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      Prologue


      In a fragment of bygone memories, a young elven girl stood beside a shabby man.


      “Dad, are we going to catch some bugs again today?”


      The man responded with a wan smile. “Well, we didn’t receive any rations again, so...yeah. Let’s go catch some bugs.”


      Though he was an elf just like the girl, the man’s handsome features were shriveled and emaciated. In his eyes, the girl fared no better. Dirt and grime dulled her silver hair, while a tattered excuse for clothing was draped over her body.


      In this era, elves were heavily persecuted.


      A country by the name of Vegalta once ostracized them for their eerie similarity to humans, but that also meant that they were left to their own devices. Alas, things changed greatly after the fall of Vegalta. Under the Altanian empire, elves became victims of blatant oppression. Their homes in the woods went up in the flames of war, condemning the refugees to either a life of fear in the shadows or a life of persecution within human society.


      The man had chosen the latter, for those who opted for the former were deemed beasts by the empire—no more than game to be hunted—and almost always met the cruelest of fates. Living among human refugees did not abate the persecution they were subjected to. However, if his precious daughter was to be exposed to danger either way, then the man knew to turn to where survival was a possibility—and survive they did. Though they spent their days in poverty, berated by looks of contempt from their fellow refugees, the man and the girl were still alive to this day.


      “I’m sorry, El,” said the man. “You would’ve preferred some warm vegetable soup, right?”


      “No, I’m okay with bugs,” the girl replied with a shrug. “They can be a little sour or bitter or taste like soil, but they’re way easier to chew than tree roots.”


      By no means was she putting on a brave front. Despite her age, she already understood their reality and had accepted it—resigned herself to it. She knew that their world had changed and that this was what their lives would be moving forward.


      However, she was still a child. The girl couldn’t help but mutter, “What can we do so everyone can be happy?”


      The girl had seen much in the wake of the war. Fellow emaciated elves, disabled and homeless refugees, orphans left with nothing to live for... As she thought back on them, that question had naturally formed on her tongue.


      Alas, none could give her an answer. Even her father could only offer her a wan smile in response. “That’s a good question... I have no clue.”


      “Would someone else know?” she pressed.


      His daughter’s unexpected persistence caused the man to falter, until a single name came to mind. “The Sage might have known.”


      “The Sage...?”


      “He was a very smart man who lived in Altane long, long ago—around a thousand years ago. Some say it was like he could see the future.”


      The girl hummed. “If he was so amazing, then why isn’t everyone in the world happy today?”


      “Wow, El. No mercy, huh? Well, the Sage was still just a human. He couldn’t do anything about his lifespan, and people still struggle to understand some of the knowledge he left behind.”


      “Why?”


      “He probably obscured it to stop bad guys from using it. I recall reading that the empire is still searching for people to decipher his... Ah, yes. It might be here too.” The man took a page of a stained newspaper and spread it out for the girl. “See this? The article about the Sage’s Codex? They say that’s where the Sage left all his knowledge.”


      “Including the way to make everyone happy?”


      “Maybe. Why don’t you give it a try while we make our way out of the forest?”


      The girl took the newspaper from her father and bathed it with her curious gaze, turning it over left and right. Her father hadn’t thought much of his suggestion; at best, he’d hoped it would keep the girl entertained for a while.


      However, this would greatly shift the girl’s fate.


      “You were right, dad.”


      “Hmm? What do you mean?”


      “This Sage person did tell us how to make everyone happy.” The girl held up the newspaper for her father to see. “See the first letters of the words in this passage? If you string them together, you can make six squares and arrange them into a box—just like a Ribik’s cube. Then, you twist and turn the pieces to form a new passage.”


      To the girl, all she was doing was teaching her father something new to receive his praise. There was no deeper motive behind her actions than innocent, childlike desire. However, her father’s reaction wasn’t what she had been expecting.


      “D-Did you actually decipher it?”


      The girl pouted at the blatant lack of praise and lifted the newspaper closer to her father’s face. “Did too. The Sage guy wrote, ‘If you can decipher this passage, then try the others. There you will find that which you seek—the path to happiness.’”


      The man couldn’t be faulted for his shock. Nearly a millennium had passed since they were written, and nobody had been able to decipher those texts. How could he believe that his daughter—a child—would be the first?


      “Was that...really written there? Is there anything else?”


      “Oh, well, he gave a name to this ‘path to happiness’...” Now that her father looked more interested, the girl innocently continued. “‘Magic’... He said that this will make everyone happy!”


      At the time, this girl still wholeheartedly believed that “magic” would bring happiness to many people’s lives—not knowing that she, Eluria Caldwin, would someday come to be known as the Demon Lord.
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      Chapter One


      A future of ruin awaited the First World before Raid set out to save it. He recruited personnel from the Second World, executed a large-scale plan to recover human territory, and marched into the former Celios Federation. Those who knew of life in the First World still found themselves in disbelief at how much had been accomplished.


      Humanity had been powerless in the face of the Calamities for nearly a millennium now. Nobody thought that they would set foot into the central continent of Etrulia or the Celiosian archipelago ever again. However, half a year had passed since they recovered Celios. Those days of despair were slowly but surely transforming from their reality to their pasts.


      “Valtos, the big fella’s coming! Tank it!” Dian barked.


      “Mwah ha ha ha ha! ’Tis the crown prince’s time to shine, I see!” Without a hint of fear, Valtos leaped in front of the Calamity, veins bulging from his flexed arms as he bellowed, “Behold the might of the crown prince!!!”


      The colossal Calamity swung down its massive arms, whereas Valtos held his abovehead to guard. No ordinary human could have survived the tremendous blow, but by the fragment of the Hero’s power within him, Valtos not only withstood the force intact but even went on to push back against it.


      “Ariel!” Dian called next. “Same as always—fortify our surroundings with your transfiguration! The heavyweight will mess with it with his magic, while the tiger pip-squeak will deal with the scattered small fry!”


      “Who are you calling a pip-squeak? Did nobody teach you to respect your elders?!”


      With that quick exchange, Dian and Totori split up to deal with the Offspring emerging from the Calamity’s flesh.


      Their coordination was impeccable.


      During their initial operation to recover Celios, Raid had cleared most of the Calamities for them. But over the past half year, the three Heroes and special-class magicians accumulated much experience while leading the other magicians and combatants in battle. Not even the Calamities were a notable threat to them at this point.


      Ariel transformed the mana around the Calamity into a massive stone wall, isolating it while Valtos kept it in place. Once the Calamity’s enormous figure could no longer be seen, she raised one hand in the air and yelled, “Your turn, Lord Jamil!”


      “I hear ya, little missy. Guess it’s time for the same song and dance...” With his eyes pinned on the looming stone wall, Jamil brandished his magic gear. “Let’s grind this big guy into dust!”


      Instantly, the stone wall transformed into sand, surging inward as a vibrating high-speed whirlpool. The fine grains became a deadly weapon that shredded the Calamity trapped within. Chunks of flesh spilled and scattered, reducing the monster’s form into a measly mess.


      “Pip-squeak, hammer your lightning into that lump of meat so I can guide it to the inner core! After that, it’s back to the small fry for ya!”


      “Hmph, so be it. I’ll see to it later that you show me some respect!” The bells on Totori’s pewter staff chimed as countless bolts of lightning manifested to serve as her foothold. She gracefully leaped from one to the next until she was eye to eye with the shredded Calamity. “Impurity begone—Dance of the Mystic!”


      The suspended lightning bolts heeded her call, transforming into a massive spear that drove through the Calamity’s chest—but that was not enough. The Calamity had been bound, flesh shredded by countless fine grains and chest pierced by a beastdweller’s powerful mana, but its core was still intact. In time, it would absorb polluted mana from its surroundings and regenerate.


      This was where Dian came in.


      “Hey, big fella. Time for a nice, long nap.”


      Dian clenched his right hand and twisted it. In response, the lightning slithered through the Calamity’s body like a living thing until it ultimately destroyed the core. The Calamity withered and burned away, its enormous body dispersing into jet-black dust without so much as a shriek.


      Dian’s distortion ability allowed him to warp and control various phenomena. Alone, he didn’t have the power to destroy the core, but he could precisely maneuver someone else’s through the weak points in a Calamity’s body all the way to the core. Purging a Calamity was possible, if not alone then through combined strengths.


      “Dian from the assault squad speaking,” Dian reported through the magic communicator. “We’ve cleaned up all the Calamities in the survey area. Search squad, secure the target. Be wary of remnant Offspring.”


      Ariel approached with a light wave of her hand. “Nice work out there, Dian. Good thing there weren’t a lot of Calamities this time, huh?”


      “You said it. We can handle ’em ourselves now, but a bunch at once is still overwhelming. The losses would be immense.” Dian grinned. “Besides, we’ve come this far without any sacrifices. If we panic now and lose someone after all this time, I wouldn’t know how to look that geezer in the eye.”


      This operation to reclaim human territory hadn’t seen a single sacrifice thus far. Many were injured in battle, but none were beyond recovery; they could all return to the front lines after healing up. All of this was in great part thanks to Raid and Eluria.


      “That geezer’s the real monster here. He changes up our squad composition and formation for every operation, but somehow our coordination’s always smooth as butter.”


      “We have Lady Eluria to thank for that too,” Ariel reminded him. “The Second World mages may be inferior to us in technology and equipment, but they excel in magic proficiency and group tactics—all things that Lady Eluria established as the core of their world’s combat.”


      Long ago, when Eluria had been known as the Sage in the Second World, she formulated fundamental magic war tactics that saw much greater use as mages became more commonplace in combat. From there, those who inherited the Sage’s will spent a thousand years polishing and refining the system until it became one in which the parts need not excel for the whole to show great power.


      Mages of the Second World were also accustomed to fighting manabeasts, so their coordination and teamwork remained steadfast before the Calamities and Offspring of the First World. Furthermore, they had finished converting their equipment to support the First World’s cutting-edge technology, allowing the Second World’s veteran mages to perform in tip-top shape.


      Dian gazed at the battlefield. “This might just be our last operation.”


      After they recovered Old Celios and established a frontline outpost, the reconnaissance squad had made several trips to the central continent to investigate the polluted mana and to retrieve the Sage’s Codex.


      “Right. Lady Eluria said that they’re done deciphering most of the Sage’s Codex.”


      “But they still have no clue what’s gonna pop up.”


      Eluria hypothesized that a singular spell would trigger once all volumes of the Sage’s Codex were recovered and deciphered. The spell was too complex and advanced to predict even with the combined knowledge of both the First World and Second World, hence why they ended up spending half a year retrieving the Codex.


      “Well, doesn’t matter what shows up. All we gotta do is play our parts. The fate of the world is in the hands of that geezer and the former Demon Lord anyway.”


      “You don’t have to put it that way. We’ve grown over the past half year too, haven’t we?”


      “Oh yeah? Do you think you can keep up with this couple, then?” With a sigh, Dian pointed at the active channel on his magic communicator.


      Though she raised a questioning eyebrow, Ariel went ahead and changed the channel on her own communicator. A leisurely and peaceful conversation played through the air.


      “Phew... That puts me at thirty Calamities, right?”


      “I’m at twenty-five. I can still catch up!”


      “Reminds me of the days we competed via military achievements... Not that there was ever a clear winner.”


      “We ended up with a draw by mutual loss... Oh well. It’s fun competing with you, so I’m gonna give it my all again.”


      “Wanna bet something? Hmm, what’s a good bet...?”


      “Mm... The loser pets and praises the winner until they’re satisfied.”


      “Sounds like you’d be delighted either way.”


      “Mm-hmm. If I lose, you’ll pat my head. If I win, I get to pat your head. This is my genius strategy to secure a means of relaxation after the battle.”


      “Well, if that’s all it takes, then I’ll give you as many head pats as you want... Oh, add one to my count.”


      “But you’re busy, Raid. Besides, we have lots of people with us now—I can’t call myself a good bride if I just let myself be spoiled rotten for no reason. I need to earn my pampering... Also, I just beat two more.”


      Dian gestured to the communicator. “See? If you’re so confident you’ve grown, then go join that monstrous couple’s competition.”


      Ariel vigorously shook her head. “Why, I couldn’t possibly be so rude as to impose on their quality time!!!”


      “Those two are always like this. Said the Celios recovery operation gave ’em a better understanding of the Calamities’ magical composition, and that it boosted their hunting speed or whatever.”


      “They hunted over fifty on their own... No wonder we don’t have any over here...”


      “Got that right. Sure, we’ve grown too, but that monstrous couple’s growing even more. Now, they just chitchat away in this private channel while they go about their hunt.”


      “It’s routine work for them at this point...” Ariel always knew that Raid and Eluria cleaned up the Calamities on the front lines, but she had no idea that they’d been so nonchalant about it. They were truly on a different level. “Wait... Why do you have access to their channel?”


      “For reports. What else?” Dian suddenly looked quite exhausted. “The stuff they talk about could be vital intel. I always make my reports after listening in on them for a bit.”


      “Wow... I suddenly feel bad that you’re actually so diligent...” Ariel gave the poor man a gentle pat on the shoulder. She could feel very vividly how hard he’d been working all this time.


      “Wanna know what they were talkin’ about in the last area? The former Demon Lord said that she was practicing her cooking, and the geezer was praising her for all her effort.”


      “Oh, yes. That did happen. I remember helping out a bit.”


      Dian squinted. “With what?”


      “Cooking, obviously. What else?”


      There was a long pause before Dian simply said, “Okay.”


      “Wh-What? I know how to cook too!”


      “Did ya know warming up rations doesn’t count as cooking? You were always out on the front lines, so...”


      “I’ll have you know I used to help with chores back at home! We’re aristocrats only in name, so we have no servants and I’ve been helping with cooking and cleaning all my childhood!”


      “Damn. Don’t you feel sad just sayin’ that?”


      “Yes... I do...”


      Dian sighed. “Ah, well... Once the world’s back to normal, you can raise your house back up to be just like that red brat’s.”


      “Yeah... I’ll restore House Verminant once this fight is over...” Ariel thought back to her own family home—too small to be any decent aristocrat’s residence—and the Verminant residence she saw in the Second World. As she hugged her knees, a new goal bloomed within her heart: After all the help she was giving to save the world, she figured the least she could ask for was a mansion. “Heh... Once I build a mansion, I’ll invite you and show you who’s boss...!”


      “Good luck. As a commoner, I’d be honored to be invited to an aristocrat’s home.”


      “Brace yourself! I’ll have a banner ready and everything!”


      “You should probably give up on that. I heard that hasn’t been going too well for your ancestor.”


      Dian turned his attention to the new intel being reported in through his communicator. The look on his face changed instantly. “Time to go. Prepare to withdraw with the dragon pip-squeak and her Guardian Dragon.”


      “Withdraw? Does that mean—”


      “Sure does.” Grinning, Dian relayed the report he’d just received via communicator. “The Sage’s Codex is finally complete.”


      ◇


      Raid, Eluria, and Alma were looking over the last and most recently retrieved volume of the Sage’s Codex on their way back to the frontline outpost in Old Celios. In particular, Alma confirmed that the number of pages they’d just collected matched the remaining number of pages they needed to complete the Codex.


      “Yep. Looks like we’ve got it all,” she said with a nod. “I asked Valtos too, just to be sure. He said that their records of the page numbers are accurate, and that none of it’s been lost throughout history either.”


      “Guess we can trust him on this. I doubt any records were altered, since they did rule the entire continent for a while. Besides, we can trust the sort of intel that someone of Valtos’s status has access to.”


      “I’m checking too.” Eluria nodded as she fiddled with the cube in her hands. “So far, the ciphers are all lining up.”


      Alma let out a hefty sigh. “We’re finally done collecting the Codex.”


      “Mm-hmm. We can take it easy for a while. Safety around Celios is secured, and we have some degree of surveillance on the central continent thanks to all the reconnaissance work.”


      Because of Eluria’s efforts at converting the coastal waters of Old Celios into a deepsea trench, the Calamities could no longer invade by sea. Since then, they had officially concluded through proper research that Calamities were incapable of flight and that Old Celios was safe. The three Heroes and the special-class magicians could even handle Calamities now—their greatest threats at present—so suffice it to say that this area was significantly less dangerous than it used to be.


      All in all, things were smooth sailing.


      “Mm. Snack time.” Eluria pulled a basket and tea set from thin air. “Today, I tried my hand at baking scones.”


      “Wow, looks great. You’ve been into baking sweets recently, huh?”


      “Mm-hmm. The recipes have precise amounts and times. Just my type of thing.”


      “Should I give it a try too...? You’ve been cooking a lot more than me recently. We could take turns. Doesn’t that sound fun?”


      “Not as fun as doing it together. I can teach you how to bake.”


      “Oh, good idea. Let’s do that the next time we catch a break.”


      “The couple carrying the fate of the world is as carefree as always,” Alma drawled, munching on the scones as a familiar scene played out before her eyes.


      Though her companions were having—as she said—a carefree conversation, Alma herself seemed oddly peeved. “Sorry to break it to you, but you should probably get the deciphering out of the way first. We need to share the contents with First Worlders, not to mention it’ll help us explain things to all the countries financing us.”


      “You’re right. Would be pretty anticlimactic if all the Sage left was a message... Well, I’m sure it’s at least some sort of hint.”


      Months ago, a certain passage had emerged when they deciphered the Codex, and it pointed to the fact that the Sage must have been certain of Raid’s arrival in the First World.


      “You did well to make it this far, Hero Raid Freeden.”


      The two worlds should never have crossed paths. Those of the Second World would have had no means of knowing about the First World without Dian’s invasion, much less decided to cross over. However, the Sage spoke as if he had known what was to come. The more they deciphered the Codex, the more messages they found that seemed to be from the Sage to Raid in particular.


      “If you’re reading this, then the real Sage must be with you.”


      “She may have become a human, but she still used to be an elf. She should have an idea of how to decipher these. After all, she’s a real Sage—not a sham like me.”


      The Sage also addressed Eluria directly and mentioned matters regarding their reincarnation in the Second World—hardly the sort of thing that a man from the distant past of the First World should have known about. In other words, the Sage must have had some means of grasping their present-day circumstances. He had known that they would take action to save the doomed First World, so Raid was almost certain that the Sage had left behind some vital information to that end.


      “You said that it’s probably a spell,” Alma recalled, glancing at Eluria.


      The girl nodded. “If you take the messages for me and Raid and decipher them a different way, the passage becomes reminiscent of a magic formula.”


      “A spell, huh? Will it eradicate the source of all this polluted mana?”


      “No clue.”


      Alma turned to her in surprise. “Really? Even for you?”


      “Yep. It’s clearly different from any existing spell to date,” Eluria said, much to Alma’s surprise. She should have been the most well-versed when it came to magic, but there was a good reason for Eluria’s lack of an answer. “It’s not magic as we know it.”


      Alma narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”


      “Simply put, it’s a different type of magic entirely. The one I made uses my magic theory and ordinary mana, but not this one.”


      “Does that mean...?”


      “Yes... Only a Hero can use it.” Eluria smoothed her expression as she recounted her deduction. “It functions on Divine mana. We can comprehend the formula but not use it.”


      “So, it’s only for His Excellency and the rest of the Heroes?”


      “Probably only Raid. Those three... Their mana is only similar to his at best.” Eluria shook her head. “Raid’s mana is like a plain scone. Those three are like...three parts of one scone, each with jam and cream and whatnot on them. They can only draw out a portion of Divine mana.”


      “Okay, I see... Even if they can just barely manage to manipulate the spell against all odds, at the end of the day only His Excellency can actually use it.”


      “But here’s another problem.” Eluria took a bite of her scone with furrowed brows. “Raid has never used magic.”


      “Oh, yeah. His Excellency’s monstrous power is technically just...a huge burst of pure mana, isn’t it?”


      “Mm-hmm. He might have used the Hero’s magic subconsciously at some point, but that’s all.”


      After speaking with the three Heroes, they found out that Raid’s inhuman feats were all products of magic—from his speedy healing and overwhelming strength to the manifestation of his broadsword through his desire for a sturdy weapon to even his ability to physically grab magic. However, he’d never once used any of these intentionally. At most, he had “knowingly” grabbed magic in battle, but that was simply because he felt on a subconscious level that his body was robust enough to do so.


      “All those things Raid has been doing subconsciously... They typically call for more advanced spells and delicate mana control, but Raid never needed that. That’s just how perfect Hero is.” Eluria shook her head. “But things might be different this time.”


      Using his power subconsciously meant that he had no actual control over it. Raid could not adjust the mana input himself, nor would the innate limits set by his brain function properly, possibly overloading the spell and causing an accident. There was a reason Eluria always emphasized the importance of mental fortitude when teaching magic to her pupils and subordinates.


      “Uncovering the details of the spell is one thing, but first things first—we might need Raid to practice using his magic with intent.”


      “Well, we know next to nothing about Divine mana,” Alma said. “Just an unprocessed emission of it already grants him such monstrous strength. I don’t even want to imagine what’d happen if he loses control of it.”


      “For starters, these Celiosian islands will probably be wiped off the map.”


      Alma turned to Raid with a grim look. “Your Excellency, start taking lessons from Eluria right this instant. You’re not getting out of it until your control is precise enough to bring you out of bed while you’re floaty— Mmph!”


      Eluria shoved a scone into the woman’s mouth before she exposed her any further. “Not another word, Ms. Alma.”


      Raid just shrugged. “Eluria already told me that it could be some sort of magic that only I can use... We should have some time on our hands now that we’ve completed the Codex.”


      “Mm-hmm. I’ll make an honor student out of you, Raid.”


      “Couldn’t have asked for a better teacher.”


      Alma frowned as she chewed on the scone in her mouth. “Hang on a second. Aren’t I the teacher here?”


      They’d nearly forgotten, what with her also being the descendant of Raid’s former subordinate, but Alma was an instructor at the Magic Institute. “Well, not that I’m claiming to be better suited for the job. I’m sure you’d prefer to spend time with Eluria too. Isn’t that right, Your Excellency?”


      “It’s just practice, though. And I’ve heard Eluria runs a tight ship for her students.”


      “I do. But you already have the basics of magic down and mental fortitude in spades. The ship won’t need to be run so tight with you, Raid.”


      “You’re right. I can totally see His Excellency breezing through your training,” Alma mused. “And I can imagine some people won’t be so happy to see that. I can’t wait to see— I mean, I feel bad for them.”


      “I could’ve sworn you said you ‘can’t wait to see’ something,” Raid deadpanned.


      “Heavens, no.” Alma grinned sinisterly and waved her hand. “I was just thinking that there might be a bit of an audience, considering it’s going to be you two training.”


      Raid and Eluria looked at one another, mirroring each another’s befuddlement. It wasn’t until a few days later when they would finally understand Alma’s words.


      ◇


      With their investigation out of the way, Raid and his companions returned from the central continent to their frontline outpost in Celios. After resting for three days, Raid decided it was finally time for him and Eluria to get started on his magic training.


      But for some reason, they weren’t alone. A viewing distance from the training grounds, Millis and Wisel seemed to be in rather high spirits.


      “Well, well, well! What’s this about Raid training under Lady Eluria? Who planned such a fun little event, hmm?!”


      “Come on, Ms. Millis. Keep it down, will you?”


      “You can’t fool me, Wisel—I see that smile on your face!”


      “Can you blame me?! After suffering day in and day out by Ms. Eluria’s hand, we get to watch Raid go through the same thing... I simply can’t wait!”


      “And it’s magic training! Not stamina training, not strength training—magic training! Surely even Raid, with all his monstrous power, won’t get off so easily!”


      “And then, he’ll have a taste of Ms. Eluria’s magic! Because that’s just how training goes!”


      Millis and Wisel weren’t alone in their excitement. Dian and Ariel had already laid out a picnic blanket and readied some snacks.


      “Damn, geezer. Just get started already.”


      “Ack! Dian! I made that hamburger for myself!”


      “Hah? Didn’t you say you were gonna show me how good your cooking is?”


      “I was talking about this lunch box! You prefer fish over meat, don’t you?!”


      “Don’t really care as long as it tastes good.”


      “Hah! You said it tastes good! So you acknowledge that I’m good at cooking, right?!”


      “Ugh... What a pain in the ass.”


      Meanwhile, two more boisterous fellows—Valtos and Fareg—seemed to be fighting over the frontmost seats.


      “Ha ha ha! I have nothing better to do, so I’ve come as well!”


      “Why, you! Move out of my way! I will have you know I’ve come here not just to watch, but to learn!”


      No matter where he looked, Raid could spot several familiar faces in the distance. He let out a sigh and asked, “Alma, why do we have an audience? This isn’t some event.”


      “Aw, shucks. You see, I just mentioned your practice to Millis and the rest, and they got really excited. They went and spread the news, so it ended up getting a little out of hand.”


      “What’s so exciting about watching me learn how to control mana? Maybe if it was a mock battle, I’d understand...”


      “We won’t be doing anything flashy,” Eluria agreed. “I doubt it’ll be fun to watch.”


      Raid called out to the audience. “You heard us. Anybody who’s come for a show, you’d best just go back now!”


      However, very few actually heeded his advice. Most of the audience must have been there for a lighthearted breather. It stood to reason, as they’d been on this expedition for so long now.


      Raid shrugged. “Whatever. Doesn’t change what we gotta do.”


      “Yeah. Let’s start.” With a nod, Eluria smoothed her expression. “Firstly, can you freely manipulate your mana?”


      “I...think so? I at least know what it feels like.” Raid clenched his fist and felt a crackling sensation surge through it.


      Eluria took his hand in hers, brushing over it and squeezing it to check the flow and state of his mana. Finally, she nodded. “I want you to try closing and opening the flow.”


      “Hmm... Like this?”


      “Yep.” Eluria then gripped his hand and arm. “Next, let it flow broadly from your palm to your arm—”


      “Boo! We didn’t come here to watch you lovebirds flirt!” Millis heckled.


      “Is Raid actually controlling his mana?!” Wisel demanded. “You’re not just going easy on your husband, are you? We haven’t forgotten that time you nearly broke our arms before!”


      “Ms. Alma. A punishment for the disruptive peanut gallery, please,” Eluria deadpanned.


      “A’ight. As you wish.”


      Enormous skeletal arms sprung out and grabbed the pair of hecklers, dangling them in the air. Alas, they reaped what they sowed. Raid and Eluria brushed them off and continued.


      “Mm. No issues with mana control.”


      “Great. What next?”


      “Next is to turn that mana into magic by your own will. Raid, a question for you.”


      Raid narrowed his eyes. “Okay...?”


      “If a humongous fireball were to come raining down on you in battle, how would you react?”


      “I’d punch it, obviously.”


      “Wow... Impressive,” Eluria muttered with a blank look. “But I want you to try another way.” She twirled her magic gear before spinning on her heel and putting some distance between them. “I’m going to shoot off some magic. Defend yourself.”


      “Any way I want?”


      “Sure. But this spell won’t be so easy to block.” With nimble movements, she leaped backward and up into the air. “Be careful. Mess up, and you might just die.”


      Then, Eluria began to create a sun. The ball of condensed flame and heat bore down on the earth’s surface with a dazzling brilliance, painting the world in vermilion and drawing yelps from the surrounding audience. By no means was this the kind of spell to use in training. This singular attack contained every bit of Eluria’s strength.


      Raid clicked his tongue. “Eluria! Won’t this cause a ton of collateral damage?!”


      “Not if you use magic...if I’m reading this correctly.” Eluria looked down on Raid with a calm and intent gaze.


      Raid couldn’t understand what she was up to, but he trusted her not to waste time on pointless endeavors. Thus, he turned his full attention to the descending sun. “That definitely doesn’t look very easy to grab or punch...!”


      Raid had to be able to visualize physically grabbing magic, but that proved difficult in the face of such an enormous sun. In these cases, Raid typically employed a fist to destroy it or a kick to fling it away, but neither were viable now due to risk of damaging the nearby outpost.


      “Then I just need to blast it to smithereens!”


      A grin stretched over Raid’s face as mana surged through his body. The intermittent crackling and snapping born from the emission of power was more violent than ever before, such that his overflowing mana became visible to the naked eye. It shone silver—pure, dazzling, and unblemished.


      “If you’re going all out...then don’t mind if I do too!”


      Heeding his will, the silver mana encased Raid’s right arm as he wound it back. When he unleashed it with a full swing, a splash of silver instantly painted the vermilion canvas of the world. Nothing was left, not even room for the sound of the explosion—all that remained was a silver-washed world and a still silence, as if time had stopped.


      Slowly, the silver faded and the world returned to normal, revealing that the descending sun had disappeared and the training grounds were just as they always were. The one thing that had changed was the blatant lack of clamor in the air. Every member of the audience was left at a loss for words, both by Eluria’s extraordinary display of magic and Raid’s feat of consigning it to pure nothingness.


      Amid the silence, Eluria softly landed in front of Raid. “Mm. I was right.”


      “Uh... I feel bad. I ended up just blasting it away with my mana like usual.”


      “No, you didn’t just forcefully erase it with mana.” Eluria shook her head. “I made sure my spell could withstand your usual mana emission.”


      “And that means...?”


      “This is a high-density spell made after thoroughly studying your mana, measuring its quantity, using my own mana stock, and layering over a thousand spells.”


      Raid squinted. “What would’ve happened if I’d failed?”


      “Well, I set up 216 barriers around the training grounds just to be safe. Still, I put my whole back into this spell, so I still might have caused a teeny tiny bit of damage.”


      “How about we make sure there are no people around the next time we go all out, yeah?”


      Eluria wore a sulky pout. “But I knew you wouldn’t fail.”


      Raid truly appreciated her trust, but his point still stood—he would have liked to have had a heads-up if they were placing their surroundings at such risk. Without a doubt, he spoke for everyone in the audience, if the growing clamor among them was any indication.


      “Wisel, did you hear that? We were this close to being reduced to ashes...”


      “Yeah... Was that spell just now the true depths of our hellish training...?”


      “I feel like I’ve just peered into the abyss... Who knew there was still so much suffering awaiting us?”


      “It turns out we’d done no more than frolic in the shallowest of puddles...”


      Alma groaned. “You guys aren’t so bad. But us? Even we special-class magicians wouldn’t have been able to do anything about that, and I doubt the three Heroes would fare any better. This is nothing new, but I still can’t help but feel dejected when I think of all the blood, sweat, and tears I sacrificed throughout my youth...”


      Millis, Wisel, and Alma appeared to be safe...physically, at least. For some reason, they seemed to have taken some mental damage, but that wasn’t any of Raid’s or Eluria’s concern, so they ignored it.


      “Back to the matter at hand,” Raid said. “Are you saying that my attack wasn’t just mana emission?”


      “Exactly. You properly utilized the Hero spell.”


      “Hmm... I really can’t tell the difference.”


      “Because you have yet to understand the essence of your magic. I myself only had a hypothesis until now, but I’m finally certain.” Eluria nodded. “Raid, tell me—what were you thinking when you eradicated my spell?”


      “Well... I just thought I couldn’t grab it, and that knocking it away would cause a ton of damage, so I figured I had to go all out and blast it into smithereens.”


      “Mm-hmm. You couldn’t grab it or knock it away, but you put your entire mind to erasing it—and so you did.”


      Though Eluria had essentially just reworded Raid’s answer, he was starting to understand what she was implying. If Raid had put his mind elsewhere—to grabbing her magic or knocking it away instead—then he might have very well managed to do just that. However, Raid had chosen to eradicate her spell, simply because he’d decided that it was the most ideal solution to the problem.


      “Theoretically, my spell shouldn’t have been erased just like that. Even if you demolished it with a counterattack, it should have blasted measurable mana residue into the air in the process...but there’s nothing. Things turned out exactly as you’d hoped—that the spell was just reduced to nothing.”


      This wasn’t the first time he’d accomplished such a feat. In the past, Raid desired a sword that could withstand his own power, and he got one. Many times had he wielded his strength to save countless lives, and every time, Raid managed to bring about what he believed to be the “most ideal outcome.”


      And herein lay the essence of the magic called Hero.


      “Hero has the power...to turn ideals into reality.” Eluria’s eyes blazed with certainty before she furrowed her brows. “To properly use this magic, you need to have a clear image of the outcome and solid belief in its possibility. So, the issue now is that we know nothing about the spell in the Codex.”


      “And I can’t visualize it when I know nothing about it,” Raid finished.


      “Mm-hmm. Also, I think this magic’s range is limited—maybe to your immediate surroundings or to whatever is within your reach.”


      “But I was able to eradicate your huge spell, wasn’t I?”


      “You were, probably because mana emission is very familiar to you. Your mind knows and believes that unleashing mana from your fist can eradicate incoming magic, and so it was made into reality. This means it’s possible on a per-case basis to expand the effective range, but we really do need more tests to finalize a conclusion.” Eluria nodded, eyes sparkling. Clearly, this process of magic research had stoked her interest. “For starters, we should try this on a bunch more people for better results.”


      “A bunch more people...?”


      “Mm. We’ve got plenty of good candidates right here.” Eluria turned to the audience with a smile, and the audience’s faces paled in response. “They’ve come all the way here. How about they face you in an all-out battle?”


      An ominous aura festered behind the girl’s smile. She and Raid were supposed to have the day all to themselves, but because Alma and Millis meddled, their private training session turned into a whole spectacle instead.


      Naturally, Eluria was less than pleased.


      “Everyone, prepare for combat—right now.”


      Under Eluria’s command, the members of the audience were forced to fight Raid. Some of them—like Millis, for example—attempted to flee, only to be obstructed by Eluria’s barriers.


      It was on this day that they all realized that training from hell could take yet another, more horrifying form.


      ◆


      The audience-turned-participants finished fighting Raid just before the stroke of midnight. After soaking in the bath, Alma, Ariel, and Millis regrouped in Eluria’s room where the three of them sank into the couch and drawled out in unison, “Ughhh... I’m aliveee...”


      Eluria puffed up her cheeks. “Wiped out already? Sounds like you all need more training.”


      “We’re not like you or His Excellency,” Alma protested weakly. “We’re just ordinary people...”


      “I used to think I was special, being a Hero and all, but now...” Ariel trailed off glumly.


      “Well, I am and always have been Ordinary Civilian A, so I was not expecting to be pitted against Raid, aka Superhuman A. You might as well have tossed me straight into hell...” Millis groaned, but soon she was the first to regain her spirit. “Besides, there was absolutely no need for me to join the fight, was there?!”


      “I’d already sworn in my heart to pit you against Raid,” Eluria explained simply.


      “Because I was booing and heckling from the sidelines?!”


      “No. Because Raid might need more precise mana control when using Hero, and he can practice that against you, because you’re far weaker than him even compared to Ms. Alma and Ariel.”


      “Argh, the pain...! I charge you with third-degree assault by objective truth!” Millis channeled her newfound energy into flinging herself behind the couch as if she’d taken physical damage.


      Seeing her still brimming with energy, Eluria decided the girl could participate in a few more training sessions going forward.


      “Count your blessings, Millis. That means he was holding back against you,” Alma grumbled. “I had to chug all those mana recovery drinks because the members of the brigade were all raring to spar with His Excellency again...”


      Ariel chuckled weakly. “Dare I say you got off lightly too, Lady Alma? As a Hero with similar mana, I was made to put up wall after wall with my transfiguration, only to get punched over and over and over... I never realized my power was actually so flimsy... I wanted to cry...”


      Unlike Millis, Alma and Ariel seemed genuinely spent. They were staring off into space with lifeless eyes. Eluria decided that these two should have a bit of a break before participating in training once more.


      Ariel hesitantly raised her hand and asked, “Um... Why have you called us here? I believe I’ve already reported my findings from today’s training to Lord Raid...”


      “Oh, right. I forgot to tell you.” Eluria snapped her fingers. “I want to talk about your relationship with Dian.”


      “Wahoo! It’s time for some girl talk!” Millis whooped, leaping back to her feet.


      “The alcohol’s gonna taste great tonight!” Alma cheered.


      “What? That brought you back to life?!” Ariel gaped in disbelief as she watched the two set up snacks and alcohol on the table. It seemed she was the only one experiencing whiplash from the sudden change in topic. “G-Girl talk aside... What exactly about the two of us is there to speak of...?”


      “Obviously, we want to know how you feel about Dian,” Eluria said.


      “How I feel...? Well, he’s a colleague...”


      “Jeez! You’ve got it all wrong, Ariel. She’s asking if you like Dian as a man!”


      “You heard her. Come on, have a drink and let it all out, eh?” Alma slung her arm over Ariel’s shoulder as she poured her some alcohol. Incidentally, Millis’s cup only contained juice, even though she was speaking like a drunkard for some bizarre reason. “So? What say you?”


      “Well, if you ask me...” Ariel hummed. “I don’t really know what to say.”


      “You sound undecided.”


      “Undecided? No, it’s more like... I simply don’t see why you would think that way.”


      “You seem to get along really well, though,” Alma pointed out. “I see you chatting quite a bit, and you work together spectacularly in battle too.”


      “There’s nothing strange about colleagues greeting one another and chatting every now and then, is there...?”


      Alma frowned. “I guess not.”


      “B-But!” Millis piped in. “You made him a lunch box today! How do you explain that?!”


      “I was already preparing food for myself, so I figured I might as well. Besides, I wanted to prove to him that I could cook since he doubted me when I mentioned it.”


      “Oh? It was some sort of dare, then?”


      Ariel shrugged. “More or less.”


      Millis threw her head back. “Urgh! It doesn’t feel like she’s lying...!”


      Then, Ariel arched her eyebrow and added, “Dian is always like that. He likes to make fun of me and tease me at every opportunity.”


      “Care to share some instances of this?” Eluria asked.


      “Take for example, when I feel happy about something, he’d tell me, ‘Must be great to be so easy to please,’ or something along those lines.”


      “Mm-hmm. Anything else?”


      “Ah, I just remembered! I once accidentally ate his share of meat, but when I tried to apologize, he messed up my hair and told me, ‘Whatever. Eat all you want.’ I was already saying sorry! Isn’t he horrible?!”


      To that, Eluria had nothing to say. That wasn’t the last of Ariel’s pent-up frustration. She shared several similar stories of her experiences with Dian.


      By the end, Eluria gave a big nod as she huddled up with Alma and Millis. “Your takes on Dian’s behavior?”


      “A boy teasing the girl he likes,” they answered in unison.


      “Same thoughts. Let’s proceed under this assumption, then.”


      Millis gasped. “Does this mean that Dian...?!”


      “No, I don’t think Dian is aware of his feelings either,” Alma said. “He probably feels like he’s just responding to whatever Ariel says to him...”


      “Mm-hmm. They see each other as fellow Heroes and colleagues first and foremost. Their circumstances until now left them with little opportunity to notice their feelings.”


      “Sooo...” Millis drawled. “Basically, neither of them are aware of their feelings, but something is budding deep beneath?”


      “Well, well. Reminds me of a certain pair who fought for fifty years and became more like war buddies than an actual couple,” Alma mused.


      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Ms. Alma.” Eluria’s eyes sparkled as she nodded enthusiastically. “In any case, I can’t wait to see where this goes.”


      Though they’d already recovered Old Celios and completed the Sage’s Codex, the entire First World still very much needed saving. It was hard to imagine that either Dian or Ariel had the time or mind space to think of such matters. But once everything was settled and they could finally let loose, things were bound to change—and when they did, Eluria was looking forward to seeing them.


      In the meantime, Ariel was still oblivious to her feelings as she slammed her cup onto the table. “Aaanyway! Dian’s jus’ waaay too harsh on me, ya know?!” she slurred, suddenly red in the face. Unbeknownst to them, she had apparently been drinking quite a bit. “But I’m doin’ my best too! Waaah!”


      Alma shot her a dry look. “Oh... So she’s that type of drunk, huh?”


      “After just one cup, though? Shocking...” Millis muttered.


      “Looks like it’s time to wrap things up,” Eluria decided after seeing Ariel’s eyes spinning and ears flushed after just a single cup. What she needed now was rest, not drinks.


      The three of them worked together to carry the drunk girl out of the room, where they ran into a puzzled Dian. “The hell’s goin’ on here? Former Demon Lord, didn’t you call this red pooch to your room for some business?”


      “Mm-hmm. For a girls’ night.”


      Dian clicked his tongue. “Not the kinda business I was thinking.”


      “What are you doing here, Dian?” Eluria asked.


      “Well, I had some stuff to discuss with her ’bout our upcoming patrol schedule and shifts, then her adjutant told me that you called for her. So here I am.” Dian sighed as he turned to the drunk girl. “Not much discussing we can do now, though. You, bone lady—what did you give her?”


      “Just some Legnarian alcohol. Hey, it’s not any stronger than your ordinary drink, okay?”


      “Yeah, well, anything but beer will do her in. Yet for some reason she thinks she’s got good tolerance. You should’a seen her when she took my whiskey... That was a nightmare.” With a sigh, Dian hefted Ariel onto his back.


      “Hnnn...? I’m floatin’...?”


      “Like hell you are. I’m carrying you, idiot.”


      “What’d ya say?! Only idiots call others idiots, idiot!”


      “As you can see, she’s a lost cause,” Dian said, turning to them with a blank expression. “I’ll take her to her adjutant.”


      “Mm, go ahead. You seem pretty used to handling her.”


      “Just give her beer next time. For some reason, that’s all she can tolerate.” With a small smile, Dian spun on his heel and walked down the hallway.


      “I’ll have you know I’m doin’ my best too! Ya hear?!”


      “The hell? That’s the problem with you. You work too hard.”


      “Dawww, what a softie! So you knew after all! I knew I could count on ya. Attaboy!”


      Dian groaned. “You’re spouting nonsense. Just go to sleep already.”


      “Yessirree!”
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      Eluria watched as they both disappeared down the hallway, before nodding solemnly. “We need to save the First World as soon as possible. I really want to see the continuation of their story.”


      Alma and Millis responded with their own nods and thumbs-up.


      ◇


      Right around the time the girls were swearing a new resolve in their hearts, Raid was already back at the training grounds after a quick rest.


      “Sorry to make you stick around so late, Fareg.”


      “You should be...!” Fareg gritted out, still looking terribly worn down. “You just fought the three Heroes and a bunch of special-class magicians. How do you still have the energy for more training...?”


      “Well, you guys were going all out back there, not me. The point of my training was to figure out how to control mana and use magic. Makes sense I’m not as pooped as you, doesn’t it?”


      “No, it really doesn’t! Especially not when you think of who you were up against!” Fareg gave up with a groan. “So? What do you need me for?”


      “Just to make some fire with your magic. The power and size don’t really matter. You can just do whatever’s easiest and most efficient for you.”


      Fareg frowned. “That works perfectly, since I’m still spent...” He manifested a ball of flame at his fingertip. “Like this?”


      “Great. I’m gonna need you to keep at it, though.”


      “It doesn’t really matter when it’s this small... Still, what could such a puny flame help you with?”


      “Like I said earlier, I’m trying to hone my mana control and acclimate to using magic. Combat isn’t necessary for either.”


      Fareg paused. “Do you mean to say that...we didn’t need to fight you earlier?”


      “Not really.”


      “Urgh... I was beaten black and blue for no good reason...?!”


      “I wouldn’t say that. I’m sure you learned a thing or two from that fight earlier, and it’ll come in especially handy if you ever run into, say, a humanoid Calamity or something.”


      In actuality, there wasn’t much deep meaning behind that training session, as Eluria had decided on it by herself on what seemed to be a whim. At most, she must’ve thought it’d be fun or something along those lines. Nevertheless, practical combat did give Raid a better grasp of his power as actual magic.


      “Anyway, I need you to send that flame my way.”


      “All right. The speed doesn’t matter, right?”


      “Just let it float toward me. I’m only trying to practice grabbing the flame.”


      With a nod, Fareg sent the tiny flame into the air.


      There was actually much more to Raid’s ability to physically grab magic. Until now, it had simply taken a most basic form because of his mental image.


      Taking a deep breath, Raid cleared his mind and gathered all his focus onto one thing: grabbing the flame. Slowly, he opened his hand, and there it was—a flickering flame encased in blue ice. Quite literally, it was frozen fire.


      Fareg stared in disbelief. “What...?”


      “Guess your typical spell can’t do this,” Raid mused.


      Magic was no miracle; it was an art founded upon a body of theories. At first glance, it appeared to bend and twist the laws of the world, but the truth was that magic was actually strongly founded upon them. Barring some exceptions, fire brought about by magic would always be hot, and ice would always be no more than solidified water.


      However, Hero had the power to warp the laws of the world. After he erased Eluria’s sun, Raid started to get a feel for what wielding this power with intent could make him capable of. Lo and behold, bending the laws of the world to his will turned out to be this easy.


      “I guess it makes sense if you just stop and think about what exactly Divine mana is. If we posit the Divine Realm as a place beyond human reach, where the world’s creator resides, then why wouldn’t mana from that place be able to bend and twist the world’s logic?” Raid tossed the frozen flame to the ground and crushed it underfoot, leaving nothing but slightly scorched earth. “I wanna try changing fire in a few more ways. Just keep ’em coming—hang ’em up in the air for me.”


      “O-Okay... Sure.”


      Fareg shook off his shock and got to work, forming flames on the tip of his finger and sending them into the air. Raid went through them one after the other, transforming the balls of flame into different substances. Stone, water, wood, flowers, insects... Each time, the flame never fully lost its essence; it simply took on new qualities.


      After some time, Fareg asked, “If you can do that, then why not just get rid of all the polluted mana?”


      “I think I can, but it’s not very feasible.”


      “Why not...?”


      “I’m finally starting to understand how this works. The farther the range, the harder it is to create the outcome that I want. Must have something to do with my focus scattering... Anyway, I can only produce controlled results within physical reach at most.”


      “But weren’t you able to eradicate Caldwin’s spell with a blast of mana?”


      “That was possible because the outcome I wanted was pure and simple ‘eradication’ and because Eluria’s attack was within sight. Can’t say the same for polluted mana, can I?”


      In a way, polluted mana was like air. It was invisible to the naked eye and mixed with all sorts of components, such as oxygen and nitrogen. Polluted mana was also invisible unless highly dense, and it was brought about when natural mana was mixed with a special essence. Those skilled in the art of magic could visually identify polluted mana even in low density, but Raid—having never delved into the craft until now—was unfortunately not one of them.


      The biggest problem was simply that polluted mana was far too widespread.


      “It’s been half a year since we recovered Old Celios and established our frontline outpost, but we’ve still only purified a portion of all the polluted mana across the land. The contamination isn’t spreading because the deepsea trench is stopping Calamities from making landfall, but it’s still hard to say this place is habitable for humans.”


      The consolidated efforts of Eluria and the Second World magicians had led to a significant dilution in the polluted mana around Old Celios. At the current level, no more Calamities could be born from it.


      However, it was far from a total purification. Even the partial purification that they had managed was somewhat thanks to Old Celios being an archipelago, composed of isolated islands. It was hard to say that the same means would work on the vast central continent of Etrulia. There, a purified area could easily be recontaminated if not properly isolated.


      “Also, that thing in the Sage’s Codex isn’t a spell to eradicate polluted mana.”


      “Have you already deciphered it?”


      “Nope. I don’t need to. Setting aside Hero for now, at the moment we’re very capable of diluting the pollution in the environment. What this means is that it’s possible to return the world to normal—it’ll just take a long time.” At the very least, a single lifetime wouldn’t suffice. However, as long as the two worlds continued to cooperate, it was achievable in the far future.


      “But then...” Raid furrowed his brow. “Why make Hero in the first place?”


      If the Sage foresaw Raid and his companions crossing over to the First World, then he should have also known that the First World and Second World would cooperate to purify the world’s pollution. The purification efforts, though led by Eluria, would also reach completion through years upon years of research and progress.


      However, that wouldn’t save the world; otherwise the Sage would have had no need to make a Hero to take on that role. It wasn’t just any hero, but only Hero Raid Freeden who could save the world. And that was why the Sage went so far as to leave him a message through the heavily encrypted Codex.


      “In other words,” Raid concluded, “whatever’s waiting for us up ahead...is something that only I can deal with.”


      They hadn’t the slightest clue what that could be. Was it a threat greater than a Calamity? An obstacle that only the Hero’s power could take down? Or something else entirely? Whatever it was, Raid needed to be ready to face it by having full control of his magic.


      “I know it doesn’t look like much, but this training’s an important step for me. Bear with me for a bit longer, will you?”


      “Well, this much is hardly a hassle to me... But wouldn’t you have preferred to ask for Caldwin’s help? Then you could spend some time together too.”


      “Oh? Look at you, being so considerate for once.”


      “I can’t quite relate, but couples and lovers value their time together, don’t they?”


      “Wow. I’m getting chills hearing you say all that.”


      “Is it that weird?!”


      Raid chuckled. “Well, you’re not too bad in the looks department, but I just can’t imagine you talking about love and romance and all that. I was caught off guard.”


      Fareg wore a disgruntled pout. “It’s just... You two are overwhelmingly stronger than any human, but because of that, you also end up shouldering so much more than you need to... At the very least, you deserve to be happy together.”


      “Gee, thanks. But we didn’t decide to save the world just because we’re stronger than the rest. And this whole plan to save the First World? We’re doing it so we can live happily ever after later on. So don’t worry about us.” Raid ruffled Fareg’s hair. “Besides, we’re plenty happy already. Things between us should’ve ended without so much as a confession, but now here we are, together after telling each other how we feel.”


      Their tale should have come to an end long ago, but by a dramatic twist of fate they were once again side by side. What more could they possibly ask for? A quick detour was no problem, especially when even more happy days were to come once everything was over. This time around, they could spend their days together in peace and bliss, all the way until their second lives came to an end.


      Raid grinned. “What can I say? I have a feeling we’re gonna become the happiest couple in the world.”


      Fareg chuckled. “Not only the strongest, but also the happiest? You might as well top it off with ‘greediest’ too.”


      “Well, you said it yourself—we’re working our butts off over here. A happy married life is the least we could ask for in return, yeah?”


      “That’s all you’re asking for in return for saving the world? The god that made this world must be rejoicing to have nabbed such a cheap deal.”


      Their lighthearted banter continued throughout the night.


      Whatever was waiting for them up ahead, it didn’t matter. All they ever wanted was to secure their happily ever after. To Raid and Eluria, nothing else was worth the trouble. And when they were already being so selfish, well... How could they possibly ask for more?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two


      Two weeks had passed since Raid began his magic training, and his progress was astounding to say the least.


      “Hup!” Raid caught Eluria’s magic with one hand and crushed it, causing it to disperse.


      Eluria nodded approvingly. “You’re perfectly using your magic as intended. No excess mana and no activation delay either.”


      “Nice. Looks like I got the hang of things much quicker than I thought.”


      “It normally takes more time. Hero might have influenced your learning speed too, since you put your whole mind into training and learning.”


      “I don’t know how to feel about that... It’s a helpful ability, but it makes me wonder if I achieved any of this by my own effort.”


      “But nothing would’ve happened without your willpower and dedication. You did a good job there. Well done, Raid.” Eluria stood on her tiptoes and reached up.


      Raid obliged by bending down with a chuckle, letting the girl pat his head. “Guess so. Let’s just say I put in the effort, then.”


      Raid and Eluria were chatting like it was just another day.


      Meanwhile, Millis watched them with lifeless eyes. “Ha ha... Look, Wisel. We’ve been working so hard on our magic all this time, and Raid mastered his in just two weeks. Any thoughts?”


      “Well, you heard Ms. Eluria. Hero might have had a hand in it, but we know full well how hard Raid has been training. I don’t intend on whining about it.”


      “Goodness! I’d been left utterly speechless after watching those two lovebirds, but here you are with such a splendid response. That’s another point for you!”


      Wisel arched his eyebrow. “When is that point system of yours going to actually amount to something, Ms. Millis?”


      “Probably once the world is saved and my love and courage overflow.”


      “Hmm... You must be keeping it a secret because you’re still preparing.”


      Millis and Wisel, too, were the same as always. They seemed to have a lot of time on their hands with no outstanding work on their plates.


      “Eluria,” Raid called. “Think we’re all good to go? Should I give it a whirl?”


      “Mm... I do believe you have the technique down. Go ahead.”


      Millis blinked. “Huh? Have you perhaps learned something about the spell in the Sage’s Codex?”


      “Sure have. That’s why we got Alma to ask Ryatt to draw this.” Raid took a sheet of paper from his pocket and showed it to Millis and Wisel. It was a portrait of an elderly man in a military uniform.


      “Ohh... What a cool-looking old man,” Millis mused.


      Wisel nodded. “He hardly looks old with the way he carries himself and the air about him.”


      “That’s me before I was reincarnated,” Raid told them.


      Millis gaped. “It is?!”


      “Now that you mention it, I see it in the eyes... We’re just so used to how you are now. It feels weird to think that this is how you’ll look in your later years.”


      Still looking at the portrait, Millis tilted her head and asked, “But why have this prepared?”


      “We need it to cast that spell in the Codex.”


      Raid and Eluria had debated the nature of the Sage’s spell and the reason only Raid could use it. The Sage should have known their current circumstances, so why had he left behind a spell instead of a solution?


      Thus far, the Sage had made use of a plethora of ciphers just to keep his message thoroughly hidden. It was next to impossible for anyone but Raid and Eluria to decipher it, but even so, there was always a possibility that his message could have ended up in unintended hands.


      In that case, what the Sage left in his Codex had to be a means for passing information to only Hero Raid Freeden, and what better way was there...than to do it himself?


      “This spell will probably take us directly to the Sage in the Divine Realm,” Raid explained. “We’ve already crossed to another world, so we know that we can travel dimensions using Divine mana. Well, who’s to say we can’t reach the Divine Realm itself?”


      They knew next to nothing about Divine mana. However, it was unlikely to be much different from their existing understanding. Regular mana was born from the human body or nature, and it was controllable in their world. In that case, they could posit that the Divine Realm was similarly a place from which mana was born. And since interdimensional travel was now possible, the Divine Realm was also a plausible destination.


      Moreover, it mustn’t be forgotten that Hero was magic that could make Raid’s desires into reality.


      “If I wish for a conversation with the Sage, then Hero will grant it. Now, let’s say that the Sage is in the Divine Realm, which is some sort of higher dimension for the gods... That’d explain how he knew what we’re doing now from all the way in the past.”


      “But what does that have to do with this portrait of you?” Millis asked.


      “Well, we call him the Sage, but he’s basically the me of the First World, right? So, this is what he looks like, and this portrait should help me visualize him.”


      Wisel hummed. “We don’t often see our own faces outside of looking at a mirror. It’s also surprisingly difficult to remember our own height and build.”


      “Mm-hmm. The Sage was said to have reached many achievements in his old age, so he should more or less look just like Raid did in his past life.”


      Thanks to the Hope’s Brigade—filled with figures of the past, essentially brought back to life by Alma’s magic—there were no issues in recreating Raid’s past appearance. Even if they hadn’t been here to help, Eluria could have easily fulfilled the role instead. This, too, served as an indication of the spell’s true nature.


      “Anyway, there you have it,” Raid said. “We’re gonna go drop by the Divine Realm for a bit. Let the rest know, all right?”


      Millis blinked. “Huh? You’re going now?!”


      “I mean, Eluria said we’re all good to go, so...”


      “Mm-hmm. Off we go.”


      “She’s talking like it’s no big deal! This is terribly concerning...!”


      “That’s fine and all,” Wisel said, “but do you need to be in such a rush?”


      “Well, we have no need to wait either,” Raid answered. “With Eluria’s support, there’s no chance of failure. Besides, I doubt the Sage would propose a dangerous method.”


      Their hypothesis could be wrong, but that wasn’t likely as Raid and the Sage were essentially the same person. He was basically following the clues he’d left for himself. Since this was the Sage’s final means of sharing information with them, it was hard to imagine that any danger awaited them on the other end of the spell.


      Eluria hummed. “We’re basically going on a quick stroll. Just sit back and wait for us.”


      “Oh...” Millis stared into the distance. “So, you’re going on a stroll...to another dimension...”


      “Well, they did treat their trip to the First World as a premarital vacation,” Wisel reminded her, looking similarly weary. “What’s another dimension to them but a new place to take a walk?”


      They were quick to resign themselves to the absurdity. Clearly, all the time they’d spent around the couple wasn’t just for show.


      “Time for a quick walk around the Divine Realm.” Raid offered his hand.


      Eluria took it with a nod. “I’ll handle the spell formation. Raid, you can just focus on using Hero.”


      Raid slowly shut his eyes, feeling mana snapping all over his body. He visualized an elderly man very similar to his past self, then imagined himself meeting this man. Raid gathered his focus and solidified the image within as he felt his mana surge like a tidal wave, seeking to transform this image into reality.


      Gradually, his surging mana slowed and settled. When he opened his eyes, a rolling verdant expanse stretched out before him. The pastoral scenery was decorated in bountiful nature reminiscent of the tranquil simplicity they’d seen in Paradise. At the center of it all was an enormous tree reaching out toward the heavens, very reminiscent of the World Tree.


      “Is this...the Divine Realm?” Raid muttered.


      “Probably.” Eluria nodded, her hand still linked with Raid’s. “The mana all around us is nothing like what we have in our world.” She looked around and furrowed her brow. “But...why does it look like this?”


      “What’s wrong with it?”


      “This place... It’s the elven forest I lived in when I was young.”


      Eluria was answered by a voice from behind.


      “That is because I manifested her dearest wish.”


      Raid and Eluria whipped their heads around, and there they found an elderly man who looked exactly like the one in the portrait they’d been looking at just moments ago. Instead of a military uniform, he was clad in robes and a cloak.


      The elderly man smiled. “You did well to make it here, Hero Raid Freeden.”


      Raid smiled in return. “We finally meet, Sage Raid Freeden.”


      His greeting was casual, as if reuniting with an old friend, as he faced the man once known as the Sage.
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      ◇


      Raid and Eluria followed the Sage to a nearby house, where he gestured toward a table and chairs in the garden. “Let’s take a seat before we chat, shall we? I’m sure you both have many questions for me, as I have much to share with you. We will be here for quite a while.”


      The couple did as they were told and took a seat. Then, Eluria quietly raised her hand. “Before we start, there’s something I want to make clear.”


      “Very well. Go ahead.”


      Eluria knit her brow, her expression serious as could be. “We have two Raids here... Very confusing. What do I call you both?”


      The Sage’s wrinkles creased as his lips curled into an awkward smile. “You may call me the Sage as you already do. I am but a phantom of the past, deviated from the laws of the world. It’s only right to concede the name ‘Raid Freeden’ to him.”


      “Mm. Then you’ll be Mr. Sage.”


      The Sage smiled. “Good. Ah, let’s have some warm milk tea, shall we?” With a snap of his fingers, he summoned a tea set to the table and poured some for all three of them. Finally, he took his seat. “Now then... We had best start not with my ramblings, but with your questions.”


      “Sounds good,” Raid agreed. “For starters, this place really is the Divine Realm, right? Not just some sort of dreamworld I conjured up?”


      “Correct.” The Sage looked Raid in the eye. “Without a doubt, you used Hero to reach me here in the Divine Realm—exactly as I’d intended.”


      Eluria raised her hand again. “I’d like to know what the Divine Realm is and who exactly you are.”


      “I would describe this place as the dwelling place of the world’s custodians—those known to humans as gods.”


      “Does that mean you’re one of them?” Eluria asked.


      “Not at all. I am not an official custodian. I’ve simply borrowed this unused plot of land and settled down here for the time being.”


      Eluria narrowed her eyes. “That sounds illicit.”


      “Fret not. I’ve gotten all the necessary permission. No one here will be subject to punishment.”


      “Okay. Then I can drink my milk tea in peace.” Eluria nodded before tipping her cup against her lips.


      There were so many things they could ask about what the Sage just said, but none of them mattered at this point. They hadn’t come here to learn about the truth or structure of the world.


      “Let me be direct. Can we save the First World?” Raid asked.


      “Yes, you can.”


      “Even as we are now?”


      “Correct. The mana polluting the First World originated from Demon Lord Eluria Caldwin. All you have to do is gather it all into one place, then eradicate it with the Hero’s power.”


      That didn’t sound especially difficult.


      According to Wallus’s memories, as shared by Elise, the Heroes of the First World had gone through reincarnation after reincarnation in order to accumulate more knowledge, experience, and power. This allowed them to deepen their understanding of Hero and gradually draw more mana from the Divine Realm, but they had ultimately failed to accumulate enough to defeat the Demon Lord.


      However, Raid Freeden was different. He could freely and limitlessly wield Divine mana, as shown by his ability to visit the Divine Realm at all. Surely, he could also overpower Demon Lord Eluria Caldwin.


      “You should be able to do it. Not only have you inherited all the power from the Heroes of the First World, you are also me. This artificially grants you the power of a custodian through me, as I reside here in the Divine Realm.”


      “So, all we need now is a way to gather it all into one place?”


      “That, too, is already possible. Isn’t that right, Eluria Caldwin?”


      Eluria softly nodded, all expression falling from her face as she said, “I think so. Polluted mana was created by ‘Eluria Caldwin.’ In the same way Raid can use Divine mana through Mr. Sage, I should also be able to gather all the polluted mana in the world.” Eluria paused before looking the Sage in the eye. “I’ll gather it all back to me...and then Raid can kill me.”


      The Sage cast his gaze downward before nodding slowly. “Precisely. You traveled back in time, split the world into two timelines, and fulfilled your reincarnation. As you are now, your soul and mana are entirely detached from one another. However, if you so wish, all of the mana scattered across the world will converge back into your body.”


      “Mm-hmm. Raid can work with his magic’s limited range if his target is just in one place.” Eluria’s voice was steady and impassive, as if she’d already been considering this possibility. The Sage’s words hardly fazed her.


      Raid realized that this also explained why the Sage hadn’t recorded this method in the Codex. “I get it... You already knew how to get rid of all the polluted mana, but this isn’t something you could tell just anybody.”


      To the people of the First World, the Demon Lord was an insurmountable foe. Even the Heroes, powerful as they were, had failed to defeat her. Telling the people “To save the world, you must defeat the Demon Lord” was hardly productive. Worse yet, it would no doubt cause them endless despair. After all, the Sage was as much a beacon of hope to the people as the Heroes. If this was his only solution, then there was truly nothing left for them.


      As for the present day, Raid believed that there was still no need for this information to be publicized. “Eluria is capable of single-handedly hunting down Calamities. Unlike me, she’s made a lot of progress in researching polluted mana. Killing her is out of the question.”


      Though their current expedition had yet to see any deaths or severe injuries, the participants from the Second World were well aware of how big a threat the Calamities were. It went without saying how much damage one would cause if another appeared in the Second World. The incident in Palmare spoke for itself.


      Thus, while killing Eluria might be salvation to the First World, it would be a huge loss to the Second World. There was simply no weighing her life against any sacrifice when she was such a valuable force against Calamities.


      There were countless other reasons. Some in the Second World were already privy to the fact that Eluria Caldwin was the progenitor of magic. Any attempt to sacrifice such a distinguished figure was bound to result in intense backlash, regardless of Eluria’s own stance on the matter.


      Overall, it made sense that the Sage never recorded this method in the Codex. All that awaited was a clash between the First World and the Second World, not to mention an irreparable rift in the allied forces composed of personnel from both worlds.


      “Good thing nobody else came with us,” Raid said. “I’m sure we can trust the commanders, but we should still keep this a secret when we get back.”


      The Sage looked at him. “As calm as ever, I see, even before this revelation.”


      “Why wouldn’t I be? If I were actually as young as I looked, I probably would’ve started screaming all over the place ’bout how I’d never sacrifice Eluria. But my past life has already taught me that the world isn’t all sunshine and roses.”


      “The screaming might’ve made me a bit happier,” Eluria mumbled, petulantly puffing up her cheeks.


      “My reaction aside, sacrificing you is just never an option for me, ever. What kind of moron kills his own bride during their premarital vacation?”


      “Mmkay. That made me happy, so I’ll let it slide.” Eluria nodded, quick to cheer up.


      “Besides,” Raid continued, turning to the Sage. “If killing Eluria was on the table for you, then you should’ve had some more solutions up your sleeve. But I would never make that choice—so neither would you.” Saving the world through Eluria’s sacrifice meant nothing to the man named Raid Freeden. He would never desire such a thing. “And that’s exactly why you created ‘Hero Raid Freeden,’ isn’t it?”


      The Sage’s plan had been far too roundabout. It called for the creation of Hero in the First World, the growth of the Heroes across time, the reversion of Eluria’s time through their power... Then, the passing of the Hero’s power to Raid, his encounter with Eluria, their reincarnation, and finally, their trip to the First World...


      There should have been many other, less convoluted means. If Eluria’s death was all it took to save the First World, then the Sage could have ensured that Hero was created long before her birth so it would have accumulated enough power to subjugate the Demon Lord. In fact, Hero didn’t even have to be part of the picture. The Sage could have simply orchestrated Eluria’s murder before she’d even become the Demon Lord.


      However, the Sage didn’t opt for any of it, all because this roundabout and convoluted method was the only one that didn’t call for any sacrifice.


      “You know me well. We really are the same person.” The Sage solemnly nodded before looking up and gazing at the distance. “I wanted to change the future...where her sacrifice was set in stone,” he quietly began. “Eluria Caldwin was a truly kind girl, with a most pure and noble heart. She never drowned in the immense power she created. All she ever wanted was to save people’s lives and bring them peace and happiness.”


      Alas, that future never came to be. The girl who dreamed of everybody’s happiness fell to despair. She became the Demon Lord and ravaged the world.


      One question yet lingered in Eluria’s mind.


      “Mr. Sage... Why are you so set on saving me?”


      “My answer to that question is better shown than spoken. This may take a while, though, so I ask for your patience.” The Sage straightened his back, looked the two of them in the eye, and snapped his fingers in front of them. “Bear witness to the records...of a sham who gave everything to save a single girl.”


      □


      For as long as I could remember, I knew that I could see the future.


      Whenever I closed my eyes, the futures yet to come would play on the backs of my eyelids—a whole plethora of possibilities, free for me to gaze upon.


      Seeking out the future in which I didn’t pick up a man’s gold coin revealed to me the life of a sickly child who died in the impoverished village he was born in. Seeking out the future in which I pocketed a man’s gold coin revealed to me the life wherein my parents rejoiced, only to later be discovered by the slave merchant, beaten and whipped, and left to rot in the elements.


      From among the ever-branching possibilities of the future, I learned to pluck out the best outcomes. This steered my life toward greener pastures. The slave merchant took a liking to me as I responded to each of his questions with the answer that I saw would garner the most favorable response. I eventually became an assistant to a scholar, who later freed me from slavery through adoption, granting me proper status and position.


      None of it satisfied me, though. I craved for more. “The more I peer into the future, the better mine will become,” or so I believed as I finally delved into peering into other futures—those of great achievers yet to be born in my time. I took the fruits of their labor and plagiarized it as my own, all the way until the world came to hail me as the Sage.


      At first, all the fame and attention fed my ego. But once I realized how worthless it all was, I was left with nothing but a gaping emptiness. As I watched all those people and everything they achieved with their lives, then turned to myself as I plagiarized it all, I was made to realize the hollowness of my life and what a sham I truly was.


      Seeking the meaning for my existence, I made my way along the endless future. Why was I given this ability? Why could I see these infinite possibilities? With these questions plaguing my mind, I treaded on and on through the ever-branching paths—until the supposedly infinite future came to a jarring halt.


      All that remained within the empty world was a lonely girl singing endlessly.


      That girl... I knew her. She was Eluria Caldwin, the one set to invent the art of magic a thousand years into the future. Why is she here, singing all alone? I wondered, solely out of curiosity at first. For her great achievement, she should have been promised a brilliant and dazzling future. Why, then, was she all alone at the end of the world?


      To find the answer, I decided to peer into her life.


      “Dad, I just thought of the best thing ever!”


      Young Eluria Caldwin spoke to her father with childlike innocence twinkling in her eyes. Magecraft was a supernatural art passed down among humans and elves alike. Her father was a magecraft researcher, and like father like daughter, she had spent her childhood brimming with curiosity for the craft.


      “We should make magecraft easier to use. Wouldn’t that be great? Then lots more people can use it, and everybody will be happy!”


      It was an idea born of a child’s naivety. Most would deem it no more than a dream and brush it off with a smile. However, for better or for worse, the girl was a genius. By the grace of her long elven lifespan, she eventually gave shape to her childhood dream—magic—by which many were saved. Dry regions were granted water, infertile lands were granted lush greenery, desolate grounds were granted the ability to support life once more.


      The girl never sought anything in return. She turned away wealth and fame even as she freely shared her creation with all.


      “I made this so everyone could be happy. That’s all I’ll ever need.”


      And so, she propagated her magic for everyone to use. Things were truly wonderful at first. Peace and joy slowly but surely filled the world, just as she had dreamed in her childhood.


      Alas, I already knew that such a future was not to last.


      Years after magic was born...and the girl found herself standing horrified before blazing chaos.


      “Why...?”


      Going up in flames right before her very eyes was the very first plot of land she had rejuvenated with her magic. Over time, it had been developed into a village for the lonely and homeless. But now, all was lost beneath the blaze, and the residents reduced to horrid sights.


      Some were impaled upon razor-sharp stone.


      Some were riddled with cuts and slashes.


      Some were corroded and dissolved into black liquid.


      Some were crushed beyond recognition by invisible walls.


      Some were frozen in ice as if crucified, their anguish preserved for all eternity.


      Some were reduced to ashes along with the village.


      But every single one of them had met their end by the hands of magic.


      The girl hadn’t the faintest clue how her magic had been used in the hands of the populace, for she had spent day in day out holed up in the forest, devising and researching improvements to her magic.


      The girl was never the most sociable elf, but there was another reason for her isolation. Some sought to monopolize her or her magic, while others attempted to harm her for her immense power. The girl had chosen to hide from them all.


      “I made magic while hoping and praying for everyone’s happiness. I’m sure they’ll use it just as I intended.”


      Blessed as a genius, the girl had spent most of her life immersing herself in her research, leaving little room to familiarize herself with the ways of the world. She’d withdrawn from center stage to avoid causing conflict, when in reality—unbenknownst to her—magic had already become a tool of war. It was far from the bringer of peace and happiness that she had deluded herself into thinking it was.


      Perhaps she had also simply been born at the wrong time and place. The Altanian empire was growing more aggressive than ever, while various smaller nations in the west such as Vegalta vigorously resisted its rule. The world was split into two major factions, but strife was still rampant among the smaller nations. It was a time when superpowers and underdogs alike sought greater power.


      The girl’s talent, circumstances, environment, era... All of it worked against her, subjecting her creation to misuse.


      After leaving the forest, the girl finally learned that throughout the world, her magic was known as “the devil’s handicraft.” Thus was it called, between deranged bouts of laughter, by those who wielded it while drunk on its power. Thus was it called, between cries and curses, by those who suffered its atrocities.


      “No...”


      The girl muttered to herself, desperately denying the hushed whispers of the masses. Magecraft had been known as an art that drove away disasters. In tribute, she had named her craft similarly—“magic”—in hopes that it would become an art that drew happiness closer to the populace.


      “I didn’t want it to be used this way...”


      Thus, she traveled the land to plead her case. She wielded her magic to save the poor, to remonstrate those who misused it, and to protect the persecuted. She did everything she could to show how her magic was meant to be used.


      Alas, it was far too late by then.


      “If it weren’t for you, the world would still be at peace.”


      The people cursed her for her creation. The moment they learned that she was Eluria Caldwin, they spat heartless insults her way. Even those saved by her hand would slander her behind her back.


      “No...”


      If only they had used magic properly, then the world would have truly been at peace. She’d pleaded over and over that magic wasn’t evil—that it had simply been misused. But the people refused to listen to reason, pegging her and her words as the true evil in this world.


      Over time, the girl’s heart was worn down and her spirit battered. Her heartfelt wish lay forgotten in the deepest corner of her heart, leaving her with nothing but dejection and resentment.


      “You’re right. It’s all my fault. This world...never needed my magic.”


      Magic had been born for the peace and happiness of the world. But what, then, was left if the entire world rejected it? Now, only war and grief remained in its wake. As the creator of this disastrous craft, the girl decided to take responsibility.


      “I should just get rid of everything. Joy and grief, peace and war—all gone. Don’t worry... I’ll grant everyone’s wish.”


      The girl heeded the people’s desires and returned the whole world to nothingness. She created a world of pure emptiness, tainted not by people, culture, nature, or territory. All this empty world had...was a single girl rejected by all.


      And it was in this void of a world that she hummed a lonely tune.
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      “For your happiness, we always pray.”


      It was an elven lullaby passed down in her hometown.


      “Light embraces you, so you may find joy each day.”


      A song for blessing a child with health and well-being.


      “Fire illuminates you, so you may falter and still find your way.”


      A song for driving away disaster and paving the path to a bright future.


      “Wind speaks to you, so you may never feel lonely and wail.”


      A song for bringing continuous joy and happiness to someone’s life.


      “Water enriches you, so you may mingle and share this grace.”


      A song for wishing blessings upon others just as one would for oneself.


      “Earth supports you, so you may forge ahead no matter if you stray.”


      A song for granting the courage to keep walking in the face of life’s challenges.


      “Darkness blankets you, so you may hide from all that brings pain.”


      A song for easing fears and inviting peace.


      Having spent her childhood listening to this lullaby, the girl had chosen to create magic. Alas, her dearest wish never came to fruition. She lost everything, destroyed everything, and finally, returned everything to nothingness.


      Even so, her deepest desire remained within her heart.


      “And this prayer of happiness...I also pray for all.”


      But all she could do now was hum all by herself in this vast and empty world.


      That was how Eluria Caldwin’s life came to a close. HoweverHowever, that may not be the best way to put it, as she continued to simply exist far into the future.


      It was at this point that I stopped watching and backtracked to an earlier point, from which she might have made her way into a different future.


      To me, tragedies were a common sight among the ever-branching paths of the future. The world itself was simply rife with misfortune and cruelty. However, I was familiar with the concept of changing that very outcome. I thought that Eluria Caldwin, like many others, may meet a cruel fate on her current path, but a different branch might yet yield a happier ending for her. Somewhere out there was surely a future in which she could smile.


      At least, that was what I had believed at first.


      “Dad, I just thought of the best thing ever!”


      Once again, Eluria Caldwin spoke of magic with an innocent smile. And once again, she met the same fate.


      I backtracked through time and watched the path of her life down another branch.


      “Dad, I just thought of the best thing ever!”


      No matter the future, Eluria Caldwin would always utter the same words in her childhood. And no matter the future, her salvation was nowhere to be found.


      Another attempt. I backtracked through time and watched the path of her life down another branch. There were a near-infinite amount of possible futures. Even if a vast majority of them ended in tragedy for her, I believed that at least one should have contained her happy ending.


      “Dad, I just thought of the best thing ever!”


      Once again, I watched over her life. Alas, this girl—kindhearted to a fault, wishing for everyone’s happiness—was yet again condemned to tragedy.


      “Dad, I just thought of the best thing ever!”


      What started with an innocent smile always ended in despair.


      “Dad, I just thought of the best thing ever!”


      What waited at the end of every branch was that same future.


      “Dad, I just thought of the best thing ever!”


      The details may have shifted, but the outcome remained the same. Her tragic ending was as constant as the innocent smile that began her story.


      I chose branch after branch, treaded future after future, searching for her salvation. Over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over...


      The concept of time was nonexistent to me whenever I gazed at the future. However, even with all the time in the world, I failed to find even one good outcome for her. All paths led back to despair—to her lonely song at the very end of the world. It was as if the world itself were rejecting her and the future she so desired.


      “Dad, I just thought of the best thing ever!”


      I had watched her life countless times now. Her kind and pure smile was seared onto the backs of my eyelids. Still, I sought desperately for a future in which she was saved.


      Finally, after treading countless branches in the seemingly unending expanse of time, I came to a realization:


      There was simply...no saving her.


      The girl who wished for everyone’s happiness always, always met the same fate of betrayal and despair. As if to punish her for the crime of birthing a craft beyond mortal hands, or for trespassing into God’s domain. As if that tragedy were the role bestowed upon Eluria Caldwin.


      I began to question, “Why can’t Eluria Caldwin be saved?”


      All branches converged into a singular wretched outcome. But what if somebody reached out—could she find salvation through them? And what of my power to see the future—could this be the helping hand she needed?


      Was this why I had been bestowed with such an ability?


      Thus, I stopped peering into the future and began to draft the Codex. Fortunately, my renown as the Sage granted me incredible influence in the world. A manuscript penned by my hand was sure to be treasured and maintained, all the way until her time a thousand years into the future.


      Sometimes, technology would develop at an unintended era and bring the world to ruin long before she was even born. Instead of simply recording everything as it was, I would ensure that only suitable talents could decipher the proper information at the right time.


      Finally, something changed about her future. Eluria Caldwin’s father, Wallus Caldwin, had always passed away far too soon due to an epidemic. But through my Codex, the epidemic would no longer come to pass, and he would remain by her side as her one true ally.


      Alas, this did little to change her ultimate fate. Wallus could support her as a father, but with his mediocre talent he was incapable of significantly influencing her future. In the end, Wallus’s soul would fail to withstand the waves of eternity, leaving his daughter all by herself once more.


      Even so, I did not cease my efforts. If I was able to change one part of her future, then I knew I should be able to create a happy ending for her.


      I tried one thing, then another, and another—but to no avail. No amount of twisting and warping the path had pried its hold from the fated outcome. No amount of trial and error had changed her future.


      Once again, I was forced to realize: I could peer into the future yet was powerless to change it. This ability was one of a kind, but I—its wielder—was not so. Everything that made me into the “Sage” had simply been plagiarized from the true achievers in the far future. On my own, I was but a painfully mediocre existence, just capable enough to influence the future but not to save Eluria Caldwin. I could grant her neither salvation nor her dearest wish.


      I had exhausted all my means. I was left with nothing—nothing at all. This fact had made itself loud and clear to me, and I was not deaf to it.


      Even so...I still wanted to save her.


      I would tell myself that it was impossible, but then her smile would play in the back of my mind. I would tell myself that every attempt had been a failure, but then her voice would echo in my ears.


      Why? I had no answer. To begin with, how could a sham like me even save her? But still... I may have been a sham through and through, but if there was just one genuine thing about me, it was my desire to save her. In fact, that burning desire eventually led me to a single solution.


      If I was too mediocre to do more than peer into the future, then I simply had to change myself.


      If only “I” were no longer ordinary...


      If only “I” were strong enough to face her...


      If only “I” were capable of changing her future...


      If only “I” were mighty enough to rid her life of hardship...


      My endless desire to save her had eventually led me to conceptualize an existence who could achieve it for me—someone powerful and mighty, unlike the powerless sham that I was.


      If only “I” were a “Hero,” then perhaps...she could finally be saved.


      ◇


      The darkness enveloping their vision slowly gave way to reveal the Sage seated before them, eyes downcast and head nodding.


      “That is how I came to my decision to save Eluria Caldwin.” He turned his gaze to the distance, reminiscing. “In the beginning, I saw her as no more than the inventor of magic. However, after watching her future of despair and loneliness and seeing how her wish to grant people happiness never came to fruition... The desire to save her gradually grew within me.”


      The Sage looked Raid and Eluria in the eyes. “The rest is history, as they say. Hero was born from my Codex, and the Heroes abided by my will to send Eluria Caldwin back to the past. From there, you met ‘Raid Freeden’ after he inherited the Hero’s magic and finally came to meet me here.”


      Raid hummed. “Did everything pan out exactly as you’d seen from peering into the future?”


      “It did. I navigated through the near-infinite branches of the future, through a series of countless failed attempts, before finally arriving at the one most optimal outcome—the one in which Raid Freeden was fashioned from a mediocre human into a dazzling hero.” The Sage’s lips curled into a bitter smile. “That being said, I am still as mediocre as ever—a sham through and through. You are an offshoot of me, but you have arrived here by virtue of your strength alone.”


      Though the Sage spoke with blatant self-deprecation, the path he walked was far too harsh and treacherous for him to be considered a “mediocre” individual. He felt powerless because he couldn’t save the one person he wished to save. He felt inferior because he had nothing genuine despite his ability to see the future. And he was painfully aware of it all, yet he never once gave in. He trudged through a sea of endless possibilities just to grasp one sliver of hope—all to save Eluria.


      Despite his claims to the contrary, his indomitable spirit and stalwart willpower were far from ordinary. Such determination took true, genuine talent.


      “Also, I must apologize, Eluria Caldwin.” The Sage bowed his head to Eluria. “You may no longer have your memories of that life, but nevertheless it can’t have been pleasant to watch yourself fall to despair and ruin.”


      “Mm. I don’t really mind. She looked like me, but I don’t remember her experiences. It was like watching the life of a look-alike.” Eluria nodded, then raised an eyebrow. “If anything, I’m mad at that version of myself.”


      “Oh? And why is that?”


      “Magic is a powerful tool that can be used for either good or bad. I should have carefully selected who to teach it to and prepared a proper system for its propagation. I was just way too naive.”


      “Quite the scathing critique to give to yourself,” the Sage mused.


      Eluria nodded. “Mm-hmm. I’m especially strict on myself.”


      In the Second World, Eluria had thoroughly outlined and established all the proper systems for magic, making for a sturdy foundation that carried her will across a millennium. Some had strayed from her principles, but the overwhelming majority abided by her will. This allowed the Second World to develop magic in closest accordance to her intentions.


      “You speak the truth,” said the Sage. “Her original failure stemmed from her lack of social awareness, experience, and interest in anything besides magic. However, you were able to guide the budding magicians well through the experience you’d gained on the harsh battlefield.”


      “Up until recently, she was in the same boat in terms of her magic fixation, though,” Raid remarked.


      Eluria turned away with a pout. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Though she had truly grown in the time since Alicia lamented her lack of common sense to Raid, she was still the same person at her core.


      The Sage’s eyes crinkled happily as he watched their banter. “I’m very glad to see you both getting along splendidly. All that time I spent devising a plan was well worth it.”


      “But we’re not done yet, are we?” Raid said.


      “No. I still have things I wish to entrust to you both.” The Sage smoothed his expression and clasped his hands together. “Eluria Caldwin has not yet been saved.”


      Raid narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”


      “The girl seated next to you exists because splitting the world into two created the First World’s Eluria Caldwin and the Second World’s Eluria Caldwin. They are the same being, yet they have been split into separate individuals. It’s a rather unique situation.”


      Eluria hummed. “Basically, we were forcefully made into twins?”


      “That’s not quite the most accurate explanation, but I suppose you may think of it that way. Just as he and I now simultaneously exist in this space, you and the other Eluria Caldwin both exist as well.”


      Raid already had an inkling as to where that other Eluria Caldwin was. “You’re saying that...the polluted mana scattered all around the First World is that other Eluria, right?”


      “Correct. When the Demon Lord of the First World was sent back to the past, her body and flesh vanished...but her soul, marred in deep hatred and despair, lingered in the First World in the form of polluted mana.”


      The Demon Lord sought the destruction of the world, and for that even her own flesh was unnecessary. So long as her magic of ruin remained, the First World would eventually meet its end. Though her very existence may have ceased to be, her desire for the world’s destruction persisted, for it was the dark wish carved into her very soul—the fate imposed upon her by the very world and sealed across every single one of the near-infinitely branching futures. At this point, it was simply meant to be, regardless of her own will.


      “To revert her soul from polluted mana back into human form, I need her to come here to the Divine Realm. That is my last task for you both.”


      Raid hummed. “And how exactly will we do that?”


      “As I explained earlier, the first step is to gather all the polluted mana in the First World. Then, use the Hero’s power to isolate her into the Divine Realm and visualize that polluted mana taking Eluria Caldwin’s form.”


      “Hmm... What will happen to me after I absorb all that polluted mana?” Eluria asked.


      “You may temporarily lose control over your body and mind. Once the polluted mana is segregated, you should return to normal. However...”


      “If we fail, I’ll disappear completely,” Eluria finished.


      The Sage nodded, eyes downcast. “This was the only way I found to save her, and I cannot even say for certain that this will work.”


      “I thought you could see the future.”


      “My future sight cannot interfere with the Divine Realm, for it is a dimension untouched by the laws of our world. By coming here, you have both broken free of the world and the bounds of my power. I can no longer foresee what lies ahead on your path.”


      “Basically, we can only speculate our chances,” Raid surmised.


      “Indeed. I can say for certain that Hero and Divine mana can bring back her soul, but to use it on the Demon Lord, you would need to get within arm’s reach. That is to say, you need to overpower her.”


      Success would fix everything, whereas failure meant all was lost—Raid would die, and Eluria would once again become the Demon Lord and bring ruin to the First World. Since they’d already bridged the two worlds, the destruction would no longer stop here—the Demon Lord would bring ruin to the Second World as well.


      And yet, Eluria was nonchalant as she said, “Okay. Let’s go with that.”


      “There’s no need to rush your decision. Time does not flow here in the Divine Realm. Take as much time as you need to discuss—”


      “There’s nothing to discuss. Our objective hasn’t changed at all.”


      “Got that right. No point in getting cold feet and backing out after all this time.”


      Raid and Eluria looked at one another and smiled.


      “I just need to win,” Raid said.


      “It won’t be easy, though. Future me will have tons of crazy spells. With all the polluted mana in the world, she’ll never even run out. She’ll be super-duper overpowered.”


      “Wow. Biased, are we?”


      “Mm-hmm. She’s my look-alike, so I have to back her up a bit. But...” Eluria nodded, blazing with confidence as she looked Raid in the eye. “You won’t lose to anyone but me, right?”


      Raid nodded in return. “You bet. I don’t care how strong she is. I’ll beat her up and drag her back here.”


      “Mm... I’m not sure how to feel about that wording. She is still me, after all.”


      “Any better suggestions, then?”


      “Maybe just tug on her cheeks.”


      “Sounds soft and stretchy.”


      “Mm-hmm. My cheeks are very soft and stretchy.”


      Eluria squished and pulled her own cheeks. Raid followed suit and tried tugging on her cheeks as well.


      “Hah...” The Sage let out an airy laugh. “I see. It appears I was mistaken. I should have known your answer after watching ‘Raid’ and ‘Eluria’ all this time.” His laugh slowly settled into a sigh before he lowered his head again. “Thank you. I leave her in your care.”


      “Sure thing. Is the timing all up to us? We’d like to evacuate everyone and get some preparations out of the way first.”


      “Go ahead. The polluted mana is spreading out from Old Vegalta, where she stayed till the very end. Eluria Caldwin, go there and gather all the polluted mana. It should feel the same as absorbing your own.”


      “Mm-kay. We’ll do that once we’re done issuing commands.” Eluria looked up as if she suddenly remembered something. “Come to think of it... Mr. Sage, there’s something else I’d like to ask you.”


      “What is it? I will answer to the best of my abilities.”


      “Did you want to save Eluria Caldwin because you felt bad for her?”


      The Sage paused. “I’m sure I did at first. I must have felt pity, or something akin to it, after seeing her so deprived of salvation.”


      “Is it different now?”


      “It certainly is. As for why...” The Sage smiled. “Raid Freeden, you should know the answer.”


      Raid returned the smile.


      Together, they said, “What man wouldn’t want to save the woman he loves?”
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      It had all begun from curiosity. From there, he’d continued to watch her out of pity. “But when I think about it now...I must have been drawn to her the moment I saw her smile. Her pure and selfless heart, her desire to wish happiness upon others...”


      For her, the Sage never gave up. He spent a near-infinite amount of time cycling through a near-infinite amount of failures. He knew painfully well how powerless and insignificant he was, but his heartfelt desire to protect that smile spurred him to offer his everything.


      “To use Hero, you must possess an indomitable will and a steadfast dedication to your ideals. Therefore, Eluria Caldwin can only be saved by one who holds her more dearly than anybody else.”


      Charmed by Eluria Caldwin, the Sage dearly wished to save her, and he was certain that “Hero Raid Freeden” would echo his sentiment. Not only would he support and accompany Eluria in the Second World, but he would also take action to save the Eluria Caldwin who was still drowning in despair in the present moment. The Sage had placed his trust in and chosen to create “Raid Freeden.”


      “If loving her dearly is a requirement, then who better for the job than ‘me’?” said the Sage, sending Raid a glance.


      Raid nodded in agreement. “Got that right. I won’t lose in that department either.”


      “We truly are the same person. I was right to wait all this time, believing that you would wholeheartedly love the same person I do.”


      “They’re not exactly the same person, are they? I’m in love with the Second World’s Eluria, and you’re in love with the First World’s Eluria.”


      “Ah, of course. You’re right. Now that they’ve split into two, it’s quite uncouth to simply call them the same person. Once you save her, we should decide on a new name for her.”


      “Great idea. Can’t have two people with the same name. Way too confusing.”


      “I agree. Ah, by the way, Raid Freeden...” With an awkward smile, the Sage pointed at Eluria. “You might want to check on your bride.”


      The girl was trembling, face flushed to the tips of her ears. “I’m loved...most dearly...?!”


      “Of course. More than anyone in the world.”


      “S-So nonchalant...!”


      The Sage laughed. “Ah, youth.”


      Raid looked at him dryly. “Can’t even refute it when you’re saying it...”


      “Of course. If we are to count age by the time we’ve spent conscious, then I am already much older than the stars themselves. Nobody in this world is senior to me.” The Sage wore a playful grin. Seeing that, Raid couldn’t help but think—though the Sage’s manner of speech differed greatly from his own, they were really still the same at their core.


      “Now then... I would love to spend more time chatting with you both, but you’ve already humored this old man’s whims plenty. The First World still awaits saving.” The Sage quietly rose to his feet just as a silver rift appeared in the air. “O Hero and Sage of the present-day, I wish you both the best of luck.”


      “Thanks. Once we get this done and dusted, we should have a nice, long chat—just the four of us.”


      “Mm-hmm. I’d love to have a talk with the other me too.”


      Raid and Eluria made their way toward the rift—


      “Raid Freeden. Eluria Caldwin.”


      —but spun back around when the Sage called their names.


      “For my own selfish desires, I brought you both into the world. I may not have any right to ask, but please, tell me...” The Sage looked them both in the eyes and asked, “Are you happy now?”


      Raid and Eluria nodded at one another, smiled, and answered together, “Why wouldn’t I be? I get to be with the one I love.”


      The Sage looked down. “I see... Then all the time I spent was well worth it.” He had brought these two into the world all to save the girl he had fallen in love with, but depriving them of joy in the process was out of the question—not when she always wished for others’ happiness. The Sage had dedicated his all to finding her the best path to salvation—one that did not sacrifice anybody’s happiness and stayed true to her dearest wish.


      At last, the Sage quietly bowed his head. “I implore you—go, and show her those wonderful smiles on your faces.”


      Raid and Eluria gave him a firm nod before turning their backs to him once more.


      ◇


      Stepping into the rift painted their visions silver. Once it cleared, Raid and Eluria found themselves staring blankly at the familiar training grounds.


      Millis eyed them curiously. “Huh? What’s the matter?”


      “Are you not heading to the Divine Realm yet?” Wisel asked, eyebrow raised.


      “We just got back,” Raid told them.


      “What? Already?!”


      “It just looked to us like you started staring off into space...”


      “Makes sense. Turns out there’s no concept of time there.” Their reactions proved that what the Sage had said about the Divine Realm was true.


      “So, how did it go?” Millis asked. “Did you perhaps find a quick and easy miracle solution that’ll save the First World from total and utter destruction?”


      “We sure did.”


      “I wasn’t actually expecting you to say yes...!”


      Wisel narrowed his eyes. “Is it really an easy solution?”


      “For us, I guess. Probably impossible for anyone else.”


      “Ah, of course. I had a feeling that was the case. Actually, if it were impossible for you, then we might as well just give up,” Millis said dryly as she gazed into the distance.


      Wisel sighed, following suit. “Sir Dian and the special-class magicians are incredibly powerful, but somehow even they seem lacking when placed beside you two... It’s sad just thinking about it.”


      This reaction, coming from the two “ordinary civilian” representatives, was just business as usual.


      “Should we gather everyone up for an announcement?” Wisel suggested.


      “Right. Wisel, lend me your communicator.” Raid adjusted the channel before speaking into the device. “Supreme Commander Raid Freeden speaking. We’ve obtained vital intel. All commanders, cease your current tasks and gather in the meeting room ASAP.”


      A grin stretched over his face.


      “The operation will now be proceeding to the next stage—saving the First World.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three


      Upon Raid’s summons, the commanders all gathered in the meeting room, where they were brought up to speed on everything that Raid and Eluria had learned from the Sage.


      At the end, Eluria shrugged and summarized, “So, Raid and I just have to give it our all, and the world will be saved.”


      Alma heaved out a sigh and cradled her head. “You talk like it’s so simple...”


      “Better than getting all gloomy, right?” Raid said.


      “That’s not what I mean. If you fail...” Alma furrowed her brows. “His Excellency will die, and Eluria will become the Demon Lord and destroy the world.”


      A grim atmosphere settled over the meeting room.


      Raid and Eluria had been expecting that reaction, so they readily replied, “Nah. We’ll manage.”


      “Gah! You really don’t know how to read the room...!”


      Dian glared at them. “I couldn’t care less if you get all gloomy or not, but this ain’t some snap decision sorta thing, is it? Even if we look at it objectively,” he pointed out. “If you fail, we lose two major combat personnel. Heck, one of ’em even turns on us. Humanity’s practically dead meat then. Sure, we can fight Calamities now, but the Demon Lord? Forget it.”


      “I agree with Dian,” Ariel added, sighing. “We of the First World have heard tales of the Demon Lord’s atrocities from a young age, and every single one speaks of her immense and insurmountable power. They paint her as some...overpowered fairy tale villain. If the stories are true, we absolutely cannot compare her to the Calamities.”


      Calamities were a threat not only because of their massive size but also because polluted mana granted them quasi-infinite regenerative capabilities. Still, with the right methods, fighting one was no different from hunting manabeasts. However, the Demon Lord was an entirely different case. She had a dangerous weapon—magic—and the intelligence to wield it in battle. Fighting her couldn’t be likened to hunting manabeasts or even human combat.


      “To the Demon Lord, we are no more than insignificant bugs crawling at her feet,” Ariel continued. “Lord Raid, you are the only one who can face her. If you fail, the end of our world is set in stone.”


      The recovery of Old Celios was like a ray of hope for the First World. All hope would be lost the moment Raid fell to the Demon Lord.


      “As First Worlders, we can’t readily agree to this,” Dian admitted. “It’s safest to spend some more time finding a different way. Who knows? Something new might crop up later.”


      Totori nodded, her expression grim. “Even as a Second Worlder, I must agree with Dian. If Eluria becomes the Demon Lord, we cannot disregard the possibility of her harming the Second World as well. Instead of gambling on uncertain probabilities now, wouldn’t it be wiser to probe for other options first?”


      The other Second World commanders, such as Savad and Jamil, also nodded in agreement. However, Raid and Eluria had been expecting this too.


      “All right. Let’s say we go with that plan,” Raid said. “There’s no guarantee we’ll find a solution. Even if we do, who knows if we’ll find it by the deadline?”


      Dian frowned. “What deadline?”


      “Our lifespan, obviously. You don’t expect us to live past a hundred, do you?” Raid and Eluria were extraordinary, but they were still humans with mortal lifespans just like the rest. There was no point in finding a different method if Raid and Eluria were no longer capable of executing it. “If we could find another solution in a decade, then the Sage would’ve jotted it down on the Codex long ago.”


      “What if the Sage just couldn’t find it?”


      “He’s the guy who spent ages upon ages conducting trial and error just to create the miraculous situation we’re in now. If he couldn’t find anything, then this must really be our only solution.”


      “But—”


      “May I?” Alicia Caldwin cut in, raising her hand. “The feasibility of this plan has little bearing on our disagreement. Raid... You understand this, yes?”


      “Of course.” Dian had mentioned looking at things objectively, but Raid knew better.


      “Many are grateful to you and Eluria. That goes for all of us here, the people you saved in Palmare, and the humans of the First World. Nothing would pain us more than losing you both.” Though she refrained from spelling it out, Alicia also spoke as Eluria’s mother. Failure meant that her daughter would become the Demon Lord—the enemy of humanity, destroyer of all. As a mother, she simply could not allow that.


      The rest of the group felt similarly. The heavy air in the room was largely born from the fear of losing two close friends.


      Raid slowly shook his head and opened his mouth—before another spoke first.


      “I support Freeden,” Fareg declared, rising to his feet at the back of the room, where he’d been recording the minutes of the meeting. “I don’t understand why we’re even debating and worrying over the possibility of failure. Are we not already certain of their success?” His eyes were clear and unclouded, not a hint of concern to be gleaned. “If Raid Freeden says he will do it, then he will do it. That’s the type of person he is—and that’s what makes him the Hero we know him to be.”


      Fareg stood tall and proud, his posture oozing confidence that silenced the entire meeting room—that is, until the corner of a clipboard stabbed right into his forehead.


      “Owwwww!”


      “Why’s the record keeper speaking up? At least raise your hand first,” Raid chastised.


      “Did you have to throw the clipboard?!”


      “I needed to discipline you. Besides...” Raid narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t need to say it. Everyone here knows that already.”


      The meeting attendees all nodded awkwardly. Not a single one of them thought that Raid was going to fail. He had grasped victory in every instance until now, and they wholeheartedly believed he would do it again, even if they still carried a smidge of concern in their hearts.


      Why, then, were they arguing against him? The answer was simple: to create valid justification for his plan.


      “As obvious as our success may be, that doesn’t change the fact that the plan comes with risks. Sure, the people here are fine with it, but what about the countries of the Second World? They’re financing us because we promised them rewards. We need to at least show them that this is our only choice.”


      Fareg paused. “What about secretly going ahead with the plan and just reporting to them later?”


      “Out of the question. We got all our funding and personnel from them. Are we supposed to just tell them that we went with a risky plan? I can already imagine all the trouble that’ll come after.”


      Over half a year had passed since the beginning of their expedition. All the while, many nations including Vegalta had been shouldering much of the costs and burdens. Some were cooperating out of their trust for Raid and Eluria, but most were after the land they’d been promised after the First World was saved. If it came out that they had opted for a go-big-or-go-home type of plan despite all the support they were receiving, then the voices of criticism would be the least of their concerns. At worst, their homeland of Vegalta might have to take responsibility for their recklessness.


      “Wouldn’t want any pesky work crashing our victory feast, now would we? We just wanna kick back and relax once everything’s over.”


      “Mm-hmm. Gotta minimize our overtime,” Eluria agreed.


      “Are we talking about the fate of the world here, or office work...? Well, I guess that’s just par for the course with these two...” Alma sighed. “Anyway, Your Excellency... How’re you planning to do this?”


      “I’ll need you guys to prepare some materials—use all our polluted mana research to prove that there was no other way. The speed of the pollution’s progression, the strength of the Calamities we’ve faced, and all the other details. Make it thorough.”


      “Gotcha. Research materials, combat data... We’ve got those in spades. Not to mention that with special-class magicians from other countries with us, they can’t even fault Vegalta for being the lone source.”


      “Well said!” Totori chimed in. “We just need to gather the testimonies from members of all participating nations. Who would doubt the words of their own representatives?”


      “I guess I’ll work on preparing a more detailed geological survey,” said Jamil. “Pollution progresses differently depending on the terrain and topography. All that info should pad up the report nicely.”


      Once everyone had said their piece, Raid gave a firm nod. “Once the materials are ready, Eluria and I will head off to save the First World. This is our final and irrevocable decision,” he declared, calling an end to the meeting.


      Then, he turned to two people in particular. “Ms. Alicia, Mr. Galleon, please stay behind. We still have some matters to discuss.”


      The couple slowly nodded. “Very well,” said Alicia.


      The meeting attendees gradually filed out of the room. After a short pause, Raid spoke again. “As I expected...you are opposed.”


      “Of course,” Alicia huffed. “You have our full trust, but that does not mean that we can so readily assent to exposing our child to such danger.”


      Alicia and Galleon weren’t doubting Raid’s capabilities. If anything, they understood that there was a high chance of success with the plan in his hands.


      Even so, the possibility of failure was not zero.


      “If you fail, Eluria will become the Demon Lord. All of humanity will turn to her with malice and hostility... We, too, will be pressed to take action.”


      Perhaps they wouldn’t have been so conflicted if this were simply a matter of risking Eluria’s life. However, failure meant not only putting their daughter in harm’s way, but also pressing them to take her life with their own hands. Raid and Eluria could only imagine how much resolve it would take for a parent to assent to such a possibility. In the event that they failed to slay Eluria, she would then go on to kill her parents and many others in her quest to bring the world to ruin.


      “Naturally, we are opposed... However”—Alicia looked to her daughter—“it sounds like you’ve already steeled your resolve.”


      “Mm-hmm. I want to go with this plan,” said Eluria.


      Alicia paused. “I understand that you trust Raid. Still, could you tell us—honestly and without hiding anything—why you’ve opted for such a dangerous path?”


      Raid and Eluria hadn’t shared the details of the promise they’d made with the Sage, in part because it would complicate matters but also because this part of their discussion was more personal than the rest.


      Raid nodded. “Very well. Allow me to—”


      “I’ll do it, Raid,” Eluria cut in, looking Alicia in the eye. “Mother, I’ve already told you that I’m actually the Sage, the progenitor of magic.”


      Alicia hummed. “Yes. But you are also our child.”


      “Mm. You and father raised me. I was fixated on magic and feared human interaction—I was eccentric, to say the least. But still, you raised me.” Eluria shook her head. “Above all, I have a responsibility as the creator of magic. I need to stop my other self...and save her.”


      “Save her...?”


      “With this method, we can save the other Eluria—the one who went down the wrong path,” she explained with a solemn nod. “I created magic for everyone’s happiness. That includes myself...and my other self.” Though she’d returned to the past and lost her memories, this desire never faded from her heart. “Magic can bring about joy and misfortune alike. In our world, I established all sorts of systems to prevent the latter. Thanks to many like-minded people, the Second World now uses magic the right and proper way.”


      Magic had been misused more than a few times across history. However, the inheritors of the Sage’s will were always present to rectify it. Now, a millennium had passed, and the world still remained at peace.


      “I need to meet my other self and tell her that she wasn’t wrong—she just made many mistakes. That even if the world hated her for it, her wish was as real and genuine as can be.” Eluria’s blue eyes sparkled like the ocean’s surface. “These are my feelings as the Sage, the progenitor of magic. Now, I’d like to speak as Eluria Caldwin, your daughter.”


      “Very well... Go on.”


      “I’ve had a very happy life as your daughter. I know I was hopeless when it came to everything but magic, but you still raised me so dearly... I feel so, so blessed. I can’t even begin to express how grateful I am.” Eluria’s lips curled into a small smile. “Through all the happiness you’ve shared with me, I came to feel like I truly did the right thing, and that my will had been passed down perfectly. It was wonderful to see.”


      The first time Eluria felt like her magic had been passed down exactly as intended was when she felt the love and happiness that her own parents had showered her with.


      “After receiving so much joy from my parents, I want to pay it forward to others through magic. Be it the people of the Second World who abided by my will, the people of the First World who went down a different path, or the other me who still hasn’t been saved... I want everyone to be happy.” Eluria smiled at her parents. “This is my heartfelt wish, after being raised with so much love and happiness.”


      Setting aside her responsibility as the Sage, Eluria still wanted as many people as possible to be able to experience the same love and happiness she did through her parents.


      Alicie wiped away her tears with a smile. “Our daughter has grown into such a lovely lady.”


      “Mm-hmm. Because you raised me so well.”


      “I almost miss those days when you could hardly care for yourself, mind the bare minimum etiquette, or turn your attention to anything besides magic.”


      Eluria pouted. “Ouch.”


      “You were so shy and inarticulate, hiding from boys and girls alike. When we realized that our house’s future was in dire straits, we even began considering having a second child or—as a last resort—adopting an heir.”


      Eluria hung her head and slumped her shoulders. “Now I feel bad...”


      Alicia sighed, then smiled. “Very well. If this is what you want to do, then as your parents, it is our job to step back and watch over you.”


      “Mm. Thank you, mother.”


      Raid looked to the side. “Mr. Galleon...? Anything to add?”


      Though Galleon was always quite bombastic, the large man had the manners to remain quiet during meetings. Knowing this, Raid had prepared this private discussion with just him and Alicia after the meeting, but for some reason Galleon had still been both wordless and expressionless all throughout.


      “Ah, yes. I forgot.” Alicia quietly clapped her hands, her next words imbued with endowment magic. “Galleon, at ease.”


      Like a switch had been flipped, Galleon’s expressionless face warped into a mess of flowing tears and racking sobs. “Raaaah!!! I, too, am opposed to this plan! But I dearly love my daughter, so I must respect her decision!!!”


      Raid regarded the man with a dubious look. “Has he been quiet during meetings...because of your endowment magic?”


      “Indeed. I wouldn’t want him to cause a ruckus with so many people present.”


      “I didn’t know you could cast magic on your own husband for such a trivial reason...”


      “It is the Caldwin matriarch’s job to keep her husband in check. Eluria, dear, you must do the same for Raid if he ever acts up—by force, if need be.”


      “Can we talk about this later and do something about father first...?” Eluria desperately pushed against her father’s attempt to squash her in a teary hug.


      Seeing that, Raid realized that perhaps Alicia had a point. It might not be the best idea to give Galleon free rein during meetings and other official settings.


      Now that all the heavy talk was out of the way, Alicia made a suggestion. “Now, I understand that you’ve resolved to push through with this plan. However, I advise you to return to the Second World and speak with your family, Raid. I believe Kyla would respect your decision, but it’s only right that you tell her.”


      “Of course. I was already planning to return home and have a talk with my parents.”


      “Good. Perhaps we should join you as well. It’s been a while since I’ve been able to tell her how you’ve been doing.”


      “Our work for the time being will be focused on drafting documents and preparing materials. With the three Heroes here, it should be safe for us to return for a while.”


      “Eluriaaaaa! Promise me you’ll return to us safe and sooound!!!”


      “I will... So please, father, let me go...!”


      Raid and Alicia casually chatted about their future plans, while in the background, Eluria was desperately fending off her father’s turbulent expression of love. This fierce battle continued all the way until Raid and Alicia settled their talks, and Alicia once again restrained her husband with endowment magic.


      ◇


      After informing their allies, the four of them returned to the Second World and dropped by the capital of Vegalta.


      “Argh! Your dad and Stella just have the worst timing ever!” Kyla trembled in anger at the dining table of House Caldwin. “Allie invited us and all, but your dad’s all the way in Legnare for work this time! Stella’s on vacation, so she joined him too!”


      “Mom... Your son is home for the first time in a while, and the first thing you do is complain? Ever think of worrying about me for a sec?”


      “Oh my. Well, sure, we haven’t been together in a while, but I haven’t been lonely in the slightest. Why, you ask? Because we’re always looking up at the same sky!”


      “Not really... I’ve been in another world, looking at a totally different sky.”


      “Hush. It’s the thought that counts! That way, you can say you gaze at the same sky as your dad and Stella too. Isn’t that just perfect?”


      Though they hadn’t met in a while, Kyla was the same as ever. In fact, she seemed extra excited because Alicia had invited her to the Caldwin residence.


      Alicia hardly seemed fazed by Kyla’s demeanor at this point. “Chipper as ever, Kyla.”


      “But of course. I haven’t seen you in ages, Allie! You’ve been helping Raid and Eluria with their work, right?”


      “Yes. We’ve finally reached a good stopping point, so we decided to drop by for a visit.”


      “Awesome! I haven’t really been told the whats and whys of everything you’re doing over there, but I’m glad to see my son so hard at work!”


      “That would be an understatement. Raid is fulfilling his work perfectly while leading tens of thousands of troops.”


      “Huh? Is that true, Raid? Are you a general or something? ‘Rise to Glory: From Manaless Trash to World’s Strongest General’—is that the plot you’re going for?!”


      “I would say Raid is already the strongest on his own,” Alicia pointed out.


      “Oh, that’s true! Hmm... But it sounds cool, so whatever!” Kyla’s excitable rambling left Raid and Alicia little space to butt in. “What about you, Eluria? How have you and Raid been recently?”


      “We’re good... Lately, we’ve been cooking and baking together.”


      “Oh? Weren’t you helping out with Raid’s work?”


      “Mm-hmm. We do a lot of fighting, then I learn how to cook in my free time.”


      “Goodness me, how productive! You might just have what it takes to be a great housewife, Eluria—I guarantee it!”


      “Mm. I’m giving it my best shot.”


      Though Eluria started out a little nervous, Kyla’s bright smile and flowing chatter helped ease her into the conversation. Raid personally thought that his mother’s sociability was her own special talent. She had a knack for making people warm up to her quickly.


      “I actually have something important to talk about. I would’ve wanted dad to be here too...” Raid sighed. “It really is bad timing on his part.”


      “Tell me about it. From what I’ve heard, the biggest of big shots in Legnare just made a huge order, so he had to head over in person.”


      Raid squinted. “A big shot in Legnare...?”


      “Yep! You know how your dad goes around selling high-quality lumber from our village, right? Well, someone from Legnare called the Emperor Lord or whatever wanted to buy a ton, plus other stuff like our oranges and local specialties too. Your dad went to handle the transaction as the village’s representative. Thanks to that, the villagers are all going wild.”


      “Oh... Well, it’s good to hear that business is booming back at home...”


      Raid could recall a certain black fox prattling on about “supporting her idol.” That probably had something to do with her now buying out his father’s and the village’s stock of goods. Raid could imagine all the tears Totori would shed once she came home and learned about all this.


      “Oh, but what could you possibly need to tell the both of us? Is it a grandchild? Are we actually going to become grandparents this time?!”


      “Wrong again. It’s a more serious matter, actually.”


      “Looks like I have to steel myself either way... All right! Hit me with it!”


      “My next job is gonna be really dangerous, and I might actually die. That’s why I came here to see you guys first.”


      “Huh? What? Are you telling me to prepare your epitaph already?”


      “I don’t plan on dying. It’s just that this next job is gonna be risky. I promise to come back safe and sound, though, so I was hoping you’d send me off with some well-wishes.”


      “Ooh, you should’ve led with that. Okay then!” Kyla gave her son a hearty thumbs-up. “Good luck, stay safe, and come back home soon!”


      Alicia shot the woman a withering look. “Kyla,” she said, sighing. “This is a serious discussion. I do hope you’re truly paying attention.”


      “Well, I’m as serious as can be,” Kyla replied. “Of course, I would never want my son to stick his neck into danger, but Raid—you’ve made your decision, haven’t you?”


      Raid slowly nodded. “I have. Only we can do this, and besides, I want to do it.”


      “Then no complaints from me. You’ve decided to do it despite knowing the risks. It must be very important to you.” Kyla nodded, wearing the same bright smile as always. “Besides, Raid promised to come home safe and sound, and I didn’t raise a liar. He’s a good kid who always does as he’s told. As his mother, it’s my turn to trust him.”


      Alicia stared at Kyla for a short moment. “Truly... I cannot help but feel that you are the stronger mother between us.”


      “Oh my, such high praise from the amazing Allie! I can’t wait to get home and brag to everyone in the village!”


      “Please don’t. I might get secondhand embarrassment.”


      Despite Alicia’s solemn plea, Kyla simply responded with a bright and unperturbed smile. Many say that mothers are strong, and Alicia felt like those words suited Kyla perfectly.


      “By the way, is this all you called us for?” Kyla asked.


      “Is your son’s declaration of resolve not reason enough...?”


      “Oh, come now. I said I trust you! Besides, I’ve come all the way here to the capital, and it’s been too long since I last saw Allie and Eluria. I want to make some lasting memories!” Kyla clasped her hands together and asked with an innocent smile, “Mr. Galleon is busy reporting to the king and other higher-ups, isn’t he?”


      “He is. He is also updating them with our future plans,” Alicia answered.


      “Hmmm... Are you leaving soon?”


      “Yep,” Raid replied. “I planned to have this talk with you and dad, then get some personal business out of the way, then return to the First World. We won’t be staying for long.”


      “Uh-huh, uh-huh... Well, you know what they say—no time like the present!”


      Raid narrowed his eyes, staggering a little under his mother’s blinding enthusiasm. “For what...?” he hesitantly asked.


      Kyla grinned brightly. “Why, for your engagement ceremony, of course!”


      ◇


      Naturally, Alicia rejected the sudden proposal at first.


      “Kyla, this is all too sudden. I understand that Raid and Eluria have exchanged no more than a verbal agreement, but would it not be best for them to do this once they’ve sufficiently prepared?”


      “But I’m just one slipup away from losing my son. Then I’d have never celebrated his engagement!”


      “I...suppose that is true.”


      “And isn’t Eluria going to be in danger too? If the worst were to happen, wouldn’t you regret not having at least had a nice little ceremony while we had the chance?”


      “You do make a fair point...”


      “In fact, who knows? Maybe having a proper engagement ceremony will fill Raid and Eluria with stronger resolve to return alive! Their blazing passion will see them through all the upcoming obstacles and guide them to their happy ending!”


      “Yes... When you put it that way, it does sound quite lovely.”


      “Am I right or am I right?! And once they get back safe and sound, we can go all out with preparing their wedding next! A touching grand finale to mark the beginning of their happily ever after!”


      “How strange... When you advocate for it so passionately, I suddenly feel as if it’s not such a bad idea.”


      In the end, Alicia was not only overwhelmed but was even infected by Kyla’s fervor. They wasted no time taking Eluria out to the capital to select a dress for the ceremony.


      Meanwhile, Raid had been assigned a separate task: head to the royal palace to inform Princess Kris of their new plans.


      “So, you wish to hold an engagement ceremony in two days...and you would like to use the palace’s garden as the venue?”


      “Incidentally, Ms. Alicia was the one to suggest this,” Raid added. “To quote her verbatim: ‘Princess Kris spoils my daughter rotten. I’m certain she will permit it.’”


      “Quite right, I say! Nobody spoils Eluria better than I. Permission granted!” After approving his request in the blink of an eye, Kris drafted a document with flowery penmanship before stamping it with a seal. “This will grant you entry into the palace garden. The royal family has neither business there nor guests to entertain on that day, so rest assured you won’t be disturbed. I shall inform my father and his retainers for you.”


      “Thank you very much for accommodating our request. I will be sure to firmly chastise my mother for acting on the spur of the moment.”


      “Oh, it’s no bother. Though I was rather surprised that Lady Alicia agreed, I must say your mother made some very good points. We wouldn’t want either of you to leave any regrets.”


      “Nobody else is in the room with us. You may speak honestly.”


      “How dare you hold an engagement ceremony with my beloved Eluria?!” Kris shouted.


      “She’s my bride, though.”


      “Gaaah! How infuriating that you can now say that with such nonchalance!” Fuming, Kris crushed the pen in her grip. Raid almost missed seeing her seethe at their relationship.


      However, once she had gotten everything out of her system, Kris calmed down with a sigh. “I take it you wish to handle this as a private event?”


      “Yes. All of our friends and acquaintances are currently in the First World, so we can save the invitations for the wedding. For this ceremony, we want to keep things simple and casual.”


      This ceremony was merely a formalization of their verbal engagement. As Kyla put it, it was for making memories. They had agreed to keep things private for now and to only invite their friends and acquaintances for the wedding. In truth, of course, this ceremony was simply too sudden to even invite anyone, so Raid had turned down the idea by insisting they “save it for the wedding.”


      “Still, does this not work out just perfectly for you?” Kris said.


      Raid paused. “What do you mean?”


      “Heh...” Kris wore a smug grin. “Did you not entrust something to me after the international conference and before you departed for the First World?” Before Raid led the allied army to the First World, he had asked Kris for a favor. “I have already received it. Will you take it back with you today?”


      “No, I would like you to safeguard it until the day of. She may suspect me if I keep it on my person. Instead, I will pick it up while we go about our preparations on the ceremony day.”


      “Very well.” Kris hummed. “In any case, color me impressed. You’re quite the meticulous man, planning a surprise half a year in advance.”


      “I couldn’t waste my chance to surprise my adorable bride.” Raid had always planned to return to the Second World at some point, with or without Alicia’s prompting. The reason was simple. “Though you called me meticulous for it... Well, truth be told, Eluria and I have both forgotten to celebrate our birthdays. Surprising her is the least I could do to make up for it.”


      Far too much had happened since he and Eluria had reunited. They’d gotten engaged, enrolled in the Magic Institute, encountered an armored dragon during the simulation exam, quelled Lufus’s rampaging Guardian Dragons, learned about the First World from Dian, fought a Calamity in Palmare, discovered Wallus scheming from the shadows, departed for the First World, reformed the empire, and finally, spent the last half year fighting endlessly in search of the Sage’s Codex. Amid their hectic days, they had completely forgotten to celebrate not only their first but even their second birthdays together.


      “Your packed schedules certainly haven’t permitted you any time to celebrate your birthdays. To begin with, Eluria was never one to care for them.”


      “I’m not surprised. Eluria used to be a long-lived elf. I doubt they celebrated birthdays or even paid the notion much mind.”


      “Indeed. She always had such a perplexed look on her face whenever I celebrated mine. Might I add that the first time I invited her, she tried to turn me down because she was afraid...and Lady Alicia had to physically drag her to my party...!” Overcome by dejection, Kris’s expression gradually scrunched up as she slammed her fist on the table. Raid refrained from saying that he completely understood where Eluria was coming from now.


      Kris soon regained her composure, however, as she solemnly bowed her head. “I leave Eluria in your hands, Raid Freeden,” she said quietly. “To me, Eluria is many things. She is the Sage who made our nation into the magic kingdom it is today. She is Lady Tiana’s master and teacher. She is also...my little sister and my most precious friend.”


      Kris was the very friend who stayed by Eluria’s side every step of the way and watched her grow since she was first reincarnated all alone into the present-day world.


      “Nobody loves Eluria more than I do... However, I trust that you care for her just as much.” Kris raised her head, a smile gracing her lips. “So please, make her the happiest lady in the world for me.”
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      Raid slowly nodded. “Princess Kris, I’m afraid it’s too early to shed tears. You may save them for our wedding.”


      “I-I am not crying! My emotions simply got the better of me for a moment!”


      “I must say, I was nearly swept into the moment too. I never thought you would explicitly entrust Eluria to me.”


      “W-Well... You went so far as to rely on me to safeguard Eluria’s surprise gift. It made me realize once more that you truly do care deeply for her. As a fellow Eluria lover, I decided that you are worthy of my acknowledgment!” Kris hid her flushed cheeks with a fan.


      Raid watched her with a smile. Once he got the chance, he’d have to tell Eluria about what a great friend she had in Kris.


      “I must ask, though—why did you entrust the gift to me? I understand that most of your acquaintances are in the First World, but surely you have others you could ask?”


      “Ah, well, I ordered it from a shop here in the capital, and I was certain you’d always be here.”


      Kris narrowed her eyes. “Is that all?”


      “Also, there is very little chance that Eluria would come visit you of her own accord.”


      “May I punch you?”


      “Goodness, banish the thought,” Raid replied teasingly. “Eluria would be horrified to hear of it. Princess Kris, I’m certain that you are wise enough to find it in yourself to forgive my insolent remark.”


      Kris’s face turned red once more. “Aaargh! That’s it—I am quite angry! Just you wait—I shall prepare an even greater surprise, and it will make yours look like a measly afterthought!”


      “Please don’t. It sounds like you intend to drag the entire country into it. Eluria and I might pass out from the stress.”


      Kris harrumped. “Begone now! Hurry and save the First World so you can have your happily ever after already!”


      “Of course. If that is your wish, then we shall grant it. After all, you are my bride’s dearest friend.”


      Raid exited the office with a bright smile on his lips and a light wave of his hand, leaving behind the princess who seemed to be seconds from pouncing on him.


      ◆


      While Raid was on his way to the palace, Eluria was dragged by the two mothers to a boutique in the capital, where she was made to try on dress after dress.


      Kyla’s eyes sparkled in joy as they trailed over Eluria’s figure. “Mmm, I knew it! Eluria, you look adorable in just about anything!”


      “Thank you...” Eluria mumbled.


      “Oh my. Is that dress not to your liking?”


      “It’s fine. I’m just tired...”


      Unlike Kyla, Eluria was thoroughly drained. She had already lost track of how many dresses she’d tried on since arriving at this boutique. She had to have tried at least ten, maybe even twenty before she got tired of counting.


      Strangely enough, Kyla wasn’t even the most excited one here.


      “We typically have our clothes made to order... It’s quite challenging to select off the rack. You wore one of our dresses at home when you were summoned by Her Highness, so you certainly cannot wear the same thing for the ceremony.”


      “Mother... I don’t mind...”


      “Unacceptable. Wearing a used dress for your engagement ceremony will make your memories of that day less special.”


      Alicia swiftly turned down her daughter’s plea before continuing to peruse the dresses on display. In fact, their entire time here had been spent watching Alicia go through a never-ending cycle of selecting and rejecting dresses.


      “I shall go search for more dresses. This shop has been around for quite some time, so they must stock not only modern fashion but also some traditional garments.”


      Alicia took one of the shop clerks deeper into the store. Eluria could have sworn the poor clerk looked exhausted, silently begging to be saved.


      Kyla hummed. “How about a quick break, then? Allie will probably take some time since she now has fewer dresses to choose from.”


      “Mm... Break time...” Eluria exhaustedly slumped down on a nearby seat before letting out a sigh.


      Kyla settled down next to her. “Seeing you both picking and choosing from so many dresses really drives it home that you’re aristocrats,” she mused.


      “Mm-hmm. This is pretty much how it is for those of our status. Because aristocrats often appear in public, many will look to see if you’re keeping up with the latest trends or if you’re recycling clothes you’ve already worn, and all of that speaks to your house’s wealth and status.”


      “Is that how it is for you too, Eluria?”


      “Mm. But I have it much easier because I’m friends with the princess. Those at the top of the social ladder are usually the trendsetters. Kris had a lot of freedom in choosing her clothes, and so did I for all the time I spent around her.”


      Eluria recalled there were many other rules of etiquette to abide by. For example, aristocrats mustn’t wear the same color as those of higher status. However, House Caldwin was already among the highest-ranking aristocrats, and Eluria was always accompanied by the princess herself. Alicia hadn’t ever chastised Eluria on this matter, allowing the girl much freedom with her wardrobe.


      However, this did come with its own set of problems. Since Eluria had unwittingly become a trendsetter alongside Kris, oftentimes boutiques would promote their new dresses as “Featuring the colors of Young Lady Caldwin,” causing Eluria no end of embarrassment.


      Eluria sighed. “I do think I have it better off than most.”


      “Well, you sure look weary all of a sudden... Anyway, I was so shocked to hear you casually call the princess your friend that I completely forgot to react!”


      “I thought you were just tired from dress shopping too...”


      “Of course not! If anything, seeing you in so many adorable dresses fills me with energy!” Kyla balled her hand into a fist and thumped it against her arm. She looked so energized, in fact, Eluria had to wonder if she had a bottomless pool of stamina. “Besides, no matter how informal, this is still your engagement ceremony. Don’t you want to get all dolled up and knock Raid’s socks off?”


      “Hmm... Come to think of it, I’ve been meaning to ask you something, Kyla.”


      “Uh-huh. What is it?”


      “What should I do to surprise Raid?”


      “Wear a super-duper cute dress!”


      “Besides that. I want to give him another surprise.”


      Kyla tilted her head. “Another?”


      “Mm-hmm. To make memories. I want to surprise him and make him happy.”


      “Oh my, goodness me! Aren’t you just the cutest? I almost want to go to a counselor and ask, ‘What should I do? My daughter-in-law is too cute!’”


      Eluria vigorously shook her head. “Please don’t. That’s so embarrassing...”


      Kyla then tilted her head back and stared at the ceiling in thought. “Hmmm... How to surprise Raid...”


      “Mm-hmm. How to surprise Raid.”


      “I don’t think it’s possible.”


      “My plan is over before it even starts...”


      “He’s always been the calm and composed type, ever since he was young. Well, now I know why... It makes sense with his past life and all.” Kyla folded her arms, groaning as she tried to think of something, but to no avail. “Anyway, what brought this up all of a sudden?”


      “Mm... I’ve never been one to celebrate birthdays or anniversaries. When I told my friend that I forgot, she said, ‘That’s a big fat no-no if you want a happy and satisfied marriage!’”


      “Oh my. Your friend sounds a lot like me. I feel a strange connection already!”


      “Mm-hmm. She’s a funny and cheerful girl, just like you. Anyway, I asked her for some advice, and she told me that I should prepare a surprise gift the next chance I get. I just remembered, since we’re planning this engagement ceremony and everything...”


      Alas, her plan might very well be doomed. Raid would probably be happy no matter what she got him, but she didn’t have anything prepared to begin with. Far from it, she only remembered the idea of a surprise gift after they agreed to hold this engagement ceremony, so she hadn’t even had the time to plan accordingly. She was hoping that Raid’s mother could provide some ideas since she’d watched over him for the longest time. Eluria hadn’t been expecting even his own parent to never have seen him surprised.


      “This might be an even bigger challenge than his enrollment gift...”


      “What did you give him then?”


      “A magic sword.”


      “Wow... I know next to nothing about magic, so I don’t even know what to say!”


      “I also considered giving him a whetstone and some oil.”


      “Oh, those do sound like gifts he’d enjoy.”


      “I wasn’t expecting they’d get his mother’s seal of approval...”


      Though Eluria didn’t doubt Kyla’s judgment, she already had a reason not to choose a consumable good as a gift. The magic sword wasn’t exactly much better in this regard, but it was quite flashy and impactful—almost like fireworks—so even just the memory of it served as a good gift.


      However, Eluria couldn’t simply make another magical gift. That would be stale. Just as Alicia had said earlier, wearing a used dress—or in this case, giving a similar gift—would make the memories far less special.


      As Eluria was racking her head for ideas, Kyla suddenly lifted her face. “Why not take a more direct approach? Just express your gratitude!”


      “My gratitude...?”


      “Yes. The fact that you prepared something is surprise enough. Besides, I think Raid would actually be much happier with a straightforward message than some elaborate plan. After all, he’s the type to keep all the birthday cards his siblings have given him over the years!”


      “That sounds like intel only Raid’s mother has access to...”


      “Every mother gets the special privilege of finding all sorts of stuff while cleaning their child’s room! My findings were more wholesome than I’d expected. I actually burst into tears!” Kyla laughed. “Anyway, why don’t you write down your feelings for Raid into a letter, then read it out to him during your ceremony? Then, he can even keep the letter!”


      “That...does sound like a good idea.”


      “Not to mention that you’re normally so shy and soft-spoken. When he sees you bravely reading out that letter for him, Raid might just fall in love all over again!”


      Setting aside that last part, Kyla certainly proposed a good plan. A letter didn’t take much time to prepare, and Eluria wouldn’t be so embarrassed to read off a script she’d written herself beforehand. Besides, there really was no better way to convey her gratitude.


      “Mm-kay... I’ll write him a letter of thanks.”


      “Nice! Make him a bawling mess!”


      “I feel like he’ll react with a smile.”


      “Goodness me, you know my son so well! You’re so right—I have a feeling he’ll be over the moon, but he’ll get shy about it and try to hide it with a smile!” Kyla gushed as she fondly patted Eluria’s head.


      Eluria’s lips curled upward. “You also know your son very well.”


      She knew that Raid would be happy with any present she gave him, and that gave her both the reassurance and motivation to pen her feelings onto paper. But before that, there was still one thing she had to get out of the way...


      “I’ve brought more dresses for you to try on, Eluria,” said Alicia as she and the shop clerk hauled more dresses toward the girl.


      “Mm. Come at me.”


      “Oh my. You’re looking more chipper.”


      “Mm-hmm. I decided to give it my all so I can surprise Raid.”


      “Oh? In that case...” Alicia spread out a map of the capital. “Perhaps it’s time I take this seriously too.”


      Eluria stared at the map for a long while before she finally asked, “What are you doing?”


      “Planning which shops to visit after we settle our payments here,” Alicia replied. “House Caldwin regularly patronizes this establishment because I am typically in charge of ordering our clothes. However, we had best consider other options if we are to cater to your personal tastes, Eluria.”


      “I don’t think we need to—”


      “Such enthusiasm is an unusual sight from you. We must be thorough.” With a dress in hand, Alicia approached her daughter with looming pressure. “Come now. Time is gold. Let’s get right to it, shall we?”


      Thus, Alicia dragged her daughter by the scruff of her neck. It wasn’t until the next day that Eluria was freed from Alicia’s dress-selecting crusade.


      ◇


      Soon, the day of the engagement ceremony was upon them. Raid and Eluria had intended it to be a modest little celebration in the palace garden, but somehow they found the buffet-styled venue filled with palace employees chatting away.


      “This reminds me of the first time I visited the palace,” Raid mused.


      Beside him, Kris proudly puffed up her chest. “Heh. What is an engagement ceremony without a few guests?”


      “I suppose all this cheer and clamor does make for better memories.”


      After granting Raid permission to use the venue, Kris had also sent Raid a message telling him to leave all the party preparations to her. She suggested they invite the palace employees because they were already within the palace grounds and many of them would love to attend, given their fondness for Eluria. Raid agreed, and they abandoned their initial plan of keeping the ceremony entirely private.


      Many employees responded to the invitation, painting a scene very reminiscent of the previous party in the palace. With so many guests, the garden didn’t look so large anymore.


      “In any case,” Kris continued, “Eluria has truly changed a lot. During the last party, she could only greet guests with you by her side.”


      Once again, Eluria was exchanging greetings with the palace employees. The biggest difference was her demeanor. No longer was she shy and bumbling. Now, she spoke with steady confidence. Sometimes, she would even call out to others of her own volition.


      Kris wasn’t wrong to say she’d grown, but Raid could also see it another way. “To me, it appears more like she’s simply returned to how she was in her past life. Back then, Eluria was a military woman—a commander of her own regiment. She probably spoke to more people than most.”


      Kris narrowed her eyes. “Then why did she become so shy after being reincarnated?”


      “I would give two reasons: The Second World is at peace, and House Caldwin allowed her to grow up without need or want. As a young aristocrat in a peaceful world, there was no reason for her to exert effort or venture out of her shell as she had in the past, causing her original shy personality to resurface.”


      “Ah, yes. I recall Lady Tiana saying something of the sort. She said that Eluria was strict as a commander and teacher but was much like her present self otherwise.”


      “Now she’s taken up the position of commander alongside me and has been spending her time similarly to how she did in the past. I suppose that has helped ease her out of her shyness once more.”


      There were other reasons too. Eluria could have felt out of her element after suddenly becoming human and finding no acquaintances around her. Regardless, the privileged environment she had been born into simply did not press her to change.


      Eventually, Raid and Kris’s conversation was interrupted by a new voice.


      “Good day, Freeden. It’s been some time since we spoke in private.”


      Raid turned around to find two familiar faces approaching. “I’m honored to see you again, Your Majesty Kratio and Lord Martis.”


      “At ease, please. Today, I am here as Kris’s father.”


      “Oh my. Lord Martis is here too, I see,” Kris remarked.


      “I just so happened to be visiting to coordinate some political affairs with His Majesty. Sir Freeden goes through so much trouble for my son, so I decided to drop by to extend my thanks.”


      Raid bowed apologetically. “I hadn’t thought you would both be visiting today. This ceremony was decided on rather suddenly, you see...”


      “Well, it certainly caught me by surprise. However, my daughter told me that anybody within palace grounds on the day of was invited, and I just wrapped up my work. Would it not be rude of me to neglect to even show my face at the engagement ceremony of my daughter’s friend?”


      Martis narrowed his eyes. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, had you not intended to participate from the start? The moment you heard of the ceremony from Princess Kris, you immediately postponed all nonurgent work to a later date.”


      “Ah, but you are here too, no? Galleon has also passed his work to his magic knights so that he can attend the ceremony today without a worry.”


      “It is his first time home in a long while, and this is his own daughter’s engagement ceremony. How could we press him to prioritize nonurgent work? Moreover, he and Alicia are slated to remain here. They can always catch up on work later.”


      “Oh? Was I mistaken to assume that you were simply showing your peer some leniency?”


      “Not entirely, I suppose.”


      Raid looked between them before bowing. “I...apologize for causing so much trouble.”


      “Not at all. We are doing this because we want to,” replied Kratio and Martis with waves of their hands.


      From their conversation, it sounded like they had to reschedule quite a few matters for this ceremony. Kyla probably never expected her impulsive suggestion to have such an impact on the nation itself. If she were to hear of this, she might just pass out from the shock. Raid’s lips curled into an awkward smile at the thought of it.


      Then, Kris furtively nudged him with her elbow and whispered, “Raid Freeden, I have the gift.”


      “Thank you very much. May I leave the timing to you?”


      “Of course. I am the host, so I will find the perfect moment for you.”


      “I appreciate it... Um, why are you smiling like that?”


      “Oh my, I wonder. Perhaps you will find out soon enough.” She shot Raid a wide and playful grin before holding up a magic microphone. When she spoke, her voice was much calmer already. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much for attending the engagement ceremony of Eluria Caldwin and Raid Freeden. I shall be your host for today. My name is Krista von Vegalta... Alas, I fear there’s little need for me to introduce myself to you.”


      Quiet laughter rippled across the garden. Once it settled, Kris nodded and continued.


      “This simplified engagement ceremony consists only of a party, but nevertheless it is an important day for the couple who have sworn their futures to one another. With that in mind, we shall now give them this chance to once again lay their feelings bare.”


      Kris looked up, locking gazes with one person in the crowd—Eluria, clad in a sky-blue dress. Then, she urged the man next to her. “Go on, Raid Freeden.”


      Raid stepped forward and stood face-to-face with Eluria in front of the central fountain. The couple stared into one another’s eyes for a thoughtful moment—before breaking out into awkward smiles.


      “Kinda embarrassing, getting all formal like this,” Raid admitted.


      “Mm-hmm. I’m really nervous now,” Eluria agreed.


      “You sure? You seem pretty confident to me.”


      “I’m getting into the groove of things after greeting all those people.”


      After giving them some space for a brief exchange, Kris continued. “Eluria Caldwin will now be reading her letter for her fiancé Raid Freeden.”


      Eluria received a magic microphone from someone nearby, took out a letter from her pocket, and slowly let out her nerves through a shaky breath. When she spoke, only the slightest of tremors remained in her voice.


      “This is my first time writing a letter to you, Raid,” she began. “In the past, we weren’t exactly in any position to chat often, much less be pen pals. But now, I get to talk with you every single day, and that makes me very happy. I have you and only you to thank for that, and for believing in me.”


      Eluria paused, smiling.


      “Things used to be more complicated between us, but you still welcomed me into your life with open arms. That just made me so happy... I wanted more people to know about you. When I proposed to you out of the blue, you just accepted with a smile.”


      She was very careful with her words because of the palace employees present.


      “After that, we started to live together. You saw how hopeless I was each morning and always had to take care of me... Still, you stayed by me with a smile, and for that I felt very blessed.”


      Having penned her words beforehand, Eluria was able to speak far more eloquently than usual and unravel all the raw emotions she’d felt blooming within her chest until now.


      “I am...really very happy now. I get to be with the person I love and watch his smile from right by his side. In the past, I never could’ve imagined being this lucky. So, of course, I want things to stay this way from here on out—to see your smile every day and share this happiness with you as we walk into our future together.”


      To some, Eluria’s wish might have sounded too simple, maybe even awkward. But Raid knew Eluria well, and he could tell how much sincerity went into each word.


      “Raid Freeden... I love you.”


      With a smile, Eluria confessed her pure and genuine feelings. These were the words she could never utter in the past, when they once stood on opposing sides, nor after their reincarnation, when they were occupied with mysteries of the past and hindered by their own reluctance.


      Now, Eluria mustered all her courage to take a step forward to their future.


      “Raid Freeden, your answer?” Kris quietly handed Raid a small box before withdrawing.


      Raid turned to face Eluria again. “I don’t know what to say... You really caught me off guard there. It hasn’t been long since you always had to hide behind me when talking to others. Yet look at you now, declaring your love for me in front of a crowd.”


      “Did I surprise you?”


      “You sure did. This is the best surprise ever.” Raid grinned. Eluria smiled, blushing faintly. “But you know what? I love you just as much. Just having you by my side is enough to make me smile. And just imagining a future with you...is enough to make me the happiest man alive.”


      Kris had asked Raid for his answer, but it should have been obvious already.


      In the past, he and Eluria had clashed as rivals on the battlefield. In the present, they were freed of those responsibilities and finally got to be together. All in all, the time they spent together hardly amounted to much in the grand scheme of things, but the feelings they’d fostered in that time were as genuine as can be.


      “Now, I’m way too used to having you by my side. I can’t imagine life any other way—I don’t want to. Not now...and not ever.”


      Raid got down on one knee and opened the small box for Eluria to see. Inside it was a ring embedded with a gem that shimmered in a deep ocean-blue hue. He had prepared it for none other than his most precious person, whose deep ocean-blue eyes he now looked straight into.


      “Eluria Caldwin...will you marry me?”


      Eluria stared at the ring in surprise for a short moment, until her shock melted into a soft and beautiful smile. “Yes... Of courth.”


      Their tender exchange ended with Eluria brilliantly biting her tongue.


      Following that was a long and awkward silence.


      Finally, the girl’s face flushed. “A-Again!” she stuttered, hands desperately flailing about. “Th-There’s no way we can leave it like that! I demand a redo!”


      “Really? I think that was the best way we could’ve ended it.”


      “N-No...! How could I have bitten my tongue at such a vital moment...?!”
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      “Well, you were kinda nervous while reading your letter. I’m guessing that finishing the letter and receiving a surprise engagement ring made you really happy and relaxed, making you bite your tongue at the very end.”


      Eluria held her head. “You know me too well...!”


      Raid chuckled, followed by laughter bubbling up from the crowd as a warm and fond atmosphere took over the garden. “No need for a redo,” he told her. “You can redeem yourself at our wedding. For today, I think this’ll serve as a good memory to look back on—”


      “Very true, Raid Freeden!” Kris exclaimed into the magic microphone as she raised her hand into the air.


      Just a beat later, they heard a loud explosion and saw fireworks light up the night sky. And that wasn’t all. As the series of fireworks filled the air with crackling and whistling, another sound rose amid the noise—a wave of cheers and whoops from the capital. The people’s voices carried from the city proper all the way to the palace.


      Kris wore a smug smirk. “Hmph. I made good on my promise to prepare an even bigger surprise!”


      It was then that Raid and Eluria noticed some very familiar remote projection devices floating around Kris, and suddenly everything made sense. Kris had no need to use a magic microphone for the event. The palace garden was fairly big, but even Eluria’s voice—quiet yet clear—could carry to all the guests within as long as they remained silent. Moreover, as the host, Kris could have even guided Raid and Eluria to more suitable positions.


      “Citizens of Vegalta! Give it up for the happiest couple in the world!”


      Another wave of cheers poured in from the capital.


      “This is just the beginning! Today, this couple has sworn their futures to one another. In their wedding, they shall swear their forever-afters too! When that time comes, I do hope everyone will give them another round of applause and blessings!” Kris cheered. “The esteemed hero and sage are selflessly fighting to save countless lives in another world. Today, we celebrate them as we pray for their safe return. Once they accomplish their goals and return home—that will be the day we celebrate the birth of the world’s happiest couple!”


      Finally, Raid and Eluria understood the meaning behind Kris’s surprise. As their friend, this was the grandest send-off she could give them.


      “So please, come back here and let us witness your happily ever after.”


      All the while, the cheers from the capital poured out in a never-ending stream, overflowing with all the people’s blessings and well-wishes for the couple.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Four


      After their impromptu engagement ceremony, Raid and Eluria hurried back to the First World. In the frontline outpost in Old Celios, they were immediately met with a most bizarre scene.


      “What in the world is going on...?”


      The heavy air in the meeting room caused Raid to scowl. All the attendees seemed terribly exhausted.


      Slowly, Alma spoke up, arms folded and expression grim. “Let’s begin today’s progress report. Totori, go ahead.”


      Totori sighed. “This time, I examined the possibility of purifying polluted mana by forcibly altering its mana quality. I did this by injecting a steady stream of mana into the Calamity and Offspring samples we recovered.”


      “And...the results?”


      “After a seventy-two-hour observation period, no change has been noted. I concluded that longer-term observation is unlikely to reap better results.”


      “All right. Let’s hear how Jamil’s geological survey went next.”


      Jamil cleared his throat. “I’ve tried all sorts of processing on the soil samples we retrieved from the central continent of Etrulia—magical, chemical, thermal, biological—but no changes observed here either.”


      “Okay. Next—Ariel?”


      “We discovered that my transfiguration, by its capacity to wield Divine mana to an extent, allows me to alter the polluted mana contained within our samples. However, the time required varies depending on the size and mass of the sample. The Second World magicians have calculated that with this method, we would need over a thousand years to alter the polluted mana all over the continent of Etrulia.”


      “And how exactly was it calculated?”


      “I would inject mana into several samples of varying masses every hour, entrust the observation to Millis, and take thirty-minute naps in between...!”


      Alma hummed. “Millis, anything from you?”


      The girl laughed dryly. “From me? Well, all I did was observe as purified mana dripped from the samples, one teeny-weensy drop at a time... What is there to say, even?”


      Once they’d gone through everyone’s reports, silence fell upon the meeting room.


      Finally, it was shattered by Totori’s frustrated scream.


      “Gaaaaah! I have had it! I can’t keep living like this—forgoing sleep just to glare at test tubes day in and day out!”


      “Boo! Lies! I detect lies in your statement, Totori!” Millis accused. “I’ve seen you swapping out to take naps!”


      “As if you’re one to talk, Millis! Didn’t you just say that all you’ve been doing is observing purified mana drip down?! You were basically hugging your knees and staring off into space like an idiot!”


      “Hah! Well, that’s because you’re just a clueless widdle kiddie! You wouldn’t know the first thing about how tough and grueling it is to put your whole heart and mind into the singular task of spotting the moment mana is extracted from the sample!”


      Meanwhile, lifeless chuckles spilled from Ariel’s lips. “Heh... Heh heh... Once this is over, I’m going to treat myself to some delicious meat... Juicy and fresh off the grill... Wait for me, my delectable meat...!”


      Clearly, they had all reached their limits. Millis and Totori were causing a ruckus, while the rest of them looked far too spent to even mediate between the two.


      Even Alma took this long to finally notice that Raid and Eluria had entered the room. When she did, she languidly waved her hand with a strained smile. “Your Excellency, Eluria... You’re back...”


      “Y-Yeah... Things are looking pretty rough around here.”


      “You said it... The base work is all done thanks to Eluria’s instructions, but working out all the little details is proving to be tough... It’s a real headache because the work is so boring and monotonous...” Just remembering had Alma pressing a hand to her forehead and shaking her head.


      “Actually,” Edward added, “most of the magicians dispatched for this operation are combatants, so they’re not used to this type of research work. Whatever research they have done must have been limited to their own specialties. Conducting research for other fields must be a pain in the neck for them.”


      Raid turned to him. “And that’s why you’re looking no worse for wear,” he surmised. “Well, besides the eye bags, as always.”


      “Oh, these bad boys aren’t going anywhere. Sure, I have no adorable little sister to take care of over here, but a big baby by the name of Instructor Kanos just took her place. Did you know I’ve been helping with her research too?”


      “Then why’s she so exhausted?” Raid deadpanned.


      “Huh?! Must I remind you that you and Eluria just up and left out of the blue, leaving me in charge of everything! I’ve even deployed most of the Hope’s Brigade to help out! Have you seen my room? It’s just a pool of mana recovery drinks!” Alma began slamming her desk. She seemed to have hit her limit too. Raid decided not to pursue the topic any further.


      “By the way, li’l bro, did you go visit our mom and dad like the good son that you are?”


      “Dad was out on a job, so I couldn’t meet him. Stella went with him, so same for her. I got to tell mom, though, and got her approval.”


      Edward sighed. “Then I guess there’s nothing left for me to say. You’re clever and strong... If you’ve made your choice, then it’s my job as your big bro to wish you well and see you off.” He gave Raid a pat on the shoulder before turning to the side. “By the way... Is my dear sister-in-law not feeling well today?”


      “Nah, she’s fine. She had three square meals and a nap.”


      “Your standards for her health are a tad concerning, I admit... But then why’s she just staring off into space?”


      Eluria showed no reaction to Edward’s question. She stared blankly into the middle distance while muttering, “Confessing in front of the whole country... A storm of well-wishes... A nationwide wedding when we get back...”


      “Eluria, you good?”


      “Mm. I’m good. I can’t stop thinking about how I’m going to face our future. So I’m good. Very good. Me good.”


      “Li’l bro, she doesn’t sound very good to me...”


      “Kris’s surprise must’ve done a number on her... Even after our engagement ceremony, her face kept turning red and blue until she settled down into...whatever this is.”


      Having their engagement ceremony broadcasted to the entire capital was enough to push the shy girl over the edge. The moment she realized what Kris had done, Eluria had frozen up and turned completely expressionless. Later on, she’d taken it upon herself to punish the princess.


      All in all though, Raid wasn’t too concerned. After all, Eluria understood that her friend had nothing but good intentions.


      “Is that an interesting story I hear...?!”


      “What engagement ceremony...?!”


      Millis and Totori instantly dropped their little squabble in favor of circling around Eluria’s back and grabbing her shoulders.


      “Lady Eluria,” crooned Millis. “Did you really hold an engagement ceremony while we were working our butts off over here...?”


      “Y-Yeah... Just a simple party.”


      “Oho, a party... I see, I see...” said Totori. “What was it like...?”


      “Um... Kris’s surprise was really embarrassing, but Raid gave me a ring, so I was very happy...”


      “Yeesh! Did you hear that, Totori? Raid gave her an engagement ring!”


      “And here we were working like pigs, while you two got to have a fun little ceremony and stuff yourselves with good food! I bet your hubby looked really cool while giving you that ring, eh?!”


      “Why are you talking like a couple of drunks?” Raid shot them both a dry look before turning to Alma. “You’ve got all the data we need to prepare the materials, right?”


      “Sure do. That was our priority, so it’s all ready.”


      “In that case, we’re putting the rest on hold for now. With all the necessary data in our hands, there’s no need to prepare the materials here in Celios. You can work on it back in Old Legnare.”


      “On hold? Does that mean we can take a break?”


      “Go ahead. Doesn’t mean you’re done working, though.” He turned to the rest of the people in the meeting room and declared, “As of today, the allied army will start preparing to withdraw from our frontline outpost in Old Celios.”


      ◇


      Two weeks had passed since Raid and Eluria had returned to Old Celios. Now, the frontline outpost was almost entirely deserted. Most of the personnel had already withdrawn, and today, the remaining few dozen were to follow after them.


      “Aw... I almost feel a little sad seeing it like this,” Millis muttered.


      Besides Raid and Eluria, nobody could make the long trip from here to their destination of Old Vegalta. Thus, the plan had always been for the expedition members to withdraw from Old Celios for the final stage of the operation.


      No matter how capable the expedition members had grown through fighting Calamities and Offspring, there were simply too many prowling the central continent of Etrulia. Not to mention that there was little point in defeating them at all. In the central continent, polluted mana was far denser than it was in Old Celios or the eastern region, meaning that Calamities could absorb more and regenerate faster. Taking the entire allied army with them called for a longer expedition, greater caution, and unavoidable injuries.


      Millis hummed. “This should be the part where we grab onto you two and beg you to come back safe with tears streaming down our cheeks...”


      “Sure. Go ahead,” said Raid.


      “Mm. I’ll try to get into character,” said Eluria.


      “Yep, I can already feel it—I’m the only one who’s actually overcome with emotion around here!”


      Wisel sighed. “It’s a moot point to expect these two to get all emotional. I bet they’ll treat the whole thing like some sort of date, then come back and tell us all about how much fun they had.”


      “Gotta hand it to you, Wisel, you know them well. I can already imagine them enjoying this whole world-saving mission like a vacation.”


      Millis and Wisel looked exasperated, though there was not a hint of pessimism to be gleaned from their expressions. As friends of Raid and Eluria, they knew how strong they were and had full faith in their abilities.


      “Well, I’m not a huge fan of getting all gloomy anyway,” Raid said. “I have every intention of coming home alive, so it’d just make things awkward for me if you started giving me your final farewells and everything.”


      “I get that,” Eluria agreed. “Back when I was a foot soldier, I’d sometimes go out on difficult missions. It really wasn’t much to me, but others would send me off in tears... When I came back, they’d look at me like I was a ghost.”


      “Hey, that happened to me a couple times too. It stopped after I climbed the ranks a bit, but seriously, why do they treat you like a monster just for coming back alive?”


      “Wisel, do you hear this? Even their rants sound unrelatable to anyone but them. We ordinary civilians couldn’t even dream of keeping up.”


      “Ms. Millis, this is where you just stand back and smile.”


      Millis shook her head, exasperated as always at the superhuman pair, before turning to Eluria. “Isn’t this mission super dangerous even for you two?”


      “Mm-hmm. We don’t plan on messing up, but a single mistake could cost us our lives.”


      “You’re so nonchalant about it that I really do believe you... Still, I’ll bawl my eyes out if I have to attend your funeral instead of your wedding. Come back safe, okay?” Though she spoke jokingly, Millis’s hand trembled slightly as she gripped Eluria’s.


      Eluria squeezed back and nodded. “Of course. I promise. I have many reasons to return alive.”


      “Um, the wedding is one... What else is there?”


      “One is Ariel’s relationship. It’ll take a while before we see some new developments, but I’m very excited because I just can’t predict how it’ll go.”


      Millis squinted. “Okay...?”


      “Another is Ms. Alma’s relationship. I feel like they’re already on the same wavelength, so I wouldn’t be surprised if something starts to develop. I cannot miss it.”


      “I suppose that’s understandable.”


      “Another is your relationship, Millis. I think this one is on the verge of a major development. You might even reach the point where everyone’s just begging you two to get together already, like we used to—”


      Millis lunged at Eluria and hurriedly clamped a hand over her mouth. “Oookay, stop right there! I had a feeling that was coming!”


      Eluria smiled seeing the girl so full of energy as always.


      Meanwhile, Wisel turned his attention to Raid. “Should I say something to you too?” he asked, not looking much different from usual.


      “Like what?”


      “Good luck, I guess? That’s pretty standard, though.”


      “Well, it’s enough. I’ll feel more at ease coming back after such a casual parting.”


      “That’s good to hear. I’m far too ordinary to come up with some mind-blowing farewell speech.”


      Raid and Wisel bumped their fists with identical smiles on their faces.


      “Time to go, Ms. Millis. Everyone else has already boarded the ship.”


      “Okay! Bye, you two! We’ll be waiting for your safe return!”


      After waving their hands in the air, Millis and Wisel made their way to the harbor where a warship was docked. Raid and Eluria watched as Millis wiped her eyes with her sleeve and Wisel gently patted her head.


      “We’ve really been blessed with good friends,” Eluria quietly muttered.


      “Agreed.” Raid smiled. “And with good subordinates and associates in our past lives too. We must be pretty lucky, huh?”


      Once Millis and Wisel were gone, Alma approached the two. “Your Excellency, we’ve completed our sweep. There’s no one left inside,” she drawled.


      Beside her, Dian clicked his tongue. “Why did I have to help too?”


      “Why not, Sir Dian?” asked Fareg. “These two may not have left yet, but you’re the only one between us three who could deal with any issues during our sweep.”


      “As if you’re anything to scoff at either,” Dian grumbled. “Why don’t you fight yourself instead of hiding behind me?”


      Fareg patted his shoulder with a grin. “I’m a record keeper. To pass on my records to future generations, I must devote myself to fleeing from danger.”


      These three—Alma, Dian, and Fareg—were specially permitted to remain at the frontline outpost by their own requests.


      “Are you guys sure you don’t wanna go back?” Raid asked. “I know Old Celios is much safer now, but you’ll be in even more danger than us if something happens.”


      “That’s true,” Alma replied. “But how would I face my ancestor if I left you behind and ran back home by myself? Besides, shouldn’t someone stay here to pick you two up once everything’s over?”


      Dian clicked his tongue. “This is my world. How can I just leave it all to you and go hide away somewhere safe? Least I can do is see things through to the end.”


      Fareg nodded. “As I said, I am a record keeper. It’s my job to closely observe the Hero and leave behind tales of his feats for the future. I can’t exactly do that if I flee, can I?”


      “But it’s not like you can see Vegalta from here either,” Raid pointed out.


      “It’s the thought that counts! I was trying to say something cool, okay? Do you always have to have the last word?!”


      “All right, all right. Have fun watching my fight in spirit then, I guess.”


      “What a sloppy response!”


      Seeing Fareg acting so in character drew a chuckle out of Raid before he smoothed his expression. “Fareg, I have something to leave with you.”


      Fareg frowned. “What is it?”


      “Here. This fella will stay with you for now.” Raid took one of his broadswords from his back and held it out to the boy. “It’s the sword I got from Mifuru, the Imperial Lord of Legnare. Wouldn’t want to break it in battle, right? Take care of it until I get back.”


      “I’m just...holding on to it for you, right?” Fareg asked reluctantly.


      “Obviously. Mifuru spent nearly a millennium making it into a sort of holy object just for me. No way am I giving it to a kid like you.” Raid grinned. “I’m just asking you to watch over it while I’m out on a stroll. Nothing more, nothing less. So, just take it.”


      “Hah... Only you two would liken a world-saving mission to a stroll.” Fareg’s expression eased up as he finally accepted the broadsword. “I’ll take it. It’s too heavy for me, though, so hurry back to pick it up.”


      “Sure thing. We’ll be heading out, then.” Raid hefted a bag—containing the bare minimum supplies they needed—over his back before casually raising his hand. “Don’t know how many days we’ll need, but see ya.”


      “We’ll contact you once it’s all over, Ms. Alma,” Eluria said.


      Alma, Dian, and Fareg wordlessly saluted. Saying nothing in return, Raid and Eluria turned their backs to them and set off.


      Slowly, they made their way toward their destination.


      Once the frontline outpost could no longer be seen behind them, Eluria let out a small sigh. “Those three are pretty sharp.”


      “Was it showing on my face?”


      “Mm... No. It was probably their gut.”


      “Good. Guess it was worth putting on a strong face till now.”


      “Mm-hmm. You did well.” With a small smile, Eluria quietly took Raid’s hand in hers. She gently squeezed, hoping to calm the faint tremble beneath her touch. “Nobody noticed that you’re actually afraid.”


      Raid let out a shaky breath, releasing some of the tension in his shoulders. “We’ve got a colossal task on our hands this time around.”


      “We do. I know that this is our only way to save the world and fulfill our promise to the Sage, but your chances of victory are remarkably low. Gathering all of the polluted mana around the world to let it be used against you... Frankly, it’s a reckless plan.”


      Eluria had spent the last two weeks analyzing their gathered data on polluted mana, but she hadn’t been doing so solely to justify their plan to their sponsors. She also made a rough estimate of how much polluted mana she would have to gather—in other words, how much polluted mana the Demon Lord would have at her disposal.


      “By your calculations, what do you say my chances are?” Raid asked.


      “Twenty percent at best.”


      “Wow. Talk about blunt.”


      “That’s already a generous estimate. The Demon Lord will be a tough opponent.”


      Fighting against all of the polluted mana scattered across the land was tantamount to fighting the entire world. Though humans could only produce so much mana, the same couldn’t be said for the world itself. Wind and water generated energy. Mana flowed beneath the earth. Trees and plants fostered life. All of nature’s blessings contained mana within. Alone, they were meager in quantity and diverse in quality. However, through its pollution, it had all been converted into power for the Demon Lord.


      “Your Divine mana is powerful and transcendent, but it doesn’t put you at an advantage. If that were enough, then past Heroes would have already defeated the Demon Lord.”


      Of course, past Heroes hadn’t been able to perfectly draw out Divine mana. But even in an incomplete form, Divine mana was a tremendous power—Raid would know best, having used it subconsciously until now. Alas, it still wasn’t enough to surpass the Demon Lord.


      “If Divine mana is a cut above in terms of quality, then the Demon Lord’s mana is overwhelming, world-crushing quantity. And when you consider that she’s me...”


      “She can up the quality with Polyaggregate Expansion and surpass Divine mana using whatever magecraft or magic she’s got up her sleeve.”


      “Mm-hmm. You can basically think of it as if she’s developed her own type of Divine mana.”


      “Jeez... Once a genius, always a genius, huh?”


      This could very well be Raid’s first time as the underdog in a battle. Both in the past and the present, none had ever stood above him. At most, Eluria had clashed with him on even footing. Now, he had to face an enemy full of unknowns.


      “They called me a monster...but I guess I’m still human deep inside.” Though he sounded as calm as always, the fact that his hand had been trembling was plenty indicative of how he truly felt.


      Failure meant death. It also meant the loss of his dearest beloved, and Raid already knew all too well how painful that was. He remembered that day he’d heard of the passing of his long-standing rival. His heart had felt like it had been torn to shreds, and a deep sense of loss had carved itself into his body. Now, he feared both experiencing that pain and loss once more...and the possibility of forcing that agonizing experience upon his loved one.


      “You will win,” Eluria declared confidently, squeezing his trembling hand. “Because you’re strong. Great strength and special powers mean nothing in the hands of the weak-willed. But Raid, you never give up and you always push through. Trust me—Raid Freeden is strong.” Eluria smiled, memories of their fifty years upon the battlefield flitting through her mind—everything she had seen of “Raid Freeden” until now. “Make sure you win. I want to see how cool you are.”


      “Well... Can’t turn down my bride’s request, now can I?”


      “Nope. It’s a good wife’s duty to give her husband a push forward when he needs it.”


      Raid ruffled Eluria’s hair before looking back up. “Fine, then. You get a special front row seat to my dashing victory.”


      Hands clasped, Raid and Eluria stepped forth together.


      ◇


      Their trip to Old Vegalta was surprisingly easy. Not a single obstacle barred their path. Only enormous ice sculptures—formerly Calamities and Offspring—dotted the frosty blue scenery as they leisurely strolled toward their destination.


      “Nothing beats letting loose,” Eluria said with a satisfied nod of her head. “Raid, do you remember what happened around here?”


      “Uh... The Altanian army tried but failed to secure a supply route, right?”


      “Mm-hmm. I stopped it.”


      “But after that, I occupied a vital outpost up north in Audel, didn’t I?”


      “And then I took it back.”


      “More like I let you. Any longer would’ve intensified the battle, and defending it to the last would’ve cost us a lot.”


      “Doesn’t change the fact that I got it back. One point for me.”


      “Oh, so that’s how we’re gonna play this? Guess I also get a point for that battle at Izar River, then. I drove off the entire Vegaltan army after you took it from us.”


      “Hmph... You got us good back then. We never expected you to flood the entire river to push back our front lines. Not that we lost anyone because I jumped in to save them.”


      “Duh. I did that ’cause I knew you’d be there, and that you’d prioritize the soldiers’ lives. Washing away your supplies was enough to stop you from expanding your front lines.”


      “I hate to admit it, but I’ll give you that point.”


      As their stroll continued, their chatter of past tales endlessly filled the air. They were like two friends reminiscing about the good old days. For all fifty years of their past rivalry, they’d had no chance to just sit down and talk. Now, they could finally recall those experiences and each share what they’d been thinking back then.


      Finally, they arrived. Spanning before their eyes was a vast wasteland dotted by no more than pebbles. There was nothing but a tower and an enormous tree, both collapsed and destroyed.


      “Well, well... What a dreary sight,” Raid muttered. “Is this the place, Eluria?”


      “Mm-hmm.” Eluria rested her hand over the tree roots. “Mana is spreading in all directions through these roots.”


      The enormous tree was reminiscent of the World Tree she’d created. This one must have originally been made for a different reason—to grant happiness to many people—but in this world, it could not fulfill its original purpose. Instead, it had become a blight that ravaged the world.


      “You didn’t want to be born this way, did you?” she whispered to the fallen tree. She could imagine how the Demon Lord must have felt while making it.


      Eventually, Eluria shook the thoughts from her head and faced Raid. “Are you ready?”


      Raid hefted his broadsword over his shoulder and grinned. “Anytime.”


      Eluria returned a small smile of her own. “The Sage said that I will temporarily lose consciousness once I gather all the mana. So, don’t think of it as fighting me. You’ll be fighting someone else.” Eluria pressed her back against the large tree. “Raid,” she called, smiling. “I trust you. I’ll be waiting for you to come pick me up.”


      Eluria’s body slowly sank into the trunk.


      And then, darkness descended upon the world.


      The landscape was painted black, the color that amalgamated everything and devoured even the most dazzling of lights. In this world, nothing existed—not the whistling of the wind nor the clinking of pebbles tumbling against one another.


      The only thing left amid the all-encompassing darkness...was a girl.


      Glimmering silver hair, lightless ocean-blue eyes, and a pitch-black dress. She sat there looking every bit like the girl Raid knew, but he could tell—both from the air about her and the alarm bells now ringing in his head—that she was not his Eluria.


      She was the Demon Lord, the untouchable and insurmountable foe of humanity.


      In time, the darkness faded from the world, returning them to the dreary wasteland accompanied only by whistling wind. All of the darkness flowed directly into the Demon Lord like a manifestation of the world’s surging resentment.


      “Who are you? Are you here to kill me too?”


      The wind brought a familiar voice to Raid’s ears, but its tone was marred with unfamiliar resignation—cold, emotionless, and apathetic. The Demon Lord’s face was like a mask, as if despair had taken everything from her—even her expressions.


      Raid wore a fearless smile as he hefted his broadsword onto his shoulder. “No. I’m the Hero, and I came to save the world.”


      The slightest bit of emotion flashed on the Demon Lord’s face in the form of a furtive twitch of her eyebrow. “I see... So, you’re a Hero.”


      “Oh, yeah. You’ve met other Heroes besides me, haven’t you?”


      “I have. Many humans have come before me, declaring themselves Heroes. But they all died so feebly by my hand.” The Demon Lord spoke, emotionless and unfeeling, as her shadow stretched into a spear and pierced through Raid’s chest. “Just like you.”


      Raid’s head drooped, no response falling from his lips. The shadow spear remained lodged in his chest as the Demon Lord’s apathetic gaze bore into his slumped figure.


      “You’re not the first to claim that you would save the world... I just can’t understand. Even with all my power, I was powerless to change the world. Nobody listened to me. Nobody sympathized with me. So why do you weak humans keep thinking that you can change the world?” The Demon Lord’s eyes were dark and murky, like the lightless waters of the deep sea. “Humans are weak. They stray so easily when great power falls into their hands. They use it as they please, deeming it as ‘good,’ while anything that doesn’t serve their purpose is relegated as ‘evil.’ Weak and wretched creatures... Do you truly think you can save anything?”


      The Demon Lord had asked the same question thousands of times. Each time, the lack of response dragged her deeper and deeper into the pit of despair, until she no longer expected a proper answer.


      “You, too, are weak. Just like those who came before you...you cannot give me an answer.”


      The Demon Lord wrenched the shadow spear from Raid’s chest and quietly turned around—only for a broadsword to swing down toward her back. Countless black spikes emerged from the shadow at her feet to block the attack.


      “Oh, come on. That didn’t get you? You already had your back turned and everything.” Grinning, Raid gave his broadsword another push and used the force to leap backward. “I even played dead like some crafty bandit for once. And I’ll have you know this is only the second time I’ve done something like that.”


      The Demon Lord peered at him from between the barricade of black spikes. “Strange. I was sure I pierced through you.”


      “This your first time seeing someone still moving after getting hit by your magic?”


      “Could it be that you’re not human?”


      “Well, I used to be called a monster or the devil or whatever—a ‘superhuman’ more recently—but I am human.”


      “Mm. This is my first time, then, seeing a human heal himself.” Her ocean-blue gaze fell to Raid’s chest. His clothes were torn and his chest was stained in blood. The Demon Lord herself had felt the attack go through. Yet his skin was unscathed, without a single indication that he’d just been pierced.


      “What a coincidence. This is also my first time doing something so crazy.”


      Although injuries were uncommon in Raid’s life, he had still experienced his fair share of wounds. However, they would always heal by the next day, allowing him to return to the battlefield. Since that had been possible by the Hero’s power—by Divine mana—he now knew how to use it to the fullest.


      “I can wish for my body to heal up so I can keep fighting, and it’ll do just that.”


      Even a pierced heart meant nothing before his ability to turn ideals into reality.


      However, the Demon Lord hardly seemed fazed. “I’m surprised a human is capable of such a thing. But it won’t change anything.”


      The shadow spears grew vicious roselike thorns. They wriggled about like they were alive, then lunged at Raid from all directions.


      Raid simply swept his gaze through his dark assailants and exclaimed, “I’m done playing dead. No reason to take the hit!” He unleashed a broad and straightforward slash. His sword traced a silver path before knocking back the thorny vines and causing the shadows to dissipate.


      The Demon Lord had every intention of ending his life with that attack, yet Raid had fended it off with a single move. At that, the Demon Lord finally faced him fully. Her expression was still blank as she said, “I’ve seen the Heroes use that skill before. But yours is different.”


      “Oh yeah? I wouldn’t know. Never met any of them.” Raid heaved his broadsword over his shoulder and boldly grinned. “Earlier, you asked if humans can really save anything when they’re so weak.” He bumped a firm fist against his own chest. “Well, I’m strong—so I can save both you and the world.”


      Raid swung his broadsword and pointed the tip at the girl in front of him.


      “Eluria Caldwin. You or me—let’s see who’s stronger!”


      ◆


      Eluria felt her consciousness slip into the abyss.


      Once she regained her senses, she slowly opened her eyes...and saw nothing. All around was a dark and empty space, devoid of any life or presence. Though she could now feel her own body, a strange floating sensation lingered.


      “Mm... What now?”


      Eluria wandered aimlessly through the bleak space, but still there was no sign of anything for her to find. Even so, she walked and walked and walked. She had no idea how much time had passed or how much distance she had covered. Her senses of time and distance were just as cloudy as her physical sensations. It felt as if her entire being had been shrouded in a dark haze.


      “I’m in the dark...literally,” she muttered to herself without much thought.


      Alas, no one was there to react.


      It was said that people tended to speak to themselves more when they were lonely or in the dark. Some would even see the unseeable and imagine the unreal. Eluria had to wonder if she was experiencing this for the first time...when a silver-haired girl suddenly appeared within the darkness.


      “Hello,” Eluria greeted.


      The girl was young, probably around eight or nine years old by human measure. Her pointed ears indicated that she was an elf, but she didn’t seem to be at the point where aging stopped, so she still was much like any other human child.


      “Hello,” Eluria greeted a second time.


      Once again, the girl did not respond. She was simply hugging her knees while staring into nothingness.


      Unfazed, Eluria took a seat next to the girl and asked, “What are you looking at?”


      Finally, the girl reacted. She turned to Eluria and opened her small lips. “Who are you?”


      “I’m Eluria Caldwin. I used to be around two hundred years old, but now I’m seventeen. My hobby is reading, and my favorite drink is warm milk tea. When I’m tired, I like to nap under the sun. I also enjoy going on walks.”


      The girl showed no particular reaction to Eluria’s well-practiced introduction.


      Again, Eluria didn’t mind. “What are you looking at?” she asked again.


      This time, the girl answered, “Myself.”


      “Yourself...?”


      “Mm-hmm. That’s me.” The girl’s tiny finger pointed into the dark space, from which a rectangular screen suddenly manifested. On it was the bright and innocent smile of the silver-haired girl.


      “Dad, I just thought of the best thing ever!”


      Those were the memories the Sage had shown them in the Divine Realm. Eluria Caldwin would fall to despair before the scene turned black and rewound to her childhood. All the while, the girl simply watched over and over, without the slightest emotion surfacing on her expression.


      Eluria asked her, “Is it that fun to watch?”


      The girl didn’t respond.


      Eluria was at a loss. She had never been the best with kids, and this one beside her was clearly no ordinary child. Her face was expressionless, and her demeanor wasn’t the slightest bit childlike. According to the Sage, this girl should have been Eluria, but she was so unlike how Eluria remembered herself as a child.


      Eluria desperately racked her head—


      “It’s boring.”


      —until she paused, taking a moment to realize that the girl had spoken.


      “It’s...boring?”


      “Mm-hmm. It’s the same every time. Nobody believes me, nobody listens to me... It’s so boring,” she explained, voice flat and unfeeling. The girl took a Ribik’s cube from the darkness and began to turn the wooden pieces. “But after watching it for so long, I stopped even thinking that way at all. Unsolvable puzzles like this Ribik’s cube are no fun. But I have nothing else to do. So I do it. Eventually, it’s just...not even boring anymore. I just don’t care.”


      The Ribik’s cube in the girl’s hands contained a picture that would never be whole. Her eyes were empty as her hands moved the pieces in vain.


      This probably represented Eluria Caldwin’s life. No matter what she did or how she tried to rectify a mistake, it would all be for naught. She desperately rotated the puzzle, even knowing her efforts were futile, but alas, the picture would never be complete. After repeating this over and over, she eventually stopped feeling anything at all.


      “In that case,” Eluria said softly, “why don’t I make that puzzle fun?”


      “Make it fun...?”


      “Mm-hmm. Could I borrow that?”


      The girl looked at Eluria’s outstretched hands, then at the Ribik’s cube in her own, before reluctantly handing it over. Then, Eluria pulled the Ribik’s cube closer to herself...and crushed it in her grip.


      “Huh...?” For the first time, the expressionless girl furrowed her brows and stared at Eluria in blatant confusion.


      “Never thought the day would come when I weird myself out,” Eluria mumbled.


      “Of course I am. You broke the toy you just borrowed.”


      “Or chastise myself on proper manners,” Eluria mumbled again. Under the girl’s reproachful gaze, Eluria lined up the pieces of the broken Ribik’s cube. “But look. Now, you have a new puzzle.”


      Though no longer a cube with rotating components, the pieces that once could not be completed into a picture had now scattered into a new puzzle.


      “Someone once showed me many new things this way,” she told the girl as she slowly put the puzzle together one piece at a time. “I’d make something I thought was perfect, only for him to destroy it like it was nothing. So, I’d work hard to complete my next masterpiece, make some new discoveries along the way, and find all sorts of different perspectives... Thanks to that, there was never a dull moment in my life.” A smile formed on Eluria’s lips. Her mind was filled with fond thoughts of the person who kept destroying everything she thought she knew and giving her new things to work on.

    

  

  
    [image: insert8]
  

  
    
      “Well? Doesn’t this look more fun?”


      The girl quietly stared at Eluria for a while. “Yeah... Now, the picture can actually be completed. I guess it is more fun.” Following Eluria, she began to pick up the pieces and put the picture back together. “But it’s really not nice to break others’ things.”


      “I completely agree.”


      “That person who destroyed your masterpieces isn’t very nice either.”


      “Well... I guess he doesn’t sound very nice. But he really is.”


      “Is he...?”


      “Mm-hmm. He’s kind and cool. Sure, he destroyed the stuff I worked so hard on...but he always praises me with the brightest smile in the world.”


      The girl dazedly reached into the darkness. The displayed scene shifted, now revealing a young man carrying a broadsword over his shoulder. He was battered and bruised; his clothes were tattered all over, and blood flowed from wounds.


      Even then, Raid Freeden was smiling like always.


      “Is that him...?”


      “Mm-hmm. He’s the one who made my life so fun, showed me all sorts of new sights, and smiled at me lots... The person I love the most in the world.” With her gaze pinned on Raid’s figure on the screen, Eluria placed her hand on the girl’s shoulder and smiled. “I’d like you to watch him with me. I’m sure...he’ll show you a whole new world too.”


      ◇


      Even with Raid’s broadsword pointed at her, not a shred of emotion surfaced in the Demon Lord’s eyes. “You want to...fight me?”


      “Sure do. You said you can’t change anything. Well, what if I prove that I’m stronger than you? If I am, don’t you think I’d be able to do what you can’t? Let’s fight and find out.”


      “It’s only a ‘fight’ if both sides are equal.”


      “What? We haven’t even fought yet, but you’re already saying you’re stronger?”


      “I am. I always have been.” As the Demon Lord slowly narrowed her eyes, countless jet-black spears manifested around Raid. “This will end it.” With a listless swing of her hand, as if merely swatting a fly, the arsenal of spears charged straight for Raid.


      However, it wasn’t enough.


      “Don’t call it so soon. We’re just getting started!” With a burst of strength, Raid stomped on the ground and summoned an earthen wall. The shadow spears were knocked backward, falling to the ground and dispersing into the air.


      “That didn’t end it,” the Demon Lord muttered.


      “What’s this? You holding back?”


      “Only because that would have been enough to end the other Heroes. That’s all.” Expressionless as ever, the Demon Lord held up her hand again. The remnants of her shadow spears seeped into the ground before emerging as spikes at Raid’s feet.


      However, with a broad swing of his blade, Raid shattered them all before they even touched his boots. He watched as they dispersed again. “Don’t you get it yet? This won’t work on—”


      Suddenly, Raid clamped his mouth shut. He could see the Demon Lord holding her palm up facing him. That sent alarm bells ringing in his head and urged him to leap backward—until the scattered residue began to coalesce around his abdomen.


      Drawing in a sharp breath, he swiftly pulled his broadsword toward his abdomen. A massive amount of mana had condensed, even warping space in the process, before finally releasing into a tremendous earsplitting shock wave that assaulted Raid.


      However, he soon regained his footing and faced the Demon Lord. “Phew, that was a close one. Wasn’t expecting you to do something sneaky like that.”


      “You did something similar.”


      “I sure did. Be as sneaky as you’d like.”


      “Don’t worry. I already understand that you’re not like the other Heroes.” She waved her finger, inscribing sigils in the air. Raid could now recognize what she was doing—putting together a magic formula on the spot. “Will you die if I use an actual spell this time?”


      Her question was followed by the appearance of a boulder in the air, burning with pitch-black flames. It was followed by another, and another, and another, until the violet mist shrouding the sky had been painted over by dark flaming meteorites.


      “Sky-Devouring Judgment.”


      Heeding the Demon Lord’s will, the flock of flaming meteorites rained down from the heavens. The mana density of this spell was magnitudes greater than her earlier shadow attacks. Each and every meteorite contained a massive amount of energy. They were clusters of pure destruction that could return anything and everything it touched into ashes.


      But even in the face of all that, Raid continued to smile. “Hah... Your magic’s as impressive as always.”


      He had seen something similar before through a screen, back when Lufus’s Guardian Dragons had been rampaging. It was magecraft, the primitive art of miracles, the origin of magic, and a lost art in the present day. Eluria was likely the only one left capable of practicing it now. Though its range and power were immense, it was a complex craft that required incantations, dances, and catalysts—all of which the Demon Lord substituted with a tremendous amount of mana and a single magic formula.


      Eluria had once told Raid that this was theoretically possible. However, it required an unprecedented amount of mana and an incredibly complex formula, rendering his Eluria incapable of executing it herself. The Demon Lord, on the other hand, quite literally had all the mana in the world at her disposal and an unparalleled mastery of magic.


      “But so what? I just need to blast it all to smithereens!”


      Raid firmly planted both feet on the ground before pulling his broadsword back and setting his left hand on the blade.


      The last time he’d used this skill was when Eluria had made a magic sword for him. Back then, the clash between his Divine mana and Eluria’s mana had caused the force to disperse partway and left him unable to perfectly execute it.


      But not anymore.


      “This should make for a more interesting show.”


      Dazzling silver mana trickled from his left hand and expanded over his blade.


      This technique was wielded by swordsmen of the eastern continent, wherein drawing the full length of the blade from within the sheath granted unimaginable speed. It was impractical in actual combat, as one’s sword had to remain unsheathed throughout battle, but witnessing that technique once had given Raid much food for thought.


      “What would happen if I tried that with my strength?”


      “How can I do that using a broadsword?”


      To these questions, Raid found one answer:


      “I just have to use my free hand as the sheath.”


      Then, he wanted to know if his theory was correct, so he’d crossed over to the eastern continent—the home of the girl who’d washed ashore—and took down the eight-headed dragon they called a Calamity.


      As a result, the eight heads went flying in every direction, like wings fanning out into the sky.


      Today, Raid asked himself another question.


      “If I make a sheath with Divine mana, can I blast everything away?”


      Once again, he sought to satiate his curiosity. He kept his gaze trained on the incoming flock of meteorites before stepping forth in search of his answer.


      “Broadwing Slash.”


      His feet gouged into the earth as his mana surged. Finally, he unleashed a swing of his broadsword toward the sky. The blackened sky was colored with a splash of silver, its dazzling light purifying the flame-riddled expanse.


      “There. Much brighter now, isn’t it?”


      The silver light faded away, revealing a rift in the black haze and a clear blue sky hidden behind it. Sunlight poured in and bathed the Demon Lord’s upturned face. Her hand slowly reached out toward the light.


      “It’s...so warm,” she muttered.


      “A clear sky just lifts up your mood, doesn’t it? Must be why you love sunbathing.”


      “I must have...long ago.” The Demon Lord clenched her outstretched hand. “But magic made me hate it.” The sunlight and sky warped and compressed into a singular point. “Humans showed me that even such simple and trivial joys...can be used to harm others. That’s how I came to hate everything.”


      The compressed sunlight swirled and swirled, transforming into a massive whirlpool of power. Gradually, it gained mass and fell toward Raid as a pure white pillar.


      “Nova Beam.”


      Gritting his teeth, Raid swiftly raised his broadsword to block the attack, but the sheer mass of the blow forced him down to his knees. It wasn’t just his arms and legs—all the bones in his body creaked under the pressure, almost as if he had just gotten hit by an entire mountain.


      Sunlight spilled past his broadsword and scorched his flesh, filling the air with an unpleasant smell. Agonizing pain and blazing heat assaulted him for what felt like an eternity, but Raid firmly held his ground. He gritted his teeth so tightly that his molars cracked.


      Finally, when he began growing numb to all those sensations—


      “I’m surprised you’re still alive.”


      —the Demon Lord’s voice pulled him back into awareness.


      “Hah... Gotta be honest with you. I thought I was a goner.”


      “It’s odd that you’re not. But now I know...” The Demon Lord observed Raid’s condition as she spoke with an impassive voice. “Whatever that strange mana of yours is, mine still overpowers it.”


      Raid had blocked that attack with Hero. He’d visualized—clearly and firmly—his broadsword defending against the light. But not even Hero, with its power to turn ideals into reality, could perfectly protect Raid from the Demon Lord’s attack. Raid had even visualized his body recovering like he had when the Demon Lord pierced his heart, but even now his body was still screaming in agony.


      “Must be the difference in our mana,” he mumbled. The Demon Lord’s mana contained mass and density that overwhelmed even Raid’s Divine mana, obstructing him from perfectly transforming his ideals into reality. “Gathering all the mana in the world and compressing it into an attack that overpowers even Divine mana... No wonder none of the Heroes could defeat you.”


      The Demon Lord stared at him. “You’re a Hero too.”


      “But I survived your attack, didn’t I?”


      “You’re just abnormal.”


      “Am I now? Sounds like a compliment coming from the world’s strongest Demon Lord.”


      Once again, Raid was smiling. Whenever the Demon Lord saw that, her eyebrows would twitch ever so slightly. This reaction stemmed from neither fondness nor curiosity. Rather, the very first emotion to surface in the Demon Lord’s expressionless gaze was...annoyance.


      “Fine. Let’s see how many more you can withstand before you die.”


      Dark purple mana gathered at her hands. She compressed it into an orb and unleashed it into the air. From there, countless black needles shot out and turned everything they stabbed into lumps of ice that ricocheted off each other and flew toward Raid.


      “Cage of Frost.”


      Not even that could wipe the grin off Raid’s face. “You’re really putting me to work here!” he roared, mowing down all the incoming projectiles with his broadsword.


      Suddenly, one of the needles came flying at him from a blind spot with perfect, seemingly calculated timing. Raid knew that he’d be done for the moment that hit him, not just because the attack itself was powerful but also because it’d trap him in ice forever.


      It was clear what he needed to do, then—Raid drew his broadsword back and sliced off his own left arm.


      The ice block crashed against his severed limb and froze it in an instant.


      “Haaaaah!!!”


      Then, Raid swung his broadsword with great momentum and smashed it against his frozen left arm, sending it flying straight at the Demon Lord while knocking aside all the incoming ice blocks along the way.


      Alas, his frozen left arm disintegrated into harmless minuscule fragments right before reaching the Demon Lord. She stared wide-eyed as the frosty particles were carried away by the wind.


      “Tsk... Wasn’t a bad idea. Guess I was just one step behind.”


      Raid grabbed the area just above his elbow—all that was left of his left arm—as pure silver light stretched from his wound and regenerated his lost arm.


      If Divine mana alone couldn’t overpower the Demon Lord’s magic, then all he had to do was endow the Demon Lord’s own magic with Divine mana. In the end, he had been a step short of landing a hit, but it was well worth temporarily sacrificing his left arm to test his theory.


      And as it turned out, that wasn’t all his little test had earned him.


      “What in the world...are you thinking?” The Demon Lord’s voice slightly trembled as anger simmered behind her ocean-blue eyes.


      “What do you mean? I’m trying to find a way to win.” Raid grinned. “So what if I lop an arm off? I can just regenerate it.”


      The Demon Lord’s eyes narrowed into a glare. “But I can see that it doesn’t make it any less painful.”


      Be it the time he was stabbed through the chest, scorched in dense light, or sliced off his own arm, it was clear that Raid still felt pain. Not to mention that the Demon Lord’s mana was so overpowering it kept his own Divine mana from fully healing him. Slowly but surely, he was accumulating more and more damage.


      “So why...” The Demon Lord looked at him in disdain. “Why are you still smiling?”


      “Why else?” Raid replied with his ever-present smile. “Obviously, it’s ’cause I’m having a blast.”


      “Even though you’ve nearly died several times now?”


      “Hitting you with everything I’ve got, trying to win... Yeah, it’s fun.” Raid looked the Demon Lord in the eye. “I don’t have to think of anything else, and it’s as simple as win or lose. Once we’re done running wild and wringing out every last bit of our strength, we’ll feel good as new and even understand each other better.”


      “You’re not making any sense...”


      “Neither are you,” Raid shot back. “You kept saying you were gonna kill me, but look at you now—worrying ’bout me just ’cause I chopped off an arm.”


      The Demon Lord glared. “I’m not worried about you.”


      “Sure you are. Why else are you waiting now instead of just attacking me?”


      The Demon Lord scowled in annoyance before summoning another spell. “Then I’ll kill you with the next one.”


      “No can do. My bride told me not to lose, you see.” Raid once again pointed his broadsword at the Demon Lord. “Hit me with everything you’ve got—I’ll take it all head-on and stick with you till you’ve had your fill. After that, I’ll surpass you and win.”


      Raid flashed her a toothy grin, his indomitable will burning alongside his mana and spirit.


      “Come. Let’s have a blast together, Eluria Caldwin.”


      ◆


      At some point, the girl found herself watching the screen intently. The battle between Raid and the Demon Lord had captivated her.


      Then, for the first time, she spoke up unprompted.


      “Miss... Why is that man always smiling?”


      Raid suffered injury after injury from the Demon Lord’s storm of magic. His face warped in agony, and sometimes he’d even fallen to his knees.


      “That must hurt a lot. He’s bleeding over and over. So why...” She turned to Eluria, her once-empty gaze now brimming with deep emotion. “Why does he keep smiling?”


      Eluria responded with a smile. “I think he’s genuinely enjoying himself.”


      “But...he’s hurting a lot.”


      “You see, Raid always smiles the brightest when he’s fighting.”


      Eluria had fought Raid over and over across fifty long years, so she understood why he enjoyed battle so much. He loved conversing through a no-holds-barred clash. He loved encountering worthy opponents. He loved sharpening his blade through competition. And he loved satisfying his thirst for victory against a powerful foe.


      Eluria had found herself feeling the same way whenever she fought him.


      “It’s painful. It’s agonizing. It’s excruciating. But Raid enjoys it all, and so he smiles.”


      “How can he enjoy this while knowing he’ll never win?”


      “Do you really think he can’t?”


      “Yeah... That’s how it’s always been.”


      Many humans and Heroes had challenged the Demon Lord, yet not one had emerged victorious. However, Raid Freeden was different.


      “Well, Raid will simply keep going until he wins. You can beat him down and reduce him to rags, but he’ll rise to his feet over and over—because so long as he doesn’t give up, he won’t lose.”


      “Why...does he go that far?”


      “Because he hates losing. Just like me.”


      “Really?”


      “Mm-hmm. He fought 6,329 battles with me across fifty years.”


      “Wow. What a sore loser...” The girl hung her head and mumbled, “Still...I think he’ll give up in the end.” Her eyes lingered on the Demon Lord, her mind on her own experience. “Doing everything you can, only for nothing to change and for the pain to never end... No one could stand that forever.”


      “And that’s why you gave up?”


      The girl was silent for a long while before nodding sadly. “Yes.”


      The Demon Lord had done anything and everything to correct her mistakes and rectify the way people used magic. Even if she’d had to expose herself to danger in the process, she’d strived to make the world a place where magic was used properly. Alas, humans had betrayed her every step of the way—all the way until she simply gave up on it all.


      Eluria looked at the girl and asked, “What if you never gave up?”


      “What...?”


      “If you never gave up, how do you think the world might have changed?”


      The girl appeared bewildered as she slowly answered, “Everyone could have lived happily with my magic.”


      “I think so too. After all, you’re just like me.” Eluria watched as the girl looked up at her. “In my world, everyone has used magic properly for a thousand years.”


      “Really...?”


      “Mm-hmm. Of course, some people still tried to use it for bad things, like hurting others.” After Eluria had invented magic, some people would misuse it from time to time. No amount of strict training and moral guidance could stop every single person from succumbing to greed.


      “But still... That means that in your world, everyone uses it the right way?”


      “Yeah. Wanna know how I did it?”


      “I do.”


      “All right. I’ll tell you.” Eluria smiled as she recalled her past. “I took all the bad people...and killed them with my own hands.”


      The girl’s expression stiffened.


      “That was the one task I never left to others. I made sure to kill them myself. They were my responsibility for bringing magic into the world.”


      Any tool or art could become either good or evil depending on its wielder, but magic was an especially powerful craft. Eluria took it upon herself to rain judgment upon anyone who strayed from the right path. She had been exceedingly thorough about it, even if it meant taking their lives as punishment...using her beloved magic.


      But not once had she thought she’d made the wrong decision.


      “You and I did the same thing. Some said I was wrong, and others even called me evil. Seeing those people, I decided on a different approach.”


      “Which is...?”


      “Shutting them up with brute force and fear.” Eluria boldly clenched her fist. “I’d told them time and time again to use magic properly, and that I’d kill them myself if they dared to stray from the right path. But they still misused it. Clearly, they were just hopeless and irredeemable fools who’d never understand my dreams.”


      “So...you cut them down, just like that?”


      “Why not? That’s just how it is sometimes. Out of a thousand humans, one is bound to have no morals, much less abide by my beliefs. I’d tried to filter them out in the earliest stages, but some were still blinded by wealth and status. The least they could do at the very end was serve as an example.”


      “You sound more and more vicious every time you open your mouth...”


      “But thanks to that, things went well.” Eluria held her head up high. “All my pupils became good and obedient kids. They listened to what I taught them and protected my teachings thereafter. Basically, it was mission success.”


      The girl shook her head, even drawing back slightly in fear. “I think what succeeded wasn’t your mission, but your brainwashing...”


      In any case, this wasn’t what Eluria wanted to tell her. “What I’m getting at is that I basically used the same method as you—I’ve taken lives with magic. So, you haven’t done anything wrong.” Eluria patted the girl on the head. “Many factors stacked up to make you fail, like the era or environment you were born in. But if you didn’t give up, you might have found your way to the same future as me.”


      Eluria was sure of this, because they were essentially the same person. Had this girl not given up, she could have had a different future. Had she not abandoned everything in despair, she could have found another outcome. Alas, the Demon Lord had cut off her own future. Unable to bear the pain and suffering, she’d instead chosen to run from it all.


      “I think I was born into better circumstances than you. But the biggest factor had to have been...the presence of a kindred spirit in my life,” Eluria quietly admitted. “I refused to give up no matter what others said to me...because I realized how much I hated losing. Whatever they said or did, it only fueled my desire to prove them all wrong and motivated me to push onward.”


      Nobody could stand shoulder to shoulder with the Demon Lord. Not even an army was any match against her. The girl had been bored of her own life, for she always stood at the top—unparalleled and undefeated—like it was the most obvious thing in the world. Her superiority was just as unchanging as the humans had been amid her efforts. From there, it was only a matter of time before the girl had grown tired of attempting to fix them at all.


      “You didn’t have anyone like that in your life, so you grew tired and gave up. That’s not wrong either, nor can I blame you for feeling that way.” Eluria smiled. “But just because you gave up once...doesn’t mean you can’t stand back up again. Just because you hate everything now doesn’t mean you have to close off your own future.”


      A silver light was born in the dark space—small and measly—but it gradually spread throughout the darkness like cracks running along a glass surface.


      “You’ve been all alone this whole time. But now, you have us. If you ever find life difficult or exhausting, if you ever fall to the ground again...Raid and I will pull you along.”


      Eluria glanced at the battle between Raid and the Demon Lord before turning back to the girl.


      “So please, don’t give up on your dreams.”


      And when she pulled the girl by her hand...the dark space was overrun by a dazzling silver light.


      ◇


      Raid no longer knew how long he’d been fighting for.


      Time had become a distant sensation along with the rest of his body. He no longer felt pain—just an all-encompassing heat, as if he’d been tossed straight into a fire.


      But still, he was standing and smiling.


      “Hah... Well, damn. There’s just no end to this, huh?”


      Irritation was now clear on the Demon Lord’s face. “You just don’t know when to give up.”


      “My bad. So, what’s next?”


      The Demon Lord glared hard at him. “Be quiet.”


      She summoned an orb of water and hurled it at the ground, causing the earth to ripple like the surface of water. The earth sank beneath Raid’s feet, then rose up into a tidal wave to devour him.


      “Now that’s new!”


      Without sparing it a second glance, Raid stabbed his broadsword into the earth. His blade emitted a shrill, metallic screech that spread to his surroundings along with a shock wave, causing the encroaching earth to tremble as if in fear. The magical sound waves subdued the incoming earthen tidal wave until it crumbled and fell.


      Raid let out a sigh. “I do not wanna know what it feels like to be buried alive. Instead of casting that spell on the ground, why not use it for demolishing tough bedrock or opening a path through a mountain?”


      Wrath simmered brightly on the Demon Lord’s face. “Be quiet.”


      She unleashed her next spell. A violent whirlwind ravaged the sky, forming arrows and raining them down, but to no avail—Raid knocked them all down from the sky by swinging his broadsword and throwing out punches and kicks. At times, he would take the arrows to his arms to cancel it out with his own magic.


      “Hey, that one was pretty easy to block. I take it that spell wasn’t originally meant to be used in battle?”


      “Just...shut up.”


      “Oh, come on. Don’t be mad. I was just asking. It may not have taken me down, but it could still push sails and carry seeds, right?”


      “I told you to shut up...!”


      As if it were a manifestation of the Demon Lord’s anger, lava spewed out of the ground, formed an enormous whip, and lashed toward Raid, but again it failed to take him down. With his broadsword, Raid redirected its flow toward the ice chunks on the ground, causing it to dissipate into bursts of steam.


      Clearly, the Demon Lord was getting sloppy. Ice chunks had remained on the ground in part because Raid wasn’t sure if he could fully eradicate them with Divine mana, but the main reason was that he had left them there intentionally—to pit the Demon Lord’s magic against itself.


      But just now, Raid hardly had to do anything for her spells to clash and destroy one another.


      “You’ll have to be a bit more elaborate if you wanna kill me. I know you were the strongest in your time, but I’ve got my fair share of experience fighting against crazy magic.”


      The Demon Lord’s tremendous magic could easily ravage the world. However, that also meant she was severely lacking in practical combat experience. All she’d done until now was one-sidedly trample over her foes with powerful magic. She’d never experienced actual battle against a worthwhile opponent.


      Since it was so easy to read the trajectory and target of her spells, Raid always had the option of evasion even if he failed to defend himself fully. This also gave him more ways to position himself advantageously.


      To top it all off, Raid had countless battles’ worth of experience against Eluria and her magic. All of that experience allowed him to maintain this stalemate against the Demon Lord and her overwhelming amount of mana.


      “Anyway, manipulating lava sure is handy. You can make islands and stop eruptions... I had to stomp out the entire volcano just to do that.”


      “I thought I told you to shut up already,” the Demon Lord hissed, her anger now apparent on her face—all because of Raid’s incessant comments.


      Nobody knew better than the Demon Lord why she had created these spells.


      “Why’re you so mad? I’m praising your magic, you know? Every single spell you’ve dished out can be really helpful if used in the right places.”


      “Shut up... Shut up, shut up, shut up!” The Demon Lord continued to throw out more spells, like a child throwing a tantrum. “You don’t have to tell me! I wanted them to be used that way too! To better people’s lives so they never lack food and water! To build them homes safe from storm and rain! That’s what I made magic for!”


      Gradually, anguish began to surface amid her wrath.


      “If anyone can start a fire with a flick of a finger, then nobody has to live in the cold! No need to hurt their hands with heavy loads or burden their legs from long walks! That’s what magic should’ve been used for—to bring peace to people’s lives!”


      Finally, the Demon Lord’s face warped in grief. All the while, she continued using her magic. All the spells she’d made to bring people happiness were now being cast to take Raid’s life.


      “But look at what happened—you humans trampled all over my dreams and tossed them aside like trash! I’m just using magic the way you humans love to—for stealing, for hurting, for killing! This is what you all wanted, isn’t it?!”


      The Demon Lord, steeped in betrayal and suffering, kept casting spell after spell. But not a single one had originally been made for what she was using them for now.


      “You’re right. We humans were in the wrong.” Raid smiled as he cut down one spell after the next, as if rejecting the warped forms that they had been reduced to, all while affirming the Demon Lord and her dream. “It wasn’t your fault, nor did you make a mistake. Since you created magic for good, you had every right to get mad that it was misused. Those people deserved to die. There might’ve been a few decent humans, but it might only be a matter of time before they began misusing it too... You must’ve been scared of seeing it happen, so you decided to just get rid of everything.”


      The Demon Lord unleashed a storm of spells as turbulent as her emotions. Raid simply cut it all down, gazing at her in sympathy as he approached.


      “But even so...you should have believed in your magic. If you’d stayed true to your ideals, then humans might have changed and started empathizing with you. And who knows? Some decent fellows might have started following you too. Maybe then...there might have been a future where you didn’t have to push your own dream away.”


      “That’s just...not possible.”


      “You’re right. There’s little point in talking about maybes and what-ifs.” In reality, humans had trampled all over the Demon Lord’s dream, and the Demon Lord had given up on them. “But as long as you don’t give up, nothing is impossible—not even the most absurd dream. You may fail and lose hope, and others may betray you... But if you stick by your ideals, then the day will come when they become reality.”


      Finally, Raid stabbed his broadsword into the ground.


      “Don’t reject your own dream,” Raid continued. “Didn’t you want everyone to be happy? Why aren’t you part of that ‘everyone’? There’s no need for you alone to cry and suffer, or to give up on everything you ever wanted.”


      Raid stood in front of the Demon Lord. She had stopped attacking, her head hung low.


      “Your magic is incredible, so it can make even your wildest dreams come true.” With a smile, he offered her a hand. “Why don’t you give it another try? Just because you gave up once doesn’t mean you can’t give it another go.”


      The Demon Lord was silent for a long time until, eventually, a teardrop quietly stained the earth. “Can I really...” Her voice was a quiet wisp, as drop after drop continued to fall on the ground. “Can I really...still dream of a happy world? Can I really believe that...everyone can live happily thanks to my magic?” Slowly, she lifted her tearstained face.


      “Sure you can. In fact, someone just like you has already achieved that. Why can’t you?” Raid replied with a smile. “If things get tough again, you can count on me to be there for you. After all, I’m tough enough to withstand your magic.”


      Hand still outstretched, Raid said, “Won’t you be my friend, Eluria Caldwin?”


      The Demon Lord stared at Raid. Slowly, she raised her face and reached her hand out—no longer to attack Raid, but to walk forward.


      The moment their hands touched, a pure silver light enveloped her body—shining light upon her path toward a new future.


      ◆


      Gone was the darkness all around them, purged by a bright silver light that stretched endlessly across the space.


      Eluria pulled the girl to her feet. “Mm. Feels much better now that there’s light.”


      “Yeah... It’s so warm, like I’m sunbathing,” muttered the girl.


      Then, they saw someone approach them with slow and leisurely steps. It was an elderly man. He stopped in front of them and looked at the girl. “It’s nice to meet you, little miss.”


      The girl looked up at him. “Who are you?”


      “I’m...just an old man who wants to be your friend.” The elderly man smiled. “You see, I’ve always been all alone. I’ve been wandering around here in search of a friend.”


      “You’re all by yourself?”


      “I am. Won’t you be my friend?”


      “Um...” The girl pursed her lips and looked up at Eluria.


      Eluria shook her head. “I have to go soon.”


      The girl blinked slowly. “Oh...”


      “So,” Eluria continued, “I want you to be friends with this grandpa. He sounds very lonely. I’m sure he’d love your company.” She slowly let go of the girl’s hand and gently nudged her forward.


      The girl nodded and took her own step forward. “Okay... I’ll be your friend, mister.”


      “Really? It sounds like my days of loneliness are all over.”


      “But...I’m not very good at talking. You might get bored.”


      “Hmm, hmm... Then tell me, little miss—what do you like?”


      “Uh... Magic, I think.”


      “Oh? What a coincidence. I happen to know a thing or two about magic.”


      “I can talk lots about magic! I made it!”


      “Well, that’s impressive. I have a feeling we’re going to have a very fun chat.” The elderly man looked down at the girl’s bright smile tenderly. Then, he turned to Eluria. “Thank you... I’m truly so grateful to you both.”


      “Mm. This girl loves magic lots, so she’ll have a lot to say about it.”


      “Yes... I know. I’ve been watching over her all this time.”


      This girl had once spoken about magic with the brightest smile on her face. The elderly man had seen it so many countless times that it was now seared onto the back of his eyelids. Finally, that smile was back on her face.


      “This is it... This is the smile I always wanted to bring back.” Tears trailed down the elderly man’s cheeks.


      He had endured an excruciating eternity of loneliness to arrive at this future—all to see this girl smile again. For this measly wish, the elderly man had exhausted everything he had.


      “Mister... Are you hurt?”


      “No, no... I’m just so happy that I’m no longer alone.”


      “You have me now. You’re not alone anymore.”


      “You’re right. As thanks, how about I treat you to some tea and snacks?”


      The girl hummed, taking the elderly man’s hand. “I like milk tea, especially when it’s warm.”


      “Okay.” The elderly man gripped her hand back as they began to walk away. “I’ll prepare some scones to go with it.”


      “By the way, what’s your name?”


      “My name... Ah, I’ve spent so long by myself that I’ve already forgotten.”


      “Then I’ll name you! You appeared from the light, so I’ll call you Grandpa Ray!”


      “A fine name. Now, what should I call you?”


      “Hmm... I also forgot ’cause I’ve been by myself.”


      “In that case, what do you think of ‘Ria’?”


      “What does it mean?”


      “In the ancient tongue, it means ‘to be continued.’ I think it suits you perfectly.”


      “Mm-kay, Ria it is! It sounds cute too. I like it!”


      “I’m glad you like it.”


      “Do you like your name, Grandpa Ray?”


      “Of course I do. Appearing from within the light... It makes me sound like a hero. Very cool, isn’t it?”


      Their lighthearted conversation filled the air as they walked off into the distance, the silver light chasing after them.


      Eluria was sure that those two would have lots to talk about—enough to make up for all the time they’d spent without each other until now. And they would do so while walking forward with smiles on their faces, just like that.


      “Miss!” From the fading silver light, the girl called out, “I’m going to give my dream another go—I promise!”


      From the blinding gleam, Eluria felt like she saw a flash of the girl’s smile. It was the last image Eluria held in her mind as she finally turned her back to the light and walked off.


      The darkness around her gradually cleared up until the world returned to normal, revealing a ravaged land, a cloudless blue sky, and...


      “I’m back, Raid.”


      “Welcome back, Eluria.”


      And her beloved, holding her hand with the same smile on his face.


      “Since you’re back...I take it everything went well?”


      “Mm-hmm. They both went off with smiles on their faces.”


      “Really now... That’s good to hear.” Raid fell toward Eluria like all the energy had left his body. “Sorry... I ran too wild, so I’m exhausted...”


      “Mm. I was watching from inside.” She laid him down on the ground and rested his head on her lap. Raid’s body was littered with wounds.


      “Can I...sleep for a bit? Just a quick nap...”


      “Raid, that’s what soldiers say on the battlefield when they accept their death.”


      “Like hell I’d leave my bride behind... I’m really just sleepy, I swear.”


      His body was in tatters, marred with countless wounds and stained with blood, but his breathing was stable. He was simply exhausted from the barrage of pain and mana consumption.


      “Mm. Then, to give you a good night’s sleep, I’ll sing you a lullaby.”


      “A lullaby...?”


      “Mm-hmm. Blofeld told me about it. He said you sleep like a baby whenever he sang you a lullaby.”


      “That guy... I owe him a good sucker punch when we get back...”


      “And now you have a reason to wake up. Go ahead, sleep well.”


      After that lighthearted exchange, Eluria slowly began to sing.


      “For your happiness, we always pray...”


      Eluria was familiar with the lullaby that Blofeld shared.


      “Light embraces you, so you may find joy each day...”


      She didn’t know why Raid knew about an elven lullaby.


      “Fire illuminates you, so you may falter and still find your way...”


      Perhaps it was something the Sage had planted in Hero.


      “Wind speaks to you, so you may never feel lonely and wail...”


      Perhaps Raid had caught a glimpse of his counterpart’s memories.


      “Water enriches you, so you may mingle and share this grace...”


      Perhaps the lonely girl’s desire to be saved had brought her song to him.


      “Earth supports you, so you may forge ahead no matter if you stray...”


      Perhaps it was the result of her clinging to her dream till the very end.


      “Darkness blankets you, so you may hide from all that brings pain...”


      Or perhaps...every single one of these formed layer upon layer of miracles.


      “And this prayer of happiness...I also pray for all.”


      Together, these miracles forged a future where the girl could now sing for someone else under a vast blue sky.
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      Epilogue


      The next time Raid opened his eyes was one month after his battle with the Demon Lord. Right away, he found himself in the middle of a dilemma.


      “Uh... Eluria?”


      Eluria was seated by his bedside, staring at him silently. Her cheeks were puffed up petulantly, and her bottom lip was stuck out in a pout. “You said it’d be a quick nap,” she grumbled.


      “Sorry. I overslept.”


      Eluria glared at him. “Nobody oversleeps for a whole month. Not even I’ve reached that level of floatiness.”


      “Well, I’ve never been floaty until now, so...maybe it all just came crashing down in one go?” he sheepishly suggested.


      “Hmph... Now I can’t complain because I’m floaty all the time.” The girl began poking his cheek in protest. “Because of that...” Eluria suddenly kissed him on the cheek and smiled brightly. “I had to delay my welcome-home kiss for an entire month.”


      Raid looked at her in shock before heaving out a sigh. “My bride is just too cute...”


      “N-Now I’m starting to feel embarrassed...!”


      “Then she gets all shy about it afterward... Way too cute.”


      Eluria flushed all the way to the tips of her ears. “Th-This is your way of getting back at me, isn’t it? By praising me to death?!”


      Raid laughed out loud—until a knock sounded from the door, and he turned his attention that way.


      There, he saw Alma standing in the doorway. “Uh... Sorry to bother you lovebirds. Can I come in?”


      “You’re asking with the door already open before you even knocked?”


      “Well, nobody answered the first time I knocked... So I came in, and you two started flirting.”


      Alma wasn’t alone. Dian and Fareg were standing beside her with similarly lifeless expressions.


      “Ugh... Are these guys seriously the saviors of our world...?”


      “I sincerely relate, Sir Dian, but you must learn to resign yourself to the truth.”


      “Guess so... If I learned anything this past half year, it’s that...”


      Raid had to wonder how they could have such similar reactions despite having such different personalities.


      Then, Fareg approached him and held out his broadsword with a smile. “I now return this to you. Freeden... Welcome back.”


      Raid accepted the broadsword with a smile of his own. “Great. Thanks for taking care of it.”


      “Hmph... Seriously, it was far too heavy for me.”


      “I already told you I’m not giving it to you.”


      “That’s not what I meant! If you died, I would have had to return this sword to the Imperial Lord! That’s too heavy a responsibility for me!”


      “Hey, that was the least you could’ve done as my subordinate. Keep whining about that stuff, and Ryatt and the rest will be pushing you around forever.” Raid ruffled Fareg’s hair before facing Alma. “So, what happened to all the polluted mana and Calamities while I was asleep?”


      “We suspect that they’re all gone,” Alma reported. “While you were asleep, Ariel led the group in the eastern continent to the eastern outpost. From there, they conducted an investigation, and thus far they haven’t found any polluted mana, Calamities, or Offspring.”


      Raid recalled the dream he’d seen while he was asleep: An elderly man and young girl smiling and chatting beneath an enormous tree while surrounded by tranquil nature. Now that the mana of destruction that had been born of all-encompassing despair had disappeared, the Demon Lord could finally raise her head and step forth into the future she’d closed herself off to. With this, she was finally a part of the “happy world” she’d envisioned for everyone.


      “Raid Freeden. Eluria Caldwin.” Dian got down on one knee and bowed his head. He had an uncharacteristic smile on his face. “Thank you...for saving our world. We’ll be working on restoration for a long time to come, but we’ll make sure to live rightfully from now on. It’s the least we can do to repay you...and to make sure there’ll never be another Demon Lord again.”


      Raid and Eluria looked at one another before nodding.


      “Good. I’m sure the Demon Lord would be happy to hear that.”


      “Mm-hmm. Show her that you can use magic the proper way.”


      “We definitely will.” Dian nodded as he slowly rose to his feet. “If we make the same mistake again after she finally forgave us, then we’d really deserve to be annihilated.”


      Then, Raid asked, “Come to think of it, are the other guys back in the Celios frontline outpost? Ariel is leading the investigation from the eastern base... It’s most efficient for us to also dispatch our own investigation squad from here, isn’t it? If it’s confirmed to be safe enough, then we can even call over the folks in the Second World.” It was much easier to cast magic without polluted mana, and safer to dispatch personnel and magic devices without Calamities and Offspring.


      However, Raid got an unexpected reaction to his casual question—Alma, Dian, and Fareg looked awkward, almost troubled.


      “Did something happen...?” he asked slowly.


      “Er... Well, I guess you could say that?” Alma replied. “I mean, nothing’s really happened yet, so you could also say it’s still fine for now...”


      Raid shot her a look. “You’re being awfully evasive. Just tell me al—”


      Crack!


      Suddenly, they all heard a desk break. They slowly turned their heads toward the source of the sound...and found Eluria smiling with her hand on top of the poor table.


      “E-Eluria? What’s gotten into you?” Raid asked.


      “Mm. Nothing much.”


      “Then, maybe don’t randomly break the table...?”


      “I just felt like it.”


      Though Eluria was smiling, a fiery rage seemed to be roaring behind her. She seemed so genuinely angry that Raid, despite all the time they’d spent together, found himself just clamping his mouth shut.


      “Ms. Alma.”


      “Y-Yes, ma’am!”


      “Explain to Raid—clearly and concisely.”


      “Will do! I’ll give him the clearest and concisest explanation in the world!” Alma took out a magic projection device with shaky hands. “Um... I think you’ll get a good idea of what’s going on in the Second World if you just watch this.”


      Raid narrowed his eyes. “The Second World?”


      Alma activated the device. On the screen was a large island—so large, in fact, that it couldn’t fit in the screen. Raid couldn’t even tell if it was really just an island. Just as he was scrutinizing the bizarre scene, the island—no, what he’d thought was an island—opened its mouth.


      “Testing, testing... Is this how you use magic devices?”


      And then, an unfamiliar female voice played from the device.


      “Oh, is it working? This shows my face and everything too, right? Could you make sure the humans of this world see my whole figure?”


      She sounded like she was instructing someone else. Gradually, the image of a gigantic woman filled the screen. She appeared to be somewhere between her late teens and early twenties. Her brown hair fluttered in the sea breeze, and her purple eyes sparkled like the ocean surface beneath the sun.


      But more noticeable than anything...was the fact that she was not human. Two large horns protruded from her head, and a pair of jet-black wings from her back.


      “All righty! Listen up, humans of this world. I’ve got an announcement to make. It’s super important, so make sure you pay attention, okay?”


      With a bright voice, this brown-haired girl then declared to the whole world:


      “Henceforth, I—the Demon Lord—shall place this world under my jurisdiction!”
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      Afterword


      Greetings, distinguished readers. My name is Washiro Fujiki.


      The Hero and the Sage, Reincarnated and Engaged has finally reached its seventh volume. Though I’ve somehow managed to live as an author for nearly a decade now, this is still my first time writing a series for this long. I feel truly blessed, and it’s all thanks to the readers who enjoy what I write. Thank you very much.


      I’ve always striven for one thing—that even if the time comes when I have to end the story outside of my own terms, I can still give it a nice and clean ending that will satisfy the readers. This story all began when I thought about two rivals who could’ve been friends in a different life and decided, “Then I’ll give you another life and let you live together!” In the end, I do think I was able to write it the way I initially envisioned...


      Oops. This is starting to sound like the final afterword, but I assure you that we’re continuing on.


      Can’t have anyone missing that, so for once I even changed the font size. Those who have read the book must know this already, but I’m making this clear just in case anyone came to read the afterword first.


      And there you have it—this story is still going! In the previous volume’s afterword, I said that “we will keep going for just a little while longer.” And that “little while longer” certainly didn’t entail just one more volume. After all, I still have a few more things to write. Now that we’ve come this far, I want to flesh everything out till the end.


      With all that said, I would like to express my gratitude once more. It would be my greatest pleasure if you could stay with this story until its completion.


      Now that I’ve wrapped things up quite nicely, it’s time to move on to my usual words of thanks.


      To my editor, thank you for everything. I managed to make the deadline this time, so I believe I’ve finally regained my place as a decent human being. If I ever fail to make the deadline again, please feel free to treat me as some other kind of creature instead.


      To Heiro the illustrator, thank you as always for the wonderful illustrations. Inexperienced as I may be as an author, I hope you can stick around with me moving forward.


      To Riku Nishi the manga artist, I always enjoy reading your storyboards. I cannot thank you enough for expressing through art what cannot be fully conveyed through words alone. I will be sure to tell the headmaster that she’s free to cry and prostrate herself as much as she likes.


      And to everyone who was involved in the process, as well as all the readers who gave this volume a read, I give you the greatest thanks of all.


      Washiro Fujiki

    

  

  
    [image: Color1]
  

  
    [image: Color2]
  

  
    [image: Color3]
  

  
    
      Bonus Short Story


      A Sudden End to the Girls’ Talk


      After Dian carried away their drunk companion, Eluria, Alma, and Millis resumed their conversation.


      “Wow,” Millis marveled. “Dian looks really scary, but he’s surprisingly gentle and kind at times, isn’t he?”


      Eluria nodded. “He is kind. His subordinates wouldn’t follow him otherwise.”


      “Basically, he’s got a bad attitude but a good heart,” Alma drawled. “I mean, he looks after other squads too and even drops by to check on the rearguard from time to time.”


      “He’s totally the type to secretly pick up a stray pup! At first, he’d try shooing it away, but later he’d give in and adopt it!”


      Eluria gasped. “That’s a popular scene in the seventh volume of a spinoff of Once Upon a Sage’s Love, where a lonely character finds a red dog trembling in the rain and decides to take it back home because it reminded him of his friend who moved away...!”


      Alma shot her a withering look. “You clearly read too much... Still, I do agree. He does seem like the type.”


      Millis’s eyes sparkled. “It must be nice to get a piggyback ride from a guy. It seems really comfy and secure, doesn’t it?!”


      “Mm-hmm. I always feel safe on Raid’s back.”


      “Honestly, piggyback rides scare me. I threw up on Ed’s back once while I was drunk,” Alma admitted.


      “Wow! Such vastly different experiences...!”


      “You should be the deciding vote, Millis,” Eluria suggested.


      Millis fell silent, pondering for a long while, before finally nodding slowly. “Um... I don’t think I’ve ever gotten a piggyback ride in my life...?”


      “Try asking Wisel some time.”


      “If I had that sort of courage, then I wouldn’t be floundering about like I am now!”


      “Jeez, calm down... It’s not that big of a deal, is it?” Alma said. “Just go up to him and ask for one with your usual pep.”


      “Uhh... How did you two get your piggyback rides?”


      “Raid gave me one before I even asked.”


      “I always end up getting wiped out drunk, so Ed just picks me up at some point.”


      “Wow! Such useless anecdotes...!”


      “Actually, His Excellency’s an old man inside, and Ed’s constantly dead inside, but Wisel’s just a bona fide young man... Will he be okay?”


      “Why wouldn’t he be? Wisel is quite strong, and I’m a pip-squeak.”


      “Yeah. A pip-squeak with massive knockers.”


      “Oookay! In the interest of keeping this a safe space for women, I hereby cut this conversation short!” Millis chopped the air before changing the topic. “Speaking of, Ms. Alma! You seem to be getting along splendidly with Edward! Be honest—what is he to you, really?!”


      “Drinking buddy. Assistant. Gofer.”


      “Why is he getting further demoted with each answer...?!”


      “It’s the truth. Only elementary schoolers think that spending time with a man means you gotta fall in love. Mind you, I’m not a kid.”


      “Urgh... Your argument is too sound...!”


      “But I think it’d be nice for love to blossom from there,” Eluria remarked.


      “Guess you would,” Alma drawled. “But as for me, I don’t plan on going out with anyone weaker than me.”


      “It might work out if you redefine your parameters of strength,” Eluria proposed. “At the very least, Raid’s brother has successfully withstood twenty-six punches from you.”


      “Oh... Well, I guess he is pretty tough. He’s got a weird knack for defensive magic. Practically a pro at taking punches, that one.”


      “If he can withstand more than you expect him to, then perhaps it can be said that he’s stronger than you.”


      “Gotta admit, I’ve never thought of that. Should I beat him up till he sees the gates of heaven? Then, if he survives, I can try asking His Excellency to hand him over as a spouse.”


      Millis held her head. “This is weird... One second we’re giggling and kicking our feet while talking about love and romance, and the next we’re plotting to beat a guy within an inch of his life...?!”


      After that, Eluria and Alma discussed the viability of using not only physical but also magical attacks. In the end, they decided to use a wide variety of offenses and giddily discussed the premises and rules under which these attacks would be used.


      Later on, Edward would be subjected to a relentless onslaught of attacks for seemingly no particular reason...but that was a story for another day.
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