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      § Prologue: The Hero and the Human King


      Two thousand years ago.


      At the center of Azesion, the human continent, was the royal capital of Gairadite. The chosen one of the Holy Sword, Hero Kanon, resided here, alongside the headquarters of the Gairadite Demon King Subjugation Battalion with which he was affiliated.


      As a military city fully equipped for withstanding demon attacks, Gairadite boasted the installation of demon-repelling magic items and circles throughout its locality. The average demon would face annihilation the moment they stepped foot inside, and those who survived would be promptly bombarded with spellfire.


      However, there was one demon who dared to traverse the city brazenly.


      This was none other than the Demon King of Tyranny, Anos Voldigoad. Completely unaffected as he advanced, he strolled through the powerful barriers as though he were trampling weeds, his gaze fixed on the two men before him.


      One of those men was Hero Kanon. The other was Jerga, the king of the royal capital of Gairadite and commander of the Demon King Subjugation Battalion.


      Jerga was around sixty years of age, but the vigor and magic he exuded were far greater than those of the average human. He was Kanon’s mentor and a former hero himself.


      Before Kanon was born, Jerga had fought countless wars against demons in order to protect Azesion. Even now he had retired from the front lines, he continued to deal heavy blows to opposing forces in his command of the Subjugation Battalion.


      “I shall go, Kanon,” said Jerga solemnly. “Not even the Demon King of Tyranny can evade Teo Triath from point-blank range. He will have to cease his advance. Use that opportunity to pierce us both with the Holy Sword.”


      “But master...”


      “Do not hesitate, Kanon. Be brave. In any case, I haven’t long left in this world. If one old man’s life can pave the way to a peaceful world, consider it a small price to pay.”


      A magic circle of holy light appeared at Jerga’s feet. It was the circle for Aske, a greater magic spell said to be usable only by heroes. The spell was capable of uniting the hearts of men, converting their thoughts and emotions into magic. This spell was the only way for humans to stand a chance against the magical superiority of demonkind.


      “Sir Jerga... Sir Kanon... We entrust everything to you.”


      “Please... Please put an end to the Demon King of Tyranny.”


      “More... We must give Sir Jerga more of our hope.”


      “Let there be peace in this world.”


      “Please protect our future!”


      The thoughts of the people began to overflow, filling the city with holy light that gathered around Jerga to aid him. This was the royal capital of Gairadite, the last remaining stronghold of mankind. Here and now, their prayers were more widespread and intense than ever before.


      “This is the end, Demon King! Today is the day I shall avenge the lives of all you have taken from us!”


      Enveloped in Aske, Jerga charged towards the Demon King of Tyranny. Behind him, Kanon readied the Holy Sword.


      Demon King Anos deployed fifty magic gates around himself, from which Jio Graze hailed like a cloudburst. The black suns struck Jerga one after another, whittling his life away by the instant. Even with the power of Aske shielding the former hero, the Demon King’s power was too great.


      “This much is nothing compared to the pain my wife and child bore when you slew them!”


      The former hero continued to advance, pushing his way through the black flames roaring around him.


      “Raaaaaaaaargh!”


      Jerga’s hand closed in on the Demon King of Tyranny. However...


      “Guh... Ugh...”


      Just as he was about to take one last step, the Demon King’s right arm pierced through Jerga’s abdomen. “Hmm. You fancy yourselves the only victims, king of humans, but you humans killed my mother as she bore me. Rising into being from a corpse was a rather terrible experience, if I do say so myself.”


      Jerga laughed, spitting out a mouthful of blood. “You’ll be accompanying me to hell, Demon King of Tyranny.”


      In his skewered state, Jerga reached for the Demon King. “Teo Triath.”


      The thoughts and emotions gathered with Aske exploded into a blast of magic. Holy light engulfed the two of them.


      “Now! Do it, Kano—”


      Jerga’s words were cut short. His lungs had been crushed. The strength drained from his body.


      “You... What did you do to our comrades...?”


      Teo Triath had lacked force. The spell should have been strong enough to penetrate the Demon King’s defenses, but the will and hopes of the people were dwindling.


      “Oh, nothing much. Just a little intimidation.”


      In order to decrease Teo Triath’s strength, Anos had prioritized intimidating the battalion powering the spell, over eliminating Jerga. Humans had trivial resistance to magic, so he could have incapacitated every human in the city if he had wanted to—it would have been just as easy to kill them.


      “You shall never be forgiven!”


      “That’s enough. From what I can see, your source has reached its limit. You’ve fought with impressive longevity for a human, but you shall not revive again after your next death.”


      With that, Anos crushed Jerga’s other lung, making Jerga let out a cry.


      “Though it seems you don’t have long either way.”


      His legs giving out beneath him, Jerga crumpled to the ground.


      “Now, Kanon,” said the Demon King, turning to address the Hero, “don’t you think it’s about time for peace?”


      Kanon glared at the Demon King without lowering his guard. “Who are you to talk, as the one behind all this chaos?”


      “True, it may seem that way from your point of view, but I, too, wish for peace in Dilhade. As long as I can obtain that, I vow to spare Azesion.”


      The Hero lifted his sword, pointing it in warning at the Demon King.


      “If my proposal interests you, come to Delsgade,” Anos continued. “I have already extended invitations to the Great Spirit and the Goddess of Creation. If you don’t like what you hear, you can join forces with them to defeat me.”


      Having completed his errand, the Demon King of Tyranny turned his back on Kanon. A magic circle for Gatom appeared at his feet, and he vanished without a trace.


      “Master!” Kanon immediately rushed over to Jerga, casting Enchel to heal him. Fortunately, the wound left by the Demon King was somewhat shallow, so the human king recovered before Kanon’s eyes.


      “Sorry for the trouble I’ve caused,” he said.


      “Not at all.”


      Accepting Kanon’s offered hand, Jerga rose to his feet. His wounds were healed, but his pained grimace remained.


      “Master, should I return your source?”


      Using the greater magic of the gods, Hero Kanon had acquired seven sources to stand up to the Demon King, which had been gathered by combining portions of sources from multiple people. Amongst them, Jerga had offered the majority of his source.


      “That is no longer possible. Even using the Holy Sword, a source that has been severed can never be fully restored.”


      “But it should recover it to some extent. Otherwise—”


      “Kanon, this was a decision I made knowingly,” Jerga said, expressing his unshakable will. “I placed my faith in you. I believed and still do believe that you shall defeat the Demon King—and I’m not the only one. Everyone who entrusted their source to you shares that belief.”


      Jerga continued weakly. “You are our only hope. You shall defeat the Demon King of Tyranny and save this world. You’re our shining sun in this world of darkness. Even if that destiny cannot be achieved today, the day will surely come for your holy sword to fulfill humanity’s greatest wish. I will not cast aside that hope for my own sake.”


      Kanon looked down in silence. He contemplated something for several moments before eventually opening his mouth. “What do you think of all this, master?” he mumbled.


      “Of what?”


      “Of what the Demon King of Tyranny was saying just now.”


      “His words hold no credibility. Demons kill humans by nature. Either we destroy them or they destroy us. There is no other way. Coexistence is unattainable.”


      Kanon nodded, but there was something dark about his expression.


      “You are kind, Kanon. But demons are not creatures that deserve your kindness. They are unholy beings that must be removed from this world. There is no need to feel guilt over killing them. Vanquishing them is their salvation. Have courage. You are the Hero, the one chosen by the Holy Sword.”


      “Right,” Kanon replied, his expression bitter.


      No sooner had he done so than Jerga staggered to his knees.


      “Master?!”


      “There’s no need to make a fuss. I’m tired, is all. Must be the age.”


      Kanon watched him worriedly. “But—”


      “I’m fine. What’s more important right now is for you to return and inform everyone of the Demon King’s escape. Go and ease their fears.”


      “All right. I’ll return right away,” Kanon replied hesitantly before sprinting towards the castle. Jerga watched as he left.


      “It seems...I really have reached my limit.”


      With a trembling finger, Jerga drew the magic circle for Gatom. The streets of Gairadite disappeared before his eyes as everything around him turned white.


      The next moment, he reappeared in a dimly lit room with several magic circles across the floor, walls, and ceiling. A large bubble of water floated at the center of the room, most likely sustained by the magic circles.


      This water was no ordinary water. It was holy water, a shapeless magic item said to have been purified by the gods.


      “Demons must be exterminated,” Jerga muttered to himself as he stared at the holy bubble. “Even if I must turn this body of mine into magic...”

    

  

  
    
      § 1. One Peaceful Morning


      I felt a delicate hand touch me in the darkness.


      “Anos,” a familiar voice murmured. “Breakfast.”


      The owner of the voice shook my body gently.


      I slowly opened my eyes to see a girl with platinum-blonde hair peering down at me. It was Misha. Long strands of her hair tickled the tip of my nose.
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      A pair of clear-blue eyes blinked twice. “Awake now?”


      “Yes.”


      She smiled. “Good morning.”


      I got out of bed and drew a magic circle around my feet. “How come you’re here so early, Misha?”


      The circle activated, changing me from bottom to top out of my pajamas and into my uniform.


      “I’m practicing making lunch today.”


      I see. So mom was teaching her how to make lunch as she went about making mine for the day.


      “I also made breakfast.”


      “Then I’m looking forward to it.”


      Misha blinked in surprise.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      “Will you eat it?”


      “Breakfast?”


      Misha nodded, then pointed at herself. “Will you eat mine?”


      “Is there no share for me?”


      “Your mother made yours.”


      Ah, so that’s what she meant.


      “Then I can eat that.”


      “Okay,” she replied in her usual flat tone. Her expression was neutral as she opened the door, but she somehow seemed disappointed.


      “But if you’re willing to trade with me, I’d like to eat the food you made.”


      She stared at me as though to figure out my true intentions. “Are you sure?”


      “If you’re okay with it.”


      Misha thought for a moment, then replied, “You like your mother’s cooking.”


      “That may be true, but I rarely get to eat yours.”


      She glanced down shyly, then looked back up at me, beaming. “You’re kind.”


      “I’m capricious.”


      Misha shook her head. “Did you know?”


      “Know what?”


      “How I was feeling.”


      “You seemed a little disappointed.”


      Misha cast her eyes downwards. “How embarrassing...”


      “You’re always watching me closely”—in fact, there was probably no one better at seeing through me—“but my Eyes won’t lose to yours.”


      Misha blinked in surprise, then giggled.


      “Did I say something funny?”


      “Take a guess.”


      At what she was laughing at? Hmm.


      “You’re...having fun?”


      Misha smiled. “Look closer.”


      Without confirming or denying my guess, Misha turned around and started off down the stairs. I followed behind her until we reached the living room.


      Breakfast was ready on the table, but there were only two portions.


      “Where are mom and dad?”


      “Working.”


      Come to think of it, dad was still lending a hand at the workshop that had helped him forge the adamantine sword. Apparently, after the Demon Sword Tournament, they had developed a newfound respect for him and had asked him to assist them more often, but he didn’t seem overly interested in their proposal.


      “Mom too?”


      “A customer requested a home visit for an appraisal. They live a ways away.”


      So that’s why mom had left earlier than usual.


      “She said to let you sleep in a little, since you’d be tired after the tournament.”


      I wasn’t particularly tired, but that sounded like something mom would say.


      “Shall we eat by ourselves, then?” I asked.


      “Yeah.”


      Misha and I each took a seat at the dining table, ready for breakfast. It was oddly quiet without my parents bouncing around.


      After eating, we washed our dishes with magic and left the house, walking leisurely beside one another as we made our way to the Demon King Academy.


      Of course, I could have used Gatom to get us there, but there was plenty of time before class and nothing to gain from rushing. It was the perfect opportunity for a steady stroll while enjoying the morning streetscape.


      “Huh?”


      As we were walking, we encountered a familiar face. The girl’s blonde hair was tied up in twintails, and she wore the black uniform of the Demon King Academy. It was Sasha. She was glaring at us with suspicion.


      “Why are you walking to school with Misha?”


      “Because we were together this morning.”


      “I can see that much! Don’t brush me off just because you’re too lazy to answer.”


      “Lunch,” Misha answered. “Anos’s mother was teaching me.”


      “I see. Ah, right. You said you were learning how to cook. You could have told me you were going this morning.”


      Sasha seemed displeased at being left out.


      “I did.”


      “What? When?”


      “This morning. Before I left.”


      Sasha paused to think for a moment. It seemed she couldn’t recall. “You weren’t there when I woke up, though.”


      Misha shook her head. “That was the second time you woke up.”


      “No way. Seriously?”


      So in other words, she had fallen back asleep.


      “Hmm. Not a morning person then, Sasha?”


      “No one said that.”


      I looked over at Misha, who nodded. “Not her strong suit.”


      “I...I just have a little trouble getting out of bed, and I’m too sleepy to remember things!”


      That excuse was only proving Misha’s point, wasn’t it?


      “Wh-What’s with that triumphant look?”


      “There’s nothing to be ashamed of. Being a late riser isn’t a life-ending impediment or anything.”


      “Can you stop making it sound so grave?”


      Hadn’t I just said it wasn’t anything to be ashamed of?


      “Whatever. Let’s go already,” Sasha said, setting off down the street.


      Misha hurried to catch up to her. “Are you mad?” she asked.


      “Why would I be?”


      “Because I went alone.”


      “I’m not bothered by that. There’s no way I’d take a detour all the way to Anos’s house in the morning.”


      Misha lowered her head in thought. “I won’t go anymore.”


      “Why? I just said I’m fine with it. If you want to go, then go.”


      Looking troubled, Misha fell silent. I burst into laughter beside her.


      “What are you laughing at?!” Sasha snapped.


      “That’s a lot of lies first thing in the morning, Sasha. If you wanted to come over, you should have just said so.”


      “I... I said I didn’t want to go...” she mumbled, trailing off unintelligibly.


      “Are you being stubborn because you know you can’t wake up for it anyway? Don’t worry. Your aversion to mornings is no match for me.”


      “Um, what do you plan on doing?” she asked cautiously.


      “I’ll wake you up myself.”


      “Huh?” Sasha glowed beet red.


      “You may specialize in falling back asleep, Sasha, but I’m not as gentle as Misha. You won’t be dozing off with me around,” I declared, smirking as I stared right at her.


      “Ah...”


      “What do you say?”


      Sasha averted her gaze, unable to maintain eye contact. “Fine...” she responded weakly.


      Hmm. Was struggling to get up in the morning really that embarrassing?


      “Then you can come together next time,” I said to Misha, who nodded happily.


      “But...isn’t it strange to have you come over and wake me just so we can go back to your house?” Sasha mumbled to herself.


      “Morning,” a crisp voice suddenly called out. We turned to see Lay approaching us.


      “Hey. What a coincidence,” I said.


      Misha and Sasha also greeted him.


      “Do the three of you always walk to school together?”


      “No, we just bumped into each other today.”


      Lay found a space alongside me. “Incidentally, do you know of any good demon swords out there?”


      “Hmm. Looking for a replacement for Initio?”


      “It was broken quite superbly. I’m sure it can be fixed soon enough, but I’ll need to use another one in the meantime.”


      It wasn’t as though he could get Sheila to act as his sword every time he needed one. Now, did I have a demon sword in the treasure vault that fit the bill?


      “Oh! Good morning, everyone!” a voice called from afar. It was Misa, who was waving as she ran up to us. “It’s unusual to see you all walking to school together.”


      “Yeah, we ran into each other by chance,” Lay said.


      “Is that so? That must be nice, though—being able to go to school together like this, I mean. I’m always by myself in the mornings, and it gets a little lonely.”


      “I didn’t take you for the companionable type.”


      “Aha ha... Keep that a secret, okay?”


      The two smiled at each other.


      With that, we all walked to Delsgade together while enjoying the immeasurable peace.

    

  

  
    
      § 2. Educational Exchange


      Demon King Academy Delsgade.


      After walking through the open door of the second lecture hall, we made our way to our respective seats.


      “Oh right, Lay. About what you mentioned before...”


      Lay leaned back in his chair to look my way.


      “Grant me some of your time after school today.”


      “Are we going somewhere?”


      “Somewhere secret, yes. You can have my demon sword.”


      “Oooh. Then I’ll look forward to it.”


      At the mention of my sword, some of the students began to whisper—specifically, the girls in the Anos Fan Union.


      “Hey, did you hear that?”


      “Hear what?”


      “Lord Anos just said he’d take Lay to a secret location after school and give him his demon sword!”


      “W-Wait, does that mean...?!”


      “Lord Anos’s sword has become a demon sword!”


      “A demon sword?! Awaaaah!”


      “Sh-Should we inform his mother?”


      “It might be a shock for her to hear something like that out of the blue.”


      “R-Right, of course, but...”


      Hmm. It seemed there was yet another baffling misunderstanding going on. I couldn’t allow them to report that to mom or else things would get out of hand.


      “Ellen, Jessica.”


      The two girls whose names I’d called flinched and looked my way.


      “Yes, Lord Anos!”


      “How can we help you?!”


      I warned them in a gentle tone. “Keep it a secret from mom.”


      “O-Of course.”


      “I’ll guard this secret with my life!”


      That should do it. Resolving the misunderstanding would take too much effort, but I could at least stop them from spreading the word. After all, what mom didn’t know, mom couldn’t jump to conclusions about.


      “Oh my goodness, we were silenced!”


      “So it must be true...”


      Sasha shot me an exasperated glare from the desk beside mine.


      “What?” I asked.


      “Nothing. I was just wondering if you enjoy digging your own grave.”


      I chuckled. “There’s nothing to be concerned about.”


      “Don’t come crawling to me when you find yourself in over your head later on.”


      “Are you worried for me?”


      “Y-You’re not worth worrying about...” Sasha muttered.


      Just then, the bell rang, signaling the start of class. But no one entered the room.


      “Strange,” Misha commented from the seat on my other side. “Ms. Emilia’s always on time.”


      At that, Sasha seemed to remember something. “Hey, wasn’t it Ms. Emilia who attacked your mother on the day of the Demon Sword Tournament?”


      “Correct.”


      “What happened after that?”


      I laughed dryly. “What do you think?”


      Sasha drew back, horrified. “Stop it with that Demon King-like laugh...”


      I was laughing completely normally, though. Besides, I was the Demon King.


      “All right everyone, take your seats.”


      A long-eared woman entered the classroom. Judging by the familiar black robes, she was a teacher of the academy.


      “I believe this is my first time greeting this class. Hello, everyone, I am Meno Historia, homeroom teacher for class one of the third-year students. I’ll be your substitute for the time being.”


      The classroom bustled with noise at her greeting.


      “Excuse me, miss,” called a girl with her hand raised. “What happened to Ms. Emilia?”


      “Ah. I haven’t heard the details either, but it seems she’s resigned from her position at the academy.”


      The class instantly burst into chatter.


      “Quit?!”


      “But isn’t that a bit sudden?”


      “Right? Normally a teacher says goodbye if they plan on leaving. Is she sick? Was she injured?”


      “Hey, won’t that misfit get more and more arrogant without Ms. Emilia around?”


      “Okay, that’s enough. Silence please!” Meno clapped her hands together. “I don’t know what the circumstances are, but she isn’t available for farewells. She left so abruptly, the academy was unable to find a replacement in time. Until one is secured, I shall be taking homeroom.”


      “But, Ms. Meno, you just said you’re responsible for the third-year students.”


      “How can you teach two classes at once?” cried the first-years, firing question after question at the patient teacher.


      “Ah. Teaching two classes at once won’t be possible, of course, but there really isn’t anyone else available. For the time being, I’ll be taking turns teaching one class while the other has a self-study day. Of course, I’ll be checking up on that class as well. But this should only go on for about a week.”


      “So we’ll be getting a new teacher next week?”


      “No. I don’t know if it’s any way related to Ms. Emilia, but Delsgade will be participating in an educational exchange next week.”


      The students shuffled around in confusion. Apparently, this was the first time they’d heard of such a thing.


      “Ms. Meno, what’s an educational exchange?”


      “Put simply, an educational exchange is when you visit another academy to learn about things you otherwise wouldn’t at home.”


      My peers were no more enlightened.


      “Another academy?”


      “The Demon King Academy is the best school in Dilhade, so there won’t be anything for us to learn elsewhere. There’s no benefit to an exchange like that, is there?”


      Meno answered their questions one by one. “That’s right. That’s why Delsgade has never had an educational exchange with another school before. But this time, we’ll be visiting an academy outside of Dilhade.”


      “Outside Dilhade? Where?”


      “Azesion. We’ve been discussing for some time now whether such an exchange would be possible. The Hero Academy has finally completed their preparations to accept our offer, which is why this exchange is rather sudden.”


      “Azesion, as in that Azesion? We’re going to a human academy?”


      “What’s a hero? Have you ever met one?”


      “Nope, it doesn’t ring a bell.”


      “Wasn’t the Hero one of the enemies the Demon King of Tyranny fought against? Back when demons and humans were at war with each other, demons were led by the Demon King, while humans were led by the Hero.”


      “Ah, gotcha. But aren’t humans meant to be weak? This Hero would have had to be strong, right?”


      “Yeah, I think so.”


      Hmm. It seemed there were records of heroes left, but they weren’t well known across Dilhade.


      The wall I’d created had cut off all communication with races other than our own. As a result, all fighting had ceased, and war had become a thing of the past. The demons of today did know of the war against humans two thousand years ago, but that was about it. No one knew any of the details.


      Still, considering everything that had happened until now, this sudden educational exchange—and the diminishment of the Hero’s significance to demonkind—could be the work of Avos Dilhevia. I’d have to check in with Melheis later.


      “You’ve all been slacking off on your studies, haven’t you? Heroes were definitely mentioned in your history class, albeit briefly. I guess it’s time for a recap.”


      Meno turned to the blackboard, on which she wrote the words “Asura” and “The Seven Classes.”


      “Heroes were said to have developed their own military magic during the Great War, in the form of a spell called Asura. It works in the same way as Gyze, with seven different classes.” Meno looked around the class. “Okay, who remembers all of them?”


      No one raised their hand. I looked over at Misha, who piped up in a low voice, “We haven’t learned that yet.”


      “Right. Isn’t this a third-year topic?” Sasha hissed.


      Hmm. It seemed this teacher was quite forgetful. I decided to raise my hand.


      “The Chosen, Wiseman, Mage, Healer, Summoner, Cavalier, and Shaman. Asura is a spell that allocates people to one of these seven classes,” I answered.


      Meno looked delighted. “That’s correct! Can you tell me the difference between Asura and Gyze?”


      “They’re both military spells, but the greatest difference is with the flow of magic. Gyze splits the King’s magic amongst their subordinates, whereas Asura gathers the subordinates’ magic for the Chosen. Gyze was developed with defense in mind to construct a castle, while Asura was developed to capture that castle.”


      For a race inferior to demonkind in every regard, humans’ only hope of victory was to take down the top—to gather the power of many for the Hero to take down the Demon King. Demons were led by force, so the loss of their commander would reduce their troops into a disorderly mob.


      “But the true worth of Asura doesn’t end there. By using Aske, the will of a caster’s comrades can be transformed into magic, giving humans enough power to rival demonkind.”


      “That’s correct! At least one of you’s kept up with their studies! Aske is mind magic, a type of magic that isn’t taught at the Demon King Academy. In that regard, I believe this exchange will prove worthwhile to Delsgade.”


      Admittedly, something about all this did strike me as odd. Why would humans and demons still teach their descendants about the military magic they had developed to defeat one another two thousand years ago?


      “That said, Asura and Aske are spells that can only be performed by heroes, so we won’t be learning the magic itself. Instead, the goal will be to study the spell formulae and peer deeper into the abyss. I believe these spells could be someday adapted into something usable by demons, so the goal of this exchange will be to...” Meno trailed off midsentence, a questioning look crossing on her face. “Huh? Come to think of it, I don’t think you’ve been taught Aske yet,” she said to herself, finally realizing her mistake.


      “Miss, it’s still too early for first-year students to learn about Asura. We only just did practical classes with Gyze,” a student pointed out.


      “Ah!” Meno gasped. “I see, I see. Sorry, I forgot you aren’t third-years!”


      As soon as she’d said that, another puzzled look came across her face. She turned to stare at me. “How come you know about Asura, then?” she asked. “Even the third-year students haven’t been taught about Aske yet.”


      “Oh, I’ve just seen a lifetime’s worth of these spells. While I have your attention, I should mention that there’s a flaw in your explanation, Meno.”


      I drew a magic circle on the spot, casting a spell. The complex spell formula activated, connecting Meno, Misha, Sasha, and me with a magic link.


      “Huh?” Meno was dumbstruck. “No way... This... Isn’t this Asura?”


      She must have seen the spell at the Hero Academy to recognize it so quickly.


      “You don’t have to be a hero to use it. Demons are just more suited to Gyze.”


      Meno was lost for words, her mind unable to keep up with the scene before her. She could only gape with a vacant stare.

    

  

  
    
      § 3. The Demon King’s Self-Study


      “Lord Anos is as amazing as ever! Talk about dreamy!” came the squeals of the delighted fan union.


      “Yep! If our lord teaches us hero magic, we won’t even have to go on the exchange!”


      “Oh, but if we do go, we’ll all be staying in Azesion together. That means we might be able to sleep in the same place, right?”


      “What? Y-You mean...you plan on attacking Lord Anos in his sleep?!”


      “No way! As if I could do something so embarrassing!”


      “Then what?”


      “We’ll be sleeping under the same roof as him, right? That means we’ll all be sleeping together—in other words, we’ll all be sleeping in his arms!”


      “Those delusions of yours are far more embarrassing than just taking your chances.”


      Finally recovering her thoughts, Meno looked at the insignia on my uniform. “I see. So you’re the misfit. I thought you seemed familiar. You’re Anos Voldigoad, the victor of the Demon Sword Tournament.”


      “That I am.”


      “So the rumors are true. I couldn’t believe my eyes just now.”


      Despite having heard of it already, Meno was shocked in the face of my strength. Well, I couldn’t imagine Emilia telling the other teachers the truth about me. Perhaps Meno hadn’t known what to believe. Judging from this reaction, she wasn’t as zealous of a Royalist as Emilia either.


      “Let’s leave the hero magic talk at that,” she said, retaking control of the class. “As I said before, you’ll all be heading to the Hero Academy in Gairadite next week, along with my third-year class. The owls will deliver a list of the things you need to your homes today, so make sure to look it over and pack everything you need! It’s a little early, but I’m going to be teaching the third-years today, so you’ll be studying by yourselves. Don’t make too much noise, or you’ll disrupt the other classes.”


      Meno headed for the door, but just before she left the classroom, she seemed to remember something. “Oh, that’s right,” she said, turning back to us. “While we’re over there, we’ll likely be holding team exams as a practical class on the use of Asura and Gyze. Although this is a purely educational exchange, our reputation as the best school in Dilhade is at stake. Defeat is unacceptable.” Meno winked at us playfully. “That said, the older students will demonstrate the pride of the Demon King Academy for us, so the only thing you need to focus on is not making fools of yourselves. Now get studying!”


      Having given her final warning, Meno took her leave.


      “Hmm. Self-study, is it?”


      Sasha shot a glare in my direction. “You’re not planning on slacking off, are you?”


      “Of course not. I wouldn’t bother coming to class at all if that were the case.” I rose to my feet. “You four, come with me.”


      “Sure,” Lay said.


      “What are we doing?” Misha asked curiously.


      “Since we’re to study by ourselves, I may as well teach you all how to use your powers.” I extended my hand, which Misha took in her own. Once Sasha, Misa, and Lay had linked their hands with us, I cast Gatom, transporting us all to the enchanted forest.


      This was the best place to get down to business. No matter the destruction we wreaked, the magic in the land would regenerate the forest in no time at all.


      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Sasha muttered skeptically. “Why are we here?”


      “You’re all going to fight me at once.”


      She looked at me coldly. “You can’t be serious.”


      “I told you I’d teach you how to use your powers. It’ll prepare you for the upcoming exams.”


      “About that... Can’t you take them all on alone?”


      “I shan’t deny it.”


      Sasha looked mystified.


      “I learned something in the Demon Sword Tournament.”


      Misha stared at me. “What was it?”


      “There’s meaning in giving it your all. Even if the outcome is insignificant, the act of doing your best is priceless. However reachable the goal may be, run towards it with all your might. That is how you create irreplaceable memories.”


      “Spare us that motivational crap when your power’s so damn preposterous,” Sasha muttered.


      Misa laughed weakly. “It’s normally however unreachable the goal may be, right?”


      “I get what Anos is trying to say,” Lay remarked.


      “I knew you’d understand me.”


      He beamed.


      “It’s a good thing,” Misha said. “I’ll do my best.”


      I looked over at Misa questioningly.


      “Of course, I’ll do my best too!” she agreed.


      “Sasha?”


      “All right, all right. I’ll do it. Happy?”


      I chuckled, turned my back on the four of them, and walked away. “I’m glad to have such understanding followers.”


      I turned back to Sasha and drew a single magic circle. Her eyes widened at the sight of it.


      “Hey, isn’t that...? Don’t tell me...”


      “Defend yourself effectively, or you may end up dead.”


      A black sun shot towards her, leaving a blazing trail of light. She promptly cast Fless to launch herself upwards, evading the spell at the last moment. The trees behind her were burnt to a crisp. Without pausing for breath, I drew the next magic circle.


      “H-Hold on a second! You’re overdoing it! Aren’t we just supposed to be studying?!”


      “What kind of study session doesn’t risk one’s life?”


      “What are you talking about?! Are you stupid?!”


      “Listen up, Sasha. A flame burns the brightest right before it goes out. Similarly, the source releases the most magic when it’s in danger of elimination. This is the sure path to the abyss of magic for those studying it.”


      I fired another Jio Graze, which she barely evaded. All that remained of the land behind her was an already spell-scorched wasteland.


      “There’s no point in having stronger magic if I’m dead!” she yelled.


      “Of course. But the light of a dying flame can overcome the darkness itself.”


      In other words...


      “Use your power when you’re on the brink of death and save yourself. Then the next time your life is in danger, your power will be even greater.”


      It was the lack of danger in this era that had weakened demonkind. Dying without actual death was crucial to increasing one’s power and drawing nearer to the abyss.


      I created another magic circle to put my advice into practice.


      “Argh! Stop being so reckless!”


      “You can do it.”


      “There’s no way.”


      “You can. Do you trust me, Sasha?”


      She stared back at me in silence.


      “Use your Magic Eyes of Destruction. They’re the ultimate form of anti-magic. Recall how you used them to resist Eugo La Raviaz’s time magic.”


      Another Jio Graze shot forth. The flames of the black sun roared towards Sasha, drawing a dazzling trail of light.


      “Ugh, you’re so... Ah!” Sasha cast a barrier before herself, then tried to take down the incoming fireball. “It’ll be all your fault if I die!”


      Jio Graze burned through the barrier in an instant, but Sasha’s Eyes diminished the black sun’s momentum. The fireball grew smaller and smaller as its black flames fizzled away, but she couldn’t stop the projectile entirely. Jio Graze crashed straight into Sasha.


      “Eeeeeek!”


      Sasha was engulfed in obsidian flames and was blasted into the forest.


      “Is she all right?” Misa asked worriedly.


      “She’s alive,” Misha replied.


      Having been used in desperation, Sasha’s Magic Eyes of Destruction had successfully, albeit imperfectly, lessened Jio Graze’s impact. The power of the Phoenix Mantle would prevent her death.


      “I’d say we should fight back,” Lay piped up, “but I still don’t have a sword.”


      “Leave it to me,” Misha said. She immediately cast Iris to create a demon sword of ice.


      “Thanks.” Lay took the sword and propelled himself towards me. “Here I come, Anos!”


      “How unfortunate,” I said. I caught the sword as it came swinging down and crushed the blade with my grip. The ice shattered into pieces. “Your craftsmanship is lacking, Misha. When creating a rock, don’t merely create a rock. Create the atoms that form the rock. Think carefully about the composition of the sword and look deeper into the abyss.”


      After saying that, I thrust my fist at Lay. He tried to counter it with his bare hands.


      “Hah!”


      For a moment, it appeared as though he’d succeeded. But I soon forced his hand away with pure physical strength, landing my next punch to his solar plexus.


      He was winded.


      “Lay, you need to work on how you handle yourself without a weapon. Sword in hand, you may be near undefeatable, but without one, you’re full of openings.”


      “Even so, it feels like you’ve gotten way stronger since the last time we fought,” he muttered.


      “Don’t expect me to remain anchored in one place forever. If you wish to catch up, you’d better get running.”


      Lay crumbled over on the spot. A drop of water fell on his cheek.


      But the water didn’t stop there. Another drop fell, then another. It was raining, and Misa was nowhere to be seen. The enchanted forest was now blanketed in a downpour of Fuska.


      “Don’t bother showing me the same spell twice—even if it is spirit magic.” I stepped forward and pinched a raindrop.


      “Eek!” Misa yelped, reverting to her normal form.


      “Misa, you don’t have much strength to begin with. But the weak have their own ways of fighting. Use your head, and you’ll make better use of your spirit magic.”


      I overpowered her with the sheer force of my magic, knocking her out in an instant.


      “Anos.”


      At the sound of my name, I turned to see the enormous ice castle Misha had crafted.


      “One more time,” she requested.


      “Very well.”


      I used Iris to create an opposing Demon King Castle, and with a flick of the wrist, the castle floated up into the sky.


      “Try me.”


      I pointed forward, and the Demon King Castle shot forth. Misha held out her hand to do the same for her ice castle. The two great castles picked up speed before colliding violently in midfield, sending rocky debris raining down around us. A cloud of dust cloaked the area.


      Slowly but surely, the haze of dust cleared, revealing my castle floating lonelily in the sky above. The ice castle had been reduced to rubble.


      “Not quite.”


      I walked towards Misha, who collapsed, unconscious. She must have poured all of her unspent magic into Iris.


      “Hmm. That was an admirable effort.”


      I drew a magic circle and cast Ei Chael over my fallen comrades, who opened their eyes and slowly got to their feet. Their minds were still dazed, but I lent them a hand by using Gyze to replace the magic they had consumed.


      “Now, let us continue. I’ll revive you as many times as necessary until our study session is over.”
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