmen's attention was caught entirely by one word in his remark.

"A—assessment? Isn't this the opening ceremony? Wasn't that just a performance?"

The freshmen stammered, bewilderment written all over their faces, hardly sparing a thought for the jab they'd just taken.

Yesterday, they had hurried here from all corners of the continent to register at this academy of their dreams, receiving only a student handbook for a rough introduction to the school; today they received a general notice to take their seats in this grand, imposing training ground for the opening ceremony.

Right from the start, they were met with a scene this perilous and exhilarating.

They'd thought it was an opening show the school had meticulously prepared!

Gradually, they seemed to grasp the crux of it; all at once, they understood why the upperclassmen were so astonished by Richards’s performance.

"A performance? Heh—well, yes. For you lower-year students, it does look like a performance. But for those in their graduation year, this is a very important opening assessment after returning to campus."

"This year, Drak Magic College is the first to take the stage for the opening assessment. The task set by their Dean is a live-combat simulation—hell-level as always. Still, with Richards here, the students who go up later should have an easier time of it."

The green-robed upperclassman pointed toward the entrance to the training ground; over there, a crowd of black-robed students had it jam-packed.

"If you’re interested, come along—if you stay seated here, you’ll have to wait a few more minutes for the next assessment."

The few students who had first struck up a conversation with the green-robed upperclassman exchanged glances; curiosity got the better of them, and they followed.

As they drew nearer, they finally saw that the Drak Magic College students had formed a tight circle around none other than Richards, the legendary figure who had just finished slaying monsters and walked out of the training ground.

Upon learning it wasn’t flashy showmanship but a real, hard-edged combat simulation, the freshmen gained a much clearer sense of what they had just witnessed.

That vast horde of beasts, those perilous attacks, the terrifying pressure—felt so keenly that even they, seated in the stands, shuddered—far exceeded anything the words opening assessment had conjured in their minds!

Yet when they saw this senior up close again, he was neat from head to toe, without a drop of sweat; his complexion was rosy and fair, his breath steady—showing not the slightest trace of having just fought a fierce battle. He was even calmly, methodically offering guidance to those around him.

"As you first enter, be careful not to chase the decoy auras laid out on the field and blunder into a trap. This assessment isn't too difficult; if you keep your cool, you can pass it flawlessly. Don't be rash..."

"The sticking point this time is that you’ll have to break off your spellcasting and move frequently to dodge attacks, which is quite tricky for a Mage. If you followed your instructors’ advice over the break and practiced balancing casting with movement, it will be much easier..."

"If you haven’t trained that, carefully recall my positioning on the field, the timing of each cast, the sequence among the spells, and the intervals between them..."

"Before you go on, visualize how the field might change, break it into phases, study the focus of each phase—and how you should respond..."

Listening to Richards’s clear, precise guidance, the freshmen’s eyes went wide; their shock deepened.

"Is this what a genius looks like?"

"No—this goes far beyond the realm of mere genius!"

What kind of genius aces a hell-level assessment on the very first try and then, without missing a beat, puts together a full "walkthrough" for everyone else!

"A genius—a true genius..." A new student couldn’t help blurting out what was on their mind.

Richards, encircled by the crowd, seemed to blaze with light.

This was the vision they had cherished of magic and Mage before coming to Yamis; at last, that vision had taken on a tangible, concrete form.

"Now you see why Richards is called a genius—and why he’s so popular." The voice of a senior in green robes came from behind.

Only then did the new students notice that the black-robed seniors who had been so aloof and imperious toward everyone else moments earlier were now listening with earnest warmth and respect, raising their hands to ask questions and trading their thoughts with one another.

Who would have imagined that, just minutes ago, the ice on their faces could have frozen a person solid.

—What a double standard!
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Chapter 2: Drak Magic College 
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"...In short, while the assessment set by Professor Harry this time is somewhat challenging, with your abilities you will surely complete it smoothly. This is our final year at Yamis, and it is also our first opening showcase as seniors of the graduating class; we must, before all the Colleges and before the new students, showcase the spirit befitting Drak Magic College."

Richards smiled warmly, pleased to see that, after a few words from him, the classmates around him were gradually roused—spirits lifting and a sense of shared pride taking hold.

—It hadn’t been for nothing that he spent the week before term rehearsing his lines, practicing his expressions in the mirror every day.

Just as he was about to continue, Richards caught a splash of green at the edge of his vision; looking over, he saw a friend standing primly not far away, waving to him.

Letting his gaze drop, he was not at all surprised to find a few suspicious wooden crates at the friend’s feet—inside, a riot of colorful contraptions jammed to the brim, tips jutting out; and behind the friend stood several freshmen in light gray robes, one of them even holding a sparkler aloft.

Richards’ eyelid nearly twitched; before the crowd, he kept his cool, suppressing the involuntary tug at the corner of his mouth.

Since stepping off the training field he had refused to lift his eyes skyward, doing the ostrich—head down, determined not to look, not to listen, not to think; after all, seeing your own name starkly spelled across the sky would give anyone goosebumps.

He would never have guessed that the joke his friend floated over the break would actually be submitted by the book, and that Professor Harry would truly approve such a harebrained request.

If he lost it and laughed in front of the whole crowd today, this heap of fireworks would be squarely to blame!

Seeing they seemed only here for a look and had no intention of coming closer to talk, Richards answered with a distant nod, withdrew his gaze, and finished his last-minute reminders.

When the intermission ended and the next assessment was about to begin, he took leave of the crowd and headed back to the stands to take his seat.

Perhaps his performance today was simply too outstanding, or perhaps the fireworks truly did their work; along the way, many students from other Colleges greeted him and offered praise.

Richards rode the tiered launch pads embedded in the floor, vaulting lightly over ring after ring of seating, and did not forget to smile and thank the people around him.

As one of Yamis’s signature landmarks, the Central Training Ground is situated five thousand meters above the floating island of Yamis; its cross-section is roughly one-tenth the size of Yamis and it is the school’s venue of choice for unified showcases, assemblies, and combat assessments.

A few hundred meters outward from the Central Training Ground float smaller practice arenas at varied heights and sizes, used as places for students’ private training. This cluster of artificial hovering platforms is laid out with artful stagger, designed both for convenient passage and to preempt the destructive spread of spellcasting.

Right next to the Central Training Ground lies the ring-shaped spectator seating. The stands stretch outward in concentric floating rings, rising tier by tier, with the center hollowed like a bowl. Suspended directly above the arena is a giant ring-shaped screen, making every detail on the field plain to see.

By custom at the opening ceremony, freshmen are seated in the innermost ring, while the other Colleges draw lots for their places.

This time, Drak Magic College’s section was in the outermost ring, so on his way from the arena back to his own College’s area, Richards quite literally passed every College, receiving many gazes—some obvious, some discreet.

No one was likely to forget the upperclassman’s stunning performance just moments ago.

Powerful and accomplished, elegant and coolly aloof, yet the instant your eyes met his, he would return a courteous, warm smile.

—These black-robed ice statues actually smile!

A student who had long carried disdain because of years of accumulated inter-College grudges, upon receiving this strong man’s strikingly contrary, beaming smile—of course, perhaps also succumbing to those standout looks of white hair and blue eyes—hissed through his teeth, fell silent for a spell, thought for a spell, wavered for a spell, and finally grit his teeth and beckoned to the green-robed students, ready to make a decision that broke with tradition.

"One firework!"

Naturally, Richards had no idea what was going on in everyone else’s heads.

He only felt his face was starting to ache from all the smiling today.

With the simplest kind of empathy, he felt he ought to answer sincere praise with a sincere smile. Besides, this was the opening ceremony before the entire school; as the first student to take the stage for Drak Magic College, he was the face of the College and could not afford to disgrace the College.

Even more so, he mustn’t let Professor Harry down.

After this bout, he wondered whether Professor Harry had even remembered his name.

That faint worry quickly gave way to shock: as Richards returned to his own College’s seating section, at a glance he saw his black-robed classmates furtively stuffing things into their voluminous sleeves.

Brightly colored, and all too familiar.

Richards swept a casual look at the floor—everywhere lay streamers and scraps shed after fireworks had gone off.

"Ahem... wonder which College’s students set off so many fireworks—the trash has even drifted over to our side. We’ll have to clean up when we leave." One student slid his guilty gaze to the big screen, affecting a prim tone as though speaking to himself.

"Exactly, exactly." The others bobbed their heads like bobbleheads in eager agreement.

......？

For the first time, Richards realized that beneath their habitual cool restraint, his proud classmates seemed to harbor another side.

He felt a genuine, shy flicker of joy at this goodwill directed toward him.

Over the past few years, he had often received challenge requests from these prodigies; though he always managed to preserve the aura of so-called Number One, he would still worry, in the dead of night, whether one day he might be knocked out and stuffed into a sack.

Richards felt that, within Drak Magic College, he was more or less unpopular. After all, every award and assessment, big and small, across the College had seen him monopolize the top spot.

On this special day, his brilliant performance won the College praise from other Colleges; perhaps because of that, his fellow students now felt a measure of approval toward him, Richards thought, simply.

—Though he suspected his fellow students didn’t actually care about the opinions of other Colleges.

As always, Richards took his seat in the empty first row.

He didn’t know when it had started, but whenever there was a group event, the first row would always be left vacant; only later did Richards realize it was reserved specially for him.

So he really was being isolated, Richards mused.

He wasn’t one to wallow in negative emotion and waste his energy; after greeting the classmates around him, he focused on the proceedings on stage.

The second student to take the stage was not unfamiliar to Richards.

He vaguely recalled that, on many ranking lists in the past, he had seen the other’s name just below his own—a bona fide perennial runner-up.

The opponent’s Drak Magic is ruthless and cunning, and in many sparring sessions it has left Richards privately amazed; the drawback, however, is a lack of composure—once the tide turns against them, they struggle to turn it back.

Resilience is a quality Mages of this era must possess, and Richards has reminded the opponent of this many times.

He believes the opponent can do better.

In only a short while, the situation on the field had reached a fever pitch—dust and gravel whipping through the air in a dizzying blur.

The Drak Mage, who ought to be casting with composure, was hounded by the Ferocious Beast into a sorry state, unable even to find an opening to cast and forced to do nothing but dodge.

Under the surging tide of beasts, the fragile human body can be crushed to pieces underfoot by the slightest misstep.

Even if the enemies faced are mere projections and no actual injury or death will occur, when confronted with danger this terrifyingly lifelike, instinctive fear is still triggered—minds go blank, fingers stiffen, spells fall into disorder.

Richards narrowed his eyes.

The assessment Harry assigned this time was, in fact, ill-suited to being handled with Drak Magic.

Drak Magic, after all, is specialized against the Demon Race; on the battlefield it relies on other Mages for cover while it channels damage from a fixed position.

This is the mode of combat Drak Mages have long been familiar with.

Ferocious Beast, as a physical creature, is not within a Drak Mage’s repertoire, and its bull-rushing, high-frequency, close-quarters attack pattern poses a real challenge for Drak Mage.

When Harry assigned the holiday practice a few months ago, Richards immediately grasped his intent. He remembers very clearly that Harry once pointed out, in a speech, the flaws in today’s mainstream Drak Mage fighting style.

On the battlefield, no enemy will indulge you with easy openings.

Harry encouraged everyone to step out of their comfort zone.

Richards opened the notebook he carried with him. The hefty notebook bristled with tabs along the side; inside, page after page was packed with writing, the handwriting neat and graceful.

After pondering for a moment, he quickly jotted a few lines, picking up where he had left off last time, multitasking as he continued to analyze the situation on the field.

On the training field, the black-clad Mage kept dodging, hounded by mindless beasts until they were stripped of human dignity; for a proud Drak Mage, this was clearly a brutal blow to the spirit.

This stood in stark contrast to the performance of the student who went before.

Only then did the audience realize with a start how harsh and arduous this assessment at Drak Magic College truly was—absolutely not something one could pass by casually flicking a wand a few times.

—Yet Richards completed it so perfectly, as effortless as taking a drink.

At last, seeing the Drak Mage’s strength all but spent, the massive Ferocious Beast lifted its foot to bring this assessment to a ruthless close.

The audience’s hearts clenched as one, and they held their breath along with the Mage on the field.

Richards’ lips quirked.

As the giant beast slammed down a terrifying stomp, the diminutive Mage was not crushed; instead, a dense ring of black mist burst forth with him as its center!

The black mist rolled in multiplying waves, then rapidly expanded, shrouding nearly the entire field.

Once the heavy darkness dispersed, the Ferocious Beasts crashed down, leaving only the Mage gripping his staff and gasping; after he confirmed no enemies remained nearby, he slumped to the ground and let out a long sigh of relief.

The entire crowd was stunned.

Students of Drak Magic College are most familiar with Drak Magic and quickly pieced together their classmate’s sequence of moves: he hadn’t been evading pursuit for nothing, but had been gathering power bit by bit for a finishing move, waiting to seize an opening for a line-of-sight fatal strike!

Their faces grew grave.

If, just to pass the assessment, we have to roll on the ground without a shred of dignity and die of embarrassment in front of this many people, th-this, this...

Is it still not too late to claim my wand just snapped？

......

Only after he had watched every battle through to the end did Richards finally let his nerves unwind; he rubbed his temples and rose to head for the restroom.

Drak Magic College had a small student body—there were only a few dozen students in each year, and some had even requested team battles—so the entire round of assessments took no more than three hours.

Even so, keeping razor-sharp focus to analyze every match and taking meticulous notes was still an immensely taxing undertaking.

His steps were unsteady, a pressure ache throbbed between his brows; the consequences of last night’s all-nighter caught up with him all at once.

Richards gritted his teeth and swallowed down the nausea in his gut; a splash of icy water across his face cleared the clinging haze in his mind.

..He still had to take the stage shortly to deliver remarks on behalf of the College; he could not afford a misstep.

Beads of water ran down his cheeks and slipped into his hair. Before leaving today, he had smoothed his white, waist-length hair so it lay sleek against his back; his ice-blue eyes looked a touch aloof with fatigue.

Richards planted both hands on the sink and studied the man in the mirror.

Before he knew it, he had spent four years at this school. He hadn’t spared a thought for his appearance in a long time; his features seemed to have changed, and yet were somehow just as they were the day he first stepped through the gates.

Sizing himself up, Richards suddenly felt the robe on his back had grown too large, making him look uncomfortably slight.

He held the wide cuff between his fingers, lost in thought as he stared at the narrow, unremarkable silver trim.

Drak Magic College’s uniform is rather simple and understated; since Drak Mages rarely engage in close-quarters combat or high-speed movement, the robe’s design hews closer to the traditional Mage robe—jet black, in keeping with the College’s name.

Only the fine silver trim along the edges adds a touch of brightness; paired with the six-pointed star school badge worn at the collar near the collarbone, it gives the whole ensemble a certain minimalist beauty.

Of course—only Drak Magic College’s Student Council thinks so.

Since Drak Magic is, after all, a highly destructive art, the robe’s construction prioritizes durability, with fabrics chosen for their tough, wear-resistant qualities. That silver edging, needless to say, was not added by Dean Harry for aesthetics, but to heighten the uniform’s resistance to magic and its overall resilience.

From beyond the door, voices drew near, accompanied by the sound of footsteps.

Richards turned to leave, unwilling to eavesdrop; but the next moment, the word "Harry" made him instinctively sharpen his attention.

"...The students of Drak Magic College have it rough, stuck with a Dean like that. I figured the notorious, dark and terrifying Professor Harry would go a little easier on his own College’s students, but he’s still putting them through the wringer."

"Call it payback—serves them right, the way they usually look down on everyone..."

"Shh, look—"

Seeing Richards coming toward them in a black robe, the two students who had just stepped inside fell instantly silent.

"Sorry—we didn't mean to mock," one of them said, waving a hand.

"I know," Richards said with a nod, his face blank as he headed out. "But you shouldn't apologize to me—you should apologize to Professor Harry. Everything he's done is genuinely for our sake."

The two students traded bewildered glances, and then one suddenly realized: "Was that student just now the really formidable one from Drak Magic College？"

Richards pressed his lips together and walked on with his head down.

He was hardly unaware of the rumors about Professor Harry in the outside world: cold, ruthless, severe, dangerous—people seemed able to pin every negative word on him.

Richards thought it deeply unfair.

His gaze dropped to his toes, his mind wandering, and it wasn't until someone called his name that he lifted his head and realized he'd run into an acquaintance.

It was the classmate who always came in second.

With little emotion, the other said, "Your performance on the field was flawless."

Richards blinked, belatedly catching on, reined in his emotions, and smiled: "Thank you—you did very well too, though there are a few places where you could do even better."

"Second Classmate" instinctively froze, as though the latter half of that sentence had triggered PTSD; after a brief silence, he continued: "Which parts？ If it's that my fighting style isn't exactly graceful, I admit I'm not your equal..."

"No, that's not the issue here. Casting aside empty pride and vanity to fight wholeheartedly for victory is, in itself, an excellent quality. In that respect, you're the one who outclasses me."

Richards spoke earnestly, sensing the other's mood slowly brighten, then added: "But you went all in on the final strike—that's far too risky, and besides..."

He methodically explained what he had observed and the analysis he had worked out.

Seeing this, the two students who had chased him out of the restroom behind Richards had their jaws dropping in shock.

What is he doing？ Can anyone really deliver a breakdown this meticulous after a single live viewing？

Most importantly—since when was Drak Magic College all unity, camaraderie, and mutual help like this？!

With their noses stuck so high in the air, Richards is absolutely going to get beaten up, isn't he？!

What shocked them even more was that the other Drak Magic Studies student, who looked like someone you don't mess with, actually stayed quiet and listened patiently to the whole thing, without cutting in.

"...I'm quite surprised you looked this closely."

Richards said matter-of-factly, "It's also one of the important ways to learn."

"I appreciate the lesson. Thank you for the reminder; I'll reflect on what you said today when I get back."

Richards nodded and added, "I've noticed your mindset in combat has improved a great deal—congratulations. When I saw the setups you laid mid-fight, I knew this version of you would have no trouble passing the assessment."

Second Classmate opened his mouth, swallowed the words at the tip of his tongue, and only after a long struggle did he say, "The advice you gave me after you stepped off helped me a lot; otherwise I would have had a much harder fight."

Richards said with a smile, "That's credit to you. Over the break, you trained a fair bit with targeted drills under Professor Harry's guidance, didn't you？ I can see you've worked out a fighting style of your own."

Talking about their beloved Dean, Second Classmate's tone eased as well: "Yes, the assignments the professor set were indeed helpful. It's a pity that I didn't quite appreciate the professor's painstaking intentions at the time and only did a little practice for two nights. I suppose my aptitude is still a bit lacking."

Upon hearing "two nights," Richards gave a slight blink, his smile unchanged. "I see."

Once the two finished their conversation, the other two students who had been waiting at the side hurried forward and apologized to Richards again: "We're really sorry about what we said earlier. We shouldn't have maligned Professor Harry in private. Please don't take it to heart, and please don't tell him."

Richards had been curious what they meant to say; upon hearing that last part, the calm he had just regained grew heavy again.

It seemed what they truly worried about was the deliberate revenge they imagined from Professor Harry.

"He..."

"What do you mean？ Richards caught you badmouthing Dean earlier？" Second Classmate hadn’t gone far; catching the key words, he sneered and strode back.

"Hah? And what gives you the right to slander Dean? You even presume Dean would bother to remember you and target you—ridiculous. Some short-sighted worms—if you’ve got time for this, spend it improving yourselves instead of talking behind people’s backs. You’re only counting on Richards being soft-hearted; it’s obvious he doesn’t want to deal with you, so why keep pestering him?"

That caustic tongue-lashing left the two of them unable to lift their heads.

The two students, red-faced with embarrassment, scurried off while apologizing, grumbling inwardly: Exactly! Now that’s more like Drak Magic College!

That familiar bite! That familiar acid tongue!

Before Richards could get a word in, the two had already taken off at a sprint, and he let out a quiet sigh.

This was probably how his College’s "bad" reputation had spread bit by bit over the years.

Second Classmate saw Richards still looking that way and raised an eyebrow. "You don’t actually think I was wrong, do you？"

Richards thought for a moment and said earnestly, "I’m very glad. Thank you for speaking up for Professor Harry."

"But of course. Students from other Colleges have no right to insult our Dean." He gave a dismissive snort.

Once that little episode had passed, Richards returned to his seat as the opening ceremony was about to move into its next segment.

Seizing the lull, he leafed through the day’s notes again, quill in hand, summarizing his reflections on this assessment.

"As expected of Richards," someone whispered to a companion behind him.

They weren’t all that far away, so Richards naturally heard it too.

He softened his expression with a faint smile and, in his heart, offered a silent thank-you.

Although his fellow College students rarely showed much emotion and seemed hard to approach at first glance, Richards rather liked them.

He appreciated both their single-minded drive to refine their magic and their willingness to accept valuable advice.

Though they were straightforward and a touch arrogant, that suited him; he had no taste for guessing at hidden agendas or dealing with two-faced people.

Such things drained time and energy, and he wanted to spend all of himself on magic.

More importantly—

The central ring-shaped screen shifted again, and a figure stood upon the slowly rising dais.

Immediately after the College assessment came the address by that College’s Dean.

Richards instinctively drew himself up straighter, anticipation stirring in his chest, while around him his fellow College students tried—and failed—to stifle their low, excited murmurs.

—More importantly, everyone also liked Professor Harry.

On the screen, a young man—black hair, blue eyes—clad in a jet-black, traditional mage’s robe, wore a cool, indifferent expression.

Grand Mage Harry, Dean of Drak Magic College at Yamis Magic University, Chairman of the Continental Drak Mage Association, Deputy Commander of the continent’s war against the Demon Race, one of the six members of the Yamis Magic Committee...

The Magic World’s universally acknowledged foremost master of Drak Magic.
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Chapter 3: Four Years Plus Six Years
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At Yamis’s annual opening ceremony, the graduating class’s Student Council takes the stage, College by College, to carry out the opening assessment.

It both checks whether the holiday assignments were completed and serves as a performance for the freshmen—a different kind of College promotion—helping attract them to choose a College when they split at the end of their second year.

Each College’s assessment is designed by its Dean.

Because the score from this opening assessment factors into the graduation evaluation, and because freshmen cannot be counseled out, generally speaking no Dean will deliberately make things difficult at this stage.

—That generally, of course, does not apply to Drak Magic College.

Each year, Drak Magic College’s opening assessment is renowned across the campus for its daunting difficulty.

While it scares off many freshmen, it has also earned Drak Magic College the label of the most cutthroat, grind-heavy College.

A long-circulating quip at Yamis puts it well: in their first week, freshmen may not know where the nearest dining hall to the dorms is, but they definitely know the name of the teacher they should steer clear of.

In the Magic World, nobody is unfamiliar with the name Harry.

Gifted and brilliant, he displayed extraordinary magical talent from childhood; he completed all of Yamis’s courses in just two years, graduated with top marks, then continued his studies under the former Dean of Drak Magic College, soon succeeded to the post of Dean, and entered the Yamis Magic Committee in the same year.

One could say this name bears the full weight of people’s imaginings about genius.

Such a prodigy should have been charging at the front lines to earn resounding honors; or, as the stereotype goes, burying himself in Drak Magic Studies to pursue the utmost limits of magic.

Yet he chose to come to Yamis to teach.

No one knows how the president managed to talk him into it.

Nor does anyone know how this once brash young genius—this Grand Mage who, at twenty, declared, "Yamis has nothing left to teach me"—came to sit willingly in an ordinary classroom, repeating again and again the knowledge he considered basic to the point of tedium.

The powerful Drak Mage stood amid the serene, peaceful campus, and the danger he could not help but exude sat starkly at odds with the backdrop.

"...After this assessment, I hope you will place greater emphasis on the practical application of Drak Magic, rather than treating it as a vehicle for showy tricks. However deep and polished your private study may be, if you can’t unleash it on the battlefield, you might as well grab your stick and go whack someone yourself. Heh."

A stick...

The students in the audience drew a sharp breath and, in a ripple, all turned to look toward the seats at the very back.

To be mocked like that before the entire school—most people, if honest with themselves, would fall apart. What’s more, in the earlier assessment, that lot from Drak Magic College had indeed been a sorry mess and made a spectacle of themselves.

And yet the black-robed lot still wore indifferent faces, showing no hint of glee; they even had the leisure to flick a few cool, knife-edged glances their way.

Tsk, this bunch really aren’t worth pitying.

Richards noticed none of the subtle undercurrents below the stage; his gaze burned as he listened to the speaker above without missing a word.

When he heard Professor Harry’s explanation of the assessment align perfectly with the analysis he himself had made earlier, the corners of his mouth rose higher.

He did a mental fist pump.

Every time the teacher affirmed one of his points, it felt like gentle fingers kneading at his heart, smoothing it flat, leaving it warm and unknotted.

In the teacher’s impression, his performance out there shouldn’t count as poor; at the very least, when he went up shortly as the College year representative to speak, he wouldn’t earn the teacher’s dislike...

The student address is usually given by the student who ranked first in the start-of-term assessment.

However modest Richards might be, he had to admit that this year it would be him.

It could only be him.

He spent six years going from an utter novice to passing Yamis’s unified entrance exam.

Then another four years to go from an obscure first-year to someone who could now carry the title of "number one" with ease and confidence.

All of it—every last bit—was for this day.

To stand before the teacher, to become the most singular one among all his students.

No one was going to steal that place.

"...The only one who pleased me today was the student Richards."

Richards’s wandering thoughts were suddenly stilled.

He heard his own name, from the teacher’s lips.

The teacher had said he was pleased with him.

The man named Richards sat upright, statue-still, at his seat; no whisper around him could reach his ears anymore, and every prying gaze had nothing to do with him.

He stared straight at the figure on stage; his soul seemed to billow up into the boundless sky, while his one burning heart panted and keened, hurtling forward, all but off the rails.

As Harry went on with meticulous, penetrating praise—recounting from every angle how the student had deftly and elegantly navigated each trap in the assessment—the exemplary student he spoke of felt his body gradually melt into the seat.

Only his soul was left trembling.

At the opposite corner of the training ground.

A senior in a green robe was still leisurely hawking his fireworks; the instant he heard the Drak Magic College Dean’s words, the firework in his hand slipped and dropped to the floor.

He hadn’t misheard, had he？ That really was the name Richards, right？

Good grief—his friend isn’t about to faint from excitement, is he？

Happy for his friend that the dream was coming true, yet unable to hide his worry, he looked toward the central screen.

If he faints in front of that Dean, the friend will probably want to die of mortification.

As the ceremony continued, it came as no surprise when the formidable, exceptional Richards stepped onto the podium and, cool and composed, spoke on behalf of the College.

Fluent, graceful language; concise, incisive content—everything made the audience marvel: a genius really does everything perfectly.

Only a few friends in the audience who knew Richards well put a hand to their foreheads, staring at that icy face on the screen.

He’s so nervous his face has gone stiff!

............

When Richards felt his drifting soul finally return to its earthly body, his hand was on the dormitory door handle.

His mind thundered back to everything that had happened that morning:

He had completed his professor’s assessment perfectly.

He was publicly praised by his professor.

As a representative, he stood on the same stage as his professor and delivered a speech.

On autopilot, he headed straight back to his dorm once the morning ceremony ended.

Richards shut his eyes, twisted the knob, slipped inside, and slammed the door behind him.

Thud.

Richards collapsed to all fours on the dorm’s wooden floor and let out a voiceless howl.

—Ahhhhhhh I stood next to my professor!

—My professor praised me in front of all those people!

—My professor—he remembered my name!

—Damn it, I can’t for the life of me remember whether my professor said anything to me up there—arghhhhh!

Richards was both elated and tormented.

Elated because years of effort had finally won their first return today.

Tormented because his mind had completely gone off the rails in front of his professor!

There was nothing between his ears—he was running purely on instinct!

He had no idea whether he’d made a fool of himself in front of his professor!

Richards clawed at his sleek long hair until it looked pitiful; sniffling, eyes rimmed red, he curled up with his knees hugged to his chest, loathing himself for choking at the final moment.

Composed and aloof before others, a pitiful sight behind closed doors.

In a warm-toned, cozy room, a red-copper chandelier hung from a brown checkered ceiling; the candlelight flowing down quivered faintly, casting shadows over the despondent man.

Richards rolled from one edge of the carpet to the other.

Richards whimpered, his face drawn in mourning, pounding his chest.

Richards buried his head in a pile of books and played dead.

Richards lay on his back on the floor, candlelight bright in his eyes.

The candles on the chandelier sputtered and flared, illuminating the tall bookcases, the stacks of books floating quietly in midair beside them, the open volumes, the inkwells, and the manuscript pages everywhere, covered in densely packed writing.

—That was the speech he had revised through dozens of drafts, prepared especially for the ceremony.

In the hush, after who knew how long, Richards let out a long breath, patted his cheeks to clear his head, and walked to the window to draw back the heavy drapes.

"It's over; you need to look ahead, Richards," he told himself.

The rollers squeaked as they turned, carrying the curtains aside to welcome the bright sunlight that poured in.

Today is another bright, beautiful day.

On the mailbox set up outside, a mechanical bird fluttered its little wings, chirping away ever since he walked in, signaling there was mail inside.

Richards lifted the lid and, as expected, found a letter inside, with a bottle of potion resting on top of it.

He took both out and sat down at his desk.

The desk matched the room’s style, like a cross-section cut from a towering tree, its concentric rings bearing stacks of books.

Closing the book he hadn’t finished this morning, sliding in a bookmark and setting it aside, Richards laid the two items on the clear space.

The potion bottle held no mystique; at a glance, Richards recognized it as a kind of drink lately popular among young people across the continent.

He himself didn’t really drink such things, but walking down the street he often saw people with a bottle in hand.

Presumably a friend had brewed the potion at home, then casually washed an empty bottle from the table and used it as the container.

The letter sent along with the potion bottle bore the White Magic College crest at the top.

To call it a letter was generous; in truth it was just a sheet of white paper folded twice, with no envelope at all.

Richards unfolded the paper.

"Over this break I once again improved the potion; it should ease the fatigue and soreness from all those all-nighters more effectively. But don't drink it often—it's very, very, very bad for your physical development. You're pushing your body because you're young now; you'll pay for it later."

After that torrent of familiar scolding, the final line that followed was written neatly, with a firm hand, as if weighed for a long time.

"Richards, it's been four years—you've succeeded in making him see you. You ought to take better care of your body; we're all very worried about you."

The sign-off was "Your friend forever.

Richards felt his nose sting.

He truly did have a very good circle of friends.

He pinched the letter, staring, lost in thought, at that last line; suddenly, the offhand words spoken that morning by "Second Classmate" flashed through his mind.

— Just practiced a little for two nights.

He thought of the fireworks, and of his classmates' praise.

"I practiced from dawn till dusk—for the full two months of the break..." Richards gave a self-deprecating, bitter smile.

He knew the entire assessment inside out: every stage, every pitfall, every shift by the minute and by the second.

Thousands of drills, thousands of post-mortems.
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Chapter 4: Quite Cute
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The opening ceremony will span four days, all held in the mornings; afternoons are free, so students can shop for school supplies and set up their dorms, and so new students can get to know the campus.

Richards made his way along the bustling market street, people passing to and fro around him.

This is the busiest time of year for foot traffic on that street.

Passing the tailor's, he stopped, as if prompted by some strange impulse.

At the tailor's door stood a morning-glory trellis; atop it perched, on one foot, a round-headed owl with mottled plumage, its head cocked as it peered out at the street.

Richards and it locked eyes.

He thought of his uniform; perhaps it needed to be tailored smaller for a closer fit.

As he was about to step inside, the letter he'd read at the doorway floated back into his mind.

— Very, very, very bad for your physical development.

Richards thought, I'm already twenty-two—what "development" is there to speak of？

It couldn't possibly be why he was a size smaller than others his age.

No—that wasn't it. He wasn't short to begin with.

Richards, a little guilty, traded a few looks with Mr. Owl, then turned to merge back into the crowd.

Just then, the bell on the doorframe chimed; the tailor's wooden door creaked open, and someone stepped out.

"Richards? Are you here to have your uniform altered too? What a coincidence."

Shannon cradled a green robe in his arms, wearing only a dark-gray underlayer; spotting his friend, he smiled and strode out.

Richards was taken aback as well; after a moment’s hesitation, he said firmly, "No, I’m just passing by. My uniform fits snugly; there’s nothing that needs altering."

The latter half sounded gratuitous—and abrupt.

On the morning glory trellis, Mr. Owl’s round eyes watched him, as if puzzled by human fickleness.

It had yet to grasp the fragile sensitivity of human self-esteem.

Shannon didn’t dwell on the topic; with a cheerful look he brought up something else: "The fireworks sold wonderfully this morning—thanks to you."

"To be honest, when you brought it up over the holiday, I kept thinking you were joking." Richards chuckled wryly.

He knew Magic Array Studies was an expensive discipline.

Whether it’s enchanted specialty potions and pigments, the costly practice parchment, or the patent fees required when referencing other Magic Array designs... extensive practice and research mean spending a great deal of money.

Therefore, Richards didn’t resent his friend making money by leveraging his influence; he was very much in favor.

"How could it be a joke? We agreed to use this money to go on an outing together. I didn’t expect it to go this well—looks like we’ll be able to enjoy ourselves a bit more than planned... All right—during our magical calls over the holiday, were you spacing out again while we were chatting?"

Seeing Richards’ blank look, Shannon sighed.

"I'm sorry—very sorry," Richards pressed his palms together in earnest apology. "But I’ve been really busy this term. About that outing you mentioned..."

Not giving Richards a chance to refuse, Shannon put on a rare seriousness: "We've discussed this for a long time. It won't take much of your time—just one day, one day will do. You won't have to do anything or think about anything; just come with us and happily enjoy a day. Richards, don't be too hard on yourself."

Richards was stunned.

He thought of the maxim pinned up in the dorm—another friend’s words urging him not to keep himself wound so tight.

Before Richards could answer, Shannon seamlessly shifted the subject.

"Holing up in the dorm and living on nutrition supplements isn’t a healthy habit. If you can, get out more—like today."

"You've been in Yamis for four years and haven't tried the cafeteria even once—such a pity, isn't it? This term, a small cafeteria opened not far from your dorm."

"Rumor has it Professor Harry is quite fond of it; he was spotted at that cafeteria a few days ago."

Sure enough, Shannon saw Richards’ cheeks flush.

"I—I’m not that kind of extreme fan! Which cafeteria the professor goes to has nothing to do with me; I wouldn’t care about something like that..."

Under his friend’s knowing gaze, Richards’ protest sounded all the more feeble.

That was what he said; yet after bidding his friend goodbye, he spent the whole afternoon working his way down a list of sundries along the entire street. Coming back laden with purchases, Richards passed the cafeteria his friend had mentioned and, as if led by an unseen impulse, stopped once again.

Aside from magic, Yamis is also famed for its food.

To graduate without ever having eaten at a campus cafeteria would indeed be a pity.

Richards came up with a hundred excuses to himself before stepping into the courtyard.

They call it a cafeteria, but strictly speaking it is a small two-story restaurant with a courtyard; the owner has simply signed a contract with the school, allowing students to pay for meals with Crystal Coin.

There are many such establishments in Yamis.

Crystal Coin is the currency that circulates among faculty and students on the Yamis campus, issued monthly by the school. Students may also apply to exchange Crystal Coin for gold coins to use in the outside world.

In other words, once you pass Yamis’s entrance assessment and become one of its students, then for the five years of university your food, clothing, housing, and transport are all provided free of charge.

It is a true academy city.

Raising his eyes to the placard outside the cafeteria’s courtyard gate, he saw only a small sign hanging from a waist-high slender pole, its colorful letters spelling "Little Country Bistro" in a childlike hand.

Pushing open the low fence of stump-like posts, Richards stepped onto the wooden arched footbridge just inside the gate; below, a murmuring stream wound in lazy loops toward the lawn’s secluded depths.

The courtyard was layered with brilliant blossoms and verdant trees; through their slender branches and twigs, a rustic wooden cottage in pastoral style could be glimpsed tucked behind.

Following the little arched bridges up and down, turning left and right, he soon reached the cottage’s front door.

At the entrance, rows of flowerpots hung or sat in a charming, uneven array. Richards couldn’t have named their varieties; he only found the vivid colors a delight to the eye.

Before he had tasted a single bite, his fondness for the place had already grown.

He pushed the door—no bell chimed, and no hinges creaked. The ground-floor hall was half full, yet very quiet, each person intent on enjoying the food before them.

A smile tugged at Richards’s lips as he moved without a sound to the counter by the entryway corner.

On the blackboard behind the counter, today’s offerings were listed, each with a little cartoon illustration as reference; beneath every dish name hung a strand of leaves, softly aglow.

At the very top of the blackboard, still in that same childlike hand, it declared in large letters:

"Welcome! Please feel free to order.

"The register is on the left; the guestbook is on the right.

"Pluck the order leaf, take your preferred seat, and your dishes will be served shortly.

<think>**Crafting a friendly response**
I need to respond to the user's message, "Have a pleasant day!" It’s just a nice sentiment, so I want to keep things friendly and concise. I don’t need any tools for this. I’ll probably say something like, "You too! Anything else I can help with?" or just "Thanks, you too!" since there isn't any ongoing context. Keeping it courteous and concise seems like the way to go!</think>
Thanks—you too! Anything else you’d like help with today?
Instead of ordering first, Richards leafed through the guestbook out of curiosity. Just as he’d expected, it was filled with glowing remarks of every length; he turned a few more pages.

It had been open only a few days, which spoke volumes about how satisfied the students were.

What drew his eye most was the owner’s message on the flyleaf:

"May you be happy every day."

The proprietor is rather cute, Richards thought.

So he left that very line in the book.

Richards wasn’t particular about food; he simply chose the dish the shop had circled in red and heartily recommended. Lifting his wand, he tapped the payment terminal etched with intricate sigils from a distance and paid in Crystal Coin.

After ordering, he took down the order leaf and headed for the stairs.

There were noticeably fewer people on the second floor. Richards looked around and took a seat by the window.

—He opened the notebook he carried with him.
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