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  This was the little Western European town of Lapis, and in this town, there lived a witch.


  The greatest magical organization in the world, the Council of Magic, had granted her admission to the Seven Sages, an elite group. She was known as the Eternal Witch, Faust.


  Then there was her precious apprentice and witch in training, me—Meg Raspberry.


  About half a year earlier, on my seventeenth birthday, my teacher had proclaimed that I was under a curse, Death’s Decree, which would strike me dead after one year.


  There was only one way to save myself. I had to gather one thousand tears of joy and create what was known as a seed of life.


  At first, the task had seemed impossible, but in the past six months, I’d come to know others from the Seven Sages—Inori, Sophie, Jack, and Chloe—and rounded up nearly five hundred tears.


  Plus, I’d really grown as a witch, and my time in the city of waters, Aquamarine, had been a real turning point.


  I’d converted emotional energy into magic and saw my efforts bloom as ‘magic of the heart.’ I was able to make the legendary witch Thetis’s ancient bell ring and even pulled everyone through a historic natural disaster.


  That seemingly impossible task of gathering one thousand tears was starting to look achievable after all.


  


   


  Two weeks had passed since I’d survived the brutal disaster in Aquamarine.


  The cold of winter was just a memory, and spring had come—we were plunging straight into April.


  Those two weeks had been pretty uneventful. For a time, I’d gotten to live through the days without any major events or mishaps.


  Maybe it was because so much had happened recently, but…


  “Ugh, I’m tired…”


  …I hadn’t been able to get any sleep lately.


  I rubbed my eyes blearily as I got breakfast. I had hit the sack early last night, but I still felt creaky, like I’d already been toiling away for hours.


  Just then, my teacher came into the living room and looked at me with surprise, her eyes wide.


  “You look like death, Meg. Aren’t you sleeping enough?”


  “Meh… I can’t get into a deep enough sleep, or even when I do, I wake up feeling like I didn’t really sleep at all.”


  “That’s not like you. You’re usually out like a light in no time at all. You could sleep through a meteor strike, let alone a storm.”


  “That’s a little much…”


  I quipped back like usual, but even I could tell I was a little slow.


  “…The truth is, I keep having this weird dream. It feels strangely real, or like I’m watching a movie.”


  In fact, she’d been having the same dream every night.


  There were tons and tons of people walking around this big city. Amidst the hustle and bustle, one guy would spot something in the sky and point at it. Others would turn to stare in the direction he was pointing.


  Floating in midair was a single human. Their identity was always a mystery, obscured by the backlight.


  That was always when I woke up.


  The whole dream felt like it took five minutes tops, but it would be morning when I opened my eyes.


  “Well, dreams do draw upon the subconscious mind and your own memories. Could it be there’s something worrying you?”


  “Worrying me…?”


  I’d be lying if I said I was concern-free, what with my remaining days slipping through my fingers…but if there was something bothering me for days and days, I was the type to jump right up and take action. If I really was worrying, I’d already be doing something about it, and if I was lost, I’d already be going around, getting advice.


  “Nothing’s coming to mind…”


  “So perhaps it’s an oneiric message from your subconscious mind.”


  “An onei-what now?”


  Now that was a phrase I wasn’t used to hearing.


  “As the body becomes more capable of storing greater amounts of magical energy, your dreams change, too. You may see visions of otherworldly scenery or formative memories. Those are oneiric messages.”


  “So, does it work like your All-Seeing Eye?”


  “They can’t be properly harnessed, which makes them less reliable. Oneiric messages are evidence of your body adapting to its newly increased store of magical energy. You’ve grown powerful as a witch in your own right, allowing you to get these messages from your dreams. It should pass in a few days. All you can do until then is wait it out.”


  “Ugh… That’s all you’ve got for me?”


  With that, my teacher seemed somewhat pleased with herself. Maybe she was patting herself on the back for my growth. But even if she was saying I’d grown, I was unimpressed with the whole conversation. This sleep deprivation had me displeased, to say the least.


  I spent the rest of the morning in a dizzy haze, then went out in the afternoon to deliver some medicine.


  


   


  “Okay, Dr. Hendy… You’re all set with those meds, so…”


  “Meg, are you feeling well? You’ve got awful bags under your eyes.”


  “I just need some sleep. Some real sleep…” Another shallow, restless night of sleep wouldn’t do me any good, though. In any case, all I wanted right now was to sink deep into a fluffy bed and drift away into oblivion. “Guh… I’m dead tired.”


  I set off on my way back home, staggering along. Unfortunately, my poor body just couldn’t take it, and I ended up collapsing on a bench. My familiars, White-Owl and Carbuncle, looked on with concern as I lazed about in the town square.


  “Are you all right, miss?”


  Someone called out, snapping me out of my daze.


  When I looked up, I saw an unfamiliar little boy.


  He was blond and his eyes were sharp. He was wearing shorts and a white shirt with a vest over it—pretty dapper.


  “Should I get a doctor?”


  The boy plunked down next to me. I shook my head.


  “I’m fine, promise. Just need a little breather.”


  “Really? Okay, then.”


  I stared at the boy, holding my swimming head in both hands.


  “I’ve never seen you around. Do you live in Lapis?”


  “Yeah. Daddy had us move here for work. You’re Lapis’s Witch, right? Miss Meg? Everyone talks about you at school.”


  “Well, I’m kind of a big shot around here. So? What’s your name?”


  “I’m Ende.”


  Ende—that was probably his last name. It wasn’t a name I’d heard much before, either. It had a tinge of mystery that fit this kid’s whole vibe well.


  For just a moment, I felt like static flashed across Ende’s smile. His face went blurry, and I could see the smiles of young men, young women, and wizened old folks superimposed on his own… So many faces, all with the same smile, layered atop one another on that child’s face. I really needed to get some rest.


  “Sorry, Ende. I’m trying to get a little beauty sleep, so could you do me a favor and run along? We can talk some other time.”


  “Are you gonna be okay alone?”


  “I’ve got my trusty entourage to watch my back.”


  “Hoot-hoot.”


  “Squeak-squeak.”


  “I’ve never seen a witch’s familiars before. I bet you’re just fine with them around.”


  “You got that right.”


  “Okay, Miss Meg. See you later!”


  I returned Ende’s wave as he ran off, then looked up at the sky. My eyelids grew heavier as they fluttered lower and lower, until, unable to hold out, I gave up control as they shut completely. The clamor of the town faded away as my mind started to wander.


  Then a scene began to play out against my closed eyelids—a dream. It was that scenery I’d grown to recognize. There were masses of people walking around the city, and one among them spotted something and pointed toward it. The other people looked that way, one after another. Where their gazes converged was a single person floating in the sky, their identity hidden by the light glaring from behind them.


  All I could make out was the large staff they gripped tightly.


  They brandished the staff, and a large explosion went off somewhere far away.


  A chain of eruptions followed, trailing their way closer to bombard the city. The ground shook. Buildings toppled. People ran for cover.


  Amidst the chaos, something began oozing out from the fissures in the earth—a colored gas.


  People ran to try and escape it, but the substance eventually swallowed them up. The ones overtaken by the gas fell still, their bodies becoming discolored.


  And in the end, the encroaching evil caught a woman cradling a baby in her arms.


  Before the imminent cloud of gas, the woman could only stand frozen, clutching her baby tight.


  Standing there, she whispered something. The entire scene up to this point had been silent, but I could hear her voice. I could hear it loud and clear.


  “Please, God… Save her, even if she’s the only one. Please, just keep Meg safe.”


  I jolted awake with a gasp. I could only take shallow breaths, and I’d broken out in a cold sweat all over.


  “Wh—? What was that dream?”


  The vast sky above, which I swore had just been blue, was now dyed with the colors of sunset. I guess I’d conked out for a while.


  It was the same dream as always, but this time, I saw what came next.


  Dozens upon dozens of people running for their lives, to no avail… Then suddenly…my own name.


  What the heck was that?


  “How long was I out?” I asked the two familiars by my feet and realized they were staring at the space right beside me with looks of surprise. What’s with them?


  Ching…


  I heard the chime of a bell right next to me. I looked toward the noise’s source.


  There, I found Eldora, the Witch of Calamity.
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  “You’re the witch Eldora…”


  It felt like time itself had stopped for a moment.


  Eldora turned to face me in my surprise. She was clad in funerary black, her face hidden with a similarly black veil that kept her expression hidden.


  “I was just on my way to your home…and I happened to spot you here…”


  She stood and gently offered me her hand. I accepted, feeling like she had charmed me.


  “Let us be off, Meg.”


  As if it had been roused by the clear, quiet notes of her voice, a bell chimed once more.


  I stayed silent, though I was quite confused. What is she doing here? Why is she in Lapis to begin with?


  Yet I couldn’t say a single word. I couldn’t ask a single question. I simply walked along like a windup toy.


  Under the setting sun, Eldora and I made our way through the town of Lapis, sadly and sorrowfully. While the town around us was the same as always, the deep hues of twilight made it feel different, somehow. It might have been the first time it’d felt that way for me.


  


   


  “On your way home, Meg?”


  “Hm…? Oh, yeah.”


  “Good work today, Meg.”


  “Right, thanks, Onnet…”


  “Hey, it’s Meg!”


  “Get on home, Anna…”


  


   


  The townsfolk greeted me just like always, as if nothing was wrong at all. It was like they couldn’t even see Eldora walking beside me. No one acknowledged her.


  She was cut off from the rest of the world… Or at least, that’s how it seemed to me.


  We exited the town and set off on the riverside path that led to the witch’s manor. That was when I finally managed to speak up.


  “Um, what’s brought you to Lapis?”


  “I was invited. My mother— Your teacher asked me.”


  Mother.


  The word echoed in my ears.


  I’d never heard a peep about my teacher having any children or a husband. She had been around for an incredibly long time, though, so everything I knew about her was just a tiny sliver of her life. This woman knew a version of my teacher that was a total mystery to me.


  When we met for the first time at the end of last year, Eldora had noticed my curse. With a power like hers, she may know some way to break me free of it. This was my chance to find out, but I couldn’t pull the words together. I felt a pressure from her, a pressure that kept me from wasting my breath on any unnecessary speech.


  In the end, we spent the whole walk to the witch’s manor in an awkward silence. For someone like me who’d been granted the gift of gab, I couldn’t believe I was making such a blunder.


  “I’m back…,” I groaned out as I opened the door.


  “You’re late. Where were you off lollygagging?”


  My teacher’s usual greeting lifted my spirits immediately. It was like she dispelled the oppressive force weighing on me in a snap.


  “So, uh, Teacher. I brought someone back with me.”


  “A guest?”


  “Mother, it’s me…”


  With her trademark bell chime, Eldora showed herself.


  My teacher looked shocked for a moment, her eyes going wide, before…


  “Good to see you, El.”


  …her whole face was illuminated by a joyful smile.


  She looked like she’d burst into tears at any moment. It was the first time I’d seen that look on my teacher’s face.


  


   


  The three of us gathered in the living room. I was feeling uncharacteristically tense. The little critters that usually ran about our feet at all hours of the day sat quietly. Even Carbuncle and White-Owl watched us from a distance.


  I had two of the three most skilled magic users in the world in my home. Why the heck was I there?


  “Meg, you remember El—Eldora. One of the Seven Sages.”


  Prompted by my teacher’s introduction, I dared to glance over at Eldora. That black veil of hers made it impossible to tell for sure, but I could’ve sworn our eyes met.


  “Right, yes, it’s been a while. Since the Rite last year.”


  I bowed my head, and Eldora nodded slightly. My teacher was the only one to be surprised.


  “What’s this? You two know each other already?”


  “Yes, we spoke a bit during the Rite… It’s good to see you again, Meg…”


  She strung her words together in a whisper. For such a delicate voice, I could somehow hear every word perfectly.


  “You’ve grown so much in such a short time… Back then, you looked fragile enough to crumble away at a touch… So very frail.”


  Fragile and frail…? I’d never heard that before.


  “How do I look now?”


  “Radiant. You hold a light like the sun. Hope… Hope dwells within you.”


  C’mon, again? This woman spoke like she could see into my mind. My heart skipped a beat. I couldn’t tell exactly what she meant, but it felt like her words pierced right through my chest.


  


   


  ______“You…are cursed.”


  ______“Huh?”


  ______“You bear a grave fate. Upon breaking the curse, you will lose something truly dear.”


  ______“Truly dear… You mean my life?”


  ______“More precious even than that. Something irreplaceable… Something you’d gladly toss your life away to save.”


  


   


  When we first met, Eldora had spoken like she’d seen the future that lay before me.


  There was something about it reminiscent of my teacher’s All-Seeing Eye.


  I still wasn’t sure exactly what she had meant that day. One thing was for sure, though—it felt super important.


  “So, Teacher. Why’d you invite Eldora over?”


  “Well, production of the artificial planetary core will soon enter the final stage. At that point, Eldora won’t have a moment to spare. She’ll be busy beyond belief for ten, twenty years, likely even longer. She’ll be the one in charge of using the core to restore the planet. I was thinking it would be nice to take her around her old hometown before her schedule fills up.”


  “Her old hometown?”


  Eldora nodded slightly.


  “I’m just like you. The witch Faust took me in and raised me here…”


  “How many years has it been since you’ve visited?” My teacher spoke softly, gazing far into the distance.


  Does this mean…?


  “Meg, Eldora is your sister apprentice.”


  I’d figured. Selena, the Spirit of Lapis’s sacred tree, had told me that the witch Faust had been with a girl named El. That was, of course, Eldora.


  “What’s going on with you? I thought you’d be a little more surprised than that.”


  “I had a hunch that was the case. I mean, I wasn’t totally sure, since she calls you ‘Mother’ and not ‘Teacher.’”


  “I think of her more as a parent than a teacher…”


  “We’re practically family. We’ve shared meals and navigated life together for years and years…”


  “Family…”


  I suppose I was a part of this “family,” too.


  “By the way, Teacher, won’t you be working on this phase of the planetary core project, too…?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. Eldora herself chose to be the one responsible for that.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  I didn’t let it show on my face, but boy, was I relieved at that.


  There was a part of me that wished I didn’t have to go every single day with my teacher’s presence, but I also couldn’t even begin to imagine life without her. Her existence stabilized my whole world.


  “In that case, Eldora, are you basically my older sister?”


  “Splendid. Go ahead and call her that, Meg.”


  “Huh? For real? All righty, then, Big Sis.”


  “You brazen child. Show a little reluctance.”


  “You said I could!”


  “Hee-hee…”


  Eldora laughed, covering her mouth with her hand as I shot a glare at my teacher. We exchanged glances. That was the first time I’d ever seen Eldora seem normal.


  “Mother, you’ve loosened up so much…”


  “You see the idiotic apprentice I have here running me ragged; how could I not have?”


  “Maybe we could stop throwing strays my way?” I pleaded.


  Eldora gently took my hand where it lay on the table.


  “Meg, I’d like it…if you’d call me your sister.”


  I still couldn’t see her eyes, but…


  “Thank you…”


  …I was sure they were full of joy.
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  “So, what was your witch training like, Big Sis?”


  “I’d study, then do practical tests, over and over… No matter how much I studied at home, everything fell apart whenever I tried to apply my knowledge… So I decided I’d get as much actual experience as I could. I talked to the townspeople and helped them out whenever possible…”


  “El is quick on the uptake. She can use all kinds of magic, so people came to depend on her.”


  “Wow…”


  Considering her current appearance, I couldn’t even begin to imagine that.


  “When did the gothic witch style come about, then? Did you have to change when you became a big shot so people would take you seriously?”


  “Ah, well…”


  An awkward silence filled the living room for a moment. Perhaps I’d struck a nerve.


  My teacher stood up, shattering the silence.


  “Now then, I’d say it’s time we ate.”


  “Huh? Oh, gosh! I forgot to cook!”


  “I figured you would, so I handled dinner.”


  “You did…?”


  My eyes darted over to the kitchen to find the pot already on the stovetop. I hadn’t even noticed.


  Eldora looked as well, and a small smile crept onto her face.


  “It’s been so long, Mother… I’ve missed your stew.”


  “Well, today’s a special occasion.”


  In this household of ours, any day my teacher cooked was special.


  After all, she was so busy, even having her set foot in the kitchen was unusual. She only treated me to a home-cooked meal on especially happy occasions, or when we were celebrating a fulfilled wish. Of course, the taste of her cuisine was on a whole different level from my everyday cooking.


  “I remember…how we always used to eat together.”


  “Back in your days as my apprentice… Time really does fly.”


  Profound emotion laced my teacher’s every word.


  “How was it seeing Lapis after so long, El? You must be feeling sentimental.”


  “So much has changed. The people, the town… Lapis has become…warmer, kinder.”


  “Hasn’t it always been that way?” I craned my neck in confusion, and my teacher joined in to explain.


  “Back when El lived in Lapis, the people were rather unsettled. The town was in a precarious state then. Less stable.”


  “That isn’t all… Everyone in town today seemed like they were getting along. They’re all spirited and cheerful.”


  “Heh… I’d wager that’s because of a certain boneheaded witch stirring them up every day.”


  “Whozzat? Someone I know?”


  “I meant you, bonehead!”


  As my teacher and I engaged in our usual banter, my new big sister gazed out the window.


  “And there’s a forest here now. I was surprised by that, and the Spirit Tree, too…”


  “The Witch’s Forest and the Spirit Tree are both Meg’s work.”


  “Really? You must really love plants, Meg…”


  “I don’t know if I’d go that far. I just got to know a lot about them after being in the field so much.”


  “They look well-tended, though. The animals here seem to be fond of you, and the townsfolk clearly adore you.”


  “Nyeh-heh-heh-heh… I can’t argue with that. Yeh-heh-heh.”


  “Wipe that smug grin from your face.”


  “You first!”


  “Mother…”


  Eldora’s mood didn’t change. She stared at our teacher.


  “You’re showing her…tenderness. You never taught me that way…”


  “As the apprentice changes, so too do the teachings. It’s the job of a teacher to uncover a student’s proficiencies and develop them. Meg is suited to working with plants and other people. That’s all.”


  “I…hope that’s true.”


  Though she spoke without any real expression, I thought I sensed a tinge of sadness in her words.


  I felt some hidden emotion lurking beneath the surface of their conversation.
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  After dinner, I went to set up the guest room; Eldora would be staying the night.


  Once that was done, I returned to my room and sighed in relief. I flopped into bed, settled, and stared at the ceiling. The day was finally over.


  The Witch of Calamity, Eldora—that whole incident had me picturing her as truly frightful, but after getting the chance to speak with her, I’d realized she was actually a kind, quiet girl.


  Even still, her unique presence brought with it a strong tension. My teacher and I had chatted over dinner just as usual, but no matter how we kept the conversation up, Eldora’s presence there quickly put a pall over the room. She’d been calm and reserved, but the atmosphere was strained regardless.


  I could never forget the sense I’d gotten when I first met her—the sense that she had killed before. Considering the rumors that she’d had a hand in warfare, it didn’t seem so far-fetched. I didn’t know what to make of it all.


  I wondered if such a placid person could really have the blood of war on their hands.


  Just then, I heard the chiming of a bell. Eldora was standing at my door. I had no clue she was even there—was she trying to give me a heart attack?!


  “What’s up, Big Sis?”


  “Sorry to trouble you. Since I’ve been away so long…I wanted to look around the house a bit. Is it okay if I come in?”


  “Please, come on in!”


  Eldora glided over the threshold into my room. She had a ghostlike ethereality. In fact, it wouldn’t take much to convince me she was just an apparition.


  Once she entered my room, she took the measure of the space, trailing her hand along the books lined up on the shelf and lovingly stroking the dings and scratches in the walls. She was reliving her past.


  “This room… It holds so many memories. This used to be my room, you know. All those years ago.”


  “Really?”


  A sense of wonder welled up in me.


  Then I remembered I had something I just had to ask her about. I couldn’t believe it had ever slipped my mind. I had to ask her immediately.


  “Um… Big Sis, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”


  “Yes? What is it?”


  “You know about my curse, right?”


  She froze in her tracks, then slowly turned toward me. She seemed wholly uncomfortable to be meeting my gaze but was forcing herself to do so anyway.


  I couldn’t back down. My life literally depended on it.


  “Remember what you said to me back at the Rite? I’ve been thinking about it for months. Could you fill me in? What do you know about my curse?”


  “I’m afraid…I cannot tell you anything.”


  Her words hit me like a bucket of ice water to the face. I never expected her to flat-out refuse. I felt like I just got whacked upside the head with a two-by-four.


  “As I am now, there’s nothing I can tell you. You, yourself…must seize the answers. I had to do the same, you know, back…when I was under the same curse…”


  “Wha—?”


  I was shocked into silence. Other people had been cursed with Death’s Decree in the past?


  But with a little more thought, it all started to make sense. The Witch of Calamity was one of few magic users who’d made a seed of life. Cursed with that ever-dwindling lifespan, Eldora had released herself from its plague with the power of a seed of life, and my teacher had supported her in those efforts… That would explain why my teacher knew so much about the curse, too.


  


   


  ______“Upon breaking the curse, you will lose something truly dear to you.”


  


   


  So, what even was this “something dear”? The mysteries just kept on piling up.


  “Meg… You must stay true to what you believe in. I’m sure…Mother will guide you on that path.”


  With those words, my big sister left the room.
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  I barely slept that night.


  All I got was more cryptic words. I felt like I’d just watched a quiz show that was all questions and no answers. Plus, thanks to my bench-snooze earlier in the day, I wasn’t anywhere close to falling asleep for the night.


  It would be the next day in any moment, and if this kept up, I’d be greeting it as a total disheveled mess. For someone like me, living practically in servitude, I couldn’t afford to have such a lifestyle breakdown. Not to mention the fact that Eldora was heading out tomorrow. I had to see her off and get the guest room back in order, which would make my day even busier than usual. If I didn’t get myself in tip-top condition, that old crone would work me straight to the grave.


  “I give up. Guess I’ll get some tea…”


  I was sure I’d prepared a bedtime tea blend at some point. It was an herbal blend made with lemon balm, linden, and chamomile that would sedate the nerves, as well as have a general soothing effect. It was my secret weapon for sleeping through the most restless nights. I was worried my body would build up a resistance to it, though, so I tried not to use it too often.


  The noise I made getting up woke Carbuncle, and he followed me as I left my room. With a “C’mon up,” he hopped up to ride on my shoulder. At times like these, just having him with me was a big help.


  I approached the living room and noticed that the lights were still on, and I heard voices. It was my teacher and Eldora talking.


  “Now then, what do you think of Meg, El?”


  “She’s a sweet girl. Honest and kind…”


  “She needs to toughen up, though.”


  They’re talking about me? There was no reason to hide, but I still found myself eavesdropping. I mean, it was pretty common for people to give a more honest appraisal of someone when the person in question wasn’t there. This was a perfect chance to hear what my teacher really thought of me.


  “I can see why you invited me over… You wanted me and Meg to meet.”


  I furrowed my brow. What exactly did she mean by that?


  “Today, I felt her effects. That girl…holds a brilliant light inside her. One that can bring joy to anyone she meets… I’ve never felt a brightness like hers before.”


  “She has the strength to hold onto hope, even in the most dire circumstances. That quality of hers is only just beginning to blossom. Eventually, she could even lift the darkness inside you.”


  “I’m not so sure… I cannot escape my own sins. No matter how hard Meg wishes…the despair and darkness within me cannot be dispelled.”


  “Meg will save you.” My teacher spoke without the slightest bit of hesitation. “You’ve chosen to face your past. Meg will be a great ally in that.”


  “You have so much faith in her potential…”


  “That, at least, she has in spades,” she said, and settled into her chair. “There’s nothing to be bashful about, El. We are family. If you must go, just know you can come back whenever you’d like. No matter what happens, we are bound to each other. That’s what family is.”


  It seemed like she was speaking to herself more than to Eldora. Though the conversation seemed warmhearted, there was an oppressive weight about the room.


  “Mother…is there something frightening you?”


  She decided to remain silent in response to Eldora’s question. That served as an answer in and of itself.


  “You’re hiding something, Mother… Something you’re afraid of letting us know about.”


  “How sharp you’ve become.”


  My teacher gave her habitual fearless smile.


  “Mother… Can’t you tell me if something’s weighing on you?”


  “It’s better if you and Meg stay in the dark, and that’s all there is to it.”


  Just then, a creaking noise caught their attention, and the two caught their breath, whipping their heads toward the source of the noise. The floor creaked under shifting weight.


  “Meg, is that you?”


  My teacher’s voice was compelling enough to pull me from the shadows.


  Instead of that, however, Carbuncle showed his face.


  “You little scamp. Can’t sleep?”


  “Squeak.”


  My teacher scooped Carbuncle into her arms. Luckily, she didn’t seem to notice that I was piggybacking on Carbuncle’s senses, seeing and hearing through his eyes and ears.


  Normally, I’d never be able to use magic without my teacher picking up on it, but it should’ve been tough for her to spot magic cast on my own familiar. Carbuncle being covered in my own magical energy wasn’t worth a second glance, after all.


  I’d felt like they were talking about something important, but I’d thought I’d be discovered if I stayed put, so I’d cast a spell to have Carbuncle share his senses with me and had crept back to my room.


  This topic of theirs seemed like something I couldn’t just ask about. The plot was thickening, and this latest ominous installment only had the pit in my stomach growing deeper.
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  Here we are again, I thought. It was the same dream.


  I saw a big city reminiscent of Lond. Crowds of people walked the city streets. The city seemed lively, with a bustling market and people happily going about their business.


  Then a man looked up into the sky like he’d spotted something, pointing into the air. People around him were drawn to the sight, turning their faces upward. Their gazes converged on a single person floating in midair. The harsh backlight concealed the figure’s identity.


  But the large staff they held told me one thing: That was a witch.


  “……………”


  They whispered something indistinct, then raised their staff to the heavens.


  A faraway explosion erupted. Distant detonations continued in a chain, eventually blasting the city. People scurried about for cover, and a gas visible to the naked eye began spewing out of fissures in the ground’s surface.


  It was magical energy thick enough to be perceived as it poured from the cracks.


  It erupted from every which way, swallowing up the city folk. Some people caught by the clouds of energy became twisted and misshapen; others were paralyzed and transformed into purple arcane crystal. The peaceful scene had become a hellscape in the blink of an eye.


  Among the swarms of frantic escapees, there was a single young woman carrying a baby. The clouds of erupting magical energy pursued them relentlessly.


  The woman held the baby tight and stopped in her tracks before the encroaching gas. There was nowhere else to run.


  The woman crouched down with the child in her arms, and uttered a prayer.


  “Please, God… Save her, even if she’s the only one. Please, just keep Meg safe.”


  In an instant, the two were swallowed by the cloud of gas. The magical energy ate away at the woman, turning her body to purple crystal before its effects could cause her to mutate.


  A gap remained between the woman’s encircling arms, and the magical energy snaked its way through. It reached the baby’s eyes, which changed, becoming keener and being granted enhanced sight.


  At the same time, my point of view shifted—I’d been watching the scene as if it were a movie, but I now found myself pulled toward the baby, sharing its sight.


  Those eyes settled on the witch floating in the air above and grasped their identity. Though the lighting had thrown the figure’s features into shadow before, they could now be seen clearly. The witch hid their face with a veil, and they were wrapped in the black garments of mourning.


  


   


  It was the witch Eldora.


  


   


  “Gah…!”


  My heart pounded wildly as my eyes flew open.


  “Was that…a memory from my childhood?”


  I knew immediately it was an oneiric message. I’d just been watching a moment from when I was a baby, delivered through my subconscious.


  “Did Eldora—? Could she really have burned down my hometown?”


  The director of the Aquamarine General Hospital had told me I’d been the victim of a catastrophic magic discharge. I’d been horribly injured by the catastrophe, and my teacher had saved me, bringing me to Aquamarine for treatment. Then I’d been handed over to an orphanage overseen by the Council of Magic and eventually brought under my teacher’s wing.


  That explained my uniquely powerful eyes—magical energy had seeped into them back when that disaster happened.


  It was all lining up logically, like puzzle pieces slotting into place.


  Knock-knock.


  The sudden rapping at my door made me jump.


  “I-it’s open,” I squeaked.


  After a moment of silence, the door creaked open.


  In puddles of dark shadow, there stood a woman. Her clothes were as black as night, and her face was hidden behind a dark veil.


  It was like Death itself was standing at my doorway.


  The witch Eldora looked at me from the entrance to my room.


  “E-Eldora, Big S-Sis, wh-what’s going on? I-it’s the middle of the night…”


  “I sensed an overwhelming wave of terror emanating from your room…”


  She’d said something similar when she was talking with my teacher earlier. Apparently, Eldora had the ability to read people’s emotions somehow. Maybe she could perceive emotional energy, like I could when I sublimated emotion into magic.


  There was one thing she hadn’t picked up on, though. She was the cause of the terror engulfing me.


  My body tensed as she took a step into the room.


  I was horrified. Pure fear permeated every cell of my body.


  “D-don’t come in…”


  I strained the words out somehow, and Eldora froze.


  “Meg, what’s wrong?”


  “I had a dream.”


  “A dream?”


  “An oneiric message, I think. It was nothing like other dreams I’ve had.”


  “…What was it like?”


  “There were all these people in a big city, then a witch appeared out of nowhere and basically blew the city up.”


  “That sounds…very scary, yes…”


  “You were the one attacking the city, Eldora.”


  The silence was deafening.


  “There was one woman holding a baby. She called her baby ‘Meg.’ I think she was my mom. Does that sound familiar to you? Were you really the one who destroyed my hometown?”


  “If this dream of yours was truly an oneiric message, then…it is possible.” Her voice fell. It was like she’d just realized something. “When I heard you were an orphan, I had a hunch… I brought ruin to a nation once. I’d wondered if you might be a survivor of that nation.”


  “Why would you do such a thing? You’re not the sort of person to do that without a good reason.”


  “I…”


  After a moment’s pause, Eldora spoke decisively.


  “It was revenge.”


  Hearing those words made me finally understand what she’d said in the dream, those words I couldn’t make out.


  


   


  ______“This is retribution.”


  


   


  There was no mistaking those words anymore.


  “Why would you do something like that?”


  “My family was slaughtered.”


  “I’m confused… Isn’t Teacher your family?”


  “I had another family…once.”


  Another family? Had Eldora become my teacher’s apprentice because her family had been killed? Did she go through all that effort just to create that nightmarish scene? There wasn’t a chance on earth that my teacher would’ve allowed such a thing.


  There was so much—too much—I didn’t understand. Every conversation brought up more mysteries, and even though this was all about me, it felt like I was the only one left in the dark.


  I wasn’t sure whether to scream, cry, rage, or panic… I couldn’t even put a name to the feelings overflowing within me.


  I remained frozen, and Eldora left.


  “Wait…!”


  The words stuck in my throat. I was paralyzed with tension, but I forced myself to crawl out of bed.


  I couldn’t walk properly with how unsteady my feet were, but I doggedly chased after Eldora anyway.


  She was standing just before the foyer. I had to speak up, to say something to stop her, but my voice wouldn’t cooperate, and all I could manage was a wheeze. I’d totally lost my voice from the crushing stress.


  Then…


  “El.”


  …I heard her voice, clear and commanding. Someone held me up by the shoulders. It was my teacher. She was looking Eldora straight in the face. I could only make out her eyes, tinged with sadness, through the darkness of the room.


  “Mother… I suppose you heard all that.”


  “I did.”


  “Tell me… Meg’s dream, the oneiric message, did that really happen?”


  “I…”


  My teacher said nothing more.


  “Just as I thought…” Eldora hung her head. “You took her in, raised her, as…penance.”


  My teacher nodded, her forehead damp with sweat and a defeated look on her face. This was the first time I’d seen such a pitiful expression from the Eternal Witch.


  “You killed scores of people, and I was powerless to stop you. This is our shared sin as mother and daughter. There must be atonement.”


  “That’s why you adopted her? But then…there’d be no reason for the two of us to meet. Why bring us together?”


  “I wanted my two precious daughters to support one another. That’s all.”


  It was hard to watch my teacher’s heartbroken expression. All her usual steely strength was absent. The Eternal Witch’s mask had fallen.


  “You’re too cruel. That’s no way for a parent to behave—you’re just feeding your own motherly ego. A real mother, one who cherished Meg… One who was set on repenting for her sins… A mother like that would abandon me and live happily with Meg.”


  “And leave you with no one, El?! The whole world would despise you, and you’d be left all on your own!”


  “That’s how it should be. There’s no forgiveness for me…”


  My teacher couldn’t find any response to such resolute words. This version of the Eternal Witch, cowed and overwhelmed, was utterly foreign to me.


  “The way I see it…I’m Meg’s enemy. And you thought of making that enemy into an ally… Mother… You’ve been trying to foist an unbearable fate on her. Now that the truth has been revealed, there’s no place for me here.”


  Eldora made for the front door.


  “H-hey!”


  Miracle of miracles, I’d managed to summon my voice. Eldora turned to look back at me.


  I had no idea what to say.


  But if I didn’t pull something together, this would be the last time I ever saw her. Or at least, that’s how it felt.


  “I don’t know if I should hate you.”


  Eldora listened to my faltering words. She looked like she was taking pains to catch every single syllable I uttered.


  “It’s not like this makes it all okay, but I don’t even have any memories of my hometown to miss. I’m sure there are plenty of people in the same situation as me, and my teacher says the whole world is against you. But…”


  Despite all that, I still…


  “I want to actually talk about this with you. I want to talk…to my big sister.”


  I could tell that got a gasp from her.


  “Honestly, I’m still scared of you. And I bet you don’t want to be around the family of the people you killed. But sometime…could we give this conversation another shot? Would you do that for me?”


  I managed to string something together. I was out of breath, and my knees were shaking. I’d never felt so out of control of my own body.


  The silence stretched on and on. Only the ticking of the clock and our own breathing filled the stillness. A tension taut like a thread pulled to its breaking point hung above us all.


  “…You still call me your sister?”


  Eldora barely moved her lips. I couldn’t see her expression, but she didn’t seem upset.


  “Meg, you’re incredibly strong. But I’m not like you… I’m weak. I’m so weak and foolish, I can’t even face the child of a city I destroyed. That’s why I’ll be in charge of using the core to restore the planet. I’ll just disappear from the world.”


  A sudden gust of wind fluttered Eldora’s veil, and I caught a glimpse of her sorrowful eyes.


  “Please, just forget about me.”


  In that moment, another wind blew through fiercely, one I thought came through the open foyer door, and then Eldora’s form dispersed into nothing, leaving only empty air where she’d once stood. I suddenly regained control of my body, and my dulled senses returned to normal.


  My inability to move hadn’t been caused by simple stress. In her panic, Eldora had unknowingly targeted me with one of her spells.


  She’d stolen my mobility, without me even knowing. Dedicate powers like that to a massacre, and it’d be a simple task to do away with tens of thousands.


  “I’d never imagined your oneiric message would show you a vision from that time. I couldn’t read anything about that possibility. It even outdid my All-Seeing Eye…,” my teacher grumbled. “It’d be best if I were the only one to know the truth. I’d planned to take the secret to my grave, but now…”


  “Teacher…”


  “This single thumb of mine is nowhere near enough to repay you.”


  She stroked the spot where her thumb—the thumb she’d sacrificed for me—had once been, looking at me with a deep sorrow.


  Down to her last hair, she looked the very picture of a weak, old woman.
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  Early mornings were routine for witches in training. Rising with the sun wasn’t just a habit of mine—it was hardwired into me now.


  “Good mooorning, world…”


  Slow as molasses, I eased myself upright.


  My familiar, White-Owl, who’d been by the window, gave me a hoot.


  “Look who’s up…”


  I gave him a pat, and his eyes narrowed in delight.


  My mind was wandering—I thought owls didn’t like being petted. Does White-Owl enjoy it? Meanwhile, Carbuncle was still sleeping peacefully by my pillow.


  “Okaaay, gotta get up. I’m so sleepy…”


  Most days, I was pumped to start the day the moment my eyes opened, but today, I was unusually sluggish.


  There was only one reason for that.


  “Ugh…”


  Just as I’d finished washing my face, I found my teacher in the kitchen brewing some tea. Usually, I’d be the one to make us tea in the morning.


  “Good morning…”


  “Morning, Meg.”


  “I was just thinking I’d put the tea on…”


  “Don’t you mind that. Just tend to the house.”


  “Got it. Um, so, I’ll just go make us breakfast.”


  “Bring mine to my room, would you? I’ll be occupied with the planetary core development.”


  “You got it…”


  The door slammed shut, and I broke out in a sweat. I’d been feeling off all morning.


  It felt like we were walking on eggshells around each other. That was the source of my recent worries.


  It had been a few days since the Witch of Calamity, Eldora, had visited our home. And lately, things were real awkward between me and my teacher.


  Ever since I’d learned the true story of my birth, I’d gone on unable to have a proper conversation with my teacher. Whenever we came face-to-face, it usually went…well, like that. We might’ve been under the same roof, but we were doing everything we could to avoid living together.


  My teacher probably felt indebted to me, and I was feeling conflicted about her, too.


  There wasn’t any hatred or resentment in my heart, but something had been gnawing at me all this time, and my teacher was avoiding me for it. It was making those pent-up feelings of mine even worse.


  I wondered, If I’d gone about this with my usual spirit and just hashed it out with her directly, would she have had anything to say to me?


  There was so much I could learn from her now, about her past with Eldora, Eldora’s own experience with Death’s Decree… All of it.


  Still, I just couldn’t figure out how to start the conversation.


  On top of the just generally awful timing, the planetary core project was entering a key stage.


  For that reason, my teacher hadn’t even sat down for meals with me recently.


  “Argh… I just can’t with all this doom and gloom. It’s gotta stop. I’ve got to do something!”


  No more moping around, Meg Raspberry!


  I plunked my head down on the table, and Carbuncle and White-Owl, who had joined me at some point, looked at each other with confusion all over their faces.


  When Eldora was here, my teacher had said she’d taken me in for her own absolution.


  So, what does that make me, exactly?


  From where I was sitting, it made me nothing but physical evidence of Eldora and my teacher’s crimes. Or maybe for my teacher, it was like I was a burden, someone she pitied and felt beholden to.


  If the people of Lapis saw me that way—heck, worst-case, if Fine, Sophie, and Inori saw me that way—I would just crumble up and die.


  Most of all, though, I hated the thought of my teacher thinking about me like that.


  I’d always thought that no matter what happened, she’d treat me like she always did.


  Eldora, who I’d just began to think of as my sister, was the one behind the destruction of my hometown. She’d leveled the city with a catastrophic magic discharge on a horrific scale.


  I’d been contaminated with magical energy during the disaster, and my teacher had pulled me back from death’s door.


  I was hanging on by a thread, but I survived thanks to her bringing me to Aquamarine General Hospital. After that, she’d taken me in as her apprentice.


  Then, when years had passed and I’d matured, my teacher had arranged for me and Eldora to meet.


  And she’d done it so I could become part of Eldora’s support network.


  That was about the size of it all. Looking at the big picture, it wouldn’t be a stretch to say I’d just been used.


  “I’m getting ticked off…”


  I was no fool. Deep inside, I knew my teacher wouldn’t have stuck with me all this time solely because of guilt.


  I just couldn’t make myself believe it.
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  I got antsy sitting around as afternoon arrived, so I decided to stretch my legs by heading to the Lapis Municipal Library. Lately, I’d been killing a lot of time there. I’d basically been raised by books, so being surrounded by them soothed me.


  I knew there were more important things to do right now than loaf around reading.


  I only had half a year left to live. The clock was ticking.


  Still, I felt like I’d just be wasting my energy trying to scrounge up any tears of joy under these circumstances.


  The library’s collection was substantial, and the place had the patrons to match. Even at noon on a weekday, older folks and students could be seen here and there. There was a comfortable silence in the building.


  I had scanned through a pile of books on a table at the back of the building.


  I decided on Momo, by Michael Ende.


  I’d just happened to spot it and grabbed it, remembering how I’d read it a long time ago. Turn the pages as I might, though, nothing was sticking in my head. I was simply going through the motions.


  “Hi, Miss Meg.”


  A voice from across the table suddenly caught my attention, and I looked up to find a familiar blond boy smiling back at me.


  “Hey, Ende.”


  My vision got fuzzy for a moment as I said his name.


  It was just like when I’d first met him—his figure looked hazy and blurry. Before, I’d thought it’d been due to my lack of sleep, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Maybe reading too much has strained my eyes?


  I squeezed my eyes shut, and when I reopened them, my vision was back to normal.


  Ende watched me blinking and tilted his head in confusion.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “Just my eyes being wonky. Anyway, shouldn’t you be in school? It’s the middle of the day.”


  A cheeky little smile flitted across his face.


  “School’s a drag. It’s hard to talk to kids my age.”


  “So you’re skipping to go to the library? You can’t do that!”


  “It’s fine. Daddy won’t be angry as long as he never finds out. What about you, Miss Meg? Don’t you have school?”


  “Well, I’m a witch. I learn everything I need to from my teacher as her apprentice.”


  “Hmph, lucky…”


  Ende pouted just like any other child. It seemed he was the sort of kid who seemed mature but would suddenly show his age on occasion, like a switch had been flipped.


  Then I happened to glance at the book Ende was holding. It was titled Wiped Off the Map. The book seemed far too dry for a child. Something about it caught my interest.


  “How’s the book? Good?”


  “I guess so, for what it is.”


  “What’s it about?”


  “It’s a historical record of a country that was destroyed seventeen years ago.”


  “Destroyed…?”


  My heart lurched. Ende continued, completely oblivious to the state I was in.


  “A world war was about to break out seventeen years ago. It didn’t, though, because the country causing it was destroyed. This book is all about what happened then.”


  “Huh…”


  Seventeen years ago. I was born seventeen years ago.


  Ende pointed at my book.


  “What’re you reading?”


  “Hmm? Oh, a novel. It’s a story by Michael Ende called Momo.”


  “Huh, Ende. Just like me.”


  “Bingo-bango.”


  “What kind of story is it?”


  “These bad guys tell people they should do this thing called ‘timesaving,’ but what they’re actually doing is stealing people’s time. Then the main character, a girl called Momo, saves everyone.”


  “Sounds pretty weird.”


  “It’s all about the importance of how you spend your time. Like, rushing through life might make you a useful member of society, but it can make you forget what’s really important.”


  “What’s really important?”


  Ende looked confused, and I simply nodded.


  “See, the characters in this book start off independent, living the way they want. They kick back at work, they hang out with their friends, and they might not be the most productive people, but they live happily together. Those bad guys trick them into rushing through life, though, and it ruins what made life worth living. So, it’s basically about how spending your time efficiently doesn’t necessarily mean you’ll have a pleasant life, I think.”


  “Hmm. Sounds like a hard book.”


  “The story itself isn’t that complicated, but yeah.”


  “What makes life pleasant for you, Meg?”


  “Tough question, lemme think. Hmm… What, indeed…?”


  I probably should’ve just gone with my usual answer—“Money and hot guys!”—but this time, I decided to give it a little more thought.


  Ever since the threat of imminent death started looming over me, the value of a single day had changed in a big way. Something that had felt infinite before had a time limit slapped on it now, and it made me realize the worth of so many different things.


  Connections with people; a simple, normal life; magic; a single person’s tears…


  “I need to know the value of what I have. That’s a pleasant life to me.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I want to cherish my normal, everyday life and the time I spend with my friends and family. Stuff like that. I doubt a li’l tyke like you would get it.”


  “Hey!”


  Ende’s cheeks puffed out as he pouted in annoyance. I snickered.


  “You should treasure your time at school with your friends. It won’t last forever, you know.”


  Even I thought I was acting high-and-mighty, but for some reason, Ende looked a little forlorn.


  “Miss Meg, what would you do if you had all the time in the world?”


  “Hmm?”


  I tripped over my words for a second at such an unexpected question.


  “Never mind,” he said, grinning. “Your book sounds interesting. Wanna trade?”


  Ende thrust the book he was holding toward me—the record of a country destroyed seventeen years prior.


  “Uh, sure, but is this a library book? There’s no labels on it or anything…”


  “I brought it from Daddy’s study.”


  “Are you sure I can borrow it, then?”


  “Yeah, just give it back next time I see you!”


  I hesitated but still reached out for the book. Ende nodded in satisfaction as I grabbed it.


  “I gotta go now. Bye, Miss Meg!”


  “Wait, I need some way to contact you if I’m gonna give you the book back…”


  Ende dashed off toward the reception counter without saying a word. He was a busy little guy.


  


   


  ______“Meg, what would you do if you had all the time in the world?”


  


   


  Those words gave me a glimpse of Ende’s true feelings.
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  When I returned to the manor, I made dinner for two. My teacher said she was busy, so she wanted me to bring hers to her room. Still, I felt like a strange obstacle was in my way.


  I knocked at her door, and she beckoned me inside.


  “Pardon me.”


  I made my way in, tray of food in hand.


  My teacher had her back to me; she was standing before a bookcase and scanning the shelves.


  “Good evening, Teacher. I have your dinner.”


  “Just set it over there.”


  I silently put her meal down on the table she used to receive guests. For some reason, my hands were shaking with the tray. The mood in the room had me on tenterhooks.


  Usually, going into this room around this time meant I’d be swarmed by all the little creatures jostling to get fed. Today, they seemed unsettled and just watched what was going on from afar.


  “Then if that’s all…”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  I left the room and broke into a sweat. Had my teacher always had such an intimidating presence? It was stronger than I’d ever felt before—nothing like her usual self.


  That had to be the awe-inspiring power of the Eternal Witch. I’d been wading in the overwhelming presence she usually exhibited on the grand stage.


  “What the hell is going on?”


  I ate alone at the dinner table, cursing my teacher as I did. The clinking of my cutlery replaced our usual dinnertime banter. Carbuncle and White-Owl watched me go at it, concern on their faces.


  Who was it again that said meals were times for families to come together?


  


   


  “Meg, the food’s ready. Quickly, now.”


  “Nooo! My show just got good!”


  “You can watch it with dinner! Don’t let your food get cold!”


  “But, Teacher, if I watch TV while I eat, you’ll just nag me.”


  “Even so. People love to hide the truth from themselves. Such as the fact that we could be parted at any time. But there’s no guarantee we’ll be able to eat together again tomorrow. Listen, Meg—meals are times for families to come together.”


  


   


  The scene from long ago played all over again in my head.


  “Some teacher you are. Can’t even follow your own lessons…”


  My grumbling, along with the clatter of silverware, faded into the empty air.


  I finished my meal, took a bath, and went back to my room. As I was drying my damp hair, my eyes happened upon the book I’d left on my desk. It was the one Ende had lent me back at the library. I rested my hand on it.


  With the exception of books on magical history, I’d never read a book like this one, packed with accounts of actual events. I always got the sense the authors would color the contents with their own biases, so I’d been averse to reading them.


  “‘Wiped Off the Map,’ huh…?”


  A book about a country that had fallen to ruin seventeen years ago. I wondered why Ende would even be reading something like that.


  I’d tried searching around online a little before starting the book, but for whatever reason, it looked like it was out of print. There weren’t any copies circulating in used bookstores or on thrifting sites either. That didn’t make it a smash hit or anything, though.


  “And the author…has passed away.”


  They were the victim of a terrorist bombing. For their reporting work, they’d traveled around high-risk areas, reporting on things there. In an introduction of their work, this book didn’t make the list. It alone was left out, like a gaping hole in the record. Maybe it was as simple as the book being less popular, but I wondered if there was more behind the omission.


  “I’ll give it a shot…”


  I opened the book.
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  The ruined nation of Orloff, once in the Caucasus region of the Eurasian continent, could be considered small if measured by landmass alone.


  Despite that, the country boasts a history lengthy enough to be significant worldwide.


  Small though it was, Orloff’s manufacture of military armaments made it a prosperous global player. As a supplier of military goods such as weaponry, the country was historically involved in most wars.


  Blessed with abundant iron and steel, the nation created a great deal of military equipment with its advanced technology. It then became intertwined with other countries that had demand for those items.


  The country also had a notoriously high standard of living. By remaining in a state of neutrality between the other nations of the world, Orloff’s own demand for munitions dwindled to nothing. And like that, it entered a period of long-lasting prosperity.


  As a place with accessible social services, strong public order, and plenty of jobs to go around, Orloff was an excellent country to live in.


  The nation continued to develop and flourish over the years, but seeing as magic could render Orloff’s armaments obsolete, there was an intense anti-magic sentiment throughout the land. Those armaments secured Orloff’s global position, so the government preached the usefulness of military arms and decried the current state of society, where magic and science coexisted.


  However, in the current era, there was no taboo against the development of magic; the reality was that magic had become widely accepted. Magic users now filled a great variety of roles and posts, and there was even the founding of the Council of Magic, an international organization. Magic became intertwined with the fabric of everyday life worldwide.


  The existence of such mages served as nothing but threats to Orloff.


  Both in status and economically, Orloff—which had for so long not been directly involved in warfare—underwent a shift. It began to bolster its military troops and organize new special forces, seriously focusing on increasing its own martial might for the first time.


  There were tales that, even while building its standing as a developer of weaponry, Orloff secretly plotted the massacre of magic users and the dissolution of the Council of Magic.


  Orloff was believed to be the future trigger for a third World War.


  Then the entire nation was devastated by a catastrophic magic discharge. In a mere three days, Orloff was no more.


  A natural disaster in which magical energy, the source of all magic, took form and lay waste—such was a catastrophic magic discharge. When an excess of magical energy overflowed, it wouldn’t just cause mutations in animal and plant life, it would also bring about other natural disasters that shouldn’t normally occur.


  Orloff was a victim of such a disaster.


  There had been just one thing different about this instance, though. The enormous magic discharge that had struck Orloff was said to be the work of a single witch.


  That witch’s name was Eldora. She held the title of Witch of Calamity in her post as one of the Seven Sages.


  The term “Seven Sages” denoted seven mages formally recognized by the Council of Magic. Of those mages, Eldora was one whose position had been unwavering for years upon years. She’d been involved in several wars over the course of history, and of those, she’d signaled the end of many of them.


  Her motives and her goals are still unclear.


  At the very least, the opposition of Eldora and the country of Orloff had its roots in differing stances on magic and militarization. With Orloff’s destruction, any tensions the country had with magical nations such as those in North America dissolved, and World War III ended before it ever began.


  The vast majority of that ruined country’s people took their last breath when the magic discharge hit. Presently, there are a scarce few that could be confirmed alive.
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  “Orloff…”


  I ran my eyes over the name again and again.


  The country could have lit the fuse for World War III. But instead, it met its end at Eldora’s hand. Apparently, the relationship between them had been one contentious enough to lead to war.


  Eldora seemed to want to believe she’d murdered crowds of people to satisfy her own selfish desires. If this Orloff was my birthplace, then the scene from my oneiric message was likely real after all.


  The city from my dreams seemed like it was flourishing. It was bustling, lively, and prosperous—just like Orloff had been described in the book.


  And if that country existed today, then maybe World War III would’ve begun in their pursuit to eliminate magic from the world. That would’ve resulted in the deaths of tons of magic users.


  Maybe Eldora had simply been defending everyone else. No one could blame her in that case.


  My head was a mess. Magic had given me a reason to live. I had met so many irreplaceably special people thanks to it. Supposing it was all true, I didn’t even know how to process the fact that what flowed in my veins was the blood of a country that once tried to eliminate magic entirely.


  The end of Wiped Off the Map told Orloff’s story. The nation’s lands had suffered magical contamination from the disaster, and in no time at all, they’d become impassable to humanity.


  This book came out several years ago. What does that mean for the present…?


  “Wiped off the map, huh…?”


  I’d just have to make the map myself.


  


   


  The following day, I was reading a book in the library when someone walked right up to me.


  “Hi, Miss Meg.”


  “Cutting class again, Ende?”


  “Heh-heh-heh…”


  “You don’t look it, but you’re a little punk, ain’tcha?”


  He had Momo, the Michael Ende book, in his hands. It was probably the same one he’d borrowed just the other day.


  “The book you told me about was really good,” he said.


  “You finished it already?”


  “Yeah. I got sucked in and read the whole thing.”


  “Well, I’m glad to hear my recommendation was worthwhile.”


  “Did you finish the book I gave you?”


  Ende pointed at the book I held, Wiped Off the Map. I offered it to him.


  “It was a good read. You can take it back—I’m done with it.”


  “You’re a fast reader.”


  “Well, that’s practically my job!”


  “What did you think?”


  Ende stared straight at me, his eyes sparkling the way only a child’s could. But in their depths was something that gave me the impression he was searching for a specific reaction.


  I composed myself and looked him in the eye.


  “It made me want to see the land for myself.”


  I wasn’t trying to deceive him—I’d only spoken the truth.


  “You want to see it yourself?” Ende tilted his head in confusion. “You read the book, right? It’s all contaminated now.”


  “I still want to go. I want to know all about it; what it was like, what was in the cities, what it looked like, who lived there. All of it.”


  “Why?”


  “Because that’s where I was born. I’m sure of it.”


  That didn’t get so much as an eye-twitch from the kid. He looked at me with perfect calm as if he’d known that all along.


  “You’re from Orloff?”


  “I don’t have actual evidence, but it seems like it.”


  “There’s barely anyone left from that place.”


  “I know. You must’ve known already, Ende. You had me read the book, after all.”


  “Huh?”


  Ende looked startled, but I could tell it was an act. Maybe that was thanks to the time I regularly spent dealing with the children of Lapis.


  “You know, when I first met you, Ende, you reminded me of Momo.”


  “I did?”


  “Didn’t you feel weird reading it?”


  “‘Weird’?”


  I nodded at his befuddled expression.


  “In the story, you never really get to know who the main character actually is. Momo’s a wandering child who comes to the city out of nowhere, and she makes her home in the town’s amphitheater. She might be the protagonist, but everything you read about her is a mystery. And she still teaches you something really important.”


  “That reminds you of me?”


  “Sure does.”


  I’d been disconcerted by Ende’s expressions this whole time. He looked like a child, but sometimes, he’d suddenly act with the mannerisms of an older boy. There was something manufactured about it all.


  Ende differed a little from a regular child; I got the impression he was merely acting how he thought a kid should. And that intuition of mine, that something was off, had only grown the more we talked. Something was just a little out of place.


  Mysteriously, I didn’t feel uncomfortable at all. I knew he didn’t mean any harm.


  “Look, Ende, I know you’re trying to tell me something important, okay? That’s why you gave me this book.”


  “It just caught my eye, so I took it from Daddy’s study. That’s all.”


  “Is that really what happened…?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “This here’s a pretty unusual book. I don’t think you just happened to see it.”


  “What do you mean, unusual?”


  “The book is cursed! The curse diverts people’s attention from it.”


  “A curse? Come on. I told you, that’s just a book from Daddy’s—”


  “I promise you; it’s cursed. After all, it’s got writing on the witch Eldora.”


  Ende fell silent.


  Eldora cloaked herself in a curse to deflect the attention of others. My teacher had said she wasn’t captured on camera or television, and she would vanish from others’ awareness. That curse of hers must surely apply to more than just film and photos, or else you’d expect her to remain in popular consciousness. Since she didn’t, her curse probably affected even writing.


  Put simply, a book in which her name was written would slowly fade from general awareness and disappear.


  The author of Wiped Off the Map had been a famous reporter, but this book of his didn’t appear in summaries of his work. Not to mention, the book itself was already out of print, not found in circulation anywhere.


  The text had quite literally vanished from this world.


  “Books written on Eldora don’t last. Or, more accurately, they’re erased from public consciousness. Only special people, ones with unique circumstances or the power to resist her curse to a certain extent, are aware of her name. Even if this book had been just sitting on a shelf for anyone to read, there’s no way a normal child would be able to find a book about Eldora herself like this one.”


  Ende didn’t say a word, hanging his head. I had to ask him.


  “Ende… Who are you, really?”


  And then…


  “Color me impressed. You saw right through me.”


  He smirked. For the briefest of moments, his figure, until now a young boy’s, was shot through with that fuzzy static once more, and with a wavering of his whole body, his appearance morphed into that of a young man’s.


  He was a golden-haired youth overflowing with mirth. His body was wrapped in a white robe, so he seemed somehow otherworldly.


  Goosebumps popped up on my skin at the unexpected phenomenon. That was when I realized…


  If it wasn’t from exhaustion or eye strain, then that strange fuzzy vision I had seen when I looked at Ende was because of my enhanced vision. My eyes were imbued with high levels of magical energy—I could sense spells.


  Maybe even spells affecting people’s vision, like…illusory magic.


  No two ways about it, the odd impression I’d felt from Ende was none other than a mage’s presence.


  “I thought you were a carefree girl, but you caught on surprisingly quickly.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Bennett.”


  Wait, did he just say what I think he said?


  “I am Bennett Ende, one of the Seven Sages. Also known as the Primordial Sage, Bennett.”
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  So this guy, this ordinary young man, is the Primordial Sage himself…? The one considered the sire of all magical arts?


  It was too much for me to digest right away. I mean, the Bennett I’d seen on television was an elderly man with a big ol’ beard.


  This person had the guise of a young boy until becoming a man before my eyes. He likely had the ability to mislead others with his appearance. The only thing was, I’d never heard anything about a technique like that.


  Then as if he was reading my mind, he smiled gently. “It’s quite natural for you to be shocked. I’m always altering my appearance. After all, I’ve been alive for so many years. I must often change my form as the circumstances demand; sometimes I appear as a child, other times, a young man. It allows me to blend in with my surroundings no matter the situation.”


  Bennett then changed forms in swift succession, like he was flipping through channels on a television. He turned from a boy, to a young man, to a stout middle-aged man, to an old crone, to a slender woman…


  After the barrage of transformations, Bennett finally returned to the young man he’d been before. The astonishing display of magic—magic totally new to me—had me awestruck.


  “Okay, I get all that, but why would the Primordial Sage ever need to pretend to be a child?”


  “I wanted to learn about you. As a child, I thought I could see you as you truly are. You see, I came here to relay a message.”


  “A message?”


  Bennett nodded, that gentle smile still on his face.


  “The International Council of Magic has a request for you, and I serve as its courier.”


  The Council of Magic—my heart fluttered at the name. That was the very world-class organization that oversaw magic around the globe and had even created the Seven Sages. What could they ever want from li’l ol’ me…?


  “In addition to its work with the planetary core, the Council of Magic is arranging another project. There’s a single spot left on the roster for participants. When discussing whom to select to fill that role, your name came up.”


  “Why me?”


  “You were recommended.”


  “Huh? By who?”


  “Perhaps you know of the Sage of Vitality?”


  “Jack?”


  “His inclusion in this project is already settled. And when we were discussing who we could bring on that would be knowledgeable on plants and soil, he suggested you.”


  “Personally, I think Inori would’ve been a better option… Why’d he choose me?”


  “He must have his own reasons. But, with fortuitous timing, you’ve become a topic of interest with the Council of Magic.”


  “What are they saying?”


  “You discovered a method to cure magical contamination, and you saved Aquamarine from disaster… Even in the world of magic in recent years, your activities have been exemplary, and they deserve special recognition.”


  “Just come out and say it. I’m already a superstar mage!”


  “Your abilities are not sufficient for that quite yet, I’d say.”


  “Guh!”


  I crumpled with disappointment, my whole body going limp. Bennett laughed merrily.


  “I came to Lapis by the Council’s request, so I could verify the character of the one they wish to enlist.”


  “Of course…”


  “And I admit, I have taken a personal interest in you as well.”


  Bennett searched my face intently, cupping his own with his hands. His eyes were deep enough to drown in, his facial features sculpted, and he had an enticing mystery to him. I felt myself redden and shrank back.


  “Wh-wh-what do you mean a ‘p-p-personal interest’?”


  My panic must’ve been painted all over my face, but Bennett didn’t seem to mind. He just continued, his voice grave.


  “The witch Faust is the one responsible for raising the witch Eldora as she did. Though Eldora is an excellent witch, she poses a powerful risk, as well. She may bring both blessings and devastation to our world. There’s no guarantee you, as another apprentice of Faust, won’t turn out the same way. I thought I’d come look into that for myself.”


  “To make sure I won’t bring devastation?”


  “I thought that was a possibility, but such worries have proven baseless. I could tell from my very first look at you. There’s light burning deep within your eyes.”


  “What d’you mean?”


  “You’ll bring hope to others. That power of yours is already beginning to bloom. I’m sure of it, Raspberry. You need to experience a larger world than this.”


  How the heck am I supposed to take all this?


  There was the idea of the Council of Magic having something to request of me, then the way Jack proposed me as a member of the team, and the whole thing about Bennett coming to evaluate me personally, and, on top of that, I’d been a hot topic with the Council of Magic…?


  It was too much to take in.


  “It’s just one thing after another lately.”


  I was getting swept along by riddle after riddle, under a constant barrage of conversations and things I just didn’t understand. It wasn’t quite too much to handle, but either way, my mind was practically spinning. I had nothing but questions.


  “That would be the wheel of fate beginning to turn.”


  “Maybe don’t try to reel me in with random phrases?”


  Bennett stood and offered me his hand.


  “Let’s go, Raspberry.”
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  We left the library, Bennett taking the lead. He’d changed from the eye-catching robed figure of earlier to that of a young man you’d expect to see pretty much anywhere.


  “Where are we going?”


  “Your house.”


  “Huh?”


  Maybe he wants to speak with my teacher…?


  Still with doubts in my heart, we arrived at the witch’s manor, but something was different from this morning. In front of the manor, there were a bunch of cars parked, five in total. They were sleek, black, high-end vehicles that seemed entirely out of place in our sleepy little country town.


  “Those belong to the Council of Magic.”


  “Why would they be here…?”


  With a closer look, I saw that two black-suited men in sunglasses were blocking the front door. I knew right away they had to be security.


  “Keep up the good work.”


  The two men recognized my companion and cleared the way for Bennett. The whole thing was ridiculously over-the-top. I’d done work for the Council of Magic plenty of times in the past, but I’d never seen anything like this.


  The bizarre scene wasn’t limited to the manor’s exterior. When I got inside, I saw a whole crowd of black suits. Man and woman alike made way for us, moving aside to either direction, each one stony-faced and wearing dark sunglasses. I felt an above-average amount of magical energy from them, which clued me in immediately that they were mages—each one of impressive ability.


  I’d seen this kind of scene before, back at the Rite of the Craft at the end of last year. I felt like, even though I’d been in such a special location, I’d spotted people with a similar atmosphere from time to time.


  What is going on here? Is my teacher okay?


  “Take it easy, Raspberry.”


  Bennett’s voice somehow cut through my unease and calmed me right down.


  We made it all the way to the door to my teacher’s room, and then, with a knock, Bennett opened the door.


  “Pardon us.”


  We stepped inside and saw my teacher with a familiar-looking elderly man in a suit standing before her.


  It took me a moment, but I knew who that was. That was the chair of the Council of Magic.


  “What’s he doing here…?”


  I was still thinking over how mysterious everything was when my teacher, having spotted us, opened her mouth to speak.


  “I see our cast has finally assembled.”


  This was too weird. The highest people in the world of magic were gathering here, in this quiet town in the countryside. I gulped from the extreme stress.


  “What’s with all this fuss? You even brought Meg along.”


  “Allow me to explain,” Bennett said.


  He took a step forward, smirking. My teacher didn’t bother to hide her reaction at his appearance—her face visibly hardened. I could tell she was on her guard.


  “Faust, the Council of Magic wishes for your apprentice, Meg Raspberry, to lend her aid with its new project.”


  “…Which is?”


  “Surveying and providing aid to lands impacted by catastrophic magic discharges, as well as a survey of the ruined nation of Orloff.”


  Did he say Orloff…? Of all the things, that was the last name I’d expected to come out of his mouth.


  Bennett paid my shock no mind, continuing with his explanation.


  “At this point, it’s obvious to anyone that recent years have seen a drastic uptick in cases of catastrophic magic discharges. There are also more developing countries unable to deal with the aftermath. Most nations require assistance at many different levels. In addition, surveying the nation of Orloff, itself destroyed by a catastrophic magic discharge, is being offered as a course of action. That task has fallen at the Council of Magic’s feet.”


  “Hmph… Of course it has. One more question: Why choose Meg for this?”


  “It’s obvious, isn’t it? She’s one of Orloff’s only survivors.”


  “What…?!” The Council’s chair gasped.


  He appeared utterly shocked at those words. It seemed he’d been kept in the dark on the matter.


  “Is that true, Bennett?”


  “It is. This witch here, Meg Raspberry, is a survivor from the former nation of Orloff. Faust saved her on the day of its destruction. Am I wrong?”


  “…Where’d you dig that story up from?” My teacher grumbled.


  “You could call me a witness to this world. I’ve made a point of reading to keep up with all sorts of happenings.”


  “You wretch of a mage…”


  I’d had a bit of a hunch myself, but I hadn’t had any proof. I really was from Orloff, then?


  Bennett had given me the book about Orloff to lead me to the truth.


  “Even if Meg is from Orloff…that doesn’t mean you should bring her along.”


  My teacher’s voice was thin as she wrung those words out, her gaze downcast.


  “That isn’t necessarily true,” Bennett replied. “Raspberry’s earned herself recognition for her deeds as a witch. This new project revolves around treatment, and it will require knowledge and skill in a range of fields. That’s why the Sage of Vitality, Jack, and I were the first to be nominated. Jack himself recommended Meg Raspberry for the job when it came time to get another member onboard.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. She’s still in training. If you really need knowledge and skill, you should ask Inori. The Wise Witch should be more than suitable.”


  “The Council intends for this project to bridge the gaps between long-term activities. As such, they aim to include promising magic users.”


  “And you’re saying Meg is one of those magic users?”


  “That’s exactly right.”


  My teacher turned her gaze to the chairman next.


  Prompted by her stare, he began to speak.


  “Surprised as I am to learn your apprentice is a survivor of Orloff, I had already been planning on requesting her participation as a mage, you see…”


  “Enough with the preamble.”


  “Of course.”


  The chair produced a notebook from his breast pocket.


  “According to reports, your apprentice has quite a few magical deeds to boast of. She’s developed a treatment for those suffering from magical contamination. She’s the founder of the new technique of emotion-based magic. She even saved Aquamarine from an encroaching natural disaster on an unprecedented scale. She’s delivered so many results in such a short time, she stands out to the Council as a witch who possesses something unique. The Sage Jack even proposed that with Meg Raspberry on the team, we could save people who initially seem beyond hope.”


  “That’s an overstatement, I’d say. Jack feels indebted to the child. He put her name forward to repay her the best he could, nothing more. He wanted to make a place for her to be active in the world of magic. Expecting her to be some kind of miracle worker, though, is far too heavy a burden.”


  “You think so? I wonder…” Bennett took another step forward and glanced back at me. “It’s not just Jack. I made sure of it myself today. Raspberry has something special, something no other witch has. I’d like to recommend her for the project, as well.”


  “Is that what brought you all the way to Lapis?”


  Bennett’s smile was confirmation enough. My teacher narrowed her eyes in frustration.


  “And you even got the chair to make the trip to my doorstep and call on me. What on earth could have spurred you to meddle now? What, no longer content to sit back and watch the world turn?”


  “I was prepared to refuse, but Jack piqued my interest when he told me about Raspberry.”


  


   


  “It’s imperative to me that you two join the project, Jack and Bennett.”


  “Sorry, but on principle, I don’t do that kind of thing.”


  “Well, I don’t mind. And I’ve got a proposal for one more member of the team.”


  “That’s uncharacteristic of you. Who is it?”


  “This one’ll shock you, Bennett. She can work some miracles.”


  


   


  “I think I understand why Jack said that. She reminds me of someone I know. I want to be there to see where the future takes her.”


  “Goodness gracious. I see a real troublemaker’s turned up here…”


  My teacher scratched her head furiously. It might’ve been two against one, but it was still rare to see her losing ground in an argument.


  “Lady Faust. To the Council of Magic, this project is just as crucial as the planetary core project that you’ve been entrusted with. We’ll make whatever concessions needed if Bennett, who has never before accepted any requests from the Council, is going to participate. Even if that means pulling your apprentice into this.”


  The chair’s speech landed the finishing blow on my teacher. She held her head in her hands. Bennett peered into her face, searching for something.


  “Faust, if a fledgling is to fly, it mustn’t miss the moment. Lose that, and it may never leave the nest. You mustn’t wait for the bird to be fully grown—that will be too late. When they’re nearly on the cusp of maturity—that’s when they must take the leap. If you truly wish to teach her, you must help her take that first step.”


  Bennett turned slightly to look at me.


  “Raspberry.”


  “Yes?”


  “I heard about your condition from Jack. If you still wish to gather a thousand shards of emotion, this journey will surely prove meaningful.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We’ll set out on a quest to save scores of people. Naturally, there will be risks. I’m sure you’ll see plenty of hardship. But you’ll gain so much more than you have to lose. Experience, knowledge, human connection… And that will surely lead you to more tears of joy.”


  “It will…?”


  He had a point—if we were helping the victims of countries hit by natural disasters, I might be able to gather some more tears of joy on the way. Of course, I didn’t want to join out of such wickedly selfish motivations… But it wasn’t like I had the luxury of ignoring that possibility, either.


  “Raspberry, what do you want to do?”


  “Me…?”


  For a moment, I couldn’t force the words out. Even still, I knew the path I must tread.


  “Teacher, please, just tell me one thing.”


  I raised my head and took a step toward her. She met me without flinching, gazing right at me.


  “Was I truly born in Orloff?”


  “Does it really matter?”


  “I want to know. It’s my past. Please, just tell me. I want to hear it from you.”


  My words brought the slightest hint of tears to her eyes, so faint no one could even tell.


  Then she shut her eyes, and after a moment of silence…


  “It’s true.”


  …she answered with two simple words.


  “You were born in Orloff, and I saved you from the disaster back when you were still very young.”


  “I thought as much…”


  “Meg. Your friends, your family, they’re all here, in Lapis. The people who love you, the people who will wait for you. If you’ve ever had a home, it’s right here. Why must you chase after this birthplace of yours?”


  Why was I leaving Lapis? Why was I chasing the past instead of looking toward the future? Why was I leaving my roots behind?


  I could feel all those questions lurking beneath my teacher’s words.


  But that wasn’t all. I was sure of it.


  Maybe no one else had picked up on it, but I could see—there was grief deep in my teacher’s eyes.


  I had to make her understand. I had to let her know how I really felt.


  “You’re right.” I said it loud and clear. “Lapis is my hometown. It always has been, and it always will be. But I can’t go on living in ignorance like this. I want to know about where I was born. I want to know about the people, who I lived with, what kind of place it was—I want to see it all with my own eyes.”


  “You’ve no need of a past that will only shackle you. That’s how I’ve always seen it.”


  “I’m not saying the past is holding me back. I just have to do this so I can move on, into whatever future I choose for myself. I’m sure you of all people can understand why. Right, Teacher?”


  “And why is that?”


  “I’m greedy as hell.” I grinned defiantly, chuckling. “I wanna make every last bit of my life my own. The past I was born with and whatever’s ahead of me. I’m going to choose freely whether to know it or not, to keep it or throw it all away. I’m the one who decides whether it’s important or not. So, yeah, I’m greedy! I want hotties all over the world! I wanna be rich! I want status and glory! I want my own memories! I want to make it all mine!”


  Bennett, the Council chair, and my teacher appeared dumbfounded.


  And after a moment of silence hanging in the air…


  “Heh-heh… You ridiculous child. You’re a fool to the bones… Heh-heh-heh… Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


  …my teacher finally burst out in laughter.


  Seeing her this way, laughing so hard tears were coming to her eyes, was strange no matter how you looked at it. Both the Council chair and the security in the room seemed baffled by this side of her. Bennett and I were the only ones to keep our expressions straight.


  When she’d mostly finished laughing, her expression shifted, looking as gentle as if the vengeful spirit possessing her had been cast away.


  “I see fate is reworking itself…” The Eternal Witch gazed out the window, muttering to herself. “Meg.”


  “Yes!”


  “Are you prepared to confront the past?”


  “I am.”


  “Off you go, then.”


  “Huh…?”


  Her face was adorned with her usual fearless smile.


  “Go and see for yourself. Witness your birthplace and the world you’ve yet to know.”


  “Are you sure, Teacher…?”


  “Yes. Don’t forget, though. Even if you weren’t born here, Lapis is your hometown. You’ve always got a home to return to.”


  I nodded. I knew that all along.


  I’d lived here for so long—I loved this town. I couldn’t even begin to imagine abandoning Lapis.


  “I’ll always come back home.”


  With that, my journey to the place of my birth was set in stone.


  I was still in the dark about how this journey would change my fate.


  Still, at its end awaited the answers I sought.


  I was sure of that, at least.
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  The morning of our departure was clear—not a cloud in the sky.


  Strangely, my heart was pounding, and I couldn’t seem to settle down. I woke up half an hour earlier than usual.


  I checked what I packed, then set about my morning routine. When I’d just about wrapped up the housework I needed to do, I headed to my teacher’s study. I knocked on the door, and she replied, “Come in.”


  The Eternal Witch, Faust, had her nose buried in a book as per usual.


  “Here’s your morning tea.”


  “You’re at it early today, aren’t you?”


  “I couldn’t stay asleep…”


  “Yes, I suppose this is different from when you went to Aquamarine. An errand straight from the Council… The pressure’s on.”


  “You said it…”


  I mustered up a pathetic laugh.


  “Meg, take a seat.” She pointed at the chair meant for guests.


  I did as I was told and placed the tea set atop the desk. She must’ve noticed how I’d brought two teacups, thinking maybe we could have it together.


  My teacher sat across from me and poured me a cup. I couldn’t remember her ever preparing tea for me before.


  “This could be our last teatime for quite a while…”


  Her words had a melancholy quality about them. The awkwardness we’d been plagued with lately was gone.


  “I feel like every time I said I couldn’t wait for Inori to invite me out into the world, I was lying to myself. I never imagined I would fall face-first into a chance like this…”


  “You’re being recognized for doing what had to be done. You’d better prepare for a mountain of work at the end of your journey, too.”


  “Look who’s talking! Teacher, won’t the planetary core be ready soon? Won’t you be running all over the place after that?”


  “Hardly. You remember the sacred grounds where the Rite was held last year? When the core is complete, all I’ll have left to do is bring El there.”


  “Why there? Can you even get in? I thought it was supposed to only be accessible once every twenty years.”


  “We can open it up using the core. Those grounds are linked with the planet itself. We’ll use the core there to set right the turbulence of this planet.”


  “And wasn’t Eldora the one in charge of doing that?”


  Eldora was trying to save the whole planet single-handedly. That had to be a lonely struggle, one I couldn’t even begin to imagine.


  But she herself had chosen to take on that burden.


  I couldn’t understand how someone like that had annihilated Orloff entirely.


  I’d read earlier that her actions had put a stop to a brewing world war.


  Yet I knew there was a different reason she’d done it.


  She’d called what she’d done “retribution.” Personal reasons motivated her to destroy Orloff. And my teacher, hoping to atone even the tiniest bit for the crime of mass murder, had rescued me.


  When I’d learned the truth, I’d been too shaken to understand, but survivors from Orloff being so scarce also showed how much danger my teacher had faced.


  Both when she’d faced down the devil Satan, and when she’d saved me in Orloff.


  My teacher had put her own life on the line to protect mine.


  She called me her “dear child,” and had taken me in as family.


  I wanted to have faith in those memories.


  “Meg. I’d like to teach you a spell. I think you’re capable of managing it now.”


  “What spell?”


  “It will allow you to create a seed of life.”


  My whole body tensed up.


  “Fiat lux.”


  The words slipped from her lips.


  “The spell comes from the Latin. ‘Let there be light.’ Cast it once you’ve gathered all the tears.”


  “Fiat lux…”


  I spoke the words, testing the feel of them, and a sense of the spiritual settled over me. The spell had a mysterious resonance, one that set my heart racing and made my body feel refreshed.


  Until this moment, my teacher hadn’t taught me a clear method of creating a seed of life. I wondered why she was teaching it to me now. Perhaps it was her way of acknowledging me.


  “I’m sure you know there’s no point in just saying the spell like you did just now.”


  “I know.”


  I looked her straight in the face.


  “I’ll fill it with all my thoughts…with all my feelings and all my memories.”


  My teacher nodded slightly, smiling as she often did.


  “Think of those who’ve entrusted their tears to you and chant the spell as an offering to all those you’ve met on your journey. Do that, and the fragments of emotion will respond to your summons.”


  “But I’ve collected some fragments that aren’t tears of joy…”


  “That’s of no consequence. Being gathered by your bottle is proof enough that those fragments have meaning, too. You simply must have faith. Believe in everything you’ve accomplished.”


  “…I will.”


  My teacher set her teacup down, and for a while she sat in silence, lost in her thoughts. Eventually, she began to speak again.


  “Meg, do you remember the future I showed you on your birthday?”


  “You mean that horrible vision where I turn into an old granny and die all alone?”


  “That’s right. I don’t see that future for you anymore.”


  “Huh?”


  I was flabbergasted.


  “You’ve changed your fate.”


  “I—I…did…? You mean I’ll overcome the curse? I’m not going to die after a year?”


  “It’s more accurate to say there’s a possibility you’ll overcome it. At present, I can’t see your entire future. I can see only so far ahead, and I’ve no idea what lies beyond that. Going forward, you’ll be the one to determine what future will greet you and what sights you’ll see. You, with your own will.”


  “Got it. What about the part you can see? You know, the ‘so far’ part of ‘only so far’?”


  “You’ll know soon enough.”


  All the power drained from my body, like I’d been struck by lightning.


  “You kiddin’ me? This is the last time we’ll be together for ages, and you still won’t tell me?”


  “I’ll make sure to tell you when the time is right.”


  “Urgh…”


  At that moment, the cuckoo clock chimed eight times. My teacher looked up at it.


  “Isn’t it about time for you to go?”


  I hadn’t even noticed, but the time had flown by.


  “You’re right. I’d better get moving.”


  “You’re all packed?”


  “Yeah. I put all my stuff in the foyer, so I can go whenever.”


  “I see. Good…”


  Just then, the doorbell chimed from the entrance. Who could possibly be visiting us at this early hour?


  “Coooming!”


  I left the study and headed for the foyer. A familiar face was waiting for me on the other side of the door.


  “Oh, heh… Um, surprise?”


  “Huh? Fine?! Why are you here so early?”


  “I heard you’d be leaving town for a while. So…”


  “Aw, did you come to see me off?”


  Fine blushed and nodded. Who is this charming vision before me?! If I were a man, I’d marry her on the spot.


  “Thanks. It’d been weighing on me how we hadn’t seen in each other in a while, so I’m really glad you came out.”


  “Meg…!”


  “Hey, I know, I know. Don’t cry! I know it must hurt losing your shining star of hope, your town idol, your universally adored dearest friend. Just promise me you won’t die from the loneliness. Okay?”


  “Huh, look at that. I bounced back…”


  Fine sniffed, sucking the snot right back into her nose. Her big eyes were still swimming with tears, though.


  “It’s all right. I won’t be gone forever. When I come back, I’ll have stories of all my adventures for you.”


  “Okay… I can’t wait.”


  “Oh, there she is! Papa! She’s still here!”


  “You’re right. Hey, Meg!”


  Two familiar voices came from behind Fine.


  Dr. Hendy and Anna appeared.


  “Oh wow, hey, guys! What’s the occasion?”


  “I called them over. I thought you might want them to see you off,” my teacher said, speaking up from behind me.


  When the heck had she pulled this together? Anna tugged on my sleeve as I was still lost in thought.


  “Meg! You’re gonna go all over the world?”


  “That’s the plan, missy.”


  “We heard from Lady Faust. The Council gave you a big mission?”


  “I was lucky enough to meet some of the Sages, and I guess they recommended me. So I won’t be able to do deliveries for a while…”


  “I know it’s only temporary, but it’s still a little sad.”


  Dr. Hendy and Anna exchanged a look and smiled.


  “I got to see the sakura because of you!”


  “The sakura… You mean the Spirit Tree?”


  “We went to see it together recently. Thanks to you, Meg, I got to show Anna a real sakura tree.”


  “You’re a true mage now, Meg!” Anna cheered.


  “I’ve still got a ways to go! This is only the start of my journey to greatness! I’m gonna get better and better, just you wait!”


  Another voice called out to interrupt my boasting. “Heeey, Meg!”


  Who the heck could this be? This manor is popping off today. I looked over, and my jaw dropped in shock.


  Mayor Carter led the way with a group of dozens of townsfolk from Lapis in tow.


  There was Onnet from the bakery and his family, the merchants from the market, the old clockmaker Geppetto, the butcher woman, and Wuf and Marie from the Celebration of Worlds. There must’ve been over fifty people.


  I knew each and every one of them.


  “I’ve brought the townspeople to see you, Meg. We all wanted to say good-bye before you head out.”


  “The whole town… This is a little much, guys! I mean, I’m only going to be gone for half a year, give or take!”


  “That’s just how important you are to us here in Lapis.”


  My teacher picked up my packed gear. White-Owl and Carbuncle rode on her shoulders. When I took the luggage from her, the two familiars transferred over to my shoulders.


  “It’s high time you set off, Meg.”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’ll be cooped up in the Council of Magic’s headquarters myself very soon. I suppose I’ll be able to show my face once your trip is all done. Until then.”


  “…Teacher, once we make it through all this okay, I want you to tell me everything. I want to hear all about you and Eldora.”


  “I promise.”


  Her expression was wrought with sadness. Maybe the idea of being away from me for so long made her feel lonely… No, that wasn’t it. There was a much deeper emotion filling those eyes of hers.


  I could see profound grief and heartbreak, as though this were the last time we’d ever see each other in this world.


  Then she hugged me tight. I was taken aback at first, but I finally wrapped my arms around her, too, paying close attention to how she felt in my arms.


  “Always keep hope in your heart, Meg Raspberry.”


  “…I will.”


  I took the first step out, and the crowd that had gathered for my farewells started shouting and cheering for me.


  “Come visit as soon as you’re back!”


  “Stay safe!”


  “Good luck, miss!”


  “Come back safe and sound, Meg, y’hear?!”


  “Keep yourself well, Miss Witch!”


  “Meg! I’ll be waiting for those stories!”


  They were all just shouting whatever came to mind. It filled me with so much joy.


  I waved back at them over and over.


  “Catch ya later! I’ll be back, don’t you worry about me!”


  This was where my journey would begin.


  From there on, I’d forge my own way. It would be a long, winding road to the rest of the tears of joy I sought.
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  I left Lapis behind and set for our meeting point: the Lond airport.


  “Now, where could they be…?”


  “Raspberry! Over here.”


  Bennett called out from somewhere, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. There was only a worn-out-looking grandpa on a nearby bench.


  I swiveled my head around before the old man gave my clothes a tug.


  “What’re you looking for?”


  “Eugh! Bennett?!”


  He’d been right in front of my nose all along. He looked just like any old man who’d live in the neighborhood. Upon closer examination, however, I noticed that familiar static effect when I looked at him. This was another one of Bennett’s disguises.


  “You’re right on time.”


  “Of course…but did you come out here early just for me? I was sure I’d be meeting someone from the Council.”


  “I’m the one who got you roped into this, so I have to take responsibility for you. I’m paying you the attention you’re due. Me coming to get you is most efficient, anyhow.”


  “Um… Thanks?”


  “Shall we?”


  What could he have meant by “efficient”? I was left puzzled over his hasty explanation. Bennett didn’t pay any attention to my confusion, and instead began to stride deeper into the airport, his gait much sprier than his appearance would suggest. The airport’s boarding gates faded into the distance behind us.


  “Excuse me, um, Mr. Bennett?”


  “You can drop the ‘mister.’ What is it, Raspberry?”


  “It’s just, you know the gates are back that way, right?”


  “That’s fine. The way we’re going, we don’t need planes.”


  “Huh?”


  I hurried along after him, watching as he reached a small counter at the back of the airport and began talking to someone. It looked like it could be some kind of staff station, but I wasn’t sure what it was for. I was still wondering when Bennett said, “This way,” and gestured me over. I obeyed and went through the gate.


  After a short while walking through a cramped, dim corridor, we came out into a small room.


  A murky light illuminated the space.


  “Is this…a magic circle?”


  The glowing inscription on the floor was big enough to fit dozens of large adults.


  “It’s a transference circle. Quite convenient, really—you can transfer from one circle to another identical one in an instant. Only a portion of mages are granted access when they’re acting on official Council business.”


  “Darn. Too bad we can’t use such a handy tool all the time…”


  “These circles require a certain mastery of the magical arts—expert mages are the only ones who can make use of them. They’re not something any old magic user with a wish and a prayer can use.”


  I did recall Sophie preparing a similar magic circle when we’d gone to the Rite. She’d used it without any obvious difficulty back then, but it was apparently more complicated than it seemed. That girl was such a prodigy, she could do anything without even breaking a sweat. It stressed me out.


  “We’re off, Raspberry.”


  “Huh? Wait, I’m not rea—”


  Before I could get the words out, Bennett activated the transference circle.


  The glow flared and blanketed my vision, and I squeezed my eyes shut reflexively.


  After a moment, I opened my eyes timidly. The same transference circle was there as before, but the atmosphere of the room was different. We had changed locations.


  “And here we are.”


  “Uh-huh…”


  “Is that all you’ve got to say?”


  “I mean, it’s basically like nothing’s changed…”


  “What a shame… I was looking forward to a look of shock on your face.”


  “I’d greatly prefer it if you didn’t treat others as your own personal entertainment.”


  After traveling down yet another long corridor, we came out into a totally different landscape.


  “Whoa…”


  In contrast to the airport in Lond, this place seemed remarkably eastern. The staff of the airport weren’t Westerners. They had black hair, skin tanned by the sun, and faces with strong features.


  The place, the people, the environment—every little thing was different. I really was standing in a totally different country.


  “Amazing…”


  “We’re in South Asia right now.”


  “Wait, what?!”


  We’d gone that far in the blink of an eye?! It was true: Anything was possible with magic!


  “First of all, let’s take care of the entry proceedings. We have special visas from the Council of Magic prepared already.”


  “Oookay.”


  Apparently, by using a transference circle, we could skip all the annoying immigration and boarding checks. Doing so without a permit from the Council of Magic, though, would make us guilty of illegal entry, plain and simple.


  Anyone could spot evidence of that organization’s power pretty much everywhere; we were even permitted to skip all the usual procedures thanks to their vast influence.


  Maybe it was thanks to Bennett’s presence, but we finished our entry proceedings faster than I could’ve imagined. I guess a person gets the run of the place if they’re with the world’s greatest mage.


  “So, where are we going now?”


  “We’re going to rendezvous with the rest of the Council’s project team, a specially assembled group of twenty-four members.”


  “Specially assembled, huh…”


  Right, he had said they were gathering promising young magic users. There’d probably be esteemed scholars and specialists, too. I began to wonder whether they were really sure about having me join them, or if this was all a big mistake. I could feel my nerves acting up.


  “Hey, you.”


  Someone grabbed my shoulder, and I stiffened up like a board. What the heck? Was this my initiation to being abroad?!


  I whirled around, bracing for a fight.


  “What’s the problem?” said the exasperated man.


  “Oh…” It was one of the Seven Sages, Jack, the Sage of Vitality. “Jack! It’s been so long!”


  He was a world-renowned authority in the field of magical medicine, as well as the one responsible for my involvement in this project.


  He looked on at me hopping in excitement and said, “Cool your jets. It’s only been a month or so. But it’s good to see you, Meg Raspberry. And you, most likely, are the Primordial Sage, Bennett.”


  Looking at the unusual appearance Bennett had chosen, Jack laughed awkwardly, seeming a little out of sorts. Bennett raised a hand in greeting.


  “Good to see you’re in good health, Jack.”


  “The others are already here. We should join up with them…”


  “Ah, yes. I suppose I can’t go looking like this.”


  In the blink of an eye, Bennett’s form changed from head to toe, morphing into the figure of the great sage I’d seen on television before, complete with a long beard, a white hooded robe, and an eye-catching oaken staff. This was the form anyone in the world would recognize as the Sage Bennett.


  Jack seemed totally used to the display. He ignored my shock and nodded in satisfaction.


  “Right. I’ll show you the way. Follow me.”


  We followed along.


  “Bennett, why do you always use that specific appearance?”


  “Changing my form before crowds of people is something best avoided. It can cause alarm, after all. So when I’m engaging with others, I give myself an appearance with dignity befitting a great Sage. It tends to make things easier all around.”


  “Huh, I see…”


  It seemed pretty complicated.


  “It’d be way better if you just made yourself a hot guy, though.”


  “Do you hear yourself?”


  We stepped out of the airport, and the reality that I was, indeed, in another country hit me like a ton of bricks.


  On top of the unfamiliar scenery, the sun’s rays were stronger and ridiculously hot. It was more open than all get-out, and no matter where I looked, there was nothing to interrupt the vast, never-ending sky.


  “Ooh, so this is South Asia? It’s so…warm…”


  I’d been warned ahead of time, so I’d worn what I’d thought were comfortable clothes, but I still felt burdened in the oppressive heat. It was sweltering—I’d probably get heatstroke if I didn’t take constant care to avoid it.


  “It’s the hot season right now. You can expect it to get to at least forty degrees not too infrequently.”


  “D-d-d-did you say…forty?!”


  What fresh hell is this? I was astonished people could even live in such an environment.


  Jack led the way, and we eventually came upon a spot with a fleet of four minivans with people crowded all around. They were making conversation amongst themselves, but when they noticed us, they all looked toward us with anxious expressions.


  “Look alive, people! I’ve brought the last two stragglers! It’s the great Sage Bennett, and this is the witch Faust’s apprentice, Meg Raspberry!”


  The crowd began to stir at the announcement.


  “That’s the great Bennett?”


  “Whoa, in the flesh!”


  “Never thought I’d get to actually meet him…”


  “So that girl’s the Eternal Witch’s apprentice?”


  “Did you know the Eternal Witch had an apprentice?”


  “I didn’t…”


  “She looks so young!”


  “Well, a witch’s appearance can be misleading…”


  An onslaught of evaluations filled the air. I gave Bennett a sidelong glance, not sure whether to feel flattered or insulted by their reactions. He stood stationary, unconcerned—as if they were talking about someone else entirely.


  “Now we’re setting off for regions that have requested aid! Be aware we’re in a land that has been hit with catastrophic magic discharges! The disasters have disrupted order, so keep in mind we have no clue what we may find there! I need everyone to memorize the group’s names and faces, so not even a single person gets separated from the others!”


  Jack barked out orders, and the faces of the crowd became tense again.


  The medical support squad numbered twelve, including Jack.


  And the magical support squad also numbered twelve, including myself and Bennett.


  All in all, the Council of Magic had assembled twenty-four people for the project.


  We would be split into four teams of six people, switching from independent team missions to others involving all four teams.


  I had to suspect that everyone here was the cream of the crop. Their talents would now be put to work on two fronts, magical and medical, for relief efforts in areas hit by magical disaster.


  In a flash, the whole crew rushed to stow their luggage in the vehicles. I couldn’t afford to dawdle, either. If I didn’t make a good impression, I’d be dragging my teacher’s name through the mud. I had to stay on my A game.


  I was bracing myself for the challenge ahead when someone called out to me: “Miss Meg!” I looked back to find a familiar blond woman standing by herself, a smile on her face. It was the nurse from Aquamarine General Hospital.


  “Oh, Miss Therese! Haven’t seen you in a while!”


  “I’m so glad to see you again.”


  “What are you doing here? Helping Jack?”


  “Yes, I’m Dr. Jack’s assistant, after all. Please, let me know if you run into any trouble.”


  “Thanks, that’s a load off my mind.”


  Miss Therese giggled and strode back the way she’d come. I’d been pretty tense, but that encounter loosened my shoulders a little. I might’ve been off my home turf, but that didn’t mean I was all on my own.


  “Hoot.”


  “Squeak.”


  I reached out to White-Owl and Carbuncle, who were both looking up at me from the ground at my feet. When I set the familiars on my shoulders, Jack appeared out of nowhere to stand beside me.


  “Meg Raspberry, I’ll have you join Bennett’s team.”


  “Merci.”


  “You’ll have some teammates for treatment as well, but your main work will be giving aid and surveying site conditions—things like the local magical energy and how badly hit places are. The team is staffed with people who hold specialized knowledge for those purposes. Everyone’s superb, but it’s a real eccentric bunch.”


  “Eccentric, huh…?”


  “Though all of them pale in comparison to you.”


  “Hey now, what’s that s’posed to mean?!”


  “We’re going to have you run support on the medical side of things, too.”


  “Medical support? You mean like, I get to operate on people?”


  “Don’t talk crazy. If we let you do that, we’d be stacking corpses to the moon.”


  His dark humor went a little too far.


  “So what should I do then? Mix up the drugs?”


  “No, you won’t be compounding or administering medicines. Come on, isn’t there something only you can do?”


  “Something only I can do… You mean magic of the heart?”


  “Yup. There are patients among those with magical contamination who’ve gotten seriously ill with stage four. You are to deal with them. And if it’s at all possible, I want you to teach the others how to use that technique, too.”


  I gulped.


  “According to Bennett, magic of the heart was a special skill even among mages of the past, and Faust is supposed to be especially adept with it. As her beloved apprentice, she wants you to pass on the technique.”


  “Is that why you recommended me for this?”


  “Sure is. But, you know, there’s something in it for you. Save people with your magic and the waterworks will start flowing. Gather those tears up.”


  Jack looked right at me, his gaze unwavering. I could tell he meant every word he said.


  “If there’s any chance of saving you from that curse, this has gotta be the way. You couldn’t possibly gather up all those tears in half a year otherwise.”


  “You’ve got a point… It might work.”


  I still needed around five hundred tears, and this sounded like a plausible method.


  Jack had said he would repay me after I saved Aquamarine. This had to be his way of doing that. His rational assessment as a Sage combined with his personal feelings toward me were what drove him to bring me onto this project.


  “Thanks, Jack.”


  “Don’t mention it. Just see this thing through. You’ve got potential.”


  “Potential for what?”


  “To change the world.”


  I sputtered at his grandiose proclamation.


  “It’s a little early for that, don’cha think? No matter how much of a world-class beauty I am, you’re being a little too gracious.”


  But Jack wasn’t laughing. Was he for real? The flawless, manufactured smile on my face slowly melted away.


  “The world we see from this point on will be more horrific than you can imagine. This world is brimming with the ill, some in an even more piteous state than Shella, who you saw in Aquamarine. But I believe… I believe you just might be able to shine a light on those caught in the dark caverns of death.”


  I gasped in shock.


  Until this moment, I hadn’t really understood what I’d been planning to grapple with here.


  The girl I’d seen in Aquamarine—Shella, afflicted with stage five magical contamination…


  I was about to head somewhere full of people just like her.


  “Become a witch who inspires hope in people, Meg Raspberry.”
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  Once I parted ways with Jack, I saw Bennett waving me over.


  “Over here, Raspberry!”


  “Roger that.”


  I headed over, and the other staff members turned intense gazes on me. It got me a little flustered, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle. Times like these took pluck; I just needed to dive in.


  We had four vehicles in total ready for us, each one a large van that could carry all sorts of equipment.


  I didn’t really make a habit of riding in cars, so it felt fresh to me. Missing out on such commonplace experiences was a bit of bother that came with being a witch.


  There were six people on our team, Bennett and myself included.


  From this point onward, the six of us would be side by side every second of every day.


  “Hoot…”


  Suddenly, White-Owl, perched atop my shoulder, flopped over as if he’d been sapped of all his strength. He clearly wasn’t feeling too good.


  “Heeey, little guy, you doing okay? C’mon, what’s wrong?”


  “You should regulate his body temperature with magic.”


  There was a young man standing right nearby, tall and lithe with dark skin. His face was serene, so much so that I felt a sense of peace just looking at him.


  “Those animals are birds native to northern lands, right? They can’t take the heat of the South Asian climate.”


  “Oh, crap… Really?”


  I had completely spaced on that, since I hadn’t brought White-Owl out on any excursions so far. Carbuncle could handle any climate I threw at him, but that couldn’t be said of his avian counterpart. The Snowy Owl thrived in temperatures around twenty degrees.


  “What lies ahead will be nothing like the country you’re from. Do you know how to use magic to control body temperatures?”


  “Um, yeah. I can do that. Hey now, White-Owl. C’mere.”


  I cast a spell, and in a flash, White-Owl’s countenance lightened. I’d decided to bring my familiars along, so it was my job now to look after them.


  “Thanks. You really know your animal stuff.”


  “In my hometown, we coexist with a menagerie of animals. That was nothing special.”


  Just then, Bennett, who’d been talking to Jack, came back our way.


  “Thanks for waiting. Shall we hit the road? Now, who’ll be our chauffeur…?”


  The man I’d just been speaking to raised his hand.


  “That would be me. It’s an honor to meet you, Mr. Bennett.”


  “And who would you be?”


  “I’m Abosom.”


  “A fine name. I’ll leave the wheel in your capable hands, Abosom.”


  “That’s not a name I’ve ever heard where I’m from in Western Europe. It has a mystical ring to it.”


  Abosom nodded. “I can see how it would. I was born in West Africa. The name comes from the spirits of my hometown.”


  “A spiritual name? How lovely! I’m Meg Raspberry. Nice to meet you, Abosom.”


  “You as well, Miss Meg.”


  I was just taking a sigh of relief at his reassuringly capable presence when someone else cut in.


  “Um, excuse me, Mr. Bennett, sir!”


  A lone girl inserted herself right into our chat. She had her hair up in two tiny buns, and her delicate facial features made her look like she was from the Far East. Her hair was black, her gaze sharp, and she had a toothy grin. I thought she was around the same age as me.


  “I’m Xiaoyu, a witch from East Asia! It is such an honor to meet you!”


  “Ah, it’s a pleasure, Xiaoyu. Feel free to just call me Bennett. No need for all that ‘mister’ stuff.”


  “O-of course! Oh my gosh, oh my gosh! I have so, so many questions to ask you about magic!”


  Bennett seemed a little flustered by the relentless tidal wave of a girl known as Xiaoyu. Just then, another voice spoke up, a man’s this time.


  “Don’t be a nuisance.” He was a young man with similar East Asian features. “You’re bothering Bennett. Take it down a notch.”


  “Excuse me? This has nothing to do with you!”


  “It does. We’re on the same team now. It’d be a real problem if the others thought we were all as overenthusiastic as you. Not to mention, we share a homeland. Please refrain from conduct that would cause the people here to look down on us.”


  “Grrr, I could teach you a thing or two!”


  It’d only been five minutes, and they were already at each other’s throats.


  “Tragic, huh? Making a scene just to get some attention.”


  When I looked to the side, where this new interjection had come from, I saw a glammed-up young woman with pink hair.


  “Aaand who might you be?”


  “Howdy. Name’s Oz. I’m from North America, and a member of the magic team, just like you. Lady Faust’s apprentice, right? Nice to meetcha.”


  “Y-you too…”


  I instinctively shook her hand. She was cute as a button… Her drowsy eyes seemed like they could see straight into my soul. She seemed out of place for the expedition, though.


  “A real eccentric bunch,” huh…


  Jack’s words echoed in my mind. True, this did seem like a handful.


  “Hey, little miss apprentice,” Oz called.


  “Yes?”


  “You think it’s all right we’re bumbling around like this when all of the other teams are packed up and ready to go?”


  “Urk! No kidding!”


  Her words got me to look around, and true enough, the other teams were all loaded into their vehicles and getting ready to depart.


  “Um… Why don’t we put a pin in this fighting and get moving?”


  “What? Do you have a problem?”


  “Don’t you dare get in my way!”


  “Uh…?”
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  The scenery streamed by as I looked on in the swaying van.


  The grand vista spreading out before my eyes stole my heart from where I sat.


  Yes, away from there…and the hellish nightmare that was the car’s interior.


  The rattling of the car as it swayed. The resounding buzz of the engine. The stony silence of the other passengers.


  Abosom was our designated driver. Meanwhile, in the passenger seat, gazing at the scenery with his trademark look of perfect calm, was Bennett. Oz, the mage I’d met earlier, was riding solo in the back seat along with all of our luggage.


  Then there was me, sandwiched between the two, who were already getting on like water and oil.


  “Hmph…”


  “…Haaah.”


  For quite a while, cutting remarks flew back and forth, interspersed with periods of oppressive silence. Why did I have to get pulled into their lump of awkwardness?!


  I was feeling completely defeated when Bennett finally broke the silence.


  “Raspberry. You’ve traveled so far to make this journey. How about you introduce yourself?”


  “Huh? Introduce myself…?”


  Is he for real? No ordinary person would pick this moment to launch into icebreakers. That was when I realized… Bennett wasn’t an ordinary person.


  The easy smile on his face was the same as always, but he was unmistakably enjoying this.


  With all the eyes in the car on me, I just had to go for it.


  “Um, okay, I’m Meg Raspberry. I’m a witch who lives in the town of Lapis, which—”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know all about you,” Xiaoyu piped up from my right. “You’re only here thanks to Mommy.”


  “…Excuse me?”


  “You’re the apprentice of the Eternal Witch, one of the Seven Sages. I was on the edge of my seat waiting to see what kind of incredible person you’d be, but you’re a total letdown. You’ve got no knowledge to boast of… Just some country bumpkin tagging along.”


  “Huh?”


  What the hell is her deal?


  “I was so excited for the Council of Magic’s grand project. But apparently, anyone can get in by just working their connections!”


  “Pardon, but… I haven’t said anything to you yet. What exactly gave you that impression?”


  Xiaoyu huffed in response.


  “I can tell a powerful witch at a glance. And an average one too, of course.”


  “Riiight…?”


  I could feel my bones creaking with my rage. Should I just get down to it, chuck her out of the van, and make her run under the blazing sun? As I pondered some murderous scenarios, a yawn interrupted my train of thought.


  “Guess I’m next. Call me Oz. I’m a magic user from North America. I’m doing geological research…”


  Oz finished the introduction with a lazy wave my way. She seemed like she marched to the beat of her own drum. But in this nightmare car ride, that was a breath of fresh air. Xiaoyu scoffed as I returned Oz’s wave.


  “And just so you know, he’s a man.”


  “Wait, whaaat? No way! I was sure you were a girl! Tomboyish, sure, but still!”


  “Excuse you,” replied Oz, cheeks puffed in a pout. “I don’t really care what you think of me as. As humans, we’re all free to choose how we look and what gender we are, yeah?”


  “That’d be unthinkable where I’m from.” Shrugging, Xiaoyu puffed her chest out and continued with a bit of swagger. “I’m Xiaoyu. I hail from East Asia, and I’m studying magical healing and water conditions. And I’m sure you can tell just by looking at me, but I’m brilliant.”


  “That’s not what I’m seeing…”


  “How rude! Don’t get full of yourself just because of whom you’re apprenticed to!”


  Xiaoyu stared daggers at me. The way she looked at me, you’d think I was her worst enemy.


  In any case, that all but wrapped up the introductions. Abosom was busy driving, and Bennett was a special case, so setting those two aside, the only one left to introduce himself was the young man sitting on my left.


  He seemed to feel everyone’s gazes land on him, and he looked about.


  “I’m Lee.”


  That was all he said.


  “Huh? Are you…done?”


  I butted in without thinking, and Lee sighed in irritation as if he couldn’t be bothered.


  “I prefer to avoid unneeded chatter.”


  “But you must have so much more to say! Like, what’s your magic specialization?”


  “You’ll see later, though I’d rather keep it under wraps. I find colluding with others distasteful.”


  “Come on, work with me here! How can we do this if we can’t get things off on the right foot?!”


  Bennett smothered a chuckle as I started to shout.


  He covered his mouth with his hand like he was feeling the most heartfelt levity.


  “That’s the spirit. It’s brightened up in here. Raspberry, having you around makes the room a little more cheery.”


  “Uh…?”


  I floundered in confusion, and Xiaoyu shot a burning, jealous glare at me.


  “Why are you the only one earning points here?”


  “You’re taking this too far…”


  “That’s quite enough from you! I’ve already exposed you as a mere apprentice of one of the Seven Sages, haven’t I?! I’ll have you know I made it here with my own skill and efforts!”


  “Aaargh… Graaah!!”


  She’d grabbed me by the collar to give me a good shaking, but then Lee scowled at us.


  “No brawling in the van, please.”


  Could we really get the job done with a crew like this…?
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  The van drove on through punishing heat.


  As it did, the humidity slowly climbed higher and higher.


  Jack had said it was dry during South Asia’s hot season, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if it started raining with all the moisture in the air. Filled with doubt, I watched the landscape as the wide-open vista suddenly became dotted with scattered houses and storefronts. Apparently, we’d entered a town.


  Weathered buildings and crumbling concrete walls… Compared to what I knew from Western Europe, this city was a jumbled mess. I could see large puddles and wet clumps of garbage dotting the level roads.


  Mysteriously, though the town was quite large, I barely saw any of its citizens.


  “It’s like a ghost town…,” Xiaoyu whispered, echoing my thoughts.


  “There’s our destination,” Abosom said.


  I looked out through the windshield to find a large hospital. At first glance, it seemed old and a little run-down.


  “Welcome to our first city in South Asia: Zeolite.”


  “Zeolite…”


  We had arrived at our first stop.
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  We parked in the lot and finally poured out of the car. I swiveled my head around, cracking my neck.


  “Ahhh, my shoulders are so stiff! I’m not a fan of cramped spaces.”


  As I stretched, the other team members began walking away briskly. I hurried after them, flustered, and someone slipped my bag into my hand.


  “We’d best be getting on, too, Miss Meg.”


  “Thanks, Abosom.”


  We walked side by side. Giving him a second look, I noticed he was exceptionally tall—maybe even two meters.


  “Do you do this kind of thing a lot?” I asked him.


  “I wouldn’t say ‘a lot,’ necessarily, but I have some experience going out on disaster relief and volunteer expeditions.”


  “Wow, how were those?”


  “It depends… But they’re never easy. It really forces you to confront your own ignorance and powerlessness. There’s only so much we can do in the face of natural disasters. It taught me all I can do is keep on devoting myself to the study of magic. The people I couldn’t save outnumber the people I could.”


  “That’s so sad…”


  “There’s so much we don’t know about the lifestyles of people in other countries. Living in an environment that has nothing in common with what you’re used to can be more challenging than you think.”


  I thought back to the town we’d just driven through. I’d only seen it for a brief moment, but the culture shock still came through loud and clear. And that was just a fraction—the reality was yet to come.


  “Raspberry, over here.”


  Bennett waved me over, suddenly grabbing my attention.


  “What’s up?”


  “I thought I’d get you set up with a casting.”


  “A casting? Of what?”


  “It’s an auditory spell transforming foreign words into those of your own tongue. Basically, translation magic.”


  “Huh, I didn’t know you could do that.”


  Bennett smiled gently and laid a finger on my forehead. I felt the magic flowing into me. Somehow, utterances I’d only heard indistinctly before became clear.


  “Until now, we’ve all been speaking the same language, but with this, everyone can speak their mother tongue. It should make understanding each other easier. Of course, that goes for the residents of this land, too.”


  “Wowie, sounds super. I didn’t realize there were people with this kind of magic!”


  I looked around in surprise, but my teammates simply shook their heads. Apparently, none of them could explain the spell.


  Just like that, I had the power to talk to anyone on the planet. Magic really could make anything possible.


  “Finding a spell you can’t cast would be a pretty tough job, huh!”


  “Nothing of the sort. I’ve just lived longer than the rest of you and gathered a proportionate store of knowledge, that’s all.”


  Either way, he’d made communication between us a heck of a lot smoother.


  Before going to our destination, we made our way to our lodgings. We’d be staying in a hostel near the hospital. The facilities were separated by male and female occupants, with each room holding enough bunk beds for six people. The baths were only usable for one hour in the evening—it seemed water usage was strictly limited.


  “Urgh, this sucks. The toilets are disgusting. At least I can still take a bath…”


  Upon entering our hostel room, Xiaoyu wrinkled her face in blatant disgust, then looked at me strangely.


  “Hey, teacher’s pet. Doesn’t any of this bother you?”


  “I mean, I can get a good night’s sleep even if I’m surrounded by cockroaches, so.”


  “What…?”


  Xiaoyu was struck speechless. I silently passed her some toilet paper. She looked puzzled.


  “What’s this?”


  “You can’t tell? It’s toilet paper.”


  “But why…?”


  “You don’t have to take it if you don’t want to. I just heard that in this country, instead of using toilet paper, they use their hands afterward. Jack said so.”


  “Their…hands?”


  “Yeah, he said they wipe with the left hand while running water.”


  “You mean, even with…number two?”


  I nodded.


  “One and two.”


  Xiaoyu collapsed.
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  Once we’d been shown around the hostel, we headed to the hospital.


  I was walking along without a thought in my head when I almost stepped right into a puddle and recoiled.


  Jack had given me a heads-up about something when we gathered at the airport …What was it again? Right, don’t make contact with any of the puddles in Zeolite.


  


   


  “The disaster that hit Zeolite was a rainstorm.”


  “Rain?”


  “It was rain imbued with magical energy, and it contaminated all of the drinking water.”


  South Asian and Middle Eastern climates experienced different cycles than that of the West or Far East.


  They had three seasons—hot, rainy, and dry—and in the hot season, the temperature could climb up to near forty degrees, while the rainy season would bring torrential downpours.


  Zeolite was currently in its hot season, and it should have seen barely any rain at all.


  This year, however, an unexpected downpour typical of the rainy season had drenched the city.


  The people had been hit too suddenly to respond, and there were more than a few pedestrians who came into contact with the rain, unaware it was laden with great amounts of magical energy.


  The phenomenon itself—rain outside of its season—was one brought about by magical energy. The drinking water was contaminated, and so both the people who used the water and people who’d been rained on were all afflicted with harmful magical contamination.


  “Fortunately, the magical energy wasn’t all that concentrated. There aren’t too many victims severely affected. For now, at least.”


  “If the supply is polluted, what do we do when we need water?”


  “We use what’s been purified, naturally. That much is coming along, thanks to the work of mages brought in from both inside and outside the country. So far, that’s coming along without issue. Magical energy caused all this; it’s only proper that magic should fix it.”


  “Huh…”


  The other crew members listening seemed relieved. Everyone had probably been worried about that. But Jack went on.


  “However…magical energy within the body is a whole different beast. Treating magical contamination is difficult even in Aquamarine, home of the most cutting-edge magical treatments. Zeolite is a developing city. Even with the number of patients steadily climbing, there’s been no progress with treatments.”


  “And that’s not all,” Bennett interjected. “We’re just on the cusp of this country’s rainy season. With our surveys still in their initial stages, we have no way of knowing when another contaminated rainfall could happen. It’s a great threat to this land.”


  During the rainy season, precipitation was far above standard. Apparently, it wasn’t rare for it to come up to people’s ankles.


  And if all that rain was polluted, escaping contamination would be absurdly difficult.


  In the worst-case scenario, the country might have to be evacuated.


  “Once we arrive in town, I want medical support staff to attend a lecture, then focus their efforts as a team on treatment.”


  “Magic support staff, you’re with me,” Bennett said. “We’ve got to pin down if and when another contaminated rainfall will happen, so we’ll be working separately to survey the region’s water and soil.”


  Xiaoyu tilted her head in confusion.


  “Just water and soil surveys? Can’t we do something more practical, like helping to purify the water?”


  “I’m sure we’ll move on to that eventually. Chiefly, though, we’re going to do what’s most effective with the numbers we have. All of you here have been recognized by the Council of Magic for your knowledge. Rather than laboring on site, we’ll put that knowledge to its best use analyzing and, yes, surveying. We’re only here for two weeks. There’s only so much we can get done on that timeline.”


  This was such a grave issue, and yet we would only be able to help solve a fraction of it.


  


   


  I couldn’t picture how much we’d be able to get done over the duration of our stay in Zeolite.


  All I could do was what had to be done. I could surely help with soil and water evaluations, and by assessing plant life to determine the density of magical energy present, I could pinpoint the contaminated areas.


  The conversation from the airport played again in my mind, and before I even noticed, we arrived at the hospital.


  Bennett, who had taken the lead with Jack, turned around.


  “This is where we split. Medical support staff, go with Jack into the hospital. Magic support staff, we’re heading to the streets for our surveys.”


  “Yessir!”


  Everyone assembled there shouted their agreement.


  I began to follow Bennett, when Jack grabbed my shoulder.


  “Meg Raspberry.”


  “Yessir?”


  “You’re with me.”


  “Wuh?”


  I bleated like a total dolt.


  “We need your talents with magical contamination treatment. Get a sense of the situation with the medical support staff here before you run off.”


  “Roger that.”


  “All right, off we go.”


  At Jack’s behest, I entered the hospital along with the medical team.


  I was left utterly speechless by the hospital’s interior.


  “What is this…?”


  There weren’t enough rooms for the ridiculous number of patients filling the building. Occupied stretchers lined the walls of the hallways. There wasn’t an empty corner in sight—even the stairwells were full.


  The people lying in the hallways had discolored skin, and parts of their bodies had warped and disfigured.


  They were suffering from magical contamination.


  “The hospital doesn’t have enough rooms for them all,” Jack said by my side. “The town’s experiencing a breakdown in medical infrastructure right now. The staff are working ’round the clock. They’re getting assistance from other nations, but there just aren’t enough hands for all the work.”


  The staff rushed about, looking dead tired. They had bags under their eyes, their spirits drained. They seemed like they’d collapse at any second. A vicious cycle was playing out here, one where the healers could need healing themselves before long.


  One thing came to my mind—this is hell. We were struck speechless at the spectacle. We’d been warned about the situation beforehand, so we’d tried to prepare ourselves, but seeing it in living color was an incredible shock.


  Weaving our way through the people who sat everywhere throughout the corridors, we forged on toward a conference room deeper in.


  Everyone present except for me was a medical professional. I was feeling out of place when Lee spoke up from behind me.


  “Don’t get in our way.” Apparently, he was one of the medical support staff. “I imagine you’ve no medical expertise to offer.”


  “Yeah… How could you tell?”


  “Your line of sight. The others are examining the medical equipment and the patients; you’re the only one getting distracted by the flow of people. It shows your lack of real-world experience.”


  “Is that so…?”


  “Dr. Jack must have his reasons for bringing you here, though… Stay humble, know your limits, and focus on what you’re capable of.”


  “Sure. Lee, you’re secretly a softie, aren’cha?”


  “If you screw up, the whole team’s evaluation suffers because of it. I’m just warning you.”


  “So you’re the cold, logical sort, then…?”


  Staring at Lee’s stolid face, I saw he wasn’t hiding any embarrassment; he was being straight with me. I’d thought he was a jerk before, but maybe he was just stoic.


  With a quick glance, I spotted Xiaoyu’s figure at the tail of the pack. I’d thought she’d be going out surveying with the other magic support staff, but it seemed she’d joined the medical team since they were so shorthanded.


  Still, something about her seemed off.


  Her face had gone pale, and her eyes darted back and forth; she was obviously unnerved.


  “What about her in the back? She seems distracted by the others, too…”


  Lee shrugged.


  “She’s a lost cause, totally turtled in on herself. I don’t know how much knowledge she has, but she can’t have much actual experience on site. I’d say you have the upper hand mentally.”


  “Interesting…”


  We entered the conference room—or so it was called, but the room was dreary, simply furnished with long tables lined alongside each other.


  There were a few of the resident medical staff already in the room, awaiting our arrival. Among them was a tanned man with a black mustache who rose to his feet and stood before us.


  “Greetings. I am Kabeer, the director of this hospital. I would like to formally extend my gratitude for your coming here.”


  “You can skip the formalities—we haven’t got the time. Fill us in.”


  Mr. Kabeer nodded in docile agreement. The atmosphere was heavy; the perilous situation didn’t need any words to make itself known.


  “A few days ago, Zeolite was suddenly struck by a heavy downpour. The rain leveled heavy damages on the city, and the majority of the water supply was contaminated with magical energy. As a result, at least half of our people have been stricken with contamination.”


  “And their conditions?”


  “Half or more of those housed in the hospital are only showing mild signs typical of stage one. It pains me to say, however, that they’re an incredibly large crowd. Even in the best of times, this is a difficult condition to treat, and we don’t have enough of anything to go around—people, medicine, or facilities. There are staff members here who have been working nonstop to treat these patients, not even stopping to sleep.”


  “Our first priority will be to tag in for them, then. If we keep working them to the bone, the amount of sick will only increase. What’s the highest stage of contamination your hospital’s equipped to treat?”


  “We can deal with stage three somehow or another… However, in our current state, realistically, all we can handle is up to stage two.”


  The severity of magical contamination was often classified into different stages.


  Stage one was mild.


  Stage two was advanced.


  Stage three was intermediate.


  Stage four was severe. At least sixty percent of the patient was contaminated at that point.


  There was only one example of a human making a successful recovery from stage five: Shella, the girl I had cured in Aquamarine.


  No part of it had been easy. Preparing the transmutation magic required pouring my efforts into casting a spell I didn’t even know would work… Despite that, Shella’s recovery hadn’t been without complications. If I was being honest, the uncertainty of whether it was replicable made my knees quiver.


  “How many patients within the facility have reached stage four or higher?” Miss Therese asked. Mr. Kabeer shook his head.


  “There isn’t a single one.”


  “Not a single one? Really?”


  “Yes…”


  Relief flooded me at his words, and the expressions of the other members of the healing team loosened a tad, too.


  “Then the situation’s not so dire.”


  Mr. Kabeer still looked concerned.


  “I can’t say that’s true. Each and every patient in our care is one at a less advanced stage of contamination, yes, but that is due to the hospital’s determination of which patients we could take in.”


  “The hospital’s determination? What do you mean?”


  Jack cut in to explain.


  “Save those you can first. Medical treatment sites respect that method of assigning care.”


  We could only save so many in Zeolite. The town had to assess the possibility of recovery and gather those likely to respond to treatment.


  “Where are those with stage four and higher?”


  “There wasn’t a hospital willing to take them, so they’re all recuperating in their homes.”


  “In their homes…”


  I was struck silent. That meant no one had any idea what was going on with them!


  “What a disaster of mismanagement. They should at least be looked after with national facilities.”


  Jack spoke exactly what was on my mind, but Mr. Kabeer wasn’t having any of it.


  “They were mainly the poorest of the poor—many of them live in the slums without even a set address to their names. With the state Zeolite’s in, we’re stretched too thin to take them in here.”


  “You mean they should just go off and die…?”


  I gasped. Still, Jack’s next words were even more haunting.


  “If those with severe cases of magical contamination rampage, they could injure or kill many more in the process. Worst-case, we’re talking tens of thousands of deaths.”
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  The conference ended, and we hurried over to the site.


  The medical support team would work with the staff already there on treating their patients.


  “Hey! Over here! This patient’s getting to stage two! Don’t just leave them there!”


  “Forget that, the patients over here are the priority! Without intervention they’ll reach stage three!”


  It was already a bloody mess; there were more ill than there were people to treat them. I felt like I was on a battlefield.


  This was the last place a newbie should be. I found myself lingering awkwardly on the margins, unsure of myself. I couldn’t do anything except watch everything from the sidelines as it unfolded. I wondered whether there was something else I should be busy with, but I had this feeling I’d just get in the way no matter what I tried, and that was actually making me a nuisance.


  Jack had told me my job was to use emotional magic and cleanse those suffering from magical contamination.


  In that case, I just had to dive in headfirst.


  “Therese! This patient won’t respond to any treatment; they need magical intervention!”


  “Of course! I’ll use healing arts to heighten their body’s resilience! Next patient!”


  But I was still inexperienced in triage settings like this—I couldn’t just move in.


  The method of treatment I’d figured out worked by preparing transmutation magic and working it upon the patient’s internal magical energy. By using the excess of magical energy that the patient had taken into their body, I could cast a reincarnation spell. The process was a massive undertaking, though, and it was only a miracle cure for patients near death with no other options available to them.


  That left me with nothing to offer patients like these with comparatively minor ailments.


  I still had so much to learn. People might say all kinds of nice things about me, like how I’d saved Aquamarine, and how I was full of hope, but in reality, that couldn’t be farther from the truth. I knew that best of all.


  I had to take my magic even farther. And to do that, I had to become able to wield emotional magic with skill. Magic that could safely heal even people with less severe illnesses that I came across…


  “What’re you loafing around for?” Jack smacked me on the forehead. I hadn’t even noticed him coming near me. I pouted. “Bet you’re dreaming up some wild nonsense like always.”


  “…I can’t do anything here. There’s no way for me to help out.”


  “I guess your magic isn’t ready to use on patients like these yet, yeah. Hate to say it, but it’s not a functional technique without more clinical trials.”


  “Why even bring me here, then?”


  If it was going to be this way, I might as well have gone with Bennett and the others to survey the town, where I’d be of some use.


  Wasn’t I a little out of place in this project, staffed entirely by experts, to begin with?


  “Clean your ears out, will ya? You’ve mastered emotional magic. You’re a specialist like the others, you loon.”


  “I am?”


  I didn’t expect that. I’d never thought of myself in that way.


  “Some of the people in the staff here are studying magical healing. None of ’em can apply their own emotions to their spells, though. They can’t cast anything without knowledge, practice, and theory.”


  Jack looked me right in the eyes.


  “The power of your emotional magic is still a mystery. That’s why I wanted to show you what we’re working with here.”


  “You wanted to show me…?”


  “I was thinkin’ you needed to see the reality here to get the feelings flowing. If you can’t get a hold of them when it really counts and the magic fails, then what’s the point?”


  “You’ve got a point there.”


  “Get a good look, see what’s at stake, and deepen your desire to save others. That’s your job here.”


  To put it simply, using emotions in magic meant casting spells with all one’s heart.


  And to do that, I needed to get my heart in the right place.


  That was why Jack was telling me to watch and learn. He wanted me to experience the site, understand the situation, and feel accordingly.


  To Jack, I was the final line of defense. I could only cast a massive working of magic, but he knew better than anyone that some lives could only be saved with that kind of grand casting.


  “But I still can’t stand just waiting around doing nothing!”


  “I’ve got a little task for you.”


  “You do?”


  Jack nodded earnestly.


  “Remember our meeting earlier? I’m worried about the people at stages four and higher.”


  Jack showed me a map of the city on his phone.


  “They’re saying the stage four cases are recovering at home. That means there are hundreds of sick people just left to their own devices. Chances are high they’ll eventually either meet their deaths or rampage through the city, pulling the other residents into their mayhem. But making house calls is impossible with conditions being as they are here.”


  “You want me to go find them?”


  “Yeah. The problem is, that place—”


  “Hey! You can’t keep doing that!”


  Just then, an angry roar burst through the room loud enough to drown out Jack’s words. It seemed like there was an argument breaking out on the medical team, and a male staff member was furious.


  Xiaoyu had gotten on his bad side.


  “What’d I say? Give them the anesthetic! And this patient doesn’t even have cleansing magic cast on them! I find it hard to believe you focus on this stuff!”


  “I—I just… My hands are too shaky to do it properly…”


  The aggressive display was drawing stares from the other patients. This was starting to look really bad.


  “Shit…”


  Jack muttered to himself. I gave him a soft pat on the back.


  “It’s fine, Jack. Don’t worry about me. We can talk later.”


  “Yeah, thanks. Hey, cut that out! You’re upsetting the patients. Let me administer the anesthetic.”


  Jack cut into the argument and somehow smoothed things over. His calm handling of the patient soothed the angry staff member, though he’d been on the verge of breaking down before. He must’ve been pretty ticked off.


  Xiaoyu, who’d gone pale and been shunted off to the side, ran out toward the hospital exit, seeming like she was about to start sobbing.


  “Now then…”


  I trotted off to catch up with Xiaoyu.


  After coming out via the hallway, passing through the crowds of people, and exiting the hospital, I cast a look around the area.


  Xiaoyu still appeared to be on the verge of tears, sitting alone on the steps outside.


  “You okay?”


  “Eek! Don’t scare me like that!”


  “You got a lot of nerve, hollerin’ right at someone’s face like that.”


  “Well, your head’s way too huge!”


  “My head? What the hell are you…?”


  I felt around the crown of my head and felt a fluffiness my hand sank straight into. White-Owl had nested on top of my head without me even noticing.


  “Hey, it’s your fault she got scared!”


  “Hoot…”


  I glared at the sheepish White-Owl, and Carbuncle, who’d been sitting on my shoulders, hopped down to sit by Xiaoyu’s feet. When he lapped at the toes of her shoes with his little tongue, her distressed expression softened a little. I plopped down next to her on the steps.


  “That was a real dumpster fire in there. I dunno what else you could do with everyone else so ticked off.”


  “Great, now I get a pep talk from you of all people…”


  She slumped over, crestfallen. Apparently being down in the dumps didn’t blunt her tongue any. Worrying about her was a waste of energy.


  “Any chance you haven’t spent a lot of time out in the field?”


  Her whole body tensed up.


  “…Why do you ask?”


  “I mean, I just saw how you were earlier, and it seemed like you weren’t that used to being on an actual medical site, so…”


  After a moment of silence, she whispered, voice scratchy, “This is my first time…”


  “Your…first?”


  “I went straight from graduating college to working on this project.”


  “Graduating college? Xiaoyu… How old are you?”


  “Twenty-two…”


  “Twenty-two?!” I was stunned.


  “Wh-what…?” she stammered.


  “I thought we were the same age!”


  “Well, how old are you?”


  “I’m seventeen.”


  “S—?! What?! You’re way younger than me! You should give me more respect!”


  “Nah, let’s treat each other like equals, since we’re on the same team and all. Equals! Can I call you Xiao?”


  “You most certainly may not! You can’t just call me whatever you like!” She sighed. “I was feeling so down before, but talking with you throws me out of sorts…”


  “Aw, that’s sweet. You don’t gotta say that.”


  “I wasn’t complimenting you!”


  She fell silent. She seemed to have exhausted her insults.


  “I thought everyone involved in this project was a real veteran.”


  “That’d be the expectation, wouldn’t it…?”


  Xiaoyu dropped her gaze to the ground.


  “My hometown suffers from its own disasters. Just like Zeolite is now, a catastrophic magic discharge polluted the water supply once. My father and little sister got sick, but they got better because a relief organization sent volunteers to town to give aid. I wanted to be like them, so I worked hard and studied, and then I earned the chance to join this project. It’s just…” Tears swam in her eyes. She forced the words out. “I couldn’t do anything.”


  The scene back there had been grisly. The patients just kept coming, one after another. The staff toiled frantically, racing about left and right. Instructions and information came from all sides. You had to be able to grasp it all and make split-second decisions, all the while fighting against the pressure of knowing someone’s life was in danger if you made a mistake.


  It was too punishing for a newcomer to handle.


  “Go ahead. Laugh. I gave you such a hard time, and now I’ve made a big mess of things.”


  “I’m not gonna laugh! Just by being here, you’re already incredible to me.”


  “Easy for you to say. You’re blessed with a top-class teacher, you got your lucky break at seventeen, and Dr. Jack and Bennett himself have taken notice. I finally made it here, but I… I…”


  Xiaoyu must’ve despised my existence as someone who was brought on to the project because of my teacher’s connections—someone who’d had a chance just dropped into her lap, someone who’d drawn notice—since she’d gone through backbreaking efforts to get here.


  Maybe she was thinking I had something she didn’t.


  But that went for both of us.


  From my perspective, Xiaoyu was the lucky one. Her homeland might be plagued by natural disasters, but she still had one; her family was alive and well, and she got to choose her own path. Honestly, I was jealous she never had to figure out who she really was or anything like that.


  I couldn’t help myself—a weird laugh escaped me.


  “Heh-heh!”


  Xiaoyu scowled.


  “Hey! You are laughing at me!”


  “No, not at all! I just never thought anyone’d ever see me that way. Maybe we’re more alike than we think.”


  “Alike? How?”


  “Thinking that everyone else has it better off, that everyone else is superior. Sure, everyone on the team here is incredible. But that doesn’t actually mean they’re special, just that they’ve worked desperately hard. You might see yourself as inferior, but the rest of the team thinks you’re an amazing person, just like how you think about them.”


  “You can’t know that for sure.” She gave me an exasperated smile, then stretched herself out. “Well, at least it helps me feel better. I thought you were just a teacher’s pet, but some of what you said there was actually pretty insightful.”


  “Don’t be shy, now. Can I get a ‘Thank you, Meggie’?”


  “Not a chance.”


  With that, I realized someone was approaching us.


  “Hey, are you two from the hospital?”


  A boy of ten or twelve called out to us. He looked local. He was different from the kids back home in Lapis, with a sharpness to his gaze. He stared as though he was testing us.


  “C’mon, tell me. You are, aren’cha?”


  “Depends…”


  Xiaoyu and I exchanged looks, unsure of what to say.


  “We’re volunteers dispatched here by the Council of Magic.”


  When I answered him, his eyes widened. “Volunteers?”


  “We’re here to help out. Do you live here?”


  “Yeah. If you’re from the Council, you must be good at magic, right?”


  “Good enough, I guess?”


  “Then you’ve got to come help my big sister. She got sick after the rain earlier.”


  “Your big sister?”


  “She’s really sick. She can’t even leave the house.”


  “Could be magical contamination… Xiao, what do you think?”


  “I’d need to examine her before saying anything.”


  The boy grabbed Xiaoyu by the arm.


  “I’m begging you. The Council of Magic sent you here to help us, didn’t they?”


  “Yes, that’s true… But…”


  Xiaoyu seemed to be struggling over something. Maybe she was worried about how she’d left the site. Or maybe she was hesitant to ignore the boy’s pleas.


  “How about I go, then? I don’t know if I’ll be any help, but I’ve gotta go to find out, yeah?”


  “You’re prepared to go alone?”


  “I was already planning to go out into town anyway.”


  “Isn’t that dangerous? What if you run into trouble while you’re off on your own?”


  “It’s fine, it’s fine! I’ve got my familiars. They may be cute, but they’re still dependable allies!”


  “Hoot-hoot.”


  “Squeak-squeak.”


  Carbuncle and White-Owl puffed out their chests. Xiaoyu still looked concerned. In an unfamiliar foreign country, with public order almost entirely in shambles…deciding to act alone in that kind of situation was enough to make anyone nervous.


  That was the exact reason I simply couldn’t ignore someone asking me for help.


  “That’s rude! You don’t have to worry. I’m not gonna try anything.”


  I apologized with a swift “Sorry, sorry” to the kid, whose cheeks were puffed in a pout.


  “Would it be okay if I went to check things out? I’m pretty good with magic, so I think I could be helpful.”


  “Huh, guess I won the consolation prize. Fine, let’s go.”


  “Now who’s being rude?!”


  “Wait just a moment.”


  Right as we were making to leave, Xiaoyu stood with determination.


  “I’m coming, too. I’ve already left the treatment site here, anyway. Who knows what kind of mess you’ll get into if I don’t chaperone.”


  Xiaoyu’s cheeks, as she harrumphed and turned her face away, were tinged with red. Maybe she was running her mouth to cover up her embarrassment.


  My heart full, I nudged her with my elbow.


  “Aw, you big ol’ softie, you do care! I know it’s hard to show how you reaaally feel.”


  “Stop touching me!”


  “Oops, messed with the bull…”
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  We walked through the city streets, led along by the boy. Just like before, there was barely a single soul out and about. Right now, the majority of the residents were in no shape to do so.


  “My name’s Anik. It means ‘strong.’”


  “I’m Meg Raspberry. Nice to meet’cha, Anik.”


  “Raspberry? Weird name.”


  “Looks like someone’s askin’ for a beating…”


  “Don’t go threatening the children…”


  Whenever I had the occasion to hear a name from a foreign country, it made me aware of how places differed in their cultures and values. It was something I’d never really noticed while living out in the boonies.


  “Say, Anik, what part of town do you live in?”


  “The outskirts of the city. It might be a bit of a walk.”


  Zeolite was a vast city—it would take half an hour to walk to its outskirts.


  “And you walked the whole way from there?”


  “Yeah, every hospital was full.”


  He told us he’d been going around checking in at every hospital, big or small, that he could walk to. No matter where he went, though, no one would listen to his plea. The availability of medical aid was so patchy that a young boy had no choice but to wander about the city in search of it.


  I probed Anik about the state of the city as we followed behind him.


  Originally, Zeolite had overflowed with cars zipping through the streets, and a lively marketplace bustling practically every day of the week. Now the avenues were empty, and the market was shut down.


  “To think that rain caused so much damage… Don’t people in this town use umbrellas?”


  “Some do, but this rain was so sudden. And to us, rain is a blessing.”


  “A blessing?”


  “Zeolite runs low on water every hot season. The area we live in is especially low, and the time you can use it is controlled, too. Though, I guess rich people don’t hafta worry about that.”


  “Sounds difficult.”


  “So for us, rain is a gift from the heavens, since when it rains, we can use plenty of water.”


  This rain had been the source of devastating harm to the city of Zeolite.


  To the city’s residents, who called rain a blessing, it was a terribly cruel blow.


  After a little more walking, we went from city streets lined with tall buildings to an alleyway. A putrid stink filled the air the moment we did. Murky water flowed along the sides of the dim, narrow path, and trash littered the area. It was far from a pleasant environment.


  “Is your house up ahead, Anik? Seems like a wild place to live.”


  “At least it’s better than farther in.”


  “Hey, isn’t the area beyond this all slums?”


  Xiaoyu grabbed my clothes tight from behind me. She was obviously frightened.


  “Hey, everything’s fine. Don’t worry.”


  “How would you know?!”


  “I trust Anik.”


  I gave a little wink, and Anik snorted and turned away, his face flushing pink.


  I didn’t think there was any chance of us meeting harm with things were the way they were. If that were to happen, this city would lose the aid they were getting.


  I had a different concern entirely.


  


   


  ______“They were mainly the poorest of the poor—many of them live in the slums without even a set address to their names.”


  


   


  If Mr. Kabeer’s words had been true, could those patients we were looking for, the ones with severe cases of magical contamination, be…


  “Here’s my place.”


  Anik stopped in front of an aged concrete structure. The building was old, and the walls were crumbling.


  “Sis, I brought people from the Council of Magic! They’re gonna help you.”


  We followed Anik inside, calling to his family.


  Xiaoyu let out a tiny shriek.


  “H-hey, that couldn’t be…?”


  Strangely swollen arms and legs. Bones warped beyond recognition. A groaning voice unable to form words.


  Still, her bulging eyes tracked us.


  The being before us might’ve been human, but she’d already lost all trace of humanity.


  “I was afraid of this…”


  Anik’s sister had reached stage four of magical contamination.
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  Mr. Kabeer had said those suffering from stage four and up of magical contamination were residents of the slums.


  I’d thought we’d come across them right away once we started exploring the slums, but going by what had been shared with us in the meeting earlier, around 70 percent of Zeolite’s population lived there. Counted by zone, there were at least 250 of them—quite the number. Finding patients in critical condition in such a gargantuan number of slums was close to impossible from the get-go.


  The silver lining in all this was that we’d somehow gotten a lucky hit on our first try.


  “Get over here and come see her, you two!”


  Yet we remained paralyzed in place.


  We were terrified. Unlike with Shella in Aquamarine, there were no precautions or treatment plans in place for this grotesquely mutated patient.


  “She’s in a real bad state. Please! You’ve got to help her!”


  “B-but… This is too…”


  Xiaoyu’s voice trembled, clearly with fright.


  Ironically, her panic got my head to clear.


  “Xiao, let’s just do whatever we can, first.”


  “Teacher’s pet…”


  I gathered my resolve and advanced toward her; she was lying on a low bed farther in. Anik had told me his sister was about the same age as me. But right now, the way she was, I couldn’t even judge that clearly.


  Bruises colored her whole body, and her shoulders and feet were greatly swollen. Half of her face was bloated and misshapen as well, so badly it hurt just to look at. There were welts pulsating all over her body, just like parasites had burrowed into her flesh.


  “Okay, so this is your sister. And you don’t have any parents?”


  “They died a long time ago.”


  His sister, whom he’d counted on in their place, had become gravely ill.


  He must’ve been saddled with unimaginable anxiety.


  “Wasn’t there anyone else you could turn to?”


  Anik dropped his gaze.


  “I know everyone around here. We all help each other out to get by.”


  “Why, then…?”


  “Everyone else’s the same. No one’s got the money to go to the hospital, and they just get turned away if they do go. We’re all too bad off to have anything to spare for anyone else.”


  “You mean, your sister isn’t the only one like this?”


  Anik nodded.


  “Xiao, what’s your opinion on her condition?”


  “You want me to…?”


  Xiaoyu fearfully turned her gaze toward Anik’s sister, keeping her distance. Then her expression gradually shifted. Turning serious, she began to coolly evaluate the girl’s condition.


  “Her internal magical energy has reached full saturation, and it seems she has a fever. Her pulse is strong enough to cause tremors throughout her whole body, so it’s possible the form of her veins has been altered. I would say…she’s at stage five.”


  Anik’s sister’s case had advanced all the way to the highest severity. However, she wasn’t alone. If inhabitants of the surrounding residences were in the same state, this whole zone was full of stage-five cases.


  “She was fine until a little bit ago.”


  Anik muttered under his breath.


  “At first, her legs were just swollen. That got worse and worse, until she couldn’t even walk. When the swelling started spreading through her body, it got hard for her to talk.”


  “So treatment was delayed… Her ailment didn’t look too serious to you.”


  At Xiaoyu’s words, Anik bit his lip, his eyes wet.


  “She’s always been so worried about money, so she’d never go to the doctor…”


  And then she’d worsened beyond belief. Their financial situation had compounded the disaster.


  “Help her, Meg! Can’t magic work miracles?”


  “Anik…”


  This boy, who’d gone to the hospital despite having no money for it, had to be desperate. He couldn’t just do nothing with his precious sister—the only family he had left—at stake, even though he knew he’d be turned down.


  Just then, the girl began to shudder violently. Her body leaped and jolted to the beat of her heart. It was clear something had changed.


  “Xiao! What’s going on?!”


  “She’s having a fit… Her internal magical energy is running out of control.”


  “What’ll happen to her?”


  “…I’m afraid she’ll meet the worst outcome.”


  Xiaoyu went pale as she spoke; once she did, Anik threw himself onto her.


  “You mean…? No! Save her! Without my sister, I—”


  “I understand, but I just don’t know what we can do for her at this point… I can at least give the hospital a call.”


  Xiaoyu stood up and exited the room. I stayed behind, gazing at Anik’s sister and thinking things over.


  It was simply chance that had brought us here now, but I felt like there was meaning in that coincidence. At the very least, it couldn’t be meant for us to stand here and watch as Anik’s sister died.


  It didn’t take much time at all for Xiaoyu to finish her call and come back—it couldn’t have been more than a minute.


  Once she rejoined me, she shook her head, close to tears.


  “I called the hospital, but they said they’re stretched too thin…”


  “So we’re on our own…”


  I looked up and met Xiaoyu’s eyes.


  “Let’s do it, Xiao. We’ll save Anik’s sister.”


  “Are you serious? You still want to try treating her? Without Dr. Jack, we can’t…”


  “She’ll run out of time if we don’t.”


  I squatted down and looked Anik, who was about to burst into tears himself, straight in the face.


  “Anik, I don’t know if this treatment will be successful. She might die if it isn’t. But she’ll definitely die if we do nothing. There’s only one hope left for her, and I want to try it. I want to save your sister. I want you to put it in my hands.”


  “Put what in your hands?”


  “Something irreplaceable. Her life.”


  He gasped.


  “You need to trust me.”


  The silence stretched on.


  Finally, Anik nodded.


  “I will. Save her… Please.”


  “Yeah. I’ll try.”


  The circumstances here were totally different from Shella’s—the most cutting-edge medical treatments had bought that other girl time. If we didn’t act, Anik’s sister might go on a violent rampage. Even more lives hinged on the next few minutes.


  “How are we even supposed to help someone in this state…?”


  “Transmutation magic. We’ve got to prepare the formula for that, but first things first; we have to make it through this outburst somehow.”


  “We need to calm her down…”


  Xiaoyu approached the girl and began to palpate her, her face filled with intense concentration.


  “The magical energy circulating in her body has quickened, so we might be able to sedate her if we can just bring that down first.”


  Xiaoyu’s breathing was shaky; she was clearly remembering her time on-site earlier.


  “I can’t do it. I know how, but I’m too…”


  Her self-confidence, which had been backed up by all her hard work, was crumbling to pieces. With her failure earlier today, her spirit had started to slide into despair.


  I gently took her hand. She slowly turned her trembling eyes toward me.


  “It’s okay. You can do it. I knew it when I watched you examining her just now. Xiao, you’ve worked so hard to get here. All those efforts won’t let you down now. You have the power in yourself to save others.”


  “To save others…”


  “Isn’t that why you’re here?”


  “Yes, but…”


  “I’ll share the load with you. Let’s help her together.”


  For a moment, Xiaoyu wavered, her expression serious; then, as if she’d finally come to a decision, her face hardened.


  She gave my hand a gentle squeeze back, like she was putting her turbulent emotions in order.


  “I’ll see what I can do.”


  “That’s the spirit!”


  I thrust out a fist toward her, and she bumped it with her own.


  Directed by Xiaoyu, I set up magical formulas in the four corners of the room. They formed a perfect perimeter around Anik’s sister. The way her formula made use of Chinese characters in its construction made me wonder if it’d been developed in East Asia.


  Xiaoyu then put a hand to Anik’s sister and let out a soft breath. With that, the formulas lining the room began to emit a faint, pale bluish glow—a magical energy response.


  I thought maybe that glow was diffusing through the girl; it made her movements calm, and the leaping and lurching of her body gradually began to settle.


  “I’ve subdued the circulation of magical energy. Next…”


  From her bag, Xiaoyu produced a syringe and a small vial. Once she’d filled the syringe with medicine, she searched for a vein, sterilized the area, and inserted the needle. Anik and I held our breath as we watched the whole process.


  Eventually, the syringe slipped in smoothly and dispensed the sedative. After Xiaoyu applied gauze and withdrew the needle, her face flooded with relief.


  “All good?”


  “Yes. That should keep her from lashing out senselessly.”


  I lit up like a lightbulb.


  “It’s too early to celebrate! What’s the next step?” she asked.


  “We’ve got to start writing transmutation formulas directly on her body. Xiao, I want you to determine how the structure of her body has changed. Tell me where her different bones and organs are located, and I can write the formulas.”


  “Hey, Meg. Can I help with something too?” Anik offered.


  “You bet! You’ve got the most important job.”


  “What should I do?”


  “I want you to wish as hard as you can. Wish to save your sister. My magic needs people’s emotion to work,” I explained. “Anik, your feelings will help your sister get better.”


  Anik nodded. “Got it.”


  With Xiaoyu’s guidance, I wrote the magic formula on Anik’s sister with my pen. She was precise in her instructions, distinguishing where veins were positioned by their blood flow as if she were reading the girl’s transformed body like a map.


  From the tips of her toes to her legs, to her torso, arms, and face, I covered our patient’s body with inscriptions. I’d pondered over the techniques I’d learned from Inori so many times that they were carved into my brain tissue.


  “That’s the last of it…”


  Xiaoyu wiped sweat from her brow. Now we just had to fill this with emotion to trigger the casting.


  “And this will really work?”


  “Hard to say… But it’s the only chance we’ve got.”


  I looked back at Anik.


  “Put your hand on mine.”


  “O-okay…,” the boy said as he softly placed his hand over my own. “Meg, I…I’m scared.”


  “It’ll be okay. All you have to do is hold your sister in your heart. Think of her coming back to you.”


  I took a deep breath and closed my eyes.


  I would follow the same process of transmutation that I’d come up with in Aquamarine.


  Just like that, I let out a breath and, at the same time, threaded together the words.


  “O power over all worlds—attend to my words.”


  A faint glow spilled out from the inscribed formula as the magical energy responded to my chant.


  “Take hold of this power—and these, our thoughts—imbue with form.—Move all of creation—and the world, transform.—Open the path—to make flesh anew.—Hear this one’s heart—and bestow your blessings.”


  I could have cast the spell with a single verse, but I chose to chant twelve. That gave me control over the strength of the magic while also giving Anik more time. He was about to look back on his life with his sister and pray—I had to stretch this moment out for as long as I could.


  I put all of myself into focusing on his emotions and reading the flow of magical energy.


  Then a puzzling image slowly filled my mind’s eye.


  I saw Anik and his sister, and the times they’d shared together. I could see Anik’s thoughts as he reminisced.


  They argued over trivial things, they broke bread together, they encouraged each other through hard times.


  Through it all, Anik’s sister kept him close to her heart, and he did the same for her.


  Come back to me, sis.


  I chanted a final verse, wrapping it tightly with Anik’s wishes.


  “Appear as that which should be.”


  In an instant, a brilliant light flared around Anik’s sister. The bruises covering her body vanished; it was clear she was gradually returning from the misshapen form she had taken to her natural state. Anik gasped in amazement.


  “Sis!”


  Anik bit his lip and hugged his sister with damp eyes.


  In his embrace, the girl fell into a deep slumber, much more peaceful than she had been mere moments ago.


  The sight made Anik smile brighter than the sun, despite the tears in his eyes.


  “It’s the miracle of magic, Meg!”


  The tears streaming from his eyes fell into my bottle with a light clink.
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  “Looks like she’s stabilized. The magic gave her a new hair color, but she doesn’t seem to have any life-threatening aftereffects.”


  I wasn’t sure why, but it seemed the side effects of this treatment varied case by case. I let myself breathe a sigh of relief, since this one didn’t seem likely to cause her any great difficulty in her daily life.


  As soon as Xiaoyu completed a quick evaluation, Anik took our hands.


  “Thank you both so, so much. Without you, I would’ve had to watch her die.”


  “I—I barely did anything!”


  Xiaoyu scratched her cheek in embarrassment, but I stayed solemn.


  “Hey, Anik. You were saying other people were sick like your sister.”


  Anik nodded in response.


  “A whole bunch. They’re all in trouble.”


  “Bring me to them.”


  “Are you sure…?”


  I gave the surprised boy a nod. Xiaoyu stared at me, doubtful.


  “That treatment just now must’ve used up a ton of magical energy! I already sent Dr. Jack a message… Shouldn’t we wait until we get some backup?”


  “That spell of mine is unique, and I’m the only one who can use it right now. Plus, there could be people who die if we make them wait even a second too long for help, so I want to do whatever I can in advance.”


  Xiaoyu fussed, and I grinned at her.


  “Besides, I’ll have you there to give me a hand, right?”


  “Well… I suppose so, since we’ve come so far.”


  “Then it’s settled. Got that, Anik? Lead the way.”


  “On it!”


  Frankly, the spell took a wicked toll on me physically. It drained me of all my strength. If I admitted that, though, I got the feeling I wouldn’t be able to move forward.


  Xiaoyu and I followed Anik all over the slums, from the home of one critically ill person to the next. The destitute filled every household, unable to afford medical bills. At every house on our route, we offered our services pro bono.


  We would cast the spell on each person suffering from stage four or five magical contamination, channeling the family’s thoughts for their critically ill loved one into our magic.


  Each time we healed a patient, their family members would cry in joy.


  Clink… Clink…


  The tinkling of my bottle filled the air.


  Eventually, when the sky grew fully dark, we finally finished healing our last patient.


  “Th-that was the last one…”


  “Now, look at you! You’re shaking! Hold yourself together!”


  “I’m fine. I just need a spot of rest to perk right back up…so…”


  My vision doubled when I stood up, and the world swirled and distorted around me, accompanied by something that felt like a horrendous bout of carsickness.


  Then, unable to stand and about to collapse…


  “Well done, Raspberry.”


  …I found myself held up by none other than Bennett. Oz and Abosom stood behind him.


  “Bennett… What’re you doing here?”


  “Jack got in touch. He can’t get away from his post with all hands on deck there, so he asked me to check in on you.”


  “Ha-ha… Of course he did, heh…”


  “You listen here, teacher’s pet! Hang in there! Hey!”


  My consciousness grew blurrier and blurrier. Everything sounded muffled, just like I was underwater, and Xiaoyu seemed to be shouting at me from far, far away.


  Darkness stole over my vision, and that’s when I passed out.


  


   


  I awoke with a gasp in a familiar place.


  “Are you awake?”


  In a chair right by my side sat Xiaoyu. I was…in my bed at the hostel.


  “How long was I out?”


  “About ten hours. You overextended your magical energy. Collapsing like that gave me a real shock!”


  “Sorry to worry you.”


  “It’s fine… You’re okay, that’s what matters.”


  She turned away, pouting.


  Previously, at the Celebration of Worlds in Lapis, the same thing had happened. I hadn’t even been able to move after that, but I felt much better this time. Maybe I’d gotten better at controlling my own magical energy.


  As I was pondering, Xiaoyu grew restless, like she was working up the nerve to say something. What could it be?


  “…I’m happy you were there.”


  Her voice was so faint as she whispered, it hovered right on the edge of audible.


  “I’m sure I would’ve been useless alone. I only found the courage because you were with me.”


  Slightly awkward and annoyed, Xiaoyu pursed her lips.


  “…I was glad to know I could help people, too. I realized everything I’ve gone through hasn’t been for nothing. That’s why…”


  When she looked up, I could see tears glistening in her eyes.


  “I have to thank you, Meg.”


  A teardrop traced its way down her cheek, and the bottle on my belt swayed.


  Maybe out of embarrassment from being seen crying, she hid her face by rubbing her eyes.


  “N-now get back up to fighting form right away! We can’t spare a single person on-site, you know!”


  “Well, I’m feeling fit enough already. Check it out.”


  “Hey! You mustn’t thrash about!”


  While we were kicking up a racket, there was a knock at the door.


  When I called out, “It’s open!” Bennett showed himself in the doorway.


  “So you’re awake, Raspberry. How are you feeling?”


  “Fit as a fiddle. Sorry for all the trouble.”


  Bennett scoffed.


  “Did you learn to take things to such wild extremes from that teacher of yours?”


  “Huh, you think she acts that way?”


  “She’s the type that gets blinders on when her precious family is concerned. Always has been.”


  “Ooh, I can totally see that now that you mention it.”


  But something he’d said stuck out to me… She ‘always’ has been?


  “Bennett, what did you—”


  “Now, once you’ve rested up and had something to eat, let’s get you over to the hospital. Raspberry, I hate to trouble you while you’re still recovering, but there’s something I want to tell everyone.”


  “Whatever could that be, sir?”


  When Xiaoyu asked him as much, Bennett bobbed his head.


  “You’ve both done what you can to the best of your abilities. Now it’s my turn to support you in kind.”


  


   


  When we set foot in the conference room with Bennett, we found the other members of the project and the hospital staff already gathered there. Anik was among them.


  “Our surveying of the city has clarified many things. The cause of the worsening damage here can be found in the water flow.”


  A hush fell over the room as everyone present lent an ear to Bennett’s explanation.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  Bennett nodded at Mr. Kabeer’s question.


  “This city has more than a few residents who don’t use any form of protection against the rain, even in a strong downpour. That being the case, I expected it to show a bearing on the spread of magical contamination, but the reality is quite different. It all made sense once I heard what young Anik here has to say. Anik, would you fill us in?”


  “Sure…” Anik nervously took a step to the front, and the gazes of everyone in the room converged on him. “When it rained, everyone came down with a terrible illness. It just got worse as the days went by, and my big sister got so sick she couldn’t even talk. But that didn’t happen to the folks in the zone right next to ours… I kept wondering why it was just us.”


  “Hearing that made me decide to investigate with the survey team. When we did, we found many of the residents of Anik’s district had fallen severely ill, while those in other zones were all stage one,” Bennett explained.


  “Symptoms present differently by the patient’s physical makeup. Couldn’t that just be down to variation?” Jack asked, leveling a doubtful look at Bennett.


  But the one to answer was Oz.


  “Nah, not a chance. I checked it out with Bennett, and yep. It’s wild stuff, but it looked like the variation in symptoms was totally divided by region. Each an’ every slum showed a clear difference.”


  “Whatever could be causing such a distinction?” Mr. Kabeer asked.


  “It’s the sewage,” Bennett answered. “The cause lies in this city’s sewage infrastructure. Water used in each household in Zeolite is collected in a set area, where it then goes through water treatment.”


  Bennett spread two sheets of paper out on the table. He went on to overlay a map of Zeolite on the diagram of the city’s sewage lines. When the two sheets were stacked like that, a gasp arose from each person watching.


  The district in which Anik and his neighbors lived was positioned right where the city collected wastewater.


  “There are several locations like this one to which Zeolite’s wastewater flows. And each of the neighborhoods directly over those points is populated with residents who have severe cases of magical contamination.”


  “So, the sewers were flooded from the heavy downpour and overflowed? And it’s a given that would increase the levels of contamination in wastewater reservoir areas. That goes for magical contamination as well; it would surely surpass what humans can tolerate.”


  “But Xiaoyu and I both went there, and we’re feeling good as can be, Jack. What gives?”


  “You barely spent any time there. That length of time wouldn’t be enough to affect you.”


  “Then how about the people who live there…?”


  Jack bit his lip, confirming my hunch.


  “They’d probably get contaminated with intense magical energy. Even if they seem fine now, it’ll happen sooner or later.”


  “You mean…Anik, too? They have to evacuate, then.”


  “No way!” Anik shouted. “There’s nowhere we can go. And people’ve got jobs and stuff—there’s nowhere else we can make a living.”


  Even knowing it would kill them, they had no choice but to keep on living there?


  If Lapis hadn’t been there for me, as someone who’d lost my homeland, I would’ve been left to wander aimlessly, uprooted. Anik and his community were the opposite: Their inability to leave their hometown was causing them heaps of suffering.


  “All the people we cured will just get sick again if things go on this way. There must be something we can do, but what…?”


  “In South Asia, there are regions that cannot even treat their wastewater. I’d say Zeolite’s ability to do so is one saving grace in all this. If we can just purify the contaminated land, we should be able to improve the current situation.”


  “You want us to…purify the contaminated land?”


  Xiaoyu’s words made everyone fall silent. At the moment, we were short on both doctors and magic users to purify the water. Scrounging up enough people to purify the land as well was a heck of a tall order.


  That was when I was struck by inspiration.


  “That’s right! Remember the rain? The rain that polluted the soil can wash it clean! If we can collect the water that was contaminated by the rain and purify it, we can cleanse the soil and the water in one fell swoop!”


  “Do you hear yourself? If it rained with things like this, we’d have a second disaster to handle. It would just amplify the existing damage even more.”


  Lee cut in to counter my proposal, but there was no way I could back down now.


  If we gave up here, we’d lose any hope we had.


  “How about we focus on the places where contamination is greatest? If we can have the residents vacate the area, we could make some targeted rainfall. Keep a tight leash on that with magic, and there should be no fear of it causing flooding.”


  “That’s not realistic. First of all, we’d need someone who could cast the spell. A grand casting like that, summoning and controlling rain, couldn’t be possible for anyone, not even the world’s greatest sage…”


  Lee’s words sputtered out. Everyone in the room turned their gaze as if magnetized to Bennett.


  The Primordial Sage, standing there in the guise of an elderly man, wore a beatific smile.
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  It was the following day. Bennett and I stood in the streets of Zeolite amid the eerie, ghost-town hush.


  We were at the entrance to the slum where Anik lived. A distance behind me, the other project members and the residents of the slum watched on, forming a loose crowd that surrounded me.


  “Is this everyone, Raspberry?”


  “Yeah. They’re all people we healed, so they believed me. I earned their trust.”


  Now, we’d go on to create rain over this district—a blessed rain that would wash away the pollution in the soil.


  “But y’know, Bennett, you can be pretty nasty.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “If you can make it rain, can’t you do all sorts of other stuff? I bet you could purify water in a snap, heal everyone who has magical contamination left and right, you name it.”


  “It’s nowhere near that simple. Lee said the same thing, but magic to produce rain is quite complex. Purifying water comes with its own challenges, too. But that is nothing compared to the difficulties of healing people.”


  “That’s so normie of you! Aren’t you above us average Joes, Bennett?”


  “Dream on. I’m not the incredible mage you make me out to be. There are plenty of things I can’t do. Like healing those sick with magical contamination—you and Jack are my superiors in that.”


  “You don’t say…”


  “Besides, I’m only able to do what we’re embarking on here because you’re with me.”


  “Wait, what are you talking about?”


  “You can connect with people’s hearts—sense their emotions. The magic I’m about to cast now requires that power of yours. We’ll be able to save this slum with you using the strength of the emotions you wield to amplify my spell.”


  “Surely you can use emotional magic, right, Bennett?”


  He shook his head.


  “I cannot.”


  “Huh?”


  The revelation shocked me. Bennett continued, unbothered.


  “It’s true I’m the forefather of modern magic. However, there’s another who crafted the emotion-based magic known today as ‘ancient magic.’”


  “Any chance you’re talking about this ‘someone you know’ from earlier…?”


  Bennett smiled in confirmation.


  “Your intuition is far superior to mine. More than anything, you’ve been touched by others’ thoughts and come to face them. My magical arts and the power of your understanding of emotions, as well as the feelings of those who dwell on this land, make things possible.”


  Face people’s hearts, be touched by their thoughts, and respond to them: It was just as my teacher had taught me.


  “Raspberry, when you heal critically ill patients, you use the power of people’s emotions to change transmutation magic into reincarnation magic. Isn’t that right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What we’ll do now works on the same principle. I’ll use transmutation magic on the magical energy that’s polluting the soil. Then you’ll change it into rain using emotional magic. I’ll control the resulting rainfall. It’s a three-step process.”


  Then suddenly, Bennett’s eyes narrowed as he broke into a gentle smile.


  “What’s with the relaxed look?”


  “It’s getting me a little sentimental, coming together with comrades to work on a big casting like this. My years of life have come to be more solitary than not; it’s been an age since I’ve felt this way.”


  “Makes sense?”


  Bennett had distanced himself from others as much as possible for so long, moving through the world as an observer. I hadn’t the slightest idea what had driven him to do that; there must have been some kind of reason.


  Either way, pulling together some understanding of how the people of this land felt was easier said than done.


  Hit by that realization, I waved Anik, who was standing behind me, on over. He looked blank with surprise but came over to see what I wanted.


  “What’s up, Meg?”


  “I want you to pitch in a bit.”


  “Pitch in?”


  


   


  “All right, Anik, let’s do this!”


  I set my hands on Anik’s shoulders, and he stared at the ground, his expression tense.


  “Meg, you really just want me to think? Like back with my sister?”


  “Yeah. It’s like you told me before, you know? The rain is a blessing. Just stay right there and let that feeling fill your heart. I want you to offer up your memories of the rain and your feeling of gratitude.”


  “You can do magic with that?”


  I nodded.


  “Magic full of people’s emotions holds a truly incredible power.”


  Bennett, who’d been watching us, extended his hand outward without a word.


  The next moment, his hand was clutching a staff that had appeared out of nowhere. It’d taken him no time at all.


  “Now then, Raspberry, shall we?”


  “We shall!”


  Bennett thrust his staff against the ground and shut his eyes, and our surroundings dimmed, while a peculiar light burst from the contaminated land. The magical energy was responding.


  The scale was totally different than what I was used to.


  An overwhelming reaction grand enough to color as far as my eye could see occurred, light gushing forth over an unbelievable expanse. I couldn’t help gasping at the tremendous sight.


  After a moment with them closed, Bennett slowly opened his eyes.


  “Now!”


  I narrowed my focus onto my two hands, which rested on Anik’s shoulders. As if pouring myself out from those hands, I sent my consciousness creeping toward Anik’s heart.


  At that, a sensation just like before—no, a stronger sensation than before streamed into my mind.


  The thoughts Anik harbored inside him came to me like a vision, one showing me memories that weren’t mine.


  Rain fell, the people rejoiced.


  He took shelter from the rain, gazing up at the sky with his sister.


  He got rained on in the middle of a hot day, having the time of his life with friends.


  Ah… Of course. For Anik, happy memories and memories of rain were one and the same.


  This city, in which beautiful rain fell, had given Anik so many memories of joy.


  To Anik—and to all the people of Zeolite—rainfall brought a shower of jubilation.


  I put Anik’s thoughts, which were filling my heart to bursting, into words and chanted a single verse.


  “Shower us with blessed rain.”


  As I chanted the words, Bennett rammed his staff into the ground.


  Then a ripple of light spread outward from where the staff had landed, and as if it were working its magic all across the lands tainted with magical energy, clouds soon formed in the sky. They were rain clouds.


  The newly born clouds ascended to the heavens, blotting out the sun. They spread out, neatly covering our section of the slums. Bennett extended both his hands to the sky, then clenched them into tight fists.


  After a moment’s pause, I noticed a single drop of water had dotted the ground.


  One, then another—more and more raindrops fell, and in the blink of an eye, they were practically a sheet of water washing the land clean.


  The blessed rain was falling.


  Suddenly, the bottle hanging from my belt shuddered. Clink, clink… Like a second rainstorm, teardrop after teardrop was falling into my bottle.


  I could tell without even looking. Behind me, the people of the slums were crying.


  Without a doubt, those crowds had been waiting for the rain.


  There was no need to be frightened of this blessed rain.


  “Now we can love the rain like before.”


  “You got that right, Anik.”
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  It took about an hour for the rain to finally cease.


  “The contamination isn’t completely cleared, but this is a solid start. I’ve just had communications with other mages, and with this method, purification should be complete in no time at all.”


  “You mean even the other contaminated areas?”


  Bennett nodded in response.


  “We can set them right. Back to how they used to be.”


  The stress filling the faces of the slum’s residents melted away. Anik took my hand, his eyes glittering, too.


  “Now we don’t have to leave, right, Meg?”


  “Yeah. I think you’ll be just fine.”


  We were midcelebration, leaping about with our hands joined, when Bennett chimed in.


  “Our work has only just started, Raspberry. There are others with severe cases of magic contamination, and we can’t afford to delay the purification of the land either. There are many in this city who need you.”


  “You got it!”


  


   


  ______A few weeks later…


  


   


  The thumping of footsteps reverberated through the air that morning.


  “Hrf… Hnrf…”


  “Hey, Meg Raspberry. Time to get up already. It’s morning.”


  “Urgh?!”


  I stayed asleep, which prompted a resounding kick to rattle my bed. Rubbing my sleep-blurred eyes, I saw an exhausted Jack looking down on me, horrendous bags under his eyes.


  “Hurry up. Bennett’s waiting.”


  “Okey-dokey…”


  I staggered my way out of the room, Jack and I both moving with heavy, plodding feet. I let out a massive yawn, which spread to the two familiars sitting atop my shoulders, and they yawned alongside me.


  “For shame! Barging your way into a tender young maiden’s room. It’d drive sweet Coco to tears, you know?”


  “Hah. Is sleeping with your eyes open typical of ‘tender young maidens’?”


  “Ah… I’m dead tired. How long was I out?”


  “Two hours, I’d say.”


  “Just two?”


  That was still better than no sleep at all. I sighed.


  I spotted members of the medical team coming off duty here and there as we exited the hallway.


  Each one of them bore a look of pure exhaustion from the hellish toils they’d been laboring through. That much was completely understandable.


  “Everyone’s just about hit their limit,” Jack murmured to himself.


  Half a month had passed since we’d saved the slums with a blessed rainfall.


  I’d kept on traveling around the slums, healing the severely ill who lived there, then restoring the soil by summoning rain. The other members of the team were working jointly with the hospital to administer treatments or survey the soil and water.


  Things were looking up, but it was just so much. There was an insurmountable amount of work to be done, and it ate up any time for sleeping.


  “Morning, Raspberry.”


  As we walked down the hall, I waved at Bennett in the lobby. Among the other crew members in their state of drop-dead exhaustion, Bennett looked totally unruffled. My teacher was the same way—maybe great mages didn’t know what it was to be tired.


  “Right back atcha…”


  “You seem tired.”


  “Yup, like a dog.”


  Then I heard someone yawn behind me.


  “I need a nap…”


  Xiaoyu was stumbling along, weariness visible on her face.


  “Morning, Xiao. You look wiped.”


  “Obviously. I’ve been getting dragged around night and day after someone and their foolishness. Like yesterday… ‘Almost done, I promise! Almost done!’ But were we? No! It took hours!”


  “You poor thing. There are some real jerks out there, huh?”


  “I’m talking about you!”


  Bennett chuckled at our trivial banter.


  “Looks like you two have taken a liking to each other.”


  I laughed. Xiaoyu scowled.


  “Huh? You think?”


  “Wait… Is that…how it looks…?”


  “Aw, Xiao. Is someone embarrassed?”


  “I am not!”


  “Mornin’. You’re all bright and chipper today.”


  Oz appeared from the men’s bedroom, Lee behind them. The two looked as tired as everyone else.


  “Hm? Where’s Abosom?”


  Suddenly concerned, I swiveled my head around, scanning the area for him. Abosom was tall enough to spot him with ease even at a distance, but I couldn’t find him anywhere.


  Bennett filled me in.


  “I’m having Abosom get his rest today, since he’ll be driving us for quite a long way tomorrow.”


  “Driving… I almost forgot.”


  I glanced at the calendar hanging on the wall.


  This was our last day in Zeolite.


  


   


  We found Anik standing outside once we left the hostel, and he came over as soon as he saw us.


  “Good morning, Meg! Morning, Xiaoyu!”


  “Morning…”


  “You seem good today, Anik.”


  “Yeah, and you two look pretty pathetic!”


  “Wow, ruthless. That’s youth for you.”


  “I’d hardly call you his elder.”


  I’d gotten used to working closely with Xiaoyu and Anik over the past two weeks. As a resident of the slums I was working to help, Anik was indispensable, and without Xiaoyu’s assistance, healing the magically contaminated wouldn’t have gone nearly as well.


  We’d come to experience all sorts of incidents: locals picking fights with us, getting mobbed by panicked patients, and saving the critically ill in the nick of time when they began to rampage.


  Over and over, I just kept my head down, kept an open dialogue, and stuck with the treatment plan no matter what. At this point, Xiaoyu and Anik had struggled through the carnage by my side as my treasured companions.


  There wasn’t a single trace left of the incompetent Xiaoyu from the day we arrived in Zeolite. It’d taken barely any time at all for her to demonstrate the true abilities of the brilliant woman she’d been all along.


  By my reckoning, we’d cured at least three hundred of the contaminated.


  “Hey there, Anik.”


  Lagging behind, Bennett came up from behind me.


  “Today, we’re entering the final stage of our work together. The slum we’re going to should be the final contaminated area.”


  The four of us departed the hostel and walked the city.


  The city of Zeolite, which had been a ghost town when we first arrived, was bustling with people again.


  It just kept on returning to its former liveliness.


  “Look at how much it’s picked up here!”


  “It’s because of you guys, Meg. Everyone’s getting better!”


  “Apparently, there’s starting to be a safe supply of drinking water and household water now.”


  “You don’t say…”


  A complete recovery was still a ways away, but what we’d done here was starting to take shape.


  


   


  “…Appear as that which should be.”


  We were in another home in the Zeolite slums. I chanted the incantation, and the faint glow of a magical reaction preceded the flesh of a woman returning to normal. Her family watched on and clamored at the sight.


  “Incredible, just incredible!”


  “It’s a miracle… A work of the gods!”


  “Oh-ho-ho-ho, keep it coming, folks.”


  In the past few weeks, my constant dedication to using emotional magic had refined my technique to whole new heights. I could go for much longer before getting tired, and the number of people I could heal had increased.


  On top of that, my ability to sense people’s emotions was far sharper than before.


  “Xiao, was that the last severe case?”


  “Seems like it. Ah… That took forever.”


  “You got through it, though. Good job.”


  “Right back at you.”


  Anik bobbled over to us, delight evident on his face.


  “Thanks, you two! Really! You’re our saviors!”


  “Saviors? Us? There’s still a mountain of people waiting to be cured at the hospital. It’s too soon to celebrate.”


  “But the town’s weathered the worst of the disaster, at least.”


  Bennett quietly cut in.


  “The most severely ill patients have all been cured, and formal aid from other countries is beginning to arrive. We can say without hesitation we’ve completed our mission as an advance unit from the Council. Raspberry, Xiaoyu, you’ve accomplished something truly laudable here.”


  “Heh… Heh-heh-heh. Laud us some more, Bennett.”


  “Perhaps I shouldn’t have said anything…”


  Bennett smiled awkwardly, and his phone rang. After a brief call, he turned to face us again.


  “Let’s get over to the hospital. They appear to be releasing the survey results.”


  


   


  The members of the project assembled in the conference room.


  Mr. Kabeer heard the report from the crew assigned to survey the land, then opened his mouth to speak, his face tight with stress.


  “So, the rain truly poses no more threat?”


  Oz smiled at Mr. Kabeer’s question.


  “It’s lookin’ that way for now, at least. The contaminated rainfall was a one-time event, so I’d say the chances of it continuing are low. Though, it’s always good to be prepared.”


  “Interesting… That’s wonderful news.”


  With that massive weight off his chest, Mr. Kabeer collapsed to his knees. The hospital staff standing nearby flew into a commotion and rushed to support him.


  Ever since disaster hit the city, he’d been fighting the good fight without pause, using the best technology available to him here. It must’ve really taken a toll on him.


  “I cannot thank you enough. This city would have no future without your aid.” Mr. Kabeer bowed his head in gratitude.


  “Don’t thank us just yet,” Jack remarked. “Our treatment has only plugged the holes in the ship. It’s true you’ve started to get external aid, but the people of Zeolite will have to handle the rest.”


  “Who knows when the menace of this tainted rain will resurface? This single episode exposed many problems in the city. It’s crucial to work together with the nation to address those problems. The results of our surveys will be relayed to the government through the Council, as well. I hope an advisable course of action will come from it.”


  “Of course.”


  Jack’s and Bennett’s words were kind, yet strict.


  Mr. Kabeer took it all in, his face solemn.


  


   


  Having brought light to the city once at death’s doorstep, our time in Zeolite came to a close.


  We packed up the vans with our gear and finished getting ready to depart. When we were about to embark, a crowd of people—Mr. Kabeer and Anik leading the pack—came to see us off. Everyone went around, shaking hands with the city folk gathered there and making their farewells.


  Anik came to say good-bye.


  “Thank you so much. I’ll never forget the time I spent with you two.”


  “You look after yourself, Anik.”


  “I want to be a great mage just like you someday.”


  “Like me? A haughty, stuck-up witch?”


  “That part, not so much…”


  “Hey now!”


  Anik and I burst into laughter. This was our last time goofing around with each other.


  I went to pet his head but froze.


  “Come to think of it… Isn’t it rude to use this hand?”


  “It’s fine if it’s nothing major.”


  Anik took my hand and plopped it down, and I gently stroked his hair.


  His black locks were soft, his facial features were strong, and he had surprisingly clear skin. All too late, I noticed how greatly our features differed, though we were both just people.


  “Anik, do you remember the secret to magic that I taught you?”


  “Absolutely.”


  Anik tapped his chest.


  “I’ve gotta put my heart into it.”


  “Perfect. That’s the most important thing.”


  Then Xiaoyu patted me on the shoulder.


  “Meg, we’re leaving soon. Go fetch the luggage.”


  “Roger that!”


  When I got my things, Xiaoyu came to stand beside me.


  “Did you notice you’ve stopped calling me ‘teacher’s pet’?”


  “It’s just too much of a mouthful. ‘Meg’ is much simpler.” She turned her back to me in a huff, scratching her head bashfully. “And…I don’t think of you that way anymore.”


  “Huh? Louder, please?”


  “I didn’t say anything!”


  Anik laughed and enjoyed the show we put on—Xiaoyu in a snit and me smirking.


  


   


  We hit the road, leaving Zeolite in our wake.


  Inside the moving car, I gazed at the city as it faded into the distance. Everyone was falling asleep. The only ones staying awake were Abosom (who had to drive), Bennett, and myself.


  The bottle at my waist was filled with at least seven hundred tears—the fruit of my efforts over the past half month.


  I’d accomplished so much and earned my proper reward, so why didn’t it feel like enough?


  “Don’t you want some rest, Raspberry?”


  “I’ve got some thinking to do. Hey, Bennett.”


  “Yes?”


  “We really gave it our all, huh?”


  “I’d say so.”


  “Still, even with all that, we only managed to save a fraction of the people there.”


  “True. We can’t save everybody.”


  His voice was kind, but he didn’t shy from the truth.


  “That city was burdened with many problems, and I’m not talking about illness only. A variety of factors—class disparities, wealth inequality, warring ideologies—were woven together with issues of land and lifestyle to develop greater problems.”


  “Yeah.”


  “There are many people who are hard put indeed to change their lot in life, from the moment they are born into this world. Struggle for a lifetime and there is still little they can do to affect the circumstances of their country of origin or the problems inherent in their environments. There are many things set in stone. We did what we could within those limits.”


  “…You’re right.”


  We were so very small.


  And Bennett must have felt that fact far more keenly than me. He’d lived for thousands of years and was even called the forefather of magic, but there were plenty of things in the world he was powerless to change.


   


  ______“It really forces you to confront your own ignorance and powerlessness.”


   


  I felt like I finally understood what Abosom meant by what he said when we first got to Zeolite.


  “Raspberry, I understand you taught Anik some magic.”


  “I dunno if I’d say ‘taught.’ More like he just picked it up on his own watching me use it.”


  “He has a knack for it. It could be he’ll grow as a mage and free himself from poverty. You could say, perhaps…you’ve given him a seed of hope.”


  “A seed of hope…”


  “You saved that city from its peril and granted a boy the power to change his life. None of that was a waste. Rather than dwelling on what we couldn’t do, keep your sights on what we accomplished.”


  He laughed, contented.


  “What a delight… I’m eager to see how that seed you planted within Anik will sprout.”


  “Yeah, me too.”


  I gazed out the window at the sky—a sky that seemed to spread for eternity without a single cloud.


  “Inspire hope in people, huh…?”


  Our van trundled on toward our next destination.


  I let my eyes slip shut, directing my thoughts to the new encounters that lay ahead.
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  Listen…


  Just listen…


  


   


  I felt like I was hearing a voice from somewhere far away.


  I wondered who on earth it could have been.


  “Heh-heh… Bathing in gold, gyeh-heh-heh-heh…”


  “My god, what nonsense are you dreaming of now? Wake up this instant!”


  “Bweh?”


  Something shook my whole body, and I finally opened my eyes.


  Sunlight streamed in through windows; an engine gave off a resounding thrum and constant heat— Oh, right. I’m inside the van.


  Xiaoyu sat beside me, glaring with exasperation, right down to her raised eyebrows. I guessed I’d been sleeping like the dead, even more than usual.


  “Oh, Xiao. What gives? How could you wake someone sleeping so peacefully?”


  “You were drooling everywhere! My shoulder’s soaking wet thanks to you!”


  “Oh, that’s why I was so comfy-cozy. You’ve got a real calling, Xiao! How does ‘professional pillow’ sound to you?”


  “Oh, hush!”


  Lee sighed, looking irritated himself.


  “We’re almost to our next stop. Can you give us some peace until then? Please?”


  “B-but I’m the one being wronged here…!” Xiaoyu pouted.


  It was a few days after we’d left the South Asian city of Zeolite. My new life, being rattled around inside a car day in and day out, continued on. I was a pro at sleeping inside the vehicle by now, but there was no getting used to the stiffness that came along with it.


  “Where are we off to now, again?”


  “The Middle East.”


  Lee’s expression was as sour as always when he spoke.


  The Middle East… I scoured my brain for more details and came up empty. It was even less familiar a place to me than South Asia had been.


  “Going from South Asia to the Middle East is a whopper of a trip. Why’re we going by car, exactly…?”


  “Our mission is to survey Orloff and give aid to areas impacted by catastrophic magic discharges. Right now, the Middle East is plagued with many such disasters. We’re going around to the affected villages and towns.”


  “You really know your stuff.”


  “No, you’re just ignorant. Though personally, I’d like us to get through the Middle East as soon as possible,” Lee said.


  “Even though people need us there?”


  “I’m looking for something in Orloff.”


  “What’s so special about it…?” I asked.


  But Lee wouldn’t answer—he just kept staring out the window with his chin resting in his hand. After two months of working closely together, we could at least carry on what passed for a conversation, but he still kept his walls up.


  There’d been so much coming up that I’d almost forgotten, but what I was looking for was in Orloff, too. Among the people involved in this project, there were probably a number like Lee who wanted to get right to investigating the ruined nation, helping people taking a backseat. To me, though, that way of thinking seemed callous and, honestly, pretty sad.


  In contrast to South Asia, the Middle East differed harshly in temperature between day and night. It was the dry season, and the ground we were driving over was as waterless as a desert’s.


  “Speaking of magic discharges in the Middle East, didn’t Inori say a whole desert was brought forth by a single tree?”


  Xiaoyu’s shoulder twitched.


  “Inori? Are you talking about the Wise Witch of the Seven Sages? That Inori?”


  “Yeah. She comes to stay over sometimes. Is there a problem?”


  “You can’t just name-drop someone who’s such an outrageously big deal like that into random chitchat!”


  “A big deal? Her? I just think of her as some uninvited guest who’s in and out of our place like it’s her own personal hotel.”


  “Of course she is! She’s one of the greatest witches in the whole world! You should be more aware of how blessed your circumstances are!”


  “Argh…”


  Xiaoyu spent some time shaking me around by my collar before she released me, saying, “All right, that’s enough.”


  Since I’d just gotten such a solid thrashing around, I accidentally bonked my head off the seat, and I couldn’t hold back a yelp.


  “The flow of magical energy in the Middle East is unstable right now, so there are quite a few instances of catastrophic magic discharges occurring. On top of that, they’re so extensive, they blow the situation in South Asia out of the water.”


  “Any chance that big tree from earlier is behind it?”


  “Bingo. You got solid intuition, li’l apprentice.”


  Oz joined in on the conversation from their spot in the back of the van, twirling their bright pink hair around their finger. Their hair was still pink down to the roots, even as it grew out, so it must’ve been colored with magic. Oz’s appearance was absolutely that of a woman.


  “See, the Root of Ruin caused massive damage to the Middle East and totally changed the flow of magical energy. It ran throughout the land and sucked in too much magical energy, creating an awful, uninhabitable wasteland.”


  “And that’s where we’re going, yeah?”


  I’d been infected with Oz’s chill way of speaking before I’d even noticed—I shook my head to dispel it.


  “That Root sucked up all the water in the rivers, dried out the plants, and destroyed everything in the surrounding hundred kilometers.”


  “Mm-hmm… And apparently, when the tree made the land’s magical energy go haywire, a bunch of different magic discharges cropped up all over the place. Earthquakes, sandstorms, downpours of contaminated water, the works.”


  “Huh, okay. So, there’s still rain there, even though it’s turning into desert. Then…is it flat-out impossible for us to restore it?”


  “Who knows? There are problems with plant life, too, and due to the tree’s devastation, the ground’s crust has gotten brittle. It crumbles easily, and it’s not that unusual for buildings to collapse.”


  “The soil’s going bad, too? Plants won’t grow like that. I cultivate plants myself pretty often, but it takes a lot of tending to the soil. None of this is gonna be easy.”


  I gazed out the window at the scenery and saw a parched land sizzling under the bright rays of the sun.


  I was already getting a glimpse of the devastation wreaked on the land.
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  We finally put an end to our multi-day car ride, and I got out of the van.


  Out of the vehicle, I felt the dry heat of this expansive land smothering me like a heavy blanket.


  “Blegh, it’s scorching.”


  “Hoot-hoot.”


  “Squeak-squeak.”


  “You two seem chipper, though…”


  I’d cast temperature-regulating magic on them, so my familiars were in good shape. On the other hand, I avoided wasting magical energy on other casting, which meant I was suffering in the heat. It was disgustingly hot.


  “Meg, we’re unloading! Come give us a hand!”


  “Okey-dokey!”


  I unloaded the van with Xiaoyu. We’d had plenty of chances to work side by side, so she’d basically turned into my right-hand gal. It made me happy when the usually antisocial girl called me ‘Meg’ like a close pal.


  “That foul mouth of yours is never gonna change, huh, Xiao?”


  “You’re the last person I want to hear that from.”


  We scoped out our new location—a small village at the foot of a mountain. The dry mountainside stretched out to fill my view far into the distance. It seemed we’d ascended a long way up a gently sloping road. The sky stretched out overhead—the scenery never ended, no matter which direction we looked.


  “That’s some view!”


  I was sure to be standing on the site of some natural disaster, but I still managed to gasp in awe at the sight. I never could’ve seen anything like this in Lapis. I wished I could show everyone back home what I was seeing.


  The village was built to follow the curve of the mountain. Its mass had been carved out into tiers, with brickwork houses arranged in rows like a series of steps on the mountainside. The rooftops seemed to serve as walkways, and even the path we walked looked to double as the roofs of the residences beneath us.


  Passersby stared at us, like it was rare to see an unfamiliar face, and offered us greetings. I got the sense a lot of friendly folks lived here. There were plenty of bright, open faces—I didn’t get the sense that we were in the middle of a disaster zone. If that’s the case, though, what on earth could have brought us here?


  Eventually, we came upon a spot for drawing water: a large stone basin holding crystal-clear water.


  “Wow, pretty clear water for such a dusty place.”


  I went to dip my finger in and Xiaoyu piped up, “Don’t touch it.


  “This spring water is contaminated.”


  “Wuh?”


  “I heard there’s pollutants mixed in. They’ve found several people who’ve gotten sick from it.”


  “Huh… It looks totally pristine, though!”


  “That’s what makes it dangerous.”


  Xiaoyu investigated the water quality with a practiced hand using a tool completely foreign to me.


  “You’re really knowledgeable about this stuff, huh?”


  “My research focuses on water,” she explained. “Haven’t I told you? The water in my hometown met with a magic discharge and got contaminated. Originally, the water there was clean and pure. The salt lake—it looked a giant, flat pool—was especially beautiful. The sky reflected on it, and it felt like you were standing in the heavens.”


  “Wowzers.”


  “Unfortunately, the lake went cloudy and red from the contaminant. My dream is to help a bunch of people, like Dr. Jack. Then I want to return the lake to its former glory.”


  “That’s why you’re researching water and not just studying magical treatments?”


  “I found out as I studied that we humans are the ones to blame. Environmental destruction, chemicals… There are so many things eating away at the planet. It’s a mess.”


  “It’s thanks to those things that we can live comfortable lives full of modern conveniences, though.”


  Xiaoyu didn’t respond.


  I couldn’t bring myself to think it was all bad.


  It was just because of our past that we were making efforts to preserve our natural world now, and it was only by making mistakes that people could try to put them right.


  “I won’t let it beat me… I’m going to see this through, I swear.”


  Xiaoyu continued her work with tears in her eyes after working herself up. My heart grew tender at the sight.


  “Does sooomeone need a hug?”


  “Not a chance in hell, Meg!”


  


   


  It took hardly a moment to solve the issue of the contaminated water. Simply purifying the spring and erecting a barrier to safeguard the supply wrapped up the whole affair with no fuss. I let out an internal sigh of relief that it hadn’t turned into a huge undertaking.


  “All right, that should be good for now!”


  “Amazing!”


  “Uh, why are you so impressed?”


  Xiaoyu looked at me, exasperated.


  “That was faster than I thought. I wonder if it’s on to the next town now?”


  “No,” a new voice spoke, “we’ll be staying here for the night.”


  Neither of us had noticed Bennett standing there.


  “I hear there are many people here who grew ill from drinking the contaminated water. It’ll take some time to cure them, so we won’t be leaving just yet.”


  “Ah, do we have to…sleep all jammed into the car?”


  A look of desolation crossed Xiaoyu’s face. A girl with a nice upbringing like her would worry over where she would be sleeping. As for me? Well, I can sleep anywhere as long as I lie down. Yup, even in a compost heap.


  Bennett smiled gently at Xiaoyu.


  “Don’t worry about our lodging.”


  “Huh?”


  We were led to a house in the village. The villagers were lending us this residence, now our home for the night, as a gesture of gratitude for our help. We would split into groups of two with each pair seen to by a different resident of the village.


  The interior of the brick building featured fabric wall hangings patterned with folk designs in lieu of wallpaper. Though there were layers of carpeting spread out, the stone floor still felt hard beneath our feet. There was electricity, but I didn’t spot any powered items other than the lights.


  “People in the Middle East live pretty modest lives, huh?”


  Xiaoyu admonished me as I was lost in my admiration.


  “Don’t be stupid.” She sounded annoyed. “Cities in the Middle East are bustling metropolises. Much grander than the cow field you come from.”


  “Oh, great, I was just wishing for some more disrespect.”


  “This village is off the beaten path, even for those from the region. Being located in the depths of the mountains changes one’s way of life.”


  “You’re like a walking encyclopedia.”


  “I traveled to the Middle East during my student days. I saw a lot of interesting places and met many kind people.”


  “Oh, really? I always pictured it more, y’know…scary.”


  When I was a kid, there’d been a lot of unrest and terrorism in the Middle East. It had been covered on the news constantly, and for a while, there had even been a travel ban. At some point, though, for most countries in the region, the ban had been lifted. I recalled that the state of affairs had calmed down quite a bit, and it had been recognized as a safe zone.


  I hadn’t understood why in any depth, but perhaps it had something to do with Eldora.


  As we were talking, the woman of the house brought out meals for us: kebabs, soup, and naan.


  “Please, eat up. It’s a delight to have a house full of cheer and companionship after so long living alone.”


  “Have you lived here your whole life?”


  “Yes, I was born and raised here. Here I came into this world, and here I shall leave it. That’s how we’ve come to live. On occasion, folks will venture outside, but we all come back in the end.”


  “This village is your birthplace, after all.”


  “That’s right… This land is important to us. It once produced a grand mage.”


  “A mage?”


  “Long ago, people called this the land of plenty.”


  “Have you heard of this, Xiao?”


  Xiaoyu nodded mid-chew. The woman went on.


  “In those days long past, the Middle East was a prosperous land. The sun shone strong and the climate was harsh, but even so, it gave us treasures: stores of oil and bountiful harvests. It was all the work of a grand mage from days of yore. They built a fertile land and granted us the skills we needed to live.”


  “Huh, sounds like a real impressive fella.”


  “There are many people to this day who revere that mage. More than a few believe that the god of this land took human form and walked among us to lead the way.”


  “What was their name?” Xiaoyu asked, curiosity piqued. The woman fell into silence for a moment, and then she spoke in a whisper.


  “Asura. That is the name passed down in this land through the years. Thousands of years may have passed, but the name lives on.”
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  The next morning, I found Bennett at the water hole.


  “Good morning, Raspberry. We’ll be leaving in the afternoon. There’s plenty to do, so we’ve got to keep things moving.”


  “Yep…”


  “Do you need more rest?”


  “Didn’t sleep so great.”


  The tale of the legendary mage Asura, who had once walked this earth, had gotten my heart racing. I hadn’t been able to calm down enough to sleep. As a result, I was totally exhausted.


  Having more or less finished going around to check on the water conditions and the state of our patients, we said our good-byes to our host in the afternoon and left the village. Chasing after the vans carrying Jack and the others, who’d left ahead of us, we set our sights on our next destination.


  “Hey, Bennett. Have you ever heard about a mage called Asura?”


  Bennett looked a little taken aback by my inquiry as the van hummed along.


  “I’m surprised you’ve heard of him. Asura was once an inhabitant of this land. He wanted to learn some magic, so we taught him. He treated us well on our travels.”


  Xiaoyu, Oz, and I all gasped in unison. I’d just asked if he’d heard of the mage—I’d never even imagined that they’d actually met!


  “A woman at the village yesterday was saying how Asura turned the Middle East into a plentiful land long ago…”


  “I’ve heard that, too, yeah… It’s a famous story, mm-hmm,” Oz hummed.


  “Are you into that sort of thing, Oz?”


  “Well, at my university, I studied ancient cultures and magic history, so, yeah… That’s wild, though. Who woulda thunk Bennett met the real deal?”


  “I supposed I’ve been around the block a few times.”


  “That’s an understatement…”


  Bennett’s response brought an awkward smile to my face. Come to think of it, he was the forefather of magic. That made him an even more legendary figure than Asura. Having such an incredible person in the flesh before me made me realize all over again how awesome it was.


  “So, what kind of person was Asura?”


  “Let me think… Pure hearted, I’d say. It’s an old, old story by now, so my memories are hazy, and we weren’t together for that long. He was a devout believer in the gods of the land, and he cherished that which grew from the earth. He said he wanted to build a land where the people and god could live in comfortable harmony.”


  “That’s why he used magic to make the Middle East a paradise?”


  “Sounds right to me.”


  Then it hit me.


  “How about we use Asura’s magic again? Couldn’t we revitalize the region with that?”


  According to what Oz had said, the Middle East was being wracked with so much devastation, one could call it a wasteland. If we used the magic Asura had to nourish the land, maybe we could restore it to its original state.


  Bennett just gave a mild shrug.


  “I wonder… There’s a possibility, but I don’t know how Asura did that in the first place.”


  “Aren’t you the one who taught him how?”


  “To be accurate, it was a friend of mine who was accompanying me on my travels who taught Asura. It was only the basics, too. He must have used what he learned as a foundation to develop his own technique over his lifetime. It’s apparent the model of magic practiced here is one that Asura founded.”


  “Hmm… I guess that would’ve been too easy. Okay, what about you, Oz? Do you know anything?”


  “Nope… Not about Asura’s spell techniques, at least.”


  “I looked into this a little on my trip before,” Xiaoyu said. “I’ve heard there are a lot of ancient magic ruins and relics in this area. Couldn’t some of them originate from Asura? Look, like right over there.”


  Just as she pointed, an aged stone structure came into view. It was an oddly shaped building, and though a section had suffered damage, it still mostly held its original form.


  “Mm-hmm, yeah…” Oz chimed in. “That’s a temple of Asura, for sure. He’s worshipped here, y’know.”


  “Is it okay if we make a little pit stop, Bennett?”


  “Fine with me.”


  Abosom stopped the car, and I got out.


  I stood in front of the temple, marveling at how big it was.


  “…We aren’t here to sightsee.”


  Lee’s words were filled with rebuke.


  “Sorry, but a little stop should be fine, right? Bennett said it was okay.”


  “Oh, come on…”


  Muttering to himself, Lee stepped out of the van. He might’ve been grousing about it, but it looked like he was still curious himself.


  Then Bennett came to stand beside me.


  “Shall we go inside? I’ll stick with you; we’d be in trouble if the temple went and collapsed on you. Abosom, Oz, how about you?”


  “I’m going to give the van an inspection. It’s been a little off, so we might need to swap some parts out.”


  “Hmm, yeah, I’m good. I’ll stick with Abosom in the car.”


  Oz lazily flapped a hand at us, and I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “Huh? You’re not coming, Oz? Aren’t you an expert on this ancient history stuff?”


  “That’s all in the past for me now. Besides…” Their eyes narrowed. “Ruins bring up some bad memories for me, y’know?”


  “Oh, okay. Too bad.”


  “Right, li’l apprentice. The thing about ruins—” Oz seemed about to say something but cut themself off. “…Y’know what? Forget it.”


  What could that be about? Then I became aware of something hanging off me—it was Xiaoyu, tugging on my clothes.


  “Come on, Meg! Let’s get moving!”


  “What’s got you so giddy, Xiao?”


  “I—I am not giddy! You’re basically forcing me to come along so that I can keep you from damaging this historic monument! Now hurry along, chop-chop!”


  “Are you…skipping?”


  We followed after Xiaoyu, who was striding into the temple full of excitement. With the sun’s rays blocked, the interior was pitch black. Light filtered in faintly through crumbled sections of the building.


  “There’s nothing here!”


  Xiaoyu’s voice bounced off the ruin’s walls. There was barely anything there to stifle the echo.


  “I would’ve assumed places like this would be overseen by the government. I was sure there’d be someone to guard over it…”


  “Considering the frequency of catastrophic magic discharges in the Middle East, it’s possible any kind of management was called off.”


  “Ah, that makes sense.”


  I looked around inside the ruin, listening to Bennett and Xiaoyu’s conversation all the while. The place felt quite sacrosanct. Rays of soft illumination lanced in through crumbling stone. A deep silence hung in the air, further deepening the solemnity of the temple.


  Then Lee stopped in his tracks to stare at a point on the wall. I followed his gaze out of idle curiosity.


  “Whoa… Incredible…”


  The words slipped out of me.


  On the wall, there was a large mural with a unique design. The painting depicted a golden light pouring up from the ground, and within it, there was a man with a short-cropped beard. He held a staff in one hand, and he gazed far into the distance.


  “What’s that painting? There’s something mysterious about it…”


  Suddenly, for just a moment, I was struck with unease. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but the man in the mural seemed to be smiling right at me. I blinked in surprise, and in the moment my eyelids were shut, an image filled my mind.


  A man stood alone on a vast, grassless land. He held a staff and stared straight into the distance ahead.


  Then, he faced someone and opened his mouth to speak.


  “Grant this place a new beginning—”


  Just before he could finish speaking, I returned to myself. The mural greeted me.


  I’d thought the man in the mural had been smiling my way before, but that impression was gone now, no matter how I looked at it.


  “That was weird…”


  I tilted my head in confusion at the profoundly strange phenomenon. Was my exhaustion making me hallucinate now?


  “Shall we hit the road, Raspberry? Oz and Abosom are waiting.” Bennett paused, eyeing me. “Is something wrong?”


  “No, it’s nothing…”


  It was probably just a trick of the light. But I felt like I’d had a similar experience somewhere before.


  When was it again…? That’s right—it was during Aquamarine’s brush with disaster.


  In front of the legendary witch Thetis’s bell, I had heard the voices of the townspeople and the will of the deceased Thetis.


  The sensation I’d just had was a lot like that time.


  


   


  “Welcome back, y’all.”


  Oz greeted us when we got back to the van.


  “I’m sorry we kept you both waiting here.”


  “Don’t sweat it.”


  Oz flapped a hand at Bennett with the same easygoing manner as always, and Bennett smiled awkwardly in response.


  “Hey, Oz. Can you look at this picture I took in the temple?” I asked. “I was wondering if you’d know anything about this mural. It doesn’t seem like just any ordinary one to me.”


  When I showed Oz my phone, they spent a moment humming in thought, their brow furrowed, before coming up with a reply.


  “I’ve seen this before, yeah, in some research materials. That’s Asura.”


  “Really?”


  “Hmm, yeah, I’m thinking it shows when Asura created the land of plenty. There’s a story about him, how when he awoke the god of the land, light shone out of the ground. Betcha that’s a painting of that event, mm-hmm…”


  “So, that mural shows Asura casting a spell. But what kind of spell…?”


  “Couldn’t tell ya. Maybe a local history buff would know…”


  Maybe I could learn something by asking around in town. At any rate, I felt like I’d found something I needed to do.


  Discovering Asura’s magic while traveling through the Middle East… That could be the clue we needed to change the situation here.


  It would be sure to save the people of the Middle East, and that would lead to more tears of joy.


  “Heck yeah! Let’s get to it!”


  “Your energy levels are astounding…”


  “Do you need a hit, Xiao? Here, leap into my arms!”


  “Absolutely not!”


  “Whoops, here comes the bear again…”


  Then Bennett glanced up to the sun.


  “We should be on our way. The sun will set before we reach our next stop.”


  “Okaaay!”


  I hopped back into the van at Bennett’s behest. Even then, Oz kept staring at the temple ruins in the distance.


  “…Oz? Something wrong?”


  “Nope. I’m good. Let’s get a move on, yeah?”


  Oz trotted over to the van.


  Their face as they gazed at the ruins held a terrible sadness.
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  We kept making our rounds of the Middle East, offering support with our healing and magic.


  We’d hand out provisions supplied by the Council of Magic, cast spells to purify water, tend to injuries and illnesses, and repair damaged buildings. On occasion, we’d get our hands dirty with work like cleaning toilets, too.


  “Here ya go, mister. You can drink this clean water with no worries. It’s not much, but here’s some food, too.”


  “Thank you, miss witch. Pass my gratitude along to the Council, too. I’m mighty thankful they came to help so quickly.”


  “Sure thing.”


  There were those who gave us kind words, but none of the people we helped had a smile on their face. Every single one was in despair and brutally fatigued. I was left without any words to offer.


  That kind of emotional exhaustion made it impossible to laugh or cry. Someone may have smiled, but it was merely a façade, their heart within not able to produce the happiness their expression proposed.


  What could I do to bring them heartfelt smiles?


  Sure, I wanted their tears of joy, but that wasn’t the only reason.


  I’d started to want to do something for all the people I’d met along my journey.


  We passed town after town, and I tried asking about Asura and his magic. Yet everyone I spoke to didn’t know much about the spell, despite knowing of Asura himself.


  It was while helping repair a woman’s tornado-damaged roof that I finally made some progress.


  “Thank you for the help. I can sleep soundly through the night now.”


  “Glad to hear it. By the way, I’ve got a question for you. Do you know anyone knowledgeable on the mage Asura?”


  “You’re interested in Master Asura?”


  “Yeah. I want to know more about the legend of him bringing about the land of plenty.”


  “Ah, yes… This is just what I’ve heard, but you might find someone who can help you in Spinel.”


  “Spinel?”


  “That’s right. It’s where Master Asura was born and raised, and it’s called a sacred site by those who worship him. Though it’s in no state to visit right now.”


  “Spinel, huh…?”


  I etched the name into my mind.


  As we got closer to the Root of Ruin, our surroundings changed, too. Desert cities built of brick and stone gave way to larger, high-rise buildings, and we began to more frequently drive over asphalt instead of sand.


  “We’re almost to Spinel. It’s the city closest to the Root of Ruin.”


  The atmosphere inside the van was heavy enough without Bennett saying so. We’d all had the energy wiped right out of us, after the constant drag of meeting with people of a barren land who were struggling to no avail. Bennett gave us a melancholy smile.


  Other than what that one woman had said, I hadn’t dug up a single clue to the mystery of Asura’s magic.


  Once we passed through here, there’d be no more towns to stop at. Spinel was my last hope.


  Bennett continued, as though actively trying to smash my last bit of hope to pieces.


  “Spinel is larger than any of the places we’ve stopped yet, and public order is in shambles. I’d like the team to stay together as much as possible. It’ll be hard to notice right away if anyone gets caught up in any trouble.”


  “And by trouble, you mean…?”


  “We might encounter muggers, rapists, murderers, or kidnappers.”


  Everyone gasped. I shuddered with nervousness.


  Then the car lurched with a horrific clanking. We should’ve been traveling on a proper road, so why was it so uneven? Growing concerned, I looked out the window, and—


  “Wha—?!”


  In masses thick enough to block the ground from view, thin tree roots spread across the ground on a staggering scale. They looked like a network of capillaries.


  “Gross! What is that?”


  “That is the Root of Ruin.”


  Bennett’s words shocked me.


  “You’re kidding, right?!”


  “Didn’t you say it was farther up ahead?”


  “Yes, but even this city’s distance hasn’t protected it from the reach of the tree’s roots.”


  “Yeesh…”


  With a closer look, I saw that delicate roots twisted and twined up every surface: the highest of walls, tall buildings, and the streetlights alike. In some spots, the creeping roots even kept doors stuck shut under their spread.


  I remembered when the contaminated sacred tree had gone out of control in Lapis. Back then, fat roots had snaked out in every direction, climbing up walls and destroying structures. Now, I was looking at a similar scene.


  “Why don’t they just destroy the roots?”


  “They must be impenetrable,” Bennett offered.


  The sacred tree in Lapis had been tough enough to snap my leg like a twig. I could understand how recovery of the Middle East had ground to a halt if the Root of Ruin had grown even farther than that.


  The roots crawled up buildings like ivy, tearing down walls, destroying doors, and splitting fissures into the ground. The greenery of the parks had completely vanished, and in its place, only cracked earth met my eye.


  “I’ve been to this city before. There used to be more avenues full of people… It was a bustling place where even a foreigner like me was welcomed. And now…”


  Xiaoyu looked mournfully at the city, now a ghost of its former self without a single person to be seen.


  And so, unsettled, we entered the city of Spinel.
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  Once we arrived, we found Spinel to be in even worse shape than it had seemed from inside the van. It was as if all of downtown was being strangled by enormous snakes.


  This place, once part of a developed city, was more devastated than any of the towns we’d visited so far. The tall buildings had almost all collapsed, and the land, bereft of any plant life, was a testament to how the Root of Ruin had sucked dry all of its nourishment.


  This was no longer a place humans could live.


  “This is terrifying…”


  Xiaoyu took one look at the horrific scene and grabbed the hem of my clothes tight. I might not have known what exactly was frightening her, but I could tell she felt a threat to her life somehow.


  “Hey, Xiao. You’re tugging hard enough to rip my shirt…”


  “Just grin and bear it. Right now, I need all your efforts focused on healing my soul.”


  “That’s too much…”


  The place where we would be staying used to be one of the city’s hotels. The interior design was lovely, but I could see dust bunnies and dirt about. The building was no longer being maintained.


  We split into pairs so we could sleep two to a room, and I found myself matched up with Xiaoyu.


  “Meg, why do you always clean everything by hand? You should just use magic; you’d be done in a flash. And it’s cleaner that way, too.”


  “Yeah, true. Guess it’s just habit.”


  “That’s just weird.”


  Whenever we arrived at a new town, we would always arrange our bedding first. The other magic users on the team, like Xiaoyu, would make use of their spells to handle any grime, but I tried to clean as much as I could with my own two hands.


  Why didn’t I rely on magic? Well, my teacher had taught me to do whatever I could by myself.


  Following her lessons like that, even in the thick of disaster, gave me reassurances I could count on.


  Once we’d mostly finished our work and returned to the lobby, Jack, who’d been directing the whole crew, sighed heavily.


  “It’s late. Go ahead and rest up in your rooms. We’ll start the real work tomorrow. This goes without saying, but don’t leave the building at night, and even when it’s light, don’t go off on your own.”


  The whole crew nodded at that, our faces grave.


  


   


  Maybe we were all just wiped out, because after we ate dinner, everyone slept like logs.


  I was the only one that couldn’t sleep. The abnormal atmosphere in the city kept my heart from settling.


  I set off for the lobby and noticed the lights were still on. Although the electricity was still working, we’d been told sternly to avoid wasting power. Who could be using it?


  I peeked into the lobby and saw a familiar head of pink hair.


  Those fine facial features and that slender, feminine figure—it was Oz.


  They were sitting alone reading a book, and they gave me a wave and a “Howdy” when they saw me come in.


  “You a fellow insomniac, li’l apprentice?”


  “Yeah. I’m all worked up for some reason. What about you?”


  “Mm-hmm, same… I can’t relax after seeing that nightmare of a city, y’know?”


  Oz’s tone was relaxed, but their expression seemed strained.


  “Mind if I sit next to you?”


  “Go right ahead. I won’t bite.”


  I plopped down next to Oz.


  “Whatcha reading?”


  “It’s a book on archaeology. Ancient ruins, history, that sort of thing.”


  “Didn’t you say you were studying geology? Did you start with archaeology and branch out?”


  “Well, y’know how it goes. I learned a lot about geology, since it would help with narrowing down the age of fossils. I thought it would be useful for archaeological studies, but—”


  “Incredible.”


  “Think so…? It’s all pointless now.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  Their gaze grew distant.


  “I promised a friend. We were going to unravel the mysteries of magical history together. But he’s gone now… Died when a ruin collapsed. Right in front of me.”


  “How awful…”


  “We were friends from college. He was passionate about studying the history of magic and decoding it. He had this childlike wonder in his eyes, and he wasn’t afraid to talk to an outcast like me.”


  “Do you mind if I ask what his name was? You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”


  “It’s fine. His name was Jade.”


  The name of Oz’s old friend came out in a whisper. A little curious, I asked another question.


  “Did you stay outside of Asura’s temple because of Jade?”


  “Yeah… I can’t stop the memories coming back.”


  “And that’s why you looked so sad when you were looking at the ruins.”


  “Heh, you were watching, huh?” Their laugh was hollow. “Jade was different from me when I went off to college. He was working toward his dream—he wanted to be a renowned magic historian. He wanted to shine light on the mysteries of ancient magic and develop techniques for our age—a lot like you now, actually.”


  “But then there was an accident…?”


  “We were teaming up to investigate some ruins on our professor’s referral. There was a bit of magic that went off out of nowhere. That’ll happen sometimes in ruins associated with magic, see, where your voice or a touch can set off some formula. Accidents like that aren’t uncommon… They’ll pop up wherever you go, no matter how careful you are. Someone must’ve gone in ahead of us and disturbed a magic circle… And then the place collapsed with the other students and researchers still inside.”


  “But you were working on that survey, too, right?”


  They nodded sadly.


  “I’m only alive today because Jade protected me. Seemed like I was gonna be buried in the collapse, but he shoved me out of the way. See, I was totally shocked, just watching the place cave in. It’d been a splendid site, and in ten seconds flat it turned into a heap of rubble.”


  Oz’s words came clearly to me through the quiet of the night. The air in the lobby was heavy with their grief.


  “His last words are still stuck in my head. Ever since then, I can’t work up the nerve to go near any sort of archaeological site.”


  “What did he say?”


  “‘You’ve got it from here.’”


  Despite the heavy atmosphere, Oz grinned wryly.


  “I felt like he was telling me to chase his dream in his stead, but it was just too heavy a burden for me to bear. So there you have it… That’s why I ran from the ruins.”


  Still seated, Oz hugged their knees.


  “…I can’t even remember how his face looked back then.”


  With those forlorn words, they looked my way.


  “The truth is, when you first mentioned wanting to explore the temple, I couldn’t decide whether I should try to stop you. Bennett was there, so I let him handle it, but still.”


  


   


  ______“Right, li’l apprentice. The thing about ruins— …Y’know what? Forget it.”


  


   


  Had they wanted to warn me about the dangers back then?


  “There’s something about you that reminds me of Jade when I look at you.”


  “We look alike?”


  “No, not even a little. Maybe it’s your eyes… There’s a glimmer in them, I’d say. They’re full of hope.”


  “Eyes full of hope? Don’t think I’ve gotten that one before.”


  “You look like a little scamp about to go off on their first big adventure.”


  My shoulders slumped.


  “Is that s’posed to be a compliment?”


  “Who’s to say?”


  My face contorted with confusion, and Oz smirked with satisfaction.


  “All righty, I’m all chatted out. It’s about time I headed to bed. You comin’?”


  “I’m gonna have a cup of tea first.”


  “In that case, I bid you good night.”


  “Yeah… See ya tomorrow.”


  I watched Oz as they walked off with their usual wave of their hand, leaving me in solitude in the quiet lobby.


  I felt like the time we’d shared had been pretty peculiar.


  Everyone had taken their own route to get here.


  There were just as many lives as there were people to live them; history was present wherever people lived.


  Each footstep taken, every memory etched into our planet—I began to feel deeply how this journey of mine was bringing me closer to a tiny fraction of it all.


  What would my route be?


  Hearing from Xiaoyu and Oz made me a little curious.


  I wanted to discover my own way through life. I wanted to know what kind of person I was, and then…


  “What happens after that?”


  …the doubt suddenly hit me.


  I couldn’t even begin to imagine life after this was over.


  


   


  ______“Become a witch who inspires hope in people, Meg Raspberry.”


  


   


  Jack’s words from back then came to mind.


  “A witch who inspires hope, huh…?”


  What if I make that my goal?


  Somehow, it felt right to experience even more of the feelings of all the people I shared this planet with.
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  The next day marked the true beginning of our work in Spinel.


  The majority of the infrastructure supporting daily life in the city had ground to a halt. One especially dire issue was the water shortage: Other than from the occasional rainfall and deliveries from outside the city, there were barely any ways to gather water.


  We would help to rebuild the city, but the job was rougher going than we’d imagined.


  “I can’t even move this rubble with all the roots in the way…”


  Our time was consumed by removing the Root of Ruin. Even with spells to speed it along, it took hours. If we didn’t have magic, it probably would’ve taken days.


  I’d been wondering whether I could use my magic of the heart to give the tree a new life as something else, but with a tree so huge, it didn’t seem like I could even prepare the casting.


  Seeing as I didn’t sense any Spirits from the tree, and there was no discernible life force in it despite the surging magical energy, I figured the tree itself was already dead. Even supposing I could prepare the formulas for a reincarnation spell, it didn’t seem like the spell would have any effect.


  This place was uninhabitable. It showed no signs of recovery.


  Spinel was a dead land.


  “Meg, Oz, it’s good to see you both. Let’s make it another good day.”


  “Kawthar! Good morning.”


  “Howdy, Kawthar.”


  “Hoot-hoot.”


  “Squeak-squeak.”


  I’d made a buddy in town who’d always say hi to me—a resident of the area, Miss Kawthar.


  She was a woman a little older than me, with both beauty and wisdom in her features. It was thanks to her work as a go-between with us and the people of the city that our actions in Spinel had gained some traction in the surrounding area.


  “What should we focus on today?”


  “It’d be great if you could get the roots off the apartment complex. There are people who haven’t been able to get into their homes for a while now.”


  “Sounds miserable… All right, li’l apprentice, let’s get to it.”


  “Oui!”


  Our feet carried us to the homes of some of the city folk, Ms. Kawthar leading the way. We received varied responses from the locals—some welcomed our help, while others shot suspicious glances our way from inside their homes.


  On occasion, there’d be groups of men who’d turn ice-cold gazes our way, sending shivers down my spine. Miss Kawthar had advised us to keep our distance. It seemed there wasn’t a shortage of criminal organizations here.


  “There are some people even armed with guns. It’s best to travel in groups of four or five if you can, for your own safety.”


  “Are you saying people here barely ever go out?”


  “Yes, it’s dangerous to be out on your own. But you have to brave the danger somehow if you want to secure provisions and water.”


  Although Miss Kawthar would now wait for us outside her home, when she’d first come to call on us, she’d been alone. Maybe she’d been forced into solo travel at the time.


  “Why don’t the people here just leave? It must be impossible to go about your life in these conditions.”


  “Well, we see this as Master Asura’s promised land. We believe we must protect what he has left for us and preserve it for those yet to come.”


  “What he left for you…?”


  “Above all, this is our homeland, and we won’t turn our backs on it. I think we’re all in agreement there.”


  “I know how you feel; I’ve got a place like that myself.”


  Suddenly, I remembered my other goal in coming to this city. I’d been so busy with work, I hadn’t been able to investigate.


  “By the way, there’s something I want to ask you—I’m looking into Asura’s magic. Any chance you might know something about it?”


  I filled her in on the details, and Miss Kawthar’s expression turned grave.


  “I don’t think there’s a person around who knows the magic Master Asura created. I’ve been around his teachings all my life, and I’ve never heard anything about the technical side of his craft.”


  “That so…? Drats, I was hoping we’d be able to figure something out here.”


  “My apologies. Perhaps the priest would be of help—”


  “The priest?! Maybe you could introduce us?”


  “…had they not passed away. When the Root of Ruin spread, they were pinned under a collapsed building.”


  “That’s awful…”


  “Hey, maybe going to the church could give you some answers, hmm? They might have records or something, since this is Asura’s home.”


  Miss Kawthar’s face only stiffened at Oz’s suggestion.


  “There is a chance, yes, but I cannot recommend that. It’s become a haunt for an extremist cult of Asura worshippers. They’re the ones responsible for the majority of crimes in this city.”


  “Why would people following Asura’s teachings be committing crimes?”


  “They perceive the fate that has befallen this city as divine retribution. The Root of Ruin that has besieged Spinel was once a sacred tree planted by Master Asura himself. I suppose they think the tree attacked this city to enact Master Asura’s will, as punishment against those who have forsaken nature.”


  “But…there’s no way Asura would do something like that!”


  “I agree. Living in fellowship with one another is the core of Master Asura’s teachings. These cultists think differently, though. They steal from others just to survive his ‘judgment.’”


  Just as there were as many ways of thinking as there were people, interpretations of beliefs differed from person to person.


  Among the feelings of others I’d encounter, I knew not all would be pure.


  


   


  Twilight had already fallen by the time we finished up our work for the day.


  “Thanks for today, Miss Kawthar.”


  “No, thank you. You’ve been a huge help to us.”


  We’d gone with her all the way to her front door, and now we were saying our farewells.


  “Help!”


  A scream echoed around us. I was wondering what was going on when a boy of about ten dashed out of a narrow alley toward us. Oz and I exchanged a look.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “You’re from the Council of Magic, right?! A building collapsed and it trapped my dad! You’ve gotta come help!”


  “Oh no, that’s awful! Lead the way! Come on, Oz!”


  “Sure thing. See ya, Kawthar.”


  “Yes, right… Be careful, you two.”


  We parted ways with Ms. Kawthar and had the boy show us through the streets.


  The path he led us down was narrow and intricate—practically a maze. Our usual activities took place out on the main roads, so it was my first time delving so deep into the city.


  With the hour of day, the sun’s rays barely made their way down between the crowded city buildings. The city was shady enough, and now it had gotten downright scary—but I couldn’t bear to admit that right now.


  “How much farther until we reach your pops?”


  The boy just waved us on, opting not to answer Oz’s question. His desperation from earlier was nowhere to be found—in fact, there was even something creepy about him.


  I tried sending Bennett a message, just to be safe, but I didn’t have any signal, even though we’d been able to communicate just fine until entering the city. It wasn’t like I couldn’t use magic to contact him, but that wasn’t the easiest thing to do while we were running through alleyways. I’d lost track of the way back, too.


  “Sorry, guys, but you’re my only option. Can you go tell Bennett what’s going on? He should be able to get the gist without much trouble.”


  “Hoot!”


  “Squeak!”


  White-Owl scooped Carbuncle up in his talons and took to the sky at my command.


  After a few more minutes pressing forward, we suddenly arrived at a wide-open space. It seemed like a vacant lot in a gap between buildings: deserted and empty. None of the structures around us showed signs of collapse.


  “So, about your dad—”


  Before I could get all the words out, the boy ran off somewhere and disappeared without a word. In his place, several men entered the lot. For a moment, I was totally lost.


  Maybe the boy had called other people for help, and they’d all gathered here? And then they’d told him to go fetch someone from the Council? It didn’t seem too far-fetched.


  “Hi, uh, I was told there’s a man up ahead trapped under some rubble?”


  I pasted on a stiff smile and tried to strike up conversation, but without batting an eye, the men glared at us and began walking in our direction. Something was off. I found myself backed up against a wall, still not grasping my present circumstances.


  Their eyes, black and heartless, turned on us in the dark of night and were devoid of any emotion. Bizarrely, they almost looked excited. I felt that danger was near; my whole body broke out in goosebumps.


  Had we been duped? The thought crossed my mind for a moment. No, that can’t be.


  We’d come to this city to help its people, after all.


  Then the man brought something into view that shattered that thought to bits.


  He was holding a gun.


  “Don’t make a sound.” That flat, merciless voice made me gasp. “One wrong move and I’ll shoot.”


  Talking it out, trying to get him to understand—it didn’t leave the slightest room for any of that.
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  Our footsteps echoed as we walked through the dead-silent city.


  Our captors took us down a pitch-black path. There was no one here to save us, even if we tried to cry for help.


  A hard object rested against the back of my head. I knew it was the barrel of a gun.


  Where are they taking us? My whole body trembled in raw fear. I still hadn’t been able to wrap my head around why this was happening. Maybe I should say I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to acknowledge I was now the victim of a crime.


  “Keep it movin’.”


  He pressed the gun harder against the back of my head, yanking me back to reality, and any thought of escape vanished. My life was in clear danger, but none of it felt real.


  Everything had worked out so far. This would turn out fine, too. It had to.


  But even as I gave myself a pep talk to dispel my anxiety, the hard barrel at my head and the oppressive air of the men had smashed my typical optimism to dust.


  I couldn’t envision any way out of this.


  What is going to become of us? The fear crept deeper into my heart.


  “Hey, what do you plan to do with us?”


  “You’re our special Council hostages. Our ticket to food and water.”


  “What if the Council refuses your demands?”


  “Bet they’ll change their tune once they get the video of us offing one of you.”


  My heart began to race.


  Eventually, we arrived at a building somewhere. From the look of the exterior, I could tell it was a church, and I realized it was the very same one Miss Kawthar had been telling us about earlier in the day: the cult of Asura’s stomping grounds. A closer look showed they were the same men that had been sizing us up before. Maybe they’d been plotting their trap this whole time.


  We entered the church. It was spacious, but the Root of Ruin’s creeping tendrils had destroyed at least half of the building. On the wall, just like at the temple ruins, was painted a large mural. It depicted Asura.


  There was no one else in the church with us. The men tied our arms and legs tight with rope and sat us down. From a distance, the gun-wielding man kept his eyes on us.


  “I’m such a screwup!” Oz hissed.


  “I thought it was safe, because he was just a kid, you know? I’m sorry… Sorry I didn’t realize…”


  “Don’t beat yourself up about this, Oz.”


  I had never even considered that a child could be involved in criminal activity. I hadn’t realized the true dangers of a place like this, where public order was in shambles. Perhaps I was naive, too, thinking I’d be just fine.


  The possibility of being betrayed by someone asking for my help had never crossed my mind.


  No doubt about it, the men here must have used the children of this city to kidnap people and secure the supplies they needed. Maybe they resorted to other methods, too, like blackmail or human trafficking. My mind swarmed with all the ghastly possibilities.


  “What’s going to happen to us…?”


  My words were fraught with fear. That was when I realized: My arms and legs might have been bound, but my mouth was still free.


  This might be their first time abducting mages. Maybe that’s why they didn’t think to gag us. Since I could cast spells by chanting just one verse, I could probably create an opening for us to make our escape.


  The gears of my poor, addled brain were finally starting to turn.


  The hope I’d once lost sight of was coming back into view.


  Think, think! What’s our best bet to get out of this?


  I was scouring my thoughts for ideas when one of the men came to squat right in front of us. Possibly their boss. His gaze was sharp, his features rough.


  “What brought the Council of Magic to Spinel?”


  As if his words set them off, the other men eyed us. The air grew tense just like that; they might even kill us if they didn’t like our answer. I picked my words carefully.


  “We came to help the people of this city.”


  “Help…? You think you can fix this?”


  “There are some things we can do. We can heal wounds and illnesses, deliver water…”


  “Liar! You’re trying to overthrow the word of Master Asura!”


  “No! You’ve got it all wrong!”


  He grabbed my collar with his massive hand.


  “Outsiders like you can’t interfere with this trial. We have lost our love for the land and turned to convenience, rejecting what Master Asura has given us! Now we must overcome this with our own power!”


  “Asura would never do this! Didn’t he make this land a paradise for its god and its people?!”


  “What would you know?!”


  The man shook his fist with rage. I squeezed my eyes shut tight, waiting for a blow to land.


  No matter how long I waited, the pain didn’t come. I opened my eyes timidly.


  “Brother, no! You mustn’t, Badr!”


  When I did, I saw a woman had grabbed hold of the man’s—Badr’s—arm. She looked familiar…


  “M-Miss Kawthar…?”


  She stood there on the verge of tears.


  “I had a bad feeling. Please, that’s enough. These people… The people from the Council, they’re here to help us. How could you do this to them? The world will turn their back on us if this is how we treat our helpers…”


  “They don’t belong here—they’re the enemy! Foes defiling Master Asura’s promised land! We must purge them, as the keepers of Master Asura’s sacred pact.”


  “Master Asura dreamed of a plentiful land. I simply cannot believe he would be glad to see foreigners murdered in his name. What if these two were brought here by his hand to save us?”


  “Impossible! No outsider could ever be our savior!”


  “Hmm, you don’t really get it, do you?” Oz interrupted Badr in his fury. “Asura once saved this country using techniques taught to him by another magic user, a pioneer in the arts. He could be thinking a foreigner could save this country now, y’know?”


  “Enough!”


  Badr whipped his gun toward Oz, furious. Tension hung in the air, but Oz didn’t back down.


  “In these teachings of Asura you love, where does it say to kidnap your allies and rob people blind?”


  Badr was struck silent. I joined Oz in staring the man straight in the face.


  “I can’t claim to know all of Asura’s teachings myself. But I understand wanting to help your hometown. I love the town I grew up in, too.”


  Asura, the savior of yore, had wished for the land’s people and its god to live free of cares, and he had spent a lifetime refining his skills to make that happen.


  “None of the people we’ve met while traveling across the Middle East can give heartfelt smiles anymore,” I said. “You can call that ‘retribution’—I don’t know, maybe it is. People make mistakes all the time. And now the fallout for the whole world’s mistakes is coming down on the Middle East.”


  The collapsing balance of magical energy in the Middle East was the result of humanity’s hand, wreaking environmental destruction around the globe. That had brought about the Root of Ruin and devastated this region.


  “That’s why we’re here—we need to right our wrongs. And I don’t think looting is what Asura would be trying to teach you with his ‘retribution.’”


  Badr was taking my speech in intently.


  That’s why I ended my speech with those words: the ones Asura had once spoken.


  “Let us grant this place a new beginning.”


  Suddenly, the church was enveloped in a grand light.


  “What?!”


  Everyone cried out at the unexpected phenomenon.


  It seemed as if light from outside was illuminating the church…but that wasn’t the case.


  The mural of Asura was shining brightly.


  “Look at the mural!”


  “It’s glowing!”


  A vision filled my mind as I sat there, captivated by the golden glow.


  This vision… It was the same as the one I’d seen back in the temple of Asura.


  The man stood on a vast, grassless land. He stared straight into the distance ahead, quietly mouthing words.


  “Let us grant this place a new beginning. Hear me, gods of the land near and far. I ask that you lend me your power. Bestow your grace upon this earth once more.”


  With that, the vision ended, and the light vanished.


  We were back in the church, and it had returned to normal.


  “What just happened…?”


  “Was that…Master Asura?”


  The armed men gaped in amazement, frozen in place. It was clear by their reactions that I wasn’t the only one who saw the vision. But none of them were able to comprehend what they’d just witnessed.


  “Did you see that too, Oz?”


  “Yeah. The man from the mural was standing there. It seemed like he was saying something…”


  “You couldn’t hear him?”


  Oz shook their head.


  “What about you, Miss Kawthar?”


  “Yes, I saw it… But I couldn’t make out what he was saying.”


  “I’m the only one who could hear him?”


  That got Badr’s attention on me.


  “I didn’t hear anything.”


  He looked perplexed. His gaze wavered as if he was lost in thought.


  It must’ve occurred to him that my magic was at work. But contradicting that doubt was the way no one could explain the supernatural phenomenon we’d all just witnessed.


  “What was Master Asura saying?”


  “…It sounded like a prayer.”


  “A prayer?”


  “He asked that the god of the land’s power be restored.”


  “Master Asura’s…prayer.”


  Badr repeated the words in a whisper, chewing them over, then fell silent for a time. A delicate hush filled the room.


  After a moment, he looked at his men around him as if he’d come to a decision.


  “We’re moving out.”


  The other men exchanged glances with one another, surprised by the order.


  “Moving out… Badr, you don’t mean we’re turning tail and running? Aren’t we gonna negotiate with the Council?”


  “Forget it.” Badr looked at me as he went on. “I’m not saying I believe you. But I can’t ignore what I just saw. Master Asura spoke to you as if in response to your call. If that’s what it really was, that makes you the keeper of his prayer.”


  Keeper of his prayer—destiny oozed from the words.


  Just as Jade had passed on his dream to Oz, Asura had given his prayer to me. One surely had reasons when choosing someone to entrust with their deepest thoughts. And Asura had chosen me to inherit his prayer…


  “I don’t like this one bit,” Badr muttered while glaring at me. “Those eyes don’t shy away at all. You just look straight ahead. It makes me think of Master Asura. You’re no believer, but somehow, I see him in you. I don’t get it…”
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  Badr’s men left us, leaving us in the church by ourselves.


  Miss Kawthar was there still, along with me and Oz. A single man, seemingly one of Badr’s comrades, had stayed behind as well.


  “Don’t you have to go with them?”


  He just brushed it off and said, “No matter. I’m glad you made it through unharmed.”


  “Wait… Bennett?”


  “Bingo.”


  Static crackled around the man’s features, and before my eyes, he transformed into the Bennett I knew. His sudden appearance made Oz and Miss Kawthar gasp in surprise.


  “Uh… What? How long have you been here, Bennett?”


  “Oh, I showed up on the way over.”


  “That’s pretty cold, dude… You could’ve busted us out right away?”


  “You both had guns trained on you point-blank. An error on my part could’ve been fatal.”


  “How’d you even find us?”


  “Your familiars showed me the way.”


  As he explained, White-Owl appeared from the sky with Carbuncle on his back.


  I gave them both big ol’ hugs. Then Miss Kawthar spoke up and bowed her head.


  “I am so sorry, truly. My brother has been acting stranger and stranger ever since the Root of Ruin swallowed our city up… I knew he was up to no good. I never thought he’d resort to kidnapping, though.”


  “So your brother is the reason you know so much about what’s going on in the city?”


  “Yes. I should’ve stopped him sooner, but I was frightened…”


  “It’s not your fault.”


  Actually…


  “Truth is, no one’s to blame here.”


  Everyone was desperate. Fearing for our lives, we’d searched for a way to respond to the chaotic situation we found ourselves in, and this was the result. That was all, plain and simple.


  We left the church and made our way through Spinel’s dark streets toward the hotel. With recent events still fresh in my mind, walking through the empty city had felt terrifying, but just having Bennett along put me at ease.


  I broke the silence to ask Bennett something that had been bothering me.


  “Bennett, did you see that vision earlier?”


  He nodded.


  “Yes, I saw Asura as an adult. He retained a trace of his younger self. And he seemed to be saying something… What a curious vision.”


  “What on earth could that have been?”


  “I’d say…it was a memory of his. Although, to me, it seemed like a spell you cast.”


  “Me? Really?”


  I gaped in confusion.


  “But I didn’t do anything!”


  “Well, it was a little unusual, but you certainly caused a magical reaction. Since it was unlike an ordinary spell, though, no one realized. It almost looked like you awoke the memory held in the mural using your magic.”


  “And that’s why everyone else could see Asura too?”


  “I’d assume so.”


  “But why’d the spell activate in the first place…?”


  “I couldn’t make out the contents of your conversation from where I was standing, but you were saying something. Could you have chanted an incantation without realizing it?”


  “What? No! An incantation? I was only saying the prayer that—”


  I stopped to mull over what I just said.


  Could those words have been more than a prayer?


  


   


  “You idiot! How could you scare me like that?!”


  Xiaoyu squeezed me tight upon our return to the hotel.


  Sniffling and holding back tears, she buried her face in my chest, letting the snot fly.


  Hey… Maybe use a tissue instead of my shirt…?


  Then someone patted me on the head. It was Jack.


  “No more worrying us, got it? You hurt at all?”


  “Thankfully not.”


  Abosom and Lee had come over to welcome us back, too. It looked like everyone had been worried.


  “I’m glad you’re well, Miss Meg.”


  “We had plenty of help.”


  “Yeah. Miss Kawthar really saved us. Her, and—”


  Oz and I exchanged a look and burst into laughter.


  “And Asura, I guess!”


  The two of us cracked up, while Lee and Abosom looked extremely confused.


  


   


  We were going to keep working hard until our final day in Spinel.


  After that incident, we were much more vigilant as we acted around town. Nothing of note came up, and our time there passed in the blink of an eye.


  The day of our departure, Miss Kawthar came to see us off.


  “Meg, have you already decided where you’ll be headed next?”


  “We should be on our way to Orloff, but I haven’t heard much.”


  “If time permits, please, travel to the Root of Ruin. It stands in Master Asura’s promised land. No one else dares go near now that it’s the epicenter of a disaster, but Master Asura granted you his prayer. There could be something to gain.”


  A wasteland no one dared approach… That was where the monument carved with Asura’s first teaching stood.


  Asura was waiting there. I could feel it.


  Our journey through the Middle East was entering its final stage. Once more, we bounced around in the van.


  “Raspberry, Oz, how are you two holding up?”


  As always, Oz breezily waved a hand.


  “Me? I’m peachy.”


  “Me too. I mean, I’m still a little scared to walk around at night, but…”


  The terror I’d felt that night was still burned into my brain.


  Those black, unfeeling eyes floating eerily in the dark of night…


  It made me think of a deep, dark chasm.


  “When they caught us, I felt this deep despair. Being betrayed by people I wanted to help made me feel like my heart was being swallowed up.”


  “…We can treat that with magic, you know.”


  “No, I’d like to keep that feeling.”


  “Why?”


  “I want to remember how it felt. We may have made it out, but I’m sure there’ve been plenty of people hurt the same way who weren’t saved. So I can’t just forget how terrifying it was. After all, heartfelt emotion is the core of my magic.”


  “You’re a strong one.” Affection showed on Bennett’s face. “Sadly, there are many in this world who’d make you weep just by hearing their tales. But even so, things are better than before, at least, thanks to Eldora.”


  “Wait, Eldora?”


  “The Middle East used to be a region rife with conflict. Religious matters and ownership of oil sources turned ugly, and war was unceasing, both within the region and with other countries. And it wasn’t just a battle for dominance—all sorts of evils came along, too. Sexual violence, discrimination, slave labor… But Eldora, the Witch of Calamity, put that to an end.”


  “What are you saying? The Witch of Calamity was involved in those wars herself!”


  “Sure, but it isn’t that simple. She intervened in several wars in the past, gradually making herself a deterrent to prevent warfare.”


  Bennett explained the situation, his expression serious.


  “Eldora loathes war. She’s a pacifist through and through.”


  “A…pacifist?”


  I’d never thought she thirsted for blood or anything, but the truth was she’d killed thousands, or even tens of thousands. She didn’t exactly strike me as a pacifist.


  Bennett went on trying to appease my doubts.


  “Her nature led her to end wars with as few casualties as possible. She would likely strike back to protect her own life if needed, but even so, she would restrict the damages of warfare as much as she could. Those achievements should be lauded. She worked to appease warring countries and radical extremists, embodying destruction to work toward peace.”


  “And that’s why people call her the Witch of Calamity?”


  Bennett nodded, but I still couldn’t accept it.


  When Eldora laid waste to the nation of Orloff, she’d been clearly overwhelmed with the thirst for revenge. If ending war was her goal, that part lined up well enough.


  But why would she have murdered every citizen of Orloff? Surely, that hadn’t been the only option she had. Was there some other reason?


  “I’m not buying such a tidy story, Bennett.” Lee was the one to voice his disbelief, not me. “Eldora is a common murderer. I’d even say she’s the sort who enjoys killing. There isn’t a single argument to make in her defense.”


  “That’s pretty harsh, Lee…”


  “Am I wrong? Eldora’s killed thousands of people, and she gets to live on eternally even now.”


  Lee glared at me when I found myself protesting. His usually cool demeanor was gone, and he was showing a rare glimpse of passion.


  It seemed he knew a lot about Eldora’s operations—odd, considering that her past actions should rarely surface in the first place. Her reputation worldwide certainly wasn’t great, but his harsh appraisal caught my attention.


  I wanted to ask him more about it, but this seemed like a horrible time to get into it. I’d probably just set him off even more.


  Among those of us in the now-frigid van, Bennett was the only one unruffled by Lee’s words. He just calmly remarked, “That’s one way of looking at it,” without dispute.


  “Just like you said, Lee, I don’t think her actions are just. But it’s also true that to this day, Eldora has done more than any other person on this earth to reduce warfare. Her actions merely forced a lid on a pot already boiling over.”


  He looked a little wistful as he spoke. Lee just sulked in silence. The tension inside the van loosened.


  By bearing destruction, Eldora’s existence brought harmony to the world.


  Perhaps everything she did was motivated by her deep-seated desire for peace. Hence, the Council requested her to manage the planetary core.


  “Raspberry.” Bennett looked at me with an earnest expression. “Suppressing others through force gives birth to despair in places you can’t even see. People can’t change that way. I’ve seen it happen throughout the course of history. That’s why I want you to always hold on to your hope.”


  I only nodded.


  “Now then, what’s next?” Xiaoyu piped up to ask. “To tell the truth, I’d keep going like this and go around to Orloff, but we never did do anything about Asura’s magic.”


  “I want to go to the Root of Ruin,” I answered. “I mean, as long as that’d be okay with everyone.”


  Lee looked bewildered.


  “Go there and do what, exactly? Did you find how to cast Asura’s spell?”


  “Do we think Asura’s magic can really restore the land? Who even knows if that ancient magic can be used today.”


  “Right…yeah. There’s just one thing I want to make sure of.”


  “There is?”


  I nodded.


  “Miss Kawthar said the heart of Asura’s teachings is now the Root of Ruin. I want to go see it, as long as it’s actually where he created his land of plenty.”


  Xiaoyu shrugged.


  “Sure, then. These whims of yours are nothing new.”


  Then Oz threw in their own agreement. “Fine by me.”


  “Feels to me like you’re being guided by Asura on this trip through the Middle East. Sure, let’s check it out. I wanna see whatever might be waiting for us there.”


  Bennett looked over at Abosom, who nodded.


  “No argument here. I think Miss Meg’s idea is worth a shot.”


  “Then our final holdout is…?”


  We all looked at Lee. After a moment at a loss, he finally sighed as if he was giving in.


  “…Suit yourself.”


  Bennett proclaimed, “It’s decided, then,” with a smile.


  “Off we go to the Root of Ruin.”


  


   


  “Yes… That’s right. So sorry. We’ll be sure to catch up. Excuse me.”


  Bennett fired off apology after apology over the phone. He bowed his head repeatedly as if someone was furious with him.


  “Xiao, do you know who Bennett’s talking to?”


  “Dr. Jack.”


  “Gotcha…”


  That thug of a doctor could even get the world’s greatest sage to grovel. Spurred on by their curiosity, everyone in the van watched the rare sight.


  Then the car came to a halt. Can we really be there already?


  Abosom’s expression said otherwise.


  “We can’t drive any farther. Those roots are making the road impassable. We’ll have to go on foot from here.”


  “All right, let’s go.”


  We got out of the van and immediately understood what Abosom meant.


  “The heck…?”


  The enormous tree, massive enough to make out despite how far from us it stood, hulked over the scenery ahead of us. Its branches, gleaming with vibrant greenery, seemed out of place in this desert region. The eerie sight reminded me of a predator luring in its prey with beautiful colors.


  We advanced on foot, leaving our van behind.


  The furrowed ground was lined with heaving waves of tree roots, and we had to pick our footing carefully.


  “We’re basically…mountain climbing…” Xiaoyu panted between words.


  “The map said there was supposed to be a lake here, but it’s like it never even existed.”


  We toiled on over the giant roots, making our way to the trunk.


  On the brink of total physical and mental exhaustion, we finally reached our destination: the base of the Root of Ruin.


  “Whoa…”


  The tree before us was so massive, even with dozens of people, it couldn’t be encircled.


  “Yeesh… I’m freakin’ dripping with sweat already…” Oz said.


  “Me too… Should’ve waited in the car,” I concurred.


  “Great work, everyone.”


  “How’re you still so energetic, Abosom…?”


  Abosom looked down at us three, about to topple from fatigue, with total composure. Bennett gazed up at the tree, while White-Owl and Carbuncle romped around together. I gave them a sidelong look, then checked the map.


  Going off Miss Kawthar’s words, Asura’s monument should have been around here somewhere.


  “Say, Meg, have you found that monument yet?”


  “No, I can’t see it anywhere…”


  I scanned the area, but with our surroundings buried in tree roots, I couldn’t spot anything that even vaguely resembled a monument.


  I even tried tapping at the thick roots by my feet, and the stuff felt hard as concrete.


  “We came all the way here for nothing? I can’t believe this!”


  Xiaoyu sighed and went to rest on a nearby ledge.


  That was when Lee gave a nod to where Xiaoyu was now sitting.


  “What’s that you’re sitting on?”


  “Huh?”


  I looked closer at what was beneath Xiaoyu’s butt. It was a stone. It was riddled with cracks, but I could still make out writing carved into its surface.


  “That’s it! The monument! Xiao, you can’t just plop your butt on a holy relic…”


  “Asura’s followers would faint at the sight.”


  “I—I didn’t mean to! And besides, I was just dead tired from you dragging me out here!”


  Ignoring Xiaoyu, whose face had flushed scarlet, I examined the monument’s inscription.


  “Yeah, looks like there’s something written here. Oz, can you read it?”


  “Hmm, let’s see here… It’s something like ‘Here marks where Asura once stood.’”


  “So it must be where Asura cast his incantation long ago.”


  I brushed my fingers against it. I was sure I’d see it again, if I could trust my hunch.


  And just as I’d predicted, a vision appeared once more.


  A single tree grew in a parched land. Standing by its side was the mage Asura.


  Dozens of people were before him, offering up their prayers.


  He directed his gaze far past them, straight through the middle of the crowd and toward the distant horizon.


  “Here, life shall prosper. Carve the hearts of the people into this stone and carry our will to years to come.”


  His next words were familiar.


  “Let us grant this place a new beginning. Hear me, gods of the land near and far. I ask that you lend me your power. Bestow your grace upon this earth once more.”


  He finished the chant, and the ground began to burst with light as if in response to his words. Like ripples on a vast lake, the light grew wider and wider, spreading out in rings.


  Suddenly, Asura looked toward me. His gaze met mine.


  And I opened my eyes.


  I happened to look back along the path we’d just walked. The sprawling land of the Middle East stretched out endlessly.


  I thought those visions of Asura I’d seen so many times since starting my journey here were his memories, preserved in monuments and murals. The memories were ones he’d wanted to pass down to the future—to us.


  Now, I finally understood. I knew why such a large-scale catastrophe had hit this land.


  “Did you figure something out?”


  I nodded back at Bennett.


  “If I’m going to recreate Asura’s spell, it’s got to be here.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “This is where he once established his land of plenty. It’s the nexus for the flow of magical energy in the Middle East.”


  Asura had refined the spell to create his promised land over the course of his lifetime.


  And that wasn’t all—he must’ve searched for the place where his magic would be most effective, too. He’d left two markers there at the spot.


  The first was a tree, one that Asura had planted long ago. The second was the monument I had touched.


  Those two markers had weathered the centuries in this spot.


  But with the passing of time, a saturation of magical energy had gathered here in this land.


  As a result, the tree Asura left to mark a new beginning had, ironically, turned into a scourge of the land, spreading death upon it.


  That was why Asura had asked for my help. To be more accurate, he was hoping for someone’s help, someone who was capable of casting the spell. I had simply picked up the phone.


  Yet I was the only one who could do it.


  This incantation could only be cast by someone with a deep understanding of the land’s people, someone who could take their feelings and weave them into the casting. That meant…


  “Bennett, you and I can recreate Asura’s magic.”


  
    [image: ]
  

  I’d asked Bennett for his help beneath the glow of a crimson sky, the sun slowly retreating beneath the horizon. He tilted his head at the request and sat down right on the ground.


  “How’s this, Raspberry? Will sitting like this work?”


  “Perfect. It’s not often you get to be up close and personal with a world-renowned beauty, you know! Consider it a perk of the job.”


  I plunked myself down on Bennett’s crossed legs. An observer might’ve thought I was a kid being doted on by their loving grandpa.


  Xiaoyu scooped my two familiars up in her arms, watching over us from farther away.


  “Pretty bold to call yourself a beauty. That’s some healthy self-confidence, li’l apprentice,” Oz called.


  “She’s got to say it herself or no one will,” Xiaoyu jabbed.


  “Excuse me?! I heard that!”


  I glared at the peanut gallery before settling myself and focusing on my breathing. The tree’s sprawling roots and the wide expanse of the Middle East filled my vision. The scenery we’d traveled through was right in front of me.


  It was showtime.


  “Now then, Raspberry, what should I do?”


  “I want to you start getting a sense for the magical energy circulating in the tree. I’ll send my consciousness into you and latch on to that sensation. Now, the tree’s roots run along the flow of magical energy on a massive scale, so I should be able to sense a lot of thoughts and feelings from people on the way as I follow the flow of energy. I’ll sublimate those into my casting.”


  “You’re trying to do some kind of fusion spell? Is that even possible?” Xiaoyu said, wide-eyed.


  “I think so.”


  “Asura worked his magic at the heart of all this magical energy for a reason, and it wasn’t just to make the spell stronger. I believe he did it so he could take in the emotions of the people while reading the network of magical energy. Now Bennett and I will recreate his technique.”


  “You just keep striving for the impossible, huh, Raspberry?”


  “It should work though, don’t you think?”


  Bennett grinned from ear to ear. He didn’t say no.


  When we made the rain fall in South Asia, Bennett hadn’t constructed any magical formulas. I figured he’d made a mock formula inside himself to cast the spell. It was a ludicrous ability, like getting the same result as an appliance using only electricity and no machinery, but Bennett made it possible.


  Bennett would make one from zero.


  Then, using Asura’s magic, I’d turn that into one hundred.


  That was the sort of magic we were dishing out.


  “We were doing the same sort of thing back in South Asia. Though, I haven’t heard of changing people’s emotions into magic.”


  “Can you do that kind of delicate work, Miss Meg?”


  “I’ve been training for this. It would’ve been tough a little bit ago, but I think it’ll go okay now.”


  The sense I’d cultivated in South Asia of sharing others’ feelings had gotten even more refined since I’d come to the Middle East.


  It didn’t only apply to people, either. As I was now, I could even grasp the memories and wishes held in the land itself. If I could just hook that up into my magic, I was sure I could cast Asura’s spell to bring back the land of plenty.


  “When I made the Lapiselena, I used all the magical energy eating away at the tree to give it a new life as a spirit sakura. I’m going to apply that here. We’ll change all the magical energy that the Root of Ruin holds into nourishment for the land.”


  “Of course… Doing that will revitalize the land while also turning the Root of Ruin into an ordinary tree.”


  The total devastation wrought on the Middle East to this point wasn’t just because of magical energy in the earth running rampant. This tree, which prevented any reconstruction or repair of the buildings and cities, made the cities uninhabitable.


  I needed to do two things: defang the Root of Ruin and restore the earth.


  There wasn’t any proof this would actually work, but it was worth a shot.


  After all this time, I’d come to hear the people who lived on this soil, their hearts, minds, and voices.


  “Say, what sort of magic is Asura’s spell, anyway?” Oz asked. “No one’s filled me in yet.”


  “His incantation was just words.”


  “Words? Not a twelve-verse chant?”


  Oz blinked in amazement, which got a laugh out of me.


  “Back in Spinel, when I repeated Asura’s words in the church, that mural lit up out of nowhere. Bennett got me to understand—that happened because I’d used Asura’s incantation. That got me thinking. Maybe, when I saw Asura, he wasn’t praying. What if he was actually casting?”


  Asura was from a time even more ancient than Thetis’s.


  Casting spells using twelve-verse incantations was customary these days, but what if that was the result of changes over the ages?


  “Hey, Bennett. Could it be that ancestral magic was cast with prayers, instead of incantations?”


  Bennett’s breath caught.


  “…I wonder? Either way, there certainly were people who cast their incantations using prayers.”


  His eyes narrowed as if he was caught up in the past.


  “Raspberry, it seems you already know Asura’s incantation.”


  “Yep.”


  “We might as well get started, then. Allow me to share a warning first. You are about to come into contact with the despair of this land’s people.”


  “The despair…”


  “I imagine you’ve realized this yourself over our journey. Many in this country are in serious anguish. Pessimism and cynicism have taken root in their hearts.”


  Until we came here, to the Middle East, I’d mostly encountered pleasant, bright feelings. Precious memories and sympathetic thoughts had fueled my magic.


  But the emotions held by others contained a great darkness too. Unease, resentment, anger, defeat, nihilism… This region had plenty of those darker feelings. Trying to live in such a harsh environment could drive people to hurt others, steal food from the weak, and even betray those extending a helping hand.


  I thought those negative feelings could still be used to cast magic.


  But only a warped, twisted result would come out of that kind of spell.


  “I’ve got to be able to cast the spell, no matter how much I’m caught up in chaos and despair.”


  “This is sure to be a heavy burden. Are you certain you can do it?”


  “I’m not sure. But…”


  I’d been able to create understanding between myself and someone who’d wanted to kill me.


  I’d met others on the way who’d stepped up to help, like Miss Kawthar.


  I believed that nestled deep within every person, underlying their every thought, was hope.


  “Where there’s life, there’s hope—hope that I can transform into magic.”


  “Become a witch who inspires hope in people.”


  That meant finding the hope deep inside them and drawing it forth.


  “Don’t stop me, Bennett. This is what I’m here for.”


  “…As you wish.”


  Bennett shut his eyes and turned his focus inward. I followed suit, shutting my eyes and tuning my consciousness to his.


  I felt no breeze. I heard no sound. I felt only a quiet tension.


  I could feel his body heat through my back, the blood pulsing with the thump of his heart.


  I narrowed my awareness to that heartbeat and felt my vision expand.


  Like I was sprouting extra limbs, my awareness became magnified.


  “I want to die.”


  “It’s all pointless.”


  “I should just give up.”


  “I’ll give you what you deserve.”


  “I can’t take it anymore.”


  “It’s too much.”


  “It hurts so bad.”


  “I can’t stand you looking at me that way.”


  “Someone, help me.”


  “I’ll kill you.”


  “Get me out of here.”


  “I want to disappear.”


  Voices poured into my mind—cries of pain from people all over the Middle East. With Bennett as my conduit, I felt the tree’s magical energy and, with it, the voices of the people’s hearts.


  So many desolate voices, defeated by life.


  There had to be more than negative emotion among them.


  Go deeper… Dive down to the bottom and I’ll find it.


  I wanted to find the hope slumbering within.


  Thinking to call out to them, I strung some words together.


  “Let us grant this place a new beginning.”


  For a brief moment, from where we touched at my back, I felt Bennett gasp. I didn’t react and just continued my incantation.


  “Hear me, spirits of the land near and far.”


  Light came into being as I chanted, a dazzling light that swelled up from the roots around our feet.


  The Root of Ruin had begun to glow.


  To be more accurate, the tree itself wasn’t glowing. The light’s source was the tremendous stockpile of magical energy flowing within it.


  It reacted on an incredible scale.


  I crept to the recesses of the people’s thoughts, deeper and deeper still. I weathered pleas for death and furious shouting, never once stopping my descent.


  “I ask that you lend me your power.”


  I pulled the words together like a prayer, and in response, I felt like someone was taking them up. My magic was reaching the Root of Ruin, which spread throughout the land; the people’s feelings served as a channel to deliver my spell.


  “I want to live.”


  The voice fell on me like a raindrop.


  “I don’t want to die. I want to keep on living.”


  Hope began to show itself, one drop, then another, from underneath the despair where it lay in wait.


  “I want to eat some good food.”


  “I’d like to visit my family.”


  “I want to go to school.”


  “I wanna play with my friends.”


  “I don’t want to die yet.”


  “I want to keep living.”


  “I want to live like the old days.”


  There it was.


  I’d found the hope of the people that I’d been searching for in the depths of their despair.


  The desire to continue living, to do things, to experience life.


  That was the flickering ember of hope left to the people of the Middle East.


  I raised my head, and the magical energy coursing through the Root of Ruin began to flow through its roots toward the earth. At the same time, light surged in ripples, going on to bathe the whole region.


  Suddenly, spheres of light wafted up from the soil. The balls, bobbing in the air, were the earth Spirits that Asura had once called the gods of the land.


  The tree’s magical energy settled in the soil, and vegetation began to stretch toward the sky.


  Both Spirits and burgeoning plants were radiant with golden light shining upon the land.


  I shut my eyes tight in concentration.


  I wanted to send every scrap of hope I could muster out to this place.


  “Bestow your grace upon this earth once more.”


  As I finished my incantation, I opened my eyes.


  The sight before me left me speechless.


  Spirits danced with delight over the vast, glimmering lands as far as I could see. The still air had come back to life, and a gentle breeze blew, rustling leaves and caressing Spirits.


  The magical energy had filtered out from the tree and now rushed through the land, while water once more welled up in the previously dry lake. The air was now clear and fresh instead of oppressive with sand; it thrummed with life.


  Before me, lit up by the sun, was a land of plenty.


  “Incredible…”


  Barely aware of my own actions, I stood up and stepped out into the shimmering glow, gazing at the view.


  I reached out my hands to the Spirits that had drawn near all around me.


  “Look, everyone! It’s the return of Asura’s land of plenty!”


  I spun around to face my friends, grinning ear-to-ear.


  That was when I noticed they were all gaping at me in awe.


  “What’s with the faces?”


  Oz finally chuckled softly.


  “Oh, li’l apprentice. You look exactly like the mural in the church.”


  A lone man with a short-cropped beard surrounded by waves of golden leaves. In his hand was a staff, and he was gazing far into the distance. His figure, with light pouring out all around him, heralded the coming abundance of nature.


  I stood amidst a magical light, my figure a perfect replica of the mural from the temple ruins.


  “I get it now… Who knew the history Jade chased could make something this incredible?”


  Oz gazed at the sunlit land, eyes glimmering.


  As they cried, their tears fell into my bottle amid the rustling of the wind.
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  When the magical light faded, we finally turned back and headed for the van. The sky was growing dark, and night was going to fall at any moment. Beyond the horizon, an orange stain spread like a last whiff of the sun.


  “I guess that concludes our Middle Eastern voyage.”


  “Yes, I’d say so.”


  Bennett seemed mighty pleased about something as he walked alongside me.


  “What’s up with you?”


  I remembered how he’d seemed a little off earlier, when I’d cast the spell.


  “Just remembering a dear old friend.”


  “You mean the one that traveled with you? The one who taught Asura magic?”


  Bennett nodded.


  “Asura’s incantation reminded me of one she once used.”


  “Huh?”


  “I see he never forgot her. And you brought that magic back to life. Even after so many thousands of years, her magic remains here. It makes me glad.” He smiled gently at me. “Raspberry, you’ll surely become a tremendous witch in your own right. One great enough to change the world.”


  “Oh, now that’s too much. I wouldn’t go that far…”


  Bennett just watched me with kind eyes while I smiled awkwardly. He wasn’t serious…was he?


  He strode ahead, leaving me flabbergasted in his dust.


  “So, they were a ‘her,’ eh…?”


  Apparently, Bennett’s traveling companion had been a woman.


  Bennett’s breath had caught in his throat when I’d chanted Asura’s incantation. Maybe he’d been shocked to hear the spell his friend had once cast put into words again.


  I wondered what kind of person she had been. I wanted to hear all about her.


  “What’re you standing around for, li’l apprentice?”


  Oz, who’d ended up behind me at some point, poked me in the back. They’d caught me unaware and a strangled yelp escaped me.


  “Yergh!”


  “That was some incredible magic you cast back there, like, for real. It got me all choked up.”


  “It’s all because you told me about Asura. That’s how I managed to make it this far.” I turned my gaze downward. “See, this trip made me start thinking. The past and the present are connected, you know? Like for you, Oz, you might think of your memories of Jade as painful, but you must have tons of good memories with him too, right? You studied magic history together, and that made it so I could cast Asura’s spell. None of it was a waste.”


  “…You think so? Hmm… Maybe you’re right.”


  Oz clasped their hands behind their back and looked out at the scenery.


  “Yeah, I’ve made up my mind,” they whispered. “Once this project’s done and dusted, I’m going to give archaeology another shot. I’ll advance research in the field of magic history and look for ways to bring ancient magic back in this age.”


  “Didn’t you say surveying ancient ruins is really dangerous, like with cave-ins and stuff? Isn’t that risky?”


  “Mm-hmm, but I still wanna try. There’s something I remembered.”


  “Oh yeah? And what’s that?”


  “Jade’s face when he spoke his last words. ‘You’ve got it from here.’”


  Oz gazed far off into the distance as they reminisced.


  “He was smiling.”


  A faint smile drifted onto Oz’s face too.


  They weren’t smiling at me—they were smiling at Jade, far in the past.


  “For so long, I imagined Jade grimacing in pain in his last moments. But he wasn’t—he was smiling. See, he trusted me to carry on with his dream. And now that I know what possibilities the history of magic holds, I finally feel ready to carry on in his memory.”


  “Hmm… Yeah. I feel that.”


  Oz’s words drew my eyes up toward the sky, where the moon had climbed into the heavens. It was framed beautifully, sitting in the twilight amongst a blend of colors provided by the setting sun.


  We’d succeeded in bringing back the fabled land of plenty, and by using up all its magical energy, we’d turned the Root of Ruin back into an ordinary tree. People would probably notice the changes in no time. With this, the Middle East was surely headed for an upswing.


  Who woulda thunk, the one to make it all happen would be some girl from nowheresville?


  I giggled to myself.


  The breeze set golden meadows rippling in its wake, and enchanting Spirits filled my view.


  For a moment, I thought I saw people standing out in that field, waving back at us.


  They were the people who had once loved this land.


  In the middle of them all, beard cropped short, staff in hand, and a look of calm on his face, stood a single man.


  I made sure no one could see me and gave him a small wave.
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  A single van drove through the grassy plains.


  I let the car carry me along, staring out at the sky with unseeing eyes.


  “You’re being unusually quiet, Raspberry. Has something got you down?”


  Bennett looked back at me from the passenger seat, a teasing smile on his face. I snorted, annoyed.


  “Get a load of this, Bennett. How many tears of joy do you think I got in the Middle East?”


  “How many indeed. With all those people you helped… I’d put it at a hundred, no?”


  “One tear! One! After all that hard work! I ran all over! I cast ancient magic! And that only got me one little tear!”


  “Ah, so that’s why you’re sulking.”


  “You’d be sulking, too!”


  I’d brought a lost ancient spell back into being and given the blessing of life to a dead land. I freaking set the stage for the reconstruction of the Middle East!


  Yet, no one living there actually knew any of that, except for maybe Miss Kawthar. To put it another way, I’d dragged the whole country into my affairs, and this was all I had to show for it. I knew that was just the reality of things, but when I thought about how I’d done all that without any kind of reward, it felt like a hollow victory.


  Bennett gave a mischievous little smile.


  “Raspberry, do you regret saving the Middle East?”


  “That’s not it at all! I was just thinking it’d be nice to get a little more of a fitting reward for those efforts. I mean, I’m not saying I had some kind of ulterior motive for doing it, but still, a single tear is just no way, no how, nowhere near not even close to anything like enough…”


  “You’ve been grumbling this whole time… Just quiet down already…”


  Xiaoyu looked vexed beside me. I’m not even allowed to vent?


  There was nothing I could do but take up the bottle from where it hung at my belt. I gave it a little shake, and the fragments of emotion inside clinked.


  Xiaoyu commented, “Those are lovely,” from beside me, peering at the vial. “What are they? They look just like transparent grains of sand.”


  “They’re crystallized emotion made from people’s tears of joy.”


  “People’s tears?! What’ve you got a bottle of those for? Does Lady Faust use them in her magic?”


  “Something like that.”


  “I’ve never heard of a spell that uses tears before.”


  “Well, yeah, I guess it’s ’cause it’s ancient magic.” I sighed. “Still, after all that, the only tear I got in the whole Middle East was from Oz.”


  That surprised Oz. “Hmm?


  “When’d you take a tear from me? I don’t remember consenting to that…”


  “Sorry. It just kinda plopped in on its own.”


  “Meh… Guess I don’t really mind, long as it’s helping you out.”


  “You’re not the only one—I have a tear of Xiao’s in here, too.”


  That got Xiaoyu going too.


  “Oh yeah?” She seemed a little upset. “Crying from happiness isn’t really something I do…”


  “You did, though. Back in Zeolite, when we saved Anik’s sister.”


  The memories slowly came back to her, and Xiaoyu flushed scarlet.


  “Oh. Oh! I can explain! No, forget that! Throw it away! Dump out that tear right now!”


  “Not happening. It’s my treasure.”


  “Don’t scoop up people’s tears and make them your weird treasures!”


  Lee looked on with distaste at the two of us goofing around and carrying on.


  “We can’t take you anywhere without you making such a fuss…”


  “I’m pretty much used to their antics myself, by now, mm-hmm…”


  Oz snickered from the backseat, then took a closer look at my bottle.


  “You’ve got me curious now, too. What’s with the tear collection?”


  “…I don’t exactly have a choice.”


  “Huh?”


  I turned my face toward the window as if to dodge Oz’s curious gaze.


  Our trip was already in its final stage. Once it was over, we’d all go our separate ways. I didn’t really want to tell them about how I had an expiration date—it’d just make them worry and bring this trip down with sadness.


  When I left Lapis, my teacher had told me my fate had changed and there was a chance I’d be saved. Since I’d originally been told my chances of making a seed of life were incredibly slim, I’d taken that to mean I had some hope. But looking at it from another angle, it could also mean that I would walk a different path through life, only to reach the same end.


  So far, I had amassed at least seven hundred tears.


  And I had two months left to live.


  I’d thought I would grow my stockpile more in the Middle East, but now it was a toss-up whether or not I’d beat the curse. I could at least say the pace I’d set back in South Asia wasn’t good enough. Without an opportunity to earn an even bigger stockpile of tears, I wouldn’t make it in time.


  “Things are looking different up ahead, Bennett,” Abosom announced.


  “I can see that. We must be close.”


  I gazed out the window.


  The once-clear sky had begun to fill with clouds, and grassy fields spread out as far as I could see.


  But, unlike earlier, something about the grass made me uneasy. It sparkled under the cloudy sky.


  “What’s with that…?”


  “Arcane crystals are lining the grasses,” Bennett explained. “Once, this place was a region contaminated by magical energy. The highly concentrated magical energy in the air clung to the blades of grass like condensation and crystallized.”


  “Whoa… That’s wild.”


  The whole phenomenon couldn’t be considered normal.


  My eyes were drawn to the unique scenery, and that’s when I saw a large city ahead of us.


  “You see that, Raspberry? It’s where we’ve been heading all this time.”


  I wanted to find my own path in life. It was what spurred my departure from Lapis.


  I wanted to see where I came from. That simple wish had brought me all the way here.


  We’d finally made our way there, to a forgotten country of lush, beautiful fields.


  “…Orloff.”


  I’d made it back to my birthplace.
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  The sun was low in the sky when we entered the city.


  Brick buildings crumbled, the ground beneath us was gouged out, and city streets lay destroyed.


  Once home to crowds of people, the place was a ghost of its former self.


  Arcane crystals gleaming purple grew as if called by the wreckage.


  “How dreadful…,” Xiaoyu whispered. “The Middle East was nothing compared to this.”


  I thought back to my dreams of Eldora destroying the nation.


  It had once been full of so many people who made their homes here. But one day, the Witch of Calamity had crashed in like a meteor to smash their tranquil lives. She’d set off a chain of magical explosions, and gaseous magical energy had swallowed up the residents.


  Months and years had passed since that fateful day—the arcane crystals glittering strangely downtown were likely products of the magical energy building up over time. It had settled on the ground and wreckage and crystallized.


  Beautiful arcane crystals wrapped the ruined nation of Orloff in their embrace.


  The scene was unlike any other.


  “There should be a station on the north side of the city. We’ll be meeting with Jack there.”


  Guided by Bennett, Abosom sped the van through the city. After some time, we came out onto a rotary in front of the station. The other teams were already assembled there.


  “Here we are. Everyone out.”


  I stepped out of the van, and I felt something crumble under my foot with a crackle.


  Surprised, I looked down at my feet and saw an odd film there, like a thin layer of ice. I’d broken it when I’d stepped down.


  “Arcane crystal.”


  “Really? This, too?”


  I hadn’t thought it could be a thin sheet like this. Apparently, it didn’t grow in one set shape.


  “Took you a while.”


  Jack was here to greet us.


  Bennett said, “Sorry for the holdup,” and bowed his head.


  “Doesn’t bother me. Didn’t you say the famous Meg Raspberry had another of her ideas?”


  “Talking about me like I’m some rabblerouser hurts my feelings, you know.”


  “C’mon, you can take it.” While I pouted, Jack let another question fly. “So, what were you up to?”


  “Oh, y’know, just saving the Middle East.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  Paying no mind to Jack and his look of confusion, I looked at the others working.


  “What’ve you all been doing here?”


  “Setting up base camp. Our expedition in Orloff will last one week in total. We’ll set up a barrier here where the magical contamination is relatively low and make this the center of our operations as we investigate major points around the domain.”


  I couldn’t believe my ears.


  “Just one week? But our stays in South Asia and the Middle East were both over a month. There’s no way we can survey the whole country in a week!”


  “A while ago, we wouldn’t even have been allowed to enter this contaminated region. Staying long-term heightens the risk to our health. We’re just thinking of everyone’s safety.”


  With that, Bennett nodded beside us. “Quite right. You can feel it too, can’t you, Raspberry? This land has abnormal magical energy.”


  “I suppose…”


  I could feel how dense the magical energy was on my skin. I could see how staying here too long could maybe cause some kind of adverse reaction. Magical energy circulated in people’s bodies, too; it was possible that circulation going haywire could cause a mental break or physical changes. Keeping everyone’s safety in mind, like Jack had said, wasn’t unreasonable.


  The rotary that would become our base camp was apparently right in the center of Orloff’s capital city. Maybe they planned to use the station’s lines to travel around the nation’s major cities. Since we didn’t know how much the roads had changed, following the rails could be a good way to learn the local geography.


  “This rotary is still in pretty good shape, huh?”


  Bennett smiled in reply. “Yes, I’d say they’ve found a nice spot.”


  “There’s no concern of buildings collapsing here. We should be able to relax a little.”


  “It’d be real nice if you’d clean up the arcane crystals all over the place, though, since it’s not safe to touch them.”


  “I’ll take care of that after.”


  That got me doubting myself.


  “Am I remembering this right? Touching arcane crystals will give you magic contamination?”


  “Yes, as they’re highly concentrated masses of magical energy. There’s a risk of becoming contaminated after prolonged exposure.”


  “So they’re toxic. Shouldn’t we be wearing hazmat suits or something then?”


  “Gear that protects against magical energy is as heavy as you’d expect. It’s not suited to a large-scale research expedition. We’ve got Bennett set to make a barrier instead. Once it’s up, it’ll protect you just as much as a suit would. And we’ve already determined the air’s safe for us, so no worries on that front.”


  “Three cheers for Bennett!”


  Not only was he your friendly neighborhood handyman for whatever you needed fixing, this guy was still the world’s greatest mage too.


  “So, Jack, what’s the next step in the grand plan?”


  “We’ll investigate this city today and tomorrow. After that, the general idea’s to split into our teams of six and go check out other areas in the region. The country’s not that big—it only takes five hours to cross by car. We can tour the whole thing well enough.”


  “Huh, gotcha. How should we split up the research area?”


  “I want to make our main focus the east, where the munitions industry was based, and the north, where we might find survivors. I’m taking the east, and I’ll have Therese’s team go north. You all will go with Bennett to investigate the south, where most of the population was concentrated.”


  “Is the north side comparatively less bad off because the destruction was centered on the east?”


  “You got it. Word has it the explosions in the eastern manufacturing district continued over to the south side. Then the clouds of magical energy dispersed and spread to hit the north and west sides. Massive damage resulted to both the economy and the people of Orloff.”


  As Bennett and Jack’s story unfolded, I took in the city.


  It looked a little Nordic in construction; the streets were mainly lined with buildings of brick and stone, most of which were fairly short. I’d pictured it as a futuristic place full of sleek high-rise offices, so this was a bit of a shock.


  My house was here somewhere. I was thinking I’d like to try finding it.


  But how should I even start my search?


  Finding a single house somewhere in a whole country, in the space of just a one-week research trip…


  “Don’t you worry, Raspberry.” Seeing the look on my face, Bennett comforted me with a smile. “Orloff isn’t that big a country. I’m sure you’ll find your birthplace.”


  “It’s a pretty small country for having been involved in so many wars, huh?”


  Bennett nodded.


  “Orloff boasted a flourishing steel industry. Thanks to its magical energy, it was blessed in resources as well. To give you an idea of the scale, it’s said about half of the unexploded shells that exist in the world were manufactured here.”


  Eldora seemed like she absolutely despised warfare. I remembered well how she’d spoken of revenge for her murdered family. That was why she’d put an end to wars on multiple occasions.


  Maybe her hometown had burned down during a war, and her family had been killed. Then she’d become my teacher’s apprentice to grow powerful and take her revenge. It was easy enough to imagine.


  The question was whether my teacher would really have agreed to train someone with such a thirst for blood.


  Using her teachings to exact revenge—there was no way she would approve. That was the one sticking point in this whole theory.


  Lee had gotten out of the van and was taking in the state of the city, his face grave. Come to think of it, he’d said he was only part of this project to get to Orloff, hadn’t he?


  He looked distressed—he was breathing raggedly and covered in sweat.


  “Lee, are you okay? You look a little pale.”


  When I called out to him, he flinched, then shook his head like he was clearing away his troubling thoughts.


  “It’s nothing. Let’s get to work.”


  With that, he stalked off.


  The ruined city of Orloff, Lee’s strange behavior, our one-week time limit…


  With all those circumstances surrounding us, we set off to begin our investigation.
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  “Good morning, Raspberry. Sleep well?”


  “As if…”


  “You look it.”


  It was the second day of our survey of Orloff.


  Rubbing my sleepy eyes, I unleashed a monster yawn, and my two familiars fell prey to it, both of them yawning in return. Bennett smiled wryly at the sight of us.


  “Good morning.”


  “Morning, Lee.”


  Lee had come up beside me at some point, and he tilted his head to Bennett in greeting. He had the same stoic face as always and looked just like he did any old day.


  We hadn’t uncovered anything unusual during our initial survey. With the sun already low in the sky, it had been too difficult to investigate in depth. Today things would really get serious. We’d investigate here in the capital of Orloff, where we’d made our base, and then tomorrow we’d split into teams and go on to explore elsewhere.


  Those of us in the city would work as we went, gathering arcane crystals and recording soil conditions, while we secured safe routes of travel. Collapsed buildings and clusters of malevolently glittering arcane crystals filled every corner of the city.


  “Even if you do see any wild animals or surviving people, make sure to keep your distance.”


  “Why’s that?”


  When I asked Bennett, Xiaoyu scolded me with a “Use your brain!” and an exasperated shrug.


  “They might act unpredictably due to magical contamination, don’t you think?”


  “Oh, right.”


  We had been told we couldn’t stay longer than a week. The chances of people or animals being able to exist here long-term without any issues were pretty low.


  Just walking through the city made me incredibly tense. My familiars, White-Owl and Carbuncle, wouldn’t stop fidgeting either. They were probably agitated by the unnatural atmosphere of the city streets. I was feeling this chill across my skin, too.


  It felt just like—


  “It feels like there’s ghosts all around us…”


  Xiaoyu said the words in my place like she’d read my mind.


  “Are you scared, Xiao?”


  “O-of course not. What k-k-k-kind of magic user would be afraid of gh-gh-gh-ghosts?”


  “Settle down.”


  She was totally scared.


  Magic users and mediums were two different things, but there were techniques to summon and speak with apparitions, up close and personal. It wasn’t that rare for mages with high levels of magical energy to perceive apparitions, so it wasn’t strange for mages to have a tolerance for the unfathomable either.


  Oz snickered behind us.


  “You don’t seem bothered at all, Oz.”


  “Well, y’know, I don’t believe in ghosts, so…”


  Outraged, Xiaoyu burst out, “What?! You don’t?!” and shot them a glare.


  “It’s people like you who anger the dead with all your disrespect.”


  “Thing is, I’m more scared of the living than the dead.”


  “That’s ridiculous! The dead are obviously more terrifying! You can’t even touch them! They’re invincible! Invincible, I tell you!”


  While I was cracking up at the two of them beside me going at it, I happened to notice Lee in the background, taking pictures of the city with a grave expression on his face.


  Maybe I stared a little too long—our eyes met.


  “Can I help you?”


  “Oh, no. I just thought you looked even more serious than usual…”


  “I’m always serious. This isn’t a playground.”


  “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry.”


  He was that type of real practical guy who didn’t care for idle chatter. Everything he said was to the point, which made him appear harsh. He’d eased up a little as we’d traveled together, but I felt like he still had walls up, and he kept me at arm’s length. It was incredibly awkward.


  And then…


  “…He-eey.”


  “…He-eey… Over heeere…”


  I thought I heard a voice calling me, but no matter where I looked, I didn’t see anyone or anything out of place.


  “Lee, did you hear that voice just now?”


  “A voice? No.”


  “Hey, cut that out!” Xiaoyu cried out with a full-body shiver. “You shouldn’t try to scare people when they’re already freaked out.”


  “I wasn’t trying to, I swear! But I guess you really are freaked out, huh, Xiao?”


  “I—I—I—I am n-n-n-n-not! N-n-n-n-nothing of the s-s-s-sort!”


  “Okay, settle down.”


  Weird. I’m sure I heard someone.


  Suddenly, White-Owl began to hoot from atop my head.


  “What’s up, little guy? Something wrong?”


  “Hoot-hoot.”


  I innocently turned to look where White-Owl seemed to indicate.


  In a heap of rubble, as if it were taking cover, was a large arcane crystal.


  It was in the shape of a human.


  “What on earth…”


  “Raspberry, did something happen?”


  “Look…”


  Seeing what was near me, Bennett got a downright stormy look on his face.


  It was a person sculpted out of arcane crystal—and it wasn’t any ordinary sculpture. The reproduction was perfectly precise down to every last hair. I’d wager even museum-quality fine art couldn’t reproduce the human form that perfectly; it was just that realistic.


  As if the other members of the team had noticed something off about us, they started looking at the sculpture, exclaiming over it in awe. Xiaoyu even screamed at the top of her lungs. “Yeeek!” Yeah, she was scared all right.


  “For a sculpture, it’s way too detailed.”


  “I would assume this was actually once human.”


  “It… What?”


  My fear and shock drove me back a step. Bennett didn’t lose his composure at all; it was like he’d been waiting for this.


  “I’d been thinking it was strange… Ever since we first arrived, there’s been something missing.”


  “Something missing? What?”


  “Corpses of the fallen.”


  That word—corpse—made everyone gulp.


  When I thought about it, the place we’d come to was a disaster site, and one that no one had set foot in since the incident to boot. It would be perfectly natural for corpses to litter the ground of this place, which didn’t even permit animals to exist.


  “You’ve seen enough people with magical contamination to understand by now, Raspberry. Death is hardly a surprising outcome for those contaminated with highly concentrated magical energy.”


  “That’s true…”


  “The magical energy that polluted Orloff was incredibly dense. And yet there are no bodies to be seen. I’ve been pondering that for some time.”


  Ever since we first started our survey of Orloff, Bennett had a puzzled look on his face. Maybe he’d been wondering why there were no bodies here that whole time.


  “When contaminated by incredibly dense magical energy, at levels far surpassing its physical limits, the human body crystallizes. Such is the disaster that hit Orloff.”


  I gulped audibly.


  “So, you’re saying these ‘statues’ are all over the city?”


  “I expect so. Look, there’s another one.”


  There, where Bennett pointed, was another crystal figure of a woman, this time collapsed on the ground. It looked like it had been crushed by the rubble; its lower half had been smashed to dust. When I thought of how it used to be a person, I felt sick.


  Xiaoyu pressed her hands to her mouth—“Urk!”—and went to vomit in a corner somewhere. Abosom and Oz held her up.


  “I don’t think she can go any farther. Abosom, Oz, I’d really appreciate it if you would help Xiaoyu back to the base camp.”


  “Understood.”


  “Xiaoyu, think you can stand?”


  “Urgh… Jus’ hang on a minub… Gurk— I don’ feel so goob…”


  Unable to just stand by and watch, I put a hand out for Carbuncle. Without a word of instruction, he hopped down to my hand and onto the ground, then went dashing over to Xiaoyu.


  He set to lapping at Xiaoyu’s cheeks, and her face lightened the tiniest bit.


  “Take care of him for me, okay, Xiao? Just keep him with you.”


  “Okay… Thanks.”


  Bennett observed the scene with kind eyes.


  “So you’re forging on, Raspberry?”


  “You better believe it. I’ve come this far—nothing’s gonna stop me now.”


  “How dependable. And you, Lee?”


  I looked at Lee and saw that he’d gone deathly pale. There was a chill in the air, but sweat beaded on his forehead.


  “Lee… Are you okay?”


  When I called out to him, he looked over at me with a gasp. His eyes were unfocused; he was clearly shaken.


  “Y-yeah. I’m fine.”


  It was the first time I’d seen Lee, who usually didn’t show any nuanced emotion, react with such human feeling.


  We parted with Abosom and the others, continuing deeper into the capital as a trio. As we advanced farther in, we saw more and more of those human statues around us. Some seemed frozen in attempts to flee, desperation etched on their faces, while others collapsed on the ground in defeat, and others tried to save themselves, hiding in sheltered nooks with their arms wrapped around their knees. There was even a married couple inside their apartment, locked in a crystal embrace.


  Crystallized people remained throughout the city, as if the events of that day had been frozen in time.


  “Help me…”


  As we walked, I thought I heard a voice from somewhere. I gasped and scanned the area.


  “Again…? Did you hear a voice just now?”


  “A voice?”


  Everyone strained their ears, listening. The hush of the dead hung over the city, and we didn’t hear a single sound, let alone any trace of another living creature.


  “Seems like there’s no one here.”


  “Huh? That’s weird…”


  Then, I turned my attention to a statue of a woman right in front of me. She looked like she’d exhausted all her energy while trying to run away—she’d turned to crystal still leaning against a wall.


  “That voice… It couldn’t be…from you?”


  I practically stared a hole into the woman, now arcane crystal, and got a strange sense of being pulled in. It was like we were looking right at each other.


  “Hey, Bennett. Is there any way these people…could be alive?”


  “I don’t know. It could be worth getting Jack’s professional opinion. But I would guess the chances are extraordinarily low, with their bodies crystallized like that.”


  “Yeah, of course…”


  The woman I was staring at was surely no longer of this world.


  But then what are those voices I keep hearing? The fog clouding my heart didn’t clear.


  Eventually, we came out toward a small lot lined with buildings. Facing the road were a series of large showroom windows in a row, already broken. The space beyond was filled with accessories, jewelry, decrepit old mannequins, and so on. It seemed like this had been a line of accessory stores and variety shops.


  “Look at all that decorative stuff…”


  “Orloff was a nation rich in jewelry working. It had many artisans and workshops to its name.”


  While I was peering into the nooks and crannies of the shops, Lee gave a mini lecture beside me.


  “You know all kinds of stuff, Lee.”


  “I’ve studied Orloff extensively.”


  “Wow…”


  I wanted to learn Orloff’s secrets, too.


  Its culture and architecture, and its history as well. But, to my surprise, I’d been left unable to find much of anything. To be honest, I only had the most basic knowledge.


  I wondered how Lee ever learned all that stuff.


  “Did you learn all that at university?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “Gotcha.”


  I’d heard universities had tons of research materials and giant libraries. It didn’t seem so hard to study Orloff in an environment like that.


  If Orloff hadn’t been destroyed, maybe I would’ve been an ordinary university student, too. I would’ve spent my days making friends at school, going out on the town after class…all the stuff of everyday life that would become precious in time.


  But Eldora had shattered that possibility. I wasn’t even sure whether I resented her for it, but I at least didn’t feel that kind of negative emotion in my heart.


  See, there were so many people I would never have met if I weren’t a witch. So I was just grateful for the life I did have.


  The buildings that looked like workshops gradually increased as we moved on. Apparatuses for machining metal and large worktables were set up inside them. Maybe this was where artisans had once crafted their baubles.


  “Raspberry, I can’t see Lee. Any chance you know where he went?”


  “Huh? He was just here…”


  I searched the buildings around us and spotted Lee’s figure in a small workshop.


  “There he is! Bennett, Lee’s over there!”


  I ran inside while calling to Bennett.


  “What do you think you’re doing, huh? You can’t just go off on your…”


  But once I saw his face, I was struck speechless.


  There in the corner of the studio was a small desk. And gazing at it in silence, tears streaming down his face, was Lee.


  “Um… What’s the matter?”


  He didn’t seem to notice I was there until I touched his shoulder, and then he looked up with a gasp, scrubbing away his tears with a sleeve.


  “It’s nothing.”


  “Uh?! It’s obviously not?! You were crying!”


  “No, I wasn’t. Just yawning.”


  And with that, he hurried off.


  “What the hell…?”


  I brushed my fingers against the desk he’d been looking at. It was old and weathered, the surface covered in fine scratches. I felt like each and every one of those marks was a memory from the artisans who’d used it burned into the material.


  Then I felt someone’s presence before me.


  I looked up, and right in front of me stood a stranger—an elderly gentleman wearing glasses.


  “Wait, what? Uh? Huh?”


  Totally confused, I started babbling. The man was picking away at his metalwork on the surface of the desk between us, not giving my panicked state a moment’s notice. It looked like he was making a necklace.


  I glanced around the area. I was definitely in the same workshop.


  But the scene was nothing like before: The clamor of the city now filled my ears.


  The devastated views of Orloff had gone through a total transformation into bright and lively color. Buildings were restored to their former splendor, and people filled the streets, going about as if the damage had never happened. It was just like standing in the Orloff of old.


  What is going on? Am I dreaming?


  Totally lost, I pinched my cheek real hard…and it hurt like hell. This was no dream.


  “Excuse me, sir? Do you mind if I ask you a question…?”


  He didn’t react to me at all. It was as if I didn’t even exist for him; he stayed lost in his work.


  “Yo, Chen. You finish that ring yet?”


  From the entrance, an old, gray-haired person came in. The old man in front of me, apparently Chen, stilled his hand at work and stood up.


  “Got it on display right here.”


  He slipped on some gloves and laid the ring on his palm. His customer, seeing it displayed, whistled in admiration.


  “It’s splendid. Sorry ’bout the last-minute job.”


  “No worries. Nothing’s too much for your wife, right?”


  “I couldn’t come up with anything good enough for her anniversary gift tomorrow. She’ll love this. You really saved my bacon. Getting used to city life yet?”


  “Well enough. It’s been easy with everyone happy to help a guy out.”


  “I never overlook a skilled craftsman. I’ll leave the fee right here for ya.”


  “Have a good one.”


  The whole thing was just like a panel from a slice-of-life comic, the kind full of the fluff of everyday life. I watched the humble scene as it played out.


  Then, I felt someone behind me tap my shoulder.


  “Raspberry, are you okay?”


  It was Bennett. He was looking at me with concern. When I checked my surroundings, I saw the peaceful scene of city life had vanished, and the ruined, disaster-stricken Orloff had returned.


  “What’s going on with you? It looked like you were dreaming.”


  “There was just an old craftsman talking to a customer right here…”


  “Some kind of figment?”


  “I wonder… Arcane crystals don’t make you hallucinate, right?”


  “No…would be my guess. But…”


  As Bennett said so, he put a hand to his chin in thought.


  “I wonder if what you saw was a memory.”


  “A memory?”


  “It’s been bothering me ever since you said you were hearing the voices of the city folk. At this point, there are no survivors left in the city—and you’re the only one to hear these voices. That’s one possibility I’ve come up with.”


  “People’s thoughts—I’ve been taking in their emotions?”


  I only whispered the words, but Bennett nodded quietly.


  “Their peaceful lives were shattered in an instant, and the city died within mere days. Perhaps when the people passed in such numbers, their memories and feelings remained in this place.”


  “And then I’m picking them up?”


  “On this journey, you’ve shared the feelings of many others. You received Asura’s memories in the Middle East as well. With the way you are now, I’d say it’s possible.”


  Touching this workstation had been what drew me into the world of memory. It’d felt so uniquely immersive that, rather than a hallucination, it was like I’d slipped into the past.


  Suppose that artisan’s memories dwelled in this workstation. That could mean the memories I’d stepped into were the jeweler, Chen’s.


  His features had looked like Lee’s, somehow.


  


   


  “We’d best be getting back soon, before it gets dark.”


  Bennett’s words signaled the end of today’s investigation.


  The sun was low, bathing the city in deep red. I’d taken this cityscape for granted, but now I felt it to be otherworldly. Nothing felt real—it was like I’d stepped onto another plane of existence.


  “It looks lovely like this.”


  Bennett nodded in agreement. “It really does. They might’ve been arms manufacturers, but the country itself was a safe, orderly place, and the people here lived lives of abundance. You can really feel how developed the city and its culture were.”


  “…Hey, Bennett. There’s something I still don’t understand.”


  “What is it?”


  “Why do you think Eldora was part of developing the planetary core?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It’s weird… Eldora destroyed Orloff so she could stop a war, and she killed tons of innocent people for it. But then she’s trying to use the planetary core to revitalize the whole world and save people. It just seems contradictory, no matter how I look at it.”


  “Yes, you could say so…”


  Bennett whispered his next words after a moment of silence.


  “I suspect she seeks atonement.”


  “Atonement?”


  “She took countless lives. But she’s kindhearted at her core, and she’s gentle with others. That’s how she was able to make a seed of life.”


  “Huh… Yeah, I can see that.”


  No matter how much skill with magic they had, someone who was only after slaughter and revenge would struggle to create a seed of life. I felt that in my bones.


  “She must regret having taken those lives, and now she wishes to balance the scales using the planetary core—though she herself might not even think atonement possible. And Faust was swayed by her wishes.”


  “Wait, my teacher?”


  “Yes. She is a witch of reason, one who wants things to be just as they are. At the least, I suspect she was not aligned with the Council’s ideals.”


  “So she joined the effort to make the core for Eldora’s sake…”


  Things were lining up.


  Eldora, who loathed war, had accepted her role as the dread Witch of Calamity to deter bloodshed—but she’d always rued killing others. So she’d dreamed up the planetary core project, choosing to offer up her own life toward restoring the planet as atonement.


  That was about the shape of it, if Bennett’s hypothesis was correct.


  “It’s like she wants to die…”


  The words spilled out of me.


  “Hey, Bennett.”


  “Yes?”


  “My teacher and Eldora—”


  But then I snapped my mouth shut.


  Out of anyone, Bennett was sure to know about the history between my teacher and Eldora.


  But my teacher herself was going to tell me all about it when I’d finished this journey.


  I had the feeling I needed to wait until then.
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  After returning to base camp and getting a brief examination from Jack and the others, I could finally relax.


  “Well done today, Miss Meg.”


  We were at the heart of the base camp, Abosom praising me for my efforts as we both sat by a campfire.


  “Thanks for earlier, Abosom. How’s Xiaoyu?”


  “She’s resting. I think she took a great shock… She was totally broken up. Mr. Jack said she’d better bow out of exploring Orloff, but she has a strong sense of duty. She said she wanted to at least serve as support, so based on how she’s feeling, Jack might have her manage communications or survey intel from here at base camp.”


  “Yeah, it’s good to know your limits… Seeing her like that, I guess she’s a delicate flower, huh?”


  She usually acted tough, but actually, Xiaoyu was the most sweet and compassionate of all of us. She’d burst into tears back when my life had been in danger, and I could tell she cared deeply for her hometown.


  Seeing the ghastly state of Orloff must have weighed on her heart.


  “Can you and Oz get back in the field tomorrow?”


  “That’s the plan. The medical crew said they would look after her condition for us.”


  “That’s good…”


  Like the worries keeping me tense had evaporated, I felt my body grow heavy just like that. Abosom kept his gaze on me.


  “You tired yourself out today, I see.”


  “Yeah, guess so.”


  I’d walked around all day, cleared rubble, and searched through every nook and cranny of the buildings. It made sense I’d be so tired.


  “Tomorrow’s gonna be even harder…”


  “What does Bennett have us doing tomorrow?”


  “He said we’d be investigating the southern district. It had the densest population before, and apparently the damage is the worst there. We might be able to tell what the conditions were like then by checking it out.”


  “Ah, I see. Then our mission tomorrow is an important one.”


  “Sure sounds like it.”


  Just then, I spotted Lee nearby, drinking a cup of coffee.


  When our eyes met, he turned his face away like he couldn’t stand to face me.


  “Lee, stop lurking over there! Come sit by the fire and chat.”


  “I’m good.” He cast his gaze down. “Sorry I made a scene earlier. It won’t happen again.”


  “Is something going on with you?”


  Though I asked him, he just bowed stiffly and hurried off, like he didn’t want to talk about it. We sat in silence and watched him go.


  “Did something happen, Miss Meg?”


  “I’ve been thinking he was kinda off today. He seemed upset all day long…”


  “He must have a lot to think about. Mr. Lee’s been yearning for our Orloff expedition to begin. Maybe he has some important purpose for being here.”


  “A purpose, huh?”


  “Aren’t you the same, Miss Meg?”


  I jolted in surprise.


  “How did you…?”


  “I’ve been wondering for a while why you decided to join the project. After working together for months, I couldn’t help but realize: You have ties to Orloff.”


  “So you noticed… Yeah, I do.”


  “We are all here because of our own circumstances and purposes. Like you, Mr. Lee set off for Orloff with his own unique wish in his heart.”


  “A wish, huh…? What about you, Abosom? Do you have some kind of purpose or wish bringing you here?”


  “I’m here for the sake of my hometown. Where I’m from, in West Africa, people live together with the natural world. It’s a beautiful place, but you can also easily lose your life if you don’t pay attention and stray into the turf of the wild beasts there. That’s the kind of place it is.”


  “Sounds harsh.”


  “It’s only grown harsher in recent years.”


  “Could that be from magical contamination?”


  “Yes. There’s severe damage throughout my hometown from contaminated beasts that transformed into monsters. People say the animals take arcane crystals into their bodies when eating contaminated food and so on.”


  “How horrible…”


  “On top of that, damage to crops from locusts is growing more intense. Magical energy is only accelerating that destruction of the ecosystem.”


  “Then are you trying to hold back the damage…?”


  He nodded.


  “This project is about more than providing magic and healing. It’s built on the concept of looking into what damage and effects arcane crystals and magical contamination can produce. That’s what the Council of Magic is focusing its operation on, more than anything else. I felt the experience relating to magical contamination would be valuable.”


  “Yeah, makes sense…”


  Everyone had their own reason for being here. They were here with their own intentions and purposes held in their heart. There were things everyone wanted to gain through this project.


  As for me, I’d come here searching for my path in life.


  But when I’d finally arrived, I’d found my homeland in ruins and all its people lost, turned to arcane crystal.


  I had no idea what I could gain from a land like that.


  Will I be able to find an answer? A vague unease clouded my heart.


  “My hometown is a good place. I’d like you to come see it sometime. You’d enjoy it, I’m sure, and everyone would be glad to have you.”


  “Yeah, I’ll make it happen. That’s a promise.”


  But that didn’t mean there was nothing to be gained.


  Meeting my traveling companions had made me realize the meaning of going on this journey.
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  The next day, our team had to survey our designated site, the southern region. We set out from base camp early in the morning for our target.


  “Be aware, everyone—this area was the site of a massive explosion. Footing may be unstable, so be sure to watch your step.”


  We nodded in response to Bennett’s warning.


  The destruction was far more intense than we’d seen during yesterday’s surveying, and there were far more crystallized figures than before.


  “God… It’s ghastly.”


  Abosom was struck silent at the sight of the city. That wasn’t surprising—there were more people turned to arcane crystal here than we could even count. Faces frozen in anguish and terror were all around.


  A giant crater gaped where the city had once been. It looked like an underground eruption had gouged out the massive hole.


  “Hmm… This is hellish.”


  Oz spoke casually as usual, snapping pictures with an SLR camera.


  As I was watching them work, an odd feeling overcame me.


  “…Help me…”


  “…No…”


  “…I don’t want to die…”


  There it was again. I was hearing voices. Faint or feeble though they were, they cried out in earnest.


  “Raspberry.”


  Bennett noticed the state I was in and came over. I nodded to him.


  “I’m hearing voices again. A whole bunch this time.”


  There were still hopes and fears lodged in the statues of people that filled the city. I couldn’t tell one way or another if the figures were still conscious, but the voices were definitely coming from them.


  “Tragic, untimely deaths invoke intense emotion in people. Maybe those are the voices you’re hearing.”


  Resentment, despair, terror… Such words passed through my mind.


  Once, thousands of people had died here.


  Now, I looked upon nothing other than the scene as it had been then.


  “…Is Eldora’s magic really strong enough to kill so many people?”


  “She probably just lit the powder keg.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “You see, Orloff is a country rich with magical energy. I’d wager her spell served as a catalyst to light the magical energy within the earth ablaze. That brought about disaster in the form of large-scale explosions.”


  “Was that her goal?”


  “I don’t know, though it does appear that she originally only struck the munitions production zone, where weapons were made.”


  Just then…


  Suddenly, a memory from the back of my mind superimposed itself on the scene in front of me.


  


   


  Eldora’s spell, aimed at the munitions production zone, had sparked a fire in the stores of magical energy underground and engulfed the city of Orloff in explosions. Then magical energy had probably seeped out aboveground, enveloping the surface in incredibly dense clouds of magical energy and transforming the people into arcane crystal.


  A city large enough to remind me of Lond, with crowds of people walking about.


  Suddenly, a man pointed at the sky. Drawn in, the people around him looked up.


  There, where their gazes met, floated the witch Eldora, staff in hand.


  When she thrust her staff up to the heavens, the distant explosions spread out in a line, creating large blasts even within the city.


  People screamed, fleeing in terror, as some kind of gas surged out of the fissures in the ground.


  This gas, thick enough to see with the naked eye, was a cloud of magical energy.


  Some of those swallowed by the cloud twisted into grotesque new forms and rotted away. Others breathed their last before the contamination could touch them and turned to crystal.


  


   


  This was…the oneiric message I’d received before, in Lapis.


  Now, the place from my dream and the place I stood overlapped perfectly.


  And…in that dream, I’d definitely seen—


  “M-Mom…”


  I walked forward as if someone was leading me.


  I remembered; I’d seen the place in my dream.


  Among the people fleeing the scene, there’d been a woman holding a baby. A swell of magical energy from the earth had engulfed them. The woman had clung tight to her baby, curled up on the ground as if trying to cover the child entirely. In that pose, her body had changed to arcane crystal in an instant, protecting the child like a cocoon.


  But, slithering in through a gap in her defenses, magical energy had forever changed that infant’s eyes, loading them with magical energy.


  This was where those eyes, which saw the unknowable, had formed.


  I should have had no memory of this, and yet…just like yesterday, it sprang into my mind in vivid color.


  The emotions lingering in this city were showing me the past.


  At long last, I finally reached her.


  A statue of arcane crystal sat curled over on the ground, hunched as if protecting something.


  I heard myself whisper.


  “Mom…”


  I took a step closer, thinking to touch the crystal statue. It was just when I was about to make contact…


  …someone grabbed my shoulder.


  “What’re you doing?”


  It was Lee.


  “Please don’t touch that. It’ll get you sick.”


  “But they said just a little contact was okay…”


  “That doesn’t mean you should run around grabbing arcane crystals.”


  “Okay… Yeah. You’re right.”


  Looking closely at the statue of my mother hunched over on the ground, I realized her arms were damaged.


  It looked at first like natural damage, but that wasn’t the case. After all, my teacher had rescued me from this place.


  Faust had charged in without a thought for her own life, right into this place so contaminated by magical energy that no one could step foot in it safely. It’d surely been incredibly easy to get contaminated, since that magical energy gas must’ve been hanging in the air at the time. Even a magical barrier wouldn’t have been enough to mitigate all the risk. And I thought she’d probably been reluctant to destroy an arcane crystal that used to be a human.


  But she’d still noticed I existed and then, sensing my mother’s dying wish, she’d saved me.


  My mother hadn’t feared turning to arcane crystal.


  My teacher had helped me with no fear of touching arcane crystal.


  Maybe together, they’d passed the torch of my life on to me.


  I sniffled. More than anything, I wished I could see my teacher right now.


  “Why are you spacing out? We’re going.”


  “Right. Sorry…”


  I stood up with a smile—and felt something odd at my feet as I did, something fragile.


  Bennett looked over from where he stood far away, and his expression changed.


  “No! Get away from there, you two!”


  The moment he shouted, the ground by our feet shattered with a snap.


  Unable to even scream, Lee and I fell into the hole.


  Light faded; the sky grew distant. I could see White-Owl in the air, flying for me.


  Even as I grasped for him, I could tell I wouldn’t be able to reach.


  “Raspberry!”


  Only Bennett’s voice came through, echoing from far, far above.
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  Along with a slamming pain, I felt my whole body wrapped in piercing cold. After a moment of wondering what the heck was going on, I grasped the situation. It was water. Water stretched beneath the brittle ground above us.


  “Pwah!”


  My head broke the water’s surface. It was so dark I couldn’t see a thing.


  “Lee!”


  I swam around, calling for him, until I heard “Over here!” from far away. A light shone over where the voice came from, a faint gleam like a firefly’s that looked ready to wink out any moment. I used it as a beacon and swam like mad toward it.


  Swimming blindly through the water, barely able to see my surroundings, totally gave me the creeps. As the light drew near, I could make out someone standing there—Lee. I took his hand and climbed out of the water.


  “Are you hurt? I’ll examine you.”


  With a penlight, Lee checked me over for wounds. That reminded me—I carried a penlight for investigative purposes, too. I pulled it from my pocket and flicked the switch. The resulting glow was a relief.


  “We’re in great shape for having fallen from so high up, huh?”


  “It’s a miracle,” Lee concurred.


  “People say the highest height a living human can fall into water from and survive is sixty meters, and the majority of those go on to die even if they’re rescued from the fall.”


  “Us being totally fine is a real godsend.”


  While we talked, I shined my light around us, then let out a yelp. “Ack!”


  Our surroundings were completely packed with arcane crystal. The depths of the water, the walls around us, the ceiling—all of it gleamed with the stuff.


  “It’s like we’re in a geode…”


  With a closer look, I realized there was some kind of track running through the bottom of the crystal-clear water. It seemed like this had been a subway once, and we were on the station’s platform. It had crumbled quite a bit, so I’d been oblivious at first.


  “With all this arcane crystal around, we can’t know whether the water is safe. It could be contaminated. And we’ll freeze like this. We have to dry our clothes as soon as possible.”


  “Can’t we use magic for that?”


  “It’d be wiser not to. Setting aside Bennett, most normal mages would struggle to control their magic in the presence of so much crystal. There’s even a possibility the crystals could react to an incantation and turn the whole station into a lake of fire.”


  “So incantations are out…”


  Then it struck me.


  “I’ve got an idea.”


  


   


  “Hoo-wee, it’s hot…”


  The remark sounded like something you’d hear in a hot spring, not an old, deserted subway.


  We were sitting back to back on top of the magic circle I’d crafted. I’d thought using a magic circle with a set area of effect would let us limit any interaction with the arcane crystals, and it seemed I was right. The tricks I’d picked up from Sophie sure were coming in handy.


  “We made it through without freezing solid, I see. But I’d still like to change these clothes, and we should really get a checkup soon.”


  “Yeah, let’s make this visit a short one. Isn’t this a subway? There must be some way to get aboveground, then.”


  “I scouted around while you were constructing the magic circle. It looks like the stairs collapsed.”


  “Guess we’ve just got to wait for Bennett to come to the rescue, then.”


  “That may not be possible.”


  “Why?”


  “It could take days. The team lacks any rope long enough to climb down here. Descending with magic isn’t impossible, but I think they won’t heedlessly cast spells in a place where the effects of magic are unknown. And we have to consider the food situation. We’ll starve if we just wait here.”


  “Now you’re just spouting negativity…”


  My smartphone was a goner, thanks to its plunge into the water. It was pretty obvious, but we were in a real tough spot.


  “Sorry for going off on my own like that.”


  “No one could have predicted that cave-in. We should never have gathered unprepared in a place where the ground was unstable like that.”


  “Oh, okay…”


  “Why were you so concerned with that statue?”


  I wavered over what to say, but I didn’t feel like hiding anything after having come this far.


  “I’m pretty sure…she’s my mom.”


  I heard Lee gasp at the words.


  “See, I’m originally from Orloff. I was only here as a baby, though. When it was destroyed, my teacher—Faust, the Eternal Witch—saved me.”


  “Then, you joined the Council’s project…?”


  “To go to Orloff, yup. Bennett and Jack called me on.”


  “So that’s why… It never made sense to me why you were here. You seem so clueless, after all.”


  “Ah-ha-ha-ha… Yeah, you got me. I was surprised by how much I’d been kept in the dark.”


  I laughed wryly, and Lee shot me a look.


  “Nothing ever fazes you. How can you be so calm?”


  “Huh?”


  I was slow to react, confused by what he’d said.


  “Your homeland was destroyed, right? You saw your mother’s corpse with your own eyes. But you’re acting totally normal. How is that even possible?”


  “How…? I mean, yes, she’s my mother, but we were parted when I was tiny, and I only found out I was from Orloff in the first place really recently, so all of it just feels unreal.”


  “But you must know how the city got that way, right?”


  “Well, hmm… More or less. Do you?”


  “Of course I do.”


  His answer was forthright.


  “The witch Eldora murdered my father.”


  I doubted my own ears. After a moment spent clearly regretting that he’d spoken, Lee continued quietly.


  “I’m from Orloff, too. I spent my childhood here.”


  “You are…?”


  I just couldn’t wrap my head around it at first, but it wasn’t like it was impossible. I wasn’t the only survivor left from Orloff.


  “But our features are nothing alike, even though we share a homeland…”


  “My parents were originally from East Asia. My father lived in Orloff for his work, but when I was seven, my mother brought me back to her native country. Orloff was destroyed just months after that.”


  “Why’d your mom leave?”


  “She was a witch. At the time, people saw magic as the cause of the decline in Orloff’s munitions industry. It seemed possible that a full-scale witch hunt would break out as a result. That worried my mother, with her being a witch and me showing aptitude for magic. So she took us out of the country. But my father ran a studio here, so he stayed behind. He didn’t want to abandon his employees or the customers who depended on him.”


  “Any chance that was your father’s studio yesterday?”


  “Yes, it was.”


  I could feel the puzzle pieces all starting to come together.


  Why Lee had wept in the studio yesterday, who had owned the table he’d been staring at, whose memories I’d been experiencing… I might have finally found the answers.


  “I respected my father as a craftsman. That witch who killed him is beyond redemption.”


  Lee fixed me with an intense stare as he spoke.


  “I just can’t understand you. You know the tragedy of this country’s history. How could you be with Faust?”


  “How could I… What?”


  “It’s not that well known, but Faust taught Eldora magic. As her apprentice, you must at least know that much. Her first apprentice caused a massacre, and Faust did nothing to rein her in. In fact, it looks like Faust even actively supports her. Even if you owe Faust your life, how could it not bother you to have your own teacher defend the person who destroyed your homeland?”


  The words stuck in my throat. I had no idea how to respond.


  I’d always thought of being Faust’s apprentice as something to be proud of.


  “What went through your head when you learned Orloff died at Eldora’s hand?”


  “I…”


  The light sound of liquid splashing filled the air. The deep darkness between us was lit only by the wavering glow of our penlights. In that space hung a thick tension.


  Lee’s anger was only natural. But…


  “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t…?”


  Lee’s face turned stony.


  “I have no memories of Orloff. I’ve always thought of Lapis as my home, so all this talk of my ‘real homeland’ out of nowhere doesn’t make any sense to me. And I just can’t think of Eldora as a bad person. I think there must be some reason behind her destroying Orloff.”


  “So my father was just collateral damage?!”


  “No, of course not! Of course not… I just want to know the truth.”


  At that, Lee said, “…Let’s not do this,” in a whisper.


  “I apologize for getting emotional. We can’t afford to waste our energy here fighting.”


  “You’re right…”


  We sank into silence again, and then a doubt struck me.


  “Come to think of it, how did you find out that Eldora attacked Orloff? That story doesn’t get out much.”


  “There are other survivors from Orloff who’ve formed a community. I learned about what happened when the country was destroyed from them.”


  “Huh, interesting.”


  A chilly breeze blew by. Feeling it, Lee stood quietly.


  “Now, I’m just about warmed up. Let’s find an exit. The stairs have collapsed, but there’s still airflow. Maybe we can follow that to find another way out.”


  Lee offered me a hand, and I took it gently.


  “Let’s go.”


  Following the air currents, we advanced deeper into the station and found it linked up to a traversable path forward. Fallen rubble formed a dam blocking the water, and it looked like we could climb over that rubble to keep pressing on. Our feet would get wet, but there was nothing we could do about that except grin and bear it.


  “I’d rather not make contact with that contaminated water…”


  “It’ll be fine if we just hurry.”


  “You’re such an optimist.”


  We advanced through the darkness, our footsteps echoing as our feet struck the rubble.


  It was quiet. There was a keen sharpness to the air, maybe thanks to the arcane crystals. They didn’t just cover the ground—they lined the walls, clung to the ceiling, and grew pretty much everywhere. The crumbling walls weren’t much different from the walls of a cavern. Only the tracks at our feet revealed the slightest hint of the subway that had once run through here.


  “We’re still walking the subway line.”


  “For now, it seems so. It looks like the horrific damage was caused by full stockpiles of magical energy underground, which suddenly erupted to the surface like a volcano of magical energy.”


  “Makes sense.”


  Suddenly, a mysterious light came into view. It looked like the ground down the passage from us was littered with glowing grains.


  “What’s that up there?”


  When we got closer, we found the lights were actually flowers: Tiny white flowers bloomed on the ground, giving off a soft shine. A side channel off the passageway we traveled was carpeted in the blossoms.


  “Lee, look! Flowers, in a place like this!”


  “Those are…Lilium orloff.”


  “Oh, so they’re lilies?”


  “I’m no botanist, but I’d imagine so. Orloff is home to glowing flowers.”


  “I’ve never seen a glowing lily before…”


  So these plants, with their shining blossoms, are unique to Orloff?


  They were captivatingly beautiful, and they gave off a sense of fragility, as if they’d wither away with a touch.


  “What are they doing down here, though?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe they spread here over time.”


  Like they were leading somewhere, the Orloff lilies formed a path of light to guide our way. If they’d propagated over time, it could mean flowers that grew aboveground had gradually spread down to this passageway. In that case, following their trail could lead us to the surface.


  We exchanged a silent glance and nodded.


  “But these flowers could have magical contamination. I don’t like the thought of walking through them.”


  I called out, “It’s fine, Lee,” to my worried companion.


  “These plants are way too proper looking to be dangerous. Plants warp and mutate when they get contaminated, but these flowers look perfectly natural. Let’s keep going.”


  Our excitement growing, we followed the trail of lilies. There was hope in the air that we might be able to get out this way. Forgetting our tired feet, we picked up the pace more and more.


  Eventually, we hit a gentle slope—with a light at the end of it.


  “We made it!”


  We both shouted with joy and raced for the light.


  When I emerged, the dazzling light filling my view blinded me for a moment. Then, with my eyes slowly adjusting, I lifted my face, and a shocking scene met my gaze.


  We were on a gently rolling hill. The magical energy of the underground had probably blasted small holes here and there with the eruptions, and we’d been traveling through one of the tunnels made at the time.


  And there in front of us…


  “Incredible…”


  An endless meadow of Orloff lilies bloomed brilliant white.


  The white petals blanketed the ground as far as the eye could see. From breaks in the clouds covering the sky, sunlight shone down upon the lilies in faint rays.


  Something about it was ethereal, like we were in a dream. It looked just like paradise.


  “Look at them all in bloom! Amazing!”


  “I remember now…,” Lee said softly. “My mother told me that in Orloff, there was a field of Orloff lilies where the beauty spread on forever. She saw it with my father before I was born.”


  “So you’re saying we’re looking at that same field?”


  “Possibly.”


  I was losing myself in the beautiful flowers, but then I remembered our situation. This was no time to just chill out.


  “We have to let Bennett know we’re okay. Can we make it back from here…?”


  “Without knowing our location, it’s hard to say. I don’t recall seeing any space this open during our investigation, though. We could have come out in a different place entirely.”


  “It’ll be real bad if we managed to go under the mountains while we were underground.”


  I was slumping my shoulders in disappointment when Lee just up and started to walk off somewhere.


  “There’s a dwelling this way. Maybe there’ll be something useful.”


  I looked the way he was heading, and sure enough, there was a house.


  The house was a single brick building surrounded by Orloff lilies. It was undamaged and in tidy enough shape for someone to live in, even now.


  Looking at it set my heart hammering. Something about it looked familiar.


  We came up to it and opened the wooden door, upon which a hallway blanketed in dust entered our view. Just like we’d thought from the outside, the interior was completely empty of any sign of damage.


  “It looks just like a normal house.”


  Lee had gone all the way inside, and I still couldn’t force my foot past the threshold.


  “What’s wrong? You’re spacing out again.”


  “Huh? Oh, uh, nothing’s wrong.”


  I tried to take a deep breath so he wouldn’t notice and then stepped through the door. The refreshing air didn’t keep sweat from streaming down my face. When I walked down the hallway, the floor creaked beneath me.


  There was a kitchen, a living room, and a master bedroom. Sure, it was old, but this was the first time I’d seen a house in such good condition in Orloff. Everything was neatly stowed away, and there wasn’t any rotten food left about. It’d probably be better to keep that fridge closed, though.


  Along with some furniture, the living room had children’s toys and a crib. The large double bed in the bedroom sat alongside a homemade bookshelf and a desk.


  A baby, mother, and father had lived a modest life here as a family of three; that was the impression I got.


  “With a little elbow grease, we could sleep here. The sun’s already setting—it might be a good plan to stay for the night.”


  I couldn’t manage a reply.


  My breathing grew more and more erratic. I couldn’t hold back my feelings anymore.


  Even the shapes of the chairs, the table, the clothing boxes… All of it felt familiar.


  There was no way I should have this memory, but somehow, it popped up.


  A baby chair had been set by the table…where I’d been sitting once.


  I recognized the toys, too. The small stuffed bear had been my favorite, and I’d always carried it around with me in the house.


  I remembered watching my favorite cartoons in the middle of the spacious living room. I hadn’t really understood the show, but I’d liked it, and I’d always cracked up laughing when it was on.


  What are these memories? How could I possibly remember this? It should be impossible, but…


  Stumbling, I leaned against a wall, then saw some pictures displayed on a shelf nearby. I laid a hand on a small picture frame. The picture inside showed three people, the family that must’ve once lived here.


  “Ah… Aaah…!”


  The cry surged out of me, the frame dropping from my hand.


  It clattered on the ground, bringing Lee over.


  “Are you okay? You look awful.”


  “I… I know this house…”


  “Huh?”


  “This is… It’s the house I was born in…”


  Captured in the photograph was the mother from my oneiric message.


  
    [image: ]
  

  I wanted to know my path in life. That was why I left Lapis.


  I wanted to see my homeland. That one wish had brought me all the way here.


  But I hadn’t been sure where I should head… I’d keep on going without ever having a clear goal in mind.


  Now, I felt like I’d found what I was looking for.


  It defied reason for me to remember my own time as an infant, but somehow, deep inside me, I felt it radiantly and viscerally.


  My beloved father, big and brawny. He’d pick me up, holding me high in the air. I felt completely safe in his arms. I could sleep like, well, a baby.


  Then there was my mother, gentle and beautiful. She always had a kind smile. Her voice alone could calm me, her smile infectious.


  In the morning, my mom was cooking breakfast in the kitchen. The fragrance of toasting bread wafted through the air, drawing my dad out of bed. He stroked my cheek, his face still covered in stubble and my mom scolded him, getting him to let me be so he could go wash up.


  They had the day off work, so my parents were bringing me to the nearby meadow for a picnic—the hill with the Orloff lilies. At its center was a wide clearing where the flowers weren’t blooming. They spread out a sheet there, and the three of us bathed in the gentle sunshine.


  Lost in my own flowery world, I was surprised by a butterfly at rest suddenly flying up, and I took a tumble in my shock. Watching my antics, my parents shared a merry laugh.


  Where are these memories coming from? I didn’t understand it one lick. But I finally understood why I’d come here.


  Now I knew I’d been loved from the moment I was born.


  That alone was reason enough.


  


   


  “Are you feeling better now?”


  Lee called out to me while I was watching the sun stream in through the window. I gave him a smile and a “Yeah, sorry.”


  “You really shocked me, honestly. You’re saying this was your house?”


  “It was a shock to me, too, even though I’ve been feeling like I might find it ever since we got to Orloff. I mean, I didn’t think I’d recognize my own house even if we did happen to visit it.”


  “How could you tell, anyway? That, and how you said you found your mother back in the city… You’re full of mysteries.”


  “I think I picked up on my parents’ feelings and memories left from when they lived here.”


  “You mean like emotional magic? I don’t know much about the phenomenon…”


  “Yeah, it’s ancient magic. There are tons of mysteries about it—even I haven’t encountered this version of it before.”


  I turned my gaze over to the photograph of my parents. I had to have been less than a year old; anything I’d experienced then should never have made it into my memories.


  Supposing what’d happened here was the same phenomenon I’d experienced in the city earlier, then I must’ve been picking up the memories that lingered in this house: those of my parents’ love for me.


  The memory had been filled with warmth, but I hadn’t felt like I’d lost that warmth at all.


  My parents might be gone, but now I was surrounded by people who’d love me in their place.


  “You’re…not crying.”


  A sense of wonder filled Lee’s words.


  “You’ve just found your childhood home, which you thought was lost forever. I was sure you’d be crying with joy.”


  “I mean, call it what you want, but I was just a baby. Maybe it hasn’t really hit me yet.”


  “Something about you looks like you’re just enduring it, though. Are you sure you aren’t holding back unconsciously?”


  “Maybe! I’ve always been that way. I’d get picked on, or people would say mean things to me, or whatever, and I’d just take it on the chin. I guess I just always thought I had to keep on trying.”


  “Like your heart would break if you just let yourself cry?”


  “Not quite… How should I put it?”


  I stroked the chair I must’ve once sat in as a child.


  That baby me had cried unashamedly. At some point, though, I’d begun refusing to let a single tear fall from my eyes, always keeping a stiff upper lip. I’d even managed to get through Grandma Flaire’s death without shedding a tear.


  “I haven’t thought about it all that deeply myself, but I don’t think I consider crying some unforgivable sin or anything. It’s more like ‘Don’t give up! This is no time for tears!’”


  Lee shrugged his shoulders in exasperation.


  “That’s such a ‘you’ way to put it. Well then, when on earth do you cry?”


  “Hmm… Let me think. If I was gonna cry—”


  The words Eldora had once said to me drifted into my mind.


  


   


  ______“Upon breaking the curse, you will lose something truly dear.”


  ______“Truly dear… You mean my life?”


  ______“More precious even than that. Something irreplaceable… Something you’d gladly toss your life away to save.”


  


   


  “Maybe if I ever lost something irreplaceable.”


  The words came out in a murmur. Lee shrugged again, at a loss this time.


  The sun had begun to sink, the sky’s colors blending into the early hues of night. The field of Orloff lilies visible through the window had begun to give off a gentle gleam with the onset of the dark.


  “There was some shelf-stable food. It’s not even expired, and it doesn’t look off. How about we make that our meal and get right to sleep? You might not actively sense it, but your body still needs to recuperate.”


  “Before that, Lee, can we do one thing?”


  We finished our meal and headed to the center of the field of flowers.


  This was the wide, open area where my parents had once brought me for a picnic. Now, with night falling around us, the Orloff lilies were blanketed in an illusory glow.


  “How…about this spot?”


  “Yeah… Looks good… Thanks…”


  “I’d rather…not waste any effort…if you please…”


  Breathing heavily, we got the words out in spurts. That was all thanks to the giant stone we’d been heaving along with us, one that had taken the both of us to carry here.


  “What are you planning to do…with a boulder like that?”


  “I’d like to make it a gravestone. Maybe that way, all the people of this nation who’ve died can rest in peace.”


  “You’re making a place for people to offer their prayers?”


  “Something a little different. It’d be more for mourning, I’m thinking. The hopes and dreams lingering in this land, the memories and feelings with nowhere to go—I’m going to pull all those disconnected emotions together and release them into the sky.”


  The lost people of Orloff…


  We’d held a faint hope that they might still be alive.


  But everyone was dimly aware—there were no survivors in this land any longer.


  This domain had become a place inhospitable to human life. If there’d been any survivors, they certainly would have fled the country somehow by now. Otherwise, they would surely have perished.


  Just in staying here a few days, we’d realized any victims of the catastrophe here wouldn’t have had the option to remain in the country.


  If such a thing as souls existed in this world, then what I’d heard in the city had to be the voices of wandering souls bereft of their physical bodies.


  Those feelings that remained, those memories—put it all together, and you got a soul.


  Each and every soul I’d heard in the ruined city had seemed to have nowhere left to go.


  “But we don’t know what might happen if you use magic in the middle of a highly contaminated place like this.”


  “It’ll be okay.”


  His eyes wide, Lee just said, “Huh?” at that.


  “I might not have proof, but there’s one thing I’ve noticed.”


  “And what’s that?”


  “There isn’t a single arcane crystal in this field of Orloff lilies.”


  “…Now that you mention it, I haven’t seen any since we got back aboveground.”


  I nodded assent at Lee, who was tilting his head in confusion.


  “I’m thinking…maybe it’s because the Orloff lilies cleansed the land.”


  There was one reason the Orloff lilies grew in such abundance even here in the ruined land of Orloff: The flowers probably turned magical energy into sustenance to propagate themselves.


  That glow they produced looked just like the glow of a magical reaction during spellcraft.


  What if, over the years, the Orloff lilies had purified the land of its massive contamination? After the disaster, those few lilies that had remained could have spread and restored the land that no one had dared to approach.


  Orloff still lived.


  It strove to reclaim its old form once more.


  “Here, where the lilies have cleansed the land, we can mourn the dead who haven’t moved on.”


  I want you to trust me. Without putting it into words, I just looked at Lee, and he looked back in awe.


  “How odd… It’s mysterious.”


  “What is?”


  “Your words are entirely ungrounded. The risk involved is astronomical. But still, I just… I want to trust you.”


  The glow of the Orloff lilies and the clear, starry sky surrounding us created the illusion of standing in an endless world of glimmering stars.


  It seemed like the perfect place to see off a loved one.


  I reached out a gentle hand toward the heavens. Focusing all my consciousness on my fingertips, I pulled my hand into a light fist, grasping for the stars sparkling above. A quiet memory came to me—how it had felt, riding on Bennett’s senses in South Asia and the Middle East, turning my mind to the people’s hearts.


  Once more, I felt for the grand magic I’d cast with Bennett, but this time, I would recreate it by myself.


  “My friends, join me here…”


  I called out softly, my arms outstretched, to the souls of the departed slumbering in the city.


  At that, I noticed a pale-blue orb of light fly up from somewhere: someone’s feelings, hopes, and memories made visible.


  I called on the souls more, more, and more again. My hands reaching for the sky, I sent them farther and farther on, into infinity.
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  ______This next part is based on what Jack told me about when Bennett got back to base camp after we fell.


  “Hurry! We have to help them! There’s not a second to waste, Jack!”


  “Calm down, Bennett! All that panic will just waste your energy! We sent a bulletin to the Council. Hang in there until they send a rescue team!”


  “But they might not make it in time!”


  It might’ve been the first time the typically serene Bennett had showed such signs of distress. He left the tent, and his traveling companions all turned to look at him with grim faces.


  “Bennett! What happened to Meg and Lee?!”


  But in response to Xiaoyu’s entreaty, Bennett only had an “I’m sorry.” Abosom dropped his gaze to the ground in silence.


  “But Lee and our little apprentice must still be alive… Right, Bennett?”


  “…I don’t know.”


  Bennett could do nothing but shake his head at Oz’s hollow laugh; White-Owl and Carbuncle stared up at him from the ground, uneasy.


  When the sage offered them a hand, the two familiars crept up to his shoulders.


  Grave desperation filled each face present. The swell of desolation and sadness wouldn’t have been out of place at a funeral.


  “Raspberry…”


  The sun was low in the sky, but Bennett continued his probing into magical energy, White-Owl and Carbuncle not leaving his side for an instant.


  He went about the city streets, staff in hand, completely focused on picking out our magical energy. But with Orloff cloaked in such dense magical energy of its own, the search was nearly impossible, even for the world’s greatest mage.


  Night fell, and the sky filled with twinkling stars.


  The glittering starlight in the pitch-dark city was unnaturally beautiful.


  “Still at it, Bennett?”


  Jack had come over without Bennett even noticing, and he now passed a mug of coffee to the Sage.


  “Call it a night. You look ready to collapse.”


  “I’m sorry. Just…let me do this, Jack. I’m responsible for those two—their accident is my fault.”


  “Bennett…”


  Just then…


  Bennett was the first one to notice something odd.


  “Jack, do you feel that?”


  “Feel what?”


  “That strange sensation.”


  Just as Bennett spoke the words, a pale-blue orb of light floated by, right before their eyes. Before all else, these two men were members of the Seven Sages, well versed in magical energy; they’d come to face plenty of bizarre phenomena by then. They were far past the point of surprise at the sight of a single soul.


  And yet, this was different. The two came to a realization simultaneously.


  “Let’s go, Jack.”


  “Yeah…”


  Leaving management of the camp to the other crew members, the two chased after the light. If they didn’t come back, the Council of Magic could take the reins—those words were all they left their companions with before getting into the van, White-Owl and Carbuncle in the back seat.


  The van cleared the city streets and eventually entered a wide-open agricultural zone in the western region.


  “The heck is this…”


  Jack couldn’t hide his shock at the sight.


  Far, far above, a giant orb of light floated in the sky.


  To be more precise, it was a collection of lights. Souls in the thousands, maybe tens of thousands, had gathered together as one.


  It was a congregation of souls on a truly baffling scale.


  Then, at the same time, the two men spotted her: the lone witch who was bringing together this incredible congruence of souls.


  “Aah…”


  The sound of wonder slipped out of Bennett like a sigh.


  “Raspberry… You never cease to amaze me.”
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  The souls of Orloff’s residents were gathering, and in the middle of a surging whirlpool of emotion, I felt their voices. Scenes played out in my mind over and over like an endless roll of film spinning through a projector.


  Memories, wishes, feelings—they were all here.


  They were what was left of the people who’d once lived in this city.


  “Incredible…”


  Lee whispered in awe. We were both seeing the same thing: Against the twinkling starry sky and the glow of the Orloff lilies, a sphere of souls gleamed like a second moon.


  The phantasmal light was so beautiful, I felt I could gaze into its glow for an eternity. This light had come here in response to my call.


  Is this magic, or something else entirely? I’m not even sure anymore.


  It defied reason, but the one thing I knew was that I was controlling this colossal power.


  One after another, the souls climbed to the heavens. As each one winked out, it appeared just as it had in life.


  A single soul drew near to Lee. He lifted a hand to it in wonder, and the soul changed shape, taking on the guise of a man.


  “Father…?”


  When Lee spoke to him, the soul waved, and Lee’s eyes went wide.


  “Father!”


  Before Lee’s hand could make contact, the soul of Lee’s dad blinked out without a sound.


  Lee watched his father go with tears streaming down his face.


  One of the tears streaming down his cheeks fell gently down into my bottle.


  The souls streamed on and on into the sky. Then, two souls that had been circling about me shifted from orbs of light to human shapes.


  They were two gentle figures—my mother and father.


  They reached out for me, tender hands stretched toward my face.


  


   


  ______Oh, Meg. You’ve gotten so big.


  


   


  I didn’t hear a word, but I still knew that was what they said.


  I wouldn’t cry. I laughed, instead.


  May you move on free of worries. May you, who loved me so much, rest in peace.


  Mom. Dad. I’m doing well. I have such a happy life.


  “Thank you…for loving me.”


  


   


  When it was all over and the soul lights had flicked out, Bennett and Jack saved us. They’d rushed off to track us down and had apparently found us by following the souls gathered for our mourning.


  The funeral of sorts had put our feelings and those of the residents of Orloff to rest. Maybe I’d just done it for my own satisfaction, but it saved our lives as a result.


  When we returned to base camp, everyone came out to welcome us back, rushing me and Lee both in one giant mob.


  “Meg, you absolute idiot! You made me so worried!”


  “Sorry to scare you, Xiao.”


  “Well done, Bennett.”


  “Thank you, Abosom.”


  “Dr. Jack! I’ve just about had it! We were hard put with you rushing off like that!”


  “My bad, Therese.”


  “Mm, it’s good to have you back safe, Lee.”


  “It was a close call.”


  The news that we’d made it out alive had everyone rejoicing.


  And so, with that barrage of emotions, our investigation in Orloff came to a close.


  


   


  Lee and I were brought straight from Orloff to a hospital in a neighboring country and forced to submit to an examination.


  Happily, they didn’t find any hint of magical contamination.


  “It’s nothing short of miraculous.”


  After spending about a week in the hospital, we were finally released. Lee and I were now sitting in chairs in the hospital lobby.


  Everyone else had apparently already met up at the airport. We were waiting for the car coming for us.


  “What do you think saved us, though, really? We were practically swimming in magical contamination.”


  I’d been struck with sudden doubt while gazing at Carbuncle and White-Owl frolicking by my feet.


  Then Lee set a hand to his chin as if deep in thought.


  “…I think there’s more than one reason.”


  “Huh? What reasons?”


  “First, we have that underground area. The density of magical energy was high, but it wasn’t seriously contaminated. Just like in the city of Orloff, the vaporized magical energy was thick enough to settle to the ground and crystallize.”


  “Yeah, the air did feel nice and clear down there.”


  “I think the protective barrier Bennett cast played a large role as well. That barrier was made by the greatest Sage in the world—you couldn’t get better protection than that.”


  “But what about the water? We swam right through it and didn’t get affected by it at all, you know?”


  “Yes, that is true…”


  He hesitated over his words.


  “What’s up?”


  “No, it’s just a theory…”


  “You can’t just clam up now! Come on, tell me!”


  Eventually, as if I’d worn him down, Lee let the words out.


  “It was the Orloff lilies.”


  “The lilies?”


  “Remember how they spread so deep underground? The space beneath Orloff is extensive, so what if they’d grown in other places as well?”


  “And you think they purified the water like that?”


  When I pieced it together, Lee nodded. If the Orloff lilies had purified the land, it wasn’t impossible they’d cleansed the water beneath its surface as well.


  I was overcome with admiration, but Lee just slumped his shoulders and said, “I messed up. I should’ve brought some of those flowers back with us.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “Isn’t it obvious? No one knew that the Orloff lilies were purifying the contaminated soil. They’re definitely worth studying. Orloff isn’t the only place magically contaminated, and maybe they could even be used in medicines. Some kind of…magical contamination treatment drug.”


  “Huh? For real?”


  Surprised, I shoved a hand into my pocket.


  When Lee saw what I now held out on the palm of my hand, his face turned confused.


  “What are those flat things?”


  “Orloff lily seeds.”


  “Huh?!”


  His face filled with an expression I’d never seen from him before—one of astonishment.


  “Come again?”


  “Yessiree, they’re Orloff lily seeds! I just happened to spot them, you see. And I thought they’d be lovely in my forest at home, so I decided to plant them and see what came up, and there you have it! Nya-ha-ha-ha… Ah-ha-ha… Ah-ha-ha…ha.”


  I laughed dryly, but Lee just trembled violently. Those eyes of his were something else.


  “You… You…!”


  “Sh-should I have left them?”


  “You miracle worker!”


  “Agh-ghuh-aghhh—”


  He shook me by the shoulders, and I flopped around like a rag doll.


  I had trouble telling whether he was furious or amazed, but either way, it made for a novel sight.


  My familiars just watched us kicking up a fuss, their heads tilted curiously.
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  The other members of the project had already assembled by the time we got to the airport.


  One after another, we clasped hands, reluctant to bid each other adieu. Was it really already time to say good-bye? We’d been constant companions for months, and it made for an emotional departure.


  “It’s good to see you released from the hospital with a clean bill of health.”


  Bennett smiled at me, and I bowed my head to him.


  “Thanks for everything you did for me.”


  “The way everyone’s acting, it feels like this is good-bye for real.”


  Bennett nodded at my unspoken question.


  “With all the difficulties we encountered on the mission, we’ve decided to send the others home. Today marks a return to ordinary life for the team.”


  “I wish it didn’t have to end…”


  Then, seeing everyone assembled, Jack spoke up. “Looks like we’re all ready.”


  “Well done, everyone! It was a grueling effort! The Council of Magic has arranged for your returns and arrivals home. Bennett, Meg Raspberry, and I will prepare the postmortem! Now go and rest up! We’ll meet again, I’m sure!”


  Applause accompanied Jack’s closing orders, an appropriate end to our long journey.


  We all started off stuck in place, reluctant to leave, but one by one, people began to peel off from the group and start their journeys home.


  I watched quietly as the crowd thinned out. Then, I felt someone come up behind me and pat me on the shoulder.


  “Meg…”


  It was Xiaoyu.


  “I guess this is it, Xiao. I’m really gonna miss you…”


  “I won’t miss you one bit! It’ll be a relief to be free of you and your foolishness. A relief!” She turned away in a huff but then glanced back at me, seeming a little bashful. “…If you ever come to my part of the world, you are required to tell me. Even if you have no business there, you have to visit. That’s an order.”


  “But I do have business there!”


  “Huh?”


  “I’ve got to get a look at this lake you told me about, and I have to see you, too, you know?”


  “…You idiot.” She bit her lip for a moment, looking like she was about to burst into tears, before proclaiming, “See ya!” and striding off.


  I waved at her back as she went.


  “This is a real bummer, huh?”


  At some point, Oz had come up to me, and now they winked with the same cheeky grin as always.


  “Well, my dear apprentice, I’m going to beg off the sappy stuff and skip the farewells. Let’s meet up again if we get the chance, yeah?”


  “Of course. Thanks, Oz.”


  “Later, dude!”


  And there Oz went. Then I was surprised by someone reaching out a hand for a handshake from beside me: Abosom.


  “Miss Meg, I’m glad I got to meet you. Every day we spent together was full of excitement.”


  “Aw, the feeling’s mutual, Abosom. I’ll make sure to come to your country one day.”


  “You’ll be welcome with my family when you do.”


  “I can’t wait.”


  Farewells wrapped up, I saw everyone off, and eventually, they all disappeared from view. And that was when…


  “Meg.”


  Ms. Therese came over to make her own salutations.


  “Are you off to Aquamarine now?”


  “That’s right. Dr. Jack wants me to go check in on Coco for him.”


  “Coco! Aw, I miss her… Let her know I say hi, okay?”


  “Absolutely.”


  Her eyes narrowed slightly with her kind smile.


  “Take good care of Dr. Jack.”


  “Ms. Therese, that’s just like what his wife would say!”


  “I never! His wife! Ah, you!”


  “Gwurf!”


  The absurd force she pounded my back with made me totally eat dirt—or in this case, airport flooring. She might’ve looked sweet, but that lady could really sock you one.


  Then someone offered me a hand where I lay on the floor. It was Lee. I took his hand and got to my feet.


  “Thanks. Take care, Lee.”


  He avoided my gaze awkwardly.


  “I still haven’t forgotten what Eldora and Faust did… I don’t think I’ll ever agree that their course of actions was justified.”


  With that, he lifted his head and looked me square in the face.


  “But I believe in you—in Meg Raspberry. You’ll stay on the right path. And I’m sure you’ll grow to be a witch who saves more people than I can count. So please…don’t ever change.”


  “…Got it. Thank you, Lee.”


  I smiled at him, and he grinned bashfully.
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  And then there were three—Bennett, Jack, and I were the only ones left at the airport.


  “Let’s be off, then.”


  “Oh, before that, can I have a word?”


  “What now? Can’t you give it a rest?”


  I produced the Orloff lily seed and showed it to the two sages.


  “What’s this, Raspberry?”


  “It’s the seed of an Orloff lily, a kind of flower that blooms there only. I can fill you in on the details later, but for now, let’s just say it might have some use as a medicine to treat magical contamination.”


  Bennett’s and Jack’s eyes widened in astonishment at the news.


  “You’re serious? If that’s true, it’d be a staggering discovery. Your name would go down in history.”


  “I can’t say for sure, but there’s a chance. The thing is, it’d take time to grow from a seed, and with the soil a different temperature, there’s no telling if it’ll take well…”


  “Sounds like you’d better be heading to the Spirit Woods in North America, then.”


  “The Spirit Woods?”


  Bennett nodded in reply.


  “They’re under the management of Chloe, the Eloquent Witch. She can grow anything you can imagine in those woods of hers.”


  “Anything I can imagine…?! Amazing!”


  Sure, I’d heard North America was home to plenty of Spirits, but I’d never even imagined it’d be such a miracle land!


  Jack nodded in agreement.


  “I’d say even the toughest plants to grow should thrive in the Spirit Woods. Chloe’s connected to the way of nature, so you can’t go wrong asking her. And for developin’ your drug, you should give Inori a ring.”


  “Inori! Chloe! Ahh, I haven’t seen them in forever!”


  “Don’t start a riot, now. You’ll see them soon enough.”


  While Bennett smiled awkwardly, Jack seemed hit by a realization. “Forget all that,” he said.


  “There’s something way more important—how many tears you got in there?”


  “Huh? Um… I didn’t manage to get any in Orloff, so around seven hundred total, I think?”


  When I went to pull out my vial of tears, I noticed something odd. Compared to when we left the Middle East, the bottle felt much heavier.


  “What…?”


  I peered at my bottle, and all the words flew out of my head.


  Up until we’d gotten to Orloff, the bottle had been about two thirds full of shards of emotion. That had risen dramatically—it looked about 90 percent full.


  “Huh? The heck happened here?!”


  “Raspberry… Could those be the tears of the people of Orloff?”


  “You mean the departed souls?”


  Bennett nodded.


  “Their tears may not be equivalent to those of the living, but those tens of thousands of souls you mourned… Supposing their tears gathered little by little and took solid form, perhaps the result could rival the fragments of emotion produced by the living.”


  “Whoa… Is that really possible…?”


  But it wasn’t unthinkable. There was no other way I could explain this increase in tears.


  Besides—I wanted to believe.


  Who knows, maybe some of these tears were from my parents.


  I had one hundred tears left to collect, and only fifty days left before the curse claimed my life.


  This trip had taught me that number was within my grasp.


  “Looks like you’ve got a chance, Raspberry.”


  “Yes!”


  The tears of my comrades and of my people… All their emotions had given my life meaning.


  I would never forget my experiences on this journey for as long as I lived.


  “Off we go, to North America!”
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  “Now, you lot,” Faust called to the familiars as she went out the door, “look after the house.”


  She was off to see her duty through, completing and unveiling the planetary core.


  “Out for a stroll, Lady Faust?”


  As she was about to enter the station, a familiar face called out to her. It belonged to Meg’s friend, Fine.


  “Just out on some business. I’ll be away for a few months.”


  “That’s some work trip… And Meg isn’t home? I can keep an eye on the house for you, if you’d like. I’m a little worried, since it’ll be empty so long…”


  “No need; the familiars will do just fine. They’re trained for it. A witch’s familiar can do all sorts of handy things, you know. If something does happen, though, you’ll be the first person I call.”


  “Of course!”


  Faust caught up with Fine for a bit, and in no time at all, the arrival announcement played.


  “Oh no!” Fine gasped. “I didn’t mean to keep you! Lady Faust, do take care.”


  “Yes, you as well.”


  Faust turned to head for the turnstile, but she wavered.


  “Oh, Fine.”


  “Yes?”


  Fine stood blinking like a deer in headlights, interrupted from seeing Faust off.


  “Look after Meg for me, if you would.”


  “I will! Lady Faust, you make it sound like we won’t meet again.”


  “Heh. Only time will tell.”


  With a smirk, Faust set her eyes on the town.


  She took a deep breath, listening closely to the voices of the lively town, and narrowed her eyes.


  “How sorrowful it is to part with one’s hometown…”


  And with that, she went through the turnstile.
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  The Eternal Witch, Faust, grew up in an impoverished household. She had her mother and father, as well as two older brothers. For a family of five, food was hard to come by, and the lion’s share of her meals would get snatched up by her brothers.


  Faust was a starving child, thin as a rail.


  “Why don’t we go for a walk, Faust?”


  One day, Faust’s father brought her out into the forest.


  Full of ferocious animals, this forest was said to be avoided at all costs.


  They wended their way deep into the forest hand in hand, and then Faust’s father released his grip.


  “What’s wrong, Father?”


  “Forgive me. We’re struggling too much; we just can’t keep you around.”


  “Father? Where are you going? I’m coming home, too! No, wait! Don’t leave me!”


  But her father was already gone, and he never came back for her.


  Faust, young and unable to work, had been cast out by her family.


  Terrified of the beasts she could sense in the forest, she wandered on through the trees aimlessly.


  It seemed it was only a matter of time until she became food for the beasts of the wood.


  That was, until…


  “Now just what is a little girl like you doing out here?”


  …a woman called out to Faust in her despair.


  She was a witch, out foraging, who went by the name of Sheryl.


  


   


  Sheryl was a benevolent witch who looked after many children.


  Though the people of that era detested witches, the village she lived in accepted her, and Sheryl would impart her knowledge upon the village’s children. The young ones would gather around her and learn all sorts of things from her; Sheryl’s residence doubled as a small school.


  Sheryl took the young girl back home with her, bringing the child into her home without a single complaint. Without the witch, Faust would have met a pitiful death.


  “Are you back at your magic studies, Faust?” Sheryl called out.


  Days, then months passed since Faust had come to the village. Before long, five years went by.


  “Why not take a break and play with the other kids sometime?”


  “I don’t need friends. They’ll all…just leave eventually.”


  “Faust…”


  The ten-year-old Faust was scarred by her family abandoning her; her heart was plagued with loneliness. The girl kept her distance from children the same age as herself and wouldn’t talk to anyone, too afraid of her trust being betrayed. Sheryl had been minding the situation for some time.


  “The magic you’ve been studying brings you close to people’s hearts. You can’t use it without connecting with others, you know.”


  “What? That’s just silly. I can use magic without any of that.”


  “Either way, I want you to get a real understanding for the pain and joy of others. Faust, you have a real talent for magic. I’m sure you’ll make a wonderful witch. So become one who helps others and brings them joy. The kind that brings a smile to everyone’s face. Do that, and I’m sure you’ll become a truly magnificent witch.”


  “A magnificent witch? Then what do I do?”


  “Change the times.”


  “Change…the times?”


  “It’s something my teacher told me, long ago. The first witch to create magic and spread it through the world made friends with a bunch of people, then wove together spells for their sake. Thanks to her, magic spread, and everyone’s lives got so much more comfortable than before. She changed the times. From an era without magic to one with it.”


  “Wow… That’s pretty cool.”


  The story intrigued Faust, just a tinge. If she could change the times, maybe she could make the world a place where no more children were abandoned to die. A world full of hope.


  “Do you think I can be a witch like her? One who changes the times?”


  “The first step is to make some friends.” A small smile crept onto Sheryl’s face. “The secret to magic is to cast it with all your heart. And always make sure to keep smiling.”


  “Really…?”


  “That’s right. If you just keep others in your heart and a bright smile on your face, your magic will sparkle even more. It’s sure to reach people that way. Just give it a try, Faust. Magnificent witches keep on smiling no matter what.”


  “Like…this?”


  Sheryl broke into giggles at the grimace that passed for Faust’s smile.


  “You might need a little more practice.”


  


   


  Knock knock.


  


   


  The sudden noise yanked Faust back to the present.


  A few months had passed since she’d left Lapis. Now she was in a temporary office provided to her by the Council of Magic.


  Over the past months, she’d shut herself away, turning all her focus to the final phase of production for the planetary core.


  Piles and piles of reference material sat in heaps around the office, in a wide array of topics and formats: texts relating to magical incantations and magic circles, documents which mentioned the synthesis of magic and chemicals, and the latest dissertations in the world of magic studies.


  All of it served her in her planetary core efforts as a complete safeguard against any sort of accident.


  “Such an odd memory to dredge up now…”


  Perhaps it was a product of her overworked mind, Faust thought, standing and approaching the door.


  “Who’s there?” she inquired, and a voice from beyond the door answered.


  “Yes, um… Lady Faust. The materials you requested have come in, so I’m here to deliver them personally.”


  “Enter.”


  At Faust’s command, a girl who looked like an employee of the Council opened the door.


  Her face is unfamiliar. A newcomer, perhaps?


  “Excellent. Set them there for me.”


  “Y-yes, ma’am!”


  With a steady gaze, Faust watched the girl fuss about her work. The girl, in her mid-twenties, had a forthright gaze, reminding Faust in a way of that foolish apprentice of hers. Maybe this was what that apprentice would look like once she’d grown.


  As she watched the girl bustle about, Faust began to reminisce on her time in Lapis, her eyes narrowing.


  A witch to change the times, hmm? Meg seems solidly on that course.


  In passing on the priceless lessons that her teacher, Sheryl, had taught her, Faust had found her reason to live to this very day. She was meant to deliver the knowledge of her predecessors’ era—magic that touched the human heart—on to a witch that could change the times. She considered this a mission she’d been given.


  Meg was now capable of sensing others’ emotions. Before long, her mission would be complete.


  On the day Faust told Meg of Death’s Decree, the Eternal Witch had seen two possible futures waiting for her apprentice.


  In one, Meg cut a ghastly figure, dying old and alone with her world destroyed.


  Originally, Meg had been sure to meet with that future. But now, with how she’d grown, she’d already avoided that fate.


  That left the other future, one which Faust suspected was coming to fruition before her eyes.


  “A new age might be dawning…”


  Perhaps a new age was fighting to be born, the one a young Faust had dreamed of: A world in which no child was abandoned to die, and the world was filled with hope.


  Just then, the rotary telephone sitting atop her desk started ringing. Faust picked up the receiver.


  “Faust, it’s me.”


  On the other end was someone Faust knew well… Bennett.


  “Bennett, how rare to hear from you. I’m glad that you seem well.”


  “You too.”


  “What’s the occasion?”


  “We’re heading to North America. I thought I should let you know.”


  “Did you, now? How considerate of you.”


  “You’re on the continent as well, right? You’d be shocked to see Raspberry. The way she’s grown throughout this trip… It’s a splendid sight.”


  “Heh… That’s wonderful news.”


  “Come show your face once things settle down.”


  “No need. We’ll meet before long, I imagine. Besides, I haven’t the time to spare. I’m getting run ragged with this final phase of the planetary core project.”


  “Is that so? Too bad. Well, I look forward to when we can see each other again.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  After setting the phone back in its cradle and letting out a soft sigh, Faust began to smile.


  “Lady Faust, I’ve finished up here.”


  “Ah, thank you. I’m sorry for troubling you.”


  “If you don’t mind me saying, you seem pleased. Did something happen?”


  The girl tilted her head curiously.


  “I just heard that foolish apprentice of mine will be coming this way soon. You caught me reminiscing, is all.”


  “She seems to be special to you.”


  “She’s family. How about you? Do you have any family?”


  “I do, but my parents passed away, so it’s just me and my younger sister.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “No, it was a long time ago. You don’t need to worry about it.”


  After a little more chitchat, the girl blurted, “Oh no! I have to get back. My apologies!”


  “I’m sorry I took so much of your time.”


  “No, not at all.”


  “Just a moment.” Faust stopped the girl. “Be careful you don’t catch a cold.”


  “I will.”


  Faust saw the girl off, then let out a short chuckle, reflecting on how out of character that had been.


  Then there was another knocking at the door. Did the girl from just now come back?


  “Come in.”


  A different staff member opened the door.


  “Lady Faust, Lady Eldora is waiting for you.”


  “Right. I’ll be on my way.”


  Faust rose and stopped to look at a photograph on her desk of that troublesome daughter of hers. It was a picture from a group shoot with the familiars and townsfolk of Lapis. Usually not one for photoshoots, Meg had agreed to this one at Mayor Carter’s suggestion before leaving for her trip.


  Faust addressed the photo, her voice soft.


  “You will become a witch to change the times, Meg Raspberry.”


  
    

    Afterword


    It’s me, Saka, the author.


    Thank you so much for picking up volume three of Once Upon a Witch’s Death.


    I’d like to use this space to extend my heartfelt gratitude to everyone involved with the book’s production, starting with all my readers.


    


     


    Three years passed in the blink of an eye since volume one was released, and five since it first entered serialization online.


    Over the past half decade, my mental state and way of life have shifted considerably. At the time, I identified with Meg, but lately I’ve begun to empathize a little more with Faust.


    It’s an odd feeling to still be focused on this work after so long—I feel a kinship with Meg as the author through all our time together. I’ve known Inori for an especially long time, since I originally borrowed her from another work, and our acquaintance bridges seven years. And yet I wrote that this dear friend of mine had stinky feet. Such is my sin.


    


     


    This book marks our entry into the story’s second act.


    I changed quite a few points from the web version of the novel, including the number and deployment of the characters. All of the existing characters got strengthened, especially Xiaoyu—she’s become a formidable character indeed. Meg shows different sides of her personality, zoning out or making witty retorts, based on whom she’s paired with, so I had fun switching out her foil with characters like Xiaoyu and Sophie. Xiaoyu might be uptight, but her tone could turn gentle. Incidentally, Sophie has the worst mouth of them all.


    


     


    The story’s atmosphere has changed considerably, but I think there’s no other path Meg could have trod to collect her tears of joy. Originally, I’d been planning on using Africa as a stage in addition to South Asia and the Middle East, but I thought that would make for an odd route, so her journey ended up in its current form.


    And once again, Faust’s character is thrown into relief.


    I’m adapting Once Upon a Witch’s Death as it appeared in serialization with Kakuyomu into a series of novels.


    In Kakuyomu, I made it a story all about the witch Meg Raspberry and how she would grow.


    While adapting the story for novels, I considered making the tale one with two main characters—Meg and Faust—and I’ve begun to adjust things a little with that point in mind here.


    Next up is the best part of the story, and coincidentally, the final volume.


    I’m going to do everything in my power to get the last book safely into the hands of my readers, who so graciously engage with my work, so that they can enjoy it. Thank you so much for your continued support.


    I hope you see Meg’s journey through to its end.


    Saka

  

  
    
      
        Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


        To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


        Sign Up


        Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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