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      Description

      Summoned to an unfamiliar world, Naruto learns he cannot return home. In a bid to find—or create—a spell to take him back, he becomes the apprentice of Frieren, an ancient mage. Struggling with his new identity and vast magical potential, Naruto finds himself navigating a world of magic, mystery, and newfound bonds while chasing a near-impossible goal.

    
  




    1. The Boy From Another World

    
      “Light and shadow make the world beautiful; embrace both to see clearly.”

    
    

    
      Chapter 01

    
    

    

    
      The clearing was a quiet sanctuary, framed by tall, ancient trees that seemed to lean inward, their branches forming a natural canopy. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, dappling the soft earth with golden patches.

      Frieren knelt at the centre of the clearing, her pale hair glinting faintly in the light as she carefully traced an intricate summoning circle into the ground. Despite her age and vast experience, her movements were oddly clumsy. The stick she wielded occasionally slipped in her hand, causing lines to wobble. Yet, the runes she etched were precise, glowing faintly with latent magic even before she activated them.

      Stark stood several paces away, arms crossed and an expression of cautious scepticism etched into his face. He watched her work with the wariness of a man who had seen too many plans go awry. “I still think this is a bad idea,” he said, breaking the silence. “You’re messing with summoning magic, and you don’t even know what—or who—you’re going to bring here.”

      Frieren didn’t look up. Her voice was calm, detached. “It’s a calculated risk.”

      “A calculated risk,” Stark repeated, shaking his head. “Right. That’s what people say before they blow themselves up.”

      Fren stood closer to Frieren, her posture straight and her expression filled with unshakable faith. “If Mistress Frieren believes it’s worth the risk, then it is. She wouldn’t attempt this without a good reason.”

      “She doesn’t always explain her reasons,” Stark muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. “That’s what worries me.”

      Frieren finished the last rune with a slightly uneven stroke, then set the stick aside. She leaned back on her heels, examining the diagram with a critical eye. Despite its imperfections, the summoning circle pulsed faintly with power, as if alive.

      Satisfied, she reached out and placed her hands on the outer edge of the circle. A soft hum filled the clearing as she began to channel her mana into the runes.

      The glow intensified, spreading outward in rippling waves. The runes lit up one by one, their light merging into a radiant golden hue. The ground trembled faintly beneath their feet, and the air grew warm and heavy with magic.

      Then, just as suddenly as it had started, the light dimmed, and the clearing fell silent.

      Stark lowered his arms, which he’d instinctively raised to shield his face. “That’s it?” he asked, his tone equal parts relief and confusion. “Nothing happened. I guess—”

      “It didn’t fail,” Fren interrupted, her eyes fixed on the circle. She adjusted her robes, her voice filled with certainty. “It’s working.”

      Frieren remained silent, her gaze unwavering.

      Before Stark could retort, the circle flared to life once more, this time with a blinding burst of golden light. The brilliance was so intense it seemed to fill every corner of the clearing, forcing Stark to step back and squint against the glow. A deep, resonant hum filled the air, followed by a sharp, unexpected sound—a scream.

      Stark’s instincts kicked in. His hand went to his weapon, and he leapt forward, positioning himself between the women and whatever had emerged. As the light faded, he tightened his grip, expecting a monster or some otherworldly abomination.

      But it wasn’t a monster. “It’s… a boy?” Stark said, his voice filled with confusion.

      Lying at the heart of the summoning circle was a young boy, no older than twelve or thirteen. His hair was short and messy, a striking shade of crimson that glinted like embers in the dimming light. His pale skin seemed untouched by the sun, and his clothes—far from being tattered—were pristine and unfamiliar. He wore a strange white robe that shimmered faintly, and over it was a cloak that looked oddly familiar.

      Frieren stepped forward, her movements slow and deliberate. She knelt beside the boy, her sharp eyes scanning him with the precision of someone who had seen far too much in her long life.

      Carefully, she reached out and opened one of his eyes, tilting his head slightly to catch the light. His gaze was unfocused, his irises a soft golden hue that seemed to flicker faintly, like a candle’s flame.

      “Mistress Frieren?” Fren asked, taking a cautious step closer. “What is it? Is he… human?”

      “He’s human,” Frieren murmured, her voice calm but tinged with something almost imperceptible. “Probably thirteen. But he has…” She paused, her fingers brushing against the edge of the cloak he wore. Her eyes narrowed.

      “What?” Stark asked, stepping closer but keeping his distance from the circle. “He has what?”

      Frieren rose slowly, brushing her hands against her cloak as if to dispel some unseen weight. She glanced at the boy’s cloak once more, then at Stark and Fren. “He has the same mana as her.”

      Fren’s eyes widened. “Her? Do you mean…?”

      “Yes,” Frieren said, her tone clipped. “Flamme.”

      Stark froze, the name cutting through the tension like a blade. “Flamme? As in the greatest mage in history? That Flamme?”

      Frieren nodded once, her expression unreadable. “The mana is unmistakable. And the cloak…” Her voice trailed off, but she didn’t need to finish the thought. Stark and Fren followed her gaze, their eyes settling on the boy’s cloak. It was elegant yet simple, its design strikingly similar to the one depicted in countless illustrations of the legendary mage.

      Fren gasped softly, her hands covering her mouth. “But how? Flamme has been gone for centuries. This boy… could he be her descendant?”

      “Or something else entirely,” Frieren said, her eyes narrowing as she turned her gaze back to the boy. “We’ll know more when he wakes.”

    
    

    
      Naruto’s senses felt dulled as he floated in the void—a stark, endless expanse of whiteness that neither comforted nor alarmed him. It was neither warm nor cold, neither soft nor hard; it was simply nothing. His memories were fragmented, bits of battle and pain coming back to him like shards of glass pricking his consciousness.

      Akatsuki…

      They had captured him. They had drained the Kyuubi. He could still feel the phantom ache where the immense power of the beast once surged through him.

      Was this death?

      He tried to speak, to scream, but his voice didn’t carry. The emptiness swallowed all sound.

      Then, out of the void, a figure appeared—a woman with striking red hair cascading like fire and piercing green eyes that glowed with intensity.

      Her presence seemed to bring colour to the lifeless space. She was radiant, commanding, and familiar in a way that made his chest ache.

      Before he could question her identity, she leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on his forehead.

      “Carry my legacy,” she said, her voice both tender and commanding. “Do not falter.”

      And just like that, she was gone.

      The whiteness shattered, and Naruto jolted awake.

      His body felt heavy as he sat up, his breath coming in short gasps. His senses reeled; the unfamiliar scent of polished wood and the earthy smell of herbs filled his nose.

      He blinked, trying to adjust to the dim light of a room.

      He wasn’t in Konoha, nor in any place he recognised.

      The room was simple yet well-kept, with wooden furniture, a single window letting in soft sunlight, and a sense of warmth that was distinctly foreign.

      Naruto’s first thought was of his friends. Had Granny Tsunade saved him? Maybe Pervy Sage had swooped in at the last second. Or Kakashi-sensei—he was clever like that. But as his eyes scanned the room, his confusion only deepened.

      A boy sat cross-legged beside his bed, casually polishing a massive axe that seemed almost too big for him to wield. He had red hair, not unlike the woman in the void, but his eyes were different kind of brighter, like a kind man. A jagged scar ran across his forehead, giving him an air of ruggedness despite his youthful appearance.

      “You’re awake,” the boy said, his tone matter-of-fact but not unkind.

      “Uh, yeah,” Naruto replied, his voice raspy. He coughed and rubbed his throat. “Where am I? Did someone save me?”

      The boy tilted his head, setting the axe down beside him. “You tell me. Who are you?”

      Naruto frowned. “Naruto Uzumaki. And you?”

      “Stark,” the boy replied. He smirked. “Odd name you got there.”

      “Hey, yours is pretty weird too, y’know!” Naruto shot back, his indignation momentarily outweighing his confusion.

      Stark laughed, a surprisingly hearty sound. “Fair enough. Where are you from, Uzumaki?”

      “Konoha,” Naruto said automatically, then paused. “Wait. Where am I? And what do you mean where am I from?”

      “Konoha, hm?” Stark leaned back, his hands resting behind his head. “So you really are from a different world, huh?”

      Naruto’s jaw dropped. “What?!”

      Before Stark could elaborate, the door creaked open. A girl, probably a few years older than Naruto, stepped in.

      She had purple hair tied neatly back and a stoic expression that reminded him of Shino, minus the sunglasses. She carried herself with an air of efficiency, her movements precise and deliberate.

      “You’re awake,” she said, her voice calm but firm. “Good. Mistress, he’s awake.”

      Naruto blinked. “Mistress?”

      The girl didn’t answer, instead stepping aside to allow another figure to enter. The woman who stepped through the door was unlike anyone Naruto had ever seen.

      Her super pale blonde hair shimmered in the light, and her eyes were sharp, calculating, and ancient in a way that defied her youthful appearance. But what caught Naruto’s attention the most were her ears—long and pointed, almost like the elves in the storybooks Iruka-sensei had once read to the class.

      The girl with purple hair gestured toward the woman. “This is Mistress Frieren, the elf mage.”

      Naruto gawked at the woman, unable to hide his amazement. “Whoa, your ears are so pointy! Are you like, a fairy or something?”

      Frieren didn’t respond. She approached him slowly, her gaze scrutinising, as if she were peeling back layers of his soul.

      Without a word, she knelt beside the bed and tilted his chin up, her fingers cool and firm as she examined his face.

      Her sharp eyes locked onto his as she muttered, almost to herself, “Are you Flamme?”

      Naruto blinked. “What? No! I’m Naruto Uzumaki! Believe it!”

      Frieren’s expression didn’t change. She studied him for a moment longer, her eyes narrowing slightly before she stood and turned away. Without a word, she left the room, her footsteps soft but deliberate.

      “Huh?” Naruto watched her go, thoroughly baffled. “What’s her problem?”

      The purple-haired girl—Fren, apparently—cleared her throat. “Mistress Frieren is rarely wrong. If she’s interested in you, there’s a reason.”

      Stark chuckled from his spot by the window. “Don’t take it personally. She’s like that with everyone.”

      Naruto crossed his arms, his frustration mounting. “Yeah, well, I still don’t get what’s going on! Who’s Flamme? And what’s this about me being from another world?”

      Fren hesitated, glancing at Stark. He shrugged. “Might as well tell him. Not like he’s going anywhere.”

      Fren sighed. “Flamme was a legendary mage, a prodigy who shaped the magical world as we know it. Mistress Frieren was her apprentice. If Mistress Frieren thinks you’re connected to her, it’s no small matter.”

      Naruto scratched the back of his head, feeling more lost than ever. “But I don’t know any Flamme! I’m just me! And what’s with that summoning thing Stark was talking about?”

      Fren and Stark exchanged a look. “You’re not from here,” Fren said finally. “That much is obvious. Mistress Frieren used a summoning spell to call forth a magical prodigy. You appeared.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened. “Wait, you’re saying she summoned me? Like, poof, out of nowhere? Like a summoning contract?!”

      “Something like that,” Stark said, grinning. “Guess you’re the ‘magical prodigy.’”

      Naruto stared at them, his mind racing. He thought of the red-haired woman in the void, her words echoing in his ears.

      ‘Carry my legacy.’

      What did that mean? Why him? And what was he supposed to do now?

      Naruto blinked, the weight of his reality sinking in. He was far from home, in a strange world with strange people, and, as far as he could tell, there was no way back.

      He stared at the ceiling, the gravity of his situation pressing on his chest like a physical weight. His friends—Sakura, Kakashi-sensei, even that annoying Sasuke—were all gone. Granny Tsunade, who always scolded him yet believed in him, and Pervy Sage, who taught him more than just ninjutsu… They were gone too.

      His dream, the one that defined him, the one he had clung to since he was a kid—to be the greatest shinobi, to be the Hokage—was suddenly unreachable.

      Was it all gone?

      Did he actually die back there when the Akatsuki drained him of the Kyuubi?

      His eyes darted around the room until they landed on a small mirror propped up on the bedside table. Reluctantly, he turned to look, his heart pounding with trepidation.

      The face staring back at him was… wrong.

      His blonde hair was gone, replaced by a wild mess of fiery red strands that reminded him of that woman from his dream. His sky-blue eyes were no longer his own; instead, they were a vibrant jade green, reminiscent of Sakura’s but deeper, more intricate, like the leaves of an ancient forest. His whisker birthmarks were gone too, and his skin… It was pale, almost translucent, like he’d never spent a day under the sun.

      His breathing quickened as his hands shot up to touch his face, the coolness of his skin confirming what he saw.

      Who is this? he thought in a frenzy. Was this him? Was he even Naruto Uzumaki anymore? Panic bubbled in his chest like a storm. His thoughts raced, each one sharper and more painful than the last. If he wasn’t Naruto, then who was he?

      Stark noticed immediately. “Hey, Uzumaki, you alright?” the red-haired boy asked, his brows knitting in concern. Naruto didn’t respond, his breaths coming in shallow, rapid gasps. Stark stood, approaching cautiously. “Hey, man, calm down! It’s okay—”

      Naruto’s hands clenched the bed sheets as he tried to ground himself, but the fear was overwhelming. “I-I can’t… I can’t breathe,” he gasped, his voice breaking.

      Stark reached out, placing a hand on Naruto’s shoulder. “Relax, okay? Just take deep breaths. In and out, come on.”

      But Naruto couldn’t hear him. The room seemed to close in around him, the air growing thicker with every second. His chest heaved as his vision blurred, dark spots dancing at the edges.

      “Mr. Stark, move,” Fren’s calm voice cut through the chaos like a blade. She had entered the room unnoticed, her purple hair catching the light as she stepped closer. She raised a hand, and a soft glow emanated from her palm. ‘Mr. Naruto,’ she said firmly, her voice steady and soothing, “you’re safe. Sleep now.”

      Naruto’s panic began to ebb as the light enveloped him, his breathing slowing until it steadied. His eyelids grew heavy, and within moments, he was unconscious, his body finally at rest.

      Fren let out a soft sigh of relief, lowering her hand as the glow faded. “He was hyperventilating,” she explained, glancing at Stark, who still looked unsettled. “He’s overwhelmed. He cannot accept he is not in his world anymore.”

      Stark rubbed the back of his neck, his usual easy-going demeanor replaced by unease. “I tried to help, but he wasn’t listening. I don’t think he even saw me.”

      Fren nodded, her expression softening as she looked at the boy now peacefully asleep. “He’s just a kid,” she said quietly. “A scared, lost kid in a place he doesn’t understand.”

      Stark crossed his arms, his gaze lingering on Naruto. “What’s Frieren going to do with him? She isn’t the type to babysit.”

      Fren didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she adjusted the blanket over Naruto, her movements careful and deliberate. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But if Mistress Frieren believes he’s connected to Flamme, then he’s more important than we can imagine.”

      The room fell into silence, save for the sound of Naruto’s steady breathing. Both Fren and Stark knew one thing for certain: this boy, whoever—or whatever—he was, had already changed everything.

    
    

    
      The night was quiet, the only sounds coming from the occasional rustle of leaves in the cool breeze.

      Frieren sat perched on the rooftop of the small church they had made their temporary base, her pointed ears barely visible under the hood of her cloak. In her hands was an old, worn book, its pages illuminated by the soft moonlight.

      She flipped through it with the kind of patience only someone like her, who had lived for centuries, could possess.

      From the corner of her eye, she noticed Fren climbing up to join her. The younger mage settled beside her, brushing her purple hair back and exhaling softly.

      “He was having a panic attack,” Fren said after a moment. Her voice was steady, though tinged with concern. “I put him to sleep with a spell.”

      Frieren didn’t respond, her eyes still on the pages of her book.

      Curiosity got the better of Fren. “Mistress Frieren, what are you reading?”

      “Flamme’s notes,” Frieren replied simply, turning another page. “The ones Eiesen helped us recover.”

      Fren’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Oh… Does it say anything about this boy—Mr. Naruto?”

      “No,” Frieren replied, her voice as neutral as ever, though there was a faint shadow of thoughtfulness in her expression.

      Fren hesitated before pressing further. “Mistress, why do you think he’s connected to her? But Mr. Stark has red hair too, and—”

      “His eyes,” Frieren cut in, her tone leaving no room for doubt. “They were like hers. And his mana… It was exactly like hers. Even the robes he wore—they matched Flamme’s.”

      Fren furrowed her brows, trying to piece together the puzzle. “Do you think he could be her descendant?”

      Frieren shook her head slightly, closing the book with a soft thud. “No. He’s an outworlder—not from this plane.”

      “Oh,” Fren said, pausing as if unsure whether to accept that answer. “Maybe it’s just a coincidence?”

      “Maybe,” Frieren replied, though the doubt in her voice was subtle but present.

      Fren thought about it for a moment longer, then said, “But his mana… It felt so vast. Untamed.”

      Frieren glanced at her, a flicker of amusement in her otherwise stoic gaze. “It’s only natural for someone who’s never had mana before.”

      “Huh?” Fren blinked, caught off guard. “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing,” Frieren replied, looking back toward the stars. Her words were cryptic, as they often were, and Fren couldn’t tell if her mistress was teasing or genuinely avoiding the question.

      Fren shifted uncomfortably, trying to reconcile the mysteries swirling around Naruto. “Well, he’s not suppressing his mana like we do, right? So it just feels larger. But… it’s not like yours. It’s just… way more than mine.”

      Frieren’s gaze remained fixed on the night sky. “Who said he wasn’t suppressing it?”

      The question landed like a weight in Fren’s chest. She stared at Frieren in shock. “Huh?! What do you mean by that?”

      Frieren didn’t answer immediately, her expression unreadable as always. Finally, she said, “Nothing. You’ll see soon.”

      Silence fell between them, broken only by the distant rustle of leaves and the faint chirping of crickets. The two women sat together, the atmosphere heavy with unspoken thoughts.

      After a while, Fren spoke up again. “Mistress?”

      “Hmm?”

      “If he really is a prodigy of magic, will you take him as your apprentice?”

      Frieren tilted her head slightly, as if considering the question. “Oh. Yeah.”

      Fren looked away, her hands fiddling with the hem of her cloak. “…I see.”

      Frieren glanced at her, catching the subtle shift in her demeanor. “Is something wrong?”

      Fren shook her head quickly, forcing a small smile. “No, nothing. I was just… wondering.”

      Frieren didn’t press further, though her perceptive gaze lingered on Fren for a moment longer before returning to the horizon. The stars shone brightly overhead, their light pale compared to the weight of the questions surrounding the boy asleep in the church below.

    
    

    
      Naruto woke up in the unfamiliar room, the events of earlier still fresh in his mind, but this time, he felt calmer. The scent of food filled the air, and his stomach growled. His eyes darted around until they landed on Stark, who sat casually nearby, his massive axe leaning against the wall.

      “Yo, you’re awake again,” Stark greeted with a small wave. “Hungry?”

      Naruto grinned, his usual energy returning. “Starving!”

      Stark handed him a plate, and Naruto tore into the food with gusto, grinning between bites. “Man, this is great! You’re not half bad, Stark.”

      Stark chuckled. “Glad you like it. So, what do you think of this place?”

      Naruto glanced around. “Well, it’s cozy, but uh… where am I, exactly?”

      Before Stark could answer, Naruto’s gaze fixed on the giant axe beside him. “Whoa! What’s with that huge axe? It looks awesome!”

      “Oh, this?” Stark patted it proudly. “It’s a gift from my master, Riesen. A warrior’s weapon.”

      Naruto nodded, his excitement palpable. “That’s so cool, y’know! Your master must’ve been amazing.”

      Stark smiled. “He was. What about you? You look like a fighter too.”

      “Pretty much,” Naruto said between bites. “Been training since I was a kid.”

      “That’s awesome! Maybe we could spar sometime,” Stark offered, clearly intrigued.

      “Totally!” Naruto agreed enthusiastically before his expression darkened. “But… how am I still alive? The last thing I remember… I was killed.”

      Stark’s eyes widened. “Killed?! By who?”

      Naruto’s face hardened. “A group called the Akatsuki. They wanted the power inside me—Kyuubi’s power.”

      Stark tilted his head, confused. “Kyuubi? What’s that?”

      Naruto sighed. “It’s… complicated. A power they thought would help them rule the world. Or something like that.”

      Before Stark could ask more, the door opened, and Fren stepped in with Frieren following behind her. Fren gave Naruto a kind smile. “Good to see you up and about.”

      Naruto nodded. “Yeah, thanks. But seriously, how did I end up here?”

      Frieren, standing silently by the door, spoke flatly. “I was attempting to summon a prodigious mage. It seems I summoned you instead.”

      Naruto blinked, then scowled, pointing at her. “Oh, Stark did tell me that. It was YOU! You’re the one who dragged me into this mess!”

      Fren stepped forward, hands raised. “Mr. Naruto, please don’t speak to Mistress Frieren like that.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow. “Mistress? You look older than this pointy-eared gal. What is she, some kind of noble?”

      Fren frowned slightly. “She’s my mentor.”

      “Wait, she’s your mentor?” Naruto looked Frieren up and down. “But she looks younger than you!”

      “She’s actually over a thousand years old,” Fren said matter-of-factly.

      Naruto froze, his jaw dropping. Then, as if a switch flipped, he burst into laughter. “Over a thousand years old?! So she’s like Granny Tsunade, but 500 times worse!”

      Frieren’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Disrespectful brat.”

      “What did you say, hag?”

      “Don’t call me that, brat.”

      Naruto smirked, cupping a hand to his ear. “Can’t hear you, h-a-g!”

      Frieren sighed, her tone icy. “You’re hopeless.”

      “And you’re an old hag!” Naruto shot back with a triumphant grin.

      Stark struggled to keep a straight face while Fren looked torn between exasperation and amusement. Frieren, as stoic as ever, turned on her heel and left the room without another word.

      “Hey, where are you going?!” Naruto called after her.

      “Probably to get away from you,” Stark muttered with a chuckle.

      Naruto huffed, crossing his arms. “She started it.” Then, despite his frustration, he found himself smiling. For the first time since waking up in this strange world, things felt… almost normal.

      The next morning, Naruto emerged from his room wearing an unfamiliar but striking set of robes. They were soft to the touch, made of a material unlike anything he’d encountered before. The deep gold and white tones shimmered faintly in the light, giving them an almost ethereal quality. Stark had explained that these robes were what Naruto had arrived in, preserved in immaculate condition through some ancient magical enchantment.

      Naruto adjusted the fit awkwardly. “Man, this stuff is fancy. Not really my style.”

      “It suits you,” Stark said with a shrug. “Besides, it’s not like we have a wardrobe full of warrior outfits lying around.”

      Naruto sighed, glancing at the strange reflections in the polished glass of the church window. His jade-like eyes—so foreign compared to his original blue—and his pale skin stared back at him, unfamiliar and unsettling.

      Throughout the day, his thoughts swirled like an untamed storm. Magic, this force beyond comprehension, had not only yanked him from the brink of death but also hurled him into a world he didn’t understand. Fren’s words echoed in his mind: there was no known way to reverse the summoning spell. Even Frieren, with her thousand years of experience, couldn’t provide a solution.

      His heart ached for the home he might never see again: the bustling streets of Konoha, Iruka’s warm smiles, Kakashi’s lazy but watchful eyes, Jiraiya’s wild antics, and Sakura’s sharp but caring reprimands. His dream to become the Hokage and bring Sasuke home… Was all of it really gone?

      The following morning, during breakfast, Naruto finally spoke his mind. The clatter of utensils paused as he stood abruptly, a determined fire blazing in his now-unfamiliar eyes.

      “I’ve decided,” he said, his voice steady. “I’m going to learn magic. I’ll figure out a spell that’ll get me back to Konoha.”

      The room fell silent. Stark stopped chewing, and Fren set down her fork.

      “And what if no such spell exists?” Fren asked cautiously. “What will you do then, Mr. Naruto?”

      “That does make things a lot more difficult.” Naruto hesitated but only for a moment.

      He clenched his fists, his resolve unshaken. “If it exists, I’ll find it, if it doesn’t, then I’ll make it.”

      Frieren, who had been quietly sipping her tea, looked up sharply. She studied the boy as if searching for something in his expression. For a fleeting moment, she was reminded of Flamme, the prodigy mage who had once uttered something equally audacious.

      “You really think you can do that?” she asked at last, her tone unreadable.

      Naruto met her gaze with unwavering confidence. “I don’t think—I know I can.”

      Frieren stood, folding her napkin with deliberate care. “Then, Naruto, would you like to learn magic from me?”

      Naruto blinked, momentarily caught off guard. “From you? The hag?”

      Fren’s exasperation was immediate. “Mr. Naruto, Mistress Frieren might be socially awkward, slow, and late to everything,” she said, making Frieren’s eye twitch. “But she’s an incredible mage— the only apprentice of the Legendary mage Flamme and a remarkable teacher. Both Mr. Heiter and Mr. Eisen said so!”

      Naruto tilted his head, his lips quirking into a grin. “Well, I guess I could give her a shot. After all, it’s kinda her fault I’m stuck here anyway.”

      Frieren ignored the jab, nodding with a calm that was almost infuriating. “Then it’s settled. Naruto Uzumaki, you are now my official second apprentice and the fourth member of our party.”

      Stark groaned, dramatically throwing his hands into the air. “Another mage? Great. Now I’m outnumbered by magic nerds.”

      Naruto puffed out his chest. “Hey! I can fight too, you know!”

      Stark leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “Oh yeah? Think you can beat me, kid?”

      Naruto’s grin widened, his cockiness returning in full force. “Bring it on, big guy!”

      Fren sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose as the two continued to bicker. Frieren, however, resumed her breakfast with her usual detached expression, though a faint smile tugged at her lips. This boy, she mused, was reckless and brash—but perhaps he was just what the party needed.
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    2. Mana Unmatched

    
      “Life is fleeting, like a breeze through leaves—it’s not about how long it lasts, but how you let it shape you.”

    
    

    
      Chapter 02

    
    

    

    
      As they began their journey, the group ventured through dense forests and over rugged mountains for hours before finally setting up camp for the night. While the others rested, Naruto buzzed with excitement and immediately pestered Frieren to teach him some “awesome magic.”

      Frieren, lounging near the fire, was less than enthusiastic. “Not now,” she muttered, half-asleep, her usual lethargy on full display.

      Naruto, however, refused to back down. “C’mon, hag, just one cool spell! You’re my teacher now, right? Teach me something!”

      Reluctantly, Frieren opened one eye and sighed. “Fine. Start by suppressing your mana. Shrink it to about one-twentieth of its normal size.”

      “Mana?” Naruto tilted his head, confused.

      Seeing no way around it, Frieren sat up and began explaining. “Mana is the source of magic. It’s the energy within you, tied to your spirit and will. You’ll need to control it to cast even basic spells.”

      Her explanation quickly devolved into abstract terms about the flow of mana, inner resonance, and the essence of magic. Most of it soared over Naruto’s head. He scratched the back of his neck, frowning. “So, it’s like chakra?”

      Frieren blinked, not understanding the term, but didn’t press him. “If that’s how you see it, sure. Just focus on suppressing it for now.”

      Naruto crossed his arms. “But that sounds boring! Can’t you just teach me a flashy move instead?”

      “Focus,” Frieren said sharply, pointing to the campfire. “No magic until you can control your mana.”

      Naruto huffed but closed his eyes, trying to concentrate. The effort was short-lived. His frustration boiled over in minutes as he groaned. “How do you even ‘find’ mana? It’s not like I’ve got a map for it!”

      Stark, sharpening his axe nearby, chuckled. “First day and he’s already complaining. I like this kid.”

      Fern, ever supportive, tried to encourage him. “Mr. Naruto, try to feel the energy in your body, like how you’d sense heat or tension. It’s there; you just need to listen to it.”

      Naruto gave her an optimistic thumbs-up. “Right! Feel the energy. Got it!”

      He tried again but failed spectacularly, causing an unexpected spark that nearly singed his own hair. Frieren shook her head. “Hopeless,” she muttered.

      But as Naruto grumbled and vowed to try again, there was a flicker of determination in his jade-like eyes. Even Frieren noticed. “Well,” she thought to herself, “at least he’s not giving up.”

      As the campfire crackled softly, Naruto stared at his reflection in a small pool of water nearby, his jade-green eyes glinting in the firelight. The unfamiliar sight of his red hair, pale skin, and the absence of his whisker marks still unnerved him. Finally, unable to hold back his confusion, he turned to Frieren, who was half-lying against a log, flipping lazily through a weathered tome.

      “Oi, hag,” he called, his tone laced with irritation. “Why do I look like this? My whole body’s colours changed! My hair, my eyes, my skin—everything’s different! Plus, last time I checked, I wasn’t this short!”

      Frieren didn’t even glance up from her book. “I don’t know,” she replied flatly.

      Naruto gawked at her. “What do you mean you ‘don’t know’?! You’re the one who summoned me here!”

      “And?” Frieren finally looked at him, her expression as blank as ever. “That doesn’t mean I know why your appearance changed.”

      Naruto threw his hands up. “You’re supposed to be this great mage, right? Shouldn’t you have answers for this kinda thing?”

      “Being a great mage doesn’t make me omniscient,” she said, returning her gaze to her book.

      “That’s just a fancy word for lazy, isn’t it?” Naruto grumbled under his breath before slumping back against a tree.

      Stark, who was polishing his axe nearby, laughed. “Better get used to it, kid. Frieren’s answers are always about as clear as mud.”

      Fern shot Stark a disapproving look. “Mistress Frieren’s knowledge is unparalleled. If she doesn’t know, it’s because the phenomenon itself is unprecedented.”

      Naruto frowned, crossing his arms. “Un-prece-what now?”

      “Unprecedented,” Fern repeated. “It means it’s never happened before.”

      Naruto groaned, dragging his hands down his face. “Great. So I’m a freak accident now. Just my luck.”

      “Not necessarily,” Frieren said suddenly, her tone thoughtful. “Changes like this could be a side effect of the summoning. Or perhaps…”

      Naruto perked up. “Perhaps what?”

      Frieren paused, her golden eyes narrowing slightly. “Perhaps it’s tied to the nature of your mana. I’ll need to observe you more to say for sure.”

      “Well, that’s better than nothing, I guess,” Naruto muttered. Then, with a sigh, he leaned back against the tree trunk, gazing at the starry sky above. “But you better figure it out soon, hag. I need to get back home looking like ‘me’, not some weird childish-tomato version of myself.”

    
    

    
      The group arrived at a busy town as the sun began its descent. The towering gates were guarded by soldiers, one of whom stepped forward, blocking their path.

      “Passes?” the guard asked, his hand extended.

      Stark groaned, patting his pockets. “Do we look like we carry passes? We’re just travelers.”

      “That’s what travelling means: you carry a pass.”

      “We don’t have one,” Fern said.

      The guard’s stern expression didn’t waver. “No pass, no entry.”

      Frieren, without a word, pulled out an ornate seal from her pouch and held it up. The guard’s eyes widened before he quickly stepped aside. “Apologies, esteemed mage. You may enter.”

      Naruto blinked, leaning toward Stark. “What was that all about?”

      “Being over a thousand years old has its perks, I guess,” Stark muttered.

      Inside the town, the streets buzzed with life—vendors shouting, children laughing, and the enticing aroma of food wafting through the air. Naruto’s stomach growled audibly.

      “Man, I’m starving,” Naruto whined, eyeing a stall selling skewered meat.

      “Join the club,” Stark said, rubbing his own stomach.

      “I’ll handle the food situation,” Fern volunteered. “But Mistress Frieren, didn’t you say you needed something?”

      “Grimoires,” Frieren said curtly, her eyes scanning the street for a bookstore.

      “And I need to restock our supplies,” Fern added, pointing to a general store nearby.

      Naruto’s eyes sparkled. “Does that mean I get to explore?”

      “Don’t cause trouble,” Frieren said, her voice carrying an edge of warning.

      “I never cause trouble!” Naruto protested, puffing his chest.

      “You’re trouble incarnate,” Stark teased, earning a glare from the boy.

      With that, the group split up—Frieren heading toward an ancient-looking bookstore, Fern disappearing into the general store, and Naruto dragging Stark toward the food stalls.

      Naruto’s eyes darted between skewers, buns, and pastries. “I don’t know where to start! Everything looks so good!”

      Stark chuckled, handing the vendor some coins. “Start with this.” He tossed Naruto a steaming skewer.

      Naruto took a bite and his face lit up. “This is amazing!”

      Stark grinned, biting into his own. “Told ya. Now, let’s see if we can grab a few more before Fern finds us and makes us carry supplies.”

      A few hours later, Naruto wandered the crowded street, hands tucked behind his head, groaning at his luck. Stark had ditched him to buy polish for his axe, and now he was left alone in this unfamiliar town. Stark had been good company, cracking jokes and keeping the atmosphere light, but now Naruto felt aimless.

      There were signs hanging with various letters, weird alphabets he couldn’t understand. However, since a spell was casted on him by the great mage, he could understand what these stuff said.

      As he strolled, his jade eyes caught an accessory shop with a sign that read, ‘Rare Treasures of the Unknown.’ Intrigued, he whistled, stepping closer to inspect the bizarre collection on display. The shop was a chaotic mess of oddities: skull-shaped trinkets, glowing stones, dusty amulets, and jars containing unidentifiable liquids. One item caught his eye—a small, intricately designed dagger with a shimmering blue gem in its hilt.

      “Admiring fine craftsmanship, are we?” the shopkeeper asked, his voice oily yet inviting.

      Naruto grinned, picking up the dagger. And trying out various simple moves. “This is pretty cool. How much?”

      “Ah, for you, young traveler, a mere coin,” the salesman said, his grin stretching unnaturally wide.

      Naruto’s eyes lit up. He fumbled for his single coin, weighing it in his palm. This was the only money the hag had given him. Fern had stictly told him not to waste it. But this dagger looked so cool! “A deal like that? Sweet!”

      Just as he was about to hand it over, Frieren appeared behind him like a shadow. Her voice cut through the air, calm yet cold. “It’s fake.”

      Naruto froze, blinking. “What?”

      The shopkeeper’s grin faltered. “Madam, that’s a baseless accusation. I assure you, this dagger is—”

      “—A cheap replica,” Frieren interrupted, tilting her head toward Naruto. “The gem isn’t magical, the blade won’t cut anything tougher than butter, and it’s definitely not worth a coin.”

      The salesman sputtered. “She’s trying to degrade the price! You can’t trust—”

      Before he could finish, Frieren’s icy glare silenced him. “I have years of experience with relics. You really want to argue with me?”

      The shopkeeper huffed, waving his hands dismissively. “Out! Both of you! You’re bad for business!”

      Naruto was practically dragged out of the shop. Once they were outside, he scratched the back of his head, begrudgingly mumbling, “Guess… thanks for stopping me from getting scammed.”

      Frieren didn’t respond. She was carrying a small jar filled with a purple liquid, and Naruto couldn’t help but point at it. “What’s that, hag? Your hairfall solution?”

      Frieren’s brow twitched. “It’s a gift for Stark. His birthday is soon.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow, leaning closer. “And what does it do?”

      She glanced at the jar nonchalantly. “It dissolves clothes.”

      Naruto almost choked. “WHAT?!”

      “Himmel said men love it,” she replied, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      Naruto’s face twisted in disbelief. “This Himmel guy… was a pervert, right?”

      Frieren didn’t answer, but her silence spoke volumes.

    
    

    
      Stark leaned against a stone pillar in the bustling square, his arms crossed and eyes scanning the crowd. Fern stood nearby, her hands full of supplies she had meticulously picked out from the marketplace. Her usual calm demeanour was overshadowed by a faint twitch of irritation.

      “They’ve been gone for too long,” she muttered.

      Stark grunted, adjusting the weight of his axe slung across his back. “Yeah. Leaving those two unsupervised? Not exactly a great idea.”

      Fern sighed, glancing at the towering clock in the square. “Mistress Frieren alone is manageable, but with Mr. Naruto…”

      “…It’s like throwing oil on a fire,” Stark finished, smirking. “You think they’ve caused trouble already?”

      “Knowing them? Likely.”

      Just then, the duo in question appeared from a side street, Frieren walking at her usual unhurried pace while Naruto gestured wildly, clearly mid-rant. Stark raised an eyebrow as they approached, noting the disgruntled look on Naruto’s face.

      “Looks like someone’s not happy,” Stark teased.

      Naruto pointed an accusatory finger at Frieren. “She got us kicked out of a shop!”

      Frieren remained unbothered, cradling her jar of purple liquid like a trophy. “It was a waste of time.”

      Fern blinked. “What happened?”

      Naruto groaned. “I was ‘this close’ to buying a cool dagger, and the hag here said it was fake!”

      “Because it ‘was’ fake,” Frieren said flatly.

      “Still!” Naruto huffed.

      Stark laughed, patting Naruto on the back. “Sounds like she saved your wallet, kid. Be thankful.”

      Naruto crossed his arms, grumbling under his breath. Fern eyed the jar in Frieren’s hands. “Mistress, what’s that?”

      “A gift for Stark. For his birthday.”

      The warrior froze. “Uh, what?”

      Naruto snickered. “You’ll love this one, big guy. It dissolves clothes!”

      Stark’s face turned crimson as Fern covered her mouth in shock. Frieren remained as stoic as ever.

      “Himmel said men appreciate practical gifts,” she added, completely serious.

      Stark groaned, burying his face in his hands. “I’m gonna punch Himmel… Once we reach Heaven.”

      Naruto’s laughter echoed through the square, cutting through the tension and earning a few curious glances from passersby.

      The marketplace buzzed with chatter and laughter, but it all came to a halt as Frieren stiffened. Her hand shot out, conjuring her staff in a swift motion. The wooden pole shimmered with ancient energy, a subtle but undeniable hum emanating from its core.

      Naruto, Stark, and Fern froze, confusion painting their faces. Stark took a step forward, glancing around warily. “Uh, Mistress? Why are you—”

      “Demons,” Frieren cut him off, her voice quiet yet sharp. “I sense them here.”

      Her staff rose, pointing directly at a cluster of well-dressed individuals near a fountain. Among them stood three horned figures in human attire, their sinister aura palpable to her. Mana began swirling around Frieren, a visible testament to the immense power she wielded.

      “What the hell’s she doing?” Naruto whispered harshly, but before anyone could react, the town guards rushed in.

      “Drop your weapon!” barked one of the guards as two others tackled Frieren to the ground. Her staff clattered onto the cobblestone, and her party stared in stunned silence.

      “Hey!” Naruto growled. “Get off her, you jerks!”

      But the guards were relentless, pinning Frieren down as if she were a dangerous criminal. Before Stark or Fern could intervene, Naruto charged.

      With a burst of speed and strength that caught everyone off guard, he leapt at the nearest guard, knocking him to the ground with a solid punch. The second guard lunged at him, only to be flipped over Naruto’s shoulder with ease. His agility was shocking, his moves precise and instinctive.

      “Naruto!” Fern called out, but he was already a blur, weaving between guards and taking them down one by one.

      However, the commotion drew the attention of the horned figures. The tallest of the group, a man with curling ebony horns and cold, predatory eyes, stepped forward. His gaze locked onto Frieren, who remained pinned.

      “Those unyielding eyes full of hatred…” he he said, his tone smooth but laced with menace. “You look at me like I’m some wild animal,”

      Frieren’s golden eyes narrowed as she replied flatly, “You are.”

      The man’s expression darkened. His gaze then shifted to Naruto, who was still holding his ground against the guards. “And this one… quite the feisty human.”

      A man in an aristocratic suit accompanying the demons stepped forward.

      “Was this your doing?” the demon asked the man.

      “As much as I want to kill you, I wouldn’t do it in an open street,” He replied. He looked at the guards, his voice carrying an air of authority. “Guards! Take the elf and the boy to the dungeons. Now.”

      Naruto’s defiance was immediate. “I’m not going anywhere!” he shouted, throwing another guard to the ground.

      But even his strength had its limits. It took six guards to finally subdue him, forcing him down with their combined weight. Stark and Fern stood back, their faces lined with concern.

      “Should we help?” Stark muttered, gripping the handle of his axe.

      Fern shook her head after a pause. “Mistress Frieren is not just anybody. She’ll be fine.”

      “And the kid?”

      “He’s… impulsive,” Fern admitted, her eyes following the struggling Naruto. “But he’ll hold his own, at least for now.”

      The party could only watch as their companions were dragged away, the demons lingering with ominous smiles.

    
    

    
      The dim dungeon was cold and damp, the air thick with the musty scent of mildew and stone. Naruto paced back and forth in their cell, his voice echoing off the walls.

      “Why the hell were you attacking them, huh?!” he demanded, glaring at Frieren, who sat cross-legged on the floor, leaning against the wall with her eyes half-closed.

      “Demons,” she said simply, not even looking up.

      “Demons?! They were people! People who can talk, hag! They’re not some mindless creatures killing anything that moves!”

      Frieren’s eyes opened slightly, her golden gaze calm but cold. “You don’t know that.”

      Naruto stopped pacing and turned to face her fully, frustration etched across his face. “Well, how do you know that?”

      “I’ve seen demons pretending to be humane,” Frieren replied, her voice even. “Just because they can talk doesn’t mean they’re worth negotiating with. They’re animals.”

      “They aren’t animals,” Naruto insisted, his voice softer but no less firm. “They’re living beings with thoughts, feelings—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Frieren cut him off. “You’ll learn soon enough. I’ve lived long enough to know better. I’ve killed demons who fooled others with their words. They always reveal their true nature.”

      Naruto stared at her, his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. He wanted to argue, to shout at her for being so dismissive, but a heavy thought struck him instead. His voice dropped to a near whisper.

      “If I had a demon in me… or if I was a demon, would you have killed me when I first arrived?”

      The question hung in the air, sharp and suffocating.

      Frieren’s gaze shifted to him, her expression unreadable. For the first time, she hesitated. Her silence spoke louder than any words could.

      Naruto turned away, his shoulders stiff as he stared at the iron bars. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      Frieren remained quiet, the stillness of the cell broken only by the distant drip of water. For a moment, the centuries-old mage didn’t feel as wise as she often claimed to be.

      Naruto let out an exasperated huff and plopped onto the ragged excuse of a bed, dust puffing into the air as he crossed his legs. His hands rested on his knees, his expression serious for once as he closed his eyes. Concentrating, he began practicing the art of mana suppression, as Frieren had instructed him days ago.

      Frieren, seated in the opposite corner, pretended to ignore him, her green eyes fixed on the stone floor. But in truth, she was watching—discreetly, with the subtlety born of centuries of experience. And what she saw made her uneasy.

      Naruto’s mana signature, which she had grown accustomed to, was… gone. Completely erased. It wasn’t just suppressed—it was as if it didn’t exist at all. Such a feat was unheard of, even among the most disciplined mages.

      She remembered her own practices, the years it had taken her to mask her immense reserves of mana and make her presence indistinguishable from that of an ordinary mage. Five long, relentless years of meticulous practice. Yet here sat this brash, impulsive boy, achieving something far beyond masking—he had wiped his presence clean in less than a week.

      Her lips pressed into a thin line. If Naruto were to suppress his mana any further, it wouldn’t just disappear—it would compress, turning volatile, like a bomb waiting to detonate. The potential danger was staggering.

      Frieren should warn him, she knew. The responsible thing would be to stop him before his reckless experimentation led to disaster. But something held her back.

      Curiosity? Perhaps. There was something peculiar about Naruto, something she couldn’t quite place. Watching him now, his brow furrowed in determination, she felt a strange compulsion to wait, to observe. There was more to him than met the eye, and for now, she decided to let the mystery unfold.

      ‘He’s like a walking anomaly,’ she thought, leaning back against the wall. ‘Either he’ll become a disaster… or something far more.’

      Frieren leaned her head against the cold dungeon wall, eyes heavy with exhaustion. Soon, the faint murmurs of Naruto’s mana practice faded into the recesses of her mind, replaced by a familiar landscape of memories.

      She was standing in a dense, misty forest, her party beside her. Himmel, with his kind yet determined face, stood at the front, gripping his sword tightly. Eisen and Heiter flanked him, their expressions grim as they stared at the creatures ahead.

      Demons.

      These weren’t the wild, ravenous beasts that ambushed travelers or raided villages. No, these demons were clothed, armed, and speaking with eloquence. One of them, a young-looking woman with a pair of curved horns, pleaded with Himmel.

      “We only wish to live,” she said, her voice trembling. “Why must you hunt us?”

      Frieren glanced at Himmel. His grip on his sword faltered for a brief moment, and she saw the conflict in his eyes. He didn’t want to do this. He never wanted to.

      But he had to.

      “Demons are demons,” Eisen’s gruff voice cut through the tension. “Monsters or animals capable of speech. That’s all they are.”

      The demon woman’s expression twisted into something unrecognizable, her pleading tone replaced by an icy sneer. “And humans,” she spat, “are nothing but self-righteous hypocrites.”

      Before Frieren could process the change, the woman lunged, claws elongating and teeth bared. It was a trap, as it always was. Demons could feign humanity with terrifying precision, but at the core, they were predators.

      Himmel’s blade flashed, cutting through the air and striking true. The demon fell, her guise of innocence shattered in her final moments.

      As the memory faded, Frieren stirred in her sleep, her face a mix of sorrow and resignation. The dungeon’s dim light illuminated her as she whispered, barely audible, “Demons are demons. They’ll always be.”

      It was a truth Himmel had accepted, no matter how much it weighed on him. A truth she carried with her even now, through centuries of solitude and battles fought.

      The dungeon door creaked open, its groan echoing in the dim cell. Frieren’s sharp gaze flicked up as a young demon stepped inside. Despite his youthful appearance, his aura betrayed centuries of existence. She recognized him immediately—one of the demons she had tried to obliterate earlier in the city.

      “So,” she said, her voice calm, almost bored. “You’re here to kill me?”

      The demon’s lips curled into a grin. “Of course. You’re a pest, a relic that needs to be disposed of.”

      “Just so you know, I am strong.” She warned.

      “Stronger than me?” He smirked.

      “Stronger than Aura,” she replied flatly.

      “Huh, what a liar.”

      Before she could respond, shimmering threads shot from his fingers, wrapping tightly around her neck and throat. With a sharp motion, he lifted her off the ground, the threads strong as he hung her in mid-air.

      “You cannot breathe now,” he said, his voice dripping with satisfaction. “Die from pain and suffocation. You cannot enchant to use magic either,”

      “You’re right,” she said, her tone unnervingly steady. “I cannot do much now.”

      The demon’s grin widened, but then it faltered. Wait—she was talking? How?

      His eyes narrowed as he noticed the faint glow of mana shimmering around her neck. She had reinforced it just before his threads could constrict her airway fully.

      “Clever,” he hissed, launching a new set of razor-sharp threads at her. “You cannot live now!”

      “You’re right,” Frieren repeated, her tone mocking.

      The demon smirked again, his confidence unwavering—until her next words hit like a slap.

      “Is this the standard of demons now? This is enough to satisfy you? To make you believe you’ve won? How sad.”

      “What—”

      Before he could finish, Frieren raised a finger, a concentrated sphere of mana forming at its tip. With a small flick, the mana blasted forth, obliterating the demon’s head in an instant. His body disintegrated into ether, leaving no trace of his existence.

      Frieren landed softly on the ground, brushing imaginary dust off her clothes. Her gaze shifted to Naruto, who was slumped against the wall, snoring softly. His earlier attempts at suppressing his mana had clearly drained him, his meditation having devolved into sleep.

      “Naruto,” she called, nudging him with her foot. “Wake up.”

      “Lemme sleep, Pervy Sage,” he mumbled, swatting weakly at the air.

      “We have to go,” she insisted, her tone firm.

      “Five more minutes~” he groaned, curling further into himself.

      Frieren sighed, exasperated. Was this how Fern felt every time she had to drag Frieren out of her own bouts of lethargy?

      Perhaps she should stop teasing her apprentice about it. Or not.

      A few minutes later, Naruto and Frieren emerged from the dim cell into a dimly lit corridor, only to find the body of a guard sprawled lifelessly near the entrance. The metallic tang of blood lingered faintly in the air.

      Naruto’s eyes widened. “What…?”

      Frieren stepped forward, her expression neutral as she examined the scene. “A demon came. He killed the guard.”

      Naruto turned to her, a mix of confusion and alarm on his face. “What happened to the demon?”

      “I killed him.”

      “What?” His voice rose in disbelief.

      Frieren glanced at him, her tone calm, almost clinical. “Does that make you feel bad? It’s either him or us.”

      Naruto hesitated, his fists clenching. He averted his gaze, unable to answer immediately.

      Frieren gave him a moment before continuing. “Regardless, we can’t stay here. Harming a guard in this city is a major crime. With the demon’s body disintegrated, there’s no evidence of his involvement. If we’re found here, we’ll be accused of this.”

      “Oh,” Naruto muttered, his voice low, his usual bravado dampened by the gravity of the situation.

      “Let’s go,” Frieren said firmly, already moving down the corridor.

      Naruto followed after a moment, his mind racing. For once, he found himself quiet, unsure of what to make of the whole ordeal. As much as he wanted to argue, he couldn’t deny the truth in Frieren’s words.

      Frieren effortlessly conjured a shimmering cloak that draped over both her and Naruto, blending into the air around them like a faint ripple of water.

      Naruto’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Cool! You gotta teach me that!”

      Frieren gave him a sidelong glance. “Learn how to mould your mana first.”

      Naruto frowned, throwing his hands up. “But you didn’t even teach me that!”

      “You’ll figure it out yourself.”

      “What?! How long did it take you?”

      Frieren tilted her head thoughtfully. “Hmm… about twenty years, I think. I’ve forgotten.”

      “Twenty years?!” Naruto’s jaw dropped.

      Frieren raised a hand, waving it dismissively. “Don’t worry. Humans are faster than elves.”

      Naruto sighed with relief. “Phew.”

      But Frieren’s lips quirked in a faint smirk. “Though, judging by my observations…”

      Naruto squinted at her suspiciously. “What?”

      “Nothing.” Frieren’s tone was as unreadable as ever. “Let’s keep moving.”

      The two melted into the crowd, their cloaked forms becoming indistinguishable from the bustling townsfolk. Naruto muttered under his breath, already vowing to master magic quicker than any hag ever could. Meanwhile, Frieren walked with quiet confidence, her keen eyes scanning for the next obstacle ahead.

    
    

    
      Fern and Stark, their keen eyes instantly recognising the cloaked figures, hurriedly pulled Frieren and Naruto into a narrow, shadowy alleyway. The muffled bustle of the streets provided some cover, but Fern’s expression was etched with worry.

      “What are you two doing outside?” she hissed, her gaze darting around, checking for onlookers.

      Frieren’s face remained impassive. “The guard was killed. We’re the prime suspects. If we stay, we’ll be executed, so we’re leaving.”

      Stark tightened his grip on his axe, his jaw clenching. “Leaving? Are you kidding? The demons are planning to destroy the city, Frieren! We can’t just abandon it!”

      “What?!” Naruto stepped forward, his jade eyes blazing with determination. “If that’s true, Stark’s right, hag! People are depending on us! We’ve got to do something.”

      Frieren let out a deep sigh, her expression softening. “You two… you remind me of Himmel. Always rushing headfirst into danger.” She paused, her tone taking on a wistful edge. “But fine. Listen closely—the demons are targeting the Barrier of Flammle. If they succeed, Aura’s army will flood the city, and nothing will stand in their way.”

      Naruto tilted his head, his eyes narrowing as he glanced skyward. “Aura? Who’s that? And what barrier? You mean that rainbowy thing up there?”

      Fern froze mid-thought, her staff lowering slightly. “Mr. Naruto… you can see the barrier?”

      Naruto blinked, confused. “Uh, yeah? It’s kind of faint but definitely there.”

      Frieren’s green eyes sharpened, her curiosity piqued. “Interesting.” Her gaze shifted to Stark and Fern. “Listen up. You two will deal with the demons. Naruto, you’re coming with me.”

      Stark’s eyes widened in disbelief. “What?! You’re leaving us to fight those monsters on our own?”

      “They’re strong, but you’ll manage,” Frieren replied calmly, already turning away.

      Stark’s knuckles whitened around his axe. “Frieren, this isn’t a joke! They’re not normal demons—they’ll rip us apart!”

      Frieren glanced back, her face as unreadable as ever. “You’ve trained for moments like this. Don’t waste your teachers’ efforts.”

      Naruto hurried after her, waving a hand toward Stark and Fern. “Good luck, guys! Don’t die on us!”

      Fern sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly. “Well, Mr. Stark… it seems it’s just us now.”

      Stark let out an exasperated groan, hefting his axe over his shoulder. “Great. If I don’t survive this, I’m haunting Frieren for as long as she lives.”

      Frieren and Naruto melted into the crowd, their cloaks shielding them from prying eyes. Naruto, however, couldn’t keep quiet.

      “So, this Aura person… How strong is she? Does she really have an army? Are we even ready for this? Should I be worried? Wait—are you worried?”

      Frieren glanced at him, the faintest smirk tugging at her lips. “You’ll find out soon enough. Now keep moving.”

      As the two disappeared into the labyrinth of streets, Fern and Stark exchanged a glance, their resolve hardening. “Let’s get this over with,” Fern said firmly.

      Stark rolled his shoulders, preparing for the battle ahead. “Right. Time to hunt some demons.”

    
    

    
      Naruto’s steps faltered as he caught sight of the massive army arrayed before them. His eyes widened. “Whoa… That’s a lot of knights.”

      Hundreds—no, thousands—of figures stood clad in gleaming, blackened armour. Each carried heavy swords and towering shields, their ranks disciplined and imposing. At their forefront stood a petite figure: a young girl—or rather, a demon—with scales embedded along her forearms, her stance casual but her grin chilling.

      “Ah, Frieren the Slayer,” the demon girl drawled, her grin widening. “You finally came.”

      “Aura,” Frieren replied flatly.

      Naruto blinked, stepping closer. “‘That’s’ Aura? No way! I thought she’d be… I don’t know, bigger or scarier or something!”

      Aura cast him a sidelong glance, her grin unfaltering. “And who is this? A human, clearly. Hardly any mana. Not a mage then—perhaps a warrior?”

      Frieren responded without a flicker of emotion. “He’s my apprentice.”

      Aura raised a brow. “I see.”

      Naruto stepped forward, puffing out his chest. “Yeah, the hag’s my mentor. What’s it to you, shorty?”

      Aura laughed—a cold, hollow sound. “He even talks like Himmel… How nostalgic.” Her gaze turned sharp. “But Himmel is long gone. And now, it’s your turn, Frieren.”

      Frieren’s golden eyes narrowed slightly. “We’ll see.”

      “Wait, hold on!” Naruto interjected, raising a hand. “Can’t we just talk this out first? Why are we even fighting? Is this revenge? Hatred? Something else entirely?”

      Aura’s grin didn’t waver, but there was a flicker of annoyance in her eyes. “That is a human city,” she said simply.

      “So?” Naruto pressed, folding his arms.

      Aura sighed as if explaining to a child. “I am a demon.”

      Naruto frowned. “And that means…?”

      Aura turned to Frieren, visibly exasperated. “Are you sure this isn’t Himmel’s son? He sounds exactly like him.”

      Frieren shrugged.

      “Hey!” Naruto huffed. “For your information, my dad’s Minato Namikaze! Ever heard of him? Fourth Hokage?”

      Aura’s patience snapped. “Attack,” she commanded, her voice sharp.

      With a thunderous roar, the undead surged forward like a black tide, weapons glinting under the sun.

      Frieren’s voice remained calm amidst the chaos. “Naruto.”

      “What?” he shouted, already bracing himself.

      “You wanted to learn magic?”

      “Uh, yeah? What about it?”

      “Let’s see if you can defeat them without touching them.”

      Naruto gawked at her. “Are you serious?! That’s not possible!”

      Frieren’s eyes gleamed faintly. “Then let me show you a spell my master taught me—”

      Naruto’s jaw dropped as he watched Frieren move through the battlefield.

      With a single word, ‘Shun’, the undead knights crumbled like puppets with their strings severed. Her movements were fluid, like a dance. She stepped between their attacks gracefully, her green eyes calm, her hand brushing the air as if conducting an invisible symphony.

      Each time she whispered the spell, another wave of knights fell, yet she never struck them directly.

      “They’re just… falling,” Naruto muttered in awe. “Let me do it!”

      Frieren spared him a brief glance. “No. Just watch.”

      “Hmph! H-a-g!” he grumbled, crossing his arms.

      Unperturbed, Frieren continued, her pace unbroken. Dozens of knights collapsed, their heavy armour hitting the ground in resounding clangs. In the distance, Aura remained still, her petite frame exuding confidence as she twirled the scales in her hands.

      “You can’t win, Frieren,” Aura called out, her voice ringing across the battlefield. “No matter how elegantly you move or how many you drop, I have the most mana here, by far.”

      Naruto frowned, his brow furrowing in confusion. “Huh? What does that even mean?”

      Aura’s eyes glinted as she smirked. “These scales measure mana. The side with the greater mana controls the weaker. That’s how I’ve commanded these knights for years, even long after their deaths. Their decayed bodies still serve me.” She chuckled coldly. “Such loyalty, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Naruto’s eyes widened as the realisation hit. “So… all these knights… they’re being ‘controlled’ by you?” He turned to Frieren, a wave of clarity washing over him. “That’s why the hag didn’t let me fight. She didn’t want to disrespect the dead who’d already suffered enough!”

      Tears welled in his eyes as he turned back to Aura, his voice trembling with both anger and sorrow. “How could you do that? How could you take these people, these warriors who fought and lived, and force them to become your puppets? They deserve rest! Peace! Not… this!”

      Aura raised an eyebrow, unimpressed. “Oh, spare me your tears, human. They’re just remnants of flesh and mana. Tools. Nothing more.”

      “They were people!” Naruto shot back, his voice cracking. “They had dreams, families, lives! And you just ripped that away and made them your slaves? That’s sick! You’re worse than a monster—you’re a coward hiding behind the dead because you’re too scared to face the living!”

      Aura’s grin faltered for a moment, replaced by a glimmer of irritation. She lifted the scales high, their golden glow casting an eerie light. “Fine! If you’re so eager to face me, let’s measure your worth, little human. I’ll deal with Frieren later. First, I’ll crush you and take your soul—make you my most loyal servant!”

      Naruto wiped away his tears, his expression hardening as he stepped forward. “I’m not scared of you.”

      Behind him, Frieren remained still, her face impassive as she observed the unfolding confrontation.

      Inside her head, Aura was grinning with triumph. The human boy had almost no visible mana; he was barely a flicker compared to her brilliance. A 512-year-old demon like her couldn’t possibly be threatened by a child and a worn-out elf. Victory was inevitable.

      The mana scale floated between them, shimmering with anticipation. A white, almost radiant light streamed out of Aura’s body, settling heavily on one side of the scale. A faint neon glow emerged from Naruto’s chest, flickering as it rested on the other side.

      The scales tipped toward Aura instantly. She burst into laughter. “Hahaha! As expected! You humans are nothing against a demon like me! Now, kneel before me!”

      Naruto didn’t budge.

      “I said—kneel!” Aura snarled, her smile thinning into irritation as Naruto glared at her with unyielding rage.

      Aura’s lips pressed into a tight line. “Willpower, huh? No matter. Then I guess I’ll just have to kill you—”

      “You’re not entirely wrong,” Frieren interjected calmly. ‘He is stubborn.’ She gestured towards the scale with a small motion. “But that’s not the real issue here.”

      “What?” Aura snapped, turning to the scale. Her confident grin faltered.

      The scales began to shift. Slowly, impossibly, Naruto’s side grew heavier.

      Aura’s eyes widened as the weight on Naruto’s side increased, inch by inch.

      “No…” she whispered.

      The weight of Naruto’s mana tipped the balance, pressing the scales down with a force that surpassed hers.

      “Impossible!” she gasped, watching in disbelief as the scales continued to shift until they broke apart in a burst of blinding light, unable to contain the immeasurable force.

      “What… what’s happening?!”

      “Stop suppressing it, Naruto,” Frieren said, her voice almost amused.

      “What?” Aura muttered, confused, her gaze darting between Frieren and the boy.

      Then it happened.

      The faint neon glow within Naruto erupted, casting a dazzling light that swallowed the battlefield.

      His aura expanded outward, majestic and overwhelming.

      The shimmering energy flowed like a roaring river, illuminating the battlefield in radiant hues. It was no longer a faint flicker but a blazing inferno, twisting and spiraling with a force that bent the very air around it.

      His mana wasn’t just vast—it was alive, pulsating with a vibrancy that dwarfed anything Aura had ever encountered.

      The energy continued to expand, consuming her confidence and spreading across the field like a rolling tide, swallowing even the undead in its brilliance.

      The sheer majesty of it was undeniable, a storm that defied comprehension, and Aura, for the first time in centuries, felt fear creeping into her core.

      Naruto’s fists clenched tightly, his voice trembling with a mix of anger and sorrow as he stepped forward. “You’re horrible!” he shouted, his voice echoing across the battlefield. ‘How could you do this? Taking away their freedom even after they died? Controlling them like puppets for your twisted goals? They’re people! They deserved peace!’ His eyes glistened with unshed tears, his rage spilling out with every word. “Let them go! Now!”

      Aura’s smug expression faltered, replaced by alarm as her body began to move against her will.

      Her eyes widened in horror. “No, no, no—this can’t be happening!” she stammered, her voice quivering as her hand unsheathed her sword.

      Naruto froze. “Huh? What’s going on?”

      “Shh,” Frieren said softly, her gaze sharp and unrelenting.

      Aura’s terrified cries filled the air as she raised the blade to her own throat, trembling uncontrollably. “What’s happening?! Stop this!” she screamed, her terror mounting as her own hand pressed the cold steel against her neck.

      Naruto’s heart raced as realisation struck him. “Wait—don’t! Stop!” he yelled, reaching out.

      But it was too late. With a final, bloodcurdling scream, Aura’s blade sliced through, and her head fell to the ground. Her lifeless body collapsed as a deafening silence enveloped the battlefield.

      Naruto stood frozen, his face pale, his breath shaky. “Did I… Did I just kill her?” he whispered, his voice barely audible.

      Frieren placed a hand on his shoulder, her tone calm yet firm. “No. You freed them.”

      As if on cue, the knights’ bodies crumbled, releasing beautiful, glowing lights that floated gently into the sky like lanterns. Each light shimmered softly, casting a serene glow over the field. The scene was breathtaking, a bittersweet beauty in the midst of carnage.

      Naruto watched in awe and sorrow as the souls ascended, their light growing smaller as they disappeared into the heavens.

      Frieren spoke again, her voice laced with quiet wisdom. “Don’t mourn for her. Sometimes, the right thing requires us to end something terrible. Not everyone deserves a second chance.”

      Naruto didn’t reply, his gaze fixed on the sky. Together, they stood in silence, watching as the souls found their peace.

    
    

    
      The next day, the Lord of the city approached the party, gratitude evident in his every word. His voice cracked slightly as he thanked them for freeing the souls enslaved by Aura, including his own son. Kneeling solemnly before the site of the fallen, he bowed his head in deep respect, murmuring words of thanks.

      Naruto, still sombre but visibly better, scratched the back of his head. “No problem, old man,” he said with a lopsided smile.

      The air froze.

      Fern and Stark exchanged panicked glances, and even Frieren raised an eyebrow. A tense silence loomed as the Lord turned to Naruto, his expression unreadable.

      “Old man?!” Fern whispered furiously, tugging at Naruto’s sleeve. “You just called a noble that?! Are you trying to get us thrown in prison?!”

      Naruto blinked in confusion. “What’s the big deal? He is old!”

      Stark buried his face in his hands, muttering, “We’re doomed. Doomed.”

      To everyone’s surprise, the Lord burst into hearty laughter. “I see no offense in the truth!” he said, clapping Naruto on the shoulder. “You remind me of my own son—bold and straightforward. I like that.”

      Naruto grinned. “Told ya it wasn’t a big deal.”

      The Lord wished them well, offering his blessings for their journey ahead. With the situation diffused, the party set off once more.

      As they walked away, Fern muttered, “I swear, you’ll get us all executed one day, Mr. Naruto.”

      “Eh,” Naruto said, hands behind his head, “Old man seemed cool with it.”

      Frieren’s lips quirked up ever so slightly. “It’s strange, but somehow, you always survive your recklessness.”

      “And that’s why I’m the best apprentice ever,” Naruto declared proudly.

      “Debatable,” Stark added with a smirk, earning a round of laughter as they continued on their way.
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    3. The Staff of Flamme

    
      “No path is truly lost if it brings you closer to understanding yourself.”

    
    

    
      Chapter 03

    
    

    

    
      The forest canopy filtered soft sunlight through its dense foliage, casting dappled shadows on the party as they trudged along. Naruto’s persistent chatter broke the serene sounds of rustling leaves and distant bird calls.

      “Come on, hag!” Naruto whined, bounding up to Frieren like an overeager puppy. “I’ve already mastered suppressing my mana. Teach me something awesome now!”

      Frieren didn’t break stride. “Suppressing mana is only the first step. Your mana reserves are too great for even the simplest spells, uncautious experiments can be fatal. You need to mould it properly before attempting spells.”

      Naruto huffed, throwing his hands behind his head. “I can mould it. You just don’t want to admit I’m ready.”

      Frieren stopped abruptly, causing Stark to nearly bump into her. She turned to face Naruto, her expression blank but her tone sharp. “Show me, then. If you’re so sure, prove it. Create something with your mana.”

      Naruto’s lips curled into a cocky grin. “You asked for it!” He extended his hand, and within seconds, a bright neon sphere materialised, spinning rapidly like a vortex. “Behold! The Rasengan!”

      Fern froze, her eyes widening as she observed the concentrated sphere of energy. “That’s… that’s pure mana! And it’s so controlled!” she stammered, disbelief lacing her voice. “I’ve read about raw mana manipulation, but this… this is insane. It took me months to even manage a stable stream!”

      Stark scratched his head, his limited understanding of magic making it hard to gauge the significance of the display. “Looks flashy enough. Is it good?”

      Before Fern could respond, Frieren raised a hand, her expression unchanged. “It’s a decent effort,” she said dismissively, “but it’s just a simple ball of mana. No finesse, no precision.”

      Naruto’s smug grin faltered. “What are you talking about? This thing could blow a tree clean off the ground!”

      “That’s power,” Frieren countered. “Control is a different matter entirely.” She raised her hand, and a tiny deer shimmered into existence on her palm, glowing faintly with blue mana. Its delicate legs moved with an almost lifelike grace, circling her hand in a smooth, fluid motion.

      Fern gasped audibly, and even Stark’s jaw dropped.

      “The smaller and more intricate the creation, the greater the mana control,” Frieren explained, her tone instructive. “This is art. What you’ve created…” She glanced at the Rasengan still spinning in Naruto’s hand. “…is a sledgehammer compared to a scalpel.”

      Naruto looked down at his Rasengan, his pride clearly dented. His shoulders slumped slightly before he glared up at Frieren. “Just say you don’t want to teach me.”

      Frieren arched an eyebrow. “If you’re serious about learning, prove me wrong. Create something better than this deer.”

      “Oh, I will!” Naruto shot back, pointing dramatically at her. “I’ll make something bigger, better, and more detailed! And when I do, you’ll be begging me to teach you! You’ll say, ‘Master Naruto, show me your ways!’”

      Frieren’s lips twitched as if she were suppressing a smile. “We’ll see.”

      “Of course we will, hag!” Naruto stormed ahead, muttering to himself about stubborn mentors and impossible standards.

      Frieren resumed walking, her expression unreadable. Stark and Fern exchanged glances before falling into step behind her.

      “You think Frieren’s being too hard on him?” Stark asked, keeping his voice low.

      Fern hesitated, glancing at the Rasengan, which Naruto had dissolved in frustration. “Mr. Naruto’s pure mana manipulation is extraordinary,” she admitted. “To create something like that without formal training… It’s unheard of. But Mistress Frieren’s mana control is on an entirely different level. She’s right about the intricacy and detail.”

      “Still,” Stark said, frowning, “she didn’t make you jump through hoops like this when you started, did she?”

      Fern shook her head, her brow furrowed. “No. She just started teaching me spells. There was no prerequisite for precision.”

      “Then why’s she making Naruto work so hard for it?” Stark asked.

      “Maybe it’s because I already knew magic,” Fern suggested, though her tone was uncertain. “Or… maybe she sees something in him that she doesn’t see in me.”

      Stark laughed, trying to lighten the mood. “Maybe Uzumaki’s just a prodigy.”

      Fern didn’t respond, her gaze lingering on Frieren’s back. Why is she pushing him so much?

      Ahead of them, Naruto continued muttering under his breath, glancing back occasionally at Frieren. “I’ll show her. I’ll make a whole zoo out of mana, and she’ll have to admit I’m the best!”

      Frieren, seemingly oblivious, walked on, her thoughts as inscrutable as ever.

    
    

    
      The roar of the waterfall filled the forest, an unrelenting cacophony that seemed to mock Naruto as he sat cross-legged by its edge. His hand was outstretched, trembling with effort, as he tried to mold the raw energy of his mana into something tangible. The glow of neon light flickered weakly in his palm before vanishing entirely.

      “Damn it!” Naruto growled, slamming his fist onto the damp grass. He leaned forward, beads of sweat mixing with the spray from the falls. He focused again, summoning the energy from within him. The sphere of mana flickered to life, spinning for a moment before collapsing into nothingness.

      “This is impossible,” he muttered to himself, his frustration building. “How the heck does that hag make it look so easy?”

      For what felt like hours, Naruto continued to try. The mana sphere would form, falter, and disappear every single time. His arms ached, his head throbbed, and his spirit wavered. He began to doubt himself. Maybe I really am just a dead-last.

      “Mr. Naruto?”

      The soft voice startled him, and he turned to see Fern standing a few steps away, her expression a mixture of concern and curiosity.

      “What are you doing here?” Naruto asked, a little more curtly than he intended.

      Fern hesitated but stepped closer. “I noticed you hadn’t come back… so I thought I’d check on you.”

      Naruto let out a frustrated sigh, running a hand through his damp red hair. “I’m trying to mold this stupid mana into something. Frieren said I need to do it to learn any spells, but—” He paused, showing her his empty palm. “It’s not working.”

      Fern crouched beside him, observing his tired expression. “You’re trying too hard.”

      “Trying too hard?” Naruto repeated, glaring at her. “How am I supposed to not try? If I don’t push myself, nothing’s gonna happen!”

      Fern shook her head gently. “Mana doesn’t work like that. It’s not something you can force. It flows naturally when you’re calm and focused.”

      Naruto let out a bitter laugh. “Oh, great. Another lecture. Got any tips, Miss Mana Expert?”

      Fern flushed slightly, averting her eyes. “I… can’t give you any tips.”

      “What?!” Naruto shot up to his knees, staring at her in disbelief. “You’re joking, right? You’re the hag’s apprentice! Aren’t you supposed to know this stuff?”

      Fern’s cheeks turned pink as she looked away, embarrassed. “Mistress Frieren is the expert, not me. I’m still learning. Compared to her, I’m just a novice.”

      Naruto flopped back onto the grass, groaning dramatically. “Wonderful. So if you’re a novice, I guess that makes me the dead-last.”

      Fern frowned, her voice gentle but firm. “No, Mr. Naruto. You’re not a dead-last. In fact, what you’re already doing… I don’t think I could do that. Not without my staff, at least.”

      “Huh?” Naruto sat up again, staring at her.

      “I mean…” Fern hesitated, trying to find the right words. “You’ve been molding your mana with just your hands, right? Without any tools or spells. That’s… incredible. I don’t think I could manage that at all.”

      Naruto blinked, her words sinking in. “So… you’re saying I’m good at this?”

      Fern smiled faintly. “What I’m saying is that you have a gift for magic. You just need to calm yourself and let it flow naturally. Stop trying to force it.”

      Naruto tilted his head, pondering her words. “A gift, huh?”

      Fern stood, brushing off her robes. “Just don’t overthink it, Mr. Naruto. You’ll figure it out.”

      As she walked away, Naruto remained seated, staring at his open palm. He clenched it into a fist, Fern’s words echoing in his mind. A gift.

      He turned his gaze toward the waterfall, the crashing water drawing his attention. An idea struck him. Rising to his feet, he moved closer to the falls, stepping carefully over the slick rocks. The spray of water grew heavier, drenching him entirely as he positioned himself beneath the powerful cascade.

      The force of the water was almost unbearable, pounding against his shoulders and back, but he grit his teeth and sat down, crossing his legs. He let the cold water envelop him, drowning out all other sensations.

      Closing his eyes, Naruto focused inward, shutting out the pain, the cold, and the roar of the falls. He reached deep into himself, feeling for the spark of energy that was his mana. At first, it was faint, like trying to grasp smoke. But gradually, as he calmed his breathing, he began to sense it more clearly—a warm, vibrant presence within him.

      He visualized the mana flowing like a river, weaving through his body. Slowly, he tried to guide it toward his palm, imagining it gathering there. He felt a faint flicker of energy in his hand.

      Focus.

      The flicker grew stronger, taking form as a faint glow of neon light. It trembled and wavered, but this time, it didn’t vanish. Naruto smiled faintly, his determination renewed.

      Under the relentless waterfall, Naruto continued to meditate, shaping the mana bit by bit, step by step. The path to mastery was long, but he wouldn’t give up. Not now, not ever.

      Stark trudged through the forest, his arms full of firewood, when his eyes landed on Naruto sitting cross-legged under the pounding waterfall. Water crashed over him relentlessly, yet he didn’t move, his focus unwavering.

      Frowning, Stark made his way to where Frieren sat, her nose buried in a book. “Hey, don’t you think you’re pushing him too hard? He’s no expert in magic, and this… this seems a bit extreme for a beginner.”

      Frieren didn’t glance up. “He’s the one who insisted on finding a spell that doesn’t exist to return home. If he doesn’t find it, he’s vowed to create it. I’m merely preparing him for the challenge he’s taken upon himself.”

      Stark blinked, caught off guard. “Creating a spell…? Isn’t that something only the best of the best can do?”

      Frieren turned a page, her expression calm. “It is. And if he truly intends to succeed, he’ll need to push beyond his limits. This is nothing compared to the obstacles he’ll face.”

      “Huh,” Stark said, scratching the back of his head. He glanced toward Naruto again, watching him endure the waterfall’s onslaught. “You gotta admit, though… the guy’s stubborn.”

      Frieren’s lips twitched, almost forming a smile. “Stubbornness can be a virtue, Stark. When wielded correctly.”

      “Yeah, if it doesn’t break him first.” Stark shook his head, resuming his task. “Better hope he’s as tough as he thinks he is.”

      Frieren didn’t respond, but her gaze briefly flicked toward Naruto. She closed her book with a soft snap, her expression unreadable.

    
    

    
      The night fell, casting a soft glow from the bonfire that flickered in their camp. The group sat around it, their shadows stretching into the surrounding forest. Stark leaned against a log, chewing lazily, while Fern quietly picked at her meal.

      Naruto, however, glared daggers at Frieren from across the fire, his jade-green eyes glinting in the light. He huffed loudly, stabbing his food with unnecessary force.

      Frieren, entirely unfazed, continued eating with her usual detached calmness. She didn’t even glance up, her aloof demeanor only intensifying Naruto’s frustration.

      The tension was palpable, the silence heavy. Stark looked between them, raising an eyebrow. “Well, this is cozy,” he muttered under his breath.

      Naruto finally snapped, slamming his bowl onto the ground. “I tried, okay?! I tried all day under that stupid waterfall, and I got nothing! But no, you can’t even teach me anything useful, can you, ‘Master’ Frieren?”

      Fern winced, shrinking into herself, while Stark sighed, shaking his head.

      Frieren set her bowl down slowly and looked at Naruto with an almost imperceptible tilt of her head. “Are you finished?”

      “No! I’m not finished!” Naruto shot back, his voice echoing through the quiet forest. “You’re supposed to be my mentor, but all you do is sit there, read your stupid books, and make me figure everything out on my own!”

      Frieren’s expression didn’t change. “And yet, figuring things out on your own is the essence of magic.”

      “That’s just an excuse for you to be lazy!”

      Fern gasped softly, her eyes wide. Stark stifled a laugh, quickly disguising it as a cough.

      Frieren finally let out a faint sigh. “Naruto, if you cannot master the basics of control, then what hope do you have for advanced magic? Would you prefer I teach you something flashy that you’ll only fail at?”

      Naruto’s fists clenched. “I’m not asking for shortcuts! I’m asking for guidance!”

      They locked eyes for a long moment, the tension crackling like the fire between them. Finally, Frieren leaned back slightly, her tone cool but not unkind. “If you truly wish to prove me wrong, then do so. Show me that your determination can overcome your frustration.”

      Naruto’s glare softened slightly as her words sunk in. He crossed his arms, leaning back against a rock with a huff. “Fine. I will.”

      The rest of the meal passed in tense silence, save for Stark quietly chuckling to himself. “You two are like an old married couple,” he muttered, earning a sharp glare from both Naruto and Frieren.

      He grinned, raising his hands in mock surrender. “Just saying.”

    
    

    
      The party trudged through the relentless snowstorm, the icy wind biting at their skin. They were deep in the North now, the heart of the frozen wilderness, and even Stark’s usually easygoing demeanor was replaced by shivers and groans. The snow was too thick, the cold too harsh, and visibility was almost nonexistent.

      “Are we even going the right way?” Naruto complained, hugging himself as he tried to stave off the cold. His jade-green eyes glared at Frieren, who walked ahead, seemingly unaffected—or so he thought until she sneezed loudly.

      Naruto recoiled. “Ew! Hag, watch where you’re sneezing!”

      Frieren sniffled, her nose slightly red from the cold, but she ignored him, continuing to lead them through the storm.

      “I knew we should’ve stopped for the night,” Naruto muttered under his breath. “But noooo, ‘I know the way,’ she said.” He mimicked Frieren’s monotone voice in a mocking falsetto.

      “Are you questioning my sense of direction?” Frieren finally asked, stopping and turning to face him with her usual calm expression.

      “Sense of direction? You mean your lack of it?” Naruto shot back. “You don’t even know where we are, do you?”

      Frieren blinked, then casually said, “We’re lost.”

      Naruto’s jaw dropped. “WHAT?!”

      Before he could launch into another tirade, Frieren sneezed again and wobbled slightly on her feet. “I might have pushed myself a little too hard,” she admitted, swaying before collapsing into the snow.

      “HAG!” Naruto shouted, rushing to her side.

      “She’s just unconscious,” Stark said after a quick glance, crouching down to check on her. “Guess the cold got to her.”

      “Well, I’m not carrying her,” Naruto declared, crossing his arms.

      “Fine, I will,” Stark offered, already reaching for her, his hands making weird gestures.

      Fern’s eyes narrowed, and she took a step back, crossing her arms. “Pervert.”

      “What?!” Stark looked at her, incredulous. “What did I do?!”

      “You should know,” Fern replied with a look of disgust.

      “I’m just trying to help!”

      Fern huffed and moved forward, gently lifting Frieren onto her back. “I’ll do it. At least I can trust myself not to be weird about it.”

      Naruto watched as Fern struggled to balance Frieren’s weight, her steps faltering in the thick snow. Her breaths came in heavy puffs of air, and despite her determination, it was clear she wouldn’t last much longer.

      “Hey, give her here,” Naruto said, stepping forward.

      Fern turned to him, surprised. “But you said—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know what I said,” Naruto interrupted, waving her off. “But I’m not gonna let you drop dead trying to carry her.”

      Fern hesitated before nodding, carefully passing Frieren to Naruto. He adjusted her on his back, muttering under his breath. “Hag’s heavier than she looks.”

      Stark smirked, raising an eyebrow. “Having fun, Uzumaki?”

      “Shut it,” Naruto growled, trudging ahead with Frieren on his back.

      The group continued through the storm, the cold still relentless, but Naruto bore it with a stubborn determination. He glanced at Frieren’s unconscious face, her usually sharp features softened in sleep.

      “You better wake up soon, hag,” he muttered. “I’m not carrying you forever.”

    
    

    
      Naruto trudged through the snow, Frieren draped over his back like a sack of potatoes. The weight wasn’t the problem—it was her complete lack of effort to wake up. She was far too comfortable, her head resting against his shoulder as if she were lounging in some fancy inn.

      “Wake up already, you lazy hag!” Naruto growled, shifting her slightly as the group pressed on.

      Frieren stirred but didn’t open her eyes, muttering, “You’re warm, so no.”

      Naruto scowled. “If you don’t wake up soon, I’m dropping you in a snowbank!”

      Stark chuckled behind him. “She does seem to be enjoying this a bit too much.”

      Fern, walking beside them, added, “She has to be faking it. There’s no way she hasn’t woken up yet.”

      As if on cue, Frieren’s soft snores reached their ears. Naruto grumbled curses under his breath, but his steps remained steady as they continued.

      After what felt like hours of trudging through the relentless snow, a silhouette appeared in the distance. Stark was the first to spot it.

      “There’s a cabin up ahead!” he shouted, his voice barely cutting through the howling wind.

      The team quickened their pace, relief flooding their tired limbs. Reaching the cabin, Naruto kicked the door open with far more force than necessary.

      “Finally!” he exclaimed, stepping inside with Frieren still slumped on his back.

      The interior was warm, a stark contrast to the icy storm outside, but what caught everyone’s attention wasn’t the cozy atmosphere—it was the topless man in the center of the room.

      The man, with tan skin and pointed ears like Frieren’s, was doing push-ups on the wooden floor, his muscles rippling with each motion.

      The group froze, staring blankly.

      Fern broke the silence with a horrified yell. “PERVERT!”

      Summoning her staff, she aimed a spell at him.

      “Wait, wait, WAIT!” The man leapt to his feet, hands raised in defense. “I’m not a pervert! I was just trying to keep warm! I’m no mage—I can’t cast fire spells!”

      Fern hesitated, her staff still glowing. “Oh…”

      Naruto, meanwhile, was done with his burden. He unceremoniously dropped Frieren onto the wooden floor with a loud thud.

      “Ouch!” Frieren exclaimed, finally opening her eyes.

      Naruto crossed his arms, glaring at her. “About time you woke up, hag! Do you know how long I’ve been carrying you? You’re heavier than a bag of rocks!”

      Frieren sat up, rubbing her back. “It’s not my fault you volunteered. Maybe you should work on your strength.”

      Naruto’s eye twitched. “Strength?! I carried you through a blizzard, you ungrateful—”

      “Maybe next time I’ll let Stark carry me,” Frieren interrupted with a shrug, completely unfazed.

      “Like hell you will! That pervert wouldn’t even hesitate—”

      “Hey!” Stark cut in, offended. “Why am I getting dragged into this?”

      The topless man, now clothed, cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “If you’re done arguing, can we talk like civilized people?”

      Stark pointed at him. “You’re an elf, aren’t you?”

      A tense silence followed.

      The man sighed, pulling on a shirt. “Yes, I see you have one in your party too.”

      Frieren stood, brushing herself off. “I am Frieren the Mage.” Her tone was impassive, as always.

      “Kraft the Monk,” the man introduced himself with a polite nod. “Nice to meet you all.”

      “I’m Stark the Warrior!”

      “Fern, a mage,” Fern added, still eyeing him warily.

      Naruto stepped forward, puffing out his chest. “And I’m Naruto Uzumaki, the… uh… mage? Warrior? I don’t know. I’m this hag’s apprentice, but I’m great at hand-to-hand combat and sneaking around too. Oh, and I know some basic healing ninjutsu—uh, not that you’d know what ninjutsu is, but forget it. Basically, I’m an all-rounder, believe it!”

      Kraft raised an intrigued eyebrow. “A General?”

      Naruto blinked. “Huh?”

      “A General,” Kraft repeated. “It’s what we call individuals whose skills are equivalent to that of a full party. They used to be around long ago.”

      Frieren tilted her head. “I’ve never heard of that term before.”

      Kraft shrugged. “It’s an old classification. Most Generals I knew were from centuries ago. They were exceptional individuals capable of standing alone against armies or disasters.”

      Naruto scratched the back of his head, his jade-green eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “Well, I’m not that good yet… but I guess I could be someday!”

      “Arrogant,” Frieren muttered, earning a glare from Naruto.

      “I’ll prove it to you one day, hag!” he declared, pointing at her.

      Kraft chuckled. “You two seem close.”

      “Close?!” Naruto and Frieren exclaimed in unison, glaring at each other.

      “Don’t lump me with this old hag!” Naruto yelled.

      “And don’t associate me with this loud fool,” Frieren retorted calmly.

      The rest of the team exchanged amused glances before settling in, grateful for the shelter and warmth the cabin provided. Outside, the storm raged on, but for now, they were safe.

      The group trudged through the snow-laden forest, their breaths visible in the frigid air as they followed Kraft to the fallen tree he had mentioned. The cold gnawed at their skin, but they pushed on, determined to gather firewood to keep the cabin warm through the night.

      When they finally arrived, Kraft gestured at a massive tree lying on its side, half-buried under a blanket of snow. Beneath it, branches and logs jutted out, partially crushed but still usable.

      Fern stepped forward, clutching her staff. “I’ll lift it with magic. This should be quick.”

      “Wait,” Naruto interrupted, stepping in front of her. A grin spread across his face as he raised a hand. “Let me try something first. I’ve been working on a new trick.”

      Fern looked skeptical, while Kraft folded his arms. “You sure about this, kid? This tree’s not going to move itself.”

      Naruto waved him off, his jade-green eyes sparkling with confidence. “Trust me. You’re about to witness something awesome.”

      He closed his eyes, extending his hand as a swirling orb of bright energy began to form in his palm. The air around them grew heavy as the sphere pulsed with power, its neon light reflecting off the surrounding snow.

      “Rasengan!” Naruto announced triumphantly.

      Before anyone could react, Kraft grabbed Fern and yanked her back several feet.

      “Mr. Kraft, what are you doing?!” Fern protested, struggling in his grip.

      “You’ll thank me later,” Kraft said firmly, his eyes glued to Naruto.

      Naruto lunged forward, slamming the Rasengan into the base of the fallen tree. A deafening roar shattered the forest’s silence, and the ground beneath them trembled violently. Snow erupted into the air in a swirling vortex, carried by a fierce wind that howled like a living beast.

      When the chaos subsided, the scene before them was unrecognizable.

      The fallen tree, the branches, the firewood—everything was gone. In their place stretched a wide, barren path, the snow melted away to reveal dark, churned earth. The destruction extended for kilometers, a perfectly straight line through the forest.

      Naruto scratched his head, his grin turning sheepish. “Uh… oops. Guess I overdid it.”

      Fern’s jaw dropped. “Overdid it? You vaporized everything! The tree, the wood, the snow—it’s all gone!”

      “Yeah, but look on the bright side.” Naruto gestured to the newly created road. “We’ve got a clear path now!”

      Kraft shook his head, his expression a mix of disbelief and amusement. “Kid, your mana output is something else. I’ve never seen a human—or any mage—generate this much power in one go.”

      Naruto blinked. “Huh? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing,” Kraft said quickly, though his eyes remained thoughtful.

      Before they could continue, Frieren and Stark arrived, drawn by the commotion. Frieren’s gaze swept over the destruction, her golden eyes narrowing.

      “What did you do this time?” she asked flatly.

      Naruto winced. “I just tried my Rasengan, and, uh… maybe I went a little overboard?”

      Frieren smacked him on the back of the head, hard enough to make him stumble.

      “Hey! What was that for?!” Naruto yelped, rubbing the sore spot.

      “That’s why I told you not to use magic until you’ve mastered the basics,” Frieren said, her tone icy.

      Naruto crossed his arms, scowling. “You didn’t have to hit me! I was just trying to help!”

      “Help?” Frieren gestured at the barren path. “Where’s the wood we came here for? Oh, right—it doesn’t exist anymore because you blew it to kingdom come!”

      Naruto opened his mouth to argue, but no words came out. She had a point.

      “Well,” Kraft interjected, smirking, “we may not have wood, but we’ve got a new road. Stark, why don’t you help me find some firewood along it?”

      “Sure thing,” Stark said, chuckling as he followed Kraft.

      Fern stayed behind, watching the brewing argument between Frieren and Naruto.

      “You’re impossible, hag!” Naruto shouted.

      “And you’re reckless,” Frieren shot back.

      Fern sighed, shaking her head. They were at it again. As frustrating as their constant bickering could be, there was something oddly comforting about it. It was as if their arguments masked a deeper camaraderie, a bond neither of them would openly admit.

      Kraft and Stark disappeared down the road, leaving Frieren, Naruto, and Fern alone in the clearing. Frieren turned to Fern, her usual impassive expression softening slightly.

      “Let’s head back to the cabin,” she said. “There’s no point in staying here.”

      Fern nodded, glancing at Naruto, who was still muttering under his breath about “bossy old hags” and “stupid trees.”

      As they made their way back, the forest seemed quieter, the animals still wary after the earlier chaos. By the time they reached the cabin, the sun had begun to set, casting long shadows across the snow.

      Inside, Frieren settled into a corner with her book, while Naruto plopped down near the fire, still fuming. Fern tried to lighten the mood by recounting a story from her early days of magic training, but Naruto barely listened, his gaze fixed on Frieren.

      “She’s so bossy,” he muttered.

      Fern hid a smile, knowing full well that despite his complaints, Naruto respected Frieren more than he’d ever admit.

      As the fire crackled and the cabin grew warmer, the tension began to ease. They were an odd group, but somehow, they always managed to make things work. For now, at least, they had a roof over their heads and a fire to keep the cold at bay. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, but tonight, they could rest—arguments and all.

    
    

    
      The cabin grew warmer as Stark and Kraft returned, their arms loaded with firewood. They stomped snow off their boots and placed the wood near the hearth.

      “The road’s already covered in snow again,” Kraft said, shaking his head. “And the visibility’s shot. We’re not going anywhere until this storm lets up.”

      Stark groaned, stretching his arms. “Great. Just what I needed—being snowed in.”

      Fern was busy tending to a pot over the fire, cooking dried meat and seasoning it with herbs she’d brought along. In the corner, Frieren was curled up under a blanket, snoring softly, completely unbothered by the chaos around her. Kraft and Stark struck up a conversation about past battles, their voices low but lively.

      Meanwhile, Naruto sat apart from the group, staring at his hand, the earlier Rasengan still fresh in his mind. His thoughts churned.

      That attack… it was on par with the Wind Style Rasenshuriken he’d developed back home, yet he had barely tried. The sheer power it unleashed—wiping out the tree, the snow, and carving a path through the forest—was something he hadn’t anticipated.

      “Am I really this strong now?” he whispered to himself, clenching his fist.

      But the thought gave him no solace. What good was strength if it couldn’t solve his real problem?

      The spell to take him home—his ultimate goal—remained frustratingly out of reach. He’d searched through every book Frieren had let him borrow, wracked his brain for solutions, and even considered crafting a new spell from scratch. But it had been ten days since they’d begun this journey, and he was no closer to finding a way back.

      The worst part was the lack of progress in his training. Frieren, the so-called legendary mage, seemed more interested in napping than teaching. Any time Naruto pressed her for guidance, she’d wave him off with a vague comment or a cryptic remark. And Fern? She refused to offer tips because Frieren had forbidden it, claiming that Naruto needed to “figure things out on his own.”

      He needed to get back home. His friends—Kakashi, Sakura, everyone—they were waiting for him. The thought of never seeing them again was unbearable.

      “Food’s ready,” Fern called, snapping him out of his thoughts. She glanced at him, her expression soft. “Aren’t you hungry, Mr. Naruto?”

      Naruto’s stomach growled loudly, answering for him. He grinned sheepishly, standing up. “I’m starving, y’know!”

      Fern handed him a bowl of steaming stew, and the warm aroma immediately lifted his spirits. He joined the group near the fire, though his gaze kept drifting to Frieren, still blissfully asleep.

      As they ate, Naruto’s determination solidified. He wasn’t going to wait around for Frieren to take him seriously. If she wouldn’t help, he’d figure it out himself—even if it meant pushing his limits every single day.

    
    

    
      Naruto drifted into an uneasy sleep, and his dream began in a dimly lit wooden house. The floor creaked under his feet as he walked, its walls lined with old, faded timber. It smelled of dust and aged parchment. Looking around, he saw a huge library stacked with scrolls and books, the kind that seemed ancient and precious. Some were rolled tightly, others frayed at the edges, their words long faded.

      “Where am I?” Naruto muttered, turning in circles as he searched for an exit.

      The silence was heavy until a voice called out faintly from outside.

      “Master, you’re late.”

      Naruto froze. Who had spoken? Master? Him? Slowly, he walked towards a window, the glass foggy from the cold outside. He wiped it with his hand and peered through to see…

      Frieren.

      But something was off. She wasn’t in her usual travel attire. Instead, she wore an old-fashioned frock, her demeanour far softer than he was used to. She gazed back at him with a sceptical look.

      “You’re supposed to teach me your favourite spell,” she said impatiently.

      “What the—?!” Naruto began, but his words died as he caught sight of his reflection in the window.

      A woman stared back at him. Her red hair flowed like molten fire, cascading over her shoulders. Her eyes were sharp, her face elegant but unfamiliar, save for the nagging feeling that he had seen her before—just once, before arriving in this strange new world.

      “What is going on?” he whispered, but the words came from his reflection as if spoken by someone else. His heart pounded as he reached for his face, only to find the reflection mimicked him perfectly.

      “Restless as ever, I see,” his mouth said, but the voice was not his own.

      He stepped back from the window in shock, his hands trembling. Without thinking, he moved toward the house’s door, drawn by something unseen.

      When he stepped outside, he found himself in a lush clearing, the air crisp and cool. Frieren stood in the centre, arms crossed, her expression a mixture of irritation and expectation.

      “Are you going to waste more time, or will you show me the spell?”

      Naruto—or the person he seemed to be—put a hand on his hip, and with a flourish, a staff appeared in his grip. It felt natural, as if he had wielded it a thousand times before.

      “Alright, watch closely,” he heard himself say. The voice was calm, self-assured. He swung the staff in an elegant arc, a movement so fluid it felt like part of a dance.

      “Rajni.”

      The word left his lips with power, and for a moment, there was silence. Then, the staff began to shimmer.

      Light burst forth, washing over the clearing like a sunrise. The once-empty ground transformed, now teeming with life. Flowers of every colour and species sprang from the soil, vibrant reds, deep blues, and soft yellows weaving into a tapestry of nature. Some glowed faintly, others sparkled as if kissed by dew. The clearing was alive, radiant and breathtaking.

      Naruto—or the woman he inhabited—smiled, admiring the beauty of the spell.

      Frieren stared, unimpressed.

      “It’s okay,” she said flatly, her arms still crossed. “Cool, I guess. But it’s ultimately useless.”

      Naruto’s—or the woman’s—laughter rang out suddenly, rich and genuine. He—or she—leaned forward, patting Frieren on the head with an affectionate grin. The height difference was apparent; he was taller, older.

      “This spell will one day save the world,” the voice said with a conviction that startled even Naruto.

      Frieren tilted her head. “How?”

      “You’ll know soon enough.”

      The world around him began to blur, the vibrant flowers fading into darkness. Naruto felt himself falling, the laughter still lingering on his lips as he woke up abruptly.

      Back in his own body, he stared at the cabin’s wooden ceiling, his breathing uneven.

      “What was that…?” he muttered, his hand brushing against his face. He could still feel the remnant of that smile, the warmth of that clearing.

      “Flamme,” he whispered. That name echoed in his mind.

      Still lying in bed, Naruto rubbed his eyes and decided to test something. He extended his hand, trying to summon the staff he’d wielded in the dream.

      Nothing.

      “Tch, figures,” he grumbled, rolling onto his side. “Guess I’ll try again tomorrow.” His fatigue won over curiosity as he sank deeper into the warmth of the blankets, letting sleep reclaim him.

      What he didn’t see was Frieren, nestled under her own blanket, her eyes half-open and fixed on him. Her gaze flickered as a faint shimmer of mana sparked in Naruto’s hand—a brief outline of a staff began to form. But just as quickly, it disappeared when Naruto gave up.

      Frieren’s expression softened, though her eyes remained unreadable.

      “I don’t get you,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the crackling fire. “Even thousands of years after your death… Maybe… maybe I’ll understand now.”

      She closed her eyes, letting the weight of memories and mysteries settle, as the cabin fell into silence.

      The next morning, Naruto sat cross-legged, focusing intensely on summoning the staff. He clenched his fist and closed his eyes, imagining every detail from his dream. Still, nothing materialised.

      Fern, observing him with a puzzled expression, asked, “You were never given a staff, so what exactly are you trying to summon?”

      Naruto groaned and flopped back, frustrated. “I had this dream where I was Flamme and teaching the hag—” he pointed at Frieren, who snored softly in the corner, wrapped in a blanket “—how to create a garden of flowers.”

      Fern tilted her head. “Flamme? As in Mistress Frieren’s master?”

      “Yeah! It felt so real. There was a library, scrolls everywhere, and then bam, I’m outside swinging a staff and doing cool magic. But now, nothing.”

      Fern opened her mouth to comment but paused, her thoughts unreadable.

      Kraft, who had been quietly eating, set his bowl aside and asked, “How old are you, exactly?”

      “Sixteen… or thirteen now, thanks to the hag!” Naruto huffed.

      Kraft studied him carefully. “I see. Even so, your mana levels are far beyond any ordinary mage.”

      Naruto grinned, scratching the back of his head. “Well, what can I say? I’ve always had big reserves. Chakra or mana, doesn’t matter. Back home, people called me an energy monster!”

      Kraft leaned forward, intrigued. “Tell me, where did the dream begin?”

      “Huh? Uh, in a wooden house, I think. Why?”

      “Did you see her reflection?” Kraft asked, ignoring the counter-question.

      Naruto frowned. “Yeah… how’d you know that?”

      “The staff,” Kraft pressed. “What did it look like?”

      Naruto squinted, recalling the shimmering image. “It looked like the hag’s, but better. It had this purple gem that shimmered, and the whole thing was golden. Really fancy.”

      Kraft leaned back, his expression unreadable. “Naruto, I’ve been a monk for a long time, and I can tell you this much: that was no ordinary dream.”

      Stark, munching on a piece of bread, perked up. “Oh yeah? What was it, then?”

      Kraft smiled cryptically. “I have my suspicions… but it might be more fun if you figure it out yourself.”

      Naruto groaned. “Ugh, do all you elves hate me or something?!”

      Fern, ever polite, shook her head. “It’s not like that, Mr. Naruto. Mistress Frieren is just… peculiar.”

      Stark chuckled. “That’s putting it lightly.”

      Naruto pouted. “Great. Everyone’s out to mess with me.”

      Kraft gestured to the table, where Fern was setting out breakfast. “Speaking of messing around, let’s eat. Someone wake Frieren.”

      Naruto’s face lit up with mischief. He grabbed a glass of cold water and marched over to Frieren, dumping it over her head.

      Frieren shot up, her blanket falling off as she blinked wildly. “Where’s the enemy?!”

      Stark burst out laughing so hard he almost choked on his food, while Fern sighed, rubbing her temples.

      “Calm down, hag. The only enemy here is your laziness!” Naruto teased, sitting down with a smug grin.

      Frieren glared at him, water dripping down her face. “Naruto…”

      “Yes, Mistress?” he replied innocently.

      “I’m going to turn you into a frog.”

      “Oh, please, you wouldn’t dare.”

      “I might.”

      Their bickering continued, filling the cabin with laughter as the snow outside piled up higher.

    
    

    
      Author Note:

      This Naruto is after he had mastered the Rasenshuriken and fought Kakuzu. Unfortunately, Pein was there too and Naruto was overwhelmed, thus, they did what they did and Naruto was drained off the Kyuubi.

      Instead of death, Naruto woke up in this peculiar world.

      How does Naruto know about Minato? Well, while the Akatsuki were doing their thing, Minato and Kushina’s essence sealed in him activated and chatted with him for hours since there was no point in fighting at that moment. That’s why this isekai’d Naruto is not depressed, he is fully charged with motivation and love!

      The question remains, why did Frieren ask Naruto if he was Flamme?

      Thanks for reading this chapter. The next chapter will be released soon.

      Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words motivate me to write better, larger and with more depth.

      Till next time!

      

    
  




    4. Petals Tell Stories

    
      “Growth is not always seen in the branches—it’s hidden in the quiet, steady roots.”

    
    

    
      Chapter 04

    
    

    

    
      Naruto was beyond frustrated. Days had passed, and the snowstorm outside showed no sign of stopping. Trapped in the cabin, he stomped back and forth like a restless tiger.

      Stark was fine company but not much of a conversationalist, and Fern spent most of her time either reading or sitting in contemplative silence. Kraft would chat occasionally but was often lost in prayers, leaving Naruto feeling like he was stuck in a monastery rather than a team camp.

      Worst of all, Frieren, his so-called master, refused to teach him anything useful. She lounged, slept, and read as if she didn’t have an apprentice dying to learn.

      One evening, Naruto had had enough. “You call yourself a teacher? Hah! Let’s see how you like being the student!” he muttered, a devilish grin spreading across his face.

      After some preparation, Naruto placed a bucket of cold water precariously on the cabin door. Next, he smeared honey on her favourite book and set a tripwire trap near her blanket pile. Finally, he used a small brush to carefully paint “Useless Hag” in washable ink on her forehead while she napped.

      The next morning, Frieren walked into her first surprise. As the bucket tumbled, soaking her from head to toe, she froze, blinking in disbelief.

      Stark nearly choked on his breakfast laughing, while Fern tried to hide her amusement behind her book. Kraft offered a neutral but amused hum, clearly trying not to encourage Naruto.

      Frieren wiped the water from her face, glaring daggers at Naruto. “You have two seconds to explain.”

      Naruto grinned cheekily. “That’s for being the laziest teacher in the history of teachers!”

      Her eyes narrowed as she sat down, only to recoil when her fingers stuck to the honey-covered book. “Naruto!”

      “Oops, did I forget to warn you about that?” he said, feigning innocence.

      The final straw came when she reached for her blanket and tripped over the wire, landing in an unceremonious heap. As she sat up, her messy hair sticking out in all directions, the inked words on her forehead became clearly visible.

      Stark couldn’t hold it anymore, bursting out, “Useless Hag! That’s a masterpiece!”

      Naruto doubled over laughing. “I’m just returning the favour, hag! Now maybe you’ll actually teach me something!”

      Frieren, wet, sticky, and thoroughly annoyed, pointed a finger at Naruto. “You’ll regret this, brat. I’ll make you practise mana control for ten hours straight tomorrow.”

      Naruto smirked. “Bring it on, hag!”

      The cabin was tense yet lively, as Naruto’s antics finally added some energy to their snowbound days.

    
    

    
      The snowstorm continued to rage, blanketing the area in relentless white. Inside the magically-cleared sparring area, the biting cold seemed to melt away as Naruto and Stark squared off. Fern stood off to the side, arms crossed, watching with mild disapproval. Kraft sat on a log near the cabin, watching the two with a faint smile, his eyes betraying deep curiosity.

      Stark shifted his axe, resting it on his shoulder. “Are you sure about this, Naruto? You’re Frieren’s apprentice, not a warrior. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Naruto cracked his knuckles, grinning. “Don’t worry about me. The question is—can you keep up?” He crouched slightly, his body light on his feet, red hair whipping in the icy wind. “Come at me, Stark. Show me what you’ve got!”

      Stark gave an amused snort and rolled his shoulders. “Alright, but don’t blame me if you get knocked flat.”

      As the spar began, Stark made the first move, charging forward with surprising speed for a man of his size. He swung his axe in a wide arc, aiming to disarm rather than harm. But before the blade could even get close, Naruto vanished from sight.

      “What the—?!” Stark turned just in time to see a blur of white and red dart past him. He swung his axe defensively, but Naruto ducked under it with ease, landing a sharp jab to Stark’s side before dashing away.

      “Too slow!” Naruto called out, his grin widening as he spun and came at Stark again, this time aiming for his legs.

      Stark barely managed to jump back, his boots skidding in the snow. “You’re fast. Faster than my old master, Eisen. How’s a kid like you moving like this?”

      Naruto laughed, dodging another swing of the axe. “Hand-to-hand combat’s my thing! Maybe you should ask your old master how to keep up, yeah?”

      Fern sighed from the sidelines. “Idiots, both of them,” she muttered, though she couldn’t hide the faint curiosity in her eyes.

      Stark adjusted his stance, this time opting for a defensive posture. He waited, letting Naruto make the first move. Naruto smirked, darting forward in a blur. His fist shot out, but Stark parried it with the haft of his axe, using the momentum to push Naruto back.

      “Not bad,” Naruto admitted, sliding to a stop. “But let’s kick it up a notch!”

      Before Stark could respond, Naruto surged forward again, moving even faster than before. His white robes blended with the snow, making him nearly invisible. Stark swung his axe wildly, trying to catch the boy, but Naruto was always a step ahead.

      The fight grew more intense, their movements a blur of strikes, dodges, and counterattacks. Stark’s breaths came heavier as he struggled to keep up. Naruto, on the other hand, seemed to only grow more energetic.

      “This is ridiculous!” Stark finally shouted, swinging his axe in a desperate attempt to land a hit. But Naruto vaulted over the swing, flipping in mid-air and landing behind Stark. He tapped the warrior lightly on the shoulder before darting away.

      “You’re wide open!” Naruto taunted, laughing.

      Stark growled, adjusting his grip on the axe. “Alright, no more playing around.” He charged again, this time with full force.

      But Naruto was ready. As Stark closed the distance, Naruto’s hand began to glow faintly with mana. He smirked, shifting his stance. “Let’s see how you handle this!”

      Stark’s instincts screamed at him to stop, but it was too late. Naruto’s palm surged with mana as he aimed a devastating strike at Stark’s chest. Stark raised his axe to block, but the energy radiating from Naruto’s hand was unlike anything he’d ever faced.

      Just as Naruto’s glowing hand was about to connect, Kraft appeared. Moving faster than seemed possible, the monk grabbed Naruto mid-attack and hurled him away. Naruto crashed into the snow, groaning as the impact left him half-conscious.

      The ground trembled violently as Naruto’s glowing fist struck the earth. A shockwave rippled through the clearing, splitting the ground and sending snow flying in all directions.

      “What the hell was that for?!” Naruto groaned, sitting up and rubbing his head.

      Kraft stood over him, his expression calm but firm. “You were about to cripple your friend, Naruto.”

      Naruto blinked, his confusion evident. “What? No, I wasn’t—”

      “You channeled too much mana into your strike,” Kraft explained. “If I hadn’t intervened, you would’ve shattered his weapon and broken his ribs, at the very least.”

      Stark, who had been frozen in shock, finally lowered his axe. “You’re kidding… That could’ve happened?”

      Kraft nodded solemnly. “Naruto’s power is immense, but his control is… lacking. That makes him dangerous—not just to his enemies, but to his allies as well.”

      Naruto looked down at his hand, the faint remnants of mana still crackling around his fingers. “I didn’t mean to…” His voice trailed off, guilt weighing heavily on him.

      Stark approached, placing a reassuring hand on Naruto’s shoulder. “Hey, kid, don’t beat yourself up. That was… something else. But next time, maybe tone it down a bit, yeah?”

      Naruto let out a sheepish laugh, scratching the back of his head. “Yeah… maybe I went a little overboard.”

      From the sidelines, Fern watched the scene unfold. Her gaze lingered on Naruto, a mix of emotions flickering in her eyes. Jealousy, curiosity, and something else she couldn’t quite place.

      Kraft helped Naruto to his feet, dusting the snow off his robes. “You have potential, Naruto. But potential without discipline is a dangerous thing. Remember that.”

      Naruto nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Yeah, I get it. Thanks… I guess.”

      Fern extinguished the glowing runes in the snow, muttering under her breath. “Idiots, all of them.”

      As they made their way back to the cabin, the sparring match left an impression on everyone. Stark couldn’t stop replaying the fight in his mind, amazed at Naruto’s speed and power. Fern remained quiet, her thoughts a tangled mess. And Naruto, though still a bit shaken, couldn’t help but feel a small surge of pride.

      “Next time,” he said with a grin, “I’ll take it even easier on you, Stark.”

      Stark laughed, shaking his head. “Next time, try not to destroy the clearing, okay?”

      Naruto chuckled, the tension from earlier finally beginning to fade. “No promises!”

    
    

    
      Naruto sat cross-legged in the small clearing he had made, the crisp air biting at his skin but ignored as his focus sharpened. His desire to return home burned within him, fueling his determination. The Rasengan was not enough. He had mastered it long ago. Even the Rasenshuriken, with its devastating power, was no longer a challenge. He needed something precise, intricate—something that reflected the control and refinement Frieren expected of him.

      Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath, his hand extended before him. Mana coalesced in his palm, spinning and swirling into the familiar form of a Rasengan. But this time, he didn’t stop there. Slowly, painstakingly, he imagined the energy shifting, evolving step by step.

      First, he envisioned a perfect sphere, smoothing out any imperfections in the swirling energy. The Rasengan stabilized, its surface gleaming with unnatural precision.

      “Alright,” he murmured to himself, his voice steady but strained. “Next.”

      He willed the sphere to stretch, elongating it into an oval shape. The mana resisted, vibrating as if alive, but he pushed through, his concentration unwavering. Sweat beaded on his forehead, yet he refused to falter.

      The oval flickered, threatening to collapse back into chaos, but Naruto tightened his focus. With a final effort, the shape held.

      “Yes!” His eyes opened briefly, excitement flashing across his face before he refocused.

      The next step was even harder. He visualized a cube—a form completely unnatural for spinning energy. Slowly, carefully, he bent the swirling mana to his will, forcing it to align into sharp edges and flat planes. It was like trying to carve a sculpture from a raging storm.

      When he opened his eyes again, a small, pulsating cube hovered above his palm. It wasn’t perfect—the edges wavered, and the corners seemed to blur—but it was progress.

      “Not bad,” he muttered, though his heart swelled with pride.

      But it wasn’t enough. He needed more. He needed to create something that surpassed Frieren’s summoned deer, something that proved he could master mana manipulation. His mind raced as he considered the possibilities.

      “What could I make?” he mused aloud, his voice tinged with frustration and excitement. A bird? A dragon? No, those were too grand, too unfocused. He needed something symbolic, something that reflected his journey.

      His dream of conjuring a garden of flowers as Flamme lingered vividly in his mind. It wasn’t just a random memory; it felt like a challenge, a clue to the refinement he needed. The task before him wasn’t about power or destruction—it was about creation.

      With a deep breath, he extended his hand. Mana swirled, forming a small Rasengan in his palm, but he didn’t stop there.

      “Focus… steady,” he murmured, closing his eyes. The mana sphere transformed into an oval-shaped structure before evolving into a cube.

      He visualized the simple beauty of a dandelion, its delicate petals glowing faintly, each detail etched into his mind. He didn’t aim for perfection immediately. Instead, he broke the process into steps, shaping the spinning energy bit by bit.

      The sphere compressed into a thin, elongated stem, trembling under the strain of his control. The stem wavered, and for a moment, he thought it might collapse, but he gritted his teeth and pushed through.

      “Alright, now for the hard part…”

      Gently, he began shaping the petals, thin and intricate, each one requiring immense focus. His breath slowed as he poured his will into the task, sweat forming on his brow despite the icy air around him. The Rasengan’s familiar hum shifted into something softer, more melodic, as the shape evolved.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Naruto opened his eyes. In his palm rested a neon dandelion, its glowing petals shimmering softly against the winter gloom.

      “I did it…” he whispered, awe-struck by his creation. It wasn’t perfect—the petals flickered slightly, and the stem curved awkwardly—but it was a flower, fragile yet radiant.

      Naruto held it up, examining its delicate beauty. The faint light reflected in his blue eyes, filling him with an odd sense of peace. This wasn’t just a step forward; it was a new beginning, a symbol of what he could achieve with patience and control.

      But it wasn’t enough. Not yet.

      “I need to do better,” he said, his voice steady with determination. He released the flower, letting it dissolve back into the air. “A whole garden… I’ll make a whole garden like in the dream.”

      Sitting back, he allowed himself a rare moment of satisfaction. For once, he felt closer to understanding the purpose behind Frieren’s endless lessons and the precision she demanded. If he could master this, perhaps he could find the spell to take him home—and even more.

      He released the mana once more, letting it fade as he leaned back and sighed deeply. For the first time in days, he felt a spark of genuine hope. This was the path forward—not just brute strength, but mastery.

    
    

    
      Weeks passed, each day blurring into the next as Naruto continued his relentless training. The cabin became a haven of quiet determination and solitude. While snowstorms howled outside, Naruto worked tirelessly to refine his control over mana. His goal was clear: to create something as beautiful and intricate as the garden from his dream.

      Each attempt brought progress, yet frustration lingered. The dandelions he conjured lacked the vibrant glow he sought, the stems too rigid, the petals too uneven. Still, he persisted, driven by the hope that mastery would lead him closer to returning home.

      During this time, his companions watched him silently. Stark admired his perseverance, while Fern remained cautious, unsure of what to make of his abilities. Frieren, as enigmatic as ever, observed with an unreadable expression, occasionally offering cryptic remarks.

      Despite all these, Naruto’s resolve grew stronger. He wasn’t just practicing for the sake of power; he was rediscovering the essence of creation itself—a delicate balance between strength and artistry. He knew that this was only the beginning of his journey.

    
    

    
      After dinner, as the cabin settled into its usual quiet, Naruto stood up and declared, “I’ve perfected pure mana manipulation.” His voice carried a confidence that made everyone turn to him.

      “Oh?” Kraft leaned forward, intrigued.

      Without hesitation, Naruto extended his hand. In his palm, a faint shimmer began to glow. Slowly, a delicate, neon dandelion formed, its petals radiant, almost alive.

      Fern blinked. “It’s… nice, but it looks pretty ordinary,” Stark said, scratching his head.

      Kraft, however, smirked knowingly. “Now this, is art.”

      “Huh?” Fern tilted her head in confusion.

      Naruto, basking in their mixed reactions, smugly turned to Frieren and shoved the glowing flower close to her face. “What do you think, hag? Isn’t it better than your boring little deer?”

      Frieren avoided looking directly at it, her expression unreadable.

      Fern, puzzled by Frieren’s reaction, asked, “Mistress, what’s so special about this… flower?”

      Frieren sighed, her reluctance evident. “What he’s done… It took me over a decade to master pure mana manipulation to this degree.”

      “What?!” Fern’s eyes widened in shock. “This level of control?”

      “Yes,” Frieren admitted, her voice low. “But he’s done more than just match it. He’s evolved it.”

      Naruto tilted his head. “What do you mean by ‘evolved’?”

      Frieren gestured at him. “Show them.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow, but brought his other hand close to the dandelion. As the second hand approached, the flower grew larger, its petals expanding outward. The glow intensified, and shapes began to form within the petals, like living paintings trapped in the soft luminescence.

      Fern gasped as she saw the first image: the silhouettes of children playing in a garden of flowers.

      Then another appeared—a chef, meticulously cooking, the spiral of his work blending into the flower’s texture.

      A woman danced gracefully, her movements so fluid it was as if she were alive.

      A man with a sword swung it in perfect arcs, his silhouette sharp and purposeful.

      Next, a boy sat under a moonlit sky, talking with an old man whose face radiated wisdom.

      A man and a woman held a newborn baby, the tenderness in their silhouettes almost tangible.

      More scenes emerged:

      A hunter running through a forest, bow in hand.

      A blacksmith hammering away, sparks flying like stars.

      A lonely figure standing on a cliff, staring at the ocean waves below.

      The images shifted seamlessly, each more vivid than the last.

      Stark stood frozen, his axe forgotten. “That’s… that’s impossible.”

      Fern was utterly speechless, her staff slipping from her grasp.

      Kraft, ever the contemplative one, gave a slow nod of appreciation. “Naruto, you’ve created something truly remarkable. This isn’t just mana manipulation. It’s storytelling. It’s life.”

      Naruto couldn’t help the grin spreading across his face. He turned to Frieren, leaning closer with his signature smugness. “So, hag, am I better than you now? I told you I’d beat your deer.”

      Frieren narrowed her eyes but finally relented. “Fine. I’ll start teaching you spells.”

      Naruto’s face lit up like a child on his birthday. “Heck yeah! Yeah!” He punched the air, his earlier frustrations forgotten.

      As the dandelion dissolved back into pure mana, the room remained silent, the weight of what they had just witnessed lingering. For the first time in weeks, the air was filled with something more than frustration or monotony—it was filled with awe.
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    5. Sage Mode

    
      “Life isn’t about fighting the storm—it’s about learning to find peace within it.”

    
    

    
      Chapter 05

    
    

    

    
      Naruto eagerly waited as Frieren prepared to teach him his first spell. His excitement was palpable as Frieren finally uttered the enchant word, “Saff,” and instructed him to practice its pronunciation.

      “Saff! Saff! Saff!” Naruto chanted enthusiastically, his voice brimming with anticipation.

      “What does it do? Summon lightning? Bring a storm?” he asked, practically bouncing in place.

      Frieren didn’t answer directly. “Keep practicing. Accurate pronunciation is crucial,” she said, walking away to retrieve something.

      Naruto continued, “Saff! Saff! Saff!” his mind racing with possibilities.

      When Frieren returned, she carried an oil-stained steel bowl. Naruto blinked, confused. “Huh? What’s that for?”

      Frieren simply raised her hand. “Saff,” she said calmly, and with a flicker of magic, the grime and oil vanished. The bowl gleamed like it was freshly forged.

      Naruto froze, his excitement draining in an instant. “What… was that?” he asked, his voice dangerously calm.

      “It’s an oil-cleaning spell. Convenient, isn’t it?” Frieren replied with a small smile.

      “Convenient?!” Naruto exploded, his face a mix of disbelief and fury. “I thought you were going to teach me something epic! My world might be in danger right now, and you’re teaching me how to clean a bowl?!”

      Frieren remained unbothered by his outburst. “You underestimate the importance of practical spells. They’re incredibly useful.”

      Fern nodded in agreement. “Mistress is right. A clean bowl can save time and effort.”

      Naruto threw his hands up, utterly exasperated. “What is wrong with you people?! My world might be in ruins by now!”

      Frieren raised an eyebrow. “Shut up. You know nothing about the scope of time.”

      “Oh yeah? And you do?”

      “I’ve seen civilizations rise and fall,” Frieren replied matter-of-factly. “Trust me. I know.”

      Naruto huffed, glaring at her. “Fine! You don’t want to teach me a proper spell? Whatever! I have another mage here. Oi, Fern, what spell can you teach me?”

      Fern hesitated before answering. “I can teach you a mold-cleaning spell, Mr. Naruto. It’s very convenient for cleaning copper statues.”

      Naruto stared at her, his jaw dropping. “…What is wrong with you people?!”

      Kraft, seeing Naruto’s anger, decided to intervene. “Calm down,” he said, gesturing to the fireplace. “Come meditate with me.”

      Grumbling, Naruto complied. He crossed his legs and closed his eyes, fidgeting and shifting uncomfortably.

      Minutes turned to an hour. Naruto’s restless movements ceased, his body relaxing as if melting into the flow of the moment.

      “Is he asleep?” Stark asked, inspecting his axe.

      “No,” Kraft said with a grin. “This is something else.”

      Fern, now alert, murmured, “His mana… it’s increasing.”

      “What?” Stark turned, watching in disbelief.

      “He’s connecting with the environment,” Frieren observed, her tone neutral but her eyes curious.

      Kraft’s grin widened. “I always thought he was just a general type. But no. This kid—he’s a sage.”

      “A sage?” Frieren asked, sceptical.

      “A person who will one day master the pinnacle of sorcery, mystic arts, and warriorism. He’s inexperienced now, yes, but given time…” Kraft’s voice carried a certainty that left no room for doubt. “He will surpass us all.”

      The group fell silent, stunned by the proclamation. Even Frieren couldn’t hide her shock, her calm façade betraying a flicker of disbelief.

      Stark shook his head. “I get that he’s talented, but isn’t that a bit much?”

      Kraft’s response was firm. “No. It’s not just talent. It’s destiny.”

    
    

    
      Naruto opened his eyes. Kraft was right! Meditating does calm the mind. No wonder Pervy Sage did it quite often. And—

      Wait.

      Naruto blinked as the stares continued. It felt like being a rare bird in a cage, surrounded by four overly curious zookeepers. He flailed his hands in frustration.

      “Oi, what’s with you guys? Did I grow horns or something?”

      Frieren rubbed her chin, her gaze unwavering. “He speaks.”

      Naruto frowned. “Of course, I can talk, you hag! What’s wrong with you?!”

      Fern interjected, her tone clinical, “Mr. Naruto, you’ve been absorbing mana from nature for three hours straight.”

      “Wait, what?!” His eyes widened.

      Stark, scratching his head, muttered, “I thought you’d turn into some kind of animal or monster… I was ready.” He sheepishly held up a rope.

      Naruto deadpanned. “Seriously? I’m trying to meditate here, and you’re over there planning to hogtie me like a rogue bear?”

      Fern handed him a small mirror. “Look.”

      Naruto gasped. His jade eyes glowed like tiny lanterns, with two delicate black floral patterns framing them.

      “Cool tattoos!” he said, grinning like a kid who just discovered a shiny new toy.

      Kraft leaned forward, his voice calm. “Do you feel… different? Physically?”

      Naruto tilted his head, considering. “I kinda wanna pee?”

      Frieren sighed. “Try harder.”

      Frowning, Naruto closed his eyes, concentrating. “Okay, okay, um… there’s a bear sleeping a few miles from here? And, um, I can see a beaver over the hill… how?”

      “Oooh,” Frieren leaned in with interest. “Anything else?”

      Naruto sniffed, his expression souring. “Stark’s bed is wet.”

      “Hey!” Stark jumped up, looking defensive.

      Fern crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes at Stark. “Mr. Stark?”

      “…yes?” he replied, his face pale.

      “You perv!” Fern grabbed her staff and began chasing him around the room, her strikes landing with loud thwacks.

      As Stark yelped and scrambled away, Kraft chuckled softly, leaning back. Meanwhile, Naruto looked at his glowing eyes in the mirror again, marveling.

      “Man, I can feel the mana flowing everywhere—like I’m part of the world! This is amazing!” He looked up at Frieren. “And I got tattoos! Beat that, hag!”

      “You call those tattoos?” Frieren snorted, unimpressed.

      But as they all laughed and Stark tried dodging Fern’s wrath, Naruto suddenly felt his connection to the world dim. The glow in his eyes flickered out, and the floral marks faded from his face.

      “It’s gone,” he muttered. “So… it has a time limit?”

      Kraft nodded, his grin widening. “A power like that can’t be constant. It’s a gift, a moment of connection with nature itself.” He stood and clapped Naruto on the shoulder. “We’ll call it: Sage Mode.”

      Weeks turned into months. The cabin became more of a prison than a shelter for Naruto, who was growing increasingly restless. Snow piled higher and higher outside, the blizzard relentless, as if nature itself conspired to keep them trapped.

      Naruto, determined to make progress, had turned to Frieren with pleas to teach him magic. At first, his attempts were straightforward: polite requests, earnest promises to work hard. But Frieren, true to her enigmatic nature, would simply yawn and wave him off.

      Then he got creative.

      One evening, Naruto found Frieren sitting by the fireplace, her eyes half-lidded as she warmed her hands. He crept up behind her and began to massage her head, his fingers working through her silvery hair with surprising skill.

      “Mmm,” Frieren hummed, leaning into his touch.

      “Pretty nice, huh?” Naruto grinned, his hands kneading her scalp. “So, about that spell…”

      “Don’t stop,” she murmured, her voice barely audible.

      Naruto hesitated. “Uh… okay. But maybe after this, you could—”

      “Shhh.” Frieren leaned further back, eyes closed. Moments later, she was snoring softly.

      Naruto’s eye twitched. “You’ve gotta be kidding me!”

      This became a pattern. Every time he massaged her head, hoping to extract some magical wisdom, Frieren would fall asleep before he could even finish his sentence. It was maddening.

      Fern wasn’t much better. She had reluctantly agreed to teach him a spell, but her choice left Naruto flabbergasted.

      “It’s a vision-enhancing spell,” Fern explained. “Quite advanced for a beginner, but useful in certain situations.”

      Naruto’s excitement was palpable as he practiced the incantation, eager to see what new ability he had unlocked. When he finally succeeded, his jaw dropped.

      “Wait a second… this lets me see through clothes?!” Naruto’s voice cracked.

      Fern nodded, entirely unbothered. “Yes. It’s useful for identifying concealed weapons or hidden objects.”

      Naruto buried his face in his hands. “Oh man, Pervy Sage would’ve loved this. He would’ve killed for this.”

      Fern raised an eyebrow. “Who?”

      “Never mind!” Naruto groaned.

      The spell was impressive in theory, but in practice, it only added to his frustration. He wasn’t here to learn voyeuristic tricks or clean dishes with enchanted words—he needed real power. Spells that could save lives, turn the tide in battles, or maybe even help him survive the chaotic mess that was his world.

      The unyielding blizzard outside didn’t help his mood. Instead of letting up, it seemed to intensify, the howling winds rattling the cabin and the snow piling so high that the windows were completely blocked.

      To blow off steam, Naruto frequently sparred with Stark. The seasoned warrior was reluctant at first, worried about accidentally hurting the “mage apprentice,” but Naruto’s determination was hard to ignore. Their matches were intense, with Stark’s raw strength clashing against Naruto’s speed and unpredictability.

      “You’re getting even faster,” Stark admitted one day, wiping sweat from his brow after a particularly fierce session.

      “Damn right I am!” Naruto grinned, despite the bruise forming on his cheek.

      Occasionally, Kraft would step in for a sparring match. Unlike Stark’s brute force, Kraft’s movements were calculated, almost graceful. Sparring with him felt more like a chess or shogi game, each strike and counterstrike laden with subtlety and intent.

      “Your reflexes are sharp,” Kraft observed after one bout. “But you rely too much on instinct. Think ahead, Naruto. Plan your moves.”

      Naruto nodded, though he couldn’t help but grumble under his breath. Sparring was fun, sure, but it wasn’t enough to keep him from going stir-crazy.

      “I’m so bored, y’know!” Naruto yelled one evening, throwing his arms up in exasperation.

      Fern, ever composed, glanced up from her book. “You could meditate.”

      “Again?!” Naruto groaned, flopping onto a chair. “I’ve meditated so much I’m starting to hear the trees snore!”

      Frieren, sitting across from him with her usual detached expression, sipped her tea. “Then perhaps you’re doing it wrong.”

      Naruto’s glare could’ve melted the snow outside if it had any magical properties.

      The days dragged on, each one blending into the next. Despite his frustrations, Naruto kept pushing himself, practicing his mana control and honing his combat skills. He couldn’t shake the feeling that every moment spent idle was a moment wasted. Somewhere out there, his world might be falling apart, and here he was, stuck in a cabin, learning how to clean oil stains and see through clothes.

      But no matter how much he grumbled, no matter how often he threw his arms in the air and declared he was done, he kept going. Because that’s what Naruto did—he endured. And deep down, he knew that even the most mundane lessons could hold value.

      Even if it took every ounce of his patience to see it.

      Naruto had taken to meditating as part of his training, eventually discovering how to tap into Sage Mode. When activated, his reflexes became lightning-fast, and his strength was superhuman—he could lift tons effortlessly. His heightened senses allowed him to perceive everything in his surroundings with unparalleled clarity.

      But one day, this newfound sensitivity landed him in trouble. He caught a strange, unfamiliar scent of blood coming from Fern. Being Naruto, he blurted it out without thinking.

      Fern’s face turned red, and before he knew it, she was chasing him around the cabin, staff in hand, yelling, “Bad, Mr. Naruto!” For a solid hour, she disciplined him, leaving him with a bruised ego and an important lesson: never comment on things he didn’t fully understand.

      Meanwhile, his proficiency with the oil-cleaning spell and the see-through spell had reached mastery. He could now clean anything or identify hidden objects with ease. At this point, Naruto realised things were getting out of hand. He wasn’t here to become a magical cleaner or a voyeur; he needed to learn something substantial, and soon.

      Determined to move past these skills, Naruto decided to double down on his efforts, convinced that the path to greatness lay just ahead—if only Frieren and Fern would stop holding out on him!

    
    

    
      Naruto had been growing increasingly restless. The basics—oil-cleaning and see-through spells—weren’t enough to quench his thirst for progress. The monotonous routine, coupled with the raging blizzard that confined them indoors, left him teetering on the edge of boredom-induced insanity. After countless days of pestering, Frieren finally relented.

      “Fine,” she said with a weary sigh, rubbing her temple. “I’ll teach you the levitation spell.”

      Naruto’s face lit up like a child on his birthday. “Yes!” he exclaimed, punching the air. “Finally! Something cool!”

      Frieren didn’t respond to his outburst. With her usual calm, she raised a hand, muttered a string of unfamiliar words, and began to float. Her robes swayed gently as she hovered, her serene expression unchanging. It was as though she belonged there, effortlessly defying gravity.

      Naruto gawked, his mouth slightly agape. “Whoa… that’s so awesome!”

      Fern, who had been observing, stepped forward. Without a word, she repeated the incantation and lifted off the ground, her movements graceful and precise. She hovered alongside Frieren, casting a smug glance at Naruto.

      “See?” Frieren said, her tone flat. “It’s not that hard.”

      Naruto was practically bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Alright, my turn! What’s the chant? I’ll get this on my first try—Dattebayo!”

      Frieren gave him a look that managed to combine exasperation and amusement. “You’ll need a staff first.”

      Naruto froze mid-bounce. “…What?”

      “You need a magical focus,” she explained. “A staff. Without one, this spell is beyond your reach.”

      Naruto’s enthusiasm crumbled like a poorly made sandcastle. “Okay, great. So, where do I get one?”

      Fern crossed her arms, her tone practical. “The closest magical item shop is several days away. And that’s assuming the blizzard lets up.”

      Naruto’s shoulders slumped. “You’ve gotta be kidding me…”

      Stark chuckled from his corner of the cabin. “Guess you’ll have to wait, kid.”

      But Naruto Uzumaki wasn’t the type to wait around when there was a challenge to conquer. That night, long after the others had gone to bed, he sat cross-legged on the wooden floor, his brows furrowed in determination. His mind replayed the dreams he’d had of being a legendary mage like Flamme, wielding a golden staff with a gleaming amethyst stone. If he could see it in his dreams, surely he could make it real.

      “Alright, let’s do this,” he muttered to himself, extending his hands. His fingers trembled slightly, but he ignored the doubt creeping into his mind. He closed his eyes and focused.

      From her spot near the dying embers of the fire, Frieren observed him for a while. She turned to Kraft, who sat nearby. “Wake me up when he’s done,” she murmured before retreating to her bed.

      Kraft nodded but didn’t take his eyes off Naruto. The boy’s determination was admirable, even if the odds were stacked against him.

      The hours dragged on, the storm outside battering the cabin with relentless fury. Naruto remained rooted to his spot, sweat beading on his forehead despite the chill in the air. His hands twitched as he muttered incoherent encouragement to himself.

      “Come on… I’ve faced worse… This is nothing…” he whispered.

      Kraft leaned back in his chair, a small smile playing on his lips. “Kid’s got guts, I’ll give him that.”

      As the night deepened, faint wisps of golden light began to shimmer around Naruto’s hands. They danced like fireflies, swirling and coalescing into an ethereal shape. It was faint at first—a mere whisper of a staff’s silhouette—but it grew more defined with each passing moment.

      Kraft straightened, his gaze sharpening. “Well, I’ll be damned…”

      Naruto’s breathing grew heavier, his body trembling under the strain. The ghostly outline of the staff flickered, as if testing his resolve. Gritting his teeth, he pushed harder, pouring every ounce of his will into the summoning.

      “I… won’t… give up!” he growled, his voice strained but resolute.

      The golden light brightened, and with a soft, almost anticlimactic thud, something solid materialised and landed on his head.

      “Ow!” Naruto yelped, his concentration shattering. He grabbed the object and held it in front of him, his exhaustion forgotten in the face of his disbelief. It was a staff, just like the one from his dreams. The handle was smooth and golden, and an amethyst stone gleamed at its tip, reflecting the faint glow of the embers.

      Naruto let out a shaky laugh, his lips curling into a triumphant grin. “I… I did it…” His voice was barely above a whisper as his body gave out, and he collapsed onto the floor, the staff clutched tightly in his arms like a treasured possession.

      Kraft chuckled softly and rose from his chair. “You never fail to surprise me, kid,” he muttered as he approached the sleeping boy. He carefully lifted Naruto and carried him to his bed, tucking the blanket around him. Naruto’s grip on the staff didn’t loosen even in sleep, a testament to how much it meant to him.

      Kraft glanced at Frieren, who was still peacefully asleep. For a moment, he considered waking her, but seeing the rare tranquillity on her face, he decided against it.

      With a quiet sigh, Kraft returned to his chair by the fire. The storm outside continued to rage, but inside the cabin, there was a sense of warmth and accomplishment.

      The next morning, the first rays of sunlight peeked through the frosted windows of the cabin. Naruto stirred awake, groaning as he stretched out his sore limbs. The staff, still clutched in his hand, felt warm and solid, like an extension of himself. He smiled groggily at the sight of it, his achievement from the night before filling him with pride.

      When the others woke, Frieren’s eyes fell on the staff in Naruto’s hand. Her expression didn’t betray much, but her mild surprise was evident in the slight widening of her eyes.

      “Where did you get that?” she asked, her voice calm yet tinged with curiosity.

      Naruto grinned, holding up the staff triumphantly. “Summoned it! Spent all night on it, Dattebayo!”

      Frieren’s gaze lingered on the staff, and a flicker of recognition crossed her face. “That’s… Flamme’s staff.”

      Fern, who was rubbing sleep from her eyes, froze mid-yawn. “Wait, what?” She stared at the staff, her mouth hanging open in disbelief. “That’s not possible! How could he summon something like that?”

      Stark, still groggy, scratched his head and leaned closer for a better look. “Huh. Didn’t think you had it in you, kid. That thing looks legit.”

      Naruto puffed out his chest, basking in the unexpected praise. “Told ya I could do it! All it took was determination and guts!”

      Frieren’s expression remained unreadable, though her mind raced. She did expect him to achieve something like this and summoning Flamme’s staff was no small feat. Its golden handle and amethyst stone were unmistakable, relics of a bygone era and a mentor whose legacy she carried. Yet here it was, in the hands of a boy whose magic training was barely past the basics.

      “Let me see that,” Frieren said, stepping closer.

      Naruto hesitated for a moment but handed it over. As her fingers closed around the staff, Frieren felt a faint hum of magic, an undeniable signature of her mentor. She turned it over, inspecting every detail. It was no imitation.

      Fern crossed her arms, frowning. “This doesn’t make sense. How could someone with barely any magical knowledge summon that?”

      “Luck?” Stark offered, though even he sounded skeptical.

      Naruto crossed his arms. “Hey, give me some credit! I worked all night on that! I didn’t even sleep—well, until I passed out.”

      Frieren handed the staff back to Naruto. “You’ve done something impressive, but summoning the staff is one thing. Using it is another.”

      Naruto’s grin faltered slightly. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” Frieren said, her tone slightly dry, “that having a staff won’t magically make you better at casting spells. You still need to practice.”

      Fern smirked. “If anything, the spells might backfire. Better not blow yourself up.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Naruto muttered, rolling his eyes. But he wasn’t deterred. He clutched the staff tightly, his determination rekindled. “Alright, so let’s do this! Levitation spell, here I come!”

      The group moved outside, braving the cold winds that still howled through the snow-covered landscape. Frieren stood to the side, arms crossed, while Fern and Stark watched from a safe distance.

      “Repeat after me,” Frieren instructed. She chanted the incantation, her voice steady and deliberate. Her body lifted off the ground effortlessly, floating a few feet in the air.

      Naruto nodded, gripping his staff with both hands. He repeated the incantation, his voice filled with confidence. The staff began to glow faintly, and for a moment, it seemed like he might actually succeed.

      Then… nothing happened.

      Naruto frowned, gripping the staff tighter. “Alright, maybe I just need to try harder.” He repeated the incantation, his voice louder this time. The staff sparked, and a faint breeze stirred the snow around him. But again, he remained firmly on the ground.

      Stark snickered. “Looks like the staff’s defective.”

      Fern shook her head, clearly unimpressed. “More like the wielder’s defective.”

      “Hey!” Naruto shot back, glaring at her. “This is harder than it looks, okay?”

      Frieren sighed. “Your problem isn’t effort. It’s control. You’re pouring too much energy into the spell without focusing it properly. Magic requires balance, not brute force.”

      Naruto scratched his head, looking frustrated. “Balance, huh? Yeah, okay, but how do I do that?”

      Frieren gestured to Fern. “Watch her again. Pay attention to how she channels her magic.”

      Fern smiled, always eager to show off to her junior. She gripped her own staff and chanted the incantation, rising smoothly into the air. She hovered there for a moment before landing gracefully.

      “See?” Fern said smugly. “It’s not about trying harder. It’s about precision.”

      Naruto groaned, his shoulders slumping. “Great. Now I have to figure out how to be precise. This just keeps getting better.”

      Frieren gave him a rare smile, albeit a small one. “You’ve already done the impossible by summoning that staff. Don’t let one failed attempt discourage you. Keep practicing.”

      Naruto looked at the staff in his hands, its golden surface glinting faintly in the sunlight. He took a deep breath, determination hardening his gaze. “Alright. I’ll get this. Just watch. I’ll be floating around like a pro in no time!”

      Fern rolled her eyes, Stark chuckled, and Frieren watched with mild amusement as Naruto steeled himself for yet another attempt. The snow crunched beneath his feet as he planted himself firmly, ready to tackle the challenge head-on. For all his flaws, his relentless spirit was something even Frieren had to admire.
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    6. The Levitation Spell

    
      “The quiet moments are where the soul whispers its truest dreams.”

    
    

    
      Chapter 06

    
    

    

    
      After a week of relentless practice, Naruto finally mastered the levitation spell. Naturally, he couldn’t help but brag about his newfound skill, which only resulted in him pestering Frieren for the next challenge.

      Frieren, unperturbed as always, crossed her arms. “Alright,” she said. “Here’s your next goal: levitate for as long as you can, without moving—just float in place.”

      Naruto frowned. “What? Why? That sounds boring.”

      “I want to observe something,” Frieren replied cryptically.

      Naruto groaned. “Fine, whatever. This’ll be easy.”

      He began levitating inside the cabin, his head brushing against the ceiling as he drifted upward. “See? No problem,” he said smugly, twirling his staff like a baton.

      At first, it was effortless. A minute passed, then ten.

      “Still good,” Naruto declared confidently, though his feet wobbled slightly in the air. He twirled his staff again, narrowly missing a shelf. “Oops, uh, all part of the show.”

      Frieren observed him with detached interest while Fern sat nearby, pretending to read but sneaking glances. “I can only manage forty-five minutes at most,” she admitted under her breath, watching Naruto’s casual ease with growing disbelief.

      As thirty minutes ticked by, Naruto began to fidget. “Okay, maybe this is a little harder than I thought,” he mumbled, shifting in midair. His legs kicked aimlessly, and he gripped his staff like a lifeline. “Ugh, this is so boring! Can’t I just—”

      “No,” Frieren said before he could finish.

      By the time an hour rolled around, Naruto was too bored to even complain. His usual energy drained away as he floated, staring at the wooden beams above him. “This is torture…” he muttered, barely audible.

      To break the monotony, Stark decided to introduce a game. He tossed a small knife into the air and caught it with ease. “Hey, Naruto! Let’s play catch,” he said, grinning mischievously.

      “With a knife?!” Naruto yelped, nearly losing his balance in the air.

      “Don’t be a baby,” Stark said, tossing the blade lightly toward him.

      Naruto caught it awkwardly with one hand, spinning slightly as the force knocked him off-kilter. “This is a terrible idea!” he shouted, flinging the knife back.

      Stark caught it effortlessly, laughing. “You’re just mad I’m better at this.”

      The game escalated quickly. The knife zipped through the air faster and faster, and Naruto had to twist and turn midair to avoid getting sliced. Fern, who had been watching with increasing irritation, finally snapped.

      “Mr. Stark! Mr. Naruto! Stop this nonsense immediately!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the cabin like a whip. She stormed over, yanking the knife out of Stark’s hand and glaring at both of them. “What are you, children?”

      “Technically, I’m still a teenager,” Naruto offered sheepishly.

      Fern smacked him lightly on the head with her staff. “Not helping.”

      The chaos settled down, but Naruto remained floating, stubbornly determined to hit whatever invisible target Frieren had set for him. As the evening wore on, the others went about their routines. Stark eventually sprawled out on his bed, snoring loudly. Fern resumed reading, though she stole glances at Naruto from time to time. Frieren simply sat by the fire, her eyes half-closed as if she were meditating.

      By the time midnight arrived, Naruto was still levitating, though he had fallen fast asleep. His snores echoed faintly, causing Fern to suppress a chuckle. “How is he still up there?” she whispered.

      Frieren glanced at Naruto, her gaze thoughtful. “It’s impressive. He doesn’t seem to tire from the spell.”

      It wasn’t until the early hours of the morning that Naruto woke with a start, clutching his stomach and groaning. “Oh no… Oh no no no!” he shouted, breaking the silence.

      Fern bolted upright, startled. “What’s wrong?”

      Naruto, still midair, clutched his crotch with both hands. “I haven’t peed in fourteen hours!” he wailed, his face contorted with panic.

      Frieren raised an eyebrow but said nothing, while Fern buried her face in her hands, muttering, “Unbelievable…”

      Naruto crashed to the floor with a thud, bolting for the door as fast as his legs could carry him. The others sat in stunned silence, unsure whether to laugh or shake their heads.

      When he returned minutes later, looking relieved but sheepish, Frieren finally spoke. “You lasted longer than I expected,” she said.

      “Thanks… I think,” Naruto replied, scratching his head.

      Fern and Frieren exchanged a glance, both noting how Naruto didn’t appear drained at all despite using the levitation spell for hours. Frieren’s lips curved into the faintest hint of a smile. “Had it not been for his bladder,” she mused, “he might’ve stayed up there all night.”

    
    

    
      Months passed, and Naruto’s restlessness grew with the unrelenting snowstorm. Everyone else seemed unaffected. Kraft prayed regularly, Fern took care of cooking, Frieren spent most of her time sleeping, and Stark was always polishing his axe like it was his life’s purpose.

      Naruto, however, couldn’t sit still. Being a shinobi meant being active, and this idle life wasn’t his style. So, he did the one thing he knew best—pester Frieren.

      He bothered her at every opportunity. When she was sleeping:

      “Hag! Wake up! Teach me something cool!”

      “Mmm… No,” she mumbled, rolling over and pulling her blanket tighter.

      When she was eating:

      “C’mon, hag, at least one fire spell! Just a tiny one!”

      She stared at him with her usual blank expression, took another bite of her bread, and said, “Not today.”

      Even when she was heading for a shower, he’d follow her to the door, pleading, “I’ll be quick, I promise! Teach me now, and I won’t bother you for a week!”

      “Go away,” she replied, shutting the door in his face.

      Desperate times called for desperate measures. Naruto resorted to bribery.

      “You’ve been sleeping a lot,” he said, cracking his knuckles. “How about a nice head massage? Or a shoulder massage? You’ve earned it, hag.”

      She glanced at him suspiciously but eventually relented. “Fine… Just don’t stop until I say so.”

      He worked tirelessly, his hands skilled and firm from years of ninja training. For a moment, it seemed like he had won her over.

      “This is nice,” Frieren admitted, her voice almost soft.

      “So… about that fire spell?”

      Her reply came in the form of a soft snore. She’d fallen asleep again.

      Still, his persistence bore some fruit. After weeks of nagging and massages, Frieren finally taught him three spells. Unfortunately, they were anything but impressive:

      A spell to clean mold from copper statues.

      A spell to see your back without turning around.

      A spell to ease toe pain.

      “Seriously?” Naruto groaned. “These are the worst spells ever!”

      Frieren shrugged. “You wanted to learn magic. These are spells.”

      Meanwhile, Fern took pity on Naruto’s boredom and decided to teach him about the world’s history, particularly the legendary Hero’s party from 80 years ago. She spoke with reverence about Heiter, the priest who had been like a father to her and who had gifted her the staff she carried.

      “Heiter was kind,” Fern said, her voice tinged with nostalgia. “He believed in helping everyone, no matter who they were. He taught me a lot.”

      Naruto listened, surprisingly attentive. He was fascinated by the stories of Himmel, the heroic leader who never gave up and always found ways to help others.

      “Himmel sounds awesome!” Naruto said. “A real hero!”

      “He was,” Fern agreed, smiling faintly.

      Naruto found himself inspired by Himmel’s deeds. He imagined himself following in the hero’s footsteps, doing odd but helpful tasks for others. However, whenever Frieren came up in Fern’s stories, Naruto zoned out. To him, Frieren was just “the hag,” and he couldn’t picture her as anything other than her current sleepy self.

      On the rare occasion Frieren was awake and attentive, Kraft shared a few combat techniques with Naruto. Despite being a seasoned ninja, Naruto was impressed. Kraft’s moves were subtle but effective, blending physical strength with precision and grace.

      “Wow,” Naruto said after a particularly enlightening session. “I didn’t think an old man like you could move like that!”

      Kraft chuckled. “Age is just a number, kid. Keep training, and you’ll see.”

      Through it all, the snowstorm outside continued unabated, but inside the cabin, Naruto found moments of growth, even if they weren’t exactly what he’d hoped for.

    
    

    
      Naruto had developed a habit of experimenting with his staff whenever he could. The staff was like a new toy, and his shinobi instincts made him eager to test its limits. But Fern was always watching him, her hawk-like gaze unwavering.

      One afternoon, Naruto attempted a spell he’d made up on the spot. Just as he was about to swing his staff, Fern’s stern voice cut through the room.

      “Mr. Naruto, what are you doing?”

      Naruto froze mid-swing and gave her an innocent grin. “Hehe, um, trying a new spell?”

      Fern’s eyes narrowed. “Put the staff down. Now.”

      “Aw, come on, Fern! I’ve got this one for sure!”

      “Put. It. Down,” she repeated, her tone brooking no argument.

      Despite her vigilance, Naruto managed to sneak in a few experiments when Fern was distracted. These experiments, however, rarely ended well.

      One morning, while Fern was busy preparing breakfast, Naruto decided to “enhance” the kettle with his magic. He chanted a spell that he thought might make the water boil faster. Instead, the kettle exploded with a loud BANG!

      Fern stormed into the room, her face a mix of anger and disbelief.

      “Mr. Naruto!” she yelled, fists clenched.

      Naruto scratched the back of his head sheepishly. “Uh… oops?”

      Fern didn’t hold back. She spent the rest of the day smacking him on the head with her fists every time she passed him.

      Another time, Naruto aimed to improve the fireplace by making the flames brighter and warmer. Instead, he ended up blowing the entire thing out, leaving the room freezing.

      Stark had burst into laughter. “Nice going, kid. You turned it into a snowstorm in here!”

      Fern was less amused. She grabbed Naruto by the ear and dragged him to clean up the mess, grumbling about his recklessness the entire time.

      Through all this, Naruto continued pestering Frieren for more spells. He tried everything to convince her—pranks, sweet-talking, and even exaggerated flattery.

      “Frieren, you’re the most amazing mage ever! Teach me something cool!” he’d say with an overly dramatic bow.

      Frieren remained as nonchalant as ever, brushing off his antics like one swats away an annoying fly.

      Three months into their snowy confinement, Frieren finally decided to teach Naruto a new spell.

      “This one is practical,” she said, her voice calm but firm. “A levitation spell for carrying heavy luggage.”

      Naruto’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Yes! Now we’re talking! Let’s do this!”

      Frieren demonstrated the spell, effortlessly lifting a large log into the air and setting it down gently.

      “Whoa,” Naruto whispered, awestruck. “That’s awesome!”

      “It’s also simple,” Frieren said, handing him the staff. “Your turn.”

      Naruto was eager to try, but as always, things didn’t go smoothly. On his first attempt, he chanted the spell and managed to lift the log—but only for a second. It shot up into the air and smashed into the ceiling, sending bits of wood and plaster raining down.

      “Uh… my bad?” Naruto said, cringing.

      The next day, he tried again, this time with a smaller object—a cooking pot. He concentrated hard, chanting the spell with determination. The pot floated, wobbled, and then zoomed toward Stark’s head.

      “Hey!” Stark ducked just in time, the pot clanging against the wall. “Watch it, Naruto!”

      “Sorry, sorry!” Naruto said, laughing nervously.

      On the third attempt, Naruto decided to test the spell on something heavier—a pile of books. He chanted confidently, and the books rose into the air. For a moment, it seemed like he’d succeeded. Then the books burst apart, their pages flying everywhere like a paper blizzard.

      Fern stood in the doorway, her expression a mix of horror and fury.

      “Mr. Naruto!” she yelled. “Do you have any idea how long it’ll take to put those back in order?”

      Naruto spent the rest of the day organizing the books under Fern’s watchful eye.

      By the end of three chaotic days, Naruto finally mastered the spell. He could now levitate objects smoothly and with precision.

      “Ha! I did it!” he cheered, spinning his staff in triumph.

      Frieren gave him a rare nod of approval. “Not bad. Let’s see if you can keep it up.”

    
    

    
      By the end of six months, the blizzard began to wane, marking the end of their stay with Kraft. During this time, Fern and Stark had visibly grown, with Fern now 1.5 inches taller and Stark standing a proud 2 inches above his previous height. Naruto, however, hadn’t grown at all.

      “I’m the same!” Naruto exclaimed, throwing his hands up in frustration. He stomped around the room, puffing his cheeks in annoyance. “This isn’t fair! How come I’m still stuck at this height while they’re growing like weeds?”

      Stark smirked, teasing, “Maybe you’re just destined to stay small, shorty.”

      “Say that again, and I’ll—” Naruto stopped mid-sentence as Fern gave him a disapproving glare.

      Kraft, unfazed by the commotion, decided to run a few basic tests on Naruto. He hummed thoughtfully as he inspected Naruto’s vitals and conducted a few basic examinations. After some time, he leaned back, his expression unreadable.

      “There’s something unusual about your metabolism,” Kraft stated, stroking his chin. “I suggest showing him to a priest for further examination.”

      “Huh?” Naruto blinked in confusion. “What’s wrong with my metabolism?”

      Frieren nodded, cutting off any further questions. “Noted.”

      Kraft turned to Frieren as he packed up his tools. “So, where are you all headed next?”

      “To the Demon King’s castle,” Frieren replied nonchalantly.

      “Why?” Kraft asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Heaven,” she said simply.

      “Ah,” Kraft said, nodding in understanding. “Are you planning to take the sea path, then?”

      “It’s too costly,” Frieren replied. “Out of our budget. We’ll go by foot.”

      Kraft frowned. “If you’re going that way, you’ll need a certified First-Class Mage with you. The land route is dangerous, and only a First-Class Mage’s authority will let you cross certain areas safely.”

      “First-Class Mage?” Naruto and Frieren echoed in unison, their confusion palpable.

      Fern, ever the responsible one, took it upon herself to explain. “A First-Class Mage is the highest rank a mage can achieve. To become one, you must pass the First-Class Mage exam, which is held once every three years. The exam is extremely rigorous, testing not only your magical abilities but also your knowledge, adaptability, and leadership skills.”

      Naruto scratched his head, trying to process the information. “And you’re… what class?”

      “I’m a Third-Class Mage,” Fern admitted. “It takes years of study and experience to even qualify for the First-Class exam. Most mages don’t make it past Second Class.”

      Frieren, leaning against the wall, muttered, “There wasn’t this much complication in my time.”

      “And when was your time? The prehistoric era?” Naruto quipped, earning himself a sharp look from Fern.

      Frieren ignored him, her expression turning thoughtful. “Fern will take the exam, then. Traveling by sea is too costly, and we’ll need the certification for the land route.”

      Fern looked both surprised and determined. “I’ll do my best.”

      With that decision made, the group prepared to leave. Kraft stood at the entrance, watching as they packed their belongings.

      “Take care,” Kraft said, his voice gruff but warm. “And show that boy to a priest when you can.”

      “We will,” Frieren replied.

      Naruto waved enthusiastically. “Thanks for everything, old man!”

      As they walked away from the cabin that had been their shelter for six long months, the snow began to melt, revealing the path ahead. They were one step closer to their destination—and to the challenges that awaited them.
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      “In life’s fleetingness lies its beauty; what fades teaches us to treasure what remains.”
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      Naruto and Fern stumbled upon a peculiar sight as they trekked through the dense forest. Standing near a patch of quicksand, Frieren was engaged in casual conversation with a young man who, curiously, was buried toe to neck in the muck. His face, though strained, carried an oddly calm expression as if he had resigned himself to his predicament.

      “…And that’s why I always carry a rope,” the man said with a weak chuckle, though his situation suggested he hadn’t followed his own advice.

      Frieren nodded sagely. “Rope is useful. But, you seem comfortable enough without one.”

      “I wouldn’t say comfortable,” he said, trying to wiggle free, only to sink further. “Perhaps you could lend a hand instead of advice?”

      Fern groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Why are you just chatting with him? He’s sinking!”

      “I figured he’d ask for help eventually,” Frieren said nonchalantly.

      Naruto jumped into action, his face a mix of amusement and alarm. “Alright, hold on, buddy! Fern, grab his arm! We’ll get him out of there.”

      Fern and Naruto worked quickly, each grabbing one of the man’s arms and pulling with all their might. The young man let out a relieved gasp as his legs were finally freed from the quicksand. His boots were left behind, but he didn’t seem to care.

      “Thanks,” he said, brushing himself off. “I thought I’d be part of the landscape forever.”

      Naruto grinned. “No problem! Just don’t go wandering into quicksand again.”

      They brought the man back to their camp, where Stark was tending to the fire. The moment Stark saw the muddy stranger, he raised an eyebrow. “Who’s this guy?”

      “I’m Sein,” the young man introduced himself, bowing slightly. “I’m a priest from the nearby village. Thanks for pulling me out back there.”

      “You’re a priest?” Fern asked, surprised.

      “That’s right. If you ever need assistance, you can find me in the village to the east,” Sein said. Then, as if recalling something important, he added, “Oh, and one more thing—be careful of snakes in this forest. They’re aggressive this time of year.”

      With that ominous warning, Sein bid them farewell and disappeared into the woods.

      “Snakes?” Naruto said, frowning. “Great, just what we needed.”

      Frieren shrugged. “We’ll be fine as long as we’re careful.”

      The group packed up their camp and continued their journey. The forest was alive with the sounds of rustling leaves and distant animal calls. Stark led the way, his axe resting on his shoulder, while Fern and Naruto followed closely behind.

      But as they walked, the peace was shattered by a sudden yelp from Stark.

      “Something bit me!” Stark shouted, clutching his leg.

      Naruto and Fern rushed to his side and saw a snake slithering away into the underbrush. The puncture marks on Stark’s calf were already swelling, and his face was contorted in pain.

      “Poison,” Frieren said bluntly, examining the wound. “I’m no healer. We need a priest.”

      “Sein!” Fern exclaimed. “He said he’s from the village nearby. We have to get Stark there fast.”

      Naruto nodded, his face serious for once. “Leave it to me. I’ll carry him.”

      Stark groaned. “I’m not… that heavy.”

      “You’re heavier than you look, big guy,” Naruto quipped, already lifting Stark onto his back. Stark protested weakly, but Naruto ignored him.

      The journey to the village was grueling. The forest seemed to stretch endlessly, and Stark’s weight, combined with the urgency of the situation, made every step feel like a mile.

      “Hang in there, Stark,” Naruto said, his voice strained but determined. “We’re almost there.”

      Fern ran ahead, scouting the path, while Frieren walked behind them, her calm demeanor a stark contrast to the chaos around her.

      As they finally emerged from the forest and spotted the village in the distance, Naruto let out a sigh of relief. “There it is! We’re gonna make it!”

      The group hurried to Sein’s residence, their hope resting on the young priest’s ability to save their friend.

      The group arrived at the village and found Sein in a modest stone church. The warm golden light from stained-glass windows bathed the interior, giving it a serene yet humble ambiance. To their surprise, Sein wasn’t the only one present. Another man, who bore a striking resemblance to Sein but with a more commanding aura, greeted them.

      “This is my brother, Silas,” Sein introduced, gesturing to the taller man dressed in priestly robes.

      Silas stepped forward, his gaze calm and steady. “I hear one of you is injured.”

      Stark groaned from Naruto’s back. “Yeah, that would be me.”

      Silas inspected Stark’s leg briefly before nodding. “It’s nothing serious. Come, set him down here.”

      Naruto, drenched in sweat and panting from the long trek, gently lowered Stark onto a bench. Silas placed a hand over the swollen wound, muttering a prayer under his breath.

      “It’s… complicated,” Silias spoke. “Sian, if you would—”

      The younger brother crouched beside Stark and a soft golden glow emanated from his palm, and within moments, the swelling receded, and the pain left Stark’s face.

      “Whoa,” Stark said, flexing his leg as if nothing had happened. “That’s… incredible.”

      “It’s the work of the god,” Sian said simply, stepping back.

      “Yeah, god, sure,” Naruto muttered, still impressed. “Thanks, though. You saved him.”

      Silas smiled faintly. “It’s what we’re here for.”

      Frieren tilted her head. “You’re skilled. Priests capable of healing this quickly are rare these days.”

      “My brother is gifted,” Silias said proudly. “If you ever need help again, you know where to find us.”

      With Stark back on his feet, the group decided to rest in the village for a while. As they gathered outside the church, Frieren casually suggested, “We could stay here for a decade. It’s peaceful enough.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened in horror. “A decade? Are you nuts?”

      Fern grimaced. “Absolutely not. We don’t have that kind of time.”

      Stark laughed nervously. “Yeah, I’m not spending ten years polishing my axe here.”

      Frieren shrugged. “Fine. A week, then.”

      The compromise settled, they found a small inn to stay in. The village, though small, was lively. Children played in the streets, farmers tended to their fields, and merchants sold their wares in a bustling market square. It had a warm, inviting charm that made it hard to dislike.

      The next day, Stark and Naruto decided to lend a hand around the village. Their definition of “help,” however, was unconventional at best.

      Naruto was spotted climbing onto a roof to retrieve a runaway chicken for an elderly woman. He slipped twice, landing in a pile of hay, much to the villagers’ amusement.

      “You could’ve just asked me to levitate it!” he shouted indignantly as he handed the chicken back to its owner.

      Stark, meanwhile, found himself repairing a fence for a farmer. Only he overdid it, turning the simple wooden barrier into a towering wall.

      “I think it’s a bit much,” the farmer said, scratching his head.

      “Better safe than sorry,” Stark replied, dusting off his hands.

      Fern, watching from a distance, shook her head in disbelief. “They’re wasting their energy on nonsense.”

      Frieren, standing beside her, seemed unbothered. “These small tasks are what make a hero.”

      Fern frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Himmel,” Frieren said simply.

      “Huh?”

      The elf smiled faintly. “Nothing.”

      As the days went by, Naruto and Stark’s antics continued. They helped carry water from the well, played with the children, and even participated in a makeshift village festival. Though their efforts were often clumsy or over-the-top, the villagers appreciated their enthusiasm.

      By the end of the week, even Fern had to admit that their presence had brought a certain liveliness to the village.

      “It’s like they’re trying to outdo each other,” she remarked as she watched Naruto juggle three apples for a group of cheering kids.

      Frieren chuckled. “That’s the spirit of a hero. Small deeds that bring joy to others.”

      Fern raised an eyebrow but said nothing, a small smile tugging at her lips.

      Frieren had made all of them undergo a physical test to see if they were healthy. Fern was in good health, Stark was in peak. Frieren was… Frieren.

      They all had forgotten about Kraft’s advice of showing Naruto to a priest and when Sein checked them one by one, he was surprised by something, no, he was shocked.

      Sein decided to share it only with the elf.

      “Are you certain, Sein?”

      “That’s what my tests say, it’s up to you whether you believe or not.”

      As the week came to an end, the group prepared to continue their journey. The villagers gathered to see them off, offering warm thanks and well-wishes. Naruto and Stark waved enthusiastically, while Fern and Frieren nodded politely.

      “Take care of yourselves,” Sein said as they departed.

      “You too!” Naruto called back.

      With their spirits high, the group ventured onward, ready to face whatever lay ahead.

    
    

    
      Frieren and her team trudged through the icy wilderness, the crunch of snow beneath their boots the only sound in the vast expanse, until they reached a peculiar settlement nestled between two jagged peaks. The village was surrounded by tall wooden walls adorned with intricate carvings of swords.

      “Sword Village?” Naruto and Fern asked in unison, their tones equal parts curiosity and disbelief.

      Stark chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. “Yeah, Sword Village. It’s a secluded place famous for its master swordsmiths and their deep respect for weaponry. They say the best swords in the land are crafted here. It’s also a haven for warriors seeking to repair or enhance their blades. And… well, some come here to seek wisdom about the art of battle.”

      Fern adjusted her scarf. “A village entirely dedicated to swords? How… unique.”

      Naruto’s eyes sparkled with interest. “Do they have ninja swords too?!”

      Stark shrugged. “Maybe. But don’t go asking for kunai or something weird.”

      Before Naruto could retort, a petite girl with shoulder-length pale blonde hair ran up to them. Her eyes sparkled with joy as she threw her arms around Frieren.

      “Miss Frieren! You were supposed to come 30 years ago!”

      Frieren looked down at the girl, patting her head nonchalantly. “I’m here now.”

      The girl puffed her cheeks but quickly smiled. “Welcome! I’m Sora, the 49th chief of the village.”

      Naruto tilted his head. “Wait, you’re the chief? But you’re so tiny!”

      Sora crossed her arms. “And you’re so loud for someone who doesn’t know anything.”

      “Touché,” Fern muttered with a smirk.

      Naruto pouted but said nothing further.

      As they walked through the village, Naruto couldn’t help but voice a burning question. “So, if the legendary sword was buried with Himmel, what do you guys guard now?”

      Sora hesitated, her gaze shifting uncomfortably. “Well… actually…”

      Frieren stepped in, her calm tone cutting through the tension. “These are my companions. They’re trustworthy kids. It’s best if I show them. But first—our job.”

      The group followed Sora to a clearing just beyond the village, where the sound of growling and snapping jaws filled the air. A pack of monstrous wolf-like creatures with glowing red eyes and fur as black as night prowled near the edge of the forest.

      Fern adjusted her scarf again—the wind was rough, her expression serious. “These are Nachtwolves. They’re notorious for attacking villages and hunting in deadly coordinated packs. They’re hard to kill because of their thick hides and speed.”

      Naruto tightened his grip on his staff, his eyes narrowing. “Alright, let’s take ’em down!”

      “Not so fast,” Frieren said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll watch from above. I want you to observe how a group works together in battle.”

      “What?!” Naruto exclaimed, his voice echoing through the clearing. “That’s boring!”

      Frieren’s gaze remained steady. “If you don’t like it, you can stay behind entirely.”

      Pouting, Naruto sighed and summoned his staff. Muttering under his breath, he activated his levitation spell and floated into the air. “Fine. But if you guys mess up, I’m coming down.”

      Frieren ignored his grumbling and stepped forward, her calm demeanor contrasting sharply with the snarling wolves. Fern and Stark readied themselves, weapons in hand, as the pack advanced.

      From above, Naruto watched as the battle unfolded. It wasn’t long before he found himself studying the coordination between his companions and the wolves with genuine interest.

      The battle began in a flurry of coordinated chaos. Fern unleashed a barrage of spells, her precision targeting smaller Nachtwolves and keeping them from flanking. Stark charged forward with his axe, each swing cleaving through thick hides with brute force. Frieren, standing calmly in the center of the fray, cast an occasional spell to clear the field or save Stark from being overwhelmed, though she barely exerted herself.

      Naruto hovered above, watching intently. He muttered to himself, analyzing every move. “Huh, so Stark goes for the legs to trip them up… Fern supports from behind, keeping them cornered… Interesting teamwork.”

      Below, Stark’s axe met another wolf’s snarling maw, shattering its jaw with a deafening crunch. “Stay down, you mutts!” he yelled, huffing from the exertion.

      “Mr. Stark, to your left!” Fern called, pointing as another wolf lunged. Stark spun, his axe catching the creature midair and sending it flying.

      Frieren simply observed, her serene expression unchanging.

      As the group thinned the pack, Stark found himself near the mouth of a dark, ominous cave. A sudden growl echoed from within, deeper and more menacing than the others. From the shadows emerged a massive Nachtwolf, nearly twice the size of the others, its red eyes gleaming with feral intelligence.

      Stark took a step back. “Uh… guys?”

      The hulking creature roared and charged, its massive claws tearing through the ground. Stark swung his axe, but the beast was quicker, swiping him aside like a ragdoll.

      “Stark!” Naruto yelled from above, his heart pounding. Without thinking, he descended rapidly, a glowing Rasengan forming in his hand. “Take this, you oversized mutt!”

      Before he could strike, Frieren appeared in front of him, her calm yet stern face stopping him in his tracks. With a casual flick of her hand, she pushed Naruto aside, sending him tumbling toward the cave entrance.

      “Hey, hag!” Naruto yelled, scowling as he regained his footing. “What the hell was that for?”

      Frieren ignored him, her focus on the hulking beast. “Stop lying there, Stark,” she called out calmly. “Finish this.”

      The monster roared and lunged at Frieren, but she sidestepped effortlessly, her robes barely rustling. Stark groaned and stood, remarkably unharmed. “Alright, alright… I’m up,” he muttered, gripping his axe.

      With a roar of his own, Stark charged at the beast. The ground trembled as his axe struck with all his might, cleaving through the creature’s neck in a single, devastating blow. The hulking Nachtwolf collapsed, its massive frame hitting the ground with a final thud.

      Naruto gawked from the cave entrance. “Damn… Stark, remind me never to make you mad!”

      Frieren dusted off her robes. “Perhaps next time, don’t jump in recklessly,” she said, glancing at Naruto.

      Naruto crossed his arms, still annoyed. “I would’ve handled it just fine!”

      “Sure you would,” Frieren replied dryly, already walking away.

      The group regrouped, Stark still catching his breath but wearing a proud grin. The snowy field was silent once more, the battle won.

      Naruto froze, his gaze locked on the gleaming blade nestled deep within the rock. The soft whispers that emanated from it grew louder in his ears, pulling him forward like an invisible force.

      “Huh?” Stark muttered, frowning as he squinted into the dim cave light. “Hey, Frieren? What’s that?”

      Frieren turned, her expression calm but curious as Fern and Sora approached. Stark gestured toward the sword. “Hero Himmel claimed the sacred sword and it was buried with him. Then… what is that?”

      Indeed, the sword radiated an ethereal glow, almost too perfect for this desolate place. Naruto continued to move toward it, ignoring everyone else.

      Frieren tilted her head, her voice soft yet clear. “It seems this sword was never wielded by Himmel after all.”

      “What?” Fern gasped. “But all the stories say—”

      “They’re lies,” Frieren interrupted, her gaze distant, almost wistful. “The sword was destined for the hero who would defeat the Demon King, forged to be the ultimate weapon. But Himmel…” She paused, her voice tinged with a rare emotion. “Himmel couldn’t pull it out.”

      Fern’s eyes widened. “But why didn’t he give up if he couldn’t wield the sword? Why continue without it?”

      Frieren’s gaze flickered toward the sword, her voice softening. “Because that’s what a hero does.”

      “Huh?” Naruto finally muttered, though his attention was still half on the sword.

      “Himmel once told us,” Frieren continued, “that defeating the Demon King wasn’t about wielding a magical sword or fulfilling some grand destiny. He said, ‘When I defeat the Demon King, let others believe this lie—that I claimed the sword and fulfilled my destiny.’” Her tone grew more resolute. “Because he wanted people to remember the hero who never gave up, even when the world doubted him.”

      Fern’s brows furrowed. “But why go so far to maintain the illusion?”

      Frieren smiled faintly, her gaze unwavering. “Because he believed hope was stronger than truth. And hope… is what makes a hero.”

      As Frieren spoke, Naruto reached out toward the sword, barely hearing her words. The whispers grew louder, clearer, and for a fleeting moment, he swore he could hear laughter—light, joyful laughter, like that of a man who carried the weight of the world with a smile.

      Naruto reached for the sword, his fingers curling around the hilt. The air grew heavy, the wind howled fiercely, and in an instant, a blinding light erupted, engulfing the entire cave. Stark, Fern, Sora, and even Frieren shielded their eyes from the brilliance. When the light dimmed, they found Naruto standing with the sword in hand. Its surface gleamed with an otherworldly sheen, radiating power that seemed to hum with life.

      The group was speechless. The sword—the very same one that Himmel himself couldn’t claim—was now wielded by a child. Fern’s mouth hung open in disbelief, Stark scratched his head furiously, and even Frieren’s usually calm expression betrayed a flicker of shock.

      Naruto, however, seemed oblivious to their reactions. His gaze was locked on the blade, his eyes narrowing as he muttered, “Huh?”

      The sword wasn’t just glowing. It was speaking. Its voice resonated in his mind, echoing with sorrow.

      “I…” the sword whispered.

      Naruto blinked. “You what?”

      “I wasn’t… worthy…”

      “Worthy of what?” Naruto asked, his voice sharp, the confusion evident.

      “When he touched me… that man…” The voice quivered with shame. “He didn’t need me.”

      “Who?” Naruto pressed.

      “Himmel,” the sword replied, its tone heavy with regret. “That man… he was more than a hero or the hero. I was forged to be wielded by a strong-willed champion. But he… he was beyond that. I was so ashamed that I couldn’t…”

      “You chickened out?” Naruto cut in, raising a brow.

      The sword hesitated before answering. “My purpose was to guide the hero. But that man…” Its tone softened, almost reverent. “Paths were born wherever he walked. He didn’t need a guide.”

      Naruto scratched his head. “That’s… kinda deep. But wait—if I claimed you, doesn’t that make me a hero?”

      The sword seemed to pause, its energy rippling slightly. “You… You are… But even with all my strength, I couldn’t remain in the rock when you touched me. What… What are you?”

      Naruto puffed out his chest, grinning. “Naruto Uzumaki! The Sage, y’know!”

      “The Sage…” the sword repeated, its voice almost awed.

      “Yeah, some monk told me that once!” Naruto declared confidently.

      “The Sage… Naruto Uzumaki…” the sword murmured again, its voice trailing off.

      Before Naruto could respond, the glow began to fade. He yelped, gripping the sword tighter. “Hey! Mr. Sword! Did I offend you somehow? I’m sorry, y’know!”

      The sword’s voice returned, fainter now. “I am a joke, Sage. This world never needed me. It had him then… and now it has you…”

      And with that, the light vanished completely. The sword dissolved in Naruto’s hands, leaving him holding nothing but air. He stood there, stunned and disappointed, while the others watched in silence.

      Fern finally broke the tension, muttering, “What just happened?”

      Stark shook his head. “I have no idea. But that sword was weird.”

      Naruto stared at his empty hands, his shoulders slumping. “What did I do wrong? I didn’t even get to fight with it…”

      Frieren stepped forward, her gaze lingering on the spot where the sword had disappeared. Her thoughts churned, piecing together what had transpired. She didn’t say it aloud, but one thing was clear: the sword had mocked Himmel. And in return, Himmel had mocked the sword’s existence by defeating the Demon King with nothing but his blunt, ordinary blade.

      Now, decades later, the sword had given up entirely. It had surrendered itself the moment Naruto touched it, unable to bear the weight of its failures any longer.

      Frieren’s eyes drifted to Naruto, who was still pouting. “Naruto…” she murmured, her voice barely audible. “What are you? And what is your destiny?”

    
    

    
      As Sora declared their purpose fulfilled, Frieren and the team departed the Sword Village. Naruto trailed behind, visibly sulking over the sword’s disappearance. Stark kept his distance, shooting occasional annoyed glances at him, while Fern examined Naruto as if he were a bizarre species.

      Naruto finally broke the silence, brushing his red hair back and letting his jade-green eyes flash with resolve. “Yosh! That dumb sword failed its job. But for me, Hee Male—”

      “It’s Himmel,” Frieren corrected flatly.

      “—is the real deal! A true hero doesn’t need a fancy sword to prove it!”

      Frieren rubbed her chin thoughtfully, her lips curving slightly. “Hmm, surprisingly, you’re… correct.”

      Naruto frowned at her condescension. “Hey, don’t act so shocked, hag!”

      Frieren reached out and patted his head, much to his irritation. “Good thinking, kid. Now let’s head to the city and get a First-Class Mage Certificate. We need one for on our way getting to Heaven.”

      “Wait, I don’t wanna die yet!” Naruto yelped, recoiling.

      Fern rolled her eyes. “Airhead, Mr. Naruto. ‘Heaven’ is an actual place on Earth.”

      Naruto blinked. “For real?”

      “Yeah,” Stark chimed in, shaking off his earlier mood. “You can even talk to the dead there.”

      Naruto’s jaw dropped. “What?! No way!”

      Frieren smirked as the group resumed their journey, the prospect of the city and its challenges ahead keeping them focused. Despite the strange events, they pressed on, with Naruto’s enthusiasm slowly rekindling.
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    8. The First Class Mage Exams Begin!

    
      “The weight of the past fades like footprints in sand, but the steps taken leave you stronger.”

    
    

    
      Chapter 08

    
    

    

    
      Frieren and her team arrived at the grand city of magic: Äußerst. The sheer scale of the city was awe-inspiring. Towering spires lined the skyline, many shimmering with magical wards. Streets bustled with activity as magic infused every aspect of life. Students practicing levitation charms floated above crowds, merchants sold enchanted trinkets, and lampposts glowed with soft, ethereal light, even during the day. The air buzzed with energy, both literal and figurative, creating an atmosphere brimming with possibility and wonder.

      Naruto, wide-eyed and grinning, dashed around like a hyperactive child. “This place is awesome! Look at that floating thingy! And those… firebirds? Fern, are those firebirds?!”

      Fern rolled her eyes. “They’re phoenix familiars, Mr. Naruto. And stop pointing; you look like a tourist.”

      Stark, carrying their luggage, sighed. “You are a tourist.”

      They made their way to the central building, a colossal structure that looked more like a palace than an office. Its massive doors, adorned with glowing runes, opened to reveal a spacious hall filled with mages of varying ranks and ages. At the reception desk, they approached a mage wearing the academy’s insignia.

      Naruto practically bounced on his heels as Frieren explained their purpose. He had learned that those who passed the First-Class Mage Exam would be granted any spell they wished by an elder mage—a hag of an elf even older than Frieren, as he called her. His mind raced. “If I pass, I could ask for a spell to get me back home! No more hag lectures or Stark’s whining!”

      But his excitement quickly faded when the receptionist mentioned a requirement: candidates had to be at least Third-Class Mages to take the exam. Naruto, being a complete anomaly in this world, didn’t even exist in any records.

      He slumped. “Great. So much for that plan.”

      Adding to his dismay, Frieren revealed that she herself wasn’t officially registered as a mage. “It’s unnecessary paperwork,” she shrugged.

      Naruto gave her a look. “Or you’re just lazy.”

      Fern, the only eligible participant, was handed the registration form and began filling it out diligently. Meanwhile, an old man with an aura of dense mana approached Frieren, Naruto, and Stark. His presence immediately commanded attention, and even Naruto, usually oblivious to subtleties, could feel his power.

      “What’s this about?” Stark asked warily.

      The man addressed them directly, his eyes lingering on Naruto. “I heard you and the elf wish to participate.”

      “Yeah, but we’re not registered,” Frieren replied casually, holding up an old necklace she had fished out of her pocket. “I always carry this, though.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed as he examined the necklace. His gaze shifted back to Frieren, then to Naruto, before he turned and walked off without a word.

      Naruto blinked. “What just happened?”

      Two minutes later, the man returned with two registration forms. He handed them to Frieren and Naruto.

      “What?” Naruto tilted his head in confusion.

      The man smiled faintly. “I have a good reputation here. I’ve vouched for you both. You may take the exam.”

      Naruto stared at the form in his hands, his grin slowly returning and stretching ear to ear. “Oh yeah! Let’s go! And no boring written exams, either!”

      Fern returned to find Naruto practically vibrating with excitement. “What’s wrong with him?”

      Frieren, now filling out her own form, responded nonchalantly. “We’re in the exam too.”

      Fern’s jaw dropped. “Mistress, Mr. Naruto isn’t even—”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Frieren interrupted. “Stark, find an inn. The three of us will prepare for the exam.”

      Stark raised an eyebrow but nodded. “Fine. Don’t blow anything up while I’m gone.”

      As they left the reception hall, Naruto was already dreaming about his victory. “This is gonna be great! I’ll ace this test, get that spell, and—”

      “Focus on surviving first,” Frieren muttered, smirking at his enthusiasm.

      The city’s magical glow seemed even brighter as they walked toward their next challenge, the excitement building with every step.

    
    

    
      Serie sat on her grand throne, the room dimly illuminated by floating spheres of light. Books and scrolls piled chaotically around her, their spines cracked with age. Her piercing gaze was fixed beyond the towering window that overlooked the city of Äußerst, a sea of magic and life bustling below.

      Something felt off.

      Frieren’s mana lingered—faint, elusive, hidden from most, but Serie wasn’t most. Her eyes narrowed as she sifted through the arcane web of energy she could sense. Yet, what truly unsettled her was something far more perplexing.

      Flamme.

      That mana was unmistakable, its signature burned into Serie’s memory centuries ago. The sheer impossibility of its presence gnawed at her composure. Flamme was dead—long dead.

      “Unless…” she murmured, her voice low and edged with disbelief. Could it be a reincarnation spell? But no, Serie had scoured the breadth of magical knowledge and never encountered such a thing, even in forbidden texts.

      Her lips pressed into a thin, grim line as she rose from her throne. “We’ll see soon enough,” she whispered, the weight of an enigma pulling her deeper into thought. Whatever this anomaly was, it could not be ignored.

      Naruto rubbed his nose with a scowl, muttering about someone thinking or talking behind his back.

      “It’s just your imagination,” Stark said, waving him off. He nudged Naruto toward a small shop with an array of glittering weapons displayed on racks and tables. “Now focus, pal. Look at these blades! Maybe you’ll find one that fits you.”

      Naruto tilted his head at the collection, his jade-green eyes scanning the swords, daggers, and even a few exotic weapons. “Blades, huh? I dunno. Never been much of a sword guy.”

      In the night, they rented an inn room and sat down for dinner.

      Fern rested her chin on her hand, narrowing her eyes at Naruto, who was busy demolishing a plate of muffins with the enthusiasm of a starving wolf. Crumbs scattered across the table, some sticking stubbornly to his cheeks as he stuffed another one into his mouth without the slightest regard for decorum. She frowned, her expression caught somewhere between curiosity and exasperation.

      “Mr. Naruto,” she began, her tone cutting through the muffled crunching noises he was making. ‘You always claim to be sixteen. And yet, you act so… childish most of the time.’ She tilted her head slightly, her eyes scrutinizing him like a puzzle she couldn’t quite solve. “Is that just how you are naturally, or is there another reason?”

      Naruto froze mid-bite, a half-eaten muffin hanging precariously from his mouth. He blinked at her, the gears in his mind turning as he tried to think of a suitable comeback. Finally, he pulled the muffin from his mouth with a dramatic flourish and pointed it at her like it was a wand of truth.

      “I am not childish!” he declared indignantly, his voice muffled by the crumbs sticking to his cheeks. To prove his point, he took a comically large bite of the muffin, which promptly sent an avalanche of crumbs tumbling down his robes. He didn’t notice—or care—as he chewed with the satisfaction of a toddler who just discovered sugar.

      Fern’s deadpan stare could’ve melted glaciers. “You’re literally proving my point right now.”

      Naruto’s cheeks puffed out as he struggled to swallow the massive bite he had taken, his pride too stubborn to let him back down. “Wha’chu mean?” he mumbled through the mouthful, his voice muffled and his face a sticky mess of muffin crumbs.

      Stark sighed loudly from across the table, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his temples like a parent tired of their kids’ antics. “Dude, you’ve got crumbs all over your face. You look like a toddler who got loose in a bakery.”

      “I do not!” Naruto shot back, furiously wiping his face with his sleeve. This only smeared the crumbs around, creating an even more chaotic mess.

      Fern folded her arms, her lips twitching as if she were holding back a smile. “I rest my case.”

      Naruto pouted, finally grabbing a napkin to clean himself up, though he didn’t seem particularly coordinated about it. “Fine, so what if I enjoy my food? That doesn’t make me childish.”

      Frieren, who had been watching the exchange with mild amusement, finally set her tea down and leaned back in her chair. Her golden eyes lingered on Naruto, her expression calm yet thoughtful. “It’s not surprising, really,” she said, drawing the attention of the table. “You were summoned into this world as a twelve-year-old child, correct?”

      Naruto glanced at her, confused. “Yeah, so?”

      Frieren’s gaze was steady as she continued. “Your body likely affected your behaviour. When someone is physically young, their mannerisms and personality can sometimes adapt to fit that age, even if their mind is older. You may retain the memories and knowledge of a sixteen-year-old, but your body’s youth influences you more than you realise.”

      Stark blinked, surprised. “Wait, so you’re saying he’s not actually childish, but just… stuck in some weird body-mind mismatch thing?”

      Frieren nodded, her expression serene. “Precisely. And there’s also the matter of his mana.”

      Fern frowned. “His mana?”

      “Yes,” Frieren said, her gaze drifting briefly to Naruto’s red hair, a shade that so strongly mirrored that of Flamme’s. “His mana carries the tones of Flamme, someone known for her eccentricity. It wouldn’t be far-fetched to assume that some of her energy might be influencing his personality as well. Plus, he has her hair and eyes.”

      Naruto looked at her, his brows furrowed in confusion. “Wait, wait, wait. Are you saying I act like this because of my hair?”

      Frieren gave him a rare smirk, the kind that suggested she was enjoying herself a little too much. “In a way, yes. Though I wouldn’t worry. It suits you.”

      Naruto slumped back in his chair, looking utterly baffled. “Great. So not only am I apparently stuck acting like a kid, but now my hair is part of the problem too? That’s just fantastic.”

      Fern sighed, shaking her head. “Well, at least we know there’s a reason. I suppose that’s… reassuring.”

      Stark, meanwhile, was grinning like a fool. “Honestly, it just makes everything about you make more sense. Like how you get distracted by food or—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence, Stark,” Naruto warned, his cheeks puffing out in indignation.

      “—or how you couldn’t figure out how to open the inn door yesterday,” Stark finished with a laugh, ignoring the daggers Naruto was glaring at him.

      Fern finally let out a small laugh, shaking her head. “You’re hopeless, Mr. Naruto.”

      “Hopeless, but not childish!” Naruto shot back, pointing a finger at her for emphasis. Then, as if to prove his point, he reached for another muffin… and promptly knocked over his cup of tea, sending the hot liquid spilling across the table.

      Everyone stared.

      Naruto winced, raising his hands defensively. “Okay, maybe a little childish…”

    
    

    
      Sense and Genau stood at the edge of the grand hall, their discerning eyes sweeping over the assembly of examinees gathered for the First-Class Mage Exam. Each candidate presented a unique aura, a distinct blend of mana and intent that seasoned examiners like Sense and Genau could read with practiced ease.

      Their attention first settled on Denken, an older mage exuding a calm and calculated demeanor. His experience was evident, and his moderate mana suggested a depth of knowledge rather than raw power.

      Next, they observed Übel, whose presence was unsettling. A sly smile played on her lips, and a murderous aura seemed to emanate from her. Sense recalled Übel’s notorious reputation, including an incident where she had killed an examiner a few years prior.

      Among the younger participants, Fern stood out. At 18, she maintained a calm and stoic facade, her mana levels indicating significant potential. Her composed demeanor suggested a maturity beyond her years.

      The candidate named Land appeared competent, though he didn’t particularly stand out among the more notable figures.

      Then there was the elf, Frieren. Her deep, dense mana was unmistakable, and she stood with an air of boredom, as if the proceedings were beneath her. Her presence was both intriguing and promising.

      Finally, their gaze fell upon the youngest examinee—a boy with red hair and jade eyes, clad in an old-fashioned white robe reminiscent of the legendary mage Flamme. His aura was exceptionally bright, almost impossibly so. Curiously, his mana was concealed to the point of being undetectable; without his registration, they might have mistaken him for a lifelike puppet. He chatted cheerfully with Denken and Laufen, displaying a sociable nature.

      Sense and Genau exchanged a glance, acknowledging the diverse array of talents and backgrounds present. The stage was set, and it was time to commence the test.

      It began with a unique twist: a bracelet distribution to form teams. Genau and Sense handed out magical bracelets imbued with a glowing rune that would guide examinees to their assigned teammates. The system was designed to test coordination and camaraderie in addition to magical prowess.

      Frieren slipped on her bracelet, the rune pulsing faintly. Her path led her to an open courtyard where two girls were embroiled in a heated argument. One was Lawine, an aggressive and ambitious mage with long, flowing hair and a fiery temper. Her spells were as wild as her personality, often leaning towards destructive displays of power. The other was Kanne, a sharp-tongued, cunning strategist with short hair and piercing eyes. She specialised in manipulation magic, and her calm demeanor was a stark contrast to Lawine’s fiery nature.

      “You’re doing it wrong!” Lawine yelled, pointing her staff at Kanne.

      “And you’re overthinking it as usual,” Kanne replied coolly, crossing her arms.

      Frieren watched them with an arched brow. “These are my teammates?” she muttered, clearly unimpressed.

      The bickering stopped when the elf approached, her dense mana making both girls pause mid-sentence. “We have an exam to pass,” Frieren said bluntly. “Save your rivalry for later.”

      Meanwhile, Fern’s bracelet led her to a shadowed corner of the grand hall where Übel and Land waited. Übel, the notorious mage with her murderous aura, glanced at Fern with a predatory smirk. Land, by contrast, seemed approachable and mild, though his body language suggested he wasn’t entirely comfortable with Übel. Fern nodded curtly, deciding that while Übel was unsettling, Land could potentially balance the team’s dynamic.

      As examinees found their groups, Naruto stood alone, staring at his bracelet in confusion. “Huh? Hey! Where’s my team?!” he called out, waving the glowing band around.

      Genau and Sense exchanged awkward glances. Genau cleared his throat. “Ah, well… Due to the odd number of participants this year, it seems you’ve been left without a team.”

      Naruto’s jaw dropped. “What?! That’s unfair! How am I supposed to pass without a team?!”

      “Don’t worry,” Sense reassured him. “In cases like this, the examiners—like us—step in to assist.”

      But Naruto’s expression shifted from disbelief to determination. “Nah, I’m good.”

      “Excuse me?” Genau raised a brow.

      “I said I’m good,” Naruto repeated, adjusting his robe. “I don’t need any teammates. I’ll take the test alone!”

      “Are you sure about this?” Sense asked, sceptical. “This exam is dangerous, even with a full team.”

      Naruto crossed his arms and grinned confidently. “You can bet on me! I’m Naruto Uzumaki, after all.”

      Genau and Sense exchanged a glance, then conferred with the High Mage, a direct student of Serie the Great Mage, who was observing from the shadows. After a moment, the old man nodded. “Let him try. If he fails, it’ll be his own folly.”

      With that, Naruto was officially designated as a one-man team. As he walked back to the main hall, Frieren, Lawine, and Kanne watched from the sidelines.

      “Overconfident brat,” Kanne scoffed, her arms crossed.

      “He won’t last five minutes,” Lawine added with a smirk.

      Frieren, however, remained silent, her eyes narrowing slightly as she observed Naruto’s unwavering stride.

      In another part of the hall, Fern’s teammates whispered among themselves. Übel’s eyes gleamed with malice. “That kid looks like an easy target.”

      Land frowned slightly. “We should focus on passing the test, not picking fights.”

      Fern, listening quietly, resolved to keep an eye on Naruto—not out of concern, but because something about him felt… different.

      Far from their whispers, Naruto adjusted his robes and took a deep breath. Memories of the Chunin Exams bubbled to the surface. Back then, he’d been too impulsive, too reckless. Shikamaru had stolen the spotlight, becoming the only one promoted. But this time?

      “Nah, I’d win,” he muttered to himself, his jade eyes gleaming with determination.

      The stage was set, and the exam was about to begin.

    
    

    
      Author Note: Next chapter will be fun. I assure you that. One of your most common questions will be answered.

      And the reason Naruto acts childish is due to his body-soul mismatch and peculiar mana. I had no plans on writing that scene but added it since some readers were confused.

      Oh, and I have yet to read the manga, it’s on hiatus, probably.

      Note that ‘Frieren: Beyond Journey’s End’ is sort of a slice of life story, as far as the anime is concerned— donno about the manga though. If manga has gotten to the point of violence and constant action, then I’ll adjust accordingly.

      Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, better and with more depth.

      See ya’!

      

    
  




    9. The Impossible Is Here

    
      Author’s Note:

      Too busy nowadays. Add all the site issues that’s been happening. So I was highly demotivated to update.

      Anyways, seeing that people love this project—

      I carried on, carried on, carried o~n.

      Anyways, ‘Frieren: Beyond Journey’s End’ Season 2 airs on Winter of 2026.

      Also, I have tons of other interesting stories. Check them out in my profile. Just in case this site dies: I have an AO3 account— same username and profile picture.

      Thanks for all the love, guys.

    
    

    
      Dear ‘a random dude’,

      I am glad you like this story so much, rest assured for I promise that you will love the future chapters.

      I have already finished writing the season 1 adaptation. About… 20 chapters with 63K words. The only thing that is left is proofreading.

      I am yet to read the manga. I will read it first, then write the chapters beyond 20.

      Now, let us begin.

    
    

    

    
      “Yesterday is history, tommorow is a mystery, but today?

      It’s a gftt;

      That is why it’s called present.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 09

    
    

    

    
      The first stage of the First-Class Mage Exam began with Genau addressing the examinees in front the grand forest. The atmosphere was tense, filled with anticipation and unease. Genau stood at the centre, holding a birdcage in his hands. Behind him, Sense leaned casually against a pillar, her sharp eyes scanning the place like a hawk.

      “Welcome to the first stage of the exam,” Genau began, his voice calm yet commanding. ‘Each of you will receive a birdcage like this one.’ He raised it slightly for emphasis. “Your task is simple: within three days, you must capture a very specific bird. Not just any bird, mind you. The bird in question is rare, magical, and elusive. It is called the Celestial Plume. You must find and secure one within the barrier surrounding the Great Mage Serie’s forest.”

      Excited murmurs rippled through the crowd. Many examinees glanced at each other, sizing up their competition.

      Genau held up a hand, silencing them. “This stage is not just about magic. It’s about survival, wit, and teamwork. Each team is on its own. And remember, without every member of your team present with a bird, your entire team fails. No exceptions.”

      He glanced over at Naruto. “Well, almost no exceptions. Mr. Uzumaki here is a one-man team. He must secure the bird by himself to pass this stage.”

      Naruto grinned, giving a thumbs-up. “No problem! I’ll catch it before lunch!”

      Several participants snickered. Übel, standing near the back with Fern and Land, raised her hand lazily. “Can we steal from other people who’ve already caught a bird?”

      A tense silence followed her question. Genau’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he nodded. “Yes. You can.”

      Übel smirked, her aura radiating bloodlust. “And can we do anything to get the birds?”

      Sense’s sharp gaze flickered to Genau, who paused for a moment before answering. “Yes. Anything.”

      That single word sent a wave of unease through the examinees. Übel’s smile widened as she eyed her competition like a predator sizing up its prey.

      “Of course,” Genau added, his voice growing colder, “the forest is not without its own dangers. The barrier created by Serie is designed to test your resilience. Beyond the natural challenges of the terrain, there are magical beasts, traps, and other surprises. So, tread carefully.”

      With that, Sense and Genau distributed the birdcages. Each team received one, the rune on the cage glowing faintly as it attuned to the examinee’s mana signature.

      As they prepared to leave, Genau spoke again. “Remember, this is a test of your skills as a mage. Don’t think for a moment that brute force or cunning alone will carry you through. The Celestial Plume is no ordinary bird. It senses ill intent and will evade anyone who approaches with hostility.”

      He paused, letting his words sink in. “Now, follow us to the forest.”

      The group was escorted to the forest, a vast, enchanted expanse surrounded by an invisible barrier. The air hummed with magic, the trees towering above like ancient sentinels. The barrier shimmered faintly, a testament to Serie’s unmatched skill as a mage.

      Naruto stared in awe, his jade-green eyes gleaming. “This place is huge! How are we supposed to find one little bird in all this?”

      “By being smart,” Fern said, adjusting her glasses.

      Übel cracked her knuckles, her smirk never fading. “Or by taking it from someone else.”

      “Try it, and I’ll knock you out of the exam,” Fern shot back, her tone icy.

      Before tensions could rise further, Genau clapped his hands. “This is where you’ll begin. The barrier will keep you within the forest’s bounds. If you attempt to leave or fail to return with the bird within three days, you’re disqualified. Now, good luck.”

      The examinees were released into the forest, each group scattering in different directions.

      Naruto adjusted his robes and gripped his birdcage tightly. “Alright, birdie, get ready! I’m gonna catch you and ace this exam!”

      “Overconfident fool,” Kanne muttered as her group walked past him.

      Übel, meanwhile, cast one last predatory glance at Naruto before disappearing into the trees with Land and Fern.

      As the forest swallowed them, the exam truly began. The race for the Celestial Plume was on, and with no rules beyond obtaining the bird, alliances would be tested, trust would be shattered, and survival would become the ultimate priority.

    
    

    
      Naruto crouched low, his sharp jade-green eyes locked onto the shimmering feathers of the Celestial Plume perched gracefully on a high branch. It glowed faintly in the dappled sunlight, its ethereal beauty almost mocking him. He cracked his knuckles, a determined grin spreading across his face.

      “Alright, birdie,” he muttered under his breath, his voice full of confidence. “Let’s see if you can outsmart the future Hokage!”

      With a sudden burst of energy, Naruto launched himself forward, his robes flapping wildly. His hand shot out toward the bird, but just as his fingers grazed the air near its tail—whoosh! The Celestial Plume took off, leaving a whirlwind of golden sparks in its wake.

      Naruto barely had time to register the movement before the gust of wind hit him, sending him sprawling backward. He tumbled across the ground in an ungraceful heap, landing face-first in a pile of leaves.

      “Damn it!” Naruto sat up, spitting out a mouthful of crushed leaves and twigs. “How’s it that fast? I’m supposed to be the fastest guy here!”

      The Celestial Plume, now a gleaming speck in the distance, let out a high-pitched chirp that sounded suspiciously like a laugh.

      Naruto glared at the bird’s fading silhouette. “Oh, you think you’re funny, huh? Well, we’ll see who’s laughing when I catch you!”

      He dusted himself off and took a deep breath, replaying Genau’s instructions in his mind. The bird senses ill intent and evades hostility.

      “Alright,” he muttered, narrowing his eyes. “Speed alone won’t cut it. Time to get creative.”

      His party members knew he could do the Rasengan but a ninja must always have secret techniques under their sleeves…

      Standing tall, Naruto formed a hand sign, his fingers crossed in a practiced motion. “Multi Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      He intended to summon a dozen clones at most.

      Instead, the clearing exploded with activity as hundreds of identical Narutos popped into existence, each one shouting or stumbling over the other.

      “What the hell?!” Naruto yelled, his jaw dropping. “Why’s the whole forest swarming with me?!”

      The chaos was immediate.

      “Hey, watch it! You’re standing on my foot!”

      “Your foot? You’re sitting on my head!”

      “Quit shoving, you idiot! I was here first!”

      Naruto smacked his forehead, groaning. “Oi! Everyone, calm down!”

      One clone yelled back, “You calm down! You’re the one who did this!”

      “Yeah, whose idea was it to make this many of us anyway?!”

      “Ugh, my chakra’s all squished! How are we even functioning?”

      Naruto climbed onto a high branch, whistling sharply. “Oi! Shut up!”

      The sea of clones froze, their chatter dying instantly. Hundreds of identical faces turned to him, their expressions a mix of confusion and annoyance.

      Naruto cleared his throat. “Okay, look. We all know what happened here. My chakra turned into mana or whatever, and now making a dozen clones means I accidentally made… well… way too many. Got it?”

      The clones exchanged glances and reluctantly nodded.

      “Good,” Naruto said, folding his arms. “Now let’s focus! Remember what Kakashi-sensei taught me about shadow clones?”

      “Yeah!” the clones chorused, their collective voice so loud that the trees quivered.

      Naruto winced, covering his ears. “Geez, one at a time! Anyway, the clones transfer their memories when they’re dispelled, right?”

      The clones nodded again.

      “So here’s the plan,” Naruto continued, his voice brimming with confidence. “Spread out! Each of you search for the bird. Get as close as you can, and when it flies off, get dispelled. That way, we’ll figure out its direction. Once we’ve got it pinned down, we’ll surround it in a massive circle so it can’t escape. Got it?”

      The clones stared at him suspiciously, their identical brows furrowing.

      “Uh… since when were you this smart?” one of them finally asked.

      Naruto puffed up indignantly, placing his hands on his hips. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’ve always been smart! Now quit wasting time and get moving, y’know!”

      With a collective shrug, the clones turned and scattered, their movements creating a massive ripple through the forest. Leaves fluttered in their wake as they darted off in every direction.

      From the shadows, magical beasts lurking in the trees watched in stunned silence, their glowing eyes tracking the countless white-robed figures swarming through the woods. Even the Celestial Plume, perched far off on another branch, seemed to hesitate, its bright golden eyes narrowing as it prepared for the oncoming storm of chaos.

      Thirty minutes later, Naruto crouched on a high branch, his jade-green eyes gleaming with a mixture of determination and mischief as he surveyed the sprawling forest below. A faint shimmer caught his attention—a golden flash darting between the trees. That bird had been mocking him for hours, but now, it was game time.

      “Alright, birdie,” he muttered, cracking his knuckles. “Let’s see how you handle me.”

      Far ahead, a lone clone spotted the telltale shimmer of the Celestial Plume’s feathers. Its voice rang out like a war cry. “Found it!” The clone lunged toward the bird with ninja-like precision, hands outstretched.

      But just as expected, the bird darted away, faster than lightning, leaving nothing but a gust of wind and a puff of smoke as the clone dispelled.

      Naruto smirked as the memory hit him, a crystal-clear image of the bird’s flight path flooding his mind. “Northeast, huh? Gotcha.”

      He adjusted his position, leaping from branch to branch with practiced ease, his white robe fluttering behind him like a ghostly trail. Far ahead, another clone called out, “There it is!” before repeating the same doomed attempt. Once again, the Celestial Plume zipped away, leaving Naruto with another memory.

      “Now it’s heading east,” Naruto murmured, his grin widening. “You’re trying to zigzag, aren’t you? Cute.”

      As the chase unfolded, the forest became a battlefield of strategy and persistence. Clones popped into existence, each one dashing toward the elusive bird, only to be dispelled in moments. Yet every failure brought Naruto closer to cracking the creature’s pattern.

      One clone tried a different tactic, flinging kunai to create a net-like trap. Another launched a rope lasso. Both failed spectacularly, earning them only mocking chirps from the Celestial Plume as it dodged effortlessly.

      “Man, this bird’s got style,” Naruto muttered, vaulting over a low branch. “But so do I!”

      Meanwhile, far across the forest, other candidates were frozen in confusion and awe. Everywhere they turned, they saw flashes of white robes and fiery red hair as Naruto’s clones darted through the trees like spectres.

      “What the hell is he doing?” one candidate whispered, wide-eyed.

      Another candidate shook their head, muttering, “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s working.”

      Even Fern and Frieren, who had been watching from a distance, couldn’t hide their shock.

      Frieren raised an eyebrow. “He’s… surprisingly resourceful.”

      Lawine crossed her arms, frowning. “Resourceful? He’s ridiculous! Who even makes that many clones?!”

      Land tilted his glasses. ‘His clone technique might be… better than mine,’

      The forest was alive with movement. Naruto’s clones coordinated in unison, their voices shouting strategies back and forth.

      “Corner it near the river!”

      “No, it’s heading toward the cliffs! Block it there!”

      “Someone get above it!”

      The clones began working in tandem, leaping between trees to cut off escape routes, forming barriers of bodies and sheer determination. Some clones acted as decoys, diving headlong at the bird to force it into tighter spaces. Others stayed on the edges, tracking its movements and relaying the information back to Naruto.

      Finally, the Celestial Plume made a rare mistake. It darted into a clearing surrounded by towering trees—a seemingly perfect spot to evade pursuit, but one that left it vulnerable.

      Naruto’s grin stretched ear to ear as he crouched on a high branch overlooking the scene. “Alright, team,” he whispered, addressing the sea of clones gathered below. “This is it. Surround the clearing, cut off all exits, and keep it grounded. Remember, we don’t hurt the bird—we just outsmart it.”

      The clones nodded, their expressions serious. “Got it, boss!”

      In an instant, the clearing transformed into a coordinated ambush. Clones circled the perimeter, forming a human chain to prevent the bird from escaping. Others took to the trees, positioning themselves above the canopy. The Celestial Plume chirped in alarm, flitting from side to side as it realised the net was closing in.

      “Go, go, go!” Naruto shouted, leaping into action.

      The clones moved like a well-oiled machine. One team lunged at the bird, forcing it to veer left. Another group sprang from the shadows, redirecting it toward the centre of the clearing. Above, clones rained down from the trees, cutting off its escape route upward.

      The Celestial Plume, fast as it was, found itself boxed in. It chirped frantically, darting in tight spirals as it searched for an opening. But there was none—Naruto’s army had covered every angle.

      Perched on a branch just above the bird, Naruto smirked, mana swirling around his hand. “You’re fast, little guy. I’ll give you that. But when it comes to persistence, you’ve got nothing on me!”

      He leapt from his perch, his palm glowing with energy. The Rasengan in his hand spun fiercely, its power crackling in the air. But just before impact, Naruto dispelled the technique, twisting mid-air to grab the bird instead.

      The Celestial Plume squawked in surprise as Naruto’s hands closed gently but firmly around its shimmering body. Its feathers glowed faintly, pulsing with residual magic as it realised it had been caught.

      Naruto landed gracefully, holding the bird up triumphantly. “Ha! Gotcha!” he yelled, his voice echoing through the forest.

      The surrounding clones erupted into cheers, their voices a deafening roar of victory.

      “Woohoo! Boss did it!”

      “Told you we’d catch it!”

      “Man, I am so awesome!” one clone said, puffing out its chest before realising the original had done all the work. “Uh, I mean, we’re awesome!”

      Naruto rolled his eyes, chuckling. “Alright, settle down. Job’s not done until this little guy’s in the cage.”

      As he carefully secured the Celestial Plume in its cage, the clones began dispelling themselves, their memories rushing back to him in waves. The sudden influx of information made him stagger for a moment, but he steadied himself with a grin.

      “Not bad,” he muttered. “Not bad at all.”

      Back in the clearing, Naruto held up the cage, his grin practically splitting his face. “Told ya’, birdie. A ninja always gets the job done!”

      With the Celestial Plume secured, he started his journey back to the exam’s starting point, his head held high. This wasn’t just a victory—it was proof that Naruto Uzumaki, the most unpredictable mage, was a force to be reckoned with.

      Far from the dense, buzzing chaos of the test forest, Genau and Sense sat in serene contrast around a round table set in an open clearing. The air was still, the grass softly rustling under a gentle breeze, and the sun dappled their surroundings with golden light. The table, an ornately carved piece of wood, seemed almost out of place in the natural setting, yet it exuded an aura of authority fitting for the two overseers.

      “It appears a candidate has secured a bird,” Sense remarked, her voice smooth and measured. Her long, flowing hair shimmered like silk as it coiled and extended, deftly lifting a porcelain cup to her lips. She sipped with deliberate grace, her piercing gaze focused on the floating orb in the center of the table that displayed the test’s events in vivid clarity.

      Genau, seated opposite her, gave a small nod without lifting his eyes from the book he was reading. His tone was calm yet laced with intrigue. “That is indeed a record. Alone, and in less than an hour.” He turned a page leisurely, his finger trailing along the edge as though he had all the time in the world. “But securing the bird is merely the first step. The true challenge begins now. With such a prize in hand, he’s no longer just another candidate. He’s a target.”

      Sense inclined her head slightly, her hair retracting as she set the cup down gently. “Precisely. Why waste time searching for your own bird when you can steal someone else’s? It’s a logical strategy, after all. And given his current predicament, it will take more than luck to keep that bird in his possession.”

      Genau’s lips curved into a faint smile as he closed his book, setting it aside. His eyes flicked to the orb, where Naruto could be seen fending off a minor ambush of clones with remarkable creativity. “It’s a battle of wits and resilience now. His mind, his talent, his ingenuity—they’ll all be tested. Whether he prevails or not will depend entirely on how well he plays his cards.”

      Sense leaned back slightly, her expression softening as she observed Naruto’s antics on the screen. “That boy… there’s something peculiar about him,” she mused aloud. Her tone wasn’t one of disdain, but rather a thoughtful curiosity, as though she were piecing together a puzzle. “He’s quite intriguing.”

      Genau glanced at her, raising an eyebrow. “You’re rarely intrigued. What’s caught your eye this time?”

      “The way he approaches challenges,” Sense replied, her gaze never leaving the orb. “Most candidates panic or overthink when faced with adversity. But he… he adapts. There’s a spontaneity to his methods, yet it’s underpinned by sharp intuition. That balance is rare.”

      Genau let out a low hum of agreement, steepling his fingers as he considered her words. “True. He’s unorthodox, unpredictable. And that makes him dangerous—not just to others, but to himself. There’s a fine line between creativity and recklessness.”

      They sat in contemplative silence for a moment, the orb reflecting Naruto’s antics as he cleverly outmaneuvered yet another rival team with a decoy bird. His laughter echoed faintly from the projection, carefree yet undeniably triumphant.

      Sense broke the silence, her lips curving into a faint smile. “Dangerous, yes. But isn’t that what makes this test so thrilling?”

      Genau chuckled softly, reaching for his own cup of tea. “Indeed. Let’s see if his flame burns bright enough to endure the storm that’s coming.”

    
    

    
      Naruto jogged through the forest, the caged Celestial Plume swinging lightly in his hand, its golden feathers shimmering in the filtered sunlight. He was grinning ear to ear, already imagining the look on everyone’s faces when he strolled back to the starting point with his prize.

      But his triumphant march came to an abrupt halt when he slammed into an invisible wall. The impact sent him stumbling backward, nearly dropping the cage. “Ow! What the—?” He reached out, his hand pressing against an unseen barrier that shimmered faintly when touched.

      His excitement deflated as reality hit him. “A barrier. Of course there’s a barrier,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Should’ve known it wouldn’t be that easy.”

      The test wasn’t over. He remembered the rules now: contestants had to survive in the forest for three whole days to pass. Capturing the bird was only half the challenge.

      “Damn it,” he groaned, rubbing his face. “Guess I’m stuck here.”

      Resigned, Naruto wandered further into the forest, eventually stumbling upon a serene lake. The clear water sparkled invitingly under the afternoon sun, and the tension in his shoulders melted at the sight. “Well,” he said, setting the cage down carefully on the shore, “if I’m gonna be stuck here, might as well enjoy it.”

      He stripped off his robe and shirt, leaving only his trousers, and waded into the water. The cool sensation was a welcome relief after hours of chasing the bird. He swam lazily, floating on his back and letting the gentle waves soothe him. Nearby, the caged bird chirped indignantly, its feathers puffed up.

      “Relax, birdie,” Naruto called, grinning. “You’re safe. No one’s gonna snatch you while I’m around.”

      Unbeknownst to him, far off in the shadows of the forest, three figures observed him intently. Denken, the veteran mage and leader of his team, studied Naruto with a calculating gaze. Beside him, Laufen, a calm girl with short, spiky hair, fidgeted with anticipation. The third member, Richeter, a quiet and analytical man with dark robes, leaned casually against a tree.

      “That kid,” Laufen muttered, her eyes narrowing, “either he’s ridiculously lucky or stupidly talented. Getting the bird in less than an hour? And alone?”

      Denken stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Luck can only get you so far. That boy’s got skill. But leaving the bird unattended like that…”

      Laufen smirked. “That’s not skill. That’s carelessness. Watch this.”

      Before Denken could respond, Laufen disappeared in a flash of light, her teleportation spell activating. She reappeared right in front of the cage, a victorious grin spreading across her face as she reached for it.

      “Too easy,” she muttered, her fingers brushing against the bars.

      Suddenly, with a loud poof, the cage vanished, replaced by a large, angry crab that immediately latched onto her hand.

      “AAAAAAHHHHH!” Laufen screamed, flailing wildly as the crab’s pincers clamped down harder. She vanished in another burst of light, reappearing back beside her team, where she collapsed to the ground, clutching her reddened hand.

      Naruto, still floating in the lake, had witnessed the whole thing. He burst out laughing, clutching his sides as he splashed in the water. “You thought I’d leave the real cage just lying there? Oh, man, you’re hilarious!”

      He raised his hand, revealing the actual cage floating beside him on a makeshift raft he’d tied together from branches and vines. The Celestial Plume chirped smugly, as if sharing in the joke.

      Richeter sighed, shaking his head. “That boy is crafty,” he muttered, glancing at Laufen, who was nursing her bruised hand with a murderous glare.

      Denken observed Naruto in silence for a moment before turning to his team. “We retreat,” he said firmly.

      Laufen shot him a furious look. “What? Why? That punk just made a fool out of me!”

      “Exactly,” Denken replied, his tone calm but authoritative. “He outsmarted you, Laufen. If we engage now, we’ll only embarrass ourselves further. Besides…” His gaze lingered on Naruto, who had resumed his leisurely swim. “I have a feeling that boy is more dangerous than he looks.”

      Reluctantly, Laufen got to her feet, grumbling under her breath. Richeter adjusted his robes, giving Naruto one last glance before following Denken into the forest shadows.

      Meanwhile, Naruto climbed out of the lake, water dripping from his hair as he stretched. He picked up the cage and smirked at the retreating figures in the distance.

      “Better luck next time,” he called out, his voice full of cheeky confidence. The forest was his playground now, and he wasn’t about to lose to anyone.

    
    

    
      Naruto was mid-bite, savouring the crisp, sweet taste of the apple, when the air shifted. A sharp screech cut through the forest’s tranquil symphony, sending shivers down his spine. His jade eyes darted upward just in time to see a massive shadow bearing down on him.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” he yelped, hurling himself to the side as talons the size of daggers raked through the spot where he’d been sitting. The half-eaten apple rolled away, forgotten, as Naruto landed in a crouch.

      Above him, the sky seemed to come alive with a flurry of wings. Enormous birds, their feathers shimmering like steel, swooped and circled. Their eyes gleamed with predatory intent, and their sharp beaks clacked menacingly as they zeroed in on their new target.

      Naruto grimaced, wiping his hands on his pants before clasping them together. “Oh, you wanna play, huh? Fine by me.” With a swift motion, he summoned his Flamme staff, its sleek, white surface glowing faintly as it materialised in his grip. A surge of mana coursed through him, and with a flick of his wrist, the staff responded. He levitated off the ground, hovering just above the treetops.

      The first bird dived, its speed uncanny. Naruto twisted in the air, narrowly avoiding its outstretched talons. “Alright, time to even the odds.” He slammed the base of his staff into the air as though it were solid ground. “Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      In an instant, a dozen clones appeared around him, each holding their own shimmering staff. They fanned out, creating a defensive formation as the birds regrouped for another assault.

      “Alright, guys, scatter and distract!” Naruto barked. His clones shot off in different directions, some diving into the forest, others soaring higher into the sky. The birds hesitated for a moment, confused by the sudden multiplication of their target, before splitting up to chase the fleeing clones.

      One bird, larger and faster than the rest, honed in on the real Naruto. Its screech echoed like a war cry as it barrelled toward him. Naruto spun his staff, a sphere of glowing blue mana forming at its tip. “Let’s see how you handle this! Rasengan!”

      The weak but efficient Rasengan whirled in his palm before he hurled it at the incoming bird. The sphere struck its wing, bursting in a flash of energy. The bird squawked in fury, veering off course as it spiralled downward, its metallic feathers singed.

      Below, two of his clones were locked in combat with another bird. One clone darted forward, feinting left as the bird swiped at it with razor-sharp talons. The second clone leapt onto the bird’s back, slamming a miniature Rasengan into its feathers. With a pained cry, the bird bucked wildly, sending the clone flying before crashing into a nearby tree.

      Naruto grinned, his gaze flicking around as he tracked the chaos. “That’s two down. Who’s next?”

      A piercing shriek drew his attention. Three birds were coming at him simultaneously, their wings slicing through the air like blades. “Alright, no more playing around,” he muttered, focusing his mana. He held his staff horizontally, channelling energy into its core. “Time to clip some wings!”

      As the birds closed in, Naruto shot upward, his speed blurring. The first bird lunged, but Naruto flipped over it, smacking it with the flat side of his staff. The impact sent it spiralling downward. The second bird was quicker, managing to graze his arm with its talons. Naruto hissed but didn’t falter, spinning in midair to deliver a Rasengan point-blank to its chest. The bird exploded in a burst of feathers and smoke.

      The third bird circled, keeping its distance as it studied him. Naruto wiped the sweat from his brow, smirking. “What’s wrong? Scared?” He summoned another Rasengan, this one slightly larger than the last. “Don’t worry, I’ve got plenty more where that came from!”

      Before he could launch his attack, three clones appeared beside him. “We’ll take it from here!” one of them said, their voices blending with his. The clones darted toward the bird, forcing it to dodge and weave as they harried it with weak Rasengans. Finally, one of the clones managed to catch it by the tail, slamming it into the ground with a triumphant yell before poofing out of existence.

      Naruto floated above the aftermath, breathing heavily but grinning like a madman. The sky was clear now, save for a few stray feathers drifting down like snow. “Not bad, not bad,” he said to himself, spinning his staff once before resting it on his shoulder. “Guess I’m not just some bird’s lunch, huh?”

      Below, the forest returned to its usual stillness, the distant chirping of smaller, less murderous birds filling the air. Naruto landed softly on the ground, his clones popping out of existence one by one. He retrieved his apple, brushing off a bit of dirt before taking a big bite.

      “Guess this is what they mean when they say you’ve gotta fight for your food,” he muttered, chuckling to himself. Then, glancing at the shimmering cage by the water, he added, “Don’t worry, little guy. You’re safe with me.”

      From a distance, the forest watched in silence, the trees swaying as though acknowledging the unpredictable mage in their midst.

    
    

    
      Fern leaned against a tree, her expression as calm as ever, though her eyes remained fixed on Naruto as he sat by the water, munching on an apple. “Mr. Naruto… seems like he’s done quite well for himself,” she remarked, her voice tinged with subtle amusement.

      From her left, Übel crouched on a low branch, chin propped in her hands as she stared at Naruto with a mischievous glint in her eye. “Well, well, well, what do we have here? A lone candidate with a shiny little birdie just sitting there.” She licked her lips in excitement. “I could test him. You know, just a little. Maybe snatch that bird and see what he’s made of.”

      Fern turned her gaze toward her companion, her brow furrowing ever so slightly. “Best not to bother him,” she said, her tone steady but firm.

      Land, leaning casually against a tree trunk, raised an eyebrow at Fern. “You know him?”

      There was a pause as Fern crossed her arms, her eyes softening for a moment. “We’re sibling-students,” she admitted. “We trained under the same master.”

      That piqued Übel’s interest even more. She practically bounced where she crouched, her grin wide and unhinged. “Oooh, sibling-students, huh? Does that mean he’s stronger than you?” Her tone was light, teasing, but her gaze sharpened as if she were calculating her chances.

      “Yes.” Fern’s response came without hesitation, her voice devoid of doubt. “Far stronger.”

      That made Übel freeze, blinking as she processed Fern’s honesty. “Huh. You don’t even sugarcoat it, huh?”

      Fern continued, her tone even. “He may look naïve, and he’s always been a bit carefree, but he’s no fool. Underestimate him, and you’ll regret it.”

      Übel pouted, her arms crossed as she leaned back. “Fiiiine,” she drawled, drawing out the word like a petulant child. “But I’m getting my spar with him one way or another. A guy that strong can’t avoid me forever.”

      Land chuckled softly at that, shaking his head. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “I know,” Übel replied with a wink, but her eyes flicked back to Naruto, her mind already running through the possibilities. If Fern spoke the truth—and she rarely lied—then Naruto was more than just a naïve little apple-munching mage. And that made him interesting.

      Fern sighed, sensing Übel’s relentless determination. She gave a side glance at her eccentric companion. “Do what you want, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. He’s not someone you can toy with.”

      Übel grinned, already scheming as she muttered under her breath, “Oh, this is gonna be fun.”

    
    

    
      Frieren’s plan had been flawless. They had waited patiently, using Kanne’s subtle mana dispersion to create a perfect lure. And when the Celestial Plume was finally drawn out, Frieren wasted no time, her spellwork precise and efficient, trapping the golden-feathered creature in a shimmering cage. She held the prize aloft, her voice calm as she called her companions over.

      “Kanne, Lawine. It’s done,” she said, the faintest hint of satisfaction gracing her usually impassive tone.

      The two rushed over, Kanne practically skipping in her excitement, while Lawine pumped a fist into the air. “Finally! That took long enough!” Lawine exclaimed, her enthusiasm loud and unabashed.

      Kanne clapped her hands together. “Incredible, Frieren! I knew we could count on you.”

      But just as Lawine leaned closer to inspect the cage, it vanished. Gone in the blink of an eye.

      “Huh?” Frieren stared at her now-empty hands, her expression unmoving, though there was the slightest crease of curiosity on her brow.

      “Wait… where—” Lawine began, but Kanne gasped, pointing toward the trees.

      There stood a girl with twin buns in her hair, gripping a staff and twirling it with a cheeky grin. Laufen. Her mischievous eyes locked onto them for just a moment before she vanished into thin air, leaving not even a shimmer of mana behind.

      “She… she took it!” Kanne exclaimed, her voice rising in disbelief. “How? When?!”

      Lawine’s face twisted into a scowl. “I didn’t even see her coming! Who is she?”

      Frieren, however, remained still, her usual calm unshaken. “It doesn’t matter,” she said flatly. “We can retrieve it.”

      Before they could act, however, there was a rustling from the bushes nearby. Two figures stepped out, their presence commanding and deliberate.

      “Going somewhere?” asked Denken, his tone light, though his posture was anything but casual. His eyes scanned the trio, sharp and calculating. Beside him stood Richeter, arms crossed, his gaze steady and unwavering.

      “You’re… stalling us,” Lawine muttered, narrowing her eyes.

      “Sharp one,” Denken replied with a chuckle. His eyes then flicked to Frieren, his expression shifting slightly. “But wait. Are you the Frieren? The last great mage of Himmel’s hero party?”

      “Perhaps,” Frieren said simply, her tone betraying neither confirmation nor denial.

      Lawine and Kanne froze, their jaws dropping simultaneously. “Wait, WHAT?!” Lawine sputtered, while Kanne looked at Frieren with a mix of awe and shock.

      Denken smiled, though his eyes gleamed with an edge of excitement. “An honour, truly. To think I’d encounter a living legend on this little exam. A shame we’re opponents.” He shifted into a ready stance, his staff glowing faintly. “It would be a privilege to test myself against you.”

      Frieren’s eyes narrowed slightly, and with a single motion, her own staff materialised in her hands, glowing faintly with her mana. Kanne and Lawine followed suit, their weapons at the ready.

      “Don’t get cocky, old man!” Lawine snarled, pointing her blade at Denken.

      But before they could engage, Richeter stepped forward, slamming his hands onto the ground. The earth rumbled violently, the sound like distant thunder before the ground beneath them surged upward. In an instant, Frieren and her team were lifted high into the air on a towering pillar of stone.

      “Stay put,” Richeter said calmly as he launched a spell toward Lawine and Kanne, forcing them to dodge in opposite directions.

      Meanwhile, Denken moved forward, staff spinning, as he squared off against Frieren directly. “Shall we begin?” he asked, his grin widening.

      Frieren responded with a flick of her wrist, sending a volley of mana bolts his way. Denken countered with a defensive barrier, their clash illuminating the forest around them in flashes of light.

      Far across the forest, the commotion hadn’t gone unnoticed. Naruto stirred, one eye cracking open as he lay sprawled under the shade of a tree, lazily chewing on an apple core. His sharp ears caught the distant rumbling and faint flashes of light.

      “What’s that noise?” he muttered, sitting up and stretching lazily. He yawned, scratching the back of his head. “Should I check it out? I mean, I already got my bird, but… what if it’s fun?” He grinned to himself as he hopped to his feet, tossing the apple core over his shoulder.

      “Yeah. Let’s see what kind of trouble’s going on out there.”

    
    

    
      Naruto perched comfortably on a high branch, one leg swinging lazily while he munched on the last bits of an apple. His eyes gleamed with mischief as he watched the scene below, thoroughly entertained, though not entirely impressed.

      Old Man Denken was going at Frieren with everything he had, his movements precise and his attacks relentless. But the hag? She looked like she wasn’t even breaking a sweat. Each strike, each spell, each desperate lunge from Denken was met with a sidestep, a faint movement of her staff, or a flick of her wrist that nullified the attack without much effort.

      “Man, that’s just embarrassing,” Naruto muttered to himself, smirking. “The old man’s trying so hard, but she’s treating him like a toddler with a stick.”

      On the other side of the battlefield, Richeter was proving to be much more of a challenge for the girls. The guy was like a one-man army with that Earth Release—or whatever mana-based equivalent it was. Rocks rained down like meteorites, jagged spikes burst from the ground, and towering mud structures rose up to trap or crush his opponents.

      The girl with the ice powers, Lawine, was holding her own, her frost-coated attacks clashing with Richeter’s earth spells in an explosive display of force. But the other girl? The one who clearly relied on water as her weapon? She was practically useless in this environment. The barrier surrounding the forest kept the rain out, leaving her without a water source to draw from.

      Naruto sighed dramatically, leaning back against the trunk of the tree. “Tsk, lame. What kind of fight is this? One-sided fights are boring.” He glanced back at Frieren, who was still dodging around Denken’s attacks, her face completely blank. “At least the hag’s having fun… well, I think. Hard to tell with her.”

      Then his eyes shifted to the girls again. The ice girl was still holding on, but barely. She was breathing heavily now, her movements growing slower as Richeter’s relentless attacks pushed her back. The water girl, meanwhile, was doing her best to defend with some rudimentary spells, but it was clear she wouldn’t last long if Richeter decided to target her seriously.

      Naruto clicked his tongue, feeling a twinge of irritation. As much as he didn’t like to admit it, he wanted the hag to pass. She was annoying, sure, but she was strong. She deserved to make it through this stupid test. And if her team went down here, that’d be it for her, too.

      Sooo… if he just… nudged things in the right direction, it wouldn’t be bad, right? Just a little help. Nothing too obvious. He could deny it if anyone asked. Yeah, that’d work.

      His grin widened as a plan formed in his head. He twirled his fingers lazily, letting his primary mana flow through them. His control over mana had improved a lot lately, enough that he could pull off some subtle tricks without anyone noticing.

      “Alright, just a little hole. Tiny crack. Let the rain through so the water girl can actually do something. What could possibly go wrong?” he muttered, chuckling to himself as he focused on the barrier above the forest.

      With a precise application of his mana detection, Naruto pinpointed a glaring weak spot in the barrier above. He tilted his head, his eyes narrowing as he studied it. “Bruh, who built this? A toddler with a glue stick? Even I can figure this out.” His grin stretched wide, a mix of amusement and confidence.

      He rolled his wrist, letting mana swirl and spark to life in his palm. Slowly, the familiar form of a Rasenshuriken began to emerge, but this wasn’t any ordinary Rasenshuriken—it was something new, something raw, something crackling with vivid blue energy that thrummed with life. The spinning shuriken was impossibly fast, yet it moved so perfectly in sync that it looked eerily still. The light it emitted bathed him in a ghostly glow, making him look like some mischievous forest spirit.

      “Yeah, that’s the stuff,” he muttered, shaping the shuriken just a little larger, about two feet across. He examined it like a craftsman admiring his work, his grin widening. “Alright, let’s poke a tiny, little hole. What could possibly go wrong?”

      With a flick of his wrist, he hurled the Mana Style: Simple Rasenshuriken at the weak point. The moment it connected, the forest lit up like a lightning strike. Blinding light erupted from the barrier, a symphony of crackles and hums as the mana construct rippled violently.

      Naruto squinted, shielding his eyes. “Oh, crap. Hope nobody saw that.”

      The Rasenshuriken exploded into the weak point with a satisfying whump, and for a split second, everything went silent. Then, like glass under too much pressure, the barrier fractured. Cracks spread like wildfire, splintering and weaving through the structure. The tiny hole Naruto had aimed for was no longer tiny.

      “Uh-oh…” His grin faltered as the barrier shattered completely, disintegrating in a cascade of glimmering shards.

      Rain came crashing down in torrents, drenching the forest in seconds. Water poured from every branch, pooling into rapid streams on the ground. Naruto blinked as the sudden storm overtook the quiet forest, soaking everything in sight.

      Below, Kanne froze for a moment, staring at the sky with wide eyes. Then her face broke into a grin as she raised her hands. The puddles forming around her swirled and rose, taking the shape of whips, spears, and shields of water. She radiated power, the rain fueling her magic with an intensity that was impossible to miss.

      “That’s more like it,” Naruto muttered, leaning back on his perch with his arms crossed. His grin returned, though a bit sheepish. “Alright, water girl. Let’s see if you can impress me now.”

      But then the downpour intensified. The water cascaded faster and harder, turning the forest floor into a muddy swamp. Naruto’s brow furrowed as he watched the chaos unfold. The splintering crack he’d created wasn’t stopping. Mana still crackled through the shattered remains of the barrier, spreading instability like wildfire.

      The once-amused grin on his face twisted into an uneasy grimace. “Wait, wait, wait—why is it still breaking? Uh… that’s not supposed to happen.”

      The forest had transformed into a wet, chaotic mess. Richeter, who had been dominating the battlefield moments ago, now struggled to maintain his footing. The mud turned treacherous, and his precise earth manipulations faltered. He stumbled, slipping as Kanne unleashed a powerful torrent of high-pressure water that slammed into him like a freight train. The force sent him careening into a tree with a satisfying thud.

      Lawine seized the moment, launching a freezing blast of ice that coated the ground around Richeter in a thick layer of frost, trapping him where he stood. The tables had turned, and it wasn’t subtle.

      Meanwhile, Frieren, still locked in her “battle” with Denken, paused to glance at the now-open sky. Her eyes narrowed slightly, and for the first time, a flicker of interest crossed her usually impassive face. She deflected another one of Denken’s attacks with a casual flick of her staff, as if she weren’t even trying.

      “Interesting,” she murmured, her gaze flickering toward Naruto’s direction. It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but there was a knowing glint in her eyes.

      Naruto, still perched on his tree, felt a chill run down his spine despite the rain. He chuckled nervously, scratching the back of his head. “She totally didn’t notice, right? Yeah, no way she noticed. I’m just a spectator here. Totally innocent. Yep, just enjoying the show.” He shifted uncomfortably as if trying to convince himself.

      But the faint smirk on Frieren’s face said otherwise

      Genau delicately took a sip from his steaming cup of tea, the scent of chamomile wafting around him as he observed Sense staring intently at the barrier projection with an uncharacteristic wide-eyed expression.

      “You rarely look startled, Sense. What’s the matter?” he asked, his tone calm but tinged with curiosity.

      “Someone just analysed the barrier,” she replied softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

      He raised a brow and let out a dismissive snort. “Who? Naruto Uzumaki? That boy may have some raw talent, but he’s no match for such an intricate structure. What could he possibly do? He lacks the refinement, the skill, and most importantly, the mana to even attempt it. Frankly, I doubt he even understands the mechanisms, let alone possesses the ability to act on them.”

      Sense’s gaze remained fixed on the projection, her lethargic demeanour giving way to a faint but visible tension. “I beg to differ,” she said simply.

      He chuckled, setting down his cup with a quiet clink. “Come now, what you’re implying is ridiculous—completely outside the realm of possibility. It’s out of the mortal—”

      A loud, piercing sound suddenly reverberated through the air, like glass cracking under pressure. Genau froze mid-sentence, his words caught in his throat as his head snapped toward the forest.

      The sound escalated, and then, with a resounding crash, the barrier shattered completely, its fragments of mana dissipating like glittering shards into the atmosphere. He blinked, momentarily stunned.

      Sense let out a small exhale, her expression calm once more. “The impossible,” she murmured, “is here. And it defies mortal laws.”

      Genau stared at the forest, his disbelief etched across his face. “…I need stronger tea,” he muttered under his breath, shaking his head.

      Far away in a grand hall of endless bookshelves and ancient tomes, Serie the Great Mage lounged on her ornate throne. A smirk danced on her lips as she leaned back, one leg crossed over the other, watching the magical projection before her with mild amusement.

      “Well, well, Frieren. No visits for centuries, and this is how you decide to show yourself again? Testing your mettle on my barrier? How delightfully predictable—”

      Her words trailed off as something in the projection caught her eye. Her smirk faltered, replaced by a faint furrow of her brows. She leaned forward, her gaze narrowing as she focused on the shimmering image of the shattered barrier. It wasn’t Frieren. No, the mana signature that ruptured the structure was something entirely different—wild, unrefined, and yet undeniably potent.

      It belonged to… a child.

      The one with that mana. The distinct presence of Flamme’s essence intertwined with his own, raw and untamed.

      Serie’s breath hitched. “What… but how?”

      Her fingers drummed against the armrest of her throne as her mind raced. This child—this boy—had enough mana and raw talent to pinpoint a flaw in her barrier and exploit it. Granted, the barrier was a weakened construct, something she hadn’t poured her full power into. Still, for anyone but a seasoned mage to dismantle even a fraction of her work was nothing short of remarkable.

      She tilted her head, replaying the moment in her mind through the mana trails still lingering in the air. The way he’d controlled his attack—though clumsy in its refinement—was disturbingly effective. It wasn’t just brute force; there was precision there, a clever manipulation of magic that spoke to something far deeper than mere luck.

      “Interesting,” she murmured, her smirk returning but tinged now with genuine curiosity. She waved her hand, summoning a flickering illusion of Naruto’s grinning face as he leaned back on his perch. The boy looked utterly unbothered, as if breaking a mage-crafted barrier was just another Wednesday for him.

      Her eyes glinted with intrigue. “Who are you, brat? A reckless child with Flamme’s mana coursing through you… and enough nerve to meddle in my tests? Oh, I must meet you.”

      Serie rose from her throne, her long robes cascading like liquid silver around her. She turned toward the towering shelves of books that lined the room, her fingers grazing the spines of ancient tomes as she pondered. She had no love for distractions, but this was no ordinary occurrence. A child like him could not be ignored.

      Not when his mana carried the echoes of a legacy long thought extinguished.

      Not when he had done something that no one outside her circle of peers could hope to accomplish.

      Serie smirked again, though this time it carried a dangerous edge. “Enjoy your little victories while you can, boy. The Great Mage Serie does not take kindly to surprises… unless I’m the one giving them.”

      With a snap of her fingers, the illusion of Naruto vanished, and she began weaving a spell of observation. It was time to keep a closer eye on this intriguing little anomaly.
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    10. Fern

    
      “Darkness is not the absence of light, but it is the inevitable symbol that light approaches.”.

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 10

    
    

    

    
      When the time came for the candidates to gather for the results, the clearing buzzed with tension and quiet whispers. Among them stood Naruto, hands casually stuffed in his pockets as he hummed to himself, trying to act as nonchalant as possible. His nerves, however, betrayed him as his eyes darted around, scanning the crowd.

      Five teams had passed. Five. And somehow, Naruto’s one-man team was among them.

      He felt Fern’s glare burning into the back of his head. He sneaked a glance at her and instantly regretted it. She looked absolutely furious, her eyes practically screaming, I know what you did. Naruto awkwardly scratched the back of his neck. “Eh, there’s no way she actually knows, right?” he muttered under his breath.

      Next, his eyes drifted to Übel. Her expression was… unsettling. She was licking her lips while staring directly at him, her gaze predatory and unrelenting. He blinked, taking a cautious step back. “What… is that about?” he thought, thoroughly creeped out.

      And then there was Frieren, standing quietly with her usual impassive face, though her gaze seemed sharper, more calculating than usual. She wasn’t glaring, but there was an unmistakable weight to the way her eyes lingered on him.

      “Stop staring at me like that!” Naruto thought, visibly sweating now. He turned his focus to the ground, trying to avoid eye contact with anyone.

      Genau stepped forward, his booming voice cutting through the tension. “Congratulations to the five teams that passed the first test. You’ve proven your mettle and earned your place in the next round.”

      As the scattered applause died down, Sense—whom Naruto had internally dubbed the long-haired lethargic chick—stepped up. She looked as though she’d rather be anywhere else, her heavy-lidded eyes and sluggish movements giving her the air of someone who had just rolled out of bed.

      “The second test will be conducted next Tuesday,” she drawled, her voice monotone and unenthusiastic. “I will be your proctor. Be ready.”

      Naruto blinked. That was it? No dramatic announcements? No ominous warnings about how much harder the next round would be? Just… “be ready”? He glanced at Genau, half expecting the man to step in and say something more intimidating, but the tea-drinker just gave a small, approving nod.

      Naruto sighed, shoving his hands back into his pockets as the candidates began to disperse. “Next Tuesday, huh? Guess I’ll have to deal with her again,” he muttered, glancing warily at Frieren, who was still giving him that unnervingly calm stare.

      “Y’know,” he thought, “this is shaping up to be way more troublesome than I signed up for.”

    
    

    
      Back at the inn, the room was tense, save for Stark, who was sprawled on a chair with his legs stretched out, yawning loudly every few minutes like he’d been dragged into this against his will—which he probably was. Fern, however, was in full lecture mode, her arms crossed as she loomed over Naruto.

      “Mr. Naruto, do you even realise what you’ve done?” she scolded, her voice sharp enough to slice through steel. “Breaking that barrier wasn’t just reckless—it was outright dangerous! You could’ve—”

      “It’s just a stupid barrier!” Naruto shot back, leaning against the table with a pout. “Whoever made that thing should study harder. I mean, I don’t study at all, and I still broke it! So, what does that say about them, huh?”

      Fern froze mid-sentence, her face twitching as she processed the sheer audacity of his words. Stark, still half-asleep, let out another yawn. “Man, this is getting good,” he muttered.

      Frieren, who had been silently observing from her chair, finally joined the conversation with an almost amused look. “Naruto,” she said, her voice calm but pointed, “do you know who even made that barrier?”

      Naruto blinked, scratching the back of his head. “…No? Probably some rookie mage, right? I mean, it wasn’t exactly—”

      “Are you intentionally dumb?” Frieren interrupted, her deadpan delivery landing like a verbal slap.

      Naruto straightened up, affronted. “Huh? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Fern sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose as if trying to stave off a migraine. “Mr. Naruto,” she said, her tone dangerously slow and deliberate, “that barrier wasn’t made by just anyone. It was created by Serie the Great Elf Mage—the greatest mage in history.”

      Silence.

      Naruto’s brow furrowed, his lips pursed in thought. “…Are you sure?” he asked, his scepticism palpable. “I mean, it looked pretty weak to me. Kinda flimsy, honestly.”

      Fern’s jaw dropped. Stark let out a soft chuckle, clearly entertained by the train wreck unfolding in front of him. Frieren, on the other hand, stared at Naruto with an expression that teetered between disbelief and begrudging respect.

      “How,” she asked slowly, “did you even analyse the barrier?”

      Naruto shrugged, his nonchalance almost infuriating. “I dunno. It kinda looked like a monkey to me, so I just attacked the spot where its butt would’ve been.”

      Dead silence filled the room.

      Fern’s face turned crimson, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. Stark openly laughed this time, his loud guffaws echoing through the room. Even Frieren seemed momentarily taken aback, her lips parting ever so slightly before she closed her eyes in contemplation.

      “So,” Frieren said after a long pause, “you unknowingly applied constellational knowledge and anatomical common sense to identify the weak point of a barrier created by the greatest mage in history?”

      “…Uh, yeah? I guess?” Naruto replied, scratching his cheek awkwardly. “I mean, if you put it that way, it sounds kinda cool.”

      Frieren stood up and walked over to him, her eyes still half-lidded as if she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or sigh. Then, to everyone’s surprise, she reached out and patted his head.

      “Wonderful,” she said simply, her tone carrying a hint of mockery and genuine approval. “A true genius.”

    
    

    
      The tension between Fern and Stark was thick enough to cut with a dull butter knife. It had been like this all morning. Stark had done something—Naruto wasn’t sure what, and Stark didn’t seem to know either—but Fern was angry. The kind of silent, passive-aggressive anger that made the air around her feel colder than usual.

      They walked into a bakery, the smell of freshly baked bread wafting through the air. Naruto immediately perked up, his nose twitching as he scanned the shelves. But even the delicious aroma wasn’t enough to melt the frost between the other two.

      Fern didn’t even glance at him. Instead, she turned to Naruto, her eyes sharp and demanding. “Mr. Naruto,” she said, her voice clipped, “tell Mr. Stark that he should buy whatever he wants.”

      Naruto blinked, confused. “Uh, Fern, Stark is literally—”

      “Mr. Naruto!” Fern snapped, cutting him off. “Do what I just said!”

      Stark raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. “She’s really not gonna talk to me, huh?”

      Naruto sighed, scratching the back of his head. “Okay, fine.” He turned to Stark and waved his hands dramatically, like he was delivering a royal decree. “Hey, Stark! Fern says you can buy whatever you want. So, uh, there you go.”

      Stark sighed, leaning closer to Naruto like they were co-conspirators. “What do you think? Should I just buy the whole shelf to mess with her?”

      Fern’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and she crossed her arms, clearly unimpressed. “Mr. Naruto, tell Mr. Stark to stop acting like a child and choose something reasonable.”

      Naruto groaned, throwing his hands in the air. “Why am I in the middle of this?! Stark, just pick something, man! Fern, chill out! It’s just bread!”

      But neither of them seemed to hear him. Stark was grinning like an idiot, clearly enjoying how much he was annoying Fern without even trying, while Fern looked like she was two seconds away from grabbing a loaf of bread and throwing it at his head.

      Naruto sighed again, louder this time. “Y’know what? I’m just gonna buy my own bread and leave you two to your weird bread drama. Have fun, I guess.” And with that, he marched off to the counter, leaving Fern and Stark to their ridiculous standoff.

      Stark wasn’t one to give up easily, even if he had no idea what he’d done to earn Fern’s icy silence. He stared at the rows of bread in front of him, determined to pick the perfect loaf to fix… whatever this was.

      “Alright, Fern,” he began with a cautious smile. “How about this one?” He held up a loaf of crusty rye bread, the kind that looked hearty and reliable, just like him.

      Fern’s eyes didn’t even flicker toward him. Instead, she glanced at Naruto. “Mr. Naruto, please inform Mr. Stark that I do not like rye bread.”

      Naruto groaned. “Fern, you could just—”

      “Please, Mr. Naruto.”

      Naruto sighed, rubbing his temples. “Stark, she doesn’t like rye bread.”

      “Okay, fine.” Stark put the rye back and scanned the shelves again. His eyes landed on a soft, fluffy loaf of brioche. He held it up, grinning. “What about this? It’s sweet, just like you—uh, I mean, I just think it suits you.”

      For a second, just a second, Stark thought he saw a crack in Fern’s cold façade. But then she turned to Naruto, her voice as calm and sharp as ever. “Mr. Naruto, kindly inform Mr. Stark that I am not in the mood for anything sweet.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? You’re making me play messenger for this?”

      Fern just stared at him, unyielding. Naruto sighed again. “Stark, she’s not in the mood for sweet stuff.”

      “Of course she’s not,” Stark muttered under his breath, putting the brioche back. His determination was waning, but he wasn’t ready to give up just yet. He grabbed a baguette next, holding it like it was a peace offering. “This one’s a classic. You can’t go wrong with a baguette, right?”

      Fern didn’t even look at the baguette. Instead, she addressed Naruto again. “Mr. Naruto, tell Mr. Stark that he should stop trying so hard and just pick something for himself.”

      Naruto threw his hands in the air. “Fern, you literally told him to pick something for you! What do you even want?!”

      Fern’s eyes finally turned to Stark, and for a moment, there was a flicker of something—annoyance, maybe, or even guilt—but it was gone as quickly as it came. “I don’t want anything,” she said, her voice quiet but firm.

      Stark’s shoulders slumped. He stared at the baguette in his hand like it had betrayed him. “You could’ve just said that from the start,” he muttered.

      Fern didn’t respond, but Naruto caught the faintest hint of a smirk on her face as she turned away. Stark sighed, putting the baguette back on the shelf. “Well, that was a waste of time.”

      Naruto clapped a hand on his shoulder, grinning. “Don’t worry, buddy. Maybe next time she’ll let you pick the right bread.”

      Stark groaned, running a hand through his hair. “If there even is a right bread.”

      From a few steps ahead, Fern glanced back at them, her expression unreadable. “Are you two coming, or are you planning to spend the rest of the day in the bakery?”

      Stark exchanged a look with Naruto, who just shrugged. “Women, man,” Naruto said with a grin. “Good luck figuring that one out.”

      Stark sighed again, following after Fern. Maybe he’d never figure her out, but he wasn’t ready to stop trying just yet.

      When Naruto and Stark learned it was Fern’s birthday—her birthday, of all things—they both felt like they’d stepped on a landmine. But Stark’s situation was far worse.

      Naruto, being Naruto, shrugged it off with a grin. “Hey, I didn’t wish her either! But y’know, I’m not the one she’s always staring at, Starky-boy.”

      Stark nearly choked. “What?! She doesn’t—she doesn’t stare at me!”

      Naruto gave him a knowing look. “Sure, whatever helps you sleep at night. Anyway, you’re special to her, man. You gotta step it up.”

      “Special?” Stark repeated, his voice cracking slightly. “I—I’m not—”

      “She literally turned you into her bread-fetching servant earlier,” Naruto said flatly, crossing his arms. “If that’s not special treatment, I don’t know what is.”

      Stark groaned, burying his face in his hands. “I didn’t even wish her a happy birthday… or get her anything. What do I do?”

      Naruto patted him on the back. “Simple. Take her to the market. Buy her something nice. Boom, problem solved. Women love thoughtful gifts, or so I hear.”

      Stark shot him a dubious look. “Since when are you an expert on this?”

      “I read it in a book once.”

      “Book? Which one?”

      “’Icha—’ Hey, now, go!”

      With a deep breath and a newfound determination (plus a healthy dose of panic), Stark approached Fern later that afternoon. She was sitting by the window of the inn, reading quietly, the sunlight catching in her hair. She looked so peaceful that Stark almost didn’t want to disturb her. Almost.

      “Uh… Fern?”

      She glanced up from her book, her expression neutral. “What is it?”

      Stark scratched the back of his neck, feeling awkward already. “So… I, uh… heard it’s your birthday.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “And?”

      “And… I wanted to… y’know… take you to the market. To, uh… buy you something. For your birthday. If you want,” he added quickly, his words stumbling over each other.

      For a moment, Fern just stared at him, her expression unreadable. Stark braced himself for a cutting remark or flat-out rejection, but instead, she closed her book with a soft thud and stood up.

      “Alright,” she said simply.

      Stark blinked. “Wait, really?”

      Fern nodded, walking past him toward the door. “You’re paying, of course.”

      “Y-Yeah, of course!” Stark stammered, scrambling to follow her.

      From the corner of the room, Naruto watched them leave with a sly grin. “Good luck, Starky-boy. You’re gonna need it.”

      Naruto strolled down the bustling marketplace, hands in his pockets and his eyes scanning the various stalls. He wasn’t one to stress about birthdays or gifts, but he figured if Stark was going all out to impress Fern, it wouldn’t hurt to tag along and grab something too. After all, he did have a single coin rattling in his pocket. A whole coin! That was more than enough, right?

      As he passed by a colorful shop with a wooden sign that read “Curios and Gifts for All Occasions!”, something caught his eye. Rows of trinkets, accessories, and shiny knick-knacks sparkled in the afternoon sun. It looked perfect—or at least, cheap enough to fit his budget.

      Naruto stepped inside, greeted by the smell of wood polish and faint lavender. The shopkeeper, a wiry old man with a thin mustache and sharp eyes, was perched behind the counter like a hawk.

      “Looking for something special, young man?” the shopkeeper asked, his voice oily and full of practiced charm.

      “Yeah,” Naruto replied casually, glancing around the shelves. “It’s for a friend’s birthday. Something nice, but, uh… not too expensive, y’know?”

      The shopkeeper’s eyes gleamed with opportunity. “Ah, I have just the thing! Over here, over here.” He beckoned Naruto toward a display case filled with gaudy, overpriced junk. “This bracelet, made from the finest stones of the northern mountains. Only ten coins!”

      Naruto’s eyes narrowed. “I only have one coin.”

      “Ah, a budget shopper! No problem, no problem,” the shopkeeper said smoothly, switching gears without missing a beat. He plucked a plain wooden figurine from a shelf. “How about this? Simple, elegant, and only one coin!”

      Naruto tilted his head, inspecting the figurine. It was a lopsided carving of what might have been a cat. Or a bear. Or… some kind of vegetable? He wasn’t sure. Either way, it was definitely not something Fern would appreciate.

      “Got anything else?” Naruto asked, crossing his arms.

      The shopkeeper’s smile faltered slightly, but he quickly recovered. “Perhaps a hairbrush?” He pulled a plain, slightly dusty brush from a nearby bin. “Practical and thoughtful. Perfect for a young lady!”

      Naruto picked up the brush, turning it over in his hands. It was simple but sturdy, with smooth bristles and a polished wooden handle. “How much?” he asked, already liking it more than the weird figurine.

      “Ah… three coins,” the shopkeeper said, his smile returning.

      Naruto raised an eyebrow. “You just said it’s perfect for one coin.”

      The shopkeeper blinked. “Well, you see—”

      “One coin,” Naruto said firmly, pulling the coin from his pocket and holding it up. “Take it or leave it.”

      The shopkeeper sighed, clearly not wanting to lose the sale. “Fine. One coin.”

      With a triumphant grin, Naruto handed over the coin and pocketed the brush. As he stepped out of the shop, he couldn’t help but admire his purchase. “Not bad, not bad,” he muttered, running the brush experimentally through his red hair. The bristles slid smoothly, taming the occasional stray strands. “Huh. Pretty good quality for something that cheap.”

      Satisfied, he tucked the brush into his pouch and set off to find Stark and Fern. Hopefully, they’d appreciate his effort—or at least, Fern would like the gift.

      Dinner time came.

      The lively clatter of cutlery filled the inn’s dining hall as the group settled for dinner. Fern sat at the center, her new butterfly-themed bracelet from Stark catching the light as she toyed with it absentmindedly. For the first time that day, she wasn’t glaring daggers at Stark, much to his visible relief. On her other side, Frieren quietly sipped her tea, her gift of a sleek, elegant pen sitting neatly on the table.

      Naruto leaned back in his chair, arms crossed behind his head, looking quite pleased with himself. His gift—a hairbrush—lay in Fern’s lap, freshly unwrapped. She had been genuinely delighted at first, even offering a small smile as she ran her fingers over the polished wooden handle.

      “This is… really thoughtful, Mr. Naruto,” she had said. “Thank you.”

      But then, her fingers froze. Her expression shifted, her brows furrowing as she carefully pulled something from the bristles. A single, unmistakable red hair glimmered under the soft glow of the lantern light.

      The room went silent.

      Fern slowly turned to Naruto, holding up the strand like it was a damning piece of evidence. “Mr. Naruto?”

      Naruto immediately sat up straight, a bead of sweat forming on his forehead. “Uh… yeah?”

      Fern’s voice was calm, but her eyes gleamed with suspicion. “Why is there your hair in this ‘brand-new hairbrush’?”

      Stark choked on his drink, barely holding back a laugh, while Frieren raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued.

      Naruto scratched the back of his neck, chuckling nervously. “W-Well, uh, y’see… I was just testing it out! Gotta make sure it works, right? What if it was a faulty brush? I mean, I couldn’t give you something that doesn’t work. That’d be rude, ya know?”

      Fern stared at him, unimpressed. “You tested it. On yourself.”

      “Just a little!” Naruto gestured with his hands as if to show how little he meant. “Couple of strokes, tops! It’s still practically new!”

      Fern’s lips pressed into a thin line. She glanced back at the brush, then at the red strand still clutched between her fingers. “So you’re telling me… this hairbrush was… pre-owned?”

      “No! I mean, yes—but only for, like, a second!” Naruto leaned forward, waving his hands frantically. “Look, Fern, the point is, it’s a great brush! Right? Super high-quality! It’s the thought that counts, isn’t it?”

      By now, Stark was hunched over the table, failing miserably to stifle his laughter. “Naruto, man, you really know how to ruin a moment.”

      “Oh, shut up, Stark!” Naruto snapped, turning red. “At least I got her something practical. What’s she gonna do with a bracelet? Hypnotize someone with it?”

      Stark shrugged, still grinning. “Hey, she liked it. That’s all that matters.”

      Fern sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “You’re both impossible.”

      Frieren, who had been quietly observing, finally spoke up. “It’s quite fitting, actually.”

      Everyone turned to look at her.

      The elf mage sipped her tea thoughtfully, her gaze resting on Naruto. “The brush, I mean. It’s practical, unpolished, and a little clumsy—much like its giver.”

      Naruto blinked, unsure if he was being complimented or insulted. “Uh… thanks? I think?”

      Fern set the brush down, shaking her head but unable to hide the faintest hint of a smile. “Well, I suppose it is the thought that counts. Thank you, Mr. Naruto.”

      Naruto grinned, relieved. “See? I knew you’d come around.”

      Fern held up the red strand again, her smile turning slightly wicked. “But you’re still cleaning this.”

      “Aw, c’mon!” Naruto groaned, slumping back into his chair as Stark burst out laughing again.

      Frieren resumed sipping her tea, a ghost of a smirk on her lips. “Perhaps next time, Naruto, consider not ‘testing’ the gift before giving it.”
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      “Why don’t you stop? Why do you keep insisting on that ridiculous and foolish ideal of yours?!”

      “Because I am your friend.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 11

    
    

    

    
      The candidates stood before the imposing entrance of the Ruins of the King’s Tomb, the site of the second phase of the First-Class Mage Exam. The ancient stone structure loomed over them, its weathered facade hinting at the countless adventurers who had attempted to conquer its depths. Sense, the lethargic-looking proctor with her distinctive, unruly hair, stepped forward to address the group.

      “Welcome to the second stage of the exam,” she began, her voice carrying a monotone quality that matched her disheveled appearance. “Your task is straightforward: reach the innermost depths of this dungeonand retrieve a chest. Only those who succeed will pass.”

      She reached into a bag slung over her shoulder and produced small glass bottles, each containing a tiny, inert golem. Moving methodically, she handed one to each participant.

      “These bottles contain golems,” Sense explained. “If, at any point, you find yourself unable to continue and wish to withdraw, break the bottle. The golem inside will safely escort you out of the dungeon.”

      Old Man Denken, a seasoned mage with a furrowed brow, raised his hand. “Is there any requirement regarding teams or solo participation?”

      Sense shook her head slowly. “No. Proceed as you see fit. You may form teams or venture alone; the choice is yours.”

      Kanne, a young mage with inquisitive eyes, spoke up next. “How will you know if we’ve reached the deepest part of the dungeon?”

      “I will accompany a team or individual and observe their progress,” Sense replied, her tone remaining flat.

      Kanne’s brow furrowed. “But you won’t assist us, correct?”

      “Correct,” Sense affirmed.

      As the group absorbed this information, Naruto, Fern, and Frieren huddled together to discuss their strategy.

      “Which path should we take?” Naruto asked, glancing at the multiple dark corridors leading into the dungeon.

      Frieren, the experienced elven mage, pointed directly ahead. “The straight path leads to the deepest part.”

      Fern nodded in agreement. “I’ll follow Mistress Frieren.”

      Frieren then turned to Naruto, her expression unreadable. “There is more than one path leading to the deepest part of the dungeon. Can you find it?”

      Naruto’s eyes sparkled with determination. “Challenge accepted! I’ll find another way.”

      As the participants prepared to enter their chosen paths, Sense moved to stand beside Naruto. It was clear she intended to accompany him through the dungeon.

      With all decisions made, the test commenced. Each candidate stepped into the labyrinthine corridors of the dungeon, the shadows swallowing them as they embarked on their perilous journey.

      The air inside was cool and damp, carrying the scent of ancient stone and earth. The flickering light from their spells cast eerie shadows on the walls, hinting at the dangers that lay ahead.

      Naruto, with Sense trailing silently behind, ventured down a narrow passageway that branched off from the main corridor. His footsteps echoed softly, a constant reminder of the solitude of his chosen path.

      As he delved deeper, the oppressive silence was broken only by the occasional drip of water and the distant skittering of unseen creatures. The weight of the dungeon’s history pressed down on him, but his resolve remained unshaken.

      Meanwhile, Frieren and Fern advanced steadily along the straight path. Their journey was fraught with its own challenges, but their combined experience and trust in each other guided them forward.

      Back with Naruto, the young mage encountered his first obstacle: a massive chasm blocking his path. The gap was too wide to jump, and the walls too sheer to climb.

      He paused, assessing the situation. Sense watched impassively, offering no guidance.

      Drawing upon his training, Naruto summoned his mana, focusing it into a bridge of energy that spanned the chasm. He stepped onto it cautiously, feeling the hum of magic beneath his feet.

      With each second, his confidence grew, and soon he was across, the chasm now behind him.

      Sense observed this silently, her expression unreadable.

      As Naruto continued, he couldn’t help but wonder about the paths his party had taken. But there was no time for distraction; the depths of the dungeon awaited, and he was determined to conquer them.

      The test had begun in earnest, and each candidate faced their own trials within the labyrinth. Only time would tell who would emerge victorious from the shadows of the Ruins of the King’s Tomb.

      The stone hallways of the dungeon stretched endlessly before him, damp and eerie. Shadows clung to the walls, shifting and twisting with every flicker of his summoned light. The air smelled of moss and old stone, and every step echoed like a whisper from the past. Naruto hated it. The place was ancient, silent, and way too good at making his imagination run wild.

      He wasn’t afraid of monsters. He could punch monsters. But ghosts? You couldn’t punch ghosts.

      “…This place is haunted, isn’t it?” he muttered, glancing over his shoulder at Sense.

      The lethargic proctor didn’t respond. She simply followed, her long hair swaying as she walked, her tired eyes half-lidded. She moved so silently that it was honestly kind of creepy.

      “Oi. You’re not a ghost, right?” Naruto asked.

      Sense blinked slowly. That was her only response.

      “…That’s not a no,” he grumbled, adjusting his short, messy red hair. His jade-green eyes scanned ahead, but all he saw was darkness. Too much darkness. It wasn’t normal.

      With a flick of his wrist, he summoned the Flamme staff. The golden staff materialized in his grip, its presence familiar and reassuring. He tapped it against the stone floor, and a soft golden glow spread outward, casting away the oppressive darkness.

      Nothing jumped out at him. No traps, no monsters, no ghosts. Yet.

      He exhaled in relief and continued walking, his boots crunching against the old, cracked stone. Sense followed, moving like a shadow herself. If she was trying to make him uncomfortable, she was doing an amazing job.

      “…You could at least pretend to talk,” Naruto muttered. “This is already creepy enough.”

      Sense said nothing.

      Naruto sighed.

      This was going to be a long test.

      He was just walking, minding his own business, when his foot pressed down on something that felt… off. A faint click echoed through the corridor.

      Naruto froze.

      That wasn’t good.

      Before he could even think about what he had triggered, a sharp whistling sound cut through the air. His instincts screamed at him. His jade-green eyes widened as he caught the glint of something flying straight for his face.

      An arrow.

      Sense, standing behind him, barely had time to react. Her tired eyes followed the deadly projectile, already calculating how she’d have to retrieve his body and report his failure. Perhaps she should have chosen a more competent candidate to follow—

      “Gah!” Naruto yelped, his body moving on pure reflex. His hand shot up, fingers snapping around the shaft of the arrow just inches from his forehead. His breath hitched.

      A moment of silence stretched between them.

      “Phew,” he exhaled, slowly lowering the arrow. “That was real nasty!”

      Sense blinked.

      He had actually caught it?

      She had been prepared for a splatter of red, for the test to end for this reckless brat, but instead, he was standing there, holding the arrow like it was nothing more than a bothersome twig.

      Naruto turned to her with a sheepish grin. “Oi, you saw that, right? Betcha didn’t think I could do that, huh?”

      Sense simply stared at him.

      “…Okay, don’t say anything. That’s fine. Just stand there looking all ghostly.” He sighed and tossed the arrow aside. “Stupid traps. I knew this place was out to get me.”

      The corridor remained silent, but now, Naruto was even more on edge. If there was one trap, there were definitely more.

      And judging by Sense’s unreadable expression, she wasn’t going to warn him about a single one.

      The next trap was even nastier. As Naruto continued forward, he noticed an odd pattern on the stone floor. His eyes squinted as he leaned in. Huh, it looked kinda like—click. The ground beneath him vanished.

      With a startled yelp, he plummeted into darkness. The cold rush of air sent his stomach flipping as he flailed. Right before he could slam into a pit of jagged spikes, his instincts kicked in. He twisted midair, thrusting his staff downward.

      “Light!” he yelled. The staff flared, and for a split second, he saw his salvation. A ledge.

      With all his strength, he slammed the staff against it, using the force to propel himself sideways. He crashed hard against the wall, his fingers scrambling against the rough stone until—yes! He caught the edge of the pit.

      Panting, he dangled there for a moment before hoisting himself up.

      “That was way too close,” he muttered. His hands stung, his heart pounded.

      Sense watched from above, her face blank, but inwardly, she was baffled. That had been a perfectly designed pitfall. He should have died. And yet, here he was, dusting himself off like he’d just tripped on a loose stone.

      Naruto grinned up at her. “You gonna help me, or just keep floating there like a ghost?”

      She remained silent.

      “Figures,” he muttered, getting back to his feet.

      Naruto’s luck was like a curse wrapped in a blessing. One second, he was feeling good about himself, the next, he was staring at the ceiling in horror as it rumbled ominously. A clicking noise, a slow shift in the air—then whoosh.

      A hailstorm of razor-sharp icicles rained down from above.

      “Ah, crap!”

      He dove, rolling across the stone floor as shards of ice shattered where he had been standing just moments ago. More fell, and Naruto, scrambling for cover, found himself cornered.

      With no choice left, he did something completely reckless. He jumped.

      Straight into the storm of icicles.

      Twisting in midair, he swung his staff wildly, shattering the ice before it could impale him. Shards rained down, slicing at his skin, but he grit his teeth and kept moving. As he landed on the other side, breathless and slightly bleeding, he turned to Sense.

      She had not moved.

      Naruto grumbled. “You know, a warning would be nice.”

      Silence.

      “Fine. Be like that.” He huffed, shaking ice out of his hair before trudging forward.

      Sense, meanwhile, was beginning to suspect that either he was incredibly skilled or impossibly lucky. Maybe both.

      The corridor stretched long and silent, too silent. Naruto didn’t trust it. He stepped carefully, scanning for anything suspicious.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t scan the walls.

      The second his foot crossed a certain threshold, the walls groaned and—before he could react—slammed together.

      Naruto’s eyes widened. He had about a second before he’d be crushed into paste.

      With a panicked grunt, he twisted his body sideways, just barely slipping through the narrowing gap. The stone scraped against his back as he squeezed through, feeling the sheer pressure of the moving walls.

      He hit the ground rolling as the walls behind him sealed shut with an earth-shaking boom.

      Flat on his back, panting, he looked up at Sense, who had effortlessly floated through.

      “Yeah, yeah, rub it in,” he muttered, glaring at her unimpressed face.

      His next near-death experience was particularly humiliating. He had been moving along carefully, watching his step, when his foot caught on a nearly invisible wire.

      A click.

      The walls behind him slid open.

      And out came a swarm of metal blades, whirring like saws, spinning toward him at breakneck speed.

      Naruto did the first thing his brain supplied. He jumped onto the spinning blade.

      Balancing precariously, he rode it like a deranged circus act, hopping from one to another before launching himself off the last one. The blades smashed into the far wall, the impact sending debris flying.

      Naruto landed in a crouch, dusting off his pants.

      “Too easy,” he muttered.

      Sense stared at him.

      He wasn’t sure if it was disappointment or sheer confusion on her face.

      Another room, another trap. Naruto wasn’t sure why he hadn’t been outright killed yet, but at this point, he had stopped questioning it.

      As soon as he stepped inside, the door behind him slammed shut, and the entire floor dropped.

      A void stretched beneath him. He barely had time to register it before something yanked him down.

      Gravity magic.

      With no ground to push off from, Naruto was falling, fast. The bottom was a swirling vortex of something ominous, and he did not want to find out what it was.

      Frantically, he summoned his staff. He swung it upwards, catching onto a protruding chain.

      His entire body jerked.

      Hanging there, swaying slightly, he looked down at the endless void beneath him.

      “Yeah, not going down there.”

      With careful movements, he began climbing up, pulling himself to safety. As he flopped onto solid ground, he turned to Sense.

      She still had no reaction.

      “Seriously, nothing? I nearly died!”

      Silence.

      “Tch.” He stood up, brushing himself off. “Cold as ice, this one.”

      The final trap was just unfair.

      Naruto had entered what looked like a peaceful chamber, when suddenly—

      Click.

      The floor shifted beneath him.

      It wasn’t a pitfall this time. It was quicksand.

      The more he moved, the faster he sank.

      Panic surged through him. He struggled, but the sand pulled him deeper, up to his chest.

      And then, just because the dungeon hated him, arrows shot out from the walls.

      “Okay, this is just rude!”

      Summoning all his strength, Naruto channeled his mana into his staff.

      “Mana Style: Wind Burst!”

      A powerful gust erupted, launching him out of the quicksand just as the arrows rained down. He tumbled across the floor, rolling to a stop.

      Gasping, covered in dust, he turned his glare to Sense.

      “Not. A. Word.”

      Sense, despite herself, raised an eyebrow.

      This brat had avoided death six times now.

      Perhaps she had underestimated him.

      The corridor stretched ahead, lined with broken weapons and tattered armor. The air was thick with an eerie stillness, disturbed only by the faint clatter of bones shifting. Naruto’s footsteps echoed softly as he moved forward, his jade-green eyes scanning the gloom. Then, the skeletons stirred.

      The moment he crossed a certain point, they jerked upright, hollow sockets locking onto him. A dozen pairs of bony fingers clenched rusted swords and spears, their joints creaking as they lunged.

      Naruto barely suppressed a shiver. He wasn’t weak—far from it—but the idea of fighting things that should have been long dead sent a chill down his spine.

      Sense watched expectantly. Would he break the golem bottle? Give up? She wouldn’t blame him. Many had quit at this point before. But before she could make any assumptions, Naruto exhaled sharply and—floated.

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. Levitation? What could he possibly—oh.

      The skeletons clawed at empty air, their rusted weapons stabbing at the space where he used to be. But Naruto, hovering just out of reach, grinned as spears and blades passed harmlessly beneath him.

      “Heh, heh. Why fight when you can fly?”

      Sense’s head tilted ever so slightly. That was… unexpectedly practical. It wasn’t as though he couldn’t destroy them. But why go through the trouble?

      “I know what you’re thinking, Crow-nest,” he said, casting a sideways glance at her. “But these guys were once alive. I don’t wanna disrespect them.”

      Sense stared.

      He had no reason to hesitate. This was a test. A trial meant to push him to his limits. And yet, here he was, floating midair, his expression serious despite his usual playfulness.

      Then, his fingers curled. A swirl of mana gathered in his palm, a shimmering blue orb forming, rotating rapidly. But it didn’t stay that way. Threads of mana twisted outward, splitting into four distinct blades, curved like scythes. The hum it emitted was otherworldly, vibrating through the stone walls with an intensity that made the very air tremble.

      The Rasenshuriken pulsed with raw destruction.

      The light from the spinning weapon reflected in Naruto’s jade-green eyes as he raised his arm. Then, with a single motion, he threw it.

      The moment it left his hand, the wind howled. The air itself split apart, dragging the force of the Rasenshuriken into a spiraling vortex of annihilation. It tore through the skeletons with unnatural precision, and the instant it made contact—

      A deafening explosion.

      The dungeon walls shuddered, and the corridor was swallowed in a blinding blue light. The sheer force rippled outward, sending shockwaves strong enough to kick up a storm of dust and debris. The sound was deafening, like a chorus of a thousand blades slicing through the air at once. The skeletal warriors had no time to react. The moment the Rasenshuriken detonated, they were caught in its grasp.

      The wind inside the blast compressed, shrieking as it shredded through their brittle bones, reducing them to nothing but specks of mana. Their souls, long bound to their decayed remains, were finally set free. The last flickers of their cursed existence dissipated, vanishing into the void of the dungeon’s endless dark.

      And then—silence.

      The light faded. The air settled. The corridor was empty. Not a single trace of the skeletons remained.

      Naruto landed softly, dusting his hands off with a satisfied nod. “Rest in peace, guys.”

      Sense, still hovering nearby, said nothing. But inwardly, she was baffled. The power she had just witnessed—this boy, barely more than a teenager, had conjured something not only mesmerizing but absurdly lethal. And yet, he had wielded it with a surprising level of care, showing respect even to his enemies.

      He turned toward her with a wide grin. “Let’s keep going, Crow-nest.”

      Without another word, he strode deeper into the dungeon, his glowing staff lighting the way. Sense followed, her unreadable gaze lingering on his back.

      Naruto wasn’t interested in treasures. Gold, gems, artifacts—he barely gave them a second glance. Every now and then, he’d come across a chest, some of them covered in dust, others gleaming as if freshly placed. Some were already open, their contents spilling onto the stone floor, while others remained locked, waiting for someone foolish or greedy enough to take the risk.

      Yet, every single time, Naruto did the same thing. He crouched, pried the chest open if it wasn’t already, and then—

      He took a single coin. Just one.

      Sense, following behind him in silence, observed this strange habit with mild curiosity. She had seen many adventurers before—most would hoard everything they could carry, stuffing their pockets with gold, filling their bags until they could barely move. Even those who weren’t particularly greedy still took something of value.

      But this boy? He took one coin and moved on as if the rest of the treasure didn’t exist.

      She spoke for the first time since they entered the dungeon. “Why only one?”

      Naruto, flipping the small golden coin between his fingers, gave her a lazy grin. “Dunno. Feels right, y’know?”

      “…That makes no sense.”

      “Think about it, Crow-nest,” he said, stretching his arms behind his head. “If I take everything, then whoever comes after me gets nothing. But if I take just one, it’s like… proof I was here. Like signing a guest book, but shinier.”

      Sense gave him a long stare, her tired eyes unreadable. “You are a strange one.”

      “Heh, thanks,” he chuckled and tossed the coin once before slipping it into his pocket. “Now let’s keep going. This dungeon ain’t gonna clear itself.”

      She followed him, still not entirely sure what to make of his reasoning.

      Naruto had just been relieving himself when he noticed something odd—the stone wall in front of him had a faint seam running down the middle. Curious, he finished up, adjusted his robes, and pressed against it. With a soft click, the wall gave way, revealing a hidden passage shrouded in dust and silence.

      “…Huh.”

      Sense, for the first time, looked genuinely surprised. A secret passage. And not just any secret passage—this one led to a vast chamber lined with towering bookshelves. The air was thick with the scent of aged parchment and ink, and floating mana orbs cast an eerie glow over the rows upon rows of ancient tomes.

      “This…” Sense trailed off, stepping forward. “This is a remarkable discovery.”

      Naruto glanced around, unimpressed. “Yeah, yeah, big ol’ dusty library. You seen one, you seen ’em all.”

      Her sharp eyes landed on a particular desk in the center, covered in notes and scrolls. As she approached, her breath hitched.

      These weren’t just any writings. They were labeled with an unmistakable name—Flamme.

      Sense was rarely shaken, but this… This was history. A mage like Flamme had shaped the world, and these could be her very own thoughts, recorded and forgotten in the depths of this dungeon.

      Then Naruto, without hesitation, scoffed. “These aren’t Flamme’s.”

      Her head snapped toward him. “How do you know?”

      He didn’t look at her, just kept flipping lazily through one of the scrolls before setting it aside. “…Just a feeling.”

      Sense frowned, studying him. His red hair, his jade-green eyes, that ridiculous staff that carried an unmistakable air of power—all of it matched what was known about Flamme. Even his old, white-and-gold robes, though worn in a way that made them look less dignified, were eerily similar to what was described in history books.

      Yet, despite all of this, there was no record of Naruto Uzumaki anywhere. He hadn’t existed before he appeared. No records, no past, nothing. As if he had materialized from thin air.

      “…Hmph.” She let it go, storing away her thoughts for later.

      Naruto dusted his hands off and stretched. “Welp, these are fake, so no point stickin’ around.”

      “You’re certain?”

      “Yup. Dunno why, but yeah. Let’s go, Crow-nest.”

      She didn’t argue further. With one last glance at the notes, she turned and followed him as he strode toward the exit.

      “Y’know, Crow-nest,” he said over his shoulder, “you’re finally talking.”

      She gave no reply.
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    12. Übel's Clone

    
      “In your loving arms,

      Keeps me from harm.

      Take my hand—

      And stand.

      When the Skyfalls.

      When it crumbles.

      We will stand tall.

      Face it all, together.

      At Skyfall.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 12

    
    

    

    
      The room was vast, lined with stone pillars that reached uo the high, vaulted ceiling. The dim light from the mana sconces cast eerie shadows across the six massive statues, three on each side, standing like sentinels before a grand door. Towering knights, goblins with jagged stone blades, and an ogre wielding a massive axe—all of them carved from rock, their eyes hollow and lifeless.

      Naruto took a step forward.

      Nothing.

      Another step.

      Still nothing.

      Sense followed behind him, her movements quiet, always observing. He reached out, fingers brushing against the cold surface of the door—

      WHOOSH.

      Naruto barely had time to react. He caught the movement in the corner of his eye and wrenched his hand back just as the ogre statue’s axe came crashing down. The air split with a sharp gust, stone scraping against stone as the statues began to move. One by one, they turned toward him, the sound of grinding rock filling the chamber.

      “The hell—?!” Naruto leaped back, staring wide-eyed as all six of them shifted into motion.

      His red hair flared upwards slightly, as if gravity itself hesitated around him. His jade-green eyes gleamed, anticipation sparking in them. His fingers tightened around his Flamme staff, the white-gold fabric of his robes billowing as he grinned. Unlike the skeletons from earlier, these things weren’t once human. They were nothing more than cold, lifeless rocks.

      And that meant no holding back.

      The ogre raised its axe again. Naruto kicked off the ground, a burst of wind at his heels as he shot forward. He weaved under its swing, twisting mid-air, his staff glowing with condensed mana.

      “Mana Style—Rasengan!”

      A spiraling sphere of mana formed in his palm, the energy spinning with such force that the very air around it trembled. He slammed it into the ogre’s chest, and with a resounding crack, its torso split apart, fragments of stone flying in all directions.

      But it wasn’t enough. The statue still moved, its arms reaching out for him even as its form cracked.

      A heavy stone sword came from behind. Naruto twisted, barely dodging the knight statue’s downward slash. He clicked his tongue, already annoyed. “Sheesh, you guys don’t know when to quit!”

      Without hesitation, he shot straight up, mana bursting under his feet to propel him into the air.

      Sense’s eyes flickered with something unreadable. “…Levitation.”

      She hadn’t seen him cast any incantation. That was advanced-level flight magic, something even experienced mages needed time to use. Yet, here he was, floating mid-air like it was second nature.

      But what he did next left her even more stunned.

      His aura surged, veins of mana lighting up along his arms and legs. His muscles coiled with unnatural force, his movements sharpening.

      “Body Reinforcement?” she murmured, disbelief barely cracking her usual expression.

      It was an ancient technique, a dangerous one. Mages abandoned it centuries ago because of how easily it could destroy the user’s body. No one could handle the sheer stress it put on the muscles and bones.

      And yet, Naruto moved like it was effortless.

      He blurred from sight.

      A boom echoed through the chamber as he reappeared behind the goblin statue, his fist slamming into its back. The sheer impact sent cracks running across its stone body. Before it could even react, he spun mid-air, staff glowing with swirling mana.

      “Mana Style—Rasengan!”

      He struck again, and this time, the goblin’s torso shattered completely, crumbling into dust.

      But the knights weren’t waiting for him to finish. Two of them lunged forward, their swords swinging in deadly arcs. Naruto barely twisted away, the blades missing him by inches.

      “Alright, let’s see how you handle this.”

      He grinned, hands coming together in a quick seal.

      “Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      In an instant, the room was filled with identical copies of him. A dozen Narutos materialized, each one grinning just as wildly.

      Sense’s mind stalled.

      What the hell is that technique?!

      Mages had spells that could summon copies, but those were illusions, mere projections of mana. These, however… These clones moved, breathed, and even radiated mana.

      Impossible.

      But Naruto wasn’t done.

      “Alright, boys, let’s tear these guys apart!”

      The clones scattered, each picking a target. Two clones went after the remaining goblin, their coordinated strikes smashing its limbs apart. Another pair tackled one of the knights, one clone drawing its attention while the other slammed a Rasengan into its leg, breaking its stance.

      Meanwhile, Naruto himself soared high above the battlefield, gauging his next move.

      “Let’s see how strong you really are,” he muttered, glancing at the largest statue—the ogre.

      Gathering mana into his palm, he let it spiral and sharpen, the energy taking shape into something new. Four curved blades extended from the core, the mana spinning violently, cutting through the air with a high-pitched whir.

      Sense felt it immediately—the raw, destructive force of it.

      “Mana Style—RasenShuriken!”

      He hurled it.

      The projectile whistled through the air, an intricate weave of destruction wrapped in spiraling mana. It struck the ogre square in the chest, and the explosion that followed was nothing short of mesmerizing.

      A brilliant light engulfed the chamber.

      Wind howled as the sheer force of the attack tore through the ogre, turning its massive frame into dust. The shockwave rippled outward, sending fractures through the remaining statues.

      Naruto landed lightly on the ground as the dust settled.

      The knights—already weakened from his clones’ relentless attacks—crumbled in unison, their stone bodies giving out.

      And just like that, the six mighty statues, once imposing sentinels, were reduced to nothing more than rubble.

      Sense exhaled quietly, schooling her expression back into neutrality. But inside, she was reeling.

      He wasn’t just powerful—he was unlike anything she had ever seen. Techniques that shouldn’t exist, magic that no longer had any records, and a way of fighting that was more suited to a warrior than a mage.

      Who was this kid?

      Meanwhile, Naruto stretched his arms, looking entirely too pleased with himself.

      “Man, it’s good to have a little fun after months, y’know!” He dusted off his robes, his staff disappearing with a flick of his wrist.

      Without hesitation, he strode forward and pushed open the massive doors leading deeper into the dungeon.

      The doors groaned as they swung open, revealing a vast, dimly lit courtroom. Towering stone pillars lined the edges, stretching up into the shadows above. The air was heavy, thick with something unseen yet oppressive. Every step Naruto took echoed, the sound bouncing off the ancient walls.

      But he wasn’t alone.

      His jade-green eyes locked onto a figure standing at the far end of the room.

      That chick.

      The one with the creepy smile who had been eyeing him all the time.

      Except… something was wrong.

      Her form lacked color, a grayscale imitation of the real thing. Her expression was eerily blank, her features lifeless. Like a doll, a mere shadow of a person.

      His brows furrowed. “What’s that?”

      For once, Sense didn’t stay silent. “That is a replica of a person currently inside the dungeon. And yes, there is a replica of everyone, even you.”

      Naruto froze. “What—?! Does this mean the skills and spells—”

      A flicker.

      His instincts screamed.

      He barely twisted away in time, a faint shimmer slicing past where his head had been. He felt the rush of air, the sheer sharpness of whatever the hell had just cut through the space next to him. The attack didn’t even make a sound.

      The slash continued, heading straight for Sense—who didn’t even flinch as it passed right through her.

      “What the hell was that?!” Naruto shouted, already moving, flipping backward as another invisible strike carved through the air.

      Another. Then another. He had to keep moving.

      Sense’s voice was unnervingly calm. “Likely the woman—Übel’s special technique. The replica has copied her spells too, it seems.”

      “For real?! And why does this girl throw slashes?!”

      No answer. Of course. Sense had a bad habit of withholding details at the worst times. But from the way she stood there, her usually neutral expression slightly stiff, she was clearly analyzing something.

      Meanwhile, Naruto kept dodging.

      Floating midair, he twisted and wove between the unseen attacks, his body reacting before his mind could fully register the danger.

      To anyone else, it would look like he was moving on pure instinct, evading something nonexistent.

      But Naruto saw them.

      It was faint, barely even noticeable, but every time the replica moved, there was a subtle ripple in the air. A distortion, a shimmer where the attack would land. It was like looking through a warped piece of glass for a split second before the slash materialized.

      Sense was watching too, quietly reevaluating the boy before her.

      These slashes were supposed to be invisible. Completely undetectable to the naked eye. No normal person should have been able to dodge them like this.

      Yet, Naruto moved as if they were as clear as day.

      He darted between them effortlessly, his white-gold robes billowing with each motion. He flipped over a slash aimed for his torso, spun midair to avoid another aimed at his legs, and then propelled himself higher, weaving through a flurry of rapid, consecutive strikes.

      She’s got no blind spots!

      He clicked his tongue. There was no way he could just wear her down—not when she might have bottomless mana too. If she kept this up indefinitely, it’d turn into a battle of endurance, and he wasn’t about to play that game.

      Which meant he needed to overwhelm her.

      His hands came together.

      “Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      A flicker of chakra, a pulse of mana.

      Dozens of identical Narutos filled the air, floating around the replica in every direction. Three dozen of them, surrounding her completely. Each one wore the same confident grin, their jade-green eyes locked onto the lifeless enemy.

      The replica of Übel didn’t react.

      Not yet.

      And then—she moved.

      A single, fluid motion.

      A flick of her wrist.

      Slash.

      Naruto barely had time to process what he was seeing before almost all of his clones disappeared in an instant.

      The air was filled with the popping sound of them vanishing, a chain reaction of dissipating forms as the invisible attack carved through them like they were nothing.

      His eyes widened.

      She’s fast.

      Faster than he expected. Faster than anyone had a right to be.

      And now, it was just him, alone, floating in midair again, staring down at an opponent who hadn’t even broken her blank expression.

      She was tough.

      This wasn’t going to be easy.

      Naruto’s body blurred.

      One moment, he was floating midair, staring down the replica of Übel, and the next, he was gone—replaced by a sharp gust of wind and the shimmer of displaced air.

      She was fast.

      But he was faster.

      The moment she flicked her wrist, sending another invisible slash screaming toward him, he was already moving, twisting his body sideways in a gravity-defying motion, the blade of air whizzing past his ribs, missing him by less than an inch. His jade-green eyes sharpened.

      He shot forward, closing the distance between them in a heartbeat. The wind howled as he moved, his white-gold robes flaring behind him. His hand stretched forward, mana swirling to life in his palm, coalescing into a spinning sphere of crackling energy.

      “Mana Style: Rasengan!”

      A vibrant glow illuminated the courtroom, the spiraling mass of mana roaring to life. He drove it straight into the replica’s torso.

      A deep, hollow sound rang out as the attack made contact.

      The fake’s body caved inward as if it were made of clay, a massive spiraling hole ripping through its torso, scattering gray, dust-like fragments into the air.

      But—

      Naruto’s danger sense flared.

      His body reacted before his mind could catch up.

      He threw himself backward, twisting in midair. The edge of an invisible slash passed so close to his face that he felt the displaced air cut his skin. A thin red line appeared on his cheek, a single drop of blood rolling down.

      She was still fighting.

      And now, she was relentless.

      The courtroom erupted into chaos. The replica didn’t just attack; she unleashed.

      Slash after slash, an endless storm of invisible blades filled the air. They came from all angles, unpredictable and unrelenting, each one slicing through space with deadly precision.

      Naruto darted between them, moving with impossible speed.

      A slash aimed for his shoulder—he twisted mid-flip, the blade cutting through nothing but air.

      Another slashed at his legs—he kicked off a nearby stone pillar, propelling himself away just as the attack carved into the surface, leaving a deep, gaping wound in the ancient structure.

      He landed on one of the remaining statues, only for another attack to come screaming toward him. He threw himself off just in time, the statue splitting cleanly in half the moment he vacated it.

      The courtroom was falling apart around them.

      Naruto’s clones flickered into existence, spreading out across the battlefield, moving in perfect coordination.

      But the replica was merciless.

      She twisted in the air, slashes cutting through multiple clones in a single motion, dispersing them into fading wisps of energy.

      “Tch—” Naruto clicked his tongue as another clone was erased before it could even react.

      With no other choice—

      He grabbed one.

      His own clone barely had time to process what was happening before Naruto used it as a human shield.

      A clean slash cut straight through the clone’s torso, popping it out of existence.

      “Oi! Seriously?!”

      Another clone.

      Naruto grabbed it by the collar and hurled it in the path of another incoming attack. It barely had time to yell in protest before vanishing.

      Sense, floating in the background, silently observed.

      This was absurd.

      She had already accepted that Naruto’s speed was unnatural. That his reaction time bordered on the impossible. But this? The way he used his clones, the sheer efficiency—

      It was both ridiculous and awe-inspiring.

      Naruto wasn’t just dodging.

      He was adapting.

      He was using everything at his disposal—statues, pillars, even his own clones—to weave through the onslaught, each movement perfectly calculated, each evasion bringing him closer to survival.

      But even he couldn’t keep this up forever.

      He needed to act fast.

      But how?!

      His thoughts barely had time to race before—

      A slash.

      Faster than before.

      He saw it, but there was no time to move.

      The blade of air passed right by his left eye.

      A sharp sting.

      A thin red line appeared just below his eye, a shallow cut trailing down his cheek.

      Naruto stilled.

      A moment of silence.

      His jade-green eyes locked onto the replica.

      For the first time since the fight began—

      She had him cornered.

      There was nowhere left to run.

      Sense leaned in slightly, her cold gaze unreadable.

      Would Naruto use the golem and escape?

      Would he die here?

      Or—

      Would he surprise her?

      Naruto’s laughter echoed through the ruined courtroom. It wasn’t a chuckle, nor a snicker—it was a full-blown, stomach-clutching, breathless kind of laughter, the kind that made even Sense pause in disbelief. His jade-green eyes gleamed with mischief, and despite the battle-worn state of his robes, he looked completely at ease.

      Übel’s clone, however, remained unfazed. The eerie lack of expression on its face didn’t waver, but something changed. It hesitated—just for a fraction of a second. A moment.

      And that was enough.

      A burst of white smoke erupted as the laughing Naruto vanished.

      A clone.

      The fake Übel’s head twitched slightly, processing what had just happened, but by the time realization set in—

      It was already too late.

      The real Naruto floated above, eyes burning with untamed excitement. A massive spiraling construct of energy spun wildly in his hands, its edges extending outward in four deadly curved blades, crackling with volatile mana. The entire courtroom was bathed in its glow, the light bending and warping around the sheer power condensed within it. The air vibrated, carrying the weight of an impending storm.

      “You thought you had me, doppelgänger? Think again!” Naruto roared, hurling the attack forward.

      “Mana Style: Rasenshuriken!”

      The moment the spiraling weapon left his hands, the entire room shook.

      A deafening hum filled the air as the Rasenshuriken tore through space itself, leaving behind a trail of shimmering energy. The fake Übel had no time to react—the attack closed in, a spiraling storm of destruction. The moment it made contact with her form, the sheer force alone sent her flying backward.

      She crashed through the remains of the courtroom, slamming into a row of ancient statues. One after another, the statues exploded into dust, unable to withstand the force of impact.

      And then—

      The Rasenshuriken detonated.

      For a single, breathless moment, everything was silent.

      Then—

      A sphere of pure devastation erupted.

      The explosion was unlike anything the dungeon had ever seen. A colossal vortex of energy spiraled outward, its brilliance nearly blinding. A violent storm of razor-sharp wind blades expanded in all directions, each one slicing through the very fabric of reality. The walls of the courtroom crumbled instantly, unable to endure the overwhelming force. Dust and debris were sucked into the swirling maelstrom before being obliterated entirely.

      The fake Übel didn’t just get destroyed.

      She was reduced to nothing.

      The sheer force of the Rasenshuriken stripped her existence down to its very foundation, every fragment of her form breaking apart at an atomic level, erased as if she had never been there in the first place. The air howled with the aftershock, the remnants of the explosion fading into golden particles.

      When the light finally dimmed, there was nothing left of the fake Übel. Not even dust.

      Naruto floated down, the remnants of his attack still shimmering in his wake. His white-gold robes billowed from the lingering turbulence, his red hair slightly disheveled. But his grin—oh, his grin—was nothing short of wicked.

      He landed with a soft tap, his boots barely disturbing the ruined floor. He turned to Sense, his jade-green eyes gleaming.

      “Well,” he said, stretching his arms, “that was fun.”

      Sense, for the first time in what felt like forever, was speechless.

      Not because of the destruction. Not even because of the sheer absurdity of his abilities.

      No.

      She was staring at the massive, gaping hole behind him.

      A hole that stretched far beyond the courtroom.

      The Rasenshuriken hadn’t just obliterated the fake Übel.

      It had tunneled through the dungeon.

      Three great halls—three—had been ripped apart, their stone foundations completely destroyed. The attack had traveled so far that the end of the destruction led directly into another chamber.

      And in that chamber—

      A group of slack-jawed candidates stood frozen.

      Among them was Fern.

      And Frieren.

      Naruto blinked.

      The stunned silence lasted for a good few seconds before—

      “Mr. Naruto…!”

      Fern’s voice rang out, sharp with fury.

      Naruto flinched.

      He turned his head, spotting her furious expression as she stood amidst the stunned crowd. Her hands were clenched into tight fists, her eyes glinting ominously. Beside her, Frieren tilted her head slightly, unreadable as ever.

      Sweat rolled down Naruto’s neck.

      Oh.

      Oh, shit.

      “Uh… I can explain?” he tried.

      Fern’s glare intensified.

      Naruto gulped.

      He had fucked up.

      “You are so reckless, Mr. Naruto!”

      Fern’s voice cut through the crumbling ruins of the dungeon like a sharp blade, her hands clenched at her sides. Her eyes glinted under the dim lighting, her expression a mixture of fury and frustration.

      Naruto, who had been grinning just moments ago, winced.

      “You’re not a child! This is an exam!” Fern continued, her voice rising with exasperation. “Do you ever think before you act?! That attack could have collapsed the entire dungeon!”

      He opened his mouth to protest but quickly shut it when she took a step closer, practically radiating anger.

      “You destroyed three halls, Mr. Naruto. Three! What if other candidates had been caught in the blast? What if you had ruined the trial itself?! Did that even cross your mind?!”

      Naruto sighed, scratching the back of his head. “I mean, it worked, didn’t it?”

      “That is not the point!”

      Sense, who had been watching the exchange with a certain level of amusement, floated to the side, opting to stay out of this particular mess.

      Naruto shuffled his feet, resisting the urge to point out that he did technically consider his surroundings before throwing the Rasenshuriken. It’s not like he meant to destroy half the dungeon—things just sort of happened when he used powerful moves. But saying that aloud would probably earn him a fireball to the face, so he wisely kept his mouth shut.

      Before Fern could unleash another verbal onslaught, Frieren finally stepped forward.

      “That was an interesting attack,” she said, her usual monotone cutting through Fern’s rage. “It was on par with some of my own spells.”

      Naruto immediately brightened, his grin returning. “Right?! That was awesome, yeah? I was like whoosh, and then she was like slash slash, and then—”

      “But,” Frieren interrupted, her half-lidded eyes unwavering, “it was still reckless.”

      His grin faltered.

      Frieren’s expression didn’t change, but the weight of her words sank in.

      Naruto exhaled through his nose, stuffing his hands into his robes. “Fine, fine. I’ll be more careful.”

      Fern still looked like she wanted to strangle him, but at least she wasn’t yelling anymore.

      Shaking his head, Naruto turned his gaze to the gathered candidates. “So… what’s with all of you guys? What’re you doing here?”

      Denken, the elderly strategist, adjusted his glasses before speaking. “We reached this chamber a while ago, but we’ve been unable to progress further. The door behind us refuses to open.”

      Naruto blinked. He glanced at the large, ominous doors standing at the end of the chamber. They were ancient, inscribed with runes, emanating a faint but powerful barrier.

      “Wait, hold on—” Naruto crossed his arms. “If all you needed to do was open the door, why not just blast it open? Boom. Problem solved.”

      Denken stared at him.

      The other candidates stared at him.

      Even Sense gave him a look.

      “What?” Naruto asked, confused.

      Fern sighed heavily. “Mr. Naruto…”

      She adjusted her robes, clearly trying to rein in her frustration before explaining, “Mistress Frieren’s fake is behind that door.”

      Naruto stilled.

      “…Oh.”

      That suddenly made a lot of sense.

      Frieren was terrifying enough when she was just standing around, acting all aloof. The idea of fighting a replica of her wasn’t exactly thrilling.

      “But,” Frieren added, “that isn’t the only problem.”

      Naruto tilted his head. “Huh?”

      “If it was just my fake,” she continued, “then Fern and I would’ve been enough to deal with it.”

      Fern nodded in agreement, gripping her staff a little tighter.

      “But,” Frieren’s gaze locked onto Naruto, “there’s another fake inside.”

      Fern frowned. “Another?”

      Frieren’s next words sent a chill down Naruto’s spine.

      “There’s a replica of you inside as well, Naruto.”

      Naruto blinked.

      Then blinked again.

      “…Huh?”
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      EnoshimYuno29: SateBaru is one of my smallest works. But around 56% of the story (25K words) I had lost interest, however since you asked so nicely multiple times, I was like, “Yosh! Let’s do this!”

      I have finished it. I think it’s a decent story with around 50K words. But I think you will enjoy it because I have a feeling you should. And yes, I shall publish it soon. EciBaru should already be updated by the time this chapter came out.

      And thanks to all of you for the super encouraging words!

    
    

    
      “The purpose of life is not to be happy, but to be useful, to be honorable, to be compassionate, to have it make some difference that you have lived and lived well.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 13

    
    

    

    
      The moment we stepped into that chamber, I knew we had made a mistake.

      There was an unnatural stillness to the air, a weight pressing down on us like a warning left unsaid. The massive doors groaned shut behind us, and before we even had time to adjust to the dim torchlight, we saw them.

      Standing at the far end of the room were two figures.

      One of them was her.

      Frieren, or rather, something that looked like her.

      The other was… something far more unsettling.

      Naruto Uzumaki.

      Or at least, his fake.

      The moment I saw them, I knew this wasn’t going to end well. I’ve been in my fair share of fights. I’ve seen my fair share of powerful mages, warriors, and monsters. But there are moments—rare, terrible moments—when you step into the presence of something, and instinct screams at you to turn around and run.

      This was one of those moments.

      I turned to Laufen and Richeter, ready to order a retreat—

      But Laufen, in all her reckless bravado, was already moving.

      She didn’t hesitate. She didn’t think. She charged.

      Straight at Naruto’s fake.

      “Laufen, no!”

      But it was too late.

      The fake turned to her. Not lazily. Not with the sluggish, mechanical stiffness of a mere construct. No, it turned sharply, it’s eyes locking onto her with something that felt real. Alive.

      And then it moved.

      Faster than my eyes could track.

      The next thing I saw was the fake’s fist cutting through the air, closing in on Laufen’s midsection with terrifying speed.

      “Laufen!”

      Richeter reacted first. His mana surged, and within an instant, seven thick, high-iron concrete walls materialized between Laufen and the fake’s strike.

      The impact was devastating.

      The walls didn’t break.

      They didn’t even crack.

      They shattered.

      Like glass.

      A single punch had annihilated Richet’s defenses, and Laufen was sent flying.

      She was an arrow loosed from a bow, thrown back with such force that she would have crashed into the far wall, her body little more than a crumpled mess upon impact—

      If I hadn’t reacted.

      I poured every ounce of my mana into my reinforcement magic, moving before she could hit the ground. I caught her mid-air, the sheer force of her momentum sending me skidding back several meters. My arms ached from the impact, but I didn’t care.

      She was alive.

      Injured. Barely conscious.

      But alive.

      That was when I realized we had even bigger problems.

      Because while I had been focused on saving Laufen, Richeter had been left alone.

      And Frieren’s fake was already moving.

      Naruto’s fake had been fast.

      But Frieren’s?

      It didn’t even look like it was moving fast. There was no blur, no gust of wind trailing its movements. It simply stepped forward—

      And suddenly it was already upon Richeter.

      A sphere of pure mana burned to life in its hand.

      And it was going to kill him.

      Richeter barely had time to react, throwing himself backward just as the fake launched its attack.

      The air screamed.

      The very mana in the atmosphere warped from the sheer force of it.

      I barely managed to shield Laufen from the blast as the ground in front of us was obliterated. The room shook. Dust and rubble rained from the ceiling.

      We were outmatched.

      And we needed to leave.

      “Retreat!” I barked, grabbing Laufen and pulling her along with me. “Now!”

      Richeter hesitated. I knew he hated running from a fight, but he wasn’t an idiot. The damage he had taken from the blast was clear in the way she struggled to move, and he knew—just as I did—that staying meant death.

      We turned and ran.

      I could feel the fake’s gaze on my back as we fled.

      It didn’t follow us.

      It didn’t need to.

      The message had been clear.

      Naruto’s fake was not like the others.

      And neither was Frieren’s.

      When we finally made it out of the chamber, Laufen collapsed, panting. Her golem materialized by her side, carefully lifting her up as she groaned in pain.

      She wouldn’t be fighting again anytime soon.

      And Richeter?

      He was unconscious.

      If I hadn’t caught Laufen, if that punch had landed just a little harder—

      I shook my head, forcing the thought away.

      It didn’t matter.

      What mattered was that we had gotten out.

      But now, standing here in this ruined hall, facing the very same Naruto whose fake had nearly killed us, I couldn’t help but feel a chill creep down my spine.

      Because if the fake was that strong…

      Then what did that say about the real one?

    
    

    
      Naruto stood in the middle of the ruined chamber, his expression unusually serious as he listened to Denken’s story. He had expected some kind of warning, maybe an exaggerated tale about how the fake Frieren had wiped the floor with them. But the details… the raw destruction, the sheer ease with which his fake had torn through their defenses…

      It didn’t sit right with him.

      This wasn’t just some cheap copy. If anything, this thing might have been made to be better than him. And if it was even half as crazy strong as the real Frieren…

      He had a hell of a fight ahead of him.

      Still, what hit him the hardest wasn’t the danger. It was Laufen. She had charged in, thinking she could handle his fake like any other opponent, and she’d nearly died for it. That was on him. He hadn’t even done anything, and people had already gotten hurt.

      He scratched the back of his head, shifting uncomfortably. “Uh… sorry, I guess.”

      Denken shook his head. “It’s not your fault, boy.”

      “Still, it kinda feels like it is—”

      “Then make up for it by handling the problem.”

      Naruto blinked, turning to Frieren.

      The old hag was smiling. Not her usual lazy, disinterested smile either. This one had something behind it—something almost smug.

      “Now that you’re here, Naruto,” she said, brushing dust off her robe, “you’re going in to take care of those fakes.”

      The room went dead silent.

      Naruto swore he heard someone’s jaw hit the floor.

      “What?” Lawine broke the silence.

      Denken stared. Richet looked dumbfounded. Even Fern—Fern—looked utterly flabbergasted.

      “Him?” Richeter scoffed, pointing at Naruto. “Alone? To fight not just his fake but yours too?!”

      Denken crossed his arms, nodding. “Exactly. If one of them was enough to nearly kill us, what do you think two will do?”

      Methode adjusted her robes, frowning. “Mathematically speaking, the probability of his survival is approximately—”

      “We get it,” Fern cut in, sighing. “It’s impossible.”

      Naruto didn’t argue. He was outnumbered. And if Frieren’s fake was anywhere near as strong as she was, it was gonna be an uphill battle.

      But then he looked at Frieren.

      She didn’t seem worried.

      She wasn’t even trying to justify it.

      She just stared at him, completely relaxed, like she already knew how this was going to play out.

      It was kind of irritating.

      But it also made something settle in his chest.

      If she wasn’t doubting him, then why the hell should he?

      Naruto took a deep breath, cracking his knuckles. “Well, if the hag says I can do it, then I’ll definitely do it.”

      “But Mr. Naruto—”

      “Two minutes,” he interrupted, looking straight at Fern. “That’s all I need to take ’em down. Believe it!”

      No hesitation.

      No doubt.

      Just a promise.

      And before anyone could argue, he turned and pushed open the huge doors leading into the chamber.

      “Are you sure, boy?” Denken asked behind him, voice tinged with concern. “I know for sure that you and Frieren are the strongest here. Fighting two of your fakes… You’ll lose.”

      Naruto glanced back, flashing a grin. “Nah,” he said simply. “I’d win.”

      And with that, the doors slammed shut behind him.

    
    

    
      02:00

      The moment the doors shut behind him, Naruto’s eyes locked onto the two figures standing motionless in the middle of the grand hall.

      They were wrong.

      A lifeless, colorless Frieren stared at him with an expression devoid of even the smallest flicker of curiosity. Her long robe barely shifted, despite the unnatural air swirling around her. In her hand, she clutched a replica of her staff—identical in every way, down to the smallest detail.

      But what made Naruto’s breath hitch wasn’t her.

      It was the other one.

      Him.

      Or, rather, a dead-eyed, colorless copy of him, mirroring his posture with eerie precision. His messy red hair didn’t sway. His eyes had none of their usual light. And yet, the way he gripped his Flamme Staff, the way his fingers flexed in anticipation, the way he breathed—

      Naruto could see it.

      He knew.

      This fake was exactly like him.

      No—if the dungeon’s magic worked like Sense had said, this thing was built to be better.

      A bead of sweat slid down his temple.

      01:57

      Naruto took a step back. His own Flamme Staff materialized in his grip, crackling with stored mana. He grinned, but his fingers twitched slightly.

      The two fakes reacted immediately.

      They didn’t charge. They didn’t rush.

      They just… looked at him.

      Silent.

      Patient.

      Like they had all the time in the world.

      He took another step.

      Both fakes’ grips on their staffs tightened.

      That was all the warning he got.

      01:55

      Naruto moved.

      In an instant, he shot forward, his body barely skimming the ground before launching into the air. His palm whirled with condensed mana.

      “Mana Style: Rasengan!”

      A spiraling ball of raw destruction roared in his hand, illuminating the dim hall as he closed in on them.

      But the moment he got close—

      They moved.

      Frieren’s fake twisted out of reach, her body weightless as she floated backward.

      Naruto’s fake shot straight into the air, mirroring his speed with ease.

      Naruto gritted his teeth. Tch.

      No hesitation.

      No delay.

      No openings.

      They were waiting. Watching. Preparing for his next move before he even made it.

      01:51

      Naruto slammed his foot onto the ground mid-air, propelling himself sideways to gain a better angle.

      He barely dodged a golden spear of mana as it ripped through where he had just been.

      His head snapped toward the source—

      Frieren’s fake.

      Her hand still crackled with residual mana, the afterimage of the attack fading like mist. She had launched that spell without an incantation.

      He didn’t have time to process.

      Naruto’s fake was already there.

      “Mana Style: Rasengan!”

      Naruto barely had time to block as his own signature move came screaming toward him. He twisted, raising his staff to take the brunt of the impact—

      BOOM!

      A shockwave sent him spiraling.

      Naruto twisted mid-air, barely catching himself with a burst of mana to stop his fall. He landed roughly on one of the crumbling pillars in the hall, skidding to a stop.

      He wiped his mouth, staring up.

      The two fakes hovered, unspeaking.

      His own copy watched him, unblinking, with that same eerie expression. No smugness. No arrogance. Just calculation.

      Frieren’s fake lifted her staff.

      “Vier Kugel.”

      Four massive orbs of compressed mana snapped into existence around her.

      01:47

      Naruto’s mind raced.

      He could handle one opponent that knew all his tricks.

      He could handle one opponent that fought like Frieren.

      But both at the same time?

      And his fake was already moving again.

      Naruto barely had time to react before his own clone surged forward, weaving through the floating orbs with inhuman precision.

      He was fast.

      Just as fast as Naruto.

      Maybe faster.

      Naruto clicked his tongue, slamming his hands together.

      Shadow Clone Jutsu!

      Thirty identical clones popped into existence, all launching themselves in different directions.

      Distract. Confuse. Attack from all sides—!

      Frieren’s fake didn’t hesitate.

      Her fingers twitched.

      The Vier Kugel orbs responded instantly, launching in different directions—

      BOOM!

      The sheer force of the blast obliterated half of his clones.

      Naruto moved.

      His fake followed.

      He barely dodged a mana spear as it sliced through another clone mid-dash. His copy weaved between explosions effortlessly, using the debris for cover.

      Naruto grinned despite himself.

      It was like fighting a mirror.

      Every move he made, it matched.

      Every feint, every redirection—

      It was like fighting himself in a battle of instinct and strategy.

      Except this version of him didn’t hesitate.

      Didn’t get tired.

      Didn’t get distracted.

      Naruto’s grin widened.

      This was gonna be fun.

      01:39

      He twisted in mid-air, dodging a mana slash from Frieren’s fake before kicking off a shattered pillar, flipping behind his clone.

      His fake whipped around, staff swinging—

      Naruto ducked, ramming his foot straight into his copy’s gut.

      The impact sent the fake flying.

      Frieren’s fake moved at the same time, predicting Naruto’s counter.

      Naruto barely had time to form a Rasengan before she fired another blast.

      BOOM!

      The explosion knocked him back, but he used the momentum to propel himself further, dodging the follow-up strikes.

      01:34

      Naruto landed, panting slightly.

      The fakes hovered, unscathed.

      Naruto wiped his nose, his grin still plastered across his face.

      “Man,” he muttered, rolling his shoulders. “This is the best exam ever.”

      Naruto exhaled sharply, his feet sliding back a few inches as he steadied himself. He was grinning, but it was a strained grin. His body already felt the strain of dodging, blocking, and countering at full speed. His mana reserves weren’t unlimited—he’d learned that lesson early in his training with Frieren.

      The two fakes still hovered effortlessly.

      Frieren’s fake, serene and untouchable.

      Naruto’s fake, a silent predator, waiting for the next move.

      Naruto clicked his tongue and slammed his hands together.

      “Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      Instantly, the room exploded with movement as dozens of identical Narutos appeared around him, filling every corner of the grand hall. The ground trembled slightly under the sheer presence of them, every clone gripping their staff and preparing for an all-out assault.

      “Alright, gang,” Naruto grinned, shifting into a ready stance. “No holding back! Let’s take these losers down!”

      A chorus of determined nods followed.

      And then—

      “CHARGE!”

      The clones rushed forward, swarming the two fakes like a tidal wave.

      The first wave reached Frieren’s fake.

      She barely reacted.

      Her eyes flickered to them—

      “Fünf Kugel.”

      Five orbs of compressed mana materialized instantly around her, crackling with sheer destructive force.

      She flicked her staff.

      BOOM!

      In a blink, half of his clones were gone, completely erased by the ensuing explosions. The floor shattered under the force, sending debris flying everywhere.

      The remaining clones pushed forward, some using the smoke for cover, others leaping toward Naruto’s fake instead—

      “Mana Style: Rasengan!”

      Seven clones launched Rasengans at Naruto’s fake from all sides.

      But the fake—

      He moved just like the real one.

      Naruto barely had time to track him as his copy ducked, weaved, and twisted through the attacks with perfect precision, his movements eerily fluid.

      A clone lunged at him—

      Naruto’s fake sidestepped, spun mid-air, and obliterated it with a point-blank Rasengan.

      Another came from behind—

      The fake pivoted, backhanded the clone’s head into the floor, then blasted it with a spear of mana.

      One after another, his copies fell.

      Naruto gritted his teeth.

      It wasn’t just that his fake was fast.

      It was that it knew every single trick Naruto had.

      The moment he tried something, the fake already had a counter.

      And with Frieren’s fake providing long-range support—

      “Drei Kugel.”

      Three orbs appeared and launched forward, each targeting a different Naruto.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Another three clones gone.

      And then—

      “Sturm.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened as Frieren’s fake cast an area-wide shockwave of mana, forcing every remaining clone to scatter. The sheer force of it sent even him skidding back.

      And that’s when it hit him.

      He had nothing to counter this.

      Frieren had been training him for months, but—

      She had never taught him an offensive spell.

      Naruto only had his Rasengan. His Rasenshuriken. And his taijutsu.

      And those weren’t enough.

      Frieren’s fake was slow, sure, but it was like a turret, bombarding him from a distance.

      His own fake was just as fast as he was—but more brutal, more efficient, more precise.

      It was a perfect two-on-one fight.

      And Naruto—

      Naruto was losing.

      His grin faltered slightly as he barely dodged another mana spear that nearly took his ear off.

      He barely caught his breath before Frieren’s fake raised her staff again—

      “Zehn Kugel.”

      Ten massive orbs of mana appeared around her, all targeting him at once.

      Naruto paled.

      Oh, come on!

      He launched himself backward just as the orbs shot toward him like heat-seeking missiles—

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      The sheer force of the detonation sent him tumbling through the air, debris and dust clouding his vision. He barely managed to land on his feet, his arms stinging from the force of the explosions.

      And yet—

      His fake was already there.

      “Mana Style: Rasengan!”

      Naruto barely ducked as his copy came at him full force with a Rasengan aimed at his head. He twisted, dodging at the last second, and used his staff to block—

      But the force still sent him crashing into the ground, kicking up dust and rubble.

      His head snapped up.

      The two fakes hovered over him, calm, collected.

      Like they knew this was the only way it could end.

      Naruto panted.

      Then—

      He laughed.

      Not his usual cocky laugh.

      Just a tired, almost resigned laugh.

      Because, honestly—

      “I am overwhelmed, y’know!”

      01:12

    
    

    
      Author’s Notice: Can Naruto do it all by himself? Is he going to get the Gojo-therapy? Let’s hope for the best.

      Since this chapter wasn’t too big, obviously the next chapter is going to be uploaded soon. I hope.

      Anyways, thanks for reading this chapter. The next chapter will be published soon. Drop your thoughts in the review section since your words inspire me to write faster, better, longer and with more depth.

      Have a nice week!

      

    
  




    14. The Outcome

    
      Author Note: Back in 36 hours! Unexpected, right?

      While not exactly a big chapter, I wanted to publish two chapters in one week. Hope you like it.

      Oh, and the next chapters are going to be…

      Informative. Probably. Maybe. But in what way?

      We’ll see.

    
    

    
      “Just because you can’t look at the sun, doesn’t mean it’s not there.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 14

    
    

    

    
      01:12

      Naruto exhaled sharply, his breath visible in the cold, dust-filled air. His arms burned, his muscles ached, and his heartbeat pounded like a drum inside his skull. Yet, despite everything, he smirked.

      Because if he was overwhelmed, there was only one way to deal with it.

      Make more of himself.

      “Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      BOOM!

      In a flash, the entire hall was flooded with Narutos, dozens appearing all at once, their staffs materializing in their hands. They took various positions—some rushing forward, some hanging back, some already preparing Rasengans.

      And—

      “Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      His fake did the exact same thing.

      An army of identical, colorless Narutos appeared across the battlefield, mirroring his every move.

      The room shook under the sheer mana pressure of both sides.

      Then—

      They clashed.

      Naruto sprinted forward, his clones moving in perfect sync with him. His fake did the same.

      And in the center of the storm, the real Naruto met the fake head-on.

      Fists collided, the impact sending shockwaves through the air. The force cracked the floor beneath them.

      Naruto twisted—

      “Leaf Hurricane!”

      His leg came whipping around in a powerful roundhouse kick—

      Only for the fake to match it exactly, their kicks colliding in a thunderous BOOM.

      Both skidded back, only to be instantly replaced by their clones.

      It became a barrage of movement—

      Uzumaki Barrage.

      Naruto’s clones grabbed onto the fake and launched him skyward. Three more appeared mid-air, sending him higher with spinning kicks. Another met him at the peak—

      “Rasengan!”

      BOOM!

      The fake exploded in smoke—

      But another one already replaced it.

      It was like fighting a mirror, but worse—because his fake wasn’t just mimicking. It was anticipating.

      Naruto barely ducked in time as a Rasengan swung past his face. He twisted, parrying an incoming staff strike with his own.

      His fake smirked—

      Then swept Naruto’s legs.

      Naruto barely caught himself mid-air, flipping backward just as two more fake Narutos appeared above him, staffs raised—

      He had no way to block.

      “Damn it—”

      BOOM!

      They smashed him straight down, sending him cratering into the floor.

      Dust exploded outward, chunks of debris flying.

      And then—

      “Sechs Kugel.”

      Naruto’s eyes snapped up.

      Above him, Frieren’s fake hovered, six massive mana orbs already aimed at him.

      His gut screamed at him—

      “MOVE!”

      Naruto rolled just as the orbs blasted down, obliterating the spot where he’d landed. The floor was gone, reduced to nothing but a gaping hole filled with molten stone.

      He landed in a crouch, panting.

      The real threat wasn’t even his own fake.

      It was Frieren’s.

      She didn’t engage. She didn’t chase.

      She just waited for openings.

      And when she fired—

      It was death.

      Naruto growled.

      This wasn’t a fight. It was a damn execution.

      His fake was relentless, an untouchable storm up close.

      Frieren’s fake was patient, a silent killer from afar.

      It was the perfect combination.

      And Naruto—

      Naruto was getting annoyed.

      And—

      Slightly tired.

      But he wasn’t done yet.

      Not even close.

      He wiped the blood from his lip, straightened, and cracked his neck.

      “Alright, you bastards.”

      He twirled his staff once—

      Then grinned.

      “Time to change the rules.”

      00:49

      Naruto took a sharp breath, his body moving on pure instinct as he dodged another incoming strike. His fake mirrored him perfectly, their staffs clashing in a burst of sparks. Frieren’s fake hovered in the background, her deadpan gaze locked onto him, already preparing another long-range spell.

      Damn it.

      He was running out of time.

      His entire body ached, his muscles screaming from the relentless assault. He had less than thirty seconds left, and his only chance was entering Sage Mode.

      But that took one minute.

      And his fake wouldn’t let him sit still for even a second.

      Naruto gritted his teeth, barely managing to deflect a mana-infused staff strike that sent him skidding backward. His fake never lost momentum, pressing forward in a blur of red and gold, a Rasengan already forming in its palm.

      Tch.

      If Kakashi-sensei or Sasuke were here, they’d probably have some crazy, genius plan—

      Wait.

      His eyes widened as a memory resurfaced.

      “When your Shadow Clones dispel, they transfer their memories to you.”

      Could it actually work?

      Only one way to find out.

      “Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      A dozen Narutos popped into existence.

      But this time—

      They didn’t move.

      They didn’t attack.

      They simply stood there.

      Their eyes snapped shut.

      Their bodies went stiff.

      The fakes hesitated, their expressions unreadable, but Frieren’s fake made the first move.

      “Zoltrak.”

      A blinding beam of mana roared forward, burning through the stone floor as it headed straight for the real Naruto.

      His clones were obliterated instantly—

      And Naruto didn’t move.

      For a split second, it seemed like he was about to be annihilated.

      Then—

      The beam bent.

      Like a comet altering its course, it veered off, missing him entirely and smashing into the far wall, obliterating several massive pillars.

      Naruto floated there, untouched, his Flamme Staff crackling with raw power.

      His red hair swayed as if caught in an invisible breeze.

      His jade-green eyes glowed brighter, twin floral patterns blossoming beside them.

      Sage Mode.

      Naruto grinned, flexing his fingers as mana and natural energy thrummed through his veins.

      “Thirty seconds left.”

      More than enough.

      His fake barely had time to react before Naruto vanished.

      Not from speed—

      But from instinct.

      He wasn’t just dodging.

      He was flowing.

      His movements weren’t dictated by his mind, but by nature itself.

      Frieren’s fake fired another spell—

      Naruto tilted his head slightly, the mana blast grazing past his cheek.

      His fake lunged—

      Naruto twisted, letting the incoming Rasengan sweep past his ribs before countering with a devastating knee to the gut.

      The fake barely had time to stumble before Naruto grabbed its wrist, spinning and using its own momentum to launch it into the air.

      Frieren’s fake tried to fire another Zoltrak—

      But Naruto was already gone.

      He appeared behind her, staff raised.

      The fake managed to turn—

      Too late.

      Naruto’s blow landed.

      The entire hall shook.

      Naruto floated in the air, breathing heavily, his glowing jade eyes locked onto the battered form of Fake Frieren. Half of her body was gone—like clay sculpted away by an unseen force.

      And yet…

      She still stood.

      Unmoving. Expression unreadable.

      Her remaining eye stared at him with an eerie emptiness, as if evaluating.

      Naruto’s grip on his Flamme Staff tightened.

      Something felt off.

      His battle instincts screamed at him, but before he could react—

      WHAM!

      An invisible force slammed into him like a runaway carriage.

      Naruto’s world spun.

      His body was hurled upward, smashing into the ceiling with bone-crushing force. The impact sent a spiderweb of cracks spreading across the stone.

      He let out a choked breath.

      That wasn’t mana.

      His mind raced.

      If it was mana, he would’ve felt it—his Sage Mode was sharp enough to detect the smallest shift in mana flow.

      Then what the hell was that?!

      His gaze snapped down to Fake Frieren, still motionless.

      Her staff was gone.

      She hadn’t moved.

      She hadn’t cast a spell.

      Then how—

      Naruto’s breath caught.

      This isn’t mana.

      This is… mental strength.

      A power beyond mana, one that even he couldn’t fully grasp yet.

      Telekinesis? No… this was deeper.

      Naruto gritted his teeth.

      Just how strong was the real Frieren?

      How long had it taken for her to reach this pinnacle of mental prowess?

      How many centuries of battle?

      And more importantly—

      Was she holding back against him all this time?

      Before he could process it further—

      A whistling sound cut through the air.

      Naruto turned just in time to see a blur of motion—

      His own fake.

      Flying at him like an arrow.

      Mana Style: Rasengan!

      Naruto’s body tensed. He only had seconds.

      00:16

      His glowing jade eyes flickered toward the ruined entrance of the chamber.

      The gate had been completely destroyed from their battle, leaving the hall beyond exposed.

      And standing there—

      The real Frieren.

      Her deadpan gaze met his.

      Beside her, Fern was gripping her staff with a white-knuckled grip, her expression locked somewhere between concern and pure rage.

      Denken and the other candidates stood frozen.

      Even Übel—that creepy girl—was staring at him with an unreadable smirk.

      They had all gathered.

      All watching.

      Naruto took a slow breath.

      Then—

      He grinned.

      Frieren raised her staff.

      A barrier shimmered into existence around the group, shielding them from what was about to come.

      She knew.

      She understood what he was about to do.

      00:12

      Naruto’s gaze flicked back to his fakes.

      They were closing in.

      This was it.

      His strongest attack so far.

      He extended his arm, gathering every ounce of mana in his body.

      Wind howled.

      The dungeon shook.

      And then—

      “Sage Art: Mana Style: Super Massive Rasenshuriken!”

      The air cracked.

      The world erupted.

      A blinding pillar of light speared through the dungeon, splitting the air with an earsplitting shriek.

      For a single, agonizing moment, it was as if existence itself was being torn apart.

      Wind roared like a divine storm, hurling debris in every direction. The very walls of the dungeon curled inward, crumbling into dust before the sheer force of the blast. The light was too much—blazing with an intensity that devoured every shadow, leaving behind a world of pure, suffocating brilliance.

      And then—

      BOOOOOM!

      A deafening detonation followed.

      The air quivered.

      The stone shrieked.

      The very fabric of mana trembled.

      The dungeon was not just destroyed—it was erased.

      Gone.

      Obliterated.

      The ground cracked open, sending massive chunks of earth tumbling into the abyss below. The force of the explosion did not merely level the dungeon; it unmade it, reducing it to a vast, swirling storm of dust and nothingness.

      Even Frieren’s barrier—a spell strong enough to endure the wrath of legendary demons—shattered like glass.

      Her eyes widened.

      This was far beyond what she had expected.

      She didn’t hesitate.

      With a flick of her staff—

      Aether Teleportation.

      The group vanished.

      The next thing they knew—

      They stood outside.

      Before the entrance of the dungeon.

      Or rather…

      Where the entrance used to be.

      Silence.

      Not a single trace of the dungeon remained.

      Not a single stone.

      Only a vast, empty wasteland of powdered ruin stretched before them.

      The sheer scale of destruction left the group frozen in disbelief.

      Land blinked. Once. Twice. Then asked, voice hollow,

      “…Is he even alive after that?”

      Fern stood slack-jawed.

      Her entire brain had shut down.

      Sense, usually so stoic, had completely lost her composure. Her usual cool expression shattered, her mouth slightly open in silent horror.

      Übel’s eyes, normally gleaming with amusement or mischief, were wide with sheer shock.

      Denken could only stare.

      Even Frieren, who had seen centuries of destruction, found herself hesitating.

      Did he actually…?

      Was he really—?

      Then—

      Something shot out of the dust cloud.

      Like an arrow.

      A blur of red and white, streaking across the sky.

      The moment he landed before them, with a wide, victorious grin—

      Their stunned silence deepened.

      “Yo! You miss me, losers?”

      Naruto Uzumaki stood there, completely unscratched.

      Not a single burn. Not a single cut.

      And in his hands—

      The chest.

      The prized artifact from the innermost part of the dungeon.

      The very reason they had ventured into this hellhole.

      Fern felt like she was dreaming.

      How?!

      Naruto grinned, rubbing the back of his head. “Turns out, that was overkill!” He laughed, then winced, bracing himself.

      “I am sorry, Fern! Don’t shout, y’know!”

      But—

      Fern didn’t.

      She couldn’t.

      She could only stare in awe.

      Sense let out a long breath before speaking.

      “…The Second Phase of the First-Class Mage Exam is over.”

      Her voice was calm, but there was an undeniable weight to it.

      “Everyone present here passed—since you all worked together.”

    
    

    
      In the depths of her grand throne room, Serie frowned, her delicate fingers tightening around the armrest of her seat.

      That mana…

      She had felt it. A force so dense, so vast, that for a brief moment, it had seemed almost familiar.

      Like Flamme.

      But no, that was impossible.

      Flamme was long gone.

      Yet, the sheer magnitude of it—the raw, unrestrained power—was enough to stir something within her. It was as large as Frieren’s.

      No. Perhaps… even greater.

      Her golden eyes narrowed.

      Who was he?

      She had already examined the participants. None of them should have been capable of such a feat. Not even Frieren’s apprentice.

      And yet—

      He had done that.

      Serie leaned back, the heavy silence of her throne room pressing down like a storm about to break.

      It didn’t matter.

      The Third Phase of the First-Class Mage Exam was still due.

      And this time…

      She would test them herself.

      That boy included.
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    15. A Mirrored Lotus-Themed Ring

    
      “At the touch of love everyone becomes a poet.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 15

    
    

    

    
      In the hallowed halls of the Continental Magic Association, the atmosphere was thick with anticipation. The grand chamber, adorned with ancient tapestries and illuminated by floating orbs of light, served as the meeting place for some of the most esteemed mages in existence.

      At the center of this chamber stood Serie, the legendary elf mage whose wisdom and power spanned millennia. Her golden eyes, sharp and discerning, surveyed the room as she awaited the arrival of her trusted disciples.

      First to enter was Lernen, a first-class human mage and Serie’s apprentice. Known for his unparalleled combat prowess and strategic mind, Lernen had the distinction of being the first mage to ascend to the rank of first-class after the association’s foundation. His presence commanded respect, and his reputation as a formidable combat mage was well-earned.

      Following him was Sense, another of Serie’s esteemed students. Sense was renowned for her analytical abilities and deep understanding of magical theory. Her nsights had been invaluable in advancing the association’s knowledge and practices.

      Lastly, Genau entered, a mage whose precision in spellcasting was unmatched. Genau’s meticulous nature and attention to detail made him an indispensable member of Serie’s inner circle.

      Serie’s gaze lingered on each of them before she spoke, her voice carrying the weight of authority and centuries of experience. “Lernen, you were designated to proctor the third phase of the First-Class Mage Exam.”

      Lernen nodded, his expression attentive. “Yes, Master Serie.”

      Turning her attention to Sense, Serie inquired, “What is your assessment of this year’s candidates?”

      Sense adjusted her stance slightly, reflecting on her observations. “They are exceptionally talented. Their abilities surpass those of previous years.”

      Serie’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully before she addressed Lernen once more. “And what is your perspective on Frieren?”

      Lernen considered his response carefully. “Frieren possesses vast mana reserves, rivaling even your own, Master Serie.”

      A subtle tension filled the room. Serie’s golden eyes fixed on Lernen, probing deeper. “How have you come to this conclusion?”

      “Her mana exhibits fluctuations,” Lernen explained. “It’s an indication of immense power.”

      Serie’s gaze intensified. “Do you observe such fluctuations in my mana?”

      Lernen hesitated, then shook his head. “No, Master.”

      A frown creased Serie’s brow. Internally, she mused, I do have fluctuations. Perhaps he has not yet reached the level to perceive them, even if he is someone who could almost challenge Frieren. Almost.

      Shifting the focus, Serie asked, “And what of the boy? Naruto Uzumaki?”

      Lernen’s expression became contemplative. “Visibly, he appears to have no mana. However, I believe his reserves are as substantial as yours.”

      Serie’s interest was piqued. “Is that why you recommended him, despite his lack of formal qualifications?”

      “Indeed,” Lernen affirmed. “His potential is extraordinary.”

      Serie began to pace slowly, her robes whispering against the marble floor. “I have decided to proctor the third phase of the exam myself.”

      The three mages exchanged glances, sensing the gravity of her decision.

      Serie’s voice softened, though it retained its authoritative edge. “I wish to evaluate Frieren and her apprentice personally.”

      The room fell into a contemplative silence, each mage reflecting on the implications of Serie’s choice. The upcoming examination promised to be unlike any before, with the Great Mage herself overseeing the trials.

      As the meeting concluded, Serie’s thoughts lingered on the enigmatic Naruto Uzumaki. A candidate with no formal qualifications, yet possessing a reservoir of mana that rivaled her own. The mysteries surrounding him, coupled with Frieren’s evident power, compelled her to take a direct role in the examination.

      I will uncover the depths of their abilities myself.

      With that resolve, Serie dismissed her disciples, each departing to prepare for the challenges that lay ahead in the third phase of the First-Class Mage Exam.

    
    

    
      The wooden floor creaked under Stark’s weight as he stared at the departing figures of Naruto and Frieren. His brain struggled to process everything Naruto had just dumped on him in a whirlwind of words and exaggerated hand gestures.

      “Wait, wait, wait—” Stark held up his hands as if trying to physically stop the nonsense from spilling out of Naruto’s mouth. “So, let me get this straight. You fought… yourself? And also Frieren? But they were fakes? And you won?”

      “Exactly!” Naruto beamed, jabbing a thumb at his chest. “Wasn’t even that hard, y’know?”

      Stark’s eye twitched. “You just said you were overwhelmed.”

      Naruto waved a dismissive hand. “Yeah, but I still won, didn’t I?”

      Stark pinched the bridge of his nose, exhaling. “And because you won, Frieren and Fern passed too?”

      Naruto smirked, pointing at Frieren. “Technically, the hag passed ’cause she’s just that strong, but Fern got through ’cause, well, I technically took down her fake too.”

      Frieren merely nodded, looking like she didn’t want to be involved in Naruto’s nonsense any more than necessary.

      Stark sighed. “I… I’m still confused.”

      “Eh, just take my word for it.” Naruto clapped him on the shoulder before turning to Fern, who stood off to the side, clutching the broken remains of her staff with a troubled look.

      The once-proud wooden staff, worn smooth from years of use, now lay in splintered pieces in her hands. She turned it over slowly, as if willing it to mend itself.

      Fern hesitated before finally speaking, “Mistress… my staff is broken.”

      She lifted the broken relic for Frieren to see.

      Frieren gave it the barest glance before shrugging. “It’s too old. We will get a new one.”

      The words were delivered in her usual blunt manner, completely unbothered.

      Fern stiffened at that, her fingers tightening slightly over the wood. She nodded without another word and walked away, placing the broken staff on her bed.

      Naruto watched her retreat with a frown before turning to Frieren. “Oi, what’s the deal? It’s just an old stick, right? Why’s she so down?”

      Frieren folded her arms, giving him a side glance. “Because Heiter gave her that staff when she was little.”

      Naruto’s eyes flickered to the broken staff resting on the bed. His frown deepened.

      He wasn’t the type to get sentimental about things—heck, he’d broken plenty of weapons, scrolls, and even Hokage monuments back home. But something about the way Fern had walked away, shoulders stiff and head low, bothered him.

      It reminded him of himself when he’d lost something precious.

      He scratched his chin, then suddenly grinned. “Alright then!”

      Before anyone could stop him, Naruto grabbed the shattered pieces and, in one fluid motion, vaulted through the window.

      “What the—” Stark recoiled, watching Naruto disappear into the night.

      Frieren sighed, rubbing her temple. “Guess I should follow him.”

      Stark blinked. “Huh?”

      “Lest he levels the whole city like the dungeon,” she muttered, stepping outside.

      Stark watched her leave, then slowly turned his bewildered gaze to Fern.

      Fern, standing in the doorway of their shared room, looked just as confused as he was.

      “…I’m still confused,” Stark repeated numbly.

    
    

    
      Naruto dashed through the streets, his red hair a blur under the moonlight as he zipped from one shop to another. Each time, the answer was the same:

      “Too old.”

      “Beyond repair.”

      “Just get a new one, kid.”

      He gritted his teeth. That wasn’t the point! He could just buy Fern a new staff, sure—but that wasn’t what she wanted. This was a gift, something precious to her. He wasn’t about to let it go without a fight.

      Behind him, Frieren struggled to keep up. She wasn’t winded—her body could endure far worse—but she was mentally exhausted. Running after a hyperactive fool like Naruto required patience she didn’t have.

      “Stop… running… so fast,” she grumbled under her breath.

      Then she spotted him standing in front of a shop, hands on his hips, deep in conversation with none other than Denken and Laufen.

      Laufen, now healed from the wound Naruto’s fake had given her, was munching on a loaf of bread, her expression unreadable. Meanwhile, Denken looked as sharp as ever, arms crossed, his usual calculating gaze fixed on Naruto.

      Frieren finally stopped, bending over slightly to catch her breath.

      “Ugh,” she exhaled, rubbing her temple.

      Naruto, completely unfazed, was in the middle of apologizing to Denken.

      “Seriously, old man, I didn’t mean to nearly kill you back there, y’know.”

      Denken’s gaze didn’t waver. “That wasn’t you.”

      Naruto pointed a finger at him. “Exactly! It was my fake!”

      “Yes. And?”

      Naruto blinked. “Wait—so you’re not mad?”

      Denken sighed. “What would be the point?”

      Naruto rubbed the back of his head, grinning sheepishly. “Man, you’re weird, old man.”

      Frieren finally walked up, her posture as relaxed as ever despite her earlier chase. “Naruto,” she called. “Did you find someone who can fix the staff?”

      Naruto huffed. “Nope. Everyone says it’s too old or something.”

      Denken, who had been silent for a moment, finally spoke. “You should ask Richeter.”

      Naruto tilted his head. “Richeter?”

      Denken gestured toward the shop behind him. “One of my teammates. He specializes in magical repairs.”

      Naruto lit up. “Oh! Why didn’t you say so earlier? Thanks, old man!”

      Before Frieren could stop him, Naruto was already bolting into the shop.

      Frieren, still catching her breath, slumped onto the nearest solid thing—Laufen.

      The poor girl nearly choked on her bread. “H-Hey! What the hell?!”

      “You okay?” Laufen asked once she recovered.

      Frieren lifted a single finger, signaling him to shut up while she took a moment to exist. “T-To… Totally.”

      Laufen exchanged a look with Denken.

      “Quite a duo, huh?” Laufen muttered.

      Denken sighed. “A terrifyingly destructive, lethal, and odd duo.”

      Richeter’s frown deepened as the bell above the shop’s entrance jingled. His sharp, practiced eyes quickly took in the two figures stepping inside—one annoyingly familiar, the other completely disheveled.

      Naruto, as energetic as ever, was grinning from ear to ear, completely unbothered by the absolute mess of a person standing next to him. Frieren, in stark contrast, was red-faced, huffing, and breathing heavily, looking as if she had just been dragged through a battlefield.

      Richeter exhaled slowly. “What… happened to her?”

      Naruto didn’t miss a beat. “She’s fine. Just old, y’know.”

      Frieren glared at him.

      “Anyway, old man Richeter!” Naruto declared, slamming something onto the counter. “I need you to fix this!”

      Richeter raised an eyebrow as he picked up the object. His frown deepened further.

      It was a very old magical staff. The wood was cracked, splintered in places, yet its core still pulsed with lingering magic.

      This was not just any staff.

      Made of pure wood, a rare material used primarily by healers, it wasn’t something that could be repaired easily. In fact, most enchanters would call it a lost cause.

      He looked at Naruto, unimpressed. “Where’d you even get this?”

      Naruto crossed his arms. “Doesn’t matter. Can you fix it?”

      “No.”

      Naruto’s face fell instantly.

      Frieren, who had finally regained her breath, tilted her head. “Well, that settles it. Let’s just get a new one.”

      Naruto turned to her so violently that Richeter half-expected his neck to snap.

      “Are you serious right now, hag?”

      Frieren blinked. “Yes.”

      “It’s not ‘just a stick’! This thing is important to Fern!”

      “It’s old.”

      Naruto narrowed his eyes. “So are you, and we’re still keeping you around!”

      Richeter coughed into his fist to hide his amusement.

      Frieren, unfazed, just shrugged. “Buying a new staff is the logical choice. It would be stronger, newer, and not in pieces.”

      Naruto gritted his teeth. “You don’t get it! This isn’t about strength! Fern likes this staff! It’s sentimental!”

      Frieren sighed. “You’re being emotional.”

      Naruto threw his hands in the air. “Damn right I am! Unlike you, I actually care about stuff like this!”

      Frieren’s expression didn’t change, but Richet could tell Naruto’s words had landed.

      She exhaled, clearly done with this conversation. “Fine. Keep your broken stick.”

      Richeter sighed. This was getting annoying.

      “You know what?” He set the staff down and rolled up his sleeves. “I’ll try to fix it.”

      Naruto beamed. “Really?!”

      “But,” Richeter held up a finger, “no guarantees.”

      “That’s fine! You’re the best, old man Richet!”

      “—And I’ll be charging three times more.”

      Frieren sighed loudly.

      “We could buy two new staffs with that money.”

    
    

    
      Fern entered her room that night with a heavy heart, her thoughts weighed down by the realization that her staff—the one Heiter had given her—was beyond repair.

      She had tried not to think about it too much.

      She had told herself, it’s just a tool.

      She had tried to rationalize, I can just get a new one.

      She had even told herself that it was fine.

      But the moment she reached for the chair to sit down, her breath caught in her throat.

      Because there, on her bed, was her staff.

      Fern froze.

      It was whole. It was shining. It looked newer than she had ever seen it before.

      Her hands trembled as she reached out to grab it. The weight was the same. The feel was the same. The magic flowing through it—real.

      But how?

      She turned the staff over in her hands, her fingers brushing against every inch of the wood, feeling for any cracks, any imperfections. Nothing.

      It was perfect.

      That’s when she saw it.

      A letter, sitting right beside where the staff had been.

      Her name wasn’t on it, but the messy handwriting was unmistakable.

      Fern hesitated for only a moment before picking it up.

      She unfolded it and read:

      “Hey, Fern!

      Me and hag looked throughout the entire city to fix this, and we found one! Haha, I made the hag pay three times the normal price to fix this!

      I had to use a bit of my mana to fix the core, but it’s functional.

      —The Great Sage Naruto Uzumaki!”

      Fern’s eyes widened as she clutched the letter to her chest, her fingers tightening around both the paper and her staff.

      Her gaze drifted to the other side of the room, where Frieren lay fast asleep in her bed, her face calm, completely unaware of the emotions swirling inside her student.

      Fern swallowed hard.

      She looked at the staff again, her grip firm yet gentle.

      She closed her eyes and whispered, “Thank you, Mistress… Mr. Naruto.”

    
    

    
      The market was bustling, filled with the scent of freshly baked bread, the chatter of merchants hawking their wares, and the rhythmic clatter of footsteps on stone. Naruto weaved through the crowd with ease, hands stuffed into the pockets of his cloak, his annoyance barely contained.

      Frieren, as usual, walked beside him with an unreadable expression, occasionally glancing at different stalls but never really stopping.

      “So,” Naruto began, breaking the silence. “Are you ever gonna teach me some actual offensive magic, y’know?”

      Frieren didn’t react immediately. She grabbed a small fruit from a nearby stand, inspected it, and then tossed a few coins onto the counter. “You have offensive magic.”

      Naruto’s eye twitched.

      “You serious, hag?!” He threw his arms in the air, exasperated. “The only thing I got is Rasengan, Rasenshuriken, and taijutsu! I had to use my strongest attack just to take down those fakes!”

      Frieren took a slow bite of her fruit, clearly unbothered. “And it worked, didn’t it?”

      “That’s not the point!” Naruto groaned, rubbing his temples. “I want actual spells! You know—big booms, lightning bolts, fire storms—cool stuff!”

      Frieren gave him a sideways glance. “Why?”

      Naruto blinked. “What do you mean why?”

      “Your techniques are already strong enough,” Frieren said, tilting her head. “You just proved that against the fakes. So why do you need more?”

      “Because,” Naruto huffed, crossing his arms, “what if I fight someone stronger?”

      “Then,” Frieren replied, “you get stronger under sheer pressure.”

      Naruto’s jaw clenched. “You’re impossible, y’know that?”

      Frieren hummed, as if accepting the compliment.

      Naruto let out a deep sigh. “Seriously, hag, I’m telling you, the next time I fight someone and I don’t have a cool spell, I’m blaming you.”

      Frieren gave a small nod. “Understood.”

      Naruto groaned again.

      They continued walking, the argument dying down as they moved deeper into the market. The crowd began to thin slightly, and soon, they found themselves near the center of the city, where a massive statue stood.

      Naruto paused. His eyes traced the figure carved from stone—a tall man with short hair, wearing armor, his expression confident and proud. The statue was worn slightly from age, but it was clear that a great deal of effort had gone into preserving it.

      “Who’s this?” Naruto asked, tilting his head.

      Frieren, for once, stopped walking. She gazed up at the statue with an unreadable look, her usual indifference replaced with something… quieter.

      “Himmel,” she said.

      Naruto raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “He was a hero,” Frieren explained. “We traveled together a long time ago. He loved making statues of himself so that people wouldn’t forget him.”

      Naruto stared at the statue again. “So, what? This guy was afraid of being forgotten?”

      Frieren was silent for a moment. Then she said, “Yes.”

      Naruto exhaled through his nose. “Guess I can’t blame him.”

      Frieren glanced at him. “Oh?”

      Naruto smirked. “I mean, I get it. He wanted to make sure people remembered him even after he was gone. That’s kinda cool, y’know?”

      Frieren studied him. “You care about being remembered?”

      Naruto stuffed his hands back into his pockets. “I mean… yeah. But not in the same way.”

      Frieren waited.

      Naruto looked up at the sky, his smirk fading just a bit. “I wasn’t planning on staying in this world forever. I gotta return to my own world eventually.”

      Frieren’s eyes flickered with something unreadable. “I see.”

      “But before I go,” Naruto continued, his grin returning, “I’ll make damn sure this magical world never forgets me.”

      He turned to Frieren, his jade-green eyes burning with determination.

      “I’ll leave behind a legend so huge that even a thousand years from now, people will still talk about the great Naruto Uzumaki!”

      Frieren stared at him. Then, after a long pause, she smiled.

      “That does sound like something you’d do,” she said.

      The market was still lively, filled with the scent of grilled meat and fresh bread, but Naruto’s eyes had locked onto something else entirely.

      A game stall.

      A simple one, too—throw a ring, land it on the pole, win a prize.

      Three consecutive successes meant the top prize.

      Naruto grinned. “Yo, hag, watch this!”

      Frieren barely turned her head. “It’s just a game.”

      “Yeah, and I’m about to destroy it.”

      The stall owner, an old man with a grizzled beard, chuckled. “Think you got what it takes, kid?”

      Naruto grabbed the rings. “Old man, you have no idea.”

      The crowd watched as he effortlessly flicked the first ring.

      It landed perfectly.

      The second followed right after.

      Another perfect hit.

      By the third, the stall owner had started sweating.

      The last ring sailed through the air, curved slightly—and landed dead center.

      The stall went silent.

      Then, the crowd erupted into cheers and claps.

      “Well, damn,” the stall owner muttered, rubbing the back of his head. “Guess you won, kid. Top prize is yours.”

      Naruto grinned. “Alright, let’s see—”

      His words died in his throat when the stall owner pulled out the prize.

      A ring.

      A silver ring with an intricate mirrored lotus design.

      Naruto’s grin vanished.

      “What the hell is this?” he muttered, holding up the ring like it was cursed.

      The stall owner smirked. “That’s the top prize, kid. A beautifully crafted ring. Ain’t it nice?”

      Naruto twitched. “Why is it so… girly?”

      The stall owner shrugged. “Dunno. People like it.”

      Naruto stared at the delicate design, feeling conflicted. “Ugh… what am I supposed to do with this?”

      He glanced around, debating whether he should just chuck the thing somewhere—

      Then his eyes landed on Frieren.

      The mage was standing there, expression unreadable, as if she had already lost interest in this entire event.

      Naruto blinked. Then smirked. Ah,their resident walking, talking antique.

      Without a second thought, he grabbed Frieren’s hand, shoved the ring onto her finger, and turned around.

      The crowd froze.

      Frieren looked down at her hand. The ring gleamed on her pale fingers.

      Naruto, already walking away, waved a hand behind him. “There, problem solved. Now let’s eat. I’m starving.”

      The market fell into stunned silence.

      People stared.

      A few whispered.

      Did he just—

      Frieren stared at the ring on her finger.

      It was delicate. Silver with an intricate butterfly engraving. Not something she would have ever chosen for herself.

      But she didn’t take it off.

      With a small sigh, she followed after Naruto.

    
    

    
      The night air was crisp, the sky littered with stars as the four of them sat around a wooden table in the dimly lit inn. The meal was simple—roast meat, bread, and a thick stew that smelled rich and hearty. The warmth of the place contrasted sharply with the cold outside, creating a comfortable yet tense atmosphere.

      Tomorrow was the final exam.

      “Eat well,” Frieren said in her usual flat tone, breaking a piece of bread. “You’ll need the energy for tomorrow.”

      Naruto leaned back in his chair, arms crossed behind his head. “Yeah, yeah. Not like I’m gonna lose.”

      Fern took a sip of her drink before side-eyeing him. “You say that, but you nearly killed yourself back there in the dungeon.”

      “That wasn’t me, that was my fake!” Naruto shot back, pointing at her. “You can’t blame me for what my evil clone does.”

      Frieren sighed. “Your ‘evil clone’ acted exactly like you.”

      Naruto scowled. “Yeah, well, at least I won.” He grinned. “Besides, I even got you to help out! That’s a rare sight, huh, hag?”

      Frieren gave him a look before focusing back on her food. “You talk too much.”

      Across the table, Stark was casually chewing his food, only half-listening to their usual back-and-forth. But then—

      Something caught his eye.

      His chewing slowed. His fingers tightened around his spoon.

      Wait.

      He blinked. Twice.

      There, on Frieren’s left hand.

      A ring.

      A silver ring, delicately designed, with a lotus engraving.

      His eyes widened.

      Panic immediately set in.

      He nudged Fern, hard.

      “Mr. Stark! What are you—?” Fern shot him a glare before noticing the serious look in his eyes. He wasn’t just messing around.

      Subtly, he pointed toward Frieren’s hand.

      Fern followed his gaze—and then, she too froze.

      The air between them shifted.

      Her grip tightened around her fork.

      There was a ring.

      On Frieren’s hand.

      A mirrored lotus-themed ring.

      Frieren, completely oblivious to their reactions, continued eating like nothing happened.

      Fern whispered, almost scared to ask, “Mistress… where did you get that ring?”

      Frieren glanced up at her. “Oh. Naruto gave it to me.”

      Silence.

      Complete and utter silence.

      Stark’s jaw nearly hit the table.

      Fern choked on air.

      “HE WHAT?!”

      Naruto, still leaning back, let out a groan. “Ugh. I won it at a dumb game, alright? I wasn’t gonna keep a girly ring, so I just gave it to the hag.”

      Stark and Fern slowly turned to look at him, their expressions shifting into something between disbelief and horrified realization.

      Naruto raised an eyebrow. “What? You guys acting weird for?”

      Frieren, already used to his nonsense, waved a hand. “Ignore them.” She turned back to Fern. “Tomorrow is the final test. We should be prepared.”

      But Fern and Stark weren’t ignoring it.

      They kept glancing between Naruto and Frieren.

      Neither of these morons had any idea what the ring meant.

      Õ—T—O
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    16. Fern's Resolve

    
      “There is a magic about you that is all your own.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 16

    
    

    

    
      The night air was cool, and the moon cast a silver glow over the city. Naruto lay stretched out on the roof, hands resting behind his head as he stared up at the sky. The night felt oddly peaceful after all the madness of the past few days. A moment of quiet. A rare thing for him.

      The wind shifted slightly, and he sensed someone approaching before they even landed. He didn’t bother looking right away—he could already tell who it was by the strange, amused energy in the air.

      Übel.

      That creepy chick with the ever-present smile.

      “Such a nice scene, right?” she said, sitting beside him.

      “Yeah,” Naruto muttered, finally glancing her way. “I mean, I honestly miss a lazy friend of mine who loved staring at the clouds. He would’ve liked it here.”

      Übel flopped onto her back beside him, arms behind her head. “You smell like meat.”

      “I ate meat.”

      “Fair.”

      Naruto shifted his eyes toward her. “But you smell like blood. Why is that?”

      She turned her head to meet his gaze, her grin widening. “Been busy at the slaughterhouse.”

      Naruto didn’t respond right away. His senses were sharper than most people realized, and that wasn’t the smell of animal blood.

      Übel chuckled at his silence. “Say, Uzumaki, I heard you defeated my fake in the dungeon during the second phase of the test.”

      “Eh, I dunno. Maybe?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Funny, ’cause Sense told me personally.”

      Naruto frowned. ‘Damn that crow’s nest! She barely talks to me, but she talks to Übel about that?!’

      Übel sat up and leaned toward him, her unsettling grin never fading. “Say, Uzumaki, what’s your unique technique?”

      Naruto sighed. “Rasengan. Why?”

      “Rass-and-gun? Interesting name. What does it do?”

      “It’s Rasengan, and it blows—y’know, like, literally.” Naruto sat up as well, already feeling the conversation dragging in a direction he didn’t like. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He dusted himself off and got up, ready to leave.

      Übel tilted her head. “We should spar sometime.”

      Naruto kept walking. “Nah, I’m, uh, good. Y’know.”

      “Why?” She propped her chin on her hands. “Are you afraid?”

      Naruto stopped.

      He exhaled sharply through his nose, resisting the urge to let out an irritated groan. She wanted a reaction. And he hated that it was working.

      He turned his head slightly, just enough for her to hear him.

      “No,” he said, voice flat. “Because you’ll probably die and that’ll be a drag..”

      And then—

      He vanished into thin air.

      Übel blinked, then let out a short laugh.

      “I love death.”

    
    

    
      The grand hall was vast, its high ceilings adorned with intricate magical symbols that shimmered faintly in the dim light. A quiet tension filled the air as the candidates took their seats, their eyes flickering toward the center where Sense stood, arms folded, her ever-stoic expression in place.

      “This will be the final phase of the First-Class Mage Exam,” she announced, her voice calm yet authoritative. “Your proctor for this round will be none other than Serie herself.”

      A ripple of murmurs spread among the examinees. Even among elite mages, Serie was a legendary figure—one of the greatest to ever live. To be judged directly by her was an honor… and a terrifying prospect.

      Naruto, however, merely scratched the back of his head. “Huh?”

      Frieren, sitting beside him, sighed. “Pay attention.”

      Sense continued, “One by one, you will be called in for a private interview with Serie. Remain seated until your name is called.”

      A few candidates shifted in their seats, some glancing around nervously, others deep in thought.

      Naruto stretched his arms, letting out a yawn. “Man, I was expecting something like a huge battle or some crazy survival test.”

      “You sound disappointed,” Übel commented from behind him, that ever-present eerie smile on her face.

      Naruto turned his head slightly. “A little. I mean, c’mon, an interview? What am I, applying for a job?”

      Übel chuckled. “Who knows? Maybe she’ll hire you as her court jester.”

      Naruto shot her a deadpan look. “Ha-ha, real funny.”

      Before he could retort further, another voice joined in.

      “Naruto,” Land spoke up, walking over with Übel, his expression one of genuine curiosity. “Can I ask you something?”

      Naruto blinked. “Uh, sure?”

      Land crossed his arms. “Your cloning technique—how does it work?”

      Naruto’s eyes lit up. “Oh! You mean my Shadow Clones? Man, that’s like my first coolest move! Learned it when I was twelve. It’s super useful—multipurpose, y’know?”

      Land raised an eyebrow. “Multipurpose?”

      “Yeah,” Naruto nodded. “Scouting, fighting, gathering intel, pranking people—it’s got so many uses. Hell, I even use it to do homework sometimes.”

      Übel chuckled. “Homework?”

      “Yeah, but that was back in my world,” Naruto said, rubbing his nose. “Man, I hated homework. Clones saved my life.”

      Land adjusted his glasses. “And how many clones can you control at once?”

      Naruto scratched his chin. “Uh… not sure. Maybe a few thousand? Never really counted.”

      Land’s brow furrowed. “A few thousand? At once?”

      “Yeah,” Naruto shrugged. “Why?”

      Land and Übel exchanged glances.

      “Do they share your memories?” Land asked.

      “Yup,” Naruto nodded. “Everything they see and learn, I get back when they poof.”

      “Fascinating,” Land muttered. “That’s an absurdly overpowered information-gathering technique.”

      Übel’s grin widened. “Sounds like you could cheat on a test really well.”

      Naruto smirked. “If I cared about tests, maybe.”

      Land pushed up his glasses, deep in thought. “And the backlash? Controlling that many clones must have some sort of effect on you.”

      Naruto shrugged again. “Oh, yeah, it has a backlash. When they get destroyed, I feel it. It used to hurt like hell at first, but I’m numb to it now.”

      Land and Übel both stared at him.

      “You’re numb… to feeling thousands of deaths at once?” Land asked, his voice carefully neutral.

      Naruto grinned. “Yup!”

      Übel let out a low whistle. “That’s messed up, Uzumaki. I like it.”

      “Not sure if that’s a compliment or not,” Naruto muttered.

      Frieren, who had been listening quietly, finally spoke up. “I’m more surprised you never counted how many clones you can make.”

      Naruto waved a hand dismissively. “Ehh, numbers get too big. After a few thousand, I stop caring.”

      Land shook his head in disbelief. “Ridiculous…”

      Sense suddenly cleared her throat, drawing their attention back to the center of the hall. “The interviews will begin now. First candidate—Wirbel.”

      The tall, serious mage stood up wordlessly and made his way to the doors, which creaked open ominously before shutting behind him.

      Naruto leaned back, hands behind his head. “Wonder what kinda questions she’s gonna ask?”

      Übel chuckled. “You better hope she doesn’t ask about math.”

      Naruto groaned. “Ugh, don’t remind me.”

    
    

    
      The grand hall was filled with a palpable tension as the candidates awaited their turn for the final interview with Serie, the esteemed founder of the Continental Magic Association. Sense, standing at the forefront, called out the first name:

      “Wirbel.”

      A tall, imposing figure with a stern demeanor rose from his seat. Wirbel, the Captain of the Northern Magic Corps, was renowned for his combat prowess among second-class mages. He approached the ornate doors leading to Serie’s chamber, each step echoing in the silent hall.

      Inside, the room was dimly lit, with ancient tomes lining the walls and a singular, grand chair where Serie sat. Her presence was both commanding and enigmatic. Wirbel bowed respectfully.

      “You may rise,” Serie instructed, her voice calm yet authoritative. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      “To be evaluated for the rank of first-class mage,” Wirbel replied, his tone steady.

      Serie observed him intently. “At first glance, you recognized me as an unbeatable adversary.”

      Wirbel nodded. “Engaging in a futile battle is the folly of a second-class mage.”

      A faint smile touched Serie’s lips. “Wisely said. Tell me, what kind of magic do you favor?”

      Without hesitation, Wirbel responded, “Magic is a tool for killing. It is neither to be liked nor disliked.”

      Serie’s eyes gleamed with approval. “A pragmatic view. You pass.”

      Wirbel bowed once more. “Thank you, Lady Serie.”

      As he exited, the other candidates watched, curiosity piqued. Naruto leaned over to Frieren, whispering, “Wonder what they talked about?”

      Frieren, her gaze fixed ahead, murmured, “We’ll find out soon enough.”

      The grand hall buzzed with a mix of anticipation and anxiety as candidates awaited their turn to face Serie, the legendary mage overseeing the final phase of the First-Class Mage Exam. Sense, maintaining her usual stoic demeanor, called out the next name:

      “Land.”

      The young man with blonde hair and spectacles stood up, adjusting his white half-coat as he made his way toward the imposing doors leading to Serie’s chamber. His expression remained disinterested, betraying none of the tension that gripped the room.

      Inside the chamber, Serie sat poised, her presence commanding and enigmatic. As Land entered, he offered a respectful bow.

      “You may rise,” Serie instructed, her voice carrying an undertone of curiosity. “Tell me, what drives you to seek the rank of first-class mage?”

      Land straightened, meeting her gaze with calm resolve. “To expand my understanding of magic and its applications.”

      Serie’s eyes narrowed slightly, a hint of amusement playing on her lips. “And you believe sending a clone to this examination suffices for such aspirations?”

      A flicker of surprise crossed Land’s face, quickly masked by his usual composure. “I…”

      Before he could formulate a response, another figure stepped into the room—a perfect replica of Land. “Apologies for the deception, Lady Serie. I am the true Land.”

      Serie’s amusement deepened, her gaze shifting between the two. “How quaint. Two clones, each claiming authenticity.”

      The second Land’s confidence wavered. “I assure you, I am present in the flesh.”

      Serie leaned back, a knowing glint in her eyes. “Your original body remains comfortably in your home village, hasn’t it?”

      Both clones stiffened, the facade of composure cracking.

      “Not even Übel noticed,” the first clone muttered, more to himself than to Serie.

      Serie chuckled softly. “Übel’s talents are… unique, but hardly infallible.”

      The second clone’s shoulders slumped slightly. “I underestimated your perceptiveness.”

      Serie’s expression softened, a rare hint of approval in her gaze. “It takes a certain audacity to attempt such a ruse.”

      The first clone straightened, a glimmer of hope in his eyes. “Then…”

      Serie raised a hand, silencing him. “You pass.”

      Both clones blinked in unison, genuine surprise evident. “Thank you, Lady Serie,” they chorused.

      As they exited, the hall’s atmosphere grew thick with curiosity. Naruto, unable to contain himself, leaned over to Frieren. “Did he just… pass without even being here?”

      Frieren’s lips twitched in the faintest semblance of a smile. “It appears so.”

      Naruto shook his head, a grin spreading across his face. “Man, and I thought my Shadow Clones were impressive.”

      Übel, seated nearby, chuckled. “Seems Land’s caution paid off.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow. “Or his laziness.”

      Frieren’s gaze remained on the door. “In magic, sometimes the boldest moves are the most unexpected.”

      Naruto smirked. “Guess I need to step up my game.”

      The room settled once more as the next name was called, each candidate pondering the unconventional path to success they had just witnessed.

      In the grand hall where the final phase of the First-Class Mage Exam was underway, candidates awaited their interviews with Serie, the esteemed examiner.

      Methode’s Interview

      Methode, a poised mage with a distinctive white-collared cape, entered Serie’s chamber with confidence. As she approached, she couldn’t help but notice Serie’s petite stature.

      “You’re much smaller than I imagined,” Methode remarked, a genuine smile forming. “Quite adorable, actually.”

      Serie blinked, momentarily taken aback. “Adorable?”

      “Yes, like a cute little doll,” Methode continued, her eyes gleaming with amusement.

      A rare chuckle escaped Serie’s lips. “You’re an odd one.”

      Methode’s expression remained earnest. “I speak the truth.”

      Shaking her head slightly, Serie declared, “Very well. You pass.”

      Methode bowed gracefully. “Thank you, Lady Serie.”

      Denken’s Interview

      Next, Denken, an elderly mage with a monocle and a long, thick beard, entered the chamber. He bowed deeply.

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Lady Serie,” he began.

      Serie nodded. “I’ve heard of your reputation as an Imperial Mage.”

      Denken smiled modestly. “I appreciate your recognition.”

      Observing him keenly, Serie commented, “I wish I had met you when you were younger, full of energy and ambition.”

      Denken chuckled softly. “Time has a way of tempering one’s spirit.”

      Serie’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Yet, when you entered, I sensed you contemplated how to fight me.”

      Denken’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “A fleeting thought, quickly dismissed.”

      A smile tugged at Serie’s lips. “Despite your age, your flame still burns. You pass.”

      Denken bowed once more. “Thank you, Lady Serie.”

      Kanne, a timid third-class mage known for her water manipulation abilities, approached Serie with trepidation.

      “State your specialty,” Serie commanded.

      “I… I control water,” Kanne stammered.

      Serie’s gaze was piercing. “And how do you envision its application in advanced magic?”

      Kanne hesitated, her mind racing. “I… I haven’t fully explored its potential yet.”

      Serie’s expression remained impassive. “Without a clear vision, you cannot advance. You fail.”

      Tears welled in Kanne’s eyes as she bowed and exited the chamber.

      Richter, a second-class mage who managed a magical tool shop, entered with a confident stride.

      “What drives you to seek the rank of first-class mage?” Serie inquired.

      Richter smirked. “To elevate my status and expand my business.”

      Serie’s eyes narrowed. “Magic is not a mere commodity. What of your dedication to its study?”

      Richter shrugged. “I know enough to get by.”

      A frown creased Serie’s brow. “Such complacency is unbecoming of a first-class mage. You fail.”

      Richter’s smirk faded as he bowed curtly and left the room.

      These interviews underscored Serie’s discerning judgment, distinguishing those with genuine passion and potential from those lacking true dedication to the magical arts.

    
    

    
      Frieren was next. As she got up, Naruto leaned back in his seat, arms crossed, and gave her a lazy look.

      “Don’t fail,” he muttered.

      Frieren shrugged. “Wouldn’t matter even if I did.”

      Naruto frowned. “It matters to me, hag. Go be a great mage or whatever.”

      Frieren waved him off, walking towards the grand doors that led to her examination.

      She found Serie not in some grand hall like the others but in the quiet solitude of a garden. Fireflies drifted lazily between the neatly arranged stone paths, their glow reflecting off the tranquil waters of a koi pond. Serie sat at a wooden bench, her small frame almost blending with the scenery.

      As soon as Frieren approached, Serie scoffed. “A thousand years later, and here we are again. And yet, you remain the same as ever.”

      Frieren sat on the other side of the bench, hands resting on her lap. “I disagree. I think I’ve matured.”

      Serie raised an eyebrow. “Matured? You’re still the naive elf Flamme took under her wing all those centuries ago.”

      “Like I said,” Frieren repeated, “I matured.”

      Serie let out a short, unimpressed exhale. “Flamme shouldn’t have taken you in. You are… a disappointment.”

      Frieren blinked, but her expression remained neutral. “I manage.”

      “It’s pointless to examine you with the others,” Serie declared, shifting slightly.

      “True. I am a Great Mage, after all.”

      Serie scoffed at that, but there was no real venom behind it. “And yet, I never imagined you would take students.”

      “Neither did I,” Frieren admitted. “But Heiter insisted. His last wish, after all. Fern’s a good kid, though.”

      Serie leaned back slightly, her sharp golden eyes glinting. “She is a mere child. Do you think I’ll pass her? I may fail her just because she’s your student.”

      Frieren smirked. “I highly doubt you can, even if you wanted.”

      “We’ll see,” Serie replied coolly. Then, as if recalling something, she continued, “And as for your other student…”

      Frieren hummed. “Naruto Uzumaki. He’s a rare one.”

      Serie nodded slightly. “Indeed. A human… but with the core of Flamme.”

      Frieren blinked. “What?”

      “You didn’t know?” Serie glanced at her, as if measuring her reaction. “His body is forged of Flamme’s mana. Interesting, isn’t it?”

      Frieren frowned, staring at the koi pond, deep in thought.

      “A priest once told me Naruto has the traits of an elf,” she murmured.

      “Hoh?” Serie’s gaze sharpened. “Quite peculiar. But in the end, I doubt he has much else to impress me. He may be Flamme’s pseudo-child, and he may possess vast mana, but I may still fail him.”

      Frieren gave her a long look. “You’re always so quick to dismiss people, Serie.”

      Serie ignored her comment. “All the students I’ve taken in lived very short lives. Fleeting moments, in the grand scheme of things.” Her voice was eerily calm, almost nostalgic. “Yet I remember every one of them. Their first learned spells, their favorite spells… and their last spells.”

      Frieren remained silent for a moment, then smiled faintly. “You know, you’re not as hard as you let on.”

      Serie clicked her tongue. “Don’t be foolish.” Then her eyes landed on Frieren’s hand, specifically the ring. “What’s that?”

      “A ring?”

      “Why are you wearing THAT ring?”

      “Naruto had won it in a game,” Frieren said casully, inspecting the ring. “But he thought it was ‘too girly’ so he gave it to me,”

      Serie stared. “Just like that?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Himmel had given me one exactly the same. Although I never actully wear it. However, this ring is a bit tight so I couldn’t pull it off,”

      Serie gave her a flat look.

      “I wanted to use magic,” Frieren continued, completely oblivious to the irritation of Serie. “But Stark— a companion of mine— said it looks good so I decided not to take it off,”

      Serie gave a sigh, as if her soul was leaving her body. “You are so annoying.”

      “Anyways…” Frieren stretched slightly. “Do I pass or not?”

      Serie stared at her for a long moment, then with a completely straight face, said:

      “You fail. Get out. And never show me your face for at least 100 years,”

      Frieren sighed and stood up, walking away without another word.

      When she returned to the waiting hall, Naruto gave her an expectant look.

      “Well?”

      Frieren walked past him and sat down. “I failed.”

      Naruto’s jaw dropped. “WHAT?!”

    
    

    
      Fern stood quietly, her fingers curling around her staff as she took a slow, steady breath. The grand hall was silent save for the occasional flicker of magical energy in the distance. Though her face was composed, there was no denying the weight of the moment.

      “Fern,” Sense called, her voice measured and firm.

      She stepped forward, her grip tightening momentarily on her staff—a relic of her past, a cherished gift from Heiter, the man who had saved and raised her. The thought of him, of the kindness he had shown her, steadied her nerves. And the memory of Frieren, meticulously restoring the staff after it had been shattered, brought a quiet warmth to her chest. That warmth fueled her resolve.

      With one final glance at her companions—Frieren watching with her usual impassive gaze, Stark offering her a reassuring nod, and Naruto flashing a lazy thumbs-up—Fern stepped into the chamber.

      As soon as she crossed the threshold, an immense weight pressed down upon her. The sheer magnitude of mana in the room was suffocating, like an ocean hanging in the air, ready to crash down at any moment. It was unlike anything she had ever encountered, an overwhelming presence that threatened to drown her senses.

      Her feet faltered slightly, but she stood her ground, her eyes sharp as they adjusted to the new environment.

      And then, at the far end of the room, she saw her.

      Serie sat with an air of effortless superiority, golden eyes cold and unyielding. She was small in stature, but her presence filled every corner of the chamber, saturating the space with an authority that needed no words to be understood.

      Fern had faced many challenges before, but under Serie’s scrutiny, she felt as if every thought, every intention, every insecurity was being laid bare.

      Serie observed her reaction with mild interest. “What is it you see?” she asked, her voice quiet, yet carrying an undeniable weight.

      Fern’s gaze remained locked onto the Archmage, her brow furrowing slightly. “Your mana… it’s vast, yet…” She hesitated, searching for the right words. “There’s an instability. A subtle fluctuation within it.”

      Serie’s expression remained unreadable, but a flicker of something—surprise, amusement, curiosity—crossed her golden eyes.

      “Interesting,” she mused. “Few possess the perception to notice such nuances.”

      Fern said nothing, simply standing her ground as Serie studied her.

      After a brief silence, Serie spoke again, her words slower this time, more deliberate. “Tell me, who is your current master?”

      “Frieren,” Fern answered without hesitation.

      Serie’s gaze sharpened. “I see.”

      There was a long pause, and then, with a tone that was neither warm nor unkind, Serie said, “Your potential is evident.” She leaned forward slightly. “I extend to you an offer—to become my disciple.”

      Fern stiffened slightly, her mind reeling.

      Serie continued, her voice even. “Under my tutelage, your abilities could surpass the limitations of your current training. You have talent, and I do not make such offers lightly.”

      The words hung in the air, heavy with meaning.

      To study under Serie…

      It was an opportunity that countless mages would sacrifice everything for. Serie, one of the greatest mages in history, was offering her a direct path to mastery, to power beyond her wildest imagination.

      But as the reality of the offer settled, so did something else—something far more profound.

      Memories surfaced—of cold, snowy nights spent huddled beside Heiter’s warm fire, of Frieren’s steady hand guiding hers as she cast her first advanced spell, of the quiet companionship she had found in Stark and the ridiculous, unpredictable chaos that came with Naruto.

      She thought of the road she had walked, of the lessons she had learned not just in magic, but in life.

      Power was tempting. But magic alone had never been the reason she picked up a staff.

      Her decision was clear.

      With unwavering eyes, Fern met Serie’s gaze. “I am honored by your offer, Lady Serie,” she said respectfully. “But I must decline.”

      Serie blinked, ever so slightly.

      Fern continued, her voice steady. “My path is with Mistress Frieren. She has guided me, and I wish to continue learning under her mentorship.”

      A long silence followed.

      The air in the chamber seemed to shift, as if some unseen force had been disturbed.

      Serie’s golden eyes bored into her, searching, measuring.

      Then, at last, the Archmage gave the faintest nod. “Very well,” she said simply. “Loyalty and conviction are commendable traits in a mage.”

      She leaned back slightly, exhaling as if dismissing a fleeting thought.

      “You pass.”

      Fern felt the weight lift from her shoulders. A quiet relief settled within her.

      Bowing deeply, she said, “Thank you, Lady Serie.”

      Without another word, she turned and left the chamber.

      As she stepped back into the grand hall, the others immediately turned to her, their expressions varying from curiosity to anticipation.

      “How’d it go?” Naruto asked, grinning.

      Fern took a slow breath, then smiled. “I passed.”

      A collective sense of accomplishment spread through the group.

      Stark let out a relieved sigh. “Knew you would.”

      Frieren, standing a short distance away, met Fern’s gaze and, ever so subtly, nodded in approval.

      It was a small gesture, but to Fern, it meant everything.

      Naruto chuckled. “Tch. As if the hag ever doubted you.”

      Fern glanced at him. “You were worried, weren’t you?”

      Naruto scoffed. “Worried? Me? Pfft, as if. I knew you’d pass. If you didn’t, I’d have had to, like, protest or something. Not worth the hassle.”

      Fern rolled her eyes, but the warmth in his words wasn’t lost on her.

      Stark nudged her lightly. “So… what was the interview like?”

      She hesitated briefly, then admitted, “She… offered to take me as her disciple.”

      That caught everyone off guard.

      Naruto actually choked on air. “Hah?! That old lady wanted to train you?”

      Stark gawked. “Wait, what?! Serie—the Serie—wanted you to be her student?!”

      Frieren tilted her head slightly but said nothing.

      Fern nodded.

      “And you said…?” Naruto asked, eyes wide.

      “I declined,” Fern said simply.

      A pause.

      Then—

      “Fern, you absolute badass,” Naruto declared.

      Stark gave a low whistle. “Damn. That’s crazy.”

      Naruto threw an arm around her shoulders. “Man, you’re really sticking with the hag, huh? Who would’ve thought you’d turn down the greatest mage of our time?”

      “Mm,” Fern hummed, allowing the moment to settle. “I guess I just already have the greatest mage as my master.”

      Frieren blinked.

      Naruto gave her a sly look. “Oi, hag, didja hear that? Fern just said you’re the best. You’re blushing, aren’t you?”

      Frieren calmly turned away. “You’re imagining things.”

      As the group shared a laugh, the weight of the trials they had endured seemed a little lighter.

      The future was uncertain, the path ahead still long and winding.

      But in that moment, surrounded by her friends, Fern knew one thing for sure—

      She had chosen the right path.

    
    

    
      Author Note: The next chapter will be short, but only containing Naruto and Serie’s encounter. And since only two chaptere of season one are left, I decided to publish it like this. And worry not, the next chapter is coming in a week. Chapter 18 will be the final chapter of Season 1.

      I already have read a few chapters from the manga and have written a chapter inspired from that— which will be chapter 19.

      Anyways, beyond that? Null. So you can NOW give me suggestions or stuff. You know, pointers.

      And about some of you saying you adore ‘NaruHina’… Hinata doesn’t even exist in this world. Maybe if Naruto returns back, we’ll see but now? Nah.

      NaruEren? I just did the ring thing out of curiosity. I have no plans for that in the future. (I might be lying. Probably.)

      Also, what do you think of the new cover for this story? Is it good— better than the last one?

      Anyways, thanks for all the postive words! Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, larger, better and with more depth.

      See you guys soon.

      ~Phoenix.

      

    
  




    17. Stand Proud

    
      Author Note:

      This chapter was supposed to be the one where we see Fern attending the test. However, since the previous chapter was kinda’ short, I cut-n-paste that part to chapter 16.

      It may sound weird but while writing this, ‘Slava Funk’ was playing in my head in high volume. Really.

    
    

    
      Kaguya’s feet: Uh… ‘a weakass Naruto’? Did you read beyond the first chapter? I hope you did.

    
    

    
      I hope you enjoy this chapter. Either this will be the best or the worst. Depends on how you view it.

    
    

    
      “Magic is the art of painting your imaginations into the canvas of reality.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 17

    
    

    

    
      Naruto was called by Sense.

      He stretched his arms over his head, exhaling as he stepped forward. “Alright, my turn,” he muttered, rolling his shoulders.

      As he entered the chamber, the heavy doors shut behind him with a deep, resounding thud. The air was thick, humming with an invisible weight. It was like stepping into a completely different world—serene yet suffocating, peaceful yet predatory.

      At the far end of the chamber, near a pond of still, glassy water, sat Serie. She wasn’t on a throne or standing in a place of obvious authority. Instead, she was simply seated, gazing at the lily pads floating atop the water.

      For a moment, Naruto just stood there, watching her.

      Then, he grinned and shoved his hands into his pockets.

      “Oi, you the Super-Hag?”

      Serie blinked. Slowly, her golden eyes shifted toward him.

      “…I could kill you for disrespecting me,” she stated, her voice cool, dispassionate.

      Naruto winced slightly. “Ah, my bad. Bad habit,” he said sheepishly, scratching the back of his head. “Just kinda talk like that sometimes.”

      Serie studied him for a long moment. Then, without acknowledging his words, she asked, “Where are you from?”

      Naruto blinked at the abruptness. “Huh? Oh. Konoha. The Fire Country. The Elemental Nations.”

      Serie’s expression remained unreadable. “I have never heard of these places.”

      “Yeah, figured,” Naruto muttered. He wasn’t exactly from this world, after all.

      “And why is that?”

      “I am not from this world,” he admitted.

      “That’s… unique.” She said. “Who are your parents?”

      Naruto’s grin faltered slightly. “…Minato Namikaze and Kushina Uzumaki.”

      A beat of silence.

      “Is one of them an elf?” Serie asked with a straight face.

      “What? Of course not!” Naruto said, raising his hands. “I mean do I look like I have ears that could puncture a ba… eh, sorry, hehe.”

      Serie frowned. “Does one of them have red hair?”

      “Uh, my mom has. Our whole clan had red hair, y’know.” He then scratched the back of his head. “But why are you asking these weird stuff?”

      “Just answer my questions,” Serie waved her hand. “How old are you?”

      “Almost seventeen.”

      Serie’s gaze narrowed. “Why is your mana so well hidden?”

      Naruto tilted his head. “Meh, habit, y’know. The hag—uh, Frieren—taught me to control it, and I practiced so much that it just kinda became second nature.”

      Serie nodded, as if expecting the answer. “What is your favorite spell?”

      Naruto thought for a moment, rubbing his chin. “Eh… Don’t know many spells. But I think I know a pretty cool one—the one that makes flowers.”

      Serie stared at him. “A useless spell,” she remarked. “Like Flamme’s. And Frieren’s.”

      Naruto scoffed. “Tch. Y’know, just because it isn’t flashy doesn’t mean it’s useless. Sometimes it’s the simple stuff that matters.”

      Serie ignored the comment. Instead, she tilted her head slightly, as if scrutinizing him. “So you are just like her. Interesting.”

      “Like who?” Naruto asked with a frown.

      “You’ll see soon.” She said. “Is there anything unusual you see here?”

      Naruto blinked, glancing around. His sharp green eyes scanned the chamber, but everything seemed… normal. The stone paths were pristine, the water in the pond was still, the air carried a strange, weighty silence.

      Then, his gaze flickered back to Serie.

      He squinted.

      “Um… You aren’t wearing pants or any underwear?”

      Serie didn’t react. “Other than that.”

      Naruto frowned. “Also, that’s really unusual for me.”

      Serie exhaled slowly, closing her eyes for a brief moment before reopening them. “Then? What do you see?”

      “Uh… you kinda stink? How long has it been since you last bathed? Ew, and people say I am dirty, y’know!”

      Serie’s brow twitched. “I am very much clean. I use my spell to stay clean—”

      “That’s so gross! And lazy! What are you? A cat afraid of water? Here, kitty kitty~”

      “If you don’t stop speaking nonsense now I shall turn you into a mouse and feed you to a real cat.” Serie said, looking utterly annoyed. “A real hungry-starving cat,”

      “Alright, alright, geez,” Naruto rolled his eyes.

      Naruto’s eyes roamed the room again, his mind running through every detail, searching for something—anything—that stood out.

      But… no. Everything seemed—

      Wait.

      His gaze drifted upward, toward the farthest point of the chamber. And then, without even realizing it, the words slipped from his lips:

      “Hm… Let’s see… Nope. Everything is fine!”

      Serie’s expression did not change.

      “You fail.”

      Naruto’s head snapped back to her. “What?! Why?”

      “You failed to see the fluctuation in my mana. I expected more from Fern’s co-apprentice and Frieren’s student. Perhaps you are a newbie after all.”

      Naruto scowled. “Hey! You never told me to look at your mana!”

      “Whatever. You failed. Get out.”

      Naruto clenched his fists. “Why you—?! That yellow triangular gap there is supposed to be unusual? That’s unfair!”

      The air in the room froze.

      Serie’s golden eyes widened, her body stiffening.

      “…Did you just say… yellow triangular gap?”

      Naruto blinked. “Yeah?” He crossed his arms. “And it’s spinning like a shuriken! I thought that was supposed to be normal, y’know? Hmph!”

      A long silence stretched between them.

      Serie blinked rapidly.

      Then, for the first time, there was something in her gaze that almost looked like… disbelief.

      “How can you see them?” She asked.

      “See what?”

      “The shapes,”

      Naruto scratched the back of his head. “I mean I used to have them when I first started learning magic. I had all kinds of shapes in my mana. Kinda’ like a pastery, hehe.”

      “What do you mean ‘used to have’?” Serie asked, her voice low.

      “Eh, I thought it’d look cool if I learned how to shape them. Like the Rasengan… not that you know what that is… why are you looking at me like that?”

      “And how did you shape your mana?” Serie asked again.

      “It was hard, I had to spend a whole week trying to figure the trick out,” Naruto said with a sigh. “But it was absolutely worth it! After that, I could easily shape my chakra… eh, mana. Then boom, I cleared all the weird shapes from my mana. Looks kinda’ cool, badass. I thought I could show it off to the Hag and Fern. And guess what? They—”

      “—said there was nothing different in your mana,” Serie finished, her eyes wide.

      “Yeah! I mean imagine how bummer it was, clearly the hag is all talk no bite. And Fern? I thought she was supposed to be a prodigy. Bummer. But hey, at least you can see how cool and clean my mana is, right?”

      “…Naruto,” she said slowly. “Stop suppressing your mana.”

      Naruto frowned. “Huh? Why?”

      “Show me your mana,” Serie commanded, her voice carrying a rare edge of urgency.

      Naruto hesitated. “…Well, okay, I guess.”

      And then, with a casual exhale, he loosened the hold on his magic.

      The effect was instantaneous.

      A violent vortex of pure, raw mana erupted from him, ripping through the chamber like an unstoppable storm.

      The walls groaned under the force. The pond’s surface shattered, water lifting into the air before being obliterated into mist. The once-pristine garden was torn apart in an instant, flowers and stone paths disintegrating into nothingness.

      “Oh, crap,” Naruto cursed.

      The sheer pressure of Naruto’s mana warped the air itself, distorting the very fabric of the space around him. The temperature shifted wildly—one moment freezing, the next sweltering. The energy howled, an unseen force shaking the foundations of the room as if reality itself was struggling to contain the sudden outburst.

      Serie remained still, her robes and hair whipping violently around her as the storm of mana roared through the chamber.

      Her golden eyes were wide.

      “…Impossible,” she whispered.

      Naruto blinked through the chaos, looking around at the destruction.

      “Oh shit,” he muttered.

      He just realised that he may have destroyed the strongest mage’s garden. He needed to fix it before she decided to turn him into a frog.

      He immediately summoned his Flamme staff. “Just gimme a sec Super Hag— uh, I mean Serie, uh, Lord, eh… forget it,”

      The courtroom was silent.

      The only sound was the faint echo of Naruto’s staff lowering, the aftershocks of his immense mana still lingering in the air. The destruction he had wrought moments ago—shattered stone, torn earth, obliterated flora—stood as stark evidence of the storm he had unleashed. The once-serene garden was reduced to a wasteland, its former beauty erased by sheer, uncontrolled power.

      Then—

      A whisper.

      “Rajni,”

      A ripple in the air, gentle and soothing, in contrast to the violent surge moments prior. It started as the smallest shift in the atmosphere, a pulse of warmth spreading outward.

      And then—

      Flowers.

      From the cracks in the shattered earth, from the torn remnants of what once bloomed, soft petals began to rise. At first, it was just a few—tiny buds pushing through the destruction, eager and determined. Then, like a tidal wave, life surged forth.

      The dead flowers were swallowed by new ones. Twisting roots slithered along the fractured walls, sealing the breaks as if time itself was reversing. The broken stone paths trembled before rearranging, fusing seamlessly beneath the emerald embrace of vines and blossoms.

      And then came the miracle.

      Each petal of every flower glowed, not with simple light, but with movement—shadows swirled within them, stories playing across their delicate surfaces. Each bloom whispered of something unseen, memories captured in motion.

      A single flower had only a few flickering shadows dancing upon its petals. But the thousands of others?

      Millions of petals, each moving, each telling.

      The air was filled with a mesmerizing luminescence, the entire room bathed in a surreal glow. It wasn’t just restoration—it was transcendence.

      Naruto took a deep breath, rubbing the back of his neck awkwardly.

      “Uh… sorry about the garden, Super-Hag—uh, I mean, Serie.” He gave a sheepish grin. “I, uh… fixed it? I think? Hope this is… y’know, up to your, uh, taste or preferences or whatever.”

      Silence.

      Serie didn’t respond.

      She was staring.

      Not just at the garden—at the miracle standing before her.

      This wasn’t Rajni.

      This wasn’t the simple spell Flamme had once crafted.

      This was something else. Something entirely new.

      “You…” Serie murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “This isn’t Rajni…”

      Naruto blinked. “Huh? But I literally just said it?”

      Her golden eyes flickered to him, sharp and searching. “What did you do?”

      Naruto hesitated. “Uh… modified it?” He shrugged, looking around at the garden. “But it looks nice, right?”

      “Nice?” Serie’s voice held something rare—an edge of incredulity. “You… you recreated a third-class spell into this… alone?”

      Naruto rubbed his nose. “I mean… yeah? The Hag never really teaches me much, so I kinda have to figure stuff out on my own.”

      Silence stretched between them once more.

      Serie exhaled, closing her eyes for a brief moment. Then, to Naruto’s complete shock, she chuckled.

      It wasn’t a pleasant chuckle. It was the sound of someone who had just witnessed something so ridiculous they had no choice but to accept it.

      “You can not only see the fluctuation in my mana, but also able to see the cosmic colors of mana and the shapes of it. You can break a barrier capable of holding at least twenty generals of the demon King crafted by me… and you can do this… You…” Serie muttered. “You tamed your own mana to the point where you can see something that no mage, Great or not, has ever even said. In a week, no less.”

      “Is that a… compliment?” Naruto gulped.

      “I thought I would ask you to become my student when you pointed out the fluctuation.” She opened her eyes, sharp as ever. “Now… I think I’ll let Frieren handle you. It’ll serve her right.”

      Naruto’s jaw dropped. “Wait, what? You wanted to teach me?! But why not?! That hag barely teaches me anything!”

      Serie simply smirked. “Mana greater than the Demon King himself. What a monster.”

      “C’mon, Super-Hag!” Naruto groaned, throwing up his hands. “I’ll even give you a head massage—!”

      “Stand proud lad,” Serie cut in, her voice carrying finality. “You are destined to be the strongest,”

      Before Naruto could protest, a burst of mana engulfed him.

      “And you pass,”

      The next thing he knew, he was being launched out of the chamber, a trail of golden light marking his exit.

      And the courtroom—now a field of ethereal, glowing flowers—was left behind.

      Serie picked up a flower in her hand. It was in the shape of a dandelion but it had seven images changing rapidly— seven stories. “Mana greater than the Demon King’s, talent surpassing Flamme’s and heart bigger than the hero’s. And… that too.” She sighed. “What a crafty girl you were, Flamme,”

    
    

    
      Seeing Naruto’s slumped shoulders and the distant look in his eyes, the others assumed the worst.

      Fern, standing closest to him, hesitated before gently placing a hand on his shoulder. “Mr. Naruto, it’s okay,” she said softly, trying to console him. “You only started learning magic eight months ago. It’s understandable if—”

      “It’s nothing like that,” Naruto cut in, shaking her hand off. “I passed.”

      His tone was casual, but there was something off about it—something that didn’t match the usual energy he carried. Without another word, he turned on his heel and walked away, his movements unusually quiet.

      The group watched him go, puzzled.

      Stark scratched the back of his head. “Uh… shouldn’t he be happy about passing?”

      Wirbel nodded. “I thought he’d be jumping around like an idiot, honestly.”

      Land crossed his arms. “Maybe he did fail and is just saying that to save face?”

      Fern shook her head. “No… that wasn’t a lie.”

      Frieren, who had been observing silently, finally spoke. “Fern, go after him.”

      Fern blinked, glancing at her master.

      Frieren’s gaze remained steady on Naruto’s retreating figure. “He’s upset. Figure out why.”

      Fern nodded without hesitation and hurried after him.

      As she caught up, she found him standing at the edge of a pond in the garden, staring into the water. His reflection rippled, distorted, his expression unreadable.

      She stepped closer. “Mr. Naruto?”

      He didn’t respond at first. His arms were crossed, his usual grin nowhere in sight.

      “Why do you look so down?” she pressed.

      Naruto exhaled through his nose, running a hand through his hair. “It’s dumb.”

      Fern tilted her head slightly. “If it’s bothering you, then it’s not dumb.”

      He chuckled, but it was humorless. “I dunno… I guess I was hoping she’d actually teach me something.”

      Fern blinked. “Serie?”

      “Yeah,” Naruto muttered. “I mean, she’s crazy strong, right? I thought maybe she’d take me in, actually show me magic, since the Hag doesn’t really teach me much.”

      Fern frowned slightly. “That’s not true. Frieren has been teaching you.”

      Naruto scoffed. “Yeah? Name one actual spell she taught me.”

      Fern opened her mouth, then closed it.

      He gave her a pointed look. “See?”

      She hesitated before speaking again. “But you’ve still gotten stronger. Even if she hasn’t directly taught you spells, you’ve learned a lot just by being around her.”

      Naruto sighed, kicking a pebble into the water. “Yeah… I guess.”

      Fern hesitated, then spoke carefully. “Mr. Naruto… why do you want to learn magic so badly?”

      He was quiet for a long time.

      Then, without looking at her, he said, “Because if I had it back home, things might’ve been different.”

      Fern’s fingers tightened slightly around her staff.

      He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I still passed. That’s what’s important, right?”

      Fern didn’t answer right away. Instead, she watched him for a moment longer before nodding. “Right.”

      A comfortable silence settled between them before the sound of footsteps interrupted it.

      Sense had returned to the group and cleared her throat. “I have an announcement.”

      The examinees straightened up.

      “Tomorrow, those who passed will be granted any spell they desire by Lady Serie herself.”

      Silence.

      Then—

      “ANY spell?!” Naruto’s mood did a complete 180, his previous gloom vanishing as if it had never existed.

      His eyes practically sparkled as he punched the air. “Yeah!”

      Everyone stared at him, perplexed by the instantaneous shift in his demeanor.

      “…Wasn’t he just sulking a second ago?” Stark whispered.

      “He changes moods too fast,” Kanne muttered.

      Fern exhaled softly. “That’s Mr. Naruto for you.”

      And with that, the day’s trials came to an end.
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    18. The Journey Continues

    
      “The journey of a thousand miles begins with one step.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 18

    
    

    

    
      Back at the inn, the tension from the day had mostly faded, replaced by the comforting sounds of dinner. The smell of freshly cooked food filled the small dining area as Naruto, Fern, Stark, and Frieren sat around the table, eating in relative peace. The day had been long, but passing the examination meant that tomorrow would be even more important.

      The four of them dug into their meals, the warm glow of the lanterns casting soft shadows on the wooden walls. The table had been cleared of most of its dishes, leaving only a few scraps. But amidst the remnants of their meal sat a single, golden-brown piece of grilled fish—its crisped skin glistening invitingly under the light.

      Naruto, stomach still half-empty, reached out with his chopsticks.

      Frieren, who had been idly sipping her tea, suddenly set her cup down.

      “I want that fish,” she stated flatly.

      Naruto’s hand froze mid-air. He blinked, then turned to look at her. “Hah?”

      Frieren, face unreadable as ever, simply repeated herself. “That fish. I want it.”

      Naruto scoffed. “Tch. Well, I got to it first, Pointy-Ears.”

      Frieren’s calm gaze remained steady. “Doesn’t matter. I was the one who paid for this meal.”

      Naruto grinned, clicking his chopsticks together. “That just means you paid for me to eat it.”

      Fern sighed, already sensing where this was going.

      “You’re being childish,” Frieren muttered, reaching out herself.

      “So are you!” Naruto shot back, snatching the plate before she could. “Geez, what is it with elves and wanting things just because someone else has it?”

      Frieren narrowed her eyes. “That’s not true.”

      “Oh yeah?” Naruto smirked. “What happened to that weird crystal necklace you saw a noble wearing? You bought the exact same one a day later!”

      Frieren sipped her tea. “It was a nice necklace.”

      Naruto huffed. “Well, too bad, because this fish is mine.”

      Frieren, still eerily composed, simply replied, “No. It’s mine.”

      “Mine.”

      “Mine.”

      “Mine!”

      “Mine.”

      Fern massaged her temples, while Stark sat quietly, watching the argument unfold with mild amusement.

      The back-and-forth continued, neither side willing to back down.

      “It’s just a stupid fish, why do you even care?!” Naruto groaned, still clutching the plate.

      Frieren’s eyes narrowed. “Because you want it.”

      Naruto stared at her, baffled. “That doesn’t even make sense!”

      “It makes perfect sense,” she responded.

      Their chopsticks clashed as Frieren made a grab for the fish. Naruto, fully prepared, pulled it back. “You little—!”

      “I don’t understand why you’re making such a big deal about this,” Frieren said coolly, attempting another snatch.

      “I’M making a big deal?!” Naruto gawked. “You’re the one acting like a starving stray cat!”

      Frieren frowned. “Cats are cute. You, however, are annoying.”

      “Yeah?! Well, you’re a millennia-year-old fossil who can’t teach for shit!”

      That made Frieren pause, just for a second.

      Naruto pushed forward, irritation bubbling up. “You barely teach me anything!” He set the plate down roughly, glaring at her. “I was completely defenseless against those fake versions of us. I don’t know any decent spells, I have to rely on my old jutsu, and the only reason I even won was because of that!”

      Fern tensed slightly. She had seen the look in his eyes after the fight, the frustration eating at him.

      Naruto huffed. “And y’know what? If I wasn’t stuck with you, the Super-Hag would’ve taken me as an apprentice!”

      Frieren stared at him, unreadable.

      “You said it yourself, right?” Naruto continued, voice rising. “You’re not even a good teacher. Maybe you should’ve just let me go with her!”

      Silence fell over the table.

      Frieren, for a moment, simply sat there, her expression calm—too calm. Then, finally, she sighed.

      “…Fine,” she muttered. “We’ll share.”

      The room was still, the argument at last diffused.

      Then—

      Chomp. Chomp. Chomp.

      Both Naruto and Frieren snapped their heads to the side.

      Stark, completely oblivious to the tension, sat happily chewing on the last piece of fish.

      The empty plate was in front of him.

      He blinked. “…Huh?”

      Silence.

      Slowly, he noticed the stares.

      His chewing slowed.

      “What?” he asked, mouth still full.

      Fern sighed heavily.

      Naruto and Frieren, for the first time that evening, were completely united—staring murderously at Stark.

      Then—

      “ARGH! YOU IDIOT!” Naruto shot up from his seat, slamming his hands on the table.

      “That was my fish,” Frieren muttered darkly.

      Stark gulped down his bite. “Uh… my bad?”

      Naruto let out a frustrated groan before pushing away from the table. “Whatever! I’m done!”

      He stormed toward the door, throwing it open. “Fine! Don’t teach me anything! I’ll just get that spell from the Super-Hag tomorrow and return to my world anyway!”

      The door slammed shut behind him.

      The room fell into silence once more.

      Stark swallowed. “…Was it really that big a deal?”

      Frieren exhaled softly, resting her chin on her palm. “Yes.”

      Fern simply shook her head, staring at her half-empty bowl, appetite lost.

      Tomorrow was going to be… interesting.

    
    

    
      Fern was the first to step into the grand throne chamber of Serie.

      The air within the room was thick with magic, an unseen force pressing gently against her skin. The towering walls, adorned with intricate carvings of mages long past, loomed above her like silent witnesses. Candles flickered without wind, casting shifting shadows across the floor. At the far end of the chamber, seated upon an ornate throne, was Serie—her presence as commanding as ever.

      The ancient mage regarded Fern with an expression that was neither warm nor unkind—merely observing, measuring. Then, after a moment of silence, she spoke.

      “The offer still stands, child. Become my apprentice, and—”

      “I refuse.”

      Fern’s voice was steady, unwavering. There was no hesitation in her answer.

      Serie studied her for a moment before exhaling softly. “Fine. Have it your way.” She gestured lazily with a hand. “Now, what spell do you desire?”

      Fern didn’t need to think about it. She had already decided.

      “A laundry spell.”

      A silence followed.

      Serie blinked once. Then twice.

      “…Excuse me?”

      “A spell that instantly washes and dries clothes,” Fern clarified, her face as composed as ever. “It would be quite useful.”

      The room was still.

      Then, very slowly, Serie’s eye twitched.

      A long silence stretched between them, as if the great mage was trying to process what she had just heard.

      “You…” Serie’s lips parted slightly, then pressed together again. A deep breath followed, as if she was collecting herself. “You passed my examination. You stand here, granted the opportunity to learn any spell within my vast collection of magic. And you want…” Her voice trailed off for a second, as if saying it out loud might make it more absurd. “A laundry spell?”

      “Yes,” Fern replied, completely unfazed.

      Serie stared.

      Then she exhaled, pressing two fingers to her temple. “I should not be surprised. And yet.”

      She flicked her hand, and a scroll appeared in front of her. With a flick of her wrist, she sent it floating toward Fern, who caught it without missing a beat.

      “Here,” Serie muttered, looking utterly annoyed. “A spell that washes and dries clothes instantly. May it serve you well in your apparently grueling profession as a traveling housekeeper.”

      “Thank you,” Fern said, bowing slightly before turning to leave.

      As she walked out of the throne room, she could feel Serie’s gaze on her back, no doubt still grappling with the reality that one of Frieren’s apprentices had just used a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to request a glorified cleaning spell.

      But to Fern, it was practical. And in the end, practicality always won.

    
    

    
      The moment Fern stepped out, Naruto practically bounced into the chamber. His red hair swayed with his movements, his usual confident grin stretched wide across his face. His green eyes gleamed with excitement as he strode forward, stopping right in front of Serie’s throne.

      “Alright, my turn, Super-Hag!” he declared, hands on his hips.

      Serie blankly looked at him, lazily pointing her finger. “Super-Hag, huh? How about you experience firsthand what this Super-hag can do?”

      “Ah—uh, I mean, Lady Serie,” he corrected himself sheepishly, rubbing the back of his head. “You know, out of respect and all.”

      Serie sighed, already feeling a headache coming on. “I actually wanted to teach you but—”

      “But why not?!” Naruto retorted. “I’d massage your head and legs! I can cook too.”

      “The reason why I did not take you as my pupil is… well multiple.” She finally said.

      “Which are?”

      “One is you may end up destroing this city if you mess up a single spell,” She stated flatly. Naruto was about to retort but she continued. “Second is the fact that you are not like a normal person—”

      “Did you just call me crazy?” He glared at her.

      “—so you would quickly get tired of learning here studying under me.” She finished. “Your mana is too vast and is odd. You should make this mana of yours touch every corner of this continet because otherwise you may end up exploding and erasing a city or God forbid a country from the map.”

      Naruto gulped.

      “Third is something related to your body…”

      Naruto leaned closer, thinking that at the end of the day, this elf turned out to be a pervert after all. “My body is not to your liking? Ew, I didn’t exepect such a thing from you. No wonder Frieren wrinkles her nose everytime your name is mentioned.”

      Serie blinked before gritting her teeth. “She does huh…” Then she sighed. “Anyways, the fourth and final is about something that I cannot tell you now and you must discover it yourself.”

      “Aww, come on, Super-Hag… uh… Lady Serie, tell me, pleaseeeee~”

      Serie sighed. “Get on with it. What spell do you desire?”

      Naruto straightened, his excitement reigniting. “A spell to send me back to my world!”

      The room fell silent.

      Serie’s brows furrowed slightly. “Back to your world?”

      “Yup!” Naruto said, nodding rapidly. “I’m not from here, you see. I come from a place called Konoha in the Fire Country. It’s in a different world—waaay different from this one.”

      Serie leaned forward slightly, intrigued. “A different world…”

      Naruto nodded again. “Yeah, and I kinda wanna go back. So, y’know, just hit me with some ancient top-tier magic, and boom—problem solved!”

      Serie regarded him for a long moment. Then, with complete calmness, she said:

      “I know no such spell.”

      Naruto’s smile froze.

      His eye twitched.

      The words slowly processed in his brain.

      “…What?” he said, voice slightly shaky.

      Serie folded her hands in her lap, her gaze steady. “There is no such spell.”

      Naruto blinked rapidly, as if his ears had betrayed him. “No—no, wait, hold on, you’re, like, Serie. You’re the Super-Hag—better than the regular Hag! That means you have to know a way!”

      Serie’s eyes narrowed slightly at the repeated nickname but chose to ignore it. “True,” she admitted, “I am far superior to Frieren in magic. However, it is not that I do not know such a spell—it is that such a spell does not even exist.”

      “How do you know that? How can you know that for sure?”

      “Because you are not the only one who has looked for this spell,” Serie revealed.

      “Huh?” Naruto blinked. “Who?”

      “You’ll see,” She said. “The point is, such a spell does not exist,”

      Silence.

      Naruto’s expression fell.

      His excitement drained from his face, his shoulders slumped, and the light in his eyes dimmed. He stared at Serie like she had just ripped the last hope from his hands and stomped on it.

      “You’re joking, right?” he asked weakly.

      Serie did not respond.

      “Like… like, you have to be joking,” Naruto continued, laughing awkwardly. “Maybe you just forgot? Maybe there’s some ancient magic book lying around that has the answer? You just haven’t checked properly yet, right?”

      “There is no such spell, Naruto Uzumaki,” Serie repeated.

      His heart dropped.

      All this time, despite everything, he had always assumed there was a way back. That he’d figure it out, that someone—someone—out there would know a way. But to hear from one of the greatest mages in history that such magic simply did not exist…

      It crushed him.

      His body trembled slightly, fists clenching at his sides. He lowered his head, his golden bangs covering his eyes.

      Serie watched him quietly.

      And for the briefest moment, she saw something—someone—else.

      A small girl.

      A tiny, red-haired child, sitting in a vast garden filled with flowers. Holding a wilted bloom in her hands, crying softly.

      Flamme.

      Crying because her flower had died.

      Serie exhaled through her nose, shifting slightly in her seat.

      “There is no need to sob,” she said, tone softer than before. “I will personally research for such a spell.”

      Naruto’s head snapped up, eyes wide with hope. “Huh?”

      Serie waved a hand dismissively. “It is absolutely not because I feel sorry for you,” she clarified. “I am merely interested in the concept. A theoretical challenge, if you will.”

      Naruto blinked rapidly.

      Then a wide grin broke out on his face. “Oh? Thanks, Super-Hag!”

      Serie’s brow twitched, but she let it slide.

      “Regardless,” she continued, leaning back slightly. “What other spell do you desire?”

      Naruto thought for a moment, scratching his chin. “Hmm… well… maybe the strongest defensive spell you got?”

      Serie’s gaze sharpened slightly. “Hmph. You have better taste than Fern, at least.” With a flick of her wrist, a glowing script appeared in her hand. She extended it toward him.

      “This is Sina,” she said. “A defensive spell strong enough to block even the Demon King’s strongest spell.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened as he hesitantly took the script. “Wait, really?! That’s insane!” He looked at the spell in his hands like it was a legendary treasure. Then he beamed. “You’re the best, Super-Hag!”

      Serie flicked her fingers.

      A gust of magic promptly sent Naruto flying out of the room.

      His voice echoed down the halls.

      “Waaaah—so ruuuude!”

      Serie sighed, rubbing her temples. “Children…”

    
    

    
      The crisp morning air of Äubes—Äules? Äuben?—whatever this place was called, signaled their time to leave. The sun had barely begun to rise, casting a soft golden hue over the city. At the grand stone gates, the four of them stood together: Frieren, Fern, Stark, and Naruto.

      Naruto adjusted the straps on his backpack, trying to shake off the last remnants of disappointment. He had barely gotten any sleep last night, tossing and turning as he mulled over Serie’s words. No such spell exists. It still stung, but whatever—he wasn’t about to let that stop him.

      Fern glanced at him, blinking in mild confusion. “Mr. Naruto, why are you still here?” she asked. “Weren’t you going to use the spell to return home?”

      Before he could answer, Frieren spoke up, not even looking at him. “That spell doesn’t exist.”

      Naruto froze. His eye twitched. “You knew, Hag?!” he snapped, turning toward her with an incredulous glare.

      Frieren remained as relaxed as ever, her posture lazy. “I merely judged by your expression,” she said simply.

      Naruto clicked his tongue, folding his arms. “Tch. Whatever. But don’t think I plan to stick around here forever.” He smirked, full of renewed determination. “Super-Hag told me she was going to research a way to send me back. And in the meantime, I’m not gonna sit around doing nothing. I’m gonna create my own spells!”

      Stark clapped.

      Naruto grinned. “Heh. See? My ambition is inspiring.”

      “That was sarcasm,” Stark muttered, still clapping.

      Naruto scowled. “Tch. You just don’t understand the greatness of my resolve.”

      Stark stopped clapping and shrugged. “Yeah, yeah. I hope you create a spell that makes you less annoying.”

      Naruto dramatically gasped, placing a hand over his chest. “How dare you!”

      Fern sighed and turned toward Frieren. “Speaking of spells… what spell did you find in this city, Master?”

      “I didn’t,” Frieren said, completely unbothered.

      Fern nodded in understanding. Then she turned to Stark. “And you, Mr. Stark? Anything useful you found”

      “Ah, I asked for a strength enhancement recipe!” Stark grinned, flexing his arm. “Now I can break even stronger things!”

      Naruto rolled his eyes. “Oh great, like we needed you to get more destructive.”

      Stark smirked. “You’re just mad ’cause I can punch a hole through a mountain and you can’t.”

      Naruto scoffed. “I think you are forgetting who who kicked your butt in every spar. Who needs mountain-breaking when you have technique? I’ll be throwing legendary spells while you’re out there breaking furniture.”

      “Yeah, yeah, let me know when that happens.”

      As they bickered, Frieren turned to Fern. “What spell did you ask for from Serie?”

      Fern straightened, looking pleased with herself. “Laundry spell!” she declared proudly.

      Silence.

      Naruto and Stark stared at her.

      Then they turned to each other, both clearly wondering if they had misheard.

      “…Huh?” Naruto finally said.

      “A… what?” Stark added, blinking.

      Fern nodded. “A spell that instantly washes and dries clothes. It’s quite useful!”

      Naruto’s face contorted like she had personally insulted him. “You had the chance to ask for any spell in existence, and you asked for a— laundry spell?!”

      Stark was just as baffled. “Seriously? You could’ve asked for any kind of super-powerful magic, and you picked something for… for chores?”

      Fern crossed her arms, looking unfazed. “Yes. It will be very helpful, especially considering that sometimes Mr. Stark urinates in his sleep—”

      “Fern!” Stark yelled, face instantly turning red.

      Naruto immediately lost it. He clutched his stomach, bending over in laughter. “Pfffft—BWAHAHAHA!”

      Frieren tilted her head. “That’s called a wet dream.”

      Stark whirled around, mortified. “DON’T SAY IT SO CASUALLY!”

      Naruto was on the ground at this point, wheezing. “Hahh—haaah—oh man, that’s the best thing I’ve heard all week!”

      Stark groaned, running a hand down his face. “This is so unfair. Why am I the one getting bullied right now?!”

      Fern, completely unbothered, gave him a calm look. “It happens quite often.”

      “Fern, please!”

      Frieren, as usual, seemed entirely uninterested in their antics. She turned and began walking ahead. “Come on, let’s get moving.”

      Fern followed after her, walking gracefully, as if she hadn’t just casually exposed Stark’s biggest shame.

      Naruto wiped a tear from his eye, still chuckling as he threw an arm around Stark’s shoulder. “Haaah… Man, I gotta say, I’m real glad I stuck around for that.”

      Stark groaned louder.

      Naruto walked ahead, pointing at sky, “Bear witness mortals! Did I not say that I’d find a spell to send me back home?”

      “You did— but, uh who are the mortals here?” Stark said, looking genuinely confused.

      “Well since such a spell doesn’t exist, I will create a spell myself!” Naruto declared. “I, Naruto Uzumaki— the Greatest Mage ever swear so!”

      Fern sighed, Stark rolled his eyes. Frieren nodded. “Alright, since you are so motivated, I might as well as teach you a spell,”

      “Wait, for real?!” Naruto yelled. ‘What kind of spell?’ Then he sighed. “It’s a useless spell, isn’t it?”

      “It’s Zoltaraak,” Frieren replied casually.

      “Wait what?!” Naruto was dumbfounded.

      “No, I was joking,” Frieren said with a staight face. Naruto pushed her slightly and began to walk ahead.

      “Mistress Frieren,” Fern said. “Maybe you should teach him something already,”

      Stark scratched the back of his head. “Yeah, I feel bad for him,”

      Frieren looked at Naruto who was already quite ahead of them. The way he walked and talked greatly reminds her of Himmel and Flamme— two of the most important people in her life. He has a heart bigger than Himmel and talent greater than Flamme. To her, he is a river making his own path.

      “He is a genius greater than my master,” Frieren finally spoke. “Teaching him spells would be a waste. The way I see it, he—”

      “Hey Stark, Fern and H-A-G!” Naruto, who was already way ahead of them, yelled. “You comin’ or what?”

      “Don’t yell, we are coming,” Stark said. “Well, let’s go,”

      And so, with their usual chaos, the party resumed their journey.

      Their next target: the Northern countries.
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    19. A Village Hero

    
      “If everything was perfect, then this world would have been boring. That’s why there are countless spells today. Because imperfection is the crown of mankind.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 19

    
    

    

    
      The valley stretched before them, an endless expanse of jagged crystalline formations that sparkled under the sun. The air itself felt thick, humming with an invisible force that sent a shiver down Naruto’s spine. The moment they stepped inside, he felt the shift. Frieren, who had been lazily floating along with her usual magical ease, suddenly plummeted.

      “Ugh.” She groaned as she hit the ground.

      Fern stumbled slightly, shaking her hands as if trying to conjure something. “My magic isn’t working…”

      Naruto felt a weird tingle over his skin. His mana, which was normally suppressed, now felt completely absent. “Huh. That’s new.”

      Stark blinked, waving his hand in front of his face like that would somehow make his magic return. “What the hell is this place?”

      Frieren dusted herself off, looking unbothered despite the fall. “A valley filled with mana-cancelling crystals. Magic is completely useless here.”

      Naruto gave her a deadpan look. “And you’re just now telling us?”

      “I assumed you’d figure it out.”

      He groaned, dragging a hand down his face. “Yeah, sure, ’cause I always expect the laws of magic to randomly change every time we go somewhere new.”

      Before anyone could argue further, a deep rumble echoed through the valley. The ground trembled beneath them. Then, from the distance, a blur of movement.

      Fern’s eyes widened. “Something’s coming.”

      It came into view fast—way too fast. A beast, its form a mix between a wolf and some reptilian monstrosity, its eyes locked onto them. Its legs were built for speed, its claws digging into the rocky terrain as it bolted toward them with terrifying efficiency.

      Stark tensed, reaching for his axe before remembering—no magic. “Oh, great.”

      Naruto immediately turned to Frieren. “Welp, you’re useless. Up you go.” Without warning, he hoisted her onto his back.

      Frieren didn’t resist, resting her chin on his shoulder like this was the most natural thing in the world. “You’re surprisingly reliable when needed.”

      “Don’t make me drop you, Hag.”

      Stark quickly did the same for Fern, grabbing her before she could protest. “Alright, hang on!”

      And then they ran.

      Naruto tore across the valley like a blur, kicking up dust and loose crystal shards as he bolted forward. Stark followed behind, his own speed impressive, but Naruto was clearly faster, something he made sure to rub in.

      “Try to keep up, slowpoke!” Naruto called back with a grin.

      “Shut up!” Stark snapped, sweat already forming on his brow. “I’m carrying Fern!”

      “And I’m carrying dead weight! You don’t hear me complaining!”

      “I can hear you,” Frieren said, completely relaxed on his back.

      “Yeah, that’s the problem!”

      Behind them, the beast let out a piercing screech, gaining speed with every second. It was faster than them—too fast.

      Fern glanced back over Stark’s shoulder, her voice tense. “It’s getting closer!”

      Naruto risked a glance over his shoulder and winced. “Oh, come on! How is that thing so fast?!”

      Frieren, ever the wise sage, responded calmly. “It has evolved to hunt in a magicless environment.”

      “Wow, what a brilliant observation, Hag!”

      “I do my best.”

      Naruto growled. “You could at least pretend to be worried!”

      “I trust your speed.”

      “Tch. Flattery won’t save you if we die!”

      Meanwhile, Stark was already struggling. “Can we—can we maybe swap? You’re faster!”

      Naruto cackled. “Too late! You’re Fern’s ride now!”

      “How is that fair?!”

      “Life isn’t fair, Starky-boy! Now run faster!”

      Fern, completely unbothered, held onto Stark’s shoulders. “You’re doing well, Mr. Stark. Keep going.”

      “Not helping, Fern!”

      The beast let out another screech, the sound slicing through the air like a razor. It was close. Too close.

      Naruto gritted his teeth. “Screw it. Going all out!”

      He poured everything into his speed, his legs moving so fast that the ground blurred beneath him. The wind roared in his ears. Stark, realizing he was about to be left behind, panicked.

      “Wait—WAIT—DON’T LEAVE ME!”

      “RUN FASTER!”

      “I CAN’T!”

      Naruto, grinning, suddenly stopped—completely stopped—and let Stark pass him.

      Stark barely had time to register what was happening before Naruto snatched Fern off his back, leaving him completely alone as the beast barreled toward him.

      “WAIT! WAIT! WAIT—”

      Naruto grinned. “See ya, sucker!”

      And then he bolted ahead again, now carrying both Fern and Frieren, while Stark screamed behind him.

      “YOU ABSOLUTE BASTARD!”

      Fern blinked, hanging off Naruto’s other shoulder like a sack of potatoes. “This is unexpected.”

      Frieren hummed. “He’s surprisingly efficient when he tries.”

      Naruto cackled. “Hell yeah, I am!”

      Behind them, Stark was using everything in him to keep ahead of the monster, but it was gaining fast.

      “DO SOMETHING!” he screamed.

      Naruto sighed dramatically. “Fine, fine. Since I’m such a good friend…”

      Still running at full speed, he reached into his pouch, grabbed a dagger, and flung it backward.

      The blade whizzed through the air, striking a loose crystal formation. The moment it hit, the entire thing collapsed in an explosion of dust and debris.

      The monster, caught mid-sprint, crashed headfirst into the falling crystals, letting out a furious shriek as it was buried under tons of rock.

      Silence.

      Then, Stark finally caught up, huffing and gasping for breath, hunched over with his hands on his knees. “I… I hate you… so much…”

      Naruto grinned. “You’re welcome.”

      “You LEFT me!”

      “And yet, you survived! Character development!”

      “I swear I’m gonna strangle you in your sleep.”

      Frieren slid off Naruto’s back and dusted herself off. “Good work, Naruto.”

      “See? Even the hag approves!”

      Fern, still dangling over his shoulder, patted his back. “You may put me down now.”

      “Oh. Right.” He unceremoniously dropped her.

      Fern landed gracefully, adjusting her sleeves like nothing had happened.

      Stark was still fuming. “I hate this group.”

      Frieren stretched. “Come now. We still have a long way to go.”

      Naruto sighed, tossing an arm around Stark’s shoulder. “C’mon, buddy. You survived. That’s what matters.”

      “I’m going to drown you in a river.”

      “And I’m gonna make sure you have a great funeral after that, buddy!”

      “That doesn’t make it better!”

      Laughing, Naruto stretched and cracked his neck, looking at the now monster-free valley ahead. “Alright! Let’s get moving!”

      And with that, the party continued their journey, leaving behind a destroyed path, an unconscious monster, and one very, very traumatized Stark.

    
    

    
      Rain hammered down in thick sheets, turning the dirt path into a slippery mess of mud and loose rocks. The sky above was a roiling mass of dark clouds, thunder rumbling in the distance like some ancient beast stirring from its slumber. Lightning flickered, briefly illuminating the drenched figures of Naruto, Fern, and Frieren as they huddled together under their flickering mana barrier.

      “This is the worst,” Naruto muttered, arms crossed as he glared at the rain like it had personally offended him. “I thought magic was supposed to make life easier. Why do we even have to take turns with this stupid barrier?”

      Frieren, her usual calm self, barely spared him a glance. “Because maintaining a barrier against a storm like this consumes mana, and we need to conserve our strength.”

      Fern sighed, adjusting the hood of her soaked cloak. “We should have found proper shelter before it got this bad. The rain’s getting stronger.”

      Naruto huffed. “Well, excuse me for not expecting the sky to start dumping an ocean on us.”

      Lightning cracked across the sky, followed almost instantly by a deafening boom of thunder. The wind howled through the trees, sending branches swaying wildly, and the barrier flickered dangerously as the rain intensified.

      Fern narrowed her eyes. “We can’t keep this up all night. We need to find a real shelter.”

      Frieren nodded. “There should be a village nearby. We passed a sign a few miles back.”

      Naruto perked up. “A village? With roofs and walls and, hopefully, food? What are we waiting for? Let’s go!”

      The three of them pushed through the storm, the mud sucking at their boots as the wind lashed at their clothes. Naruto grumbled the whole way, shielding his eyes from the downpour.

      Eventually, they saw the flickering lights of lanterns in the distance. The village was small, barely more than a cluster of houses surrounded by farmland, but something was off. Even through the heavy rain, they could see the frantic movement of people working in the storm.

      As they got closer, Naruto could hear voices shouting over the howling wind. Men, women, even children were scrambling through the mud, hauling wooden planks, stacking sandbags, reinforcing hastily constructed walls. The entire village was in a state of controlled chaos, their faces grim with urgency.

      “What’s going on?” Fern asked, eyes scanning the scene.

      Naruto stopped one of the villagers, a man struggling to carry a large sack of sand. “Hey, what’s happening here?”

      The man barely spared him a glance, his breath coming in ragged pants. “The river! It’s overflowing! If we don’t stop it, the whole village will be underwater by morning!”

      Naruto looked past him, eyes widening as he saw the raging river in the distance. It had already burst its banks, water surging forward in violent waves, devouring everything in its path. The villagers were desperately trying to build a dam, but it was obvious they were losing the battle. The sheer force of the water was overwhelming their efforts, undoing their work as fast as they could build it.

      Fern’s expression turned grim. “At this rate, they won’t last the night.”

      Frieren studied the scene, her usual detached expression unreadable. “Magic would be the fastest solution… but in this storm, maintaining large-scale spells would be difficult.”

      Naruto clenched his fists. He didn’t need to think twice.

      “Then we don’t use magic.”

      Before Fern or Frieren could ask what he meant, he bit his thumb, forming a familiar cross-shaped seal with his hands.

      “Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      With a loud poof, thousands of identical blond figures burst into existence, each one grinning despite the storm. The villagers froze mid-action, staring in stunned disbelief as an army of Narutos flooded the village.

      “Alright, listen up!” Naruto shouted, his voice carrying over the downpour. “Half of you, help reinforce the dam! The rest, start digging trenches to redirect the water flow!”

      His clones immediately sprang into action, sprinting toward the river. Some grabbed planks and sandbags, others began using brute strength to haul massive rocks and debris into place, working alongside the villagers at inhuman speed. Within seconds, what had been a desperate losing battle turned into a full-blown counterattack against the flood.

      One of the villagers, an elderly man who looked like the village chief, approached Naruto, his wrinkled face a mask of astonishment. “What… What kind of magic is this?”

      Naruto grinned, giving him a thumbs-up. “Not magic. Just good old-fashioned hard work… times a thousand.”

      Despite the grim situation, the old man let out a breathless chuckle. “You might just save us, young man.”

      “That’s the plan!” Naruto said before dashing toward the river, where his clones were already forming a barrier.

      A row of Narutos stood firm, shoulder to shoulder, creating a human wall against the rushing water. Their combined strength was enough to slow it down, but only just. The force of the current was immense, pushing against them with enough power to rip trees from their roots.

      Naruto gritted his teeth, pushing back with all his might. “Hold the line!”

      His clones shouted in unison, digging their heels into the mud. Water splashed violently against them, soaking them to the bone, but they didn’t falter.

      Behind them, more clones worked tirelessly, reinforcing the dam with massive chunks of earth and stone. Others dug deep trenches, guiding the excess water away from the village. The villagers, though still in shock, quickly joined in, working alongside the clones in synchronized effort.

      Fern and Frieren stood at the edge of the chaos, watching the scene unfold.

      “I’ll admit,” Fern muttered, “this is… impressive.”

      Frieren nodded slightly. “His method is unorthodox, but effective.”

      Fern sighed, shaking her head. “Still, even with all that effort, the river isn’t stopping. It’s only getting worse.”

      Frieren glanced toward the horizon, where the sky was turning an even darker shade of gray. “Because the storm isn’t over yet.”

      And as if to prove her point, the wind howled louder, and in the distance, the river surged again, growing more violent.

      A deep, ominous rumble echoed across the valley.

      Naruto, still straining against the force of the water, looked up and felt his stomach drop.

      The river wasn’t just overflowing anymore. The storm had given birth to something else.

      A tornado of water was forming, twisting violently as it grew larger and larger, feeding off the storm’s energy. The wind screamed around them, and the villagers cried out in terror.

      Naruto’s eyes widened.

      “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”

      The villagers watched in horror as the monstrous storm raged, the winds howling like a thousand angry spirits, tearing apart trees, houses, and everything in its path. The dam they had struggled to build was crumbling before their eyes, the river surging forward in an unstoppable wave of destruction. Rain pelted down with relentless fury, turning the ground into a soupy mess of mud and despair. The once hopeful expressions on the villagers’ faces were now twisted in fear and hopelessness.

      “We’re doomed,” an elderly man whispered, gripping his soaked cloak as he watched the storm grow stronger. “Nobody can stop a storm… not even magic can fight nature itself.”

      A woman clutched her child, her voice trembling. “The god have abandoned us.”

      Stark, staring wide-eyed at the chaotic sky, turned to Fern and Frieren. “Tell me you guys have some crazy spell to stop this.”

      Fern’s face was tense, her fists clenched. “Mistress… You do know a spell to stop a calamity, right?”

      Frieren, standing completely still despite the furious wind whipping at her cloak, gave a slow nod. “Yes… I can cast a calamity-stopping barrier. It would halt the storm completely.”

      Relief flickered across Fern’s face, but it was short-lived as Frieren added, “But it will take at least an hour.”

      Stark’s jaw dropped. “An hour?! The village won’t last an hour!”

      A loud crack echoed through the valley as another tree was ripped from the ground and hurled through the air, smashing into the half-built dam and sending chunks of wood and rock flying. The river swelled even more, its currents surging like an angry beast. The villagers screamed, scrambling away as water began to breach their defenses.

      “We don’t have an hour!” Fern shouted, frustration laced in her voice.

      Before anyone could say another word, Naruto stepped forward, gripping his Flamme staff tightly. His damp red hair clung to his face as he stared up at the swirling vortex of destruction.

      “Then I guess I gotta do this my way,” he muttered, rolling his shoulders.

      Fern blinked. “Wait, what—?”

      Before she could finish, Naruto whipped the Flamme staff towards the thundering vortex, its glowing tip sparking with energy. The villagers, Frieren, Fern, and Stark all turned to him in alarm as they realized what he was about to do.

      “What are you doing?!” Fern cried.

      “Stopping the storm!” Naruto yelled back.

      Stark’s face paled. “You cannot be serious!”

      “You got a better idea?!”

      The wind howled louder, nearly drowning out their voices. Rain lashed against their faces as Naruto took a step forward.

      “Naruto, wait!” Frieren finally spoke, her voice sharp. “A storm of this magnitude isn’t something you can just—”

      Too late.

      With a powerful leap, Naruto shot into the sky, the force of his jump sending water splashing in all directions. The villagers gasped as he soared higher and higher, his figure becoming smaller as he flew towards the monstrous storm.

      “Mr. Naruto!” Fern screamed, but he was already too far.

      The air grew denser, the wind sharper, as Naruto closed in on the raging vortex. The storm seemed almost alive, twisting and writhing as if sensing his approach. Lightning crackled through the air, flashing dangerously close to him, illuminating the darkened sky.

      The sheer force of the wind was enough to tear apart mountains, but Naruto gritted his teeth, pushing forward. His body was already drenched, but he ignored it.

      As he got closer, the storm roared like a living entity, a violent, chaotic force of nature.

      And then—he went straight in.

      A deafening silence fell over the valley.

      The villagers watched, horrified, their breath caught in their throats. Stark’s face was pale, Fern was frozen, and Frieren’s sharp golden eyes didn’t waver from the sky.

      Then, from inside the vortex, Naruto’s voice rang out, cutting through the storm itself.

      “Sage Art—Wind Style—Super Massive Rasenshuriken!”

      The moment his words were spoken, a blinding green light erupted from within the storm. It was as if a second sun had been ignited inside the hurricane, illuminating everything in a surreal glow. The wind howled louder, the vortex twisting and writhing as though in pain.

      And then—silence.

      The storm didn’t slow down. It didn’t fade.

      It just—vanished.

      One moment, it was there, a raging, unstoppable force.

      The next, it was gone.

      The rain ceased. The wind stopped. The river, though still swollen, no longer surged forward with the same deadly force. The trees, though battered and broken, no longer swayed wildly. The entire valley fell into an eerie, breathless stillness.

      And at the center of it all, floating mid-air, was Naruto.

      His drenched red hair stuck to his forehead, water dripping from his clothes. His Flamme staff rested on his shoulder as he struck an overly dramatic pose, one arm extended outward, the other on his hip. His expression was smug, yet exhausted, his green eyes gleaming in the afterglow of his attack.

      A single drop of water dripped from his chin.

      Silence.

      Then—

      “You absolute—!” Fern’s voice cracked as she stomped forward, her entire body shaking with rage. “IDIOT!”

      Naruto landed with a slight stumble, shaking out his damp hair. “Hey, it worked, didn’t it?”

      “You went inside a goddamn storm!”

      “Yeah! And?”

      “And?!” Fern’s eye twitched violently. “You—You—What if you died?”

      Naruto blinked, then grinned. “But I didn’t.”

      “That’s not the—ARGH!” Fern grabbed her own head, letting out an exasperated scream.

      Stark, who had been staring at Naruto with his mouth open, finally found his voice. “I—What the hell was that?! Since when can you—do that?!”

      Naruto shrugged. “Eh. Since always?”

      “Since always?!”

      Frieren, standing a little apart from them, watched Naruto with an unreadable expression. Her eyes flickered briefly with something almost like… curiosity.

      The villagers, still frozen in shock, slowly began to realize what had happened.

      “The storm… it’s gone…” a man whispered.

      “That boy… He—He stopped it!”

      Whispers turned to murmurs.

      Murmurs turned to cheers.

      Then, as one, the entire village erupted.

      “He did it!”

      “We’re saved!”

      “That was the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen!”

      “He’s a hero!”

      Naruto, basking in the adoration, laughed, rubbing the back of his head. “Aw, c’mon, it wasn’t that big a deal…”

      “Not that big a deal?!” Fern snapped. “You just—you—Ugh!”

      Frieren, finally stepping forward, tilted her head slightly. “That technique you used… It wasn’t mana-based, was it?”

      Naruto hesitated for a split second before grinning. “Nope. Just something I came up with back home.”

      Her eyes lingered on him for a moment longer, before she simply nodded. “Interesting.”

      Fern threw her hands up in frustration. “Oh sure, interesting! That’s all you have to say?!”

      “Yes.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      Naruto turned to the villagers, who were still cheering. “Well, guess that takes care of your little water problem, huh?”

      The village chief stepped forward, his old eyes filled with awe and gratitude. “Young man… We owe you our lives.”

      Naruto waved him off. “Don’t mention it! Just doing what I do best.”

      “Being a reckless moron?” Fern muttered.

      Naruto smirked. “Saving people.”

      Fern groaned.

      Stark, finally regaining his composure, clapped a hand on Naruto’s back. “Okay, I’ll admit it… That was pretty awesome.”

      “Right?! Someone gets it!”

      And just like that, the storm was gone. The village was saved. And Naruto Uzumaki, as usual, had once again done the impossible.

    
    

    
      After the storm had vanished and the village was saved, the villagers threw a grand celebration in Naruto’s honor. Tables were set up in the now-dry village square, and despite the damage from the flood, the people were more than happy to offer whatever food and drink they had. Warm lanterns flickered against the night sky, laughter and chatter filled the air, and the smell of grilled meat and freshly baked bread drifted through the streets.

      Naruto, completely unbothered by the fact that he had nearly thrown himself into certain death, was stuffing his face with reckless abandon. His red hair, still slightly damp, flopped as he tore into a roasted leg of something—probably deer.

      Stark sat across from him, chewing on his own meal while shaking his head. “You know, you really don’t act like someone who just did something crazy.”

      Naruto paused mid-bite. “Huh?” He swallowed. “I always do crazy stuff.”

      “That’s the problem!” Fern snapped, poking at her food with a mix of frustration and exasperation. She turned to Frieren, who was sipping a cup of tea, completely unbothered. “Mistress Frieren, you saw what he did, right? Do you have any idea how that worked?”

      Frieren set her cup down, her golden eyes calm. “Yes. He created a far more potent opposing vortex that nullified the storm.”

      Fern blinked. “…What?”

      Naruto, now chugging down a mug of juice, paused just enough to wipe his mouth. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

      “That doesn’t explain anything!” Fern huffed, looking between them. “How do you make an opposing vortex? And how does that stop a storm?”

      Frieren leaned back, hands resting in her lap. “In simple terms, he generated a wind technique powerful enough to spiral in the opposite direction of the storm’s natural movement. When two equal but opposite forces meet, they cancel each other out.”

      Fern’s brow furrowed. “But for that to work, wouldn’t his technique need to be at least as strong as the storm itself?”

      “Stronger,” Frieren corrected. “Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been enough to disrupt the storm’s internal structure.”

      Stark whistled, looking at Naruto with newfound respect. “So what you’re saying is… he punched a storm so hard it stopped existing?”

      “…Basically.”

      Naruto grinned, shoving another bite of food into his mouth. “Told ya, it wasn’t that big a deal.”

      Fern massaged her temples. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “Thanks!”

      She glared at him. “That wasn’t a compliment!”

      “Still taking it as one.”

      Frieren observed the two with mild amusement before taking another sip of her tea. “Regardless, it was an impressive display of power.”

      Naruto perked up. “Oh? Did the hag just compliment me?”

      “I merely stated a fact.”

      “Sounds like a compliment.”

      “Then you are mistaken.”

      Stark snickered as Naruto pouted. Fern, still frustrated, turned back to Frieren. “Wait… but he didn’t use a normal spell, right? That was something else entirely?”

      Frieren nodded. “Correct. That was a technique from his home.”

      Fern gave Naruto a long, scrutinizing look. “…Just what kind of world did you come from?”

      Naruto swallowed his food, tilting his head. “A crazy one.”

      “That much is obvious.”

      He grinned. “You’d fit right in.”

      Fern sighed, giving up. The villagers continued their celebration, unaware of the complicated mess of logic that was Naruto Uzumaki.

    
    

    
      The next morning, as the village bustled with renewed energy, Naruto stretched lazily, still feeling the soreness in his muscles from the previous night’s storm-stopping stunt. The air was crisp, the sky clear, and the scent of fresh bread wafted from the village bakery.

      He wandered into the square, expecting to find Fern nagging Stark about something trivial or Frieren sipping tea as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Instead, he found a group of villagers hard at work—carving something out of a massive stone slab right in the center of town.

      Naruto blinked. “…Huh?”

      One of the craftsmen, a burly older man with a thick beard and arms like tree trunks, noticed him and grinned. “Ah, you’re up! What do you think, hero?”

      “Hero?” Naruto frowned, rubbing his eyes before looking again.

      That’s when it hit him.

      They were making a statue.

      Of him.

      A giant, overly dramatic carving of Naruto standing with his Flamme staff in hand, cape billowing, hair wild, eyes fierce—posed like he was some kind of legendary figure.

      Naruto’s mouth opened. Then closed. Then opened again. “Wha—who—why?!”

      One of the younger villagers, a girl probably no older than twelve, beamed up at him. “You saved our village! Of course, we’re making a statue of you!”

      “I—what? No! You don’t have to do that!”

      The bearded craftsman laughed. “Nonsense! It’s tradition. Whenever a great hero saves a town, we honor them with a statue!”

      Naruto paled. “Tradition?”

      “Of course!”

      He turned to Frieren, who had just arrived with Fern and Stark, observing the whole thing with a nostalgic expression.

      Frieren hummed. “Reminds me of Himmel.”

      Naruto whirled on her. “Wait, Himmel did this too?!”

      “He didn’t do it. The people he helped did.”

      Naruto groaned, ruffling his red hair. “Oh, come on! That guy must’ve had, like, a hundred statues by the time he died!”

      “More than that.”

      Naruto sagged. “Oh, for crying out loud…”

      Fern crossed her arms. “You’re really complaining about this?”

      “Yes! It’s embarrassing!”

      Stark gave him a pat on the back, grinning. “Well, better get used to it, buddy. Who knows how many statues you’ll rack up if you keep doing crazy stuff like that.”

      Naruto shot him a betrayed look. “Not helping, Stark!”

      The villagers continued their work, completely ignoring Naruto’s protests. By evening, the statue was nearly finished, and despite himself, Naruto couldn’t help but feel a little… weird.

      People were thanking him left and right, kids kept running up to him asking if he’d tell them stories of his adventures, and elderly villagers placed offerings at the base of the statue as if he were some kind of deity.

      He hadn’t asked for any of this.

      And yet, here it was.

      Naruto sat down at the base of the half-finished statue, arms crossed behind his head as he stared at the sky. “This is stupid.”

      Frieren sat down beside him. “Is it?”

      Naruto sighed. “I didn’t save them for this. I just… y’know, did it.”

      Frieren nodded. “So did Himmel.”

      Naruto glanced at her. “Did he ever get used to it?”

      “No.”

      He groaned again.

      Frieren chuckled softly, watching as the villagers continued their work. “It’s not about whether you want recognition. It’s about the people remembering.”

      Naruto was quiet for a long moment.

      Then, with a sigh, he closed his eyes.

      “…Still stupid.”

      Frieren didn’t disagree.

    
    

    
      The next day, Naruto woke up to a new problem.

      Apparently, saving a village from a natural disaster turned you into an instant celebrity.

      The moment he stepped outside the inn, a flood of people rushed toward him—villagers, travelers, even a few merchants who had arrived that morning. Some wanted to shake his hand, some wanted to thank him personally, and some—most troublingly—wanted advice.

      “Oh, great hero, should I plant my wheat crops early this year?”

      “Sir Naruto, my back has been aching for weeks! Do you know any healing magic?”

      “My wife says I snore too loudly! Is there a spell to fix that?!”

      Naruto’s eye twitched as an old man tugged at his sleeve. “Uh—what?”

      “Oh, mighty hero, what should I name my newborn son?!”

      “I—why are you asking me?!”

      By the time a desperate fisherman asked him to bless his fishing net for better luck, Naruto had had enough.

      He bolted down an alleyway, narrowly dodging a group of kids chanting his name. Breathing heavily, he pressed himself against the wall, listening to the chaos outside.

      This was getting out of hand.

      He needed an escape.

      And then it hit him.

      A technique he hadn’t used since arriving in this world.

      With a smirk, Naruto weaved a single sign and whispered, “Henge.”

      A small puff of smoke later, and the red-haired teenager was gone.

      In his place stood an old man with graying hair, wrinkled skin, and a slightly hunched back. His robes were plain, and his eyes had the weary, knowing look of someone who had seen too much of the world.

      Naruto—or rather, Old Man Naruto—stepped out of the alley with a slow, deliberate gait.

      It worked perfectly.

      People walked past him without a second glance. The kids who had been swarming him earlier rushed right by, still searching for their “great hero.” Even the merchant who had been insisting he try his “miracle spice” ignored him entirely.

      Naruto grinned beneath his disguise.

      “Hah! This is genius!”

      For the next few hours, he enjoyed his newfound freedom, wandering through the village, watching the people without being dragged into their nonsense. He even managed to sneak past Fern, Frieren, and Stark, who were all gathered near the nearly finished statue.

      Stark was the first to notice something was off.

      “…Hey, have you guys seen Naruto?”

      Fern frowned. “No. That’s weird. He was complaining so much earlier—I thought he’d be hiding somewhere.”

      Frieren sipped her tea. “Maybe he left.”

      Fern gave her a deadpan look. “He wouldn’t just leave without telling us.”

      “Wouldn’t he?”

      Stark snorted. “If he left, I bet it’s to avoid all the people asking him weird stuff. I swear I saw a lady holding up her cat earlier and asking if he could bless it.”

      Fern sighed. “Well, we should probably find him before someone builds a shrine in his honor.”

      Frieren glanced around, eyes lazily scanning the villagers. Then, her gaze settled on an old man sitting on a bench nearby, whistling to himself.

      “…I see.”

      Fern raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      Frieren finished her tea. “Never mind.”

      Meanwhile, Old Man Naruto sat happily on the bench, enjoying the breeze.

      Life was good.

    
    

    
      On the day of their departure, the village square was packed. The statue of Naruto—now completed—stood tall at the center, capturing him mid-leap with a confident smirk, a gust of wind swirling beneath his feet. The villagers had gathered, eager to send off their hero with a proper farewell.

      Naruto, standing before the crowd, rubbed the back of his head. He hadn’t planned on making a speech, but it was kind of expected at this point. Frieren had already warned him that if he didn’t say something, they’d probably chase after him with gifts and marriage proposals.

      He stepped forward, clearing his throat.

      “Uh, hey, everyone!” His voice carried through the crowd, and instantly, the noise quieted.

      He glanced at the faces before him—grateful villagers, wide-eyed children, stern-looking elders. He had only been here for a short while, but somehow, he had left a mark.

      He exhaled, placing his hands on his hips. “So, first off—uh, thanks. Y’know, for all the food, the gifts, and, uh… this—” He motioned toward the statue behind him. “I still think this is kinda overkill, but hey, I guess I do look pretty cool.”

      The villagers chuckled, and some even clapped.

      “But seriously,” he continued, his tone growing softer. “I’m just a traveler. I did what I could because that’s just who I am. You guys didn’t need me to save you. You already had the strength to fight back against the storm, to rebuild your homes, to keep moving forward. I just gave a little push.”

      A murmur of agreement spread through the crowd.

      Naruto grinned. “So, don’t go thinking you need some flashy hero every time things get rough. You’ve got each other. And that’s more than enough.”

      A cheer erupted, loud and heartfelt. The villagers clapped, some even whistled, while others wiped away tears.

      Fern, standing beside Frieren and Stark, crossed her arms. “That… was actually a good speech.”

      Frieren sipped her tea. “Hmph. Maybe he is learning something.”

      Stark scratched his cheek. “Eh… I liked it better when he was running away from people.”

      Naruto turned back to the party, nodding toward the village gates. “Alright! Let’s get moving before someone tries to throw another festival in my honor!”

      The crowd laughed again, and with a final wave, Naruto, Frieren, Fern, and Stark made their way out of the village.

      As they walked along the dirt road, leaving the cheers behind, Stark nudged Naruto. “So, how does it feel? Being the great hero of a village?”

      Naruto sighed dramatically. “It’s exhausting. I swear, if one more person had asked me to bless their chickens, I was gonna lose it.”

      Fern smirked. “You could’ve just ignored them.”

      Naruto shook his head. “Nah. Not my style.”

      Frieren glanced at him. “And the statue?”

      Naruto grinned. “Eh. It’s kinda cool. Might come back someday to see if it’s still standing.”

      The mage gave him a knowing smile. “You might be surprised.”

      With that, they continued their journey, the village of grateful people disappearing into the horizon behind them.

    
    

    
      Author Note:

      Surprise!

      I bet many of you didn’t expect 2nd Season being published so soon, in a week no less. I guess I was too fired up by all your motivating words. This chapter is also pretty much 1.5 times larger than usual.

      Regardless, this chapter had only one chapter (the mana nullifying crystals…) inspired from the manga. In the future, each chapter will hold at least 2 or maybe even three manga chapters.

      Naruto being ‘childish’ is…what can I say, a part of his character. I mean in the canon itself, Naruto has numerous moments where he was more or less a toddler. When you are with your buddies, you will obviously be like a child, talking freely and sprouting nonsense and so on. Still, humans are odd creatures who act according to the situation and Naruto is no exception. Yet, I am not Kishimoto so I admit that I cannot potray Naruto as well as him. As a writer, I have too many flaws and I hope to get better and level up.

      Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, better and with more depth.

      Till next time.

      ~Phoenix.

      

    
  




    20. Mercy and Judgement

    
      Author’s Note:

      I guess it’s nice to reply reviews every once in a while. However, I suggest you don’t read them unless your name is here because they may have something you don’t want to see and maybe get spoilers. Let’s go:

      VSX-2018: Thanks for your kind appreciation!

      Also, that’s a nice plot you have there. As for your opinion, Naruto’s body is, as Serie said earlier, is made of Flamme’s mana. Having chakra would make him less versatile and there is no sensei to teach him jutsu. He can watch how others use mana and learn. Also, it’s kinda’ odd— Shinobi world is full of chakra but this world has mana— imagine the imbalance it would cause if he has chakra in a world of mana. How will he resrore the depleted chakra? The food he eats will have mana and his body will need an extra system just to transform it into chakra and it will be troublesome. Still, nice suggestion.

      modeeb: There may be. Eventually. But for now, let’s see FernStark.

      a random dude: Worry not, she will teach him spells. Eventually.

      Thunder Dragon: I believe there is an entire chapter dedicated for this request of yours— the next chapter, to be precise. In this chapter Naruto learns a certain spell. Also, wait a bit more than that, and you will see Naruto using another spell, and another…

      Don’t you see why it’s called ‘Thousands of Spells Away’?

      chibi doku: Let’s wait and see if you are right or not…

      Rioot: I haven’t gone too far into the manga— something like chapter 71~75 (5th June 2025). But Ūbel will return. I am just trying to keep this fiction alligned with canon.

      Silverwingzz:

      Totally agree. Naruto is an idiot. That’s a claasic shounen trope. Look at Gon, Goku or Luffy. But as I have said before, I am not Kishimoto and nobody can perfectly replicate a character made by another person. Still, I try…

      He looks like a 12/13 years old kid. I have a reason why I did this and you’ll find out why.

      I mean it would be boring if Frieren broke the barrier, everybody knows Frieren is talented, after all. Our boy is new in this world, maybe he should show off whenever he gets a chance?

      Ah, I think a paragraph got erased.

      It’s a wandless magic performed by Frieren. It is a spell, advanced, but a spell nonetheless.

      I actully do weird stuff like that: Making spell names and so on. Those are German numbers, by the way— the number of mana circuits appear.

      guest: When will Naruto find out about the ring’s meaning? Hmm, I can give you a spoiler…

    
    

    
      Naruto randomly discovers the meaning behind it one day.

    
    

    
      That’s all for now! Enjoy the chapter!

    
    

    
      “For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 20

    
    

    

    
      The fire crackled softly in the night, casting flickering shadows on the campsite. Fern lay curled under a thick blanket, her face flushed with fever. Despite her insistence that she was fine, the occasional shivers and muffled coughs said otherwise.

      Stark sat close by, fidgeting. His knee bounced restlessly, his hands clenched and unclenched as he watched her with worry. “Are you sure it’s just a fever?” he asked for the third time.

      Frieren, seated beside Fern, didn’t reply immediately. Instead, she reached out, gently placing a hand on Fern’s forehead. The girl twitched slightly but didn’t pull away. “Her temperature is still high,” Frieren finally said. “But it’s nothing life-threatening.”

      Stark still looked unconvinced. “I should go look for herbs,” he muttered, already pushing himself up.

      Frieren nodded. “Make it quick. And don’t go too far.”

      Naruto, who had been watching quietly, stretched his arms. “I’ll keep an eye out, just in case.”

      Frieren turned her gaze to him, her expression unreadable. “We’re close to demon territory.”

      Naruto blinked. “Oh? That explains the creepy vibes.”

      Frieren nodded. “Demons lurk too often here. Keep an eye on the perimeter.”

      Naruto grinned, giving her a thumbs-up. “On it!”

      With a hop, he leapt onto a nearby tree, perching on a thick branch. His sharp eyes scanned the dark forest, ears attuned to every rustle of leaves and distant chirp of insects.

      Meanwhile, back at the camp, Frieren remained by Fern’s side. The young mage, despite her fever, mumbled something.

      “…Not… a child…”

      Frieren hummed. “I never said you were.”

      Fern frowned slightly, her lips pressing together, but she didn’t argue further.

      Stark, now disappearing into the forest in search of herbs, muttered to himself, “Fever or not, she’s still stubborn…”

      The night pressed on, the campfire crackling, and above them, Naruto kept his silent watch.

    
    

    
      Naruto perched high on a tree branch, his keen eyes sweeping over the darkened forest. The night was eerily silent, save for the occasional rustle of leaves in the cold wind. His senses were sharp, his body tense, ready for anything. Frieren had warned him—demons lurked in these parts, and he wasn’t about to let his guard down.

      Then he heard it. A faint whimper. Weak. Fragile. Almost lost to the night.

      He snapped his gaze downward, his sharp eyes catching the smallest movement in the dense undergrowth. There, slumped against the base of a tree, was a girl.

      She looked barely alive. Her clothes were soaked in blood, her face pale, her breathing ragged. For a moment, Naruto hesitated. The way she lay there, so still, so fragile—it reminded him too much of the countless people he had seen suffering in his own world. Without a second thought, he moved.

      In a blur, he shot down from the tree, landing softly beside her. Up close, she looked even worse. Her tiny frame was covered in scratches and bruises, her body trembling in pain.

      “Hey,” he called, gently shaking her shoulder. “You alive?”

      Her eyelids fluttered, barely able to stay open. She let out a weak gasp, her lips parting slightly as if trying to speak, but no words came out.

      Naruto didn’t waste another second. Scooping her up effortlessly, he shot back toward the camp, flying through the trees like a streak of lightning.

      By the time he arrived, Frieren and Fern were still by the fire, Stark having just returned with a handful of herbs. The moment Naruto landed, all three of them turned to him.

      “She needs—”

      “Kill her, Naruto.”

      He froze.

      His grip on the girl tightened slightly as he turned his head toward Frieren, his usually easygoing expression replaced with something hard, unreadable. “What did you just say, hag?”

      Frieren’s golden eyes didn’t waver. “She’s tricking you. Either kill her now, or you’ll regret it.”

      His blood ran cold. He had seen Frieren be blunt before, even ruthless when it came to demons, but this… This wasn’t just cold. It was absolute.

      Naruto took a deep breath, forcing himself to stay calm. “Look, I don’t know what you think is happening here, but she’s hurt. She’s a kid. I don’t care if you’re the greatest mage in the world, I’m not killing some injured girl just because you said so.”

      Fern, still pale from her fever, slowly sat up. She looked between Frieren and Naruto, sensing the tension thickening in the air. “Mistress Frieren… are you sure?”

      “Positive,” she said simply.

      Naruto clenched his jaw. His instincts told him to trust Frieren—she had never led him wrong before—but something in his gut refused to accept what she was saying. He looked down at the girl in his arms. She wasn’t moving much, barely conscious.

      “Then I’ll take care of her myself.”

      Frieren sighed, shaking her head. “I guess it’s better if you learn from experience. Himmel learned the same way.”

      Naruto ignored her. He knelt by the fire, gently laying the girl down. Her breathing was shallow, her skin clammy. He reached into his pouch, pulling out a small bottle of water and carefully pressing it to her lips.

      “Hey, come on. Drink a little,” he coaxed softly.

      Her eyelids fluttered weakly as she took a small sip. Her fingers twitched, as if trying to grasp onto something.

      Stark shifted uncomfortably. “Uh, Naruto… you sure about this? Frieren doesn’t usually say stuff like that without a reason.”

      Naruto didn’t answer right away. He took off his cloak, wrapping it around the girl to keep her warm. “If she tries anything, I’ll handle it,” he said finally. “Until then, she’s just a sick kid who needs help.”

      Fern glanced at Frieren again. “Mistress?”

      Frieren merely watched with a knowing look. “Let’s see how this plays out.”

      The fire crackled. The tension didn’t ease, but Naruto focused on tending to the girl, ignoring the way Frieren’s gaze lingered on him.

    
    

    
      The road stretched endlessly before them, the morning mist curling around the trees like silent ghosts. The sky was a pale shade of gray, threatening rain but never delivering. Naruto walked at a steady pace, his face set in a scowl, his anger simmering just beneath the surface.

      The girl lay limply on his back, wrapped in his cloak. She was small, fragile—exactly the kind of person he had sworn to protect. And yet, Frieren had told him to kill her without hesitation. He couldn’t just brush that off.

      Ahead, Stark carried Fern on his back, her fever still not fully gone. She murmured something under her breath, half-asleep, while Stark grumbled about how heavy she was. Frieren walked beside them, calm as ever, as if she hadn’t just told Naruto to murder a dying girl the night before.

      Naruto gritted his teeth. “Hag.”

      Frieren didn’t even glance at him. “What is it?”

      “You really think all demons are the same?”

      “Yes.”

      Naruto scoffed. “That’s bullshit.”

      Frieren finally turned her head, golden eyes unreadable. “You’re free to believe what you want. It won’t change reality.”

      “Tch.”

      He adjusted the girl on his back, ignoring the way his gut twisted. There was no way she was faking it. He had seen real suffering before, real pain. He could recognize it. Frieren was wrong this time.

      But then, something shifted.

      A flicker of movement. A subtle change in the air.

      And before Naruto could react, pain flared at his neck.

      The girl had moved. Fast. Her arms latched onto his shoulders, her cold fingers digging into his skin. He barely had time to process before sharp teeth sank toward his throat.

      Instinct kicked in.

      His body tensed, mana flaring. But then—

      She jerked back. A strangled, gurgling sound tore from her throat as she fell off him, landing on the dirt road in a heap.

      Naruto spun around, eyes wide. She writhed on the ground, clawing at her own face, her mouth smoking—no, dissolving. Flesh peeled away, turning to dust as she choked, her red eyes going wild with horror.

      Naruto could only watch.

      She didn’t scream. She didn’t beg. She just… crumbled. Like she had never been there to begin with. In mere moments, nothing remained but scattered ash.

      Silence.

      Frieren stepped forward, gaze impassive as always. “All demons are the same, Naruto. They trick humans, then attack.”

      His hands clenched into fists. His heart pounded against his ribs. He wanted to scream, to rage, to deny it. But he couldn’t. Not after what had just happened.

      Stark swallowed hard. “But… what the hell even happened to her? She just… died. Like, poof. Gone.”

      Frieren glanced at Naruto. “Natural energy.”

      Naruto blinked, then slowly raised a hand to his face. His fingers trembled slightly as he brushed them over his cheek. The warmth in his veins, the sharp clarity in his senses—he recognized it now.

      He activated Sage Mode without realizing it.

      Stark stared. “Wait. You mean he—”

      “His blood was already filled with nature energy,” Frieren explained. “Demons, by nature, are beings of artificial mana. The moment she tried to consume his blood, she absorbed energy she wasn’t meant to have. Her body couldn’t handle it.”

      Naruto exhaled sharply, his breath unsteady. “So… she was really a demon.”

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he crouched down, staring at the spot where she had fallen. There was no trace of her left, not even bones. Only dust.

      His chest felt tight.

      “You had your suspicions,” Frieren said after a moment. “That’s why you were on guard. You kept your neck open to her, testing her. And she failed.”

      Naruto flinched. His fingers curled into the dirt.

      “Shut up.”

      He pushed himself to his feet, turning away from the ashes. His face was unreadable, but his eyes burned with something raw and bitter. Without another word, he started walking again, faster this time, like he needed to put as much distance between himself and that spot as possible.

      Frieren watched him go, her expression unreadable. Fern, still weak, quietly tightened her grip on Stark’s cloak.

      No one spoke.

      They just kept walking.

    
    

    
      The sun was dipping low, casting a quiet orange glow over the treetops. They had stopped near a massive cedar tree for rest. Fern had finally shaken off most of her fever, though her cheeks were still slightly flushed, and Stark was busy setting up the cooking pot with a seriousness that was almost comedic. Naruto sat under the thick trunk, his arms resting on his knees, his eyes distant and heavy-lidded with thoughts that seemed to stretch across time.

      Frieren sat beside him, quiet. She didn’t press him, didn’t ask any questions. She merely watched the breeze play through the leaves and waited.

      Naruto exhaled deeply and said, almost to the wind, “Back in my world… I had this nine-tailed fox sealed inside me.”

      Frieren blinked. She turned slightly to face him, giving a soft nod. Not interrupting.

      “It was a monster,” he continued, voice low. “The Nine-Tails. It destroyed my village once. Killed a lotta people. Families, friends, everything. My parents died trying to stop it and seal it away. And that seal? It got put in me. I was just a baby.”

      He gave a sad chuckle, shaking his head. “So the villagers… they hated me. Couldn’t look at me without fear. Or disgust. They didn’t see a kid. Just the beast. I grew up with their stares, their silence, their whispers. They saw me as the fox, not the kid keeping it locked up.”

      Frieren stayed silent. She could hear the weight in his voice, the exhaustion not from walking all day, but from carrying something far heavier for years.

      “But,” Naruto went on, “things changed. Slowly. I made friends. In the village, and beyond. Some people started seeing me—not the Nine-Tails, not the monster. Just me. Naruto.”

      He looked up at the branches, golden light flickering through the leaves.

      “That’s why… I want to believe. That not everyone is evil. I know it sounds dumb. I get that people lie, and hurt, and betray, and yeah, there are monsters in the world… But sometimes, villains are just broken people. People that didn’t get the help they needed.”

      Frieren looked down at the earth, drawing her fingers slowly over the dry soil, thinking. When she finally spoke, her voice was calm but carried that slow, ancient gravity of someone who’d watched centuries roll by.

      “I see,” she said softly. “You remind me of Himmel.”

      Naruto blinked and turned to look at her.

      “Himmel… he used to say things like that too,” she said. “He would save bandits, protect fallen demons, show mercy even when others said he was a fool for it. He believed anyone could be redeemed. That kindness could bring even the darkest hearts back to the light.”

      Naruto’s face brightened a little at that. “Sounds like my kinda guy.”

      “He was,” she said. Then, after a pause, she added, “But even Himmel… eventually came to understand something. Mercy isn’t always the kindest choice. Sometimes, by letting evil go unpunished, you give it more time to hurt others. Some things in this world are… inherently destructive. They consume. Manipulate. They wear faces of children, of loved ones, of people in need—just to get close enough to ruin you.”

      She raised her hand and gently touched the bark of the tree they leaned against, her fingers pressing lightly into the grooves. “Demons… they are not like humans. Not in nature. They are born from mana, shaped from it, fed by it. And they do not fear death. Only purpose. They will trick you, Naruto. Like that girl did. And if you let your guard down—if you let the wrong one in—they’ll not just destroy you, but others around you. Your friends. Your village.”

      Naruto was quiet. Not because he had no argument, but because her words weren’t cruel. They weren’t angry. They came from hard-won understanding, not spite.

      Frieren looked at him then, her gaze softer than before. “I’m not saying you’re wrong for hoping. I’ve just seen what happens when hope is misplaced.”

      He gave a slight nod, jaw tight, staring at the dirt. “Fine. I’ll be careful.”

      “That’s all I ask,” she said, almost like a whisper.

      Then from a short distance away, they heard Stark’s voice.

      “Oi! You two done with your emotional tree date or whatever? We’re eating over here!”

      Fern added, “It’s stew! It’s still hot if you don’t dawdle!”

      Naruto rolled his eyes, shaking his head as he pushed himself to his feet. “Geez. Can’t even have one dramatic conversation without the peanut gallery chiming in.”

      Frieren stood as well, brushing off her robes. “At least they waited until you finished.”

      “Guess that’s a first.”

      Together, they walked back to the campfire, the warm smell of food wafting toward them. And despite the dust still lingering in his heart, Naruto smiled a little. Because even after everything, this world still had firelight, and stew, and dumb friends calling you to dinner. That had to mean something.

    
    

    
      Author Note:

      Didn’t have much to offer from the manga in this chapter but I wanted Naruto to have a wake up call. This was a short chapter because the next chapter is slightly larger than usual.

      Next chapter will be quite unique— I wrote it not inspired from the manga but rather, I wrote it for plot and character development.

      By the way, I published a new ‘Jujutsu Kaisen’ and ‘Naruto’ crossover fanfiction: Nascent Metamorphosis and a Re:Zero story: Red Dandelions. Do check them out.

      Thanks for all the postive words! Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, larger, better and with more depth.

      

    
  




    21. Flying Thunder Bolt

    
      “Logic will get you from A to B, but creativity can take you anywhere for innovation is the child of curiosity and the parent of progress.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 21

    
    

    

    
      The northern winds weren’t kind, not this time of year. They bit at your face even when the sun was out and made every step feel like a defiance against nature. For days they wandered snow-dusted trails and frost-laced valleys, the trees growing thinner and the nights colder. Still, Naruto didn’t complain much. Not because he wasn’t cold—he was freezing his butt off—but because his mind was too tangled with another frustration: teleportation.

      Specifically, the spell Frieren refused to teach him.

      “You’re not ready,” she’d said like a teacher telling a child not to touch the stove. “It’s too complex. You’ll end up teleporting your head into a tree.”

      So naturally, Naruto took that as a challenge. And thus began his self-declared mission: invent his own teleportation spell from scratch. Unfortunately, “from scratch” mostly looked like sitting in various uncomfortable positions, closing his eyes, and making weird noises while absolutely nothing happened—or worse, something happened but not what he wanted.

      They’d found shelter in a small inn for the night, nestled between frosted pine trees and barely warm enough to melt the icicles off their cloaks. While Fern was sipping tea and reading quietly near the hearth, Naruto stood in the middle of their room, fingers flared, mana glowing faintly around him, and expression dead serious.

      He shouted some nonsense about shifting molecular existence and “wormhole theory,” made a few questionable hand signs that no one had ever seen before, and vanished in a puff of white smoke.

      Only to reappear a second later… stuck halfway in the ceiling.

      There was a scream from Fern as bits of timber fell around her. “MR. NARUTO!”

      Naruto’s legs dangled from the wood like a pair of twitchy sausages. “Okay, okay! I think I figured out vertical displacement!”

      “No, you figured out how to destroy the roof!” she snapped, throwing a pillow at him as he fell with a dusty thump.

      He wasn’t kicked out of the room, but there was a very firm ban on any further teleportation experiments within fifty meters of Fern. Hence, here he was now, deep in the woods behind the inn, Stark leaning against a tree stump and yawning like he was waiting for laundry to dry.

      Naruto stood on a patch of flattened snow, brows furrowed, holding a half-broken branch like it was a magic wand.

      “Alright… take forty-seven,” he muttered.

      Stark stretched his arms behind his head. “Forty-seven? Seriously?”

      “You gotta be here for the historic moment,” Naruto said, concentrating. “When I finally crack it, you’ll wanna tell people you witnessed the birth of greatness.”

      Stark looked unimpressed. “The only thing being born here is a migraine.”

      Naruto ignored him, crouched low, focused all his mana into a spiral between his palms, then flared it outward, twisting it into the runes and flow of what he thought might be spatial conversion. He shouted the name he’d made up just minutes ago— “Blazing Comet Slide!”

      A blinding flash burst outward. When the light cleared, Naruto was gone.

      Stark blinked. Then glanced up.

      Naruto was hanging upside down from a pine branch twenty feet up, his cloak caught on the edge.

      “Okay, that was progress!” Naruto called out cheerfully, his voice muffled slightly by his own hood.

      “Yeah, you’re ten feet farther from the ground,” Stark deadpanned. “Should I call Fern and let her know you’ve evolved from punching trees to hugging them?”

      Naruto grumbled and poofed himself free, landing on the snow with a groan. “This would be a lot easier if Frieren just taught me the actual spell…”

      “She probably doesn’t want you teleporting us into a volcano by accident.”

      “Teleporting out of one is the whole point!”

      Stark flopped on the snow like a tired dog. “Dude, why are you so obsessed with this, anyway? We’ve got feet. You’ve got wings. Why teleport?”

      Naruto picked up another stick, eyeing it as if it held the secret. “Because it’s cool, that’s why. And also… it’s practical, alright? Imagine being able to pop in and out of danger, save people in a second, escape traps, mess with enemies—‘Boom! I’m over here! Nope, now I’m over here!’ Instant ramen runs across the continent! It’s freedom.”

      “You just want to avoid walking,” Stark muttered.

      “That too.”

      Naruto tried again. He concentrated harder, this time visualizing the destination instead of the starting point. He drew a circle in the air, channeling chakra and mana through it, hoping the hybrid would help breach whatever layer of space he needed to twist.

      This time the flash didn’t end in a tree or ceiling. Instead, he popped three feet to the left… but without his boots.

      Stark stared at the boots still standing in the snow, then up at Naruto’s socked feet. “Wow. Revolutionary.”

      Naruto looked down, then looked back at Stark. “This is harder than it looks, okay?”

      Stark yawned, again. “The sounds you’re making, I’d be confused if you’re having trouble pooping or actually inventing a spell.”

      “Hey!”

      “What? All I’m hearing is bwrghhhh-space-bending-shlorghhhh!”

      Naruto groaned and fell backward into the snow. “Maybe I am constipated, magically speaking.”

      “Don’t drag me into your bathroom spell, man.”

      They lay there in silence for a while. The cold numbed the air, but not enough to stop the frustration from creeping in. Naruto looked up at the sky, watching faint stars peek out.

      “I just want to do something Frieren can’t,” he said after a while. “Not because I want to beat her or anything. But… she’s lived over a thousand years, Stark. And Fern’s like, a prodigy. Me? I’m the new guy. I don’t want to be just the weird flying punch-man with flashy spells. I want to contribute something real to this party. Something only I can do.”

      Stark turned his head to look at him. “You saved a village from a tornado by nuking it with a super wind bomb.”

      “Okay, that was pretty cool,” Naruto admitted with a grin.

      “And you created a thousand clones to hold back a flood.”

      “That too.”

      “Pretty sure Fern still has nightmares of the time you tried to read her mind and failed.”

      “That was a research accident!”

      Stark chuckled, snow sticking to the back of his hair. “Look, man. You’re already weird and impressive in a thousand ways. You don’t have to invent teleportation just to prove something.”

      “Yeah,” Naruto muttered, brushing snow off his arm. “But it’d be awesome if I did.”

      Stark sat up. “Tell you what. You figure out how to teleport, and I’ll get Frieren to admit you’re smarter than her.”

      “Really?”

      “Okay, maybe not smarter, but I’ll get her to stop calling you an idiot out loud.”

      Naruto grinned. “Deal.”

      They both stood, brushing the snow off their cloaks. As they made their way back to the inn, the stars twinkled above, and in Naruto’s mind, a thousand little formulas and spell shapes swirled and clicked and danced with new energy. He might not have cracked teleportation tonight. But he wasn’t giving up.

      Because if there was one thing that had defined Naruto Uzumaki since the day he was born, it was that when the world told him he couldn’t, he smiled, tightened his fists, and said—

      “Believe it.”

    
    

    
      It was late, the kind of quiet night where the wind barely moved the wooden frames of the old northern inn, and the only sound should have been the occasional rustle of a blanket or the flick of a page. The lamps had been dimmed. Dinner had come and gone—some root stew and crusty bread, not worth remembering but good enough to fill the stomach. Most of the guests in the inn had turned in early. A long day of travel through frostbitten valleys and half-frozen rivers left the body aching and the soul weary.

      But not Naruto.

      The floor creaked. A faint puff of magic filled the common room turned bedroom.

      “Shadow Clone Jutsu!”

      With a burst of light, ten Narutos filled the room. All of them sat cross-legged around the table, their faces full of thought, their voices loud and overlapping like school kids trying to solve a riddle.

      “Okay, so if we use the theory that mana can fold space like paper, maybe we could punch a hole from point A to point B—”

      “But that doesn’t explain how to aim it, dumbass!”

      “Maybe you gotta feel where you wanna go! Like, picture the wind or something!”

      “But the wind doesn’t go in straight lines! That’s why you landed in the chicken coop yesterday!”

      One of the clones slapped his own forehead. “No, no, no! It’s about anchors! What if we mark a place with our mana first, then try jumping back to it?”

      “That sounds cool. Like leaving footprints and coming back. I like it!”

      “Footprints… yeah…”

      On the far bed, Stark groaned, rolling over and shoving his pillow on his face. “Do they ever stop talking?” he mumbled, though not really expecting an answer. He was too tired to argue, and too used to the chaos by now. He waved one hand lazily in the air as if to say “go to hell” and let it fall back with a dull thud.

      On the other side of the room, Fern sat with her legs tucked beneath her, a thick leather book resting in her lap. She had tried reading the same page three times now. The Narutos were too loud. Their ideas too dumb. Their energy too obnoxiously hopeful. But she didn’t say anything either. What was the point? This was normal. This was Naruto.

      “Maybe if we use the concept of shrinking the distance instead of moving ourselves?”

      “Shrink distance?” One clone tilted his head. “Like making the place come to you instead?”

      “Exactly! Like folding a map! If we fold it just right, point A and B are next to each other!”

      “Whoa,” said another Naruto, his eyes wide. “That’s… actually kind of genius.”

      In the corner of the room, tucked under her quilt, Frieren lay on her side with her back turned to them. She wasn’t asleep. Not even close. Her eyes were open, fixed on the blank wall in front of her. To anyone looking, she’d seem like she was far away in her own world. And in a way, she was.

      But her ears were on Naruto.

      The way he talked—no, the way all the clones talked—it was loud and childish and lacked all formal structure. None of the logic that a true mage would use. No formulas, no runes, no precision. Just messy, stubborn imagination. It should have made her scoff. She should’ve called it a waste of mana. Pointless. Idiotic.

      And yet…

      It was beautiful.

      Not in the way Flamme’s theories were. Not like Serie’s terrifying elegance in magic. Naruto’s thoughts had none of that ancient refinement. They were messy, clumsy, like a child’s drawing of the sky. But sometimes, the simplest ideas held strange truths. Like how a child would say the sun is just a big hot ball. Wrong, completely wrong—but also strangely right in a way that made you pause.

      She pulled the quilt tighter over her shoulders.

      One of the Narutos stood up. “Okay! So we combine all our theories! Shrink the space! Anchor the mana! Leave footprints! Picture the destination! All of it!”

      “Right!”

      All ten raised their fists and high-fived each other, and then exploded into smoke one after the other, vanishing in a flash.

      The original Naruto stood up from the floor and stretched, yawning. “Man… still no teleportation but I feel like I’m getting closer!”

      He looked around the room, as if realizing how loud he’d been.

      Fern was pretending to read again. Stark was definitely asleep, snoring now. Frieren… he couldn’t tell.

      He rubbed the back of his head. “Heh. Guess I should quiet down…”

      He shuffled toward his own futon, pulling the blanket over himself with a sigh. “I’ll figure it out,” he whispered to no one. “Even if I ain’t smart like Sakura-chan or a genius like Shikamaru. I’ll figure it out my way.”

      Frieren’s eyes closed slowly.

      Not everything in this world needed to be written in books. Some things bloomed from stubborn hearts, not brilliant minds.

      And somewhere, deep inside her chest, a little warmth flickered. Not from logic. Not from knowledge. But from a boy with wild red hair, jade green eyes, and more mana than any human should hold.

      Maybe…

      He’d do it.

    
    

    
      The morning broke with screaming.

      It wasn’t the usual groan and mumble kind of wake-up call you expect from a northern inn where the blankets are too thin and the cold seeps through the windows like an unwelcome ghost. No, this was different. This was loud. Frantic. The kind of scream that makes your heartbeat slam into consciousness even before your eyes open.

      Naruto’s head jerked up from the blanket, eyes wide and alert. “What the hell—?”

      Stark was already half up, tangled in his sheets. “What is that? Is someone being murdered?!”

      Fern shot upright, her braid a mess, her sleepiness erased in a blink. “It’s monsters,” she said, voice clear with certainty. She grabbed her staff from beside the bed and swung on her cloak with mechanical precision.

      Downstairs, heavy thuds rattled the floorboards, like something massive was slamming into the walls.

      Frieren calmly rose from her bed and stepped into her boots, utterly unbothered by the chaos. “The warmth,” she muttered. “It’s what brought them.”

      Naruto was already summoning his staff, eyes glowing faint red. “We left the mana heater on all night.”

      “Because someone said he couldn’t sleep in the cold,” Fern muttered, glancing sideways at Stark.

      “Hey, I’m not apologizing for liking basic human comfort!” Stark snapped as he yanked his sword from its sheath.

      Another crash from downstairs followed by the shatter of glass and the guttural growl of something decidedly not human.

      “Alright, enough chatter!” Naruto bolted to the door and yanked it open. “Let’s go!”

      The hallway outside was chaos. Guests in nightclothes were running, screaming, children crying, someone yelling that their grandfather was still stuck inside the kitchen. The walls shook again. A monster roared—deep and throaty, like it had a mouth full of gravel and hate.

      Naruto leapt over the stair railing and landed with a boom in the entrance hall. Two large bear-like beasts were clawing at the inn’s wooden beams, fur covered in frost and eyes glowing sickly blue. One of them turned its head as Naruto landed and snarled, baring rows of jagged teeth.

      “Too slow!” Naruto roared, already mid-swing. “Wind Style: Great Break!”

      A compressed blast of wind erupted from his staff and slammed into the monster’s side, blasting it through the inn’s door in an explosion of splinters. The beast rolled out into the snow, howling in rage.

      Fern came flying down the stairs next, her staff pointed directly at the other beast. “Bind!”

      Ribbons of green mana wrapped around its limbs, tightening like living chains. It screeched and tried to charge her, but Stark dropped from above, swinging his sword with both hands.

      The steel connected with a heavy crunch and the beast collapsed to the floor in a heap.

      More growls echoed outside. The village had been surrounded. Shadows moved beyond the snow walls. Dozens of them.

      “They’re not just bears,” Frieren said as she joined them, standing calm and cold in the middle of the wrecked entryway. “They’re wargs, mixed with frost demons. This cold weather’s driven them down from the mountains.”

      Naruto looked out through the broken doors at the figures approaching. “That’s a whole pack.”

      “Maybe two packs,” Stark said, gripping his sword tighter. “They don’t usually come this far south.”

      Fern was scanning the faces of the inn guests, shepherding them behind tables, making sure no one else was hurt. “We need to push them back before the village is completely overrun.”

      Naruto nodded. “I’ll lead them away from the village. Keep the others safe.”

      “You’ll be outnumbered,” Frieren said.

      Naruto turned and grinned at her, and even though he was standing in front of monsters with fangs longer than her arms, he looked like a kid being told he couldn’t have a second helping of dessert. “I’m always outnumbered. Doesn’t matter. I’m faster.”

      Then he raised his staff and shouted, “Hey! Ugly snow rats!”

      The wargs turned. Their blue eyes locked on him.

      Naruto leapt into the air and vanished in a blur, streaking off toward the northern woods. Dozens of howls rang out in response, and the monsters began to chase.

      The wind bit at his face as he dashed over snowdrifts, flipping through trees and skimming above the frozen riverbanks. He looked over his shoulder. They were still coming.

      Good.

      He skidded to a halt in a clearing surrounded by ice-covered rocks and frostbitten trees.

      “Alright, time for a little fireworks.”

      He took a deep breath. Mana surged through his body. The cold around him evaporated as heat rose in waves.

      “Sky Ripper Rasengan!”

      He slammed his staff into the ground.

      A spiral of red and blue wind erupted from beneath his feet and tore through the clearing. The monsters never had a chance. The ones in the front were shredded instantly, their bodies ripped apart by the slicing pressure of condensed mana. The ones in the back tried to stop, but the winds caught them, lifting them into the air before slamming them back down like rag dolls.

      When it was done, only silence remained. The snow was stained with dark ichor. Ice steamed where the spell had struck.

      Naruto stood in the middle of it, breathing hard, his red hair fluttering in the aftermath. “Guess that’s what you get for ruining breakfast,” he muttered.

      Back at the inn, Frieren watched the snow settle. She could feel the mana pulsing through the woods. She could feel the silence, the kind that only comes when all threats have been erased.

      “He’s done,” she said simply.

      Fern, still checking the wounds of a crying child by the fireplace, looked up. “Already?”

      Stark exhaled, finally letting his shoulders drop. “Show-off.”

      Frieren nodded slightly. “Yes. But an effective one.”

      The villagers slowly came out of hiding. A few brave ones peeked through the ruined doors, saw the corpses being dragged back, saw Naruto walking through the falling snow, and began cheering.

      Naruto waved one hand lazily. “I’m not signing anything this time!” he called out. “No statues!”

      “Too late!” someone shouted.

      He groaned. “I hate being famous.”

      “Then stop saving villages,” Fern replied, deadpan.

      Naruto plopped down by the still-burning fireplace, hands out toward the warmth. “Nah. I like helping people. Even if they scream too much.”

      Frieren stood beside him and looked down. “That was good spellwork.”

      “Thanks,” he said with a tired grin. “Still working on that teleport thing though.”

      “You’ll get it,” she said, almost like a whisper.

      He blinked, then looked up. “Was that a compliment?”

      “No,” she replied, walking away.

      Stark chuckled. “She’s warming up to you.”

      Fern rolled her eyes. “That’s not how Frieren works.”

      Naruto shrugged. “I’ll take what I can get.”

      And outside, the snow kept falling, soft and cold, as the northern wind finally settled into peace.

      The snowfall had lightened, and the wind carried only the scent of scorched earth and the fading iron tang of blood. Most of the monsters were down, their twitching carcasses sprawled around the ruins of the once-cozy inn. Villagers peeked from behind half-shattered doors, trembling but alive. Naruto was brushing dust off his sleeves, his grin tired but triumphant, while Fern helped a shivering child into a blanket.

      But peace, as always, was fleeting.

      A sharp crack echoed through the air—too clean, too quick, too wrong. Before anyone could blink, three new figures blurred through the treeline, their forms slicing the air like bolts of hatred made flesh. They were evolved monsters—leaner, faster, smarter. Glowing eyes, bone-hardened claws, and a speed that blurred the very snow they kicked up in their charge.

      Stark turned too slow. The lead beast struck him like a battering ram, flinging him across the courtyard. He crashed into a broken post, the breath knocked from him. His axe clattered to the snow, spinning uselessly out of reach.

      Fern raised her staff, ready to unleash a containment spell, but Frieren stepped forward first. Her eyes shimmered with cold precision, and magic swirled at her fingertips—an instant kill, no doubt. The kind of spell that could wipe clean an army with a blink.

      But before she could release it, Naruto stepped in front of her.

      “Hold on,” he said, planting his staff firmly in the ground. “I wanna try something.”

      Frieren’s brow rose. “Huh?”

      The villagers screamed again. The monsters were heading toward them now, jaws unhinged and claws primed for blood.

      “Can these things fly?” Naruto asked, oddly calm.

      Fern, still shielding a family, blinked. “No, Mr. Naruto. I don’t think they can.”

      Naruto grinned. “Perfect.”

      The monsters roared, a blur of rage tearing toward the people. Stark, still on his knees, cursed and scrambled up—but his axe was too far. Frieren prepared to intervene again, but Naruto moved first.

      He raised his staff, eyes flaring with crimson and gold light, his voice clear and proud even through the storm of chaos.

      “Alright! Get ready for my brand-new spell… still in beta phase though, ahem—Flying Thunder Bolt!”

      There was a snap.

      Then silence.

      The monsters vanished.

      Not exploded. Not vaporized. Just… gone.

      Everyone froze. Fern stared. Frieren blinked. Stark, halfway to getting up, paused mid-crawl. Even the villagers, who had been screaming just a heartbeat ago, now stood in dumbfounded awe.

      Fern spoke first. “Where… did they go?”

      Naruto was spinning his staff lazily, a wide grin on his face. “Oh, they’re still around. Just not… here.”

      “Explain,” Frieren said flatly.

      Naruto tapped the staff’s end on the ground. “So, my dad—he was really good at this thing called Flying Thunder God. It was a teleportation technique from my old world. He could move instantly to wherever he marked. So, I thought—why not try something similar? I marked the sky, like, way up there. Higher than the clouds. Then just—poof!—sent them there.”

      “You what?” Stark said, blinking.

      “Teleportation,” Naruto repeated. “Upwards.”

      “But they’ll just fall down,” Fern murmured, and her voice carried more dread than curiosity.

      Stark turned his head slowly and squinted at the sky. His mouth opened slightly.

      “What’s that…?”

      They all looked up.

      Three dots.

      Growing larger.

      “Oh no,” Stark said. His eyes bulged as he dove to the side.

      Boom.

      The impact shook the earth. Black smoke exploded outward as the monsters slammed into the ground with enough force to crater the frozen dirt. The air hissed with steam where their scorched bodies hit the snow. Smoke billowed, tinged with ozone and something else—charred meat, maybe. There was the sharp crackle of friction-burned hide.

      Stark peeked out from behind a broken beam, coughing. “Are you trying to kill me?!”

      Naruto just laughed. “They landed way off to the side! You’re fine.”

      “Fine?! I felt my soul jump out of my chest!”

      Fern covered her nose. “It smells… kinda tasty…”

      Stark sniffed. “That’s… that’s actually not bad.”

      Naruto rested his staff against his shoulder and looked pleased with himself. “Guess I’ll call that a success.”

      Frieren stared at the still-smoldering bodies. “So you can teleport living creatures now?”

      “Yup,” Naruto said. “If I can mark something, I can send it. Though I gotta work on the aim. And maybe not drop things from orbit next time.”

      She hummed thoughtfully. “Interesting. Crude. But effective.”

      Fern sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “You gave me a heart attack.”

      “But did you die?” Naruto asked cheerfully.

      Stark stumbled up, groaning. “Nearly! And you know what? I think next time, let Frieren kill them first.”

      “No way. This is way more fun,” Naruto said with a wink.

      As the black smoke faded and the last embers in the snow died down, the villagers stepped out, speechless. Some stared at the crater. Others looked at Naruto like he was something ancient, powerful, and completely insane.

      And maybe he was.

      But the monsters were dead.

      The people were safe.

      And the sky was, for now, clear.

    
    

    
      Dinner that evening had been simple—stew thick with root vegetables and a bit of roasted rabbit, a warm loaf of bread, and the faint scent of herbs that Fern insisted helped with digestion. They’d taken shelter in a small abandoned chapel just outside the forest, its wooden walls creaking in the wind, but the heat of a fire crackling in the stone hearth made it feel almost like home.

      Naruto sat cross-legged on the old wooden floor, chewing with abandon. The others were quieter, tired from the day’s chaos. Fern was finishing her book, occasionally glancing up at Naruto like he might spontaneously combust again. Stark was glaring at a burnt chunk of rabbit like it had personally betrayed him. Frieren, wrapped in a blanket near the fire, sipped her tea and watched Naruto without saying much.

      Then, as the plates were cleared and silence settled like snow, Frieren finally spoke.

      “You did well today.”

      Naruto blinked. “Huh?”

      She nodded slowly, resting her chin in one hand. “Teleporting the monsters out of the field of battle. It wasn’t clean, but it was clever. And dangerous. But it worked.”

      Naruto blinked again, mouth still half-full. “Did you just… praise me?”

      Fern looked up from her book and chimed in, voice dry as desert parchment. “It was impressive, Mr. Naruto. Very messy. But impressive.”

      Naruto beamed. “I’ll take it.”

      Stark mumbled something unintelligible, poking at the fire with a stick.

      “What was that?” Naruto teased.

      “I said,” Stark grumbled, “next time warn me before you drop burning monsters from the sky.”

      “No promises,” Naruto said with a laugh.

      Then Frieren shifted, standing up and brushing imaginary dust from her robe. Her expression was unreadable, as always. But there was a strange look in her eyes, something quiet and distant, like memory blooming under moonlight.

      “I’ve decided to teach you a spell,” she said plainly.

      Naruto stopped chewing. “Huh?”

      “I’m going to teach you a spell,” she repeated, walking over to him.

      Naruto squinted at her, leaning back as if trying to catch the lie hiding in her face. “You said that before. When I asked for teleportation. Then you taught me how to change the temperature of my tea.”

      “That was a joke,” Frieren said without hesitation.

      “I know that!” he snapped, pointing a half-eaten piece of bread at her. “So this is a joke too, right? Gonna teach me how to make dirt taste like soup?”

      “Schees.”

      Naruto paused. “What’s that? Some kind of sneeze?”

      Frieren stepped forward, lifting one hand slowly. Her fingers drew a precise shape through the air, then—sharp and clean—a pale blue spear of ice bloomed into existence, hovering silently above her palm. It shimmered with elegance and death, faintly steaming in the warm room.

      Naruto blinked once.

      Then twice.

      Fern sat up straight, wide-eyed. “Wait… that’s an actual spell.”

      Stark’s eyes went wide too. “That’s not one of her joke ones. That’s the real deal!”

      Frieren glanced at the two and gave the barest nod. “Yes.”

      Naruto stared at the spear, then at Frieren. “You’re joking. This is a prank. Someone’s going to shout ‘gotcha!’ any second.”

      “No,” she said calmly. “This spell is called Schees. It’s not one of Flamme’s or from the ancient era. I learned it from a southern court mage. It shoots ice spears. Fast. Deadly. Quiet.”

      “You’re… teaching me this?” Naruto asked slowly, his voice fragile with disbelief.

      Frieren let the spell fade from her hand. “You said in your world, you had kunai. Small blades you could throw, quickly, with precision. If you master this, it’ll feel familiar. You’ll get that part of yourself back.”

      He stared at her, lips twitching, breath caught somewhere in his chest. Then the twitch became a hiccup. The hiccup became a strange sniff. And then—suddenly and ungracefully—he was crying. Hiccupping, wailing, joyful crying.

      “H-hag!” he sobbed, rubbing his nose with his sleeve. “Y-you hag! I-I’m crying now, you jerk!”

      Fern blinked. “He’s… crying?”

      Stark rubbed his eyes. “From gratitude or a stroke?”

      Naruto fell forward dramatically, face buried into Frieren’s cloak like a small child. “Y-you finally believe in me, I knew it, I-I knew it… you pretended not to care but you do! You’re a big softie hag!”

      Frieren stood there like a frozen statue, arms slack at her side. Her eyes twitched. “Please stop getting snot on my robes.”

      “I’ll treasure this moment forever!” he wailed. “This is the best day of my second life!”

      Frieren turned to the others, unamused. “Why did I do this again?”

      “You have only yourself to blame,” Fern said, calmly flipping another page in her book.

      “I say we all let him cry himself out,” Stark muttered, crawling back to his blanket.

      “Can I sleep next to you tonight?” Naruto sniffed, looking up at Frieren with the most exaggerated tearful puppy eyes.

      “No.”

      “Okay.”

      Frieren sighed and sat back down, pulling her quilt over her head.

      Naruto, still sniffling, wiped his eyes, took a deep breath, and whispered to himself, “Schees… I’m gonna throw these like shuriken. Demons won’t even know what hit ’em…”

      He didn’t sleep much that night. He lay under his blanket, eyes wide open, whispering the word again and again like a prayer. In the cold world of this strange land, a little shard of warmth bloomed in his chest. He didn’t just belong—he was becoming something here.

      And it started with a single, glimmering spear.
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      “Some people come into your life as a blessing, some as a lesson. The special ones are often both.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 22

    
    

    

    
      The cold wind whipped through the streets as the snow crunched under their boots. The party trudged through the sleepy northern town, eyes scanning for an inn with decent roofing and warm soup. Naruto had his arms folded behind his head, bouncing on his heels, completely ignoring the fact that his teeth were chattering.

      “Yo, are we there yet? My toes are about to revolt.”

      “Maybe if you wore actual boots instead of sandals in snow,” Fern muttered without looking at him.

      Naruto dramatically gasped. “Betrayed by the only one who calls me Mr. Naruto.”

      Fern rolled her eyes. “And yet, here you are, alive.”

      “Only because I’m powered by sheer spite and good looks,” Naruto grinned, puffing his chest out like a smug rooster.

      Frieren stopped walking suddenly, blinking at the bar sign. “Let’s try here. Might as well eat before settling in.”

      Naruto was already halfway inside when his eyes lit up. “Yo! It’s that guy from the mage exam!” he blurted, pointing with all the subtlety of a firework in a library.

      Inside the bar, warm light flickered off worn wooden tables. A few groups of locals sat nursing mugs of something strong-smelling and amber. By the far wall, lounging with the relaxed confidence of someone who’s either incredibly powerful or terminally unemployed, sat Wirbel. His eyes lit up as he caught sight of the group—and locked immediately onto Stark.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the ginger tank himself!” Wirbel chuckled, standing up and slapping Stark’s shoulder hard enough to knock a lesser man sideways. “Quite a quick reunion. Damn bro, you look stronger!”

      Stark scratched the back of his head, his trademark sheepish grin doing its best to downplay the compliment. “Heh, yeah. Been… y’know, traveling. Fighting monsters. Usual stuff.”

      “Thanks again for helping us with the boar in the capital,” Wirbel added, his grin more genuine now.

      “No problem, man. That thing was a menace,” Stark replied.

      Naruto squinted between the two of them and leaned toward Frieren like they were gossiping in a school hallway. “Hey, hag, what’s up with this bromanship?”

      Frieren gave a shrug that conveyed roughly the same emotional investment as a pebble. “Warriors tend to bond over violence. Like dogs sniffing each other.”

      “Wow. That’s… deeply unsettling and makes too much sense.”

      “Exactly.”

      Wirbel clapped once and waved the bartender over, pointing to their table. “You guys want something? I’m buying. Sit down, relax. You won’t like what I’ve gotta say.”

      That pulled a pause from the group. Naruto glanced at Fern, who was already furrowing her brow. Stark looked confused but followed Wirbel to the nearest table anyway. The group settled in, ordering something warm, as Wirbel leaned in and his tone shifted.

      “Things up north are getting dicey,” he said, voice dropping low. “Demons have gone berserk for some reason. More attacks, more aggression. Entire patrols getting wiped out. Whole villages going dark. It’s not the usual territorial skirmishes. It’s like they’re… angry. Desperate.”

      Naruto blinked. “Wait, what? Since when do demons get emotional?”

      Wirbel’s eyes narrowed. “Since about a few weeks after a certain someone killed one of the Seven Sages of Destruction.”

      Frieren’s lips barely moved as she leaned in to whisper in Naruto’s ear. “It’s because you killed Aura.”

      Naruto flinched so hard he nearly knocked his mug over. “That was an accident! I didn’t know about that scale rule! Who writes laws in cryptic metaphor, anyway?!”

      “Witches. Demons. Philosophers. Take your pick.”

      “I didn’t even mean to behead her! It just kinda—happened! I was just trying to free those men!”

      Frieren sipped her drink and said nothing. Fern kept looking at him with that wide-eyed stare that said, Why am I even surprised anymore?

      Wirbel continued, oblivious to the side drama. “Anyway, we really are in a tight situation. Front lines are stretched thin. They could seriously use a warrior like Stark up there. I’m talking three or four years at least, till things calm down.”

      Naruto sat up straighter, blinking. “Wait, hold up. Three or four years? You trying to recruit him?”

      “Yup.” Wirbel smiled like a recruiter with a clipboard. “Strong guy like him could turn the tide, even inspire morale. We’ve got some decent fighters, but no one with Stark’s raw power and instinct. And that’s rare.”

      Stark’s hand tightened on his mug. The warm, cozy bar felt a little heavier. “I’m the warrior of this party,” he said quietly, firmly, leaving no room for argument.

      Naruto nodded solemnly, arms crossed. “Darn right. We need him to carry the bags. And save my life. And emotionally support Fern when she has to deal with me.”

      Fern tensed beside him. Her lips pressed together, and her grip on her cup tightened slightly. She didn’t say anything, but the silence spoke louder than any outburst. She didn’t like this.

      Wirbel raised both hands, grinning. “Hey, hey—I ain’t here to steal him. Just plant a seed. Think it over, huh? I’m here for two days. And I’m not giving up until I recruit you.”

      Naruto leaned across the table dramatically. “Wow. You’re like the worst ex-boyfriend ever.”

      “Only if he says yes,” Wirbel shot back with a wink.

      Stark groaned, slumping in his seat. “I just wanted a warm bed and some soup.”

      Naruto patted his shoulder. “Same, bro. But instead we get moral dilemmas and passive-aggressive recruitment speeches. Ain’t life grand?”

      Frieren raised a brow. “This could escalate. If demon activity’s spiking, we’ll need to change our travel plans.”

      Fern finally spoke, voice low. “We’re still going north?”

      “We have to,” Frieren said. “The Demon King’s castle is there. And beyond that, the place called Heaven. If Naruto wants to see the dead again, it’s the only path.”

      Everyone turned to look at Naruto.

      He sat quietly for a moment, the usual fire in his eyes dimmed just a touch. Then he straightened up and grinned.

      “Then we keep going. Demons, snow, creepy castles—I don’t care. I came back from the dead once. What’s a little more crazy?”

      Frieren stared at him, expression unreadable. Then, faintly, she smiled. Just for a second.

      Wirbel looked between them and exhaled. “You guys are weird.”

      “Yeah,” Naruto smirked. “But weird’s never boring.”

    
    

    
      Steam curled lazily from the surface of the pond, fogging the frigid air in soft white tendrils. Snow-dusted trees framed the little clearing like silent sentinels, their branches glistening under the pale light of a shy northern sun. A few birds chirped above like they hadn’t gotten the memo about winter, but otherwise, it was all peace and serenity.

      Frieren slid into the warm water first, letting out a quiet sigh as the heat melted the cold stiffness from her limbs. She barely winced as she sank up to her shoulders, her pale hair floating around her like some mythical forest spirit just clocking out for the day.

      Fern followed a little slower, wincing and flinching as she eased into the pond. “Oof. Still better than freezing to death,” she muttered, hugging her arms under the water.

      “Barely,” Frieren replied dryly, then tilted her head back. “Still… nice to soak once in a while. Especially when someone keeps yelling in my ears all day.”

      Fern let out a small laugh. “You mean Mr. Naruto?”

      Frieren blinked. “Do I ever mean anyone else?”

      “True.”

      For a while, they sat in comfortable silence, letting the warmth ease the travel fatigue out of their muscles. It had been a long trek to this town, and the idea of just existing in hot water with no responsibilities was bordering on sacred. Then, without warning, Frieren broke the quiet.

      “He won’t go,” she said.

      Fern glanced at her. “Stark?”

      Frieren gave a small nod, eyes half-lidded, watching steam drift off the surface. “Wirbel’s offer. It was good. He could be famous. Respected. Paid.”

      Fern frowned. “Yeah, but… he’s with us.”

      “That’s exactly the problem.” Frieren glanced at her now. “He’s sacrificing his future to protect people who don’t always need protecting. You. Me. Naruto.”

      Fern looked down, letting her fingers skim just under the surface. “He doesn’t see it that way.”

      “I know.” Frieren’s voice was quiet. “That’s what worries me.”

      A little silence stretched again. Snowflakes drifted down lazily through the tree canopy, melting as they kissed the surface of the pond.

      “I… I don’t want him to go either,” Fern murmured.

      Frieren raised a brow. “Because we need him?”

      Fern hesitated. Then, softly, “Because I need him.”

      That earned a longer pause.

      “I thought so,” Frieren said, voice unreadable.

      And right then, fate—being the dramatic little gremlin it is—decided that would be the exact moment Stark wandered into the clearing.

      He’d been trying to find Naruto, actually. The knucklehead had disappeared again to “punch trees for fun” or something equally dumb, and Stark had been tracking his snowy sandal prints through the woods like a reluctant babysitter.

      So when he stumbled past a bush and into the clearing with the pond, he wasn’t expecting anything other than maybe a wild animal, a weird frog, or possibly Naruto doing handstands.

      What he saw instead was steam, sunlight, two very naked women, and the kind of silence that makes your soul leave your body before your brain can process what’s happening.

      Frieren blinked at him calmly like she was observing a cloud formation.

      Fern’s face, however, went through five stages of emotional combustion in one second flat—confusion, realization, horror, betrayal, and volcanic rage.

      Stark’s eyes went wide, and he didn’t even manage to look away yet. “Oh no.”

      “You absolute pervert!” Fern screeched, throwing her entire arm across her chest while conjuring a flickering bolt of mana in the other.

      Stark’s body stiffened like a statue. “I didn’t—I wasn’t—I’m sorry!”

      “Get out!” Fern shouted.

      He spun on his heel so fast he nearly slipped on a rock, scrambling back through the trees in full reverse with a flurry of muttered apologies trailing behind him like a panicked fog.

      Frieren, still floating calmly in the water, said without blinking, “Ten seconds slower, and I’d have put him in a mana stasis loop.”

      Fern groaned, cheeks blazing. “He better not tell Naruto.”

      “He will. But Naruto will probably just ask what kind of soap we use.”

      “I hate everything.”

      “Welcome to adventuring,” Frieren said, deadpan.

      Fern sank into the water until just her eyes were above the surface like an angry crocodile, muttering curses under her breath. Somewhere in the trees, a poor traumatized Stark was busy rethinking every decision that had led him to this exact moment in life.

    
    

    
      Snow crunched beneath their boots as they trudged back into the inn, the sky already darkening into a blanket of dusk. Stark had his arms full of supplies—dried meats, root vegetables, a few clinking bottles of oil, and a paper-wrapped block of cheese that Naruto had insisted on grabbing because it “looked funny.”

      “Did you get the bread?” Fern asked the moment he stepped through the door.

      Stark blinked. “The what?”

      Fern’s eyes narrowed. “The bread. I asked for it three times.”

      “Oh. Uh…” Stark stared at the bundle in his arms like it might magically reveal a hidden loaf.

      Fern crossed her arms, voice clipped and cold. “You forgot. Again.”

      Stark’s face fell. “I—I didn’t mean to—there was this line, and then the shopkeeper kept asking about Naruto’s hair, and then we ran into that guy who sells those mystery herbs, and—”

      “Excuses,” Fern cut in, already turning away to unpack the rest of the supplies.

      The silence that followed was stiff and heavy, like the air itself had decided it was mad too. Stark just stood there, arms still full, eyes on the floor like a scolded kid. He didn’t argue, didn’t even try to explain again. Just… stood there. Quiet.

      Naruto blinked between them, feeling the weird tension creeping up the walls like a vine. Fern was being way more prickly than usual—and not the fun kind of prickly. The kind that made the room colder even though they were standing near a damn fireplace.

      So Naruto did what he did best.

      He lied.

      “Oh wait, my bad,” he said loudly, walking over and clapping Stark on the back hard enough to jostle his bags. “I was the one who forgot about the bread. I told him I had it handled and then got distracted by this dope old lady selling squirrel meat. That’s on me.”

      Fern didn’t even look up from her bag. “You don’t need to take other people’s faults, Mr. Naruto.”

      Naruto opened his mouth to respond but before he could get a word in, Stark quietly set the supplies down on the table and walked out the door, coat rustling behind him. No words. Just… left.

      Naruto’s hand dropped from where it had hovered mid-gesture. “Well. That didn’t work.”

      Frieren let out a breath and closed her eyes like she was physically tired of the drama. “You should be more easy with Stark,” she said to Fern, her voice as flat as a worn-down chalkboard.

      Fern froze for half a second. “I treat him the same as anyone else.”

      “That’s the problem.”

      Fern’s brows furrowed, but she didn’t respond. She just went back to unpacking with a little more force than necessary, as if the carrots had personally betrayed her.

      Naruto walked over and crouched next to the fireplace, poking the embers with a stick. “You know,” he said after a beat, “Stark didn’t have to come with us.”

      Fern didn’t say anything, so he kept going.

      “Like, he could’ve been some hotshot military dude. Worn cool armor. Had fangirls. Drank tea with nobles. Probably wouldn’t be yelled at about bread.”

      Still no response.

      “He stays because he wants to. Because he’s got our backs. Yours especially.”

      Fern tightened her grip on a jar of salt. “He’s unreliable.”

      Naruto gave her a look. “So are you when you wake up grumpy. So am I, like, all the time.”

      “That’s different.”

      “Is it though?” Naruto tilted his head. “You hold him to a higher standard than the rest of us. Why?”

      Fern didn’t answer, but her ears were turning red.

      Frieren, still lounging in the corner like a cat with too many opinions, sipped her tea. “Because she likes him.”

      Fern turned crimson. “Excuse me—”

      “I’ve seen ancient kings less obvious,” Frieren said blandly.

      Naruto snorted. “Yeah, you’re about as subtle as a lightning jutsu to the face.”

      Fern looked like she was going to explode, but instead, she just grabbed the jar tighter and hissed, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Mhm,” Naruto said with the fakest innocent look ever. “Totally believe you.”

      The door creaked back open then, snow blowing in along with a very cold, very silent Stark. He held up a small, slightly squished bag.

      “…I went back for the bread.”

      Fern looked at him. Then at the bread. Then at the floor.

      “Thanks,” she muttered, too quiet for anyone but him to hear.

      Stark gave her a small smile and walked past into the kitchen, like nothing had happened.

      Naruto leaned over to Frieren. “You think I could invent a spell to force people to admit feelings?”

      “You’d end the world.”

      “Yeah. But like, in a fun way.”

    
    

    
      “So, uh…” Stark scratched the back of his head, cheeks dusted pink, eyes darting anywhere except Frieren’s. “I kind of asked Fern out.”

      Frieren blinked at him from her usual perch beside the fireplace, legs crossed neatly, a mug of lukewarm tea in her hands. “I’m aware.”

      “You are?”

      “I am the only person in this group who actually pays attention.”

      Stark flushed even redder. “Okay, wow, didn’t expect to be roasted right off the bat. Uh, anyway—so I was wondering if you, like, had any advice? Since you’re, y’know, a lady and all.”

      Frieren raised an eyebrow. “A young lady.”

      There was a pause.

      “Sure,” Stark said, carefully diplomatic. “A… young… lady.”

      From across the room, Naruto wheezed from behind a curtain. He popped his head out like a nosy little gremlin, smirking. “Young where, hag? In the sense of geological eras?”

      “I will throw you into a time rift,” Frieren said without looking at him.

      Naruto made a zipping motion over his lips but still giggled like a kid who’d just let out a stinky one in class.

      Frieren returned her attention to Stark and gave a small sigh, like she was already regretting engaging in mortal problems. “Fine. You want advice. What does Fern like? She likes quiet walks, she likes being complimented when she puts effort into something, she likes rare flowers—especially the ice lilies—and she hates people who chew with their mouths open.”

      Stark blinked. “Wait, really?”

      “Yes. And she’s ticklish behind her left ear but I assume you’re not ready for that level of intimacy.”

      “WHAT—NO! I—no—definitely not! I was just gonna take her to dinner!”

      Frieren sipped her tea. “Then don’t pick that tavern with the singing goat. The stew is good, but the entertainment is traumatic.”

      Naruto leaned against the wall, arms crossed, grinning. “Wow, hag, you actually know a lot about Fern. That’s incredible.”

      Frieren gave a small smile. “It was Heiter who was incredible. He told me everything about Fern and how to take care of her. I simply follow what he said.” Her eyes softened faintly, almost imperceptibly. “I doubt I could ever be a great parent like him.”

      “You already are a great parent,” Stark said without hesitation, looking genuinely grateful.

      Naruto, however, burst out laughing. “Pfft! The hag? A good mom? Please—she’d cry more than the baby when it comes time for diapers! Although, I doubt anyone’s gonna wanna change diapers with her, y’know? Fossils aren’t exactly hot.”

      Frieren narrowed her eyes. “Himmel was interested.”

      Naruto grinned wickedly. “Poor guy. Must’ve had a thing for ancient ruins.”

      Frieren casually reached for a pillow and flung it at his face with more mana than strictly necessary. Naruto yelped as it clocked him in the head and knocked him flat off the bench.

      “Sheesh, violent and single,” he muttered from the floor. “No wonder Himmel’s dead.”

      Stark tried not to snort too loud.

      Later that evening, the date actually happened.

      It wasn’t flashy. Stark wasn’t flashy. But he showed up in a decently clean coat, a little nervous but armed with everything Frieren had told him. They ate near the cliffside, where a tiny tavern had set up chairs outside with view of the mountains and the lights flickering from the town below. No singing goats, thankfully.

      Fern didn’t say much at first—Fern never did—but she smiled more than usual. And when Stark pulled a slightly crushed bouquet of ice lilies from behind his back and muttered something about “them being not as pretty as her,” she blushed all the way to her collar.

      It wasn’t perfect. They both talked over each other a few times. Stark dropped his fork. Fern got self-conscious about her laugh.

      But it was theirs.

      And when they walked back together, arms just barely brushing, it was like the winter wind didn’t quite bite as hard.

      The next morning, Wirbel found them packing up to leave.

      He stood with his hands in his coat pockets, looking at Stark with an almost fatherly squint. “So. I take it that’s a no on the army?”

      Stark adjusted the strap on his sword and nodded. “Yeah. I’m sticking with them.”

      Wirbel gave a sigh and shook his head, but he was smiling. “You’re stubborn. I like that. Still—I’m not giving up on recruiting you. You’d look damn good in uniform.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Stark said, grinning.

      Wirbel turned to Fern with a wink. “You sure you don’t wanna convince him otherwise, Miss Fern?”

      Fern’s eyes narrowed. Her hands twitched like she was this close to hexing him. “He stays.”

      Wirbel laughed. “Message received, loud and clear.” Then, more seriously, he added, “You’ve got a good thing going. Don’t waste it.”

      Fern watched him go, cheeks still slightly red, arms folded.

      Naruto elbowed Stark lightly as they started walking. “Look at you, lady-killer. I give you three days before she lets you hold her hand without exploding.”

      Stark groaned. “Don’t say stuff like that, she’s right there!”

      “Right here and listening,” Fern muttered.

      Frieren, walking ahead, barely glanced back. “I’m proud of you, Stark.”

      Stark blinked. “Really?”

      “Not enough to say it twice.”

      But she was smiling, and somehow, that meant everything.

      With the sun climbing over the distant snow-capped peaks, and the party once again on the move, the road ahead was long, full of uncertainty, demons, dumb jokes, and danger.

      But it was also full of warmth.

      And maybe— home.

    
    

    
      Today we reached a village nestled deep in the Northern countries. Snow lined the rooftops like lazy frosting, and the air felt sharp, the kind of cold that stings your cheeks before you even realize you’re shivering. The village was called Faber—small, quiet, and blanketed in that sort of hush that only northern winds and isolation can bring. It reminded me of a time long past, back when Mistress and her party had traveled with the intention of defeating the Demon King. The kind of places Mistress said that Himmel used to say held the “soul of the world.”

      The old mayor welcomed us, hunched and bundled in layers of fur and faded wool, with more wrinkles than our collective life experiences. His voice was raspier than a burnt kettle.

      He made a small bow. “Thank you for coming. We have a request for your party.”

      Naruto’s eyes immediately lit up like he was about to go on some grand, world-ending quest. “Oho? A mission? Like—badass monster hunting? Maybe a rogue demon lord? Ice dragons? Giant bandit syndicates hiding under a volcano?”

      He was practically vibrating with excitement. He even did this little pose, fist clenched in front of his chest like some kind of dramatic stage actor.

      The mayor cleared his throat. “We would like you to clean a statue.”

      There was a long, stunned silence. Naruto’s face fell like an overinflated balloon meeting a needle. “Seriously?!”

      “Our reward?” Mistress Frieren asked, because of course she would cut to the point. She already had the look on her face that said ‘I’m only asking to humor you, but I will not be humored.’

      “A spell,” the mayor replied, his eyes twinkling like he knew it was going to be ridiculous. “A spell to scratch the itchy parts of your back.”

      Mr. Naruto groaned so loud I thought his soul left his body for a moment. “What was I expecting…”

      Despite the grumbling, we followed the old man to the village square, walking past crooked wooden fences, snow-dusted bushes, and tiny homes that huddled together like sheep. The statue stood in the middle of the square, weathered and rusted with time. From a distance, I had thought it was another monument to Hero Himmel—there were so many of them scattered across the continent that I wouldn’t have been surprised.

      But when we stood in front of it, we realized we were wrong.

      The statue wasn’t Himmel.

      It was someone else entirely.

      He stood tall, arms crossed, cloak swirling in the imaginary wind, and eyes cast toward the distant horizon. You could still make out the sharp lines of his jaw and the boldness in his stance, despite the layer of greenish-brown rust crawling across the copper. The years had dulled him, but something remained. Something heavy and noble and very still.

      “That’s not Himmel,” Stark said, squinting up.

      “No,” Mistress said, her voice softer than usual. “That’s the Hero of the South.”

      Stark blinked. “Wait, that guy? Isn’t he kind of… exaggerated? Like folklore stuff?”

      Mistress shook her head. “No exaggeration. He was the strongest of mankind.”

      Naruto scratched his head, looking half impressed and half confused. “But I thought Himmel was the strongest? Y’know, he defeated the Demon King and all.”

      Mistress’s eyes flicked up at the statue again. “The Demon King didn’t fall because of one person. While Himmel’s party delivered the final blow, many heroes had a hand in the war. This man… he fought before us. Before Himmel even rose to fame.”

      I remember being surprised. We’d talked about other battles and enemies before, but not this.

      Mistress continued. “There were seven Sages of Destruction—generals who served directly under the Demon King. Our party only defeated two. The other five either escaped or disappeared completely or were defeated by someone else. One of them—Aura the Guillotine—was among the vanished. The same one Naruto defeated eight months ago.”

      My eyes flicked to Naruto. He was quiet. He usually only did that when something heavy was sitting on his chest.

      Mistress went on. “The Hero of the South… he fought all of them at once. A year before we even formed our party. The Demon King’s closest confidant, the Omniscient Schlacht, attacked him along with the Sages. It was said Schlacht could see a thousand years into the future. Still, the Hero of the South defeated three of the sages… but he died doing it.”

      There was silence again, but it wasn’t awkward. It was reverent. I watched Stark’s gaze shift upward.

      “Wow… that’s so cool,” he murmured. “He must’ve been really strong.”

      Naruto stepped forward, head tilted up at the statue. The wind rustled his white-golden robes. “Huh… reminds me of the Hokages.”

      We all looked at him, and he gave a sheepish chuckle. “In my world, there was this guy—the Third Raikage. Dude fought ten thousand enemies by himself for three days straight just so his troops could escape.” His voice dropped a little. “He died standing… still fighting.”

      He grinned, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “You need a big heart to fight like that,” Naruto said. “Not just power. You gotta be the kind of person who puts others before yourself. Who’s ready to die if it means someone else gets to live.”

      He paused, and for a second, I saw it again—that sadness that flickered just beneath his smile. That kind of loneliness you only carry when you’ve known war in a way that never really leaves you.

      “Luckily for you guys,” he said, puffing out his chest again, “I’ve got plenty of both!”

      I almost laughed. Almost. But the look in Mistress’s eyes was quiet and knowing. She understood. Of course she did.

      “Let’s clean him,” she said softly.

      So we did.

      We scrubbed off years of grime, our breath misting the cold air. Naruto took a cloth and started at the base. Stark used his sleeves and didn’t complain even once. Mistress used a wind spell to blow away the snow caked around the shoulders.

      And I… I kept glancing at Naruto.

      For someone so loud and brash and ridiculous, there was a kind of honor in him that you couldn’t teach. A gentleness hidden behind all the chaos.

      The statue gleamed a little brighter by the time we were done.

      And maybe… so did we.

    
    

    
      It was one year before Himmel found me.

      I was in the woods near Master’s old parish, searching for a rare herb that only bloomed in the winter frost. The cold didn’t bother me much. Elves tend to have a higher tolerance for the elements, and I had grown used to the long silence of the forests. The snow crunched beneath my boots as I knelt beside a patch of whitebells, their petals curling inward like tiny fists. I remember reaching down, fingers brushing frost, when the air shifted.

      I looked up.

      He stood at the edge of the woods, like he’d always been there—tall, robed in thick southern cloth, dark bronze armor laced beneath his mantle. His hair was unkempt but clean, and his eyes… they were clear. Like still water that held something underneath—something heavy and inevitable.

      The Hero of the South.

      I recognized him instantly. Everyone did. His name was spoken in stories with reverence and fear. They said he fought at the Northernmost frontlines—facing monsters that only whispered in legends. They said he stood alone, and entire armies crumbled. And yet there he was, looking very human in the quiet hush of the trees.

      He adjusted his robes, calm, almost friendly. “Are you Frieren the elven mage?”

      I stood slowly. “I am she.”

      He nodded, as if he expected no other answer. “I was wondering if you’d accompany me on an expedition.”

      I tilted my head. “I’m a mediocre mage,” I replied. I truly believed it at the time.

      He chuckled, big and booming. “Of course, of course, and I’m a dwarf. Hah!” He paused to glance around my small hut just a few paces behind me—little more than a wooden shack with charm runes etched into the walls and an herb garden half-frozen out front.

      “You know,” he said, eyes drifting back to me, “I can see a bit into the future.”

      I said nothing.

      “I know, it’s ridiculous,” he grinned, “but I’ve seen something. One year from now, I will die. The Seven Sages of Destruction will find me. I’ll take three of them with me. But I’ll fall.”

      My heart didn’t skip or race. I was used to strange visitors and odd prophecies. But something in his voice made the silence of the woods feel heavier.

      He smiled, not sadly, but… like someone who already made peace with everything. “And one year after I die, a young man with blue hair will come looking for you. Tell him this: he will be a hero. He will change your life forever.”

      I blinked. “Who is he?”

      He smiled. “You’ll know.”

      And I did. A year later, Himmel came. Young, vibrant, filled with impossible hope. And he did change my life, in ways I never imagined.

      But the Hero of the South hadn’t finished.

      “I’ve seen something else too,” he said, gazing past me into the snow-blanketed forest. ‘Far beyond our time. Maybe a hundred years from now… a boy will appear. A boy not from this world. He’ll be loud, reckless, too proud for his own good, and utterly incapable of subtlety.’ He chuckled to himself, then added, “He will change your life. And the whole world forever.”

      I didn’t believe it. I had no idea what he meant. Not then.

      But now, standing in front of his statue, hands stained green from rust and cleaning salve, I remembered those words. It struck me as I watched Naruto bend low over the statue’s base, face scrunched in determination as he scrubbed.

      He had tied his sleeves up so they wouldn’t dip into the cleaning solution, and his red hair stuck out like wildfire against the soft grey snow. He was muttering something under his breath—probably complaining about how boring the mission was, or that the reward spell sucked.

      But his eyes…

      His eyes were the same as the Hero of the South.

      Not in color, not in shape. But in spirit.

      Burning with a kind of unbreakable conviction, born not from ego—but from love. A deep, stubborn love for the people around him, even if they didn’t always notice. Even when he was exhausted. Even when the world tried to silence him.

      And I smiled. A small thing. Barely noticeable.

      But he noticed.

      “Oi, hag!” Naruto straightened up and pointed his sponge at me. “Whatcha’ lookin’ at me for? Is there something on my face? Did I grow another nose or something?!”

      I didn’t say anything.

      Fern, wiping the side of the statue’s foot, looked up at me too, puzzled. “She’s smiling again,” she said, nudging her brush up.

      “She’s doing that weird knowing smile thing!” Naruto squawked, backing up. “Gah! Fern, she’s gonna hit me with another cryptic speech! Hide me!”

      Fern rolled her eyes. “Mr. Naruto, please.”

      But I didn’t stop smiling. Not even as they argued.

      The Hero of the South was right.

      I just hadn’t known it until now.

    
    

    
      A/N:

      Replying to mshade656: Maybe you will never read this answer. It’s fine that you quit reading this. I don’t understand what you meant by “whiny little shit”. Isn’t canon Naruto like that? I could be wrong. Listen, folks, I am tired of saying this: I AM NOT KISHIMOTO! PLEASE STOP COMPARING HIS NARUTO WITH MINE. Nobody can perfectly replicate a character.

    
    

    
      So this was a bigger-than-usual-chapter. It is inspired completely from the manga and I have mashed together like 4 chapters.

      I also tried to use Fern and Frieren’s first person point-of-view storytelling. If you like this, I’ll write every once in a while in this style. Otherwise— not much.

      By the way, I am working on the El Dorado arc while also reading it (16 June) and it’s awesome. Any suggestions for the arcs beyond that?

      Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, better, larger and with more depth.

      See ya’ soon. Bye.

      

    
  




    23. The Prank

    
      Author Note: Despite being discharged from the hospital just an hour ago, I decided to publish the chapters of the stories I said I would update on 29th June.

    
    

    
      “Just because it’s small, doesn’t mean it is weak.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 23

    
    

    

    
      The snow was thick and heavy, muffling the world like a soft pillow as they crossed the northern pass into Garf Dach’s domain. Towering pine trees flanked the road into the city, their tops coated in white like they were dipped in sugar. Naruto bounced ahead of the group, nearly slipping twice because he refused to walk and instead chose to skid down the icy road with exaggerated ninja slides.

      “Guys! Guys! I heard this city’s got, like, seventy-six kinds of soup! One for every district or something—how crazy is that?! There’s this thing called fire-baked fish stew, and a dumpling that bleeds gravy when you bite into it—I’m tellin’ you, this place is basically heaven if you ignore the cold!”

      “We’re here for supplies, not a food tour,” Fern said, hugging her coat tighter.

      “Come on, Miss Fern, don’t be a buzzkill. This is the kind of place you gotta eat until you can’t stand. That’s the culture! I’m respecting the culture!”

      Just then, like something out of a theater play, a man in a crisp black butler uniform appeared on the stone steps before them. He bowed so perfectly it looked rehearsed.

      “Are you Frieren the mage?”

      “I am,” Frieren said.

      “My lord wishes to have an audience with you. It is… a matter of importance.”

      Naruto raised a brow. “Huh. Fancy.”

      Fast forward to five minutes later and here they were—inside a freakin’ palace.

      Naruto sat awkwardly in a velvet-padded chair at a long dining table that could probably host the entire Hokage council. The chandelier above them sparkled like stardust, casting dancing lights over plates so shiny you could check your hair in them. And the food—oh, the food—was laid out in perfect, artistic symmetry: glazed roasts, butter-soaked root vegetables, floating clouds of soup, and one of those legendary dumplings that bled gravy.

      He reached for it.

      Fern grabbed his wrist under the table.

      “Don’t you dare eat like an animal in front of a duke,” she hissed.

      Naruto winced and pivoted toward the sad, tiny dish she had nudged toward him. It was a simple rice pilaf with a side of steamed turnip. The betrayal hit harder than Sasuke’s Chidori. “You’re really gonna do me like this,” he whispered.

      “Behave.”

      At the head of the table, the Duke of Garf Dach sat with practiced elegance. His silver hair was tied back, his robes dark and pristine, stitched with gold leaves. When he spoke, his voice carried an air of gratitude… and subtle urgency.

      “Lady Frieren. It is an honor. My family remembers well the deeds of your party. My great-great-grandfather spoke of Hero Himmel often… how he and your party saved this land.”

      Frieren gave a nod, sipping quietly at her tea. “Yes. Himmel handled most of that. He was the people’s hero, after all.”

      “Still,” the duke continued, “we have found ourselves in need of your service once more.”

      Frieren’s eyes narrowed slightly. “So… it’s been stolen again?”

      Stark blinked. “Wait, again?”

      Frieren leaned back. “This family owns a treasured heirloom. A sword passed down for generations. It was originally lost seventy-five years ago, stolen by a demon with a rather… theatrical personality. Himmel retrieved it. Now, it seems history’s repeating itself.”

      “Okay, but like…” Stark frowned, shifting in his seat. “Why should we get involved again? They’re the ones who couldn’t keep it locked up. If I lost my sword every couple decades, people would start saying I had memory issues.”

      Frieren calmly took a sip. “Because Himmel would’ve gone.”

      “Huh?” Stark blinked.

      “I’m just saying,” Frieren said with a mild shrug, “he wouldn’t have cared whose fault it was. If a demon had it, that was reason enough.”

      Naruto looked up from his tiny sad dish and nodded. “Exactly! I mean, come on—how are we gonna ignore a sword-snatching demon? That’s basically a starter quest! Himmel wouldn’t turn his back on that, and I won’t either. Even if the sword got lost five times, we still gotta try. It’s about honor. And cool swords.”

      He paused, then added, “Also… I kinda just really wanna fight a demon again. Just sayin’.”

      Fern sighed. “Mr. Naruto…”

      But Frieren was smiling—just a flicker.

      “You really do remind me of him sometimes,” she said, then turned to the duke. “Alright. But in exchange, we want something. A grimoire. Specifically, a first-class archive-grade spellbook from your family’s vault.”

      The duke nodded slowly. “Done. You may choose one after the task is complete.”

      Naruto leaned back, visibly relieved he didn’t embarrass himself too much. He glanced at Fern. “See? Regal and respectful. I deserve, like, a gold star or something.”

      “You deserve a normal portion of food,” Fern said dryly.

      Stark snorted.

      But in that moment, looking at each of their faces around the dining table, Naruto felt it again—that same feeling he used to get with Team 7. The weird, warm weight of a bond forged through chaos, arguments, and the promise of doing what’s right.

      They were different.

      But they were still a team.

      And there was a demon with a stolen sword out there.

      Naruto grinned, stuffing the last of his sad little turnip into his mouth. “Alright, sword-stealing demon dude. I hope you’ve got a cool name, ’cause Team Frieren’s coming for ya.”

    
    

    
      The village lay in eerie silence, half-eaten by smoke and shadows. Burnt wood and shattered tiles were strewn across the road like bones. The air was thick with ash, and a coppery scent lingered—something that didn’t belong in fresh wind. Houses stood like hollow corpses, windows smashed in, doors left ajar. Even the birds had taken a rain check.

      Fern pulled her shawl closer. “Is this place… abandoned?”

      “Where is everybody?” Stark asked, eyes narrowing.

      Naruto’s fingers tightened on the Flamme Staff he borrowed from Frieren, his gaze scanning. His chakra twitched—something was off. His instincts didn’t just whisper a warning; they were yelling.

      “Must’ve been a demon attack,” Frieren murmured.

      Naruto took a step forward, then stopped, head tilting slightly like a fox sniffing danger in the wind. His eyes sharpened. He slowly raised the Flamme Staff, pointing it toward the edge of a narrow alley shrouded in smoke.

      A figure emerged.

      A woman.

      Elegant. Pale. Red eyes that glittered just a little too brightly. She wore a long brown coat and a traveler’s smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

      “Hello there,” she said, voice smooth like honey and oil. “Are you traveling?”

      “We are,” Frieren answered, her tone as neutral as snow. “What happened here?”

      “Demon attack,” the woman replied easily, as though discussing the weather. “I came to pay my respects to the villagers. This way, please.”

      She led them to the outskirts, where the ground was a patchy mess of churned earth and makeshift tombstones. A new graveyard.

      Naruto crouched and touched the earth. Still loose. Freshly dug.

      The four of them stood quietly, heads bowed in respect. It was only for a few moments… but that was enough.

      Crunch.

      Naruto’s shadow clone vanished in a poof, revealing an empty space beside Fern.

      WHAM!

      The woman didn’t get to finish her sneak attack—Naruto’s real body had circled wide and slammed a mana-enhanced punch into her side. The impact was seismic. She flew backward, skidding through the dirt, before crashing hard against a massive boulder that cracked from the blow.

      Dust rose. Silence returned.

      Fern and Stark turned, wide-eyed, to see Naruto lowering his fist, the veins on his arm still humming with power. His jade eyes were cold as winter.

      The fallen woman groaned, limbs twisted, jaw slack. She looked less elegant now—less human.

      “You… how?” she gasped.

      Naruto walked toward her, calm but deadly. “Since the beginning.”

      “What… what gave me away?”

      He held up a single finger. “One: your scent. You didn’t smell like a human. I grew up surrounded by killer ninja with poison in their sleeves—you think I wouldn’t notice a demon with perfume on to cover blood?”

      “Two,” he continued, “you avoided all buildings. Didn’t touch the rubble, didn’t act like someone who lived through a tragedy. Grief doesn’t stand still—it moves, it trembles. But you were calm. Too calm.”

      “Three: that graveyard? Too new. And yet not a single shovel mark on your coat. You didn’t dig those.”

      He crossed his arms. “Four, and this one’s the kicker… you flinched when we bowed. You weren’t mourning. You were checking how close our necks were.”

      There was a stunned silence behind him. Fern’s jaw was half open. Stark blinked like someone had rewound the scene and it still didn’t make sense.

      Frieren, however, was staring at the village with narrowed eyes.

      “There are no corpses,” she said quietly. “No signs of remains. Just smoke… and a scent of rot.”

      She turned her gaze to the fallen woman, eyes like daggers. “You ate them. Didn’t you?”

      The demon’s lips twisted into something too crooked to be a smile.

      Frieren didn’t flinch. “Naruto. Kill her.”

      The demon’s eyes widened. She suddenly curled in, clutching her stomach, voice going up an octave as she whimpered: “Mommy… please don’t hurt me… I’m scared…”

      Naruto’s whole body stiffened.

      “Wha—what are you saying?”

      “I’ve studied humans,” she whispered, her eyes wet and voice trembling in a perfect mimicry of a child. “When I beg like this, humans hesitate. Even warriors. Especially kind ones.”

      His fists clenched at his sides. His jaw tightened. But he didn’t move.

      The others didn’t breathe.

      Then, without a word, Naruto turned and walked away.

      He didn’t look back.

      Didn’t stop walking.

      The demon watched him go, victorious. Until—

      Shlick.

      Stark’s axe came down without hesitation.

      The scream was brief.

      The smoke swallowed it.

      And silence returned to the village.

    
    

    
      Naruto was sprawled across the grassy hill just outside the city gates, hands folded behind his head, eyes half-lidded against the waning light. The sword had been returned to the Duke earlier that afternoon, and while Frieren had drifted off into the Duke’s library to satisfy her grimoire addiction, the rest of them had been waiting.

      Fern sat down beside him, tucking her knees to her chest.

      “You’ve been quiet,” she said.

      Naruto didn’t look at her. His tone was light, but something about it felt thin. “It’s fine. I’m not sad. Just… tired.”

      “Tired?” she repeated.

      “Yeah.” His eyes followed the movement of clouds overhead, slow and lazy like his thoughts. “Why are demons like this? Like, really. I get it—they’re not human, they’re built different. But there’s no reason for it. No goal, no meaning. Just… eating and lying and hurting people. I can fight stuff, I can throw hands any day of the week, but this kind of stuff? It wears you down. Y’know?”

      Fern stayed quiet. She didn’t have an answer for that.

      Naruto blinked once, then grinned suddenly. “Anyway! I can’t wait to see what dumb spell the hag picked up this time. She never teaches me anything cool, so I’m just gonna snatch the book from her when she’s not looking and learn it myself. Heheh. Brain thief jutsu!”

      Fern sighed, but smiled. “You’re incorrigible.”

      That was when Stark and Frieren finally returned, the latter holding a dusty, gold-trimmed grimoire in her arms like it was a newborn baby. Her eyes glinted with quiet scholarly satisfaction.

      Naruto didn’t waste a second.

      He practically teleported in front of her, snatched the book mid-step, and flipped it open with ninja-level precision. “Lemme see, lemme see! What are we cookin’ today? Fireballs? Lightning snakes? Ooo, soul-searing incantations?”

      As they walked away from the duke’s city and down the dirt road toward the northern pass, Naruto had his nose buried in the grimoire, mumbling to himself while attempting to commit the spell incantation to memory. His mouth twisted as he read, lips moving faster, eyebrows scrunched.

      Fern sidled up to Frieren, glancing at the absorbed idiot stumbling over a tree root while reciting magical phrases.

      “Mistress,” she said, “why are you letting Mr. Naruto learn that spell on his own? You usually just brush him off.”

      Frieren didn’t answer right away. She was walking ahead, hands tucked into her sleeves, wind brushing her long hair behind her like a cloak. But then, that small satisfied smile curved her lips—the one she only showed when something was delightfully stupid in a way only she appreciated.

      “It’s fine,” she said softly. “Let him have his moment.”

      Naruto, completely unaware of the brewing disaster, suddenly slammed the book shut and grinned with pride.

      “Alright! I memorized it. Boom! That was easy. I’m gonna try it next time we see an enemy. What does this spell even do, hag?”

      Frieren’s smile grew just a little.

      Stark groaned. “Oh boy.”

      “It’s a spell,” she said, calm and deadly, “that changes red apples… into green apples.”

      …

      There was silence.

      Birds chirped in the distance.

      Naruto stopped in his tracks.

      “…What?!” he exploded. “Why?! Who the hell needs a spell for apple color shifting?! Is this a prank?! Is this hag magic trolling?!”

      “It’s unique,” Frieren replied serenely, not even looking at him.

      “You mean I wasted my brain space on a fruit filter?!” Naruto yelled, grabbing his hair in existential horror. “I have, like, eight jutsu slots in my head at most and I used one on… freaking apple recoloring?!”

      “Better hope it comes in handy one day,” Stark snorted.

      “I’m gonna throw an apple at your head,” Naruto muttered.

      “Make sure it’s green,” Frieren added, and for once, even Fern had to bite back a giggle.

      Naruto stomped ahead, muttering curses about culinary cosmetic spells and the crimes of ancient mages. But behind his back, the party was smiling.

      And the road stretched onward.

    
    

    
      Bier Region, Northern Countries.

      The city was alive with noise, laughter, and the clink of glasses. Wooden signs swung above every other doorway, their engraved letters boasting names like The Laughing Wyvern, Old Fang’s Flask, and The Dwarven Drop. Taverns here weren’t just buildings—they were living, breathing entities, bustling with patrons from sunup to midnight, and often far beyond. There was ale, mead, whiskey, spiced wines, and brews whose names you couldn’t pronounce even after drinking five mugs of them.

      Naruto tilted his head up and exhaled deeply through his nose as they walked past another raucous bar. The scent of roasted meat and smoky malt filled the air, making his stomach rumble. His eyes flicked to the swinging door of a nearby pub, where a dwarf with two braids in his beard was balancing four mugs of frothy beer with the dexterity of a professional juggler. Naruto smiled a little, but there was a distant glint in his eyes. He didn’t say anything, but somewhere deep in his chest, a pang of homesickness made itself known.

      Tsunade.

      He could almost hear her gruff voice, her laughter after downing a barrel’s worth of sake, the thump of her fist breaking a table in half because someone spilled her drink. The bars here were loud and chaotic, sure, but none of them had the same chaotic charm as that one pub back in Konoha with the hanging lanterns and the constant, vaguely dangerous tension of gambling debt. But this wasn’t home. This was just another city with too much booze and too little chakra.

      Meanwhile, Fern had her arms crossed, looking judgmentally at a trio of shirtless men dancing on a tabletop to the tune of a squeaky fiddle. “This place is… tacky.”

      Frieren, however, had a soft look on her face. “Heiter would’ve loved it.”

      Stark blinked. “He would’ve?”

      “Mhm,” Frieren nodded. “This whole region—bars on every corner, people drinking before noon. He’d have said something about ‘communing with the gods’ while carrying a barrel under each arm.”

      Fern’s lips twitched. “He was a priest…”

      “A heavy-drinking priest,” Frieren said fondly. “He’d always say, ‘The gods don’t judge a man for enjoying the fruit of the earth—unless he drinks the last bottle and doesn’t share.’”

      “I miss him,” Fern admitted quietly.

      “I do too,” Frieren murmured.

      Naruto turned to glance at them, hearing the name drop. “Heiter? That your old man or something?”

      “He was…” Frieren paused, her voice soft, “a good man. A companion. One of the original Hero Party.”

      Naruto raised a brow. “Didn’t know y’all had a priest in the crew. Did he fight demons with a holy book?”

      “With a holy book, a flail, and half a liver.” Frieren smiled. “He was a menace.”

      Before Naruto could ask more, a loud, raspy voice tore through the busy street. “Frieren! Frieren! It’s you, eh?!”

      The elf mage froze mid-step, her ears twitching faintly. She turned slowly, her expression neutral as a squat, broad-shouldered dwarf waddled through the crowd toward her, arms already out like he expected a hug.

      He had a wild tangle of hair like someone had fought a bird’s nest and lost, and his beard had enough crumbs in it to feed a small village. He wore two belts—one on his waist, one diagonally across his chest—and both had pouches, bottles, corks, and various shiny trinkets hanging from them like a traveling merchant crossed with a hoarder.

      “Fass,” Frieren said, as if tasting the word.

      “Been a hundred years, eh?!” the dwarf beamed, clapping her on the shoulder with enough force to make Fern wince.

      “It’s been eighty,” Frieren corrected flatly.

      “Always accurate, aren’t’cha?” Fass grinned. His eyes darted around quickly. “Don’t see Himmel with you.”

      “He died,” Frieren said. “Peacefully. They all did.”

      The dwarf’s smile faltered. For half a second, it seemed like he’d say something more. But instead, he gave a solemn nod and murmured, “To rest well, then.”

      Then he brightened again, leaning forward eagerly. “You free this time?”

      Naruto squinted. “Uh, what’s he talking about?”

      Stark leaned toward Frieren with a raised brow. “Do you know this guy?”

      “Unfortunately,” she muttered.

      “Oh come on now,” Fass said, crossing his arms over his chest with a mock pout. “That’s no way to talk about an old drinking buddy.”

      “You drank so much you tried to pick a fight with a statue.”

      “It looked like it insulted me!”

      Frieren rolled her eyes. “He’s obsessed with an old wine called The Emperor Boshaft.”

      “The what now?” Stark blinked.

      “It’s a legendary wine,” Frieren explained. “Supposedly the best in the world. But the brewery that made it was destroyed during the early Demon War era. No one’s made it in hundreds of years.”

      “Exactly!” Fass said proudly. “But I’ve been searching for the ruins of the Emperor Boshaft cellar for over a century—and now…” he dramatically reached into a side pouch and pulled out a yellowed, torn map, holding it up like a magician revealing his final trick, “…I’ve found it.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened. “Ooooh, treasure map vibes. I like this guy already.”

      “But the door,” Fass said, turning to Frieren now with puppy eyes that looked strange on such a bearded man, “it’s sealed with some old, arcane magic junk. I need a mage. A real one. One who doesn’t explode everything they touch.”

      “Are you implying that I—” Frieren started.

      “You melted that library in Draganberg.”

      “It was unstable to begin with.”

      “It was made of stone, woman!”

      Fern tilted her head. “So… we’re helping him find wine?”

      “I mean, why not?” Naruto grinned. “How often do you get to go on a booze-themed dungeon crawl? Sounds sick!”

      “Sounds stupid,” Stark muttered. “We’re gonna risk our lives for wine?”

      “Don’t disrespect the grape, boy,” Fass huffed.

      Stark made a face like he had just been insulted in a language he didn’t speak.

      Frieren sighed and folded her arms. “Fine. Take us there.”

    
    

    
      The dwarf led them through a twisting labyrinth of underground tunnels, each more confusing than the last. The walls were lined with moss and ancient stone, cold and damp to the touch, and the air had that distinct underground smell—part mildew, part mystery, with a dash of “you-might-die-here.” Naruto kept a little ball of flame hovering above his palm to light the way, though Fass swore he could walk it blindfolded. The flame made their shadows dance against the curved stone walls, tall and twisted, and for a moment Naruto imagined they were all characters in some ancient storybook being written in real-time.

      “Are we almost there?” Stark groaned, hopping over a particularly deep crack in the floor.

      “Kid,” Fass said without looking back, “I’ve only gotten lost eight times. That’s a personal best.”

      “You what?” Fern deadpanned.

      “Don’t worry, don’t worry!” Fass barked a laugh, patting one of the pouches on his belt. “I’ve got snacks in case we need to live here.”

      Frieren just blinked slowly. “That doesn’t make me feel better.”

      Eventually, the tunnel opened into a small chamber, the air colder here. The room was circular, with a single stone tablet embedded in the far wall, nearly swallowed by a thick layer of dust and age. Everything in the room felt old—not just physically old, but spiritually ancient, like this place had been forgotten by even the things that usually remembered.

      Fern stepped forward, raising a single hand. “Winds of clarity, unveil what lies beneath.” A gentle gust of magic burst from her fingertips, swirling away centuries of grime in an instant. The tablet gleamed slightly, the symbols now legible.

      She leaned in and began reading aloud: “Here sealed is the finest spirit the earth has ever known. Signed—Milliarde.”

      “Milliarde?” Fass whispered in awe, almost reverently. “She was the best Booze reviewer in history of the First Age… She even made some herself… Only elves ever got to drink her work…”

      Fern glanced at him. “You know your history.”

      “I know my booze,” he replied proudly.

      But then he blinked. “Wait, how’d you read that? That’s ancient Elven.”

      Fern straightened and dusted off her sleeves. “I’ve studied under Frieren for years. All her books are in Elven. If I didn’t learn it, I wouldn’t even be able to do laundry.”

      Fass looked mildly impressed, then confused. “Laundry?”

      “Don’t ask,” Stark deadpanned.

      Frieren stepped up next, pressing her hand lightly to the barrier surrounding the tablet. A soft shimmer rippled outward like water struck by a pebble. Her eyes narrowed as she examined the magical matrix.

      “It’s a multi-layered temporal seal,” she muttered. “Age-locked, too… reinforced by rune recursion. Hmph.”

      “And?” Fass asked, practically bouncing on his heels.

      Frieren pulled her hand back. “It’ll take about two months to unseal.”

      The dwarf’s jaw dropped. “Two months?! That much?!”

      “I’m not opening it,” she said immediately, already turning away.

      There was a long silence.

      “Wait, what?” Naruto asked, tilting his head.

      Fern’s brow furrowed. “You’re… not opening it?”

      “You literally take forever to do anything,” Stark pointed out, blinking. “And you’re refusing this one?”

      Frieren shrugged. “It’s a waste of time. The wine might be spoiled. It’s been sealed for what—twelve centuries?”

      “Maybe,” Fass admitted. “But maybe it’s still the best thing ever brewed.”

      “Too many maybes,” she replied flatly.

      “But—”

      “Twenty gold coins,” Fass cut in, smiling like a devil at a crossroads.

      Frieren froze.

      Instantly, Fern and Stark flanked her like wolves circling prey.

      “Twenty gold coins!” Fern repeated, eyes wide. “That would cover at least four months of travel.”

      “We could finally afford an actual inn instead of sleeping next to freezing lakes!” Stark said.

      “We could buy actual food,” Fern added.

      Frieren crossed her arms. “It’s still a waste of—”

      “Twenty coins, Frieren,” Fern said with a threatening calm. “You took three hours choosing a cloak, but this you wanna skip?”

      Frieren narrowed her eyes. “I needed that cloak.”

      “You bought it twice because the first one wasn’t ‘grey enough,’” Stark reminded.

      “Exactly. Which is why we need gold,” Fern said. “To fund your fashion.”

      “I don’t need fashion.”

      “But you buy it. A lot.”

      They kept bickering, their voices overlapping—Frieren holding her ground, Fern and Stark teaming up like tag-team merchants haggling with a rock. Naruto was only half-listening. His attention had shifted to the tablet again.

      He tilted his head. The text… there was something weird about the way it was formatted. Each line started with a capital that stood out more than it should have. Almost like…

      He stepped closer, squinting. “…Wait.”

      No one noticed him press his palm to the stone. He channeled his chakra—well, mana here—and felt the surface pulse. Then, he muttered, “F… O… O… L… S.” He pushed each letter carefully, adjusting his energy output just enough to match the resistance. It was like pressing a lock with just the right pressure.

      There was a sudden low hum. Then a crack.

      The chamber shook slightly as the tablet split vertically, stone grinding against stone. The air whooshed inward, like something breathing for the first time in centuries. A soft, warm glow spilled out from the opening as a hidden doorway yawned open, revealing a sealed room beyond lined with ancient bottles and golden kegs stacked like treasure.

      All four of them froze.

      Naruto turned casually, wiping his hand on his pants. “Yo. It’s open.”

      “What?” Fern, Frieren, and Stark all said at once, spinning around.

      Fass was already running toward the door with tears in his eyes like he was reuniting with a long-lost lover.

      “How?!” Fern asked, sprinting after him.

      Naruto shrugged. “I dunno, it was easy enough. The letters lit up if you pushed the right ones. So I just spelled Fools.”

      Frieren blinked. “Why that word?”

      Naruto rubbed the back of his head. “Well… if you read the whole thing and take the first letter of every sentence, it spells Fools over and over. It kinda stood out.”

      Fern stared at him. “That’s not something you just notice casually.”

      “I dunno,” Naruto said, grinning sheepishly. “Felt obvious. Also the mana colors glowed a bit different on the right ones. Just had to line it up.”

      “You calculated the mana output for each rune in under a minute?” Fern asked incredulously.

      Naruto quickly waved his hands. “Let’s not discuss the nerd stuff! Point is—it’s open, right? Let’s drink some ancient elf booze!”

      Despite centuries passing, the room looked untouched by time. The air was thick with a sense of reverence, like they’d just opened the tomb of a king—or maybe a particularly drunk god. Lining the walls were pristine glass shelves, and upon them sat rows upon rows of bottles. They gleamed under the faint golden glow of the mana-infused lanterns embedded in the walls, each bottle sealed with wax and tagged with intricate elven calligraphy. The scent was oddly rich—like fermented apples, aged oak, and a hint of citrus—and for a moment, even Frieren paused as if she were considering taking a sip herself.

      Fass, however, had no such hesitation.

      “By the God… it’s beautiful,” the dwarf whispered, eyes wide like he’d just met the love of his life. He practically leapt into the room, dust clouds puffing up behind him as he rushed to the nearest shelf. He reached out reverently, like a knight retrieving a sacred relic, and pulled down a slim bottle with a pearlescent tint. He wiped the label with his sleeve, squinting at the fine elven script. “Aha! Vintage ‘Twilight Blaze’… aged thirteen centuries and sixty-two years. Brewed under a red moon with frostfire barley and crystal grapes. This—this is the real deal!”

      “Smells kinda sour,” Stark muttered, nose wrinkling.

      Fass uncorked it with a dramatic pop, held it up like he was toasting the heavens, then tilted it back and chugged like a man who’d just crossed a desert with nothing but regret and bad decisions to drink. His throat bobbed as he guzzled half the bottle in one go, sighing deeply as he lowered it.

      And then—

      COUGH. COUGH. GAAHK!

      He doubled over, sputtering and choking, eyes wide as saucers. The alcohol sprayed out like a geyser, splattering the ancient stone floor with a pungent splash.

      “Mr. Fass?!” Fern yelped.

      Fass dropped the bottle, staggering back like he’d been poisoned. “IMPOSSIBLE—IMPOSSIBLE! That… that tastes like orc sweat mixed with vinegar!”

      “Wait, what?!” Naruto blinked.

      Stark cautiously picked up the bottle. “No way it’s that bad. It’s the Emperor’s wine, right? This should be like drinking liquid heaven.”

      He sniffed it. Grimaced. Then shrugged. “Only one way to know.”

      He tipped the bottle to his lips and took a brave gulp.

      Five seconds passed.

      Then his face turned green.

      “Urghhh—”

      BLEAGHH!

      He puked on the spot.

      “Okay, definitely not liquid heaven,” Naruto said, inching away from the puddle of disappointment on the floor.

      Fern pinched her nose, grimacing. “It smells like fermented onions and burnt cheese.”

      Naruto poked the bottle with his staff like it was cursed. “I thought this was supposed to be the best booze ever?”

      “Maybe it went bad,” Fern suggested, trying not to breathe through her nose. “I mean, it’s been sealed for what—one and a half millennium?”

      Fass was still coughing, looking betrayed by the universe itself. “This was supposed to be a sacred moment! My life’s quest! And it tastes like sadness!”

      Frieren, who had been observing all of this with an oddly amused expression, finally spoke.

      “It’s not rotten,” she said with a faint smirk, arms crossed.

      Everyone looked at her.

      “Wait, what do you mean it’s not rotten?!” Fass croaked, tears in his eyes.

      “I mean,” she said, “it was always this bad.”

      Dead silence.

      Naruto blinked. “…Huh?”

      Frieren gave the kind of sly smile usually reserved for someone who knows a really juicy spoiler. “It’s a myth. The Emperor’s Spirit, ‘the greatest alcohol in history’… it was never that. It never deserved the title.”

    
    

    
      It had been thirteen hundred years since that day—an eye-blink for an elf, maybe, but even for me, it felt like several lifetimes folded into one. And when I think back to the long stretch of my early years, the faces blur, the lands change, even the stars seem to shift in the skies. But some memories remain razor sharp, crystal clear. Like Milliarde.

      Elves have always been beings with far too much time. That was our blessing and our curse. We studied the stars, debated philosophy for decades, made art that would only be appreciated after centuries passed. We wasted time the way humans waste money—thoughtlessly. But even among us, even in a race infamous for leisurely wandering and navel-gazing, there was one elf who stood apart for her sheer talent in wasting time: Milliarde.

      I remember the first time I saw her in nearly two hundred years. I had just finished a three-decade meditation beneath the Rooted Spires and decided to return to civilization, only to find her exactly where she shouldn’t be—in the middle of nowhere, sitting atop a mossy boulder with a bottle of wine in one hand and a vacant stare directed at the sky.

      “Milliarde,” I had called out, brushing my cloak of dry leaves. “Where have you been for the past few decades?”

      Her ear twitched lazily, and without even looking my way, she held the bottle up and wiggled it like a flag. “Drinking.”

      “…For that long?”

      “I went on a journey,” she said, finally glancing at me, eyes glassy but weirdly lucid. “A noble pilgrimage. I travelled across the entire continent sampling every known alcohol. Dwarven brew, beastfolk distillates, even human firewine. All of it.”

      I frowned. “All of that… just to drink?”

      She nodded, completely serious. “Of course. It’s important to have hobbies.”

      I folded my arms. “And?”

      She sighed, swishing the wine in the bottle and grimacing. “Out of all of them, this one—this miserable concoction—was the worst of all.”

      She raised the bottle and read the label with theatrical scorn: “Emperor Wine Boshaft. A tragedy in a bottle.”

      I blinked. “So you wasted a hundred years for that conclusion?”

      “I had fun.”

      Typical.

      “But then,” she said, leaning forward as if revealing the secret of life itself, “I thought to myself… What if I could make this wine into a legend?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “…Why?”

      She grinned. That crooked, mischievous, unhinged grin that always preceded either a prank or an act of magical vandalism. “Because it would be fun.”

      “So what did you do?” I asked, already regretting the question.

      “I sealed this bottle in a vault beneath the northern countries,” she said proudly. “I carved an ancient tablet with an inscription, saying this is the finest spirit the world has ever known—signed it and everything. Then I whispered the tale into the ears of drunk adventurers, tavern keepers, bored nobles. And over the centuries, the legend spread. They passed it down, word to word, ale to ale.”

      I stared at her.

      She stared back.

      I sighed.

      Even by elven standards, that was… excessive.

      But effective.

      Centuries passed. And somehow, the tale grew. Humans, with their fleeting lives, grabbed onto the myth like a thirsty man grabs a flask. Dwarves tried to hunt it down. Scholars wrote ballads. And then, eventually, Himmel’s party heard of it, too.

      Now, in the present, I finished recounting this tale to our party, still standing in that ancient underground vault. The flickering light of mana stones made the wine bottles shimmer on the shelves like holy relics.

      The silence was complete. You could almost hear Fass’s heart shatter again.

      Stark’s jaw was hanging slightly open. Fern looked like she was reconsidering everything she’d ever learned about elven culture.

      Naruto was the first to recover.

      “…What a troll elf,” he muttered, scratching the back of his head. “Like… that is actual, textbook trolling. So all this time, the whole ‘Emperor Spirit’ thing was just… just an ancient elf prank?”

      He turned slowly to me. “You people are weirdos.”

      I ignored him, of course.

      Fass, on the other hand, had collapsed dramatically to his knees, head hanging low like a defeated warrior. “A century… a century of my life…” he whimpered, tears streaming down his cheeks and into his beard. “All for this—this vile goblin piss!”

      Naruto gave him a sympathetic pat. “Yeah, man. Sorry your wine quest turned out to be a bottle of fermented lies.”

      “But…” Fass sniffled, then stood up, eyes suddenly gleaming with purpose. “I will not let this be the end!”

      We all blinked.

      He raised a shaking fist toward the ceiling. “If I have suffered this terrible truth… then everyone else must suffer too!”

      “…Huh?” Fern said, tilting her head.

      “I will host a grand tasting festival!” Fass declared. “Right here in the Bier Region! I’ll make this entire city sample the Emperor Wine Boshaft! If my dream is dead, I will drag everyone else into this drunken nightmare with me!”

      “That’s… extremely petty,” Stark muttered.

      “I admire the spite,” Naruto nodded solemnly.

      Frieren turned away from the scene, already regretting not letting the bottle stay buried.

    
    

    
      Years ago—how many, she wasn’t even sure anymore—Frieren had asked Heiter a question. They were camped by a forest, somewhere near the Midbelt. The fire had long burned down to embers, and the priest was sipping some clunky red wine he’d bartered off a village elder, claiming it would “keep the spirit warm.” Himmel was snoring softly against a tree, Eisen sharpening his axe nearby with the same mechanical patience as always.

      Frieren, curious as always, had turned toward the old man and asked, “Heiter. What would you do if something you’d been searching for all your life… turned out to be completely worthless?”

      Heiter blinked, lowered his cup, and smirked. “I’d laugh.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Why not?”

      That was it. No long-winded lecture. No religious metaphor. Just a chuckle and a wink like he found the idea of chasing ghosts funny. Frieren hadn’t understood it back then. But now? Now she kind of did.

      Because here they were, centuries later, standing in the middle of the city of Bier, where an ancient dwarven adventurer with tears in his beard had just gotten the entire population to sample the fabled “Emperor Wine Boshaft”—which, as it turned out, tasted like vinegar left in a goblin’s boot for six months.

      The reactions were mixed. And by “mixed,” that meant mostly vomiting.

      At first, the city had rejoiced. Fass had marched through the streets like a festival king, holding the wine bottle aloft like it was the holy grail itself. “Citizens of Bier!” he’d shouted, standing on top of an overturned ale cart, cloak fluttering behind him. “Today, we drink history!”

      And they did.

      And then came the sounds. Oh gods, the sounds. Retching. Gagging. Someone screamed, “My tongue is dying!”

      Naruto had barely taken one sip before pulling the most dramatic face imaginable. “You’ve gotta be kidding me. THIS is what we opened an ancient tomb for? I’ve licked dirt with more flavor!”

      Frieren, of course, was calm amidst the chaos. She had seen the fallout coming from a mile away. It was, after all, the work of Milliarde—the elf who once spent a full decade breeding magical squirrels just to prank an archmage during his thesis defense.

      Instead of fretting, she found herself absorbed in a dusty grimoire she’d snagged from Fass’s personal library as a “payment.” It wasn’t much—just an old spell tucked between pages of forgotten brew recipes—but it was fascinating in its own way.

      A spell that could make any liquid shimmer and glow like the finest liquor.

      “This,” she murmured, “will make even sewer water sparkle like starlight.”

      Naruto slumped against a barrel beside her, watching the city collapse into chaos with the eyes of a man who had aged ten years in one day. “You found a spell to make booze look fancy?”

      “Not just look fancy,” Frieren said, flipping a page with a small, rare smile. “It adds texture and aroma. Not taste, of course. That part still sucks.”

      “So basically, it’s a visual filter for bad alcohol,” Naruto deadpanned. “Great. Real useful. Can you teach me something that, you know, doesn’t suck?”

      She ignored him. As usual.

      “Why do I even bother,” he muttered.

      Across the street, Stark was still bent over the gutter, groaning. “I think I’ve seen the afterlife,” he whispered hoarsely. “It smells like vinegar and regret.”

      Fern stood beside him, patting his back without much emotion. “You brought this on yourself.”

      “I wanted to be brave!” Stark wailed. “For once! I thought maybe dwarven wine was a man’s drink!”

      Naruto snorted. “Bro, even the dwarf who started this whole mess couldn’t drink it without nearly choking.”

      Fass, for his part, was now performing a drunk celebratory dance in front of a small group of horrified tourists. “The truth shall be known! The Emperor’s Wine is disgusting, and now we all suffer together!”

      Frieren couldn’t help it. She smiled. A small, satisfied little curve of the lips that made Fern glance over.

      “Mistress?” Fern asked. “You’re smiling again.”

      “Hm?” Frieren looked up from her grimoire. “Oh. Just remembered something.”

      Heiter’s words. That old, wrinkled priest sitting by the fire with that smug grin. “Why not?”

      Frieren would never say it out loud, but she’d begun to understand what he meant. The long roads, the wild quests, the strange turns—so many things turned out disappointing. But maybe that was the joke. Maybe you chased after myths not because they were true, but because the chase itself made for a good story. And if the ending was dumb?

      You laugh.

      And maybe, if you’re lucky, you laugh with friends.

      The sun was setting now, casting the city in orange and gold. The worst wine in the world had been unveiled, and somehow, everyone was still alive. Sicker, maybe. Slightly more traumatized, sure. But alive.

      Frieren looked at her companions. Stark was recovering. Fern was unfazed. Naruto was still muttering about “wasting precious brain space” on dumb spells and fermented disappointments. Fass was lying flat on a bench, giggling like a madman.

      And the Northern Plateau was on the horizon.

      Frieren closed the grimoire and tucked it beneath her cloak. “Come on,” she said, rising. “We’re leaving.”

      Naruto groaned. “Can we not go somewhere with wine next time?”

      “No promises,” she said.

      Fern tilted her head. “What if it’s a quest for magical cheese?”

      “Even worse,” Stark muttered, still pale.

      They set off again, their shadows stretching long behind them. Toward new legends. Hopefully less vomit-inducing ones.
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    24. Northern Plateau

    
      “Never stay up on the barren heights of cleverness, but come down into the green valleys of silliness.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 24

    
    

    
      Before them loomed the gates of the Northern Plateau—tall, ancient things of steel and stone etched with glowing runes that pulsed faintly under the midday sun. The wind that swept down from the mountains was sharp, carrying with it the bite of snow and the scent of pine. A pair of gatekeepers stood guard, clad in thick cloaks lined with fur and armor that gleamed like frostbitten silver. One of them, an older man with a beard streaked with gray and an expression like he’d seen way too much bureaucracy for one lifetime, raised a hand to stop them.

      “Papers,” he barked. “Certificate for a First Class Mage required for passage.”

      That was it. That was the moment Naruto had been waiting for. He didn’t say anything at first. He just slowly, dramatically reached into his jacket—pulled out a folded parchment—and flicked it open with a smug little grin that could punch a bird out of the sky.

      The gatekeeper looked at it, raised an eyebrow, then looked back at the party. “You may proceed, First Class Mage Lord Naruto Uzumaki… and First Class Mage Lady Fern.”

      Naruto nearly exploded on the spot.

      “Did you guys hear that?” he spun around dramatically, face lit up like a festival lantern. “LORD Naruto Uzumaki. I love the sound of that. Say it again.”

      “No,” the gatekeeper said without looking up.

      Naruto pouted, but the victory was sweet enough. He glanced at Frieren, the grin on his face stretching so wide it was honestly kind of obnoxious. “Sooo… remind me, who didn’t pass the exam again?”

      Frieren didn’t even blink. She was already looking at a weathered map in her hands, her expression as unreadable as ever. “You should be proud,” she said flatly, without even looking up. “That’s the first time you’ve ever passed a test without cheating.”

      Naruto’s smile twitched. “I did not cheat!”

      “Didn’t you say that you used a shadow clone to cheat an eating contest?”

      “That’s not cheating, that’s being resourceful! Efficient! Tactical!”

      “That’s academic fraud with extra steps.”

      “I’ll take it!” he chirped, spinning the certificate between his fingers like a baton. “Because I am Lord Naruto now. Bow before my magical authority!”

      “Please stop talking,” Stark groaned from the back, dragging his feet like a man who just realized his life was going to be full of magical ego trips for the foreseeable future. “This is gonna be like this all day, isn’t it?”

      Fern, walking beside Frieren, just sighed. “Yes. Yes it is.”

      “I can hear you, y’know!” Naruto called back, finger raised in mock-offense.

      “Good,” Fern said with her usual deadpan.

      They passed through the gates soon after, the heavy doors creaking open with a sound like a dragon waking from slumber. Beyond them stretched the Northern Plateau—white, endless, and cruel. The land was covered in a thick blanket of snow, blinding under the sunlight. Jagged cliffs and rocky outcrops broke up the flat expanse like scattered bones, and the cold was immediate, biting at exposed skin and numbing fingers even through gloves.

      Despite its beauty, the Plateau was known for being merciless. Harsh weather, rogue magic, and creatures evolved to thrive in blizzards. But it was also the shortest land route to Aureole, and far cheaper than trying to brave the seas or charter a ship, especially for a party this size.

      That was the entire reason they’d taken the First Class Mage exams in the first place—to legally gain access through this gate without burning through every coin in their collective purse. You couldn’t step foot in the Plateau unless your party included at least one certified First Class Mage. And only Fern and Naruto had passed.

      Frieren, despite centuries of spellcraft, had failed.

      Why? Because Serie, the cold-blooded ancient elf who ran the examinations like it was divine judgment, had declared her “an eyesore.” That was it. Not ‘unqualified.’ Not “lacking skill.” Just… an eyesore. Frieren didn’t seem bothered. Not outwardly. She was probably the only person in recorded history who could be called an eyesore by an elder elf and still calmly go on studying in the corner like nothing happened.

      Naruto, on the other hand, was making up for her indifference with extra enthusiasm.

      “I mean, sure,” he said, puffing out his chest as they trudged through the snow, “I’m a natural genius. But I gotta say, even I didn’t think I’d outrank Frieren the Ancient herself!”

      “Ancient?” Frieren murmured.

      “You’re like, what, a thousand?”

      “Over.”

      “Exactly. You’re ancient. Don’t worry, you wear it well.”

      Frieren gave him a look, long and unreadable, before turning back to the path ahead.

      “I’m gonna freeze to death before we even find an inn,” Stark muttered, his breath visible in the air. “Why couldn’t we have taken the sea route?”

      “Because we’re poor,” Fern replied without missing a beat.

      “Right. Forgot.”

      “Also,” Frieren added dryly, “you get seasick.”

      “Oh, yeah,” he groaned, “forgot that too.”

      The Plateau stretched out before them like a canvas of silence and frost, their boots crunching in the snow, the wind howling in their ears. Somewhere out there was Aureole—land of legends, home of powerful mages and ancient knowledge. It was a harsh road ahead, but they had everything they needed: spellbooks, supplies, and just enough magical arrogance to carry them through.

      Naruto twirled his mage certificate again, a smug sparkle in his eye. “First Class Mage Lord Naruto Uzumaki. Say it with me now!”

      “Stark,” Frieren said, her voice calm as ever, “please bury him in the snow.”

      “Gladly.”

    
    

    
      Frieren walked calmly ahead of the group, her staff gently tapping the snow-covered ground, gaze shifting left and right as she scanned the pale horizon. Her voice was almost lost to the wind, but it carried just enough for the others to hear as they trudged behind her.

      “There won’t be any inns here,” she said, expression blank as always. “Last time I came here with Himmel and the others—around eighty years ago—this area was too saturated with monsters for anyone to build anything permanent.”

      “No inns? No little taverns with warm soup and a fireplace?” Stark groaned dramatically, already imagining the suffering ahead.

      “Nope,” Frieren answered plainly, unbothered by the news. “Just cold. Monsters. And cold monsters.”

      “That’s redundant,” Naruto muttered. His breath came out in quick little clouds as he bounced on his toes, warming himself with tiny sparks of mana in his coat. “Can’t believe I passed a magic exam and still don’t get a bed.”

      Before anyone could respond, there was a rustling from the snowbank up ahead. A low growl, like rock grinding against bone, rumbled through the air. Three hulking, fur-covered beasts emerged, eyes glowing a dull blue, claws clacking against the ice. Their breath was visible, mist curling from between massive fangs.

      “They look fun,” Naruto said, already raising a hand.

      “Schee,” he whispered.

      At once, a circle of translucent glyphs spun into formation around his palm, glowing icy blue as mana condensed into physical form. Dozens of sharp kunai—each one sleek, crystalline, glimmering like glass—materialized in the air. Without a flick of his wrist, they shot forward with an ear-splitting screech, piercing through the monsters like a paper target. A second later, the beasts collapsed, lifeless, steam rising from the wounds where the cold had burned straight through.

      Fern blinked.

      They weren’t even halfway done forming their battle stance, and it was over.

      She lowered her staff, her lips pressing together as she watched the steam drift off the slain monsters. She knew Naruto was talented—obviously. He was unpredictable, spontaneous, and weirdly intuitive with spellcraft. But seeing it like this… the gap between them wasn’t just experience. It was terrifying. It wasn’t just that he was strong. It was the way he wielded magic so instinctively, like he didn’t need theory or formulas. He had cracked open that sealed tablet back in the underground ruins—the same one Mistress said would take months to even begin solving. And he’d done it in one minute. Less, maybe. Like he was just playing with puzzle pieces.

      She felt a strange twist in her chest. It wasn’t jealousy exactly—just a creeping doubt. Was she even good enough to stand next to someone like that?

      And if he was already like this, what would he become later?

      “Yo, Fern, you okay?” Naruto asked, jogging up beside her, snow crunching beneath his boots.

      She blinked and nodded quickly. “Yes. Just… focused.”

      He gave her a thumbs-up and grinned, clearly not catching on. “Cool. ’Cause I’m pretty sure there’s more of those things around.”

      The group kept moving until, surprisingly, the land began to dip into a small valley. And nestled within that valley, like a secret, were houses.

      Actual houses.

      Stark squinted. “Wait… is that real?”

      As they approached, they saw smoke curling from chimneys. The buildings looked sturdy, built from timber and stone, with snow-covered roofs and lights flickering behind frosted glass. A cluster of houses, maybe a dozen in total, stood half-buried in snow but undeniably alive. It was the first sign of civilization they’d seen since stepping into the Plateau.

      Standing by the largest house—a hall of some sort—was a middle-aged man bundled in heavy furs, his breath fogging the air as he waved them over.

      “You folks travelers?” he asked, eyes sharp but not unkind. “Adventurers?”

      “Sort of,” Frieren replied.

      The man nodded thoughtfully. “Then maybe I can ask for a favor.”

      Naruto tilted his head. “A favor?”

      “I can offer shelter for the night,” the man said. “Food. Warmth. Rest. But… I’d need something in return.”

      They all tensed slightly.

      “I won’t lie to you,” the man continued. “There’s a monster in the area. It’s been harassing the village for days. Too strong for our imperial guards to deal with. Normally we’d request aid from the Adventurers’ Guild, but… no adventurers come this way anymore.”

      “Too dangerous?” Fern asked.

      He nodded. “Always has been. But this is our home.”

      “Why stay here?” Stark asked. “I mean, you could move south, somewhere safer. Easier.”

      The man looked up at the sky. The clouds had thinned just enough to show the outline of stars. “Because I was born here. So was my father. And his father before him. We fish here. We raise goats. We tell stories in front of our hearths. This place may be harsh, but it’s ours.”

      There was a moment of quiet.

      Then Frieren turned to the others. “We’re taking the job.”

      Naruto clapped his hands together. “Cool. Monster slaying, food, and not dying of frostbite? That’s a solid deal.”

      The man smiled in relief and gestured toward the hall. “Come inside. I’ll brief you on what you’re dealing with. And you can warm yourselves first.”

      As they followed him inside, the warmth hit like a wave, and the scent of cooked stew drifted through the air. There were old tapestries on the walls, and the floor creaked with age. The group slowly shed their snow-dusted cloaks and settled around a fire.

      Outside, the cold and the darkness lingered. But for now, they had a roof, a quest… and a monster to slay.

    
    

    
      The monster lay in a heap of mangled fur and broken bones, half-buried in the snow and twitching no more. It had been tough—definitely a challenge—but nothing close to what they’d braced for. The locals had built it up like some apocalyptic beast, but in reality, it had just been a particularly cranky dire wolf with oversized fangs and a mean streak. Powerful? Sure. But not remotely in the “destroy-an-entire-village” league.

      Stark was the first to say it. “That’s it?”

      He stared down at the corpse, panting, axe resting across his shoulders.

      Naruto was still crouched, snow dusting his hair and coat, eyes narrowing. “That was way easier than I thought it’d be.” He stood up slowly, brushing his palms together. “I mean, yeah, that thing hit hard, but… something about this doesn’t feel right. What if another one shows up?”

      Fern adjusted her robes, eyeing the treeline. “You mean like a pack?”

      Naruto nodded. “Exactly. And what if next time, there’s no one around to help?”

      The middle-aged villager from earlier had come running once the coast was clear. He stood nearby now, eyes wide with gratitude and awe, clearly not used to seeing magic and brawn used so effortlessly. But Naruto looked at him seriously, brows furrowed. “You guys need some kind of defense here.”

      Frieren dusted her cloak off. “The village is too exposed. There’s nothing stopping monsters from wandering in again.”

      “Then make something,” Naruto said. “A barrier or something. You can do that, right?”

      Frieren arched an eyebrow at him. “Of course. It’s a basic warding spell.” She planted her staff into the snow and muttered a string of incantations under her breath. Runes of light spiraled up into the air around her like snowflakes caught in reverse gravity, arranging themselves in geometric patterns before sinking into the earth with a low hum. A few moments later, a translucent dome shimmered faintly around the village perimeter—barely visible, but unmistakably magical.

      Naruto whistled. “Huh… that actually looks a lot like the barrier we saw in the first city.”

      “You mean Flamme’s barrier?” Fern asked, stepping up beside him.

      “Nah,” Naruto said, tilting his head with a critical squint. “Flamme’s was way more… colorful. You know, sparkly and prismatic. Like, it had this rainbow shine, and it was kinda mesmerizing to look at. Like a soap bubble but magical.”

      He pointed at Frieren’s freshly cast barrier.

      “This one’s just… plain. Like the caster.”

      Frieren’s brow twitched. “Oh?”

      There was a pause.

      “Oh?” she repeated, her voice calm and flat, which was usually a bad sign.

      “Uh oh,” Stark muttered.

      “If my barrier is so unimpressive,” Frieren continued, turning to Naruto with a deceptively serene smile, “why don’t you make one yourself?”

      Naruto’s mouth opened. Then closed. Then opened again. “Uhhh… yeah, see, funny thing about that… I… I don’t know how.”

      Frieren tilted her head. “So it’s easy to criticize, but not so easy to do, is it?”

      “That’s only because you haven’t taught me anything!” Naruto shot back, flinging his arms out dramatically.

      Stark blinked. “Wait… she hasn’t?”

      “Nope!” Naruto barked. “All she does is throw weird books at me and tell me to ‘figure it out’. One of them was just a list of magical ingredients written backwards. Backwards!”

      Frieren crossed her arms, expression entirely unbothered. “It builds character.”

      Naruto made a face like he’d swallowed a frog. “That’s just lazy teaching.”

      “I’m a legendary mage. I don’t have time to walk a beginner through everything.”

      “Then stop getting all moody when I outperform your lazy butt!”

      Frieren’s eye twitched. “I am not moody.”

      “Oh please,” Naruto huffed. “You totally got jealous when I broke that seal back in the ruins. Admit it.”

      “I did not get jealous.”

      “She did,” Fern said casually.

      “She definitely did,” Stark chimed in, grinning.

      Frieren scowled, but didn’t deny it.

      Naruto smirked in victory, spinning on his heel and striding ahead through the snow like a smug fox. “I knew it. Envy is a disease, old lady.”

      “I’m only a millennium older than you,” Frieren muttered, narrowing her eyes.

      “That’s still several lifetimes, hag.”

      “I’m putting poison in your soup.”

      The party continued like that, trudging through the thick snowdrifts, their boots crunching against the frost, the newly-cast barrier behind them still humming faintly with its protective pulse. The sun hung low in the sky, casting a golden hue across the northern plateau. Despite the cold, despite the monster attack, despite their ridiculous banter—it felt peaceful.

      Fern sighed softly as she watched them bicker up ahead. Naruto’s coat flared with every dramatic arm wave, Frieren’s stare growing more withering by the second, Stark walking with the defeated energy of someone caught in a sitcom.

      This was their party.

      And slowly, step by step, they made their way deeper into the untamed wilderness of the Northern Plateau.

    
    

    
      The bread cracked like a dry branch under Naruto’s teeth. He winced, clutching his jaw. “Is this bread or building material? My teeth are going to sue me.”

      Stark groaned beside him, his chunk of “bread” lodged halfway into his mouth. “I think I dislocated my jaw. Who eats this stuff voluntarily?”

      Fern, ever the composed one, calmly bit off a piece like it was the fluffiest pastry in the world. “This is the standard food around here. It keeps well for months, doesn’t go stale, and is high in carbs.”

      Naruto eyed her like she had just confessed to eating rocks. “Doesn’t go stale because it’s already a fossil. Seriously, this place is a nightmare for dentists.”

      The Northern Plateau was warm. Not the cozy, sit-by-a-fire kind of warm, but the stifling, thick-air kind of warm that clung to your clothes and made your armpits question your life choices. It wasn’t cold anymore—that part of the journey had ended a few ridges back—but this was worse. The wind was dry. The sun was oddly distant, yet still oppressive. Nothing grew except for scrubby brush and the occasional wilted cactus-lookin’ thing. It was like warmth sucked dry of kindness.

      Eventually, a city shimmered into view through the heat waves rising off the cracked plateau. Stone walls, rounded turrets, and metal gates. Civilization.

      “Finally,” Stark said, adjusting the strap on his axe. “Maybe they have food that doesn’t require dental surgery.”

      Naruto wiped his brow dramatically. “And maybe a bath. I smell like dead goblin and desperation.”

      As they approached the gate, the guard looked them over, his eyes narrowing briefly before suddenly widening.

      “Frieren-sama?”

      The party halted.

      Frieren blinked slowly, brushing dust off her sleeves. “Yes?”

      The gatekeeper immediately stiffened, then bowed with the kind of deference that screamed “uh oh.” “Please come with me.”

      Fern lit up like someone had said “free books.” “Do you think the lord wants to reward us? Maybe for Frieren’s deeds?”

      “I hope it’s money,” Naruto said, eyes gleaming. “Or maybe cool weapons. Or rare booze. Or all three. Come on, don’t kill the dream.”

      They were escorted through winding streets until they reached a large manor that looked like it had been built during a time when “gold” was apparently a color used for everything. The doors opened, and Lord Norm greeted them.

      He looked about thirty, with kind eyes, neatly combed hair, and the kind of well-fed, “I pay someone to polish my boots” aura. He stood, arms open in welcome.

      “Frieren-sama. It is an honor to finally meet you in person.”

      Naruto nudged Fern. “He’s got reward vibes.”

      “I hope it’s academic funding,” she whispered.

      Stark leaned in. “Please be food. Please be food.”

      Norm smiled warmly at the party. “I am humbled to be in the presence of such a legendary mage.”

      Frieren bowed her head slightly, like someone just nodding along to something they’ve heard a hundred times. “Likewise.”

      “Now, if you would be so kind,” Lord Norm continued, “we would appreciate it if Frieren-sama could settle the loan she took from us eighty years ago.”

      Naruto froze mid-blink.

      Fern tilted her head.

      Stark looked like his soul just left the building.

      “…what loan?” Naruto finally asked.

      Lord Norm’s smile never wavered. “Four special gold coins, thirty silver coins, and three hundred copper coins. With compound interest, of course.”

      Frieren blinked. “Ah. That one.”

      Naruto leaned in, whispering to Fern. “There’s more than one?!”

      Frieren rubbed her chin. “That seems accurate. Alright.”

      Naruto stared at her. “Alright?!”

      Lord Norm clapped his hands gently. “Please, the rest of you may wait outside while we process the settlement.”

      “Wait, what?” Stark said. “You’re serious?”

      “We’ll just be a minute,” Frieren said casually. “Get some air.”

      They stepped outside reluctantly, waiting near the steps with puzzled expressions. Naruto kept pacing. “Why do I feel like something incredibly stupid is about to happen?”

      Fern looked thoughtful. “I’ve read that some old mage debts could be enforced almost a century later if not paid.”

      “That’s just dumb,” Naruto said, throwing his arms up. “Who even remembers someone owes them money after eighty years?!”

      That’s when the doors creaked open.

      And two huge guards stepped out, each one with arms like tree trunks and a very specific expression that said “we’re about to do something very legally sanctioned and ethically questionable.”

      Between them was Frieren.

      Or… a very humbled, stripped-down version of her.

      Her fancy cloak? Gone. Her staff? Gone. Her boots? Gone. She was barefoot, dressed in a tattered old robe that looked like it had come out of a medieval thrift store clearance bin. Her hair was a mess, and her iconic briefcase was being carried by one of the guards. She didn’t even look mad—just kind of disappointed, like someone who had burned toast again.

      “Wait—HAG?!” Naruto gasped. “What the hell happened?!”

      Frieren shrugged as if this was all very routine. “I couldn’t pay. So I’ve been enslaved to work in the Norm Mines for the next three centuries.”

      Naruto immediately stepped forward, mana already rising around him in a golden haze, his eyes flashing with fury. “Like hell you are! I’m about to annihilate this place—!”

      Fern smacked her palm against his chest, stopping him. “Wait. Stop. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Stupid? She’s being enslaved!”

      “It’s legal under old elven debt law,” Fern said with the solemn air of someone who definitely read too much about magic economics.

      Frieren was already being led away by the guards, her bare feet crunching against gravel as she moved toward a carriage waiting nearby. “I’ll see you in a few centuries. Don’t wait up.”

      “You’re just gonna go?!” Naruto yelled after her. “Aren’t you supposed to be the strongest mage in the world?!”

      “Debt laws are stronger,” Frieren called back without looking.

      The carriage doors closed behind her with a soft click, and the vehicle rolled away, leaving Naruto frozen, arms still outstretched, face caught between horror and disbelief.

      Stark finally spoke, mouth dry. “So… what do we do now?”

      Naruto stared blankly at the horizon. “I think we just lost our hag.”

    
    

    
      Under the shade of a crumbling stone arch, the trio huddled like high schoolers plotting to ditch class—except this time, the stakes were way higher and involved potential terrorism.

      Naruto had his arms crossed and a fire blazing in his eyes. “Alright. Here’s the plan. I break in and knock out every mage guarding that manor. Then I snatch the Lord, hold him hostage until he begs to hand over Frieren.”

      Stark scratched his head, frowning. “Uh… do we really need to kidnap a noble?”

      Naruto rolled his eyes. “He literally enslaved the hag! For three centuries! I say we turn his fancy house into rubble and then seize his bank vault. He’s probably got magic stones, elven wine, something expensive.”

      Fern paled. “You’ll get us all branded as terrorists.”

      “Whatever. We’re saving Frieren. That’s like… a moral exception. If we explain later that it was for her, they’ll understand.”

      “No they won’t,” Fern hissed, clutching her staff. “This is insane.”

      “Insane, but noble. Today, I’ll be your sensei and you’ll be my Genin” Naruto said with a smug grin. “Stark, you’re on guard duty. No warrior here is even close to your level, so if anyone comes at us with a sword, punch ’em into orbit. I’ll go after the mages. Fern, you’re our support mage-slash-diversion with glowy magic stuff. Boom, we storm the manor, get our hag back.”

      Stark raised an eyebrow. “You want me to punch people?”

      “Yes, preferably through walls.”

      Fern massaged her temples. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      “Nope. Dead serious. We can’t let the hag rot in some cursed mine with a pickaxe for three centuries. Imagine her joints, y’know.”

      “But—!” Fern protested.

      “Mr. Stark! Don’t say things like that so openly!” Fern hissed.

      Naruto was already sketching a map in the dirt with a stick, circling a point labeled “MANOR,” then drawing lines and arrows like a five-year-old planning a bank robbery. “Okay, we sneak in through here—no wait, too many guards—okay, Stark, you punch through this wall—”

      “But we’re gonna be criminals!” Fern whined.

      “Heroic criminals,” Naruto countered.

      “Sounds interesting,” said an unfamiliar voice right behind them.

      All three of them froze.

      Like deer caught in headlights.

      They turned slowly, painfully, and found a tall silhouette standing in front of them, casting a long shadow in the setting sun.

      “…Frieren?” Stark blinked.

      There she was. Standing in her cloak, boots shining, her fancy briefcase in one hand. Hair immaculately neat. Eyes calm. Entirely un-enslaved.

      “…What the hell,” Naruto muttered, “you were supposed to be mining right now!”

      Fern looked like she was having an existential crisis.

      Frieren tilted her head. “Mining? Oh. Right. That.”

      Naruto stared at her like she was a ghost. “You were taken away by guards! In shackles! You said you were enslaved!”

      Frieren held up her hand and wagged a finger lazily. “Correction. I was enslaved for like… maybe twenty-seven minutes.”

      Stark blinked. “Wait, what?”

      “I stumbled across a rare ore while sorting rocks. A divine-tier Mana Conductor Quartz with crystalline dragon veins. Worth about… let’s say four times my debt.” She looked around. “So I paid it.”

      Naruto’s jaw hit the floor. “You—you just found some magic rock and paid it off?!”

      “Yes,” Frieren said simply. “And then I asked for my boots back. Oh, and the briefcase. That part was important.”

      Fern looked dizzy. “So… you’re not enslaved anymore?”

      “Nope.”

      Naruto groaned, smacking both hands to his face. “Then we just planned a full-blown political hostage situation for nothing?!”

      “Yes,” Frieren said again, just as casually. Then she leaned over Naruto’s dirt map. “By the way, what’s that drawing about? Looks like a very aggressive floor plan.”

      Fern quickly threw her cloak over the sketch like it was contraband. “Nothing! It’s nothing!”

      Frieren raised an eyebrow.

      Naruto pouted, arms crossed. “Well, now I feel dumb.”

      “Don’t worry,” Frieren said, patting his shoulder gently. “You are dumb.”

      “I should’ve let you rot in that mine.”

      Frieren smiled faintly. “But you didn’t. Which means you’re soft.”

      Stark chuckled. “You should’ve seen his face. He was ready to nuke the whole city.”

      Fern nodded. “He called you the most important hag in the world.”

      “I did not say that!” Naruto yelled, blushing furiously. “Take that back!”

      “You totally did,” Stark added, grinning. “You said, ‘Hag is important so we’ll go full criminal!’ Like a lunatic.”

      Frieren looked pleased. “That’s sweet.”

      “Stop smiling!” Naruto grumbled. “You ruined our whole dramatic rescue!”

      She shrugged. “Next time, try being less dramatic.”

      And just like that, she started walking back toward the city like nothing had happened at all.

      Fern looked at Naruto and said, “So… what do we do with this map now?”

      Naruto growled. “I say we burn it. And pretend none of this ever happened.”

      Stark chuckled, slinging his axe back over his shoulder. “Agreed.”

      And with that, their almost-crime evaporated like a fever dream, leaving only dirt sketches and a slightly bruised ego behind.

    
    

    
      Author Note:

      This chapter was for comic relief. But we are approaching the El Dorado arc which will be Chapter 29 to Chapter 33.

      Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, better and with more depth.

      Till next time!

      ~Phoenix.

      

    
  




    25. Hunters and Protectors

    
      Author’s Note:

      Replying to lycnt: You’re welcome. Actually, in the manga, Frieren indeed accepted being a slave for 300 years. But she also had a conversation with the Lord that I did not show here because it was irrelevant to this story.

    
    

    
      “If you want happiness for an hour — take a nap. If you want happiness for a day — go fishing. If you want happiness for a year — inherit a fortune. If you want happiness for a life time — help someone else.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 25

    
    

    

    
      In the Northern Plateau, deep within the chilling expanse of the Rufen region, tension rippled through the air like the tremors before an earthquake. It was subtle at first—a prickling on the back of the neck, a sour tinge in the wind, something dark coiling through the atmosphere. Naruto was the first to snap his head toward the east, his bright blue eyes narrowing. “You feel that?” he muttered, voice tight, more serious than usual.

      Frieren, standing beside him with her eyes half-lidded in thought, gave a faint nod. “Malice. Strong. Concentrated.” She didn’t need to elaborate further.

      Fern glanced between them, brows furrowing. “A village is nearby, isn’t it?”

      Stark, who was casually chewing a piece of hard bread and trying not to break a tooth, perked up at the tone of urgency and said, “Uh-oh. That doesn’t sound good.”

      In the next instant, Naruto was airborne, his body enveloped in a rush of magic as he launched himself into the sky, flying like a comet. Frieren followed, her cloak whipping in the wind as she ascended effortlessly, her face expressionless but focused. Fern was close behind, her eyes sharp with concern. Stark—well, Stark couldn’t fly. “Oh, come on! AGAIN?!” he yelled at the sky, groaning before breaking into a dead sprint, legs pumping furiously as he chased the streaks of magic through the terrain.

      The village came into view moments later—or rather, what was left of it. The buildings were in ruins, scorched black and splintered into rubble. Smoke still curled from the wreckage, thick and heavy, coating the air with the bitter scent of burnt wood and blood. Not a soul stirred.

      Naruto’s feet hit the ground hard, cracking the dirt beneath him as he landed. “Too late,” he growled, fists clenching. His eyes scanned the destruction—he had seen scenes like this before, but it never got easier. It never felt right. The silence was loud, like the ghosts were screaming just under the surface.

      Frieren hovered for a moment before touching down beside him. She looked around, eyes cool but calculating, and said, “No survivors.”

      Fern knelt in the dirt, her hands trembling slightly as she picked through the bodies. “This wasn’t a random attack. It was methodical. Swift.” Her fingers gently brushed the armor of a fallen man, her voice hushed. ‘He’s strong. Much stronger than Mr. Stark. But he didn’t even get a chance to fight properly.’ She traced the gash across his torso. “These are slash wounds… too clean. The work of a demon.”

      Stark arrived huffing and puffing, only to stumble to a halt as the carnage came into view. “What the hell…”

      Naruto’s hands sparked with raw mana as he turned toward the horizon. “They didn’t stop here. I sense two mana signatures nearby—some kind of chapel. That’s where they went.”

      Without waiting for approval, Naruto blasted off again, the wind screaming past him. Frieren followed, and so did Fern. Stark, exhausted, just groaned. “I hate this stupid Plateau…” and took off running again.

      The chapel was an eerie sight. Isolated on a hill, its stained glass shattered, its cross half-broken, and yet, there were two distinct figures standing guard at the front. Naruto landed with the force of a thunderclap, eyes blazing. “You better not be demons,” he muttered.

      But as the dust settled, the figures became clear.

      Geanau. The strict, no-nonsense proctor from the first phase of the First Class Mage Exam, still wearing his immaculate uniform and that same expression of perpetual disdain.

      Beside him stood Methode, the healer who had passed the exam alongside Naruto and Fern. Her long hair was tied up in a neat braid, her eyes gentle but alert, and her staff was at the ready.

      “Whoa, you guys?” Fern blinked in surprise, lowering her stance.

      Geanau turned toward them, his sharp eyes assessing them as if they were still test-takers under his gaze. “You’re late.”

      “Late to what?” Naruto snapped, glaring. “This village is gone.”

      Geanau’s face tightened. “Yes. We were here on a mission to exterminate demons. When we arrived, the massacre had already taken place.”

      “Wait, the Chivalric Order of Norm was supposed to protect this region,” Stark muttered, stepping beside Fern.

      “They were here,” Methode said quietly. She gestured to a heap of bodies by the chapel gate. “All of them. Slaughtered.”

      Fern felt her stomach turn. She stepped over to a fallen soldier, his blade still clutched in his hand. She knelt beside him, her fingers brushing his armored chest. “This man… He’s at least as strong as Mr. Stark. Maybe even stronger…” She examined the wound. ‘But these cuts… no hesitation. Straight through the armor.’ Her eyes trembled. “Quite a demon, indeed.”

      “We’ve slain a few,” Geanau added, dusting off his coat as if this were a minor inconvenience. “But they were weaklings. Mindless. Barely a threat. Whatever did this—” he gestured to the carnage, “—was not among them. It’s still out there.”

      Naruto stepped forward, fire in his eyes and a smirk on his lips. “Then let’s find that bastard.” He cracked his knuckles, his mana flaring around him like a storm just waiting to break. “And show him why humanity’s still around.”

      Fern looked at him, her expression somewhere between admiration and fear. He wasn’t just angry—he was burning. Fueled by rage, grief, and the silent vow that he would never let something like this happen again, not on his watch. Not while he still had breath in his lungs and magic in his hands.

      “Bold words,” Geanau said, arching a brow.

      “And I’ll back every one of them up,” Naruto shot back, lightning crackling at his fingertips. “We’re not just gonna avenge this village—we’re gonna make the demons afraid.”

      “Of us,” Stark added, stepping beside him and cracking his neck.

      Frieren, quiet until now, simply nodded. “Let’s go, then.”

      The wind shifted.

      The hunt had begun.

    
    

    
      Inside the ruins of the chapel, the group sat in a haphazard circle, makeshift and weary, the exhaustion of loss and anticipation of battle hanging thick like smoke. Fern dug into her satchel and sighed dramatically before pulling out a cloth-wrapped bundle and unfolding it with all the pomp of a grand meal reveal.

      “Bread,” she said simply.

      Naruto and Stark both groaned at once. Stark actually flopped backwards like he’d been stabbed. “Noooo. Not again…”

      “It’s like chewing stone!” Naruto whined, already attempting to gnaw at the corner of one chunk, which gave exactly zero indication of bending to his will. “This bread is fighting back.”

      “We don’t have anything else,” Fern said flatly, handing each of them a piece like a stern mother who’d had enough of everyone’s nonsense. “Deal with it.”

      Frieren, sitting cross-legged with her eyes closed as if meditating or maybe just ignoring them, reached out for her piece without a word and started eating it without a flinch. Stark stared. “How does she even do that?”

      “She’s not normal,” Naruto muttered around a bite, clearly straining his jaw.

      Meanwhile, Geanau had quietly excused himself, stepping outside the chapel ruins. Naruto, despite his complaints, grabbed an extra chunk of bread and followed, jogging lightly over the gravel-strewn path. He spotted Geanau sitting a little ways off on a mossy stone, facing the darkening horizon. The wind swept through the plateau in eerie, low whistles, brushing against his silver-stitched cloak as he sat completely still, watching the clouds.

      “Hey,” Naruto called out, holding up the bread like a peace offering. “Thought you might be hungry. It’s stale enough to be a weapon, but still technically edible.”

      Geanau glanced over, eyebrow twitching slightly as he accepted the bread. “Mm. Thank you,” he said with characteristic dryness, holding the bread with all the reverence of someone handed a very old rock.

      Naruto plopped down beside him with a sigh, stretching out his legs. The stars were starting to peek through the veil of dusk above them, one by one. There was a kind of quiet here, not peaceful, just… still. “Hey,” Naruto said after a moment, “do you want help with the bodies?”

      Geanau turned to look at him, eyes sharp, but not unkind. “Help?”

      “Yeah,” Naruto said, more serious now. “I can make hundreds of clones. We could get it done quickly. Everyone deserves a proper goodbye, right?”

      There was a pause. Then Geanau spoke, slowly and with the weight of long understanding. “In the forest of Lady Serie,” he said, “I saw you use that technique. I remember how your magic echoed through the trees. Like thunder with form.”

      Naruto blinked, then gave a sheepish grin. “So you do understand.”

      “I do,” Geanau nodded. Then he added, dry as the plateau itself, “However… it is unsafe to bury corpses in this region. Monsters scavenge freshly disturbed soil. Graves are torn open within days. Not even bones remain.”

      Naruto’s grin faded. His jaw clenched slightly. “So that’s why we haven’t seen a single cemetery here,” he muttered.

      Geanau nodded. “We cremate the dead. It’s not ideal. Many of us—myself included—grew up being told cremation dishonors the soul. But we have no choice. If we don’t, there is no rest. Only desecration.”

      Naruto was silent for a moment, staring out into the horizon where the village had once stood. Fires still smoldered weakly in the distance. “That sucks,” he said finally, voice tight. “I hate that the world’s still like this.”

      Geanau didn’t respond. He broke a piece of the bread, chewing it cautiously—and immediately made a face. “Ow,” he muttered, holding his jaw. “It’s… harder than I remembered.”

      Naruto chuckled, leaning back on his hands. “Right? I’m pretty sure Fern’s trying to kill us with this stuff. Death by baguette.”

      Geanau allowed a faint snort. It was the closest Naruto had ever seen him come to a laugh.

      Naruto’s gaze returned to the sky, thoughtful now. “Methode said the demon we’re after wields four swords.”

      “Correct,” Geanau said. “Quad-sword style. Not a technique one sees often. Requires an unnatural amount of coordination and strength. Only demons would be capable of managing it efficiently.”

      “I’ve never fought a demon like that,” Naruto admitted. ‘I mean, there were some monsters that looked like people. And I’ve taken down things that could level cities.’ He paused, then scratched his cheek. “But a straight-up demon with multiple swords? That’s new.”

      “You did kill Aura of the Seven Sages of Destruction,” Geanau said bluntly.

      Naruto groaned like someone had reminded him of an embarrassing past life incident. “Ughhh, don’t bring her up. She was creepy. That whole ‘undead parade’ thing? Nope.”

      “She was one of the most dangerous threats of this century,” Geanau pointed out.

      Naruto shrugged. “Yeah, well, she picked the wrong weirdo to mess with.” Then he smirked, fire lighting up in his eyes. “And so did this sword-spinning demon freak. I don’t care how strong he is. We’ll teach him a lesson. The kind of lesson that leaves a crater.”

      Geanau chewed another piece of the bread, very slowly this time. “Bold. Arrogant.”

      “I prefer ‘confident and charming.’”

      The wind rustled the grass around them.

      “Still,” Geanau said, glancing at Naruto with a flicker of interest. “You’re not wrong.”

      Naruto grinned wide. “Damn right I’m not.” He tilted his head toward the chapel. “We’re gonna fix this. One demon at a time.”

      Behind them, the stars blazed brighter.

    
    

    
      Not far from the smoldering wreckage of the village, perched atop a jagged bluff like a vulture watching a dying animal, an ancient fortress loomed—half-collapsed, windswept, and forgotten by the world. But tonight, its silence was broken by laughter. A high-pitched, giddy squeal echoed off the cracked stone walls.

      “Heeheehee~! Three First Class Mages and a warrior!” chirped the demon girl, practically bouncing where she stood on the parapet. She was small, lithe, deceptively dainty with skin pale like candle wax and eyes glowing like molten rubies. Two jagged horns curled from her lavender hair, and her grin stretched wide enough to reveal razor-like teeth. “It’s like my birthday came early! A full-course meal with wine and dessert~!”

      Behind her, the shadows stirred with a slow, slithering rhythm. Heavy thuds sounded as something massive slithered into the moonlight.

      “Excited, Arezya?” came the deep, gravelly voice of the larger demon. His body was grotesquely majestic, a twisted mockery of elegance. His upper torso was broad and muscular, adorned in dark armor engraved with old runes of the demon kings, and four long, armored arms flexed lazily at his sides. Below the waist, there were no legs—only a thick serpentine tail that coiled across the stone floor like a massive python. His face was hidden behind a black iron visor that glowed faintly from within, and he towered over the girl like a god before a priestess.

      Arezya spun in a full circle, arms flailing like a child. “I’ve always wanted to dissect a First Class Mage! And now we have three?! That’s, like, triple the fun! The redhead looks fun I must see how his insides compare to the others~!”

      Revoulte, Demon General of sword style, said nothing at first. His armored hand gripped the crumbling battlement, eyes unseen behind the visor as he stared down at the darkened ruins of the village below. The embers still flickered. Smoke rose like ghosts from burned rooftops.

      “They’ll leave soon,” Arezya urged, skipping over to his side. “We should attack before they move on, right? Right? The corpses aren’t even that fresh anymore—do we care about bait? I wanna gooooo~!”

      “We wait,” Revoulte said simply, his voice deep as rolling boulders.

      Arezya blinked, her manic energy pausing for a brief second. “What? But—why?!”

      “Humans,” Revoulte murmured, “have a habit of protecting their dead.”

      “Protecting… corpses?” She tilted her head, one eye twitching as if trying to understand some alien logic. “You mean like they… guard them? Why would anyone guard a pile of meat?”

      “Affection,” Revoulte answered.

      Arezya stared at him blankly for a beat, then burst into a series of cackles. “Ohhhh, you mean that stupid ‘love’ thing? Like, they cry and hold funerals and give speeches? That affection? That’s real?”

      Revoulte didn’t move. His tail coiled a little tighter, dragging over old stone. “Yes.”

      “Huh.” Arezya pouted, tapping a claw against her chin. “Weird little creatures, aren’t they?”

      “Dangerous little creatures,” Revoulte corrected, still watching the flickers in the dark. “Even in death, they stir. Even in grief, they fight. We wait for the moment when they walk to us. When their purpose is sharpened by rage and grief… that is when we crush them.”

      Arezya grinned again, stretching like a cat. “Ohoho~ So it’s going to be one of those games, huh? Fine by me~ The taste of broken hope is soooo much sweeter than plain fear.”

      “Prepare yourself,” Revoulte said, all four hands folding behind his back. “They’ll come soon.”

      The wind howled louder, as if in agreement, carrying with it the faintest sound of footsteps approaching ruin.

    
    

    
      The air was still heavy with smoke and the biting scent of scorched wood. In the center of the ruined village square, surrounded by the charred remnants of what used to be homes, the party gathered—silent at first, their breaths misting faintly in the aftermath of death. There were no birds chirping, no insects humming. Just the low, smoldering crackle of dying fires and the distant creak of collapsing timbers.

      Genau stood with his arms crossed, his dark cloak rustling softly in the wind as he surveyed the wreckage. His face was as composed as ever, but the tension in his jaw and the downward pull of his eyes betrayed the storm beneath. “I’ll stay behind,” he said flatly. “Someone has to guard the deceased.”

      Naruto turned to him. “You sure? It could get ugly.”

      Genau nodded. “The enemy knows we are here. They know the corpses are unprotected. That means they’ll come to defile them eventually.” He paused, eyeing the burned corpses arranged with what little dignity could be afforded. “I won’t let them.”

      “I’ll stay too,” Stark said, stepping up, slapping a fist into his palm with a firm nod.

      Genau turned his head sharply. “Are you a fool?”

      “Pffft,” Stark snorted. “Obviously.”

      “These are First Class Mages,” Genau went on, leveling a glare at him. “They need a vanguard. That’s you.”

      “So do you,” Stark shrugged. “You’re alone otherwise. And it’s not like I’m useless with a sword.”

      Genau squinted, silent.

      “Besides,” Stark said with a crooked smirk, jerking a thumb toward Naruto, “he’s with them.”

      Naruto was crouching, poking at a blackened lump of what used to be a monster, before perking up at the sound of his name. “Huh? What?”

      Stark pointed at him without turning. “He’s far more capable than me.”

      Naruto straightened up, puffing his chest and flexing theatrically. “Aw~ Stark, you do care. Come and give me a hug!”

      Stark rolled his eyes. “I will actually punch you.”

      Fern, off to the side, gave a tiny, stifled giggle.

      Metode adjusted the strap on her satchel and looked between the two men. “I’d say it’s fair,” she said softly. “We’ll be fine. And Stark… you might actually have more to contribute here than swinging a sword. Staying means something too.”

      Stark gave a noncommittal grunt but didn’t argue.

      Frieren, who had been quietly staring at the rubble as if seeing something beyond the present, finally spoke up. “Let’s go. If we wait too long, they’ll be gone.”

      Naruto nodded, spinning the kunai ring on his finger. “Time to make some demons regret crawling out of their holes.”

      Fern straightened, her expression sharper than usual. “We’ll make them pay for this.”

      With that, the four of them—Frieren, Fern, Naruto, and Metode—turned away from the death-ridden village and stepped into the forest beyond. The light dimmed under the canopy of twisted trees, branches reaching down like claws. The air was different here. Still, but not calm. Quiet, but not peaceful. Something unseen watched them from between the trunks, ancient and patient.

      Back in the square, Stark folded his arms and exhaled.

      “You really think they’ll be okay?” he asked.

      Genau, kneeling near the bodies, didn’t look up. “No.”

      Stark’s brow furrowed.

      “They won’t be ‘okay,’” Genau continued, his voice low and steady, “but they’re the only ones who can face what’s ahead.”

      Stark glanced toward the dark tree line where his friends had vanished.

      “…Yeah. You’re right.”

      And then, as night began to settle over the ruined village, silence reclaimed the square. But it was a heavy silence—one thick with waiting, with mourning, and with something darker still, creeping ever closer from within the woods.

    
    

    
      As they made their way deeper into the forest, the silence around them turned almost unnatural. The moss beneath their boots felt spongier, the light above dimmer as thick canopies blocked the late afternoon sun. The mood, however, was bizarrely casual—at least for Naruto.

      He was spinning a pair of massive kunai between his fingers, both shimmering with the icy glow of the Schee spell. The weapons crackled faintly with frost, leaving soft vapor trails as he twirled them in wide arcs, clearly showing off.

      “Why the big ones?” Fern asked without looking at him, eyes scanning the treeline like a hawk.

      Naruto grinned. “Two big ones are better than a dozen tiny ones, obviously. It’s about style. Intimidation. The ‘wow’ factor.”

      Frieren, walking ahead with her arms behind her back, didn’t bother to turn around. “And when that fog spell rips the kunai out of your hand because you didn’t reinforce them with anchoring mana?”

      Naruto made a mock gasp. “How dare you insult my craftsmanship, hag!”

      Methode, skipping a little to keep pace, tilted her head toward Frieren, then to Fern, then to Naruto. “Say… do you think I can pet Frieren-sama’s head?”

      Naruto blinked and nearly stumbled. “What?”

      Methode clasped her hands together, eyes sparkling with childlike excitement. “Just once? Serie-sama never lets me. She gets all huffy and tsundere when I try. So I was wondering…”

      Frieren slowly turned her head, face expressionless, deadpan stare leveling at Methode like the gaze of a thousand-year-old angel mildly inconvenienced by mortal foolishness.

      “No,” she said flatly.

      Methode pouted. “Aw…”

      Naruto snorted loudly, biting his lip to hold back laughter. “That look was cold. Even colder than my kunai, dang.”

      But just as Methode gave up with a defeated sigh, Fern—who had up until now been cool and calm—suddenly flinched and stepped closer to Frieren, her expression tight, almost… possessive.

      “Please don’t touch Mistress,” she said quickly, glancing at Methode with a strange intensity.

      Methode raised her eyebrows. “Oh? Protective much?”

      Frieren gave Fern a sideways glance but didn’t say anything. Fern coughed into her hand, face pink. Naruto looked between the three women and whispered under his breath, “Okay… didn’t expect that dynamic to come out today…”

      Just then, Naruto stopped in his tracks. The kunai in his hands stopped spinning and pointed forward like dowsing rods. His eyes sharpened. “Hold up,” he muttered. “Above.”

      The others immediately halted. Fern’s staff was already in hand. Frieren’s gaze lifted, and Methode drew out her orb of healing magic, eyes narrowing.

      From the canopy above, two figures dropped lower into view—seemingly normal people at a glance. A man and a woman, both young, both elegant in appearance—but unmistakably demons. Curved black horns protruded from their temples, and their mana was dense, foul, and unnatural.

      The male demon grinned. “Found them.”

      And then, without warning, he moved his hand in a practiced, sharp motion.

      Boom.

      A thick mist exploded around them. Fog surged like a wave, swallowing the party whole. The sound of rushing wind and magical dissonance filled their ears, visibility plummeting to zero. The trees vanished. The ground turned vague. The shapes around them stretched and twisted.

      “Fern!” Frieren shouted, reaching out.

      “Here!” Fern’s voice echoed distantly.

      “Naruto? Methode?” she barked.

      No reply.

      The fog churned again, and when it cleared slightly, Frieren found herself standing with Fern alone in a completely altered part of the forest. The air was colder. The trees unfamiliar. The world twisted.

      Frieren took one look at her surroundings and simply sighed. “It’s fine.”

      Fern looked tense. “We’ve been separated. A transportation fog spell?”

      “An advanced illusion-based spatial spell,” Frieren corrected, placing a hand on a tree. “The demons probably didn’t expect Naruto to be this sensitive. He sensed them too early. They panicked and isolated us.”

      Fern swallowed, gripping her staff tighter. “Do you think they’re okay?”

      “Naruto’s with Methode. If the demons think a healer is an easy target, they’re in for a surprise.” Frieren smirked faintly. “As long as Naruto keeps his head… they’ll be fine.”

      Fern nodded slowly, but her expression didn’t ease. “Then what do we do now?”

      Frieren looked ahead into the still-thick fog. “Now? We hunt demons. Two of them. One male, one female. We kill them before they regroup.”

      “…And if there’s more?”

      “We kill those too.”

      Fern blinked. “That’s… very direct of you, Mistress.”

      Frieren just raised a brow, then flicked a hand to summon a glowing rune in the air. “I’m in a bit of a mood,” she said. “Someone tried to pet me.”

    
    

    
      Naruto and Methode stood back to back, the world around them choked in a thick, supernatural fog that twisted the light and warped the sounds. Trees swayed like ghosts, and every step they took crunched unnaturally beneath them—as if even the ground wasn’t quite real anymore. Visibility was nearly zero, the mist clinging to their bodies like a second skin. Naruto held his two giant Schee-forged kunai at the ready, the icy glow of their blades pulsing with barely contained mana, cutting faint blue arcs in the haze.

      “So, what is this fog?” Naruto muttered, eyes darting left and right. “Some kind of hiding jutsu?”

      Methode didn’t answer right away. Her fingers glowed with healing mana—not to cast anything, but to better feel the magical particles in the air. She was listening, sensing, dissecting.

      “It’s not just hiding,” she finally murmured. “It’s a layered field spell. A saboteur-type enchantment specifically targeting your visibility sense.”

      Naruto squinted. “You mean, like a illusion?”

      “In a way,” she nodded. “But it’s more sophisticated. Rather than overwhelming the brain directly, it manipulates perception by nullifying reliable input—sight is made untrustworthy, inconsistent. That forces the victim to rely on other senses.”

      Naruto blinked, and then grinned as the connection clicked. “So it’s a trap. Makes you think you can hear better than you actually can. But really, they want you relying on sounds. Right?”

      “Exactly.” Methode nodded, then her eyes flicked around. “And demons are naturally attuned to their own magic. Which means… they’re probably unaffected.”

      Naruto turned toward the sound of a soft rustle—barely a whisper—and immediately, instinct screamed danger. He ducked just in time.

      Shing!

      Two curved blades cleaved through the space where his neck had been a second ago, the air singing with steel and sudden bloodlust. The female demon appeared from the mist, a blur of movement, dual swords flashing. Her long hair billowed as she flipped back, landing catlike, visor still wrapped across her eyes—completely opaque.

      “She’s blind,” Naruto breathed, steadying himself.

      “No,” Methode corrected, retreating several steps behind. “She’s listening. Like a bat.”

      Naruto’s lips curved into a wild grin. “Sound-based tracking. Man, I’ve seen this before… Reminds me of those guys from the Sound Village during the Chunin Exams.”

      The demon hissed, clearly irritated at missing her mark, but she didn’t speak. She simply rotated her swords in hand and began to move again, completely silent, her steps gliding over the earth with impossible grace.

      “I need time to break the fog spell,” Methode said urgently, conjuring several glowing sigils in the air. “It’s spatial in origin—based in layers. If I can unravel the base rune structure, I can dispel it.”

      “Got it. I’ll keep Ms. Slice-and-Dice busy.” Naruto turned, then raised one kunai like a salute, and grinned. “Hey lady, let’s dance.”

      She didn’t need a verbal invitation. Her head twitched at his voice, and she was on him in an instant, blades carving streaks through the mist. Naruto leapt back, then sideways, vanishing with a short blink of Schee-powered speed, reappearing just behind her. He struck.

      CLANG!

      The sound rang loud as her swords deflected the kunai strike midair. Her reaction was instant, surgical. Even though she couldn’t see, she responded the moment the sound of Naruto’s movement bounced toward her.

      Naruto landed a few feet back, arms humming with mana. “She’s good,” he muttered. “Really good.”

      Methode, still drawing geometric patterns into the air with her glowing fingertips, didn’t look up. “Don’t try to out-sneak her. Make more noise. Confuse her. Force her to misinterpret your location.”

      “Roger that,” Naruto said. Then he stomped the ground—loud—and launched forward.

      He didn’t go for direct hits now. He zigzagged, made extra noise, struck tree trunks, flicked kunai into empty space to throw off the sound. Every second he bought was a second for Methode to analyze.

      The demon lunged toward one of the misfired kunai, slashing at air, and Naruto laughed. “Ohh~ That’s right! I’m everywhere and nowhere, baby!”

      She snarled, finally frustrated. But Naruto’s heart was pounding—not from fear, but exhilaration. It had been a long time since he’d fought someone like this. He felt twelve again, in the Forest of Death, fighting that weird flute chick or those sound clone freaks.

      “She’s relying on echolocation!” he shouted to Methode. “Let’s see how she likes this!”

      He slammed both palms to the earth. “Schee Clones!”

      The ice exploded outward, and dozens of Naruto-shaped silhouettes burst forth, each one crackling with cold, each a walking sonic bomb.

      The demon staggered, her head whipping around, confused by the multitudes of footsteps. She slashed wildly, catching a clone here and there—but it only created more chaotic sound.

      Methode’s hands finally paused, the patterns in front of her humming brightly.

      “I’ve got it,” she said. “I can break the spell.”

      “Then do it!”

      Methode clapped her hands together—and the fog shattered like glass.

      “Windreinigung!” Methode shouted, her voice cutting through the fog like a razor.

      A surge of emerald wind burst from her fingertips, sweeping outward in a violent spiral that tore through the air. The magical fog didn’t fade—it shattered, disintegrated, peeled away like burnt parchment, revealing the shattered village outskirts under the dim afternoon sun. The suffocating mist lifted, revealing the battlefield in sharp clarity.

      The female demon faltered, her body twitching, head tilting this way and that. Without her precious veil of sound-muddling fog, she was disoriented—her echolocation crippled. The sound of the wind had scattered everything; the subtle acoustics she’d relied on were gone.

      Naruto didn’t miss a beat.

      “Let’s see how you like this—Zoltaraak!”

      He raised his staff—Flamme’s staff—and it glowed with golden-white energy. The jewel embedded in its crown pulsed with raw power as a blast of concentrated light magic erupted from it in a beam-like surge. The air whined with force, and the energy beam struck the demon square in the chest. She didn’t even have time to scream—her body convulsed, arched backward from the hit, and then slammed into a tree trunk, creating a deep crater in the bark before slumping motionless to the ground.

      High above them, the wind shifted.

      A thud.

      Another thud.

      And then the soft hum of mana as two cloaked silhouettes landed on either side of Naruto. It was Fern and Frieren, descending like royalty after completing their own mission.

      Fern had soot on her cheek and blood splattered on her robes, but her eyes were sharp, sweeping over the battlefield. When she saw the smoldering remains of the Zoltaraak beam, her brows lifted.

      “M-Mr. Naruto…” she said, mouth slightly agape. “Was that… Zoltaraak?”

      Naruto gave a little half-smirk, half-shrug. “Yup.”

      Fern blinked. “But… Mistress Frieren never taught you that spell.”

      He spun Flamme’s staff in one hand like a drumstick and let it rest on his shoulder. “And you think just ’cause the hag doesn’t teach me anything, I can’t figure stuff out? Pfft. I’ve seen you guys chuck that spell around so much, I got it drilled into my head.”

      Fern tilted her head. “So… you just copied it? Like, visually?”

      “Well,” Naruto said, pointing the staff dramatically toward the tree where the demon had been blasted. “It’s not exactly the same. Mine’s a bit cooler.”

      Fern narrowed her eyes. “Cooler…?”

      “Yeah! See, it’s basically like a Rasengan—y’know, the spinny orb thing I used to throw back in the day. But instead of spinning it in my hand, I channel it through the staff. I compress a ton of mana, then I launch it in a straight line like a sniper beam. So it’s like Rasengan, but way more potent. Pew~!”

      Fern just stared at him. “…So it’s a Rasengan laser beam.”

      “Exactly! You get it!”

      Behind them, Frieren let out a long, amused hum. Her arms crossed, her cloak fluttering slightly in the breeze, and her expression bore that rare glint—half a smirk, half a satisfied smile.

      “Oh?” she said, clearly relishing it. “So you were paying attention, after all.”

      Naruto squinted back at her. “I’m always paying attention. You just don’t teach me squat.”

      Frieren shrugged. “I like to believe in natural talent.”

      “More like natural laziness,” Naruto muttered, but he smiled all the same.

      Frieren didn’t respond—she didn’t need to. Her eyes flicked to the cratered tree, then to the broken remains of the demon slumped in the roots, and her smile became just a little more smug. Naruto may have grumbled like an old man, but he’d pieced together a highly advanced spell just from watching. That wasn’t just talent—that was genius cloaked in idiocy.

      Methode wiped her forehead with her sleeve. “Okay, well. I don’t know how you two argue and annihilate monsters, but we should probably head back to the village before something else crawls out of the woods.”

      Fern gave a firm nod. “Yes. There could be more demons nearby. We should regroup.”

      “Yeah, yeah, let’s go,” Naruto said, stretching his arms and cracking his neck. “I’m starving.”

      “You’re always starving.”

      “And you’re always scolding.”

      The party began walking back, the forest feeling less hostile now with the fog gone and the demon threat neutralized. Fern occasionally glanced at Naruto, the image of that Zoltaraak beam etched into her mind. He hadn’t just mimicked the spell—he’d transformed it. And that was terrifyingly impressive.

      Meanwhile, Frieren trailed behind, gaze lost somewhere between the trees and the sky. A student who figured things out on his own… she didn’t say it aloud, but the warmth in her chest was unmistakable.

      As they left the battlefield behind, no one noticed the small, shattered pieces of the female demon’s visor twitch ever so slightly in the underbrush. But for now, the forest was quiet. The fight was over.

      And Frieren, that ever-smiling, ever-smug thousand-year-old mage, gave one last glance at Naruto’s back and murmured to herself, “Not bad…”

    
    

    
      Morning came soft and warm, the light spilling through the broken beams of the ruined village chapel like golden syrup. Dew glistened on shattered stone, and birdsong tried to fill the silence that still clung to the place. The scent of blood still lingered faintly in the air, but it was overwhelmed now by the earthy aroma of damp moss and fresh bread—Fern had finally figured out how to toast the infernal rations to make them less like eating bricks and more like eating slightly softer bricks.

      Inside what was left of the village’s central hut, Stark was sitting upright with a bandage wrapped around his head and one arm in a sling, already stuffing his face. “Mmmff—Methode, you’re seriously a miracle worker,” he said through a mouthful of bread. “Thought I saw the afterlife last night.”

      “You did,” Naruto said dramatically, sprawled out on the floor nearby. “You were sobbing and asking for your mom.”

      “Was not!”

      “Were too.”

      Meanwhile, Genau sat with his back to the wall, arms folded, quiet but awake, his wounds healed cleanly thanks to Methode’s magic. There wasn’t even a scar—just the memory of pain and the weight of what they’d survived.

      Methode herself was sitting cross-legged beside a small portable stove, blowing on a cup of tea. Her face was lit softly in the morning light, her silver hair tousled but her eyes alert.

      “So,” she began casually, brushing some crumbs off her lap, “I’ve been thinking. You guys are always getting into messy situations. Wounds. Mana depletion. Demons trying to gut you. Maybe you need a priest.”

      Naruto looked up. “Like… a real priest?”

      Methode nodded. “Yeah. I’m stationed in the Northern Plateau for a while anyway, so it wouldn’t be much of a detour. Thought maybe I’d tag along and keep you reckless folks from dying.”

      Frieren raised an eyebrow, sipping from her own mug. “That’s actually… a good suggestion.”

      She turned toward Fern, who had frozen mid-bite. Fern’s brows drew together. She stared at Methode. Hard. And then, without a single word, she shuffled closer to Frieren, wrapped her arms around her Mistress, and held her tight. Possessively. Like a gremlin guarding her treasure.

      There was a pause.

      “…So that’s a no,” Frieren muttered dryly.

      Methode blinked. “I think she hates me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you,” Stark said, trying to be diplomatic. “She just… has a very passionate way of saying no.”

      Naruto popped up, brushing crumbs off his shirt. “Okay, but hear me out—yes.”

      Fern snapped her head toward him. “Why?!”

      “We totally need a healer!” Naruto said. “Like, Methode is clutch! And besides, wouldn’t it be cool to have an adult woman in the party?”

      “I am an adult woman,” Frieren said flatly, turning her tired eyes toward him.

      Naruto burst out laughing immediately. “Oh please! You’re about as mature as a tantrum-prone toddler!”

      “I’ve lived for over a thousand years.”

      “Yeah, and you still argue like a twelve-year-old on a sugar high.”

      “I have mastered every branch of magic known to mankind.”

      “You got into debt so bad you were almost enslaved for three hundred years.”

      Frieren narrowed her eyes. “That was a minor accounting oversight.”

      “Minor? You were being dragged away barefoot!”

      “I had a plan.”

      “You cried and said, ‘I’ll mine mana stones with tears!’”

      “That was sarcasm.”

      “No it wasn’t!”

      Fern buried her face in her hands, groaning. “Why are you both like this.”

      Meanwhile, Methode leaned over toward Stark, whispering out of the side of her mouth. “So… is this normal?”

      “Oh yeah,” Stark said, nodding casually. “They’ll be at it for a while. You get used to it.”

      “And the answer to my question?”

      He stuck out a hand, a friendly smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “Welcome to the party.”

      Methode shook it. “Glad to be here. Now, who do I have to threaten to get a real breakfast around here?”

      Naruto and Frieren were now in a full-on debate about whether Zoltaraak was more efficient as a beam or a burst. Fern was hugging Frieren’s back like a backpack with trust issues. Stark was already halfway back to sleep, Methode was planning to re-bless everyone’s gear, and somewhere in the wrecked village, the wind carried the promise of the next adventure.

      It was shaping up to be a perfectly chaotic day.

    
    

    
      Author Note:

      I don’t know how many manga chapters were included here.

      Regradless, what do you think? Can we surpass 1K favourites before the El Dorado arc begins?

      Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, better and with more depth.

      Till next time!

      ~Phoenix.

      

    
  




    26. Facing A Weyr

    
      Author Note:

      Thanks for all the love, everyone! This is a short chapter, but I hope you’ll enjoy it.

      You’ve asked some excellent questions! While some have been answered already, I’m happy to clarify a few things:

      This Naruto is from after the Rasenshuriken arc but before the Pain Arc. He will not have KCM 1, 2, or Six Paths Sage Mode.

      Naruto has already used Rasenshuriken multiple times in this story.

      Naruto mastered Sage Mode in this world, not the Shinobi World. This was covered in the early chapters.

      In Chapter 19, the crystals prevented Frieren and Fern from using magic. However, Naruto and Stark’s immense physical abilities allowed them to escape while saving the girls. So, while mana was hindered, it didn’t significantly affect Stark’s abilities.

      Naruto will use both magic and jutsus. Have you ever wondered why Naruto can use jutsu with mana? Or why he has red hair and jade green eyes? Why did Frieren mention his elven traits? What about being summoned as a ‘magical prodigy’? Think again!

      Regarding Flamme, I assure you she has no ulterior motives and is not mentally unwell. Serie knows everything about Naruto’s secrets—WHO and WHAT he is. Kraft has some idea, while Frieren isn’t completely sure and is trying to understand.

      This isn’t a typical isekai fanfiction with no explanation for how a character arrives in another world. There’s a deep secret here that will be revealed at the story’s end.

      Unfortunately for some, there will be no Naruto and Fern romance. She has already claimed Stark, and pairing her with Naruto would derail my plot.

      While ‘Freerent: Beyond Debt’s End’, uh, ahem, I mean ‘Frieren: Beyond Journey’s End’ is indeed a slice-of-life, semi-philosophical adventure, and I’ve been incorporating that tone with some comedic and downright hilarious scenes, there have been—and will continue to be—many serious, deep and profound moments.

      While this chapter isn’t overly serious, I felt it was necessary for the story as the following chapters (29-33) may not have as many of these reflective moments. The next two chapters are quite important so look forward to them.

      Can we reach 1K favourites before the El Dorado arc? Let’s hope so!

      Shout out to…

      sahibjit669, Afro1Ninja8, No Se1, The Storm Master 567, Dylan66, amilcarstevenfv9, Guiltyofmycrimess, Bananaonhappycrack, Dragon Blaze-X, Jeremy Steinmark, Ruski and guests.

      …for reviewing and asking these questions. If I missed any, do pardon me please.

      Now, let’s enjoy!

    
    

    
      Life well spent is long.

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 26

    
    

    

    
      The wind howled low across the broken remains of the village, its shrill whistle slipping through charred wood and collapsed rooftops like a warning cry left on repeat. The party had just entered the Drache Region of the Northern Plateau—an arid stretch of harsh winds and cruel terrain. This village, half-buried in soot and claw marks, looked like it had been plucked out of a painting titled ‘When Bad Things Happen to Poor Villagers’ and dunked into a blender.

      Splintered houses, crushed carts, and a barn that had been literally bitten in half like a giant had gotten peckish. A scorched trail curved down from the hills like a black scar leading right to the village’s heart.

      “Yeesh,” Naruto said, hands behind his head as he surveyed the damage. “And I thought Konoha had bad luck. What the heck happened here?”

      The village leader—a balding man with eyebrows thicker than most bears—stepped forward, crutch tucked under one arm, the other hand wringing a battered cap. “Dragon,” he said simply. “Big one. Came in two nights ago. Scales like dusk and fire in its breath.”

      Naruto blinked. “A dragon?! Ohhh now we’re talking. We gotta help them!”

      “I was getting to that,” Frieren said with her usual deadpan delivery. She looked toward the ashen hill the dragon had likely come from, her hand already tightening around her staff. “Was it a Weyr?”

      Naruto turned to her, confusion all over his face. “What’s a weir?”

      “Weyr,” Fern corrected gently, holding up a finger like a teacher with patient despair. “It’s what we call a group of dragons that nest together. Kind of like a dragon family. Really dangerous.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened. “A group? Like multiple dragons?! That’s not a boss fight, that’s a raid!”

      “An ancient Weyr once decimated an entire kingdom,” Frieren added casually. “But we’ve handled worse.”

      Stark groaned in the back. “Speak for yourself. I can’t punch fire.”

      The village leader, meanwhile, looked at them with a mix of hope and desperation. “So… you’ll help?”

      Frieren stepped forward, brushing ash off her boots. “We will. But… we want compensation.”

      “Gold? Silver?”

      “No,” Frieren said, shaking her head with all the gravity of a woman about to do something truly foolish. “A spell. Any spell. Especially if it’s a unique one.”

      The leader blinked. “Well… We do have a grimoire passed down for generations. Contains a spell that lets you speak really fast without biting your lips.”

      Before anyone could even process what that meant, Frieren’s hand shot out. “Deal.”

      They shook on it instantly. Stark let out a choked sound. Naruto facepalmed. Fern didn’t even try to hide her exasperation anymore.

      Later, as the group combed through the remains of the village looking for clues—claw marks, scorched earth, maybe something dumb the dragon left behind like a scale or a big dramatic monologue—it was Methode who finally asked the question everyone else was too tired to repeat again.

      “So… Mistress Frieren,” she said, her soft voice tinged with genuine curiosity. “What is the value of a spell like that? Talking really fast without lip injuries?”

      Naruto groaned so loud a nearby goat flinched. “Oh my God thank you. I thought I was the only one losing my mind.”

      “It has its uses,” Frieren replied primly, not even looking up from the blackened ground where she was studying claw impressions.

      “Like what?” Naruto demanded. “What possible combat advantage does speaking fast without getting tongue-twisted give you? What, are you gonna start a mystic speech mid-battle?”

      “It improves spell incantation speed and clarity,” Frieren said with a shrug. “It’s quite rare, actually. You wouldn’t understand.”

      Naruto squinted. “So, instead of collecting cool elemental death-blast spells, you’re hoarding ones that let you… pronounce syllables better?”

      “Do you want to bite your tongue mid-Zoltaraak and die?”

      “…Okay that happened once.”

      Fern coughed politely, her voice soft. “She’s always been like this, Mr. Naruto. She collects spells like people collect bugs.”

      “I don’t collect bugs,” Frieren muttered.

      “You have three different preservation spells for exactly that purpose,” Fern deadpanned.

      “They’re for research.”

      “They’re in little glass jars labeled with smiley faces.”

      Naruto looked up at the sky, as if asking it to smite him. “How did I end up in a party with a gremlin librarian, a tsundere apprentice, and a musclehead with trauma?”

      “You forgot the mature priestess,” Methode added cheerfully, walking beside him.

      “I didn’t forget. I’m just praying to whatever gods you follow that you don’t turn out to be weird too.”

      “No promises,” she said sweetly.

      They reached the end of the village—deep scorch marks led off into the hills. The trees in that direction had been stripped of leaves by heat, some still smoldering faintly from the tips. They were on the right track.

      Naruto stopped and summoned a pair of icy kunai from thin air, letting them spin in his hands. “Alright. Dragon hunting time. Hag, you better use your lip magic wisely, ’cause if I get burned I’m blaming your priorities.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Frieren said, not looking back.

      “Of course you will,” Naruto muttered. “You probably have a spell for not sweating.”

      “Actually, I do.”

      Fern gave him a sympathetic pat on the back. “It’s going to be a long day.”

      And with that, they marched off into the hills, following the trail of destruction with the confidence of people who had absolutely no idea how many dragons might be waiting.

    
    

    
      It didn’t take long. The forest grew quiet, the charred trees standing like blackened toothpicks under a grim sky. Burn marks, deep claw grooves in the ground, and the unmistakable smell of sulfur were breadcrumbs leading them straight to the culprits. And oh boy, it wasn’t just one dragon.

      It was a lot.

      They stood on a rocky ledge overlooking a small ravine, where the beasts rested—some curled around each other, others preening or clawing at the rocks, wings folded, golden eyes glinting. At least eight of them. All sizes. All very much “please don’t wake me” levels of terrifying.

      Naruto whistled. “Okay, yep, that’s a weyr alright. Definitely not just a solo act. This is like… a dragon family barbecue.”

      Fern narrowed her eyes. “We’re going to have to be precise. Strategic. Careful.”

      “I’ve fought stronger,” Frieren said flatly, brushing dust off her cloak like this wasn’t even remotely stressful. “Back in Himmel’s party, we once wiped out a sky-borne wyvern horde while riding griffins blindfolded.”

      “That’s not a normal memory, Hag,” Naruto muttered, already tightening his grip on the Flamme Staff. “That’s a fever dream.”

      Still, with zero ceremony or buildup, he leapt down like a man whose common sense was still napping in bed. “Alright, lizards! Let’s dance!”

      Stark shouted behind him, already swinging his axe with enough force to turn boulders into oatmeal. “Who needs strategy when you’ve got rage!?”

      “Wait—no—oh never mind,” Fern sighed.

      The dragons shrieked, their deep, thunderous roars shaking the ground as the party launched their assault. Naruto led the charge with style, spinning through the air, flipping, and hurling his signature combo—a glowing Rasengan mixed with Zoltarak—blasting through wings, scales, and egos alike.

      “ZOLTARASENGAAAN!” he screamed.

      “That’s not a real spell name!” Fern yelled back.

      “I MAKE MY OWN SPELLS, FERN!”

      Stark cleaved through one of the beasts with raw brute force, splitting a horn in half and leaping from one dragon’s back to another’s shoulder like he was trying out for a one-man circus.

      But just as he was winding up to take down a particularly massive one, a scaly tail whipped out of nowhere and—CHOMP—one of the dragons bit his head and lifted him into the sky.

      “STAAAARRRK!” Naruto screamed.

      From inside the dragon’s mouth came a muffled, but still distinctly annoyed, “I’m okay!”

      “Oh hell no!” Naruto rocketed into the air with a burst of mana, feet glowing. “You are not eating my bro, you overgrown flying sausage!”

      He zoomed straight up, pulled out an absurdly large icy kunai made of ice and light, and stabbed the dragon in the tonsils with it.

      “OPEN UP!” Naruto shouted, half standing on the dragon’s snout. “I SAID DROP HIM, BAD LIZARD, BAD!”

      The dragon gagged.

      Stark’s legs kicked wildly as Naruto reached into the mouth and grabbed him by the ankles like he was rescuing laundry from a possessed washing machine. With a mighty pull and an undignified slurping sound, Stark popped out of the dragon’s mouth.

      Covered in dragon spit.

      “Guh— Naruto, you could’ve been a bit more gentle—”

      “I JUST SAVED YOUR LIFE, YOU GIANT BRICK OF BEEF!”

      Stark hit the ground with a thud, coughing up a mouthful of slime. “You also yanked my leg hair out—”

      Before he could finish, Naruto kicked the dragon in the nose. “GO BACK TO YOUR CAVE, YOU TONGUE-TWISTING TOASTER OVEN!”

      The dragon collapsed after getting hit with another Zoltarak Rasengan, a light beam cannon straight to its jaw.

      And then silence.

      All around them, dragon corpses smoldered in the grass. One still twitched. Another gave a dramatic death rattle and flopped over like a soap opera star. Fern lowered her staff, brushing soot off her skirt. Frieren didn’t even look winded.

      “I’d say that’s a successful extermination,” Frieren murmured.

      Methode ran over, already lighting up her hands with healing magic. “You’re lucky your spine didn’t snap, Mr. Stark.”

      “Yeah yeah, just glue me back together, please.”

      She worked fast, her magic already knitting flesh, drying blood, and fixing what was definitely a lot of internal bleeding. Within a few minutes, Stark looked good as new. Still soaking in dragon drool, but alive.

      “You’re amazing,” he said, blinking at her.

      She smiled. “I know.”

      Naruto dropped onto his back in the grass, breathing hard. “Okay. Next time, we fight… I dunno, maybe less dragons?”

      “Next time,” Frieren said, “you could try not shouting the name of your spell like you’re in a Saturday morning played by drunkards.”

      “I will never stop.”

      Fern leaned over and poked his forehead. “Your Zoltarasengan was actually kinda cool, though.”

      Naruto grinned. “Darn right it was.”

    
    

    
      As they strolled away from the smoke-stained village, the air already beginning to clear with the rising sun, Frieren walked with an unmistakable pep in her step. She wasn’t skipping—because she was still, technically, a majestic thousand-year-old mage with an aloof image to uphold—but her boots crunched through the dirt in a way that screamed, I got what I wanted.

      And in her hands, gripped like it was a sacred treasure, was a worn little book. The grimoire. Not a legendary tome of apocalyptic destruction. Not a forbidden archive of ancient knowledge. But a spellbook that, to everyone else, would be about as exciting as a book of slightly amusing recipes.

      “You look real smug for someone who just fought a whole weyr of dragons,” Stark said, eyebrows raised.

      Frieren didn’t look up from the pages. “I am.”

      Fern huffed. “You could at least try to look humble.”

      “I helped save a village. That is humble,” Frieren said, turning a page delicately with gloved fingers.

      Naruto squinted at the title on the cover. “So… lemme get this straight. You made a deal for a spell that lets people say tongue twisters really fast?”

      Frieren didn’t even blink. “Without biting your tongue or messing up.”

      There was a collective pause. The sound of birds chirping. The faint crunch of gravel under their boots.

      “…Hag,” Naruto said, “why do you always ask for a reward before we help someone? Even when it’s something dumb like this?”

      “Seriously,” Stark chimed in. “We just defeated a group of dragons. I feel like that’s worth more than a parlor trick spell.”

      Even Methode looked curious, brushing dragon ash off her priestess robes. “Do you not believe in helping others purely out of goodwill?”

      Frieren stopped. Her eyes lifted from the page, and for once, her expression softened—just a hint. “I ask for a reward because… that’s what Himmel did.”

      The others blinked. Fern tilted her head. “Really? Hero Himmel?”

      “The ‘oh-so-noble, shine-like-the-sun, smile-for-the-people’ guy?” Naruto echoed. “That Himmel?”

      “Yup,” Frieren said simply.

      And just like that, time slipped backward.

      A memory as old as centuries but sharp as yesterday unfolded in her mind—

      Frieren—barely younger in appearance, though her cloak was cleaner, and her expression still carried the weight of cautious curiosity—walked alongside the great Hero Himmel as they trekked through a lively mountain village. The people around them sang praises, waving at Himmel like he was made of starlight.

      They’d just helped fix the village’s irrigation system, slain some monsters, and generally left everyone in a better state than they arrived in.

      Frieren looked up at him with a squint. “You always ask for a reward before we help people. If you’re so altruistic, why do you need one?”

      Himmel gave that same smile—the one that made strangers trust him and children chase after his cape like it was a comet tail. He rubbed the back of his head, thoughtful.

      “Because,” he said after a pause, “to help someone, truly help them, shouldn’t come with the feeling of being indebted.”

      Frieren blinked. “Huh?”

      “If you do something for someone, and you make them feel like they can never repay you… that’s not kindness. That’s a burden.” He looked toward the villagers waving from their windows. “But if they give back, even something small, it lets them feel like they had a hand in their own recovery. That they’re not helpless. It becomes a shared effort, not charity.”

      Frieren blinked slowly. That logic hadn’t occurred to her.

      Himmel chuckled. “Plus, y’know, sometimes people give me pie. I like pie.”

      Back in the present, Frieren turned another page in the grimoire with her usual poker face. “It lets them feel like they weren’t just saved. They participated.”

      Fern touched her chin thoughtfully. “That actually… makes a lot of sense.”

      Stark nodded. “Man, Himmel really was that guy.”

      “Still,” Naruto cut in, folding his arms, “I think the Hag just uses that as an excuse to collect weird spells.”

      Frieren didn’t deny it.

      Methode gave a light laugh. “Weird spells? Like what?”

      Naruto raised a brow and started counting on his fingers, “Well, I’ve learned—spell to see through clothes—”

      “Excuse me?” Methode said.

      “—spell to heal back pain, which was helpful after training—toepain too—a spell to scratch your back at that one spot you can never reach, a spell to clean copper bowls really fast, a spell to sniff things more intensely, a spell to turn red apples green and green apples red, oh and a spell to tickle someone without touching them.”

      Silence.

      Methode blinked at him. “Are you… are you certainly not sick?”

      Naruto narrowed his eyes. “Did you just call me crazy? Listen, you should be asking the Hag this. I learned ten of these. She knows at least a million more.”

      “Only two thousand six hundred fifty-two,” Frieren corrected, eyes still on the grimoire.

      “Yeah, and you’re proud of every single one,” Naruto muttered.

      “She once bartered an A-rank monster corpse for a spell that makes your voice echo like a mountain goat’s call,” Fern added with a sigh.

      “Useful for calling friends over long distances,” Frieren said.

      “It just makes you sound like a goat.”

      “Still echoes.”

      And as the sun climbed above them, casting long shadows on the quiet road, the party continued walking—one smug immortal mage reading her new prized spellbook, one disgruntled shinobi ranting about spell choices, and the rest of them just sort of accepting, with varying degrees of resignation, that this was what life was now. And they wouldn’t change it for anything.

    
    

    
      In the shadow of a crumbling obsidian tower, beneath the pale shimmer of an enchanted sky, the first-class mage with robes like woven starlight stood quietly beside her. The girl—young, stoic, eyes too calm for her age—extended her hand to the man who had just arrived, her palm glowing faintly with residual mana. A soft wind whispered through the canyon, as though the land itself were holding its breath.

      Denken, the imperial mage—old, weathered, his eyes like flint ground down by decades of fire—reached out without a word. Their fingers touched.

      A ripple of silver and gold mana burst forth, gentle but absolute. Her memories surged into him—memories not of joy, but of cold duty, of ancient chants that twisted through the very foundation of the earth, of pain endured in silence to keep a terror sealed beyond understanding.

      Denken breathed slowly as the influx passed. “It’s done,” the girl said, releasing his hand. Her voice was hollow, quiet, like someone who had handed over the last of her soul.

      The old mage lowered his hand, studying her expressionless face. “Now it’s your duty,” she said flatly. “To govern this place’s barrier.”

      He said nothing for a long moment. Only nodded.

      They turned and began walking down the sloping path that wound around the cliff, the fog swirling around their boots like slinking ghosts. The silence between them stretched until Lernen finally spoke, his voice low and worn thin with time. “I feel… envious of him.”

      The girl tilted her head, ever so slightly. “Of him?”

      “Yes,” Lernen said. “The man Serie-sama has commanded us to yield this post to. A stranger, and yet…” He sighed. “To have his path be so fated.”

      “Serie-sama’s will is absolute,” the girl replied. “She has decided. We obey. We leave.”

      “He looked like… like a figure from one of those old fairy tales,” Lernen said slowly, glancing back over his shoulder to the golden horizon beyond the barrier stones. “Like some long-forgotten hero, finally returning to his hometown—only to find it transmuted into gold. Cursed and shining.”

      The girl looked ahead, eyes unfazed. “And now… he governs the barrier. The one that keeps it sealed.”

      Lernen’s shoulders stiffened.

      The girl’s voice grew colder, quieter. “The strongest demon. Not just of this plateau… but of the Seven Sages of Destruction.”

      The wind screamed through the peaks.

      “…Macht of El Dorado.”

      It was just a name. Just a title. But as she spoke it, it did something to the air. The trees seemed to lean back. The shadows thickened. Even the light felt… older.

      Macht. Of El Dorado. The one who turned cities into gilded graves. Who sealed promises in flesh and broke souls. The demon who spoke in gold and blood and whose very existence warped reality into opulence and madness. No sage, no warrior, no kingdom had ever defeated him. Only sealed him. And even that came at unbearable cost.

      To govern that barrier wasn’t a duty. It was a curse. A sentence. A coffin someone else would sleep in now.

      The girl finally exhaled, like she hadn’t breathed since she handed off her memories.

      “I don’t envy him,” she murmured.

      And for a second—just a second—her hand trembled.
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    27. An Elemental Combo

    
      “Everybody is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it is stupid.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 27

    
    

    

    
      The rain hadn’t stopped for seven days.

      Not a gentle drizzle, not a poetic mist, but an endless curtain of grey that swallowed the horizon and turned the vast Korridor Lake into a churning, frothing beast. The skies wept like they were mourning something ancient and forgotten, and the wind kept howling as if trying to claw through every crack in every wall.

      Naruto was already soaked from head to toe, his cloak clinging to him like seaweed. “Are you kidding me?! This is the third time I’ve tried talking to him!”

      The boatman, a grizzled man with a beard so bushy it could store small mammals, didn’t even flinch. He sat under his thatched shack roof, chewing a stalk of something green, his eyes squinting against the downpour. “I drive a boat, not coffin,” he said, voice as dry as his sense of humor. “You sail in this, you don’t reach the other side. You reach the bottom.”

      Stark, who had been optimistically peeking over the edge of the dock, let out a long, theatrical sigh. “Welp. Guess we’re stuck here.”

      “Why’s the weather always the worst when we travel?” Naruto complained, wringing out his sleeves for the tenth time.

      Fern folded her arms, a look of sheer irritation on her face as water dripped from her bangs. “It’s the Northern Plateau. Rain is normal here.”

      “Yeah, but this much rain?!” Naruto spread his arms dramatically. “Even frogs are packing up and heading south!”

      Methode, calm as ever, twirled a small spell-circle with her fingers to keep her parasol shield active. “It’s actually good for the soil. Brings worms up to breathe.”

      “…How is that helpful to me right now?” Naruto deadpanned.

      Frieren, completely unfazed by the downpour, stood a few steps behind everyone, staring quietly at the lake with the same expression she used when discussing taxes or fighting dragons. Flat. Unbothered. Emotionally nonexistent.

      “The lake isn’t navigable until the storm breaks,” she said, matter-of-fact. “That might be days. Or weeks.”

      “WEEKS?!”

      The shout echoed across the empty lakeside.

      “Relax,” Stark said, slapping a hand on Naruto’s shoulder. “Let’s just find a place to wait it out.”

      Naruto muttered something about turning the lake into ramen and eating his way across, but no one paid him much mind.

      Frieren turned away from the lake, already walking up the muddy path that led back toward the cluster of moss-covered houses. “Let’s rent an inn for now.”

      No one argued.

      Even Naruto knew better than to try to boat across a lake that looked like it wanted to eat him.

    
    

    
      The inn had creaky floors and smelled faintly of old firewood, wet shoes, and the kind of stew that’s either really good or really suspicious, depending on your optimism. But it was warm. And dry. And honestly? After days of rain punching them in the face like a drunk brawler with abandonment issues, it felt like a five-star luxury castle.

      Everyone settled into a routine.

      Frieren was up at dawn every day, heading out with the same dead-eyed enthusiasm she brought to everything not involving violence or tragedy. She visited every bookstore, every back-alley shop selling scrolls no sane person would look at twice, and bought spells with the sort of gleeful hoarding energy that made you wonder if there was a dragon somewhere in her family tree. One day, she came back with something wrapped in silk and glowing faintly.

      “Whatcha got, Hag?” Naruto had asked, peering over her shoulder.

      “A preserved dragon nail that allegedly enhances one’s hair growth by 0.003%.”

      “…You’re joking.”

      “I am not. It was on sale.”

      Another day, she returned clutching a glass bottle with a single curly hair floating inside it. “This is supposedly the leftmost curl from the forehead of the Ogre King of the Southern Marshes,” she said, as if this was something people were supposed to care about.

      “Why do you buy this stuff?” Stark asked, rubbing his temples.

      Frieren shrugged. “They’re rare.”

      “That doesn’t make them useful!”

      “They’re rare and useless. That’s what makes them interesting.”

      Naruto had long since stopped trying to understand her logic. She was like if a grandma and a Pokémon collector had a baby that lived for a thousand years and developed a side quest addiction. Pokèmon was a famous show back in his Shinobi World. While travelling with Pervy Sage, he had to proofread a book “Icha Icha Senpai: Pokèmon Chronicles”. Naruto shuddered, thinking about the disgusting stuff he had to read…

      Methode, in contrast, was the picture of productivity. Within a week she’d established a little healing center two blocks down from the inn. She didn’t charge too much—unless you were rich, in which case she charged a lot—and by the second month, half the village was calling her “Saint Methode.” She earned a solid pile of gold and even had a tea-and-cookie budget.

      Fern kept to herself mostly, curled up with books near the inn’s fireplace or by the windows, always reading, always with that one faint crease between her brows that meant she was deep in thought. But every now and then she would glance up at Stark, who was usually outside in the back lot swinging a axe like a man possessed. She’d walk up to him, pretend to be casual, and say things like:

      “It’s a nice evening, isn’t it? Perfect for a walk. Together. Through the marketplace. Where there’s a good café. That has couples’ seating. Not that I’m suggesting anything.”

      “Huh?” Stark would say, sweat dripping down his face, shirtless, axe planted in the ground. “I mean, yeah, the sky’s nice.”

      “…Idiot,” Fern muttered under her breath, turning back inside.

      Rinse. Repeat.

      Naruto, meanwhile, had tunnel vision.

      Water magic.

      He’d been so jealous when he saw that girl during the Mage Exam pull water from the air and slice it like it was paper. He wanted that. No—he needed it. And the rain? Perfect excuse.

      He spent hours near the lake, copying movements, feeling the flow of mana. He’d realized something early on—it wasn’t all that different from chakra nature transformation. Except now, instead of channeling chakra through wind, he had to feel the water, merge with it, guide it using his mana. It was frustrating. Slippery. Tricky. But he liked tricky.

      Naruto had never been a genius. He was stubborn. And stubborn beat genius every time when you had enough of it.

      Weeks passed. Then a month. Then two.

      His first breakthrough came when he accidentally blasted Fern with a rogue water cannon while practicing in secret. He lied, obviously. Said it was the rain being weird.

      But by the third month? He was a menace. He could spin water into vortexes with a flick of his hand, slice rocks with jets, and summon a miniature water dragon that looked more like a wet snake but still, it was awesome.

      He kept it quiet, though. He liked the idea of just casually dropping it one day and flexing in front of everyone. Like, “Oh? That? Just something I picked up. No biggie.”

      When asked what he was doing during the days, he just shrugged.

      “Learning stuff.”

      They didn’t press. Frieren didn’t care. Fern assumed he was napping somewhere. Stark thought he was just goofing off.

      Only Methode seemed to give him a knowing look every now and then. Like she suspected something. But she never asked.

      And so the days rolled on. The lake remained untamed. The sky never cleared. But beneath the rain and behind the mundane day-to-day, something was building. They were growing. Quietly. Unexpectedly.

      And Naruto was ready to make waves.

    
    

    
      Winter had arrived like a cold slap to the face.

      Snow coated the rooftops, the trees, the roads—they even found flakes in their boots somehow, no matter how carefully they walked. The lake, which had once looked cold and brooding, now seemed downright hostile. Ice floated on its surface like the lake was shedding dandruff. The boatmen all huddled near their fires, shaking their heads at any traveler dumb enough to ask for a ride.

      Except today, there was one.

      An old man stood near the dock, wrapped in thick wool and squinting against the cold. He eyed their party up and down as they approached, boots crunching in the snow.

      “You looking to cross the lake?” he rasped.

      “Yes!” Frieren said immediately.

      He grunted. “Well, I can take ya. But it won’t be cheap. Not in this weather.”

      Naruto looked expectantly at Frieren. She blinked. Then blinked again. Then looked away suspiciously.

      “…We’re broke,” she admitted.

      “What?!” Stark yelled. “You told me we had enough!”

      “I did! Until I found that preserved Yeti’s molar in the antique shop! It was a once-in-a-century deal!”

      “It was also 3,000 gold!”

      “It’s very white,” Frieren said defensively.

      The boatman raised a brow. “No money, no ride.”

      “We’ll do anything,” Frieren said quickly. “Any mission. Just name it.”

      The old man scratched his beard. “Well… there is something. Bit of a local legend. Y’see, on one of the islands in this lake—one you can’t reach by regular boat, not with all the whirlpools—there’s an old monastery.”

      The party leaned in.

      “My granddad used to say that Hero Himmel once visited our town. Saved it from a frost wraith or something. He apparently lost his journal around that time. Some say he left it in that monastery.”

      Frieren’s eyes sparkled. “He did mention something like that. Said he lost his diary after fighting in the lake region.”

      “I’ll take you halfway,” the boatman offered. “If you can get through the whirlpools and reach the island, the boat’s yours for the ride back. Bring me proof of Himmel’s diary… and I’ll consider the fare paid.”

      The deal was sealed.

      They boarded a small wooden boat—barely big enough for all of them. The lake was dark and restless, waves slapping at the sides as they pushed off from shore. Cold wind howled across the surface like a haunted chorus, and snow flurried down in chaotic gusts.

      As they glided forward, the boat creaked, shuddering against the growing current. And then they saw them.

      Other boats. Sunken or shattered, some half-frozen in the lake’s surface. There were dozens. A graveyard of past expeditions. Stark turned green.

      “Why is that one upside down?”

      “Oh that?” the boatman grunted. “That was from a group who tried to tie ropes to their torsos and swim it.”

      “…Did they survive?”

      “No.”

      “…Cool.”

      Ahead, the island loomed—misty and desolate. Barely visible behind rising fog and curling whirlpools.

      “We’re not getting closer,” Fern said, pointing at the shifting water. “It’s forcing us back.”

      “It’s magic,” Frieren said. “Old, defensive spellcraft. We’ll have to fly through it.”

      The boatman blinked. “Fly?”

      “Yep,” Naruto grinned. “Hang on to your beard, old man.”

      With that, Frieren, Fern, Methode, and Naruto lifted into the air, spells flaring beneath their feet. They each grabbed a passenger—Frieren took Stark (who yelped), Naruto took the boatman, Methode carried the boat itself with a floating spell—and they soared over the howling whirlpools.

      The winds were vicious. Spells clashed with nature’s fury as they darted through spinning vortexes of icy water. One nearly clipped Fern, and Naruto threw a quick burst of wind to push it back. Stark screamed the whole way like he was on the worst rollercoaster ever.

      But they made it.

      They touched down in a clearing surrounded by frostbitten trees, breath visible in the frigid air. And there, at the heart of the island, was a building lost to time.

      An ancient monastery.

      Its stone walls were cracked and swallowed by creeping moss and ivy. Snow had layered the roof so thickly it looked like a collapsed cake. Icicles hung like spears from the broken archways. But the doors still stood. Tall. Frozen. Waiting.

      “I can feel mana,” Methode whispered. “Old. But strong.”

      Frieren stepped forward, brushing snow from her shoulders. “Let’s go. If this is where Himmel lost his diary, we’re going to find it.”

    
    

    
      The ancient monastery creaked with age as the party stepped inside, their boots echoing softly against the stone floors. A hush fell over them the moment they passed through the sealed doorway Frieren had just unlocked with a deft spell and a mild hum under her breath. The temperature inside wasn’t much better than outside, but at least it wasn’t snowing on their heads anymore.

      Rows upon rows of dusty bookshelves loomed before them. Books older than some kingdoms. Scrolls whose ink had faded into shadows. A few tomes looked like they might crumble if you so much as sneezed near them. The place smelled like ancient parchment, dry wood, and maybe a bit of disappointment.

      “We split up,” Frieren said softly. “Look for anything with Himmel’s name on it.”

      “Or doodles of swords,” Stark added. “He was big on sword doodles.”

      They nodded and scattered, footsteps padding away in different directions.

      Naruto was not exactly a bookworm, but he had a new reason to show off: a spell he’d learned from Fern during their stay in Korridor Lake. She’d never used it herself—called it unnecessary—but Naruto had seen her cast it once on a dare. A speed-reading spell that let you absorb entire pages like a sponge in a storm.

      “Klarlesen,” he whispered, and blue mana flared softly over his eyes.

      With a grin, he zoomed through titles until a leather-bound, faded blue book caught his attention. It was tucked behind a larger atlas like it had been trying to hide. The word “Himmel” was scrawled on the cover in scratchy handwriting.

      Jackpot.

      He glanced over his shoulder. No one saw him pick it up. Perfect.

      Curiosity pulling harder than common sense, Naruto sat on a crate and opened the cover.

      The first lines made him blink.

      “Once, I was a boy lost in the woods. I cried because I thought monsters would eat me. Then she came. She was silent, cold, and strange, but she showed me a spell. A simple one. It made flowers bloom around me, and I forgot I was afraid.”

      Naruto read on, eyes flicking across the pages like lightning. Was he talking about Rajni?

      “She became my hero. Years passed. I trained. I grew. I remembered her. Then with Heiter, I embarked on a journey, then we found Eisen. And one day, I found her again, and asked her to join my party. She said yes. We became a party. I called it Himmel’s Hero Party because… well, I didn’t have the guts to call it ‘Frieren’s Party.’”

      Naruto’s lips parted slightly. “Yo… Himmel was really out here simpin’ hard.”

      He peeked up from the book and squinted at Frieren across the room. She had her back turned, running her fingers over a dusty map, her hair glowing faintly under a ray of moonlight from the high ceiling. Not a bad face, honestly. She wasn’t a knockout in the bust department—Naruto had better luck with water clones—but she did have some curves under that thick robe.

      He leaned a little to the side, squinting harder. Curvier than expected for a woman who had been alive for over a thousand years and still refused to eat meat more than once a week.

      And her voice—he tilted his head as she murmured something to Fern. It was kinda nice. Soft and calm, a little world-weary. Sounded like a bedtime story told by someone who’d fought three wars and a dragon.

      Naruto flipped more pages.

      “She has weird habits. Sleeps with her boots on. Refuses to eat tomatoes unless she slices them in half first. Collects the dumbest spells you’ve ever seen—like one that makes your fingernails squeak. But somehow… all of it just makes her more ‘her.’ She’s kind, even when she’s quiet. She tries to act indifferent, but she cares too much. I see it every day.”

      Naruto leaned back. “Okay. Himmel was full-on gone. That’s not even crush territory. That’s, like, eternal loyalty mode.”

      He looked up again. Frieren was still across the room. She wasn’t pretty in the typical flashy way. But there was something… peaceful about her. Even in her flaws. Weird, right?

      “Yo, you were down bad, bro,” Naruto muttered to the book.

      Just then, a shadow crossed over him.

      Naruto jolted as Frieren stopped at his side, peering down at the book in his hands. Her eyes widened ever so slightly.

      She reached for it, gentle fingers brushing against the worn pages. “That’s Himmel’s handwriting…”

      Her lips curled into the faintest smile, the kind that reached just the corners of her mouth and nowhere else.

      She took the book, holding it to her chest for a moment like it was made of crystal. Her expression went distant, lost somewhere between nostalgia and ache.

      “I remember this monastery,” she murmured. “He complained about the smell here.”

      Naruto didn’t say anything.

      She started reading silently, the fire in her eyes softening into something lighter. Warmer.

      A long, gentle pause lingered in the air between them.

      Then Naruto blinked and whispered, “So… you do squeak your nails on purpose, huh?”

      Frieren didn’t even look up. “It’s relaxing.”

      Naruto grinned.

      The door creaked open again, and the boatman shuffled into the old monastery’s main hall. His coat was soaked with lake spray, and his breath steamed in the winter air. He looked around, eyes settling on the old book cradled in Frieren’s hands like it was spun glass.

      “You found it?” he asked, his voice low and reverent, as if speaking too loudly would crumble the walls.

      Frieren nodded gently. “Yes.”

      The man scratched his beard and gave her a lopsided smile. “Figured as much. Heard rumors for decades that one of the Great Hero’s comrades was still around. Didn’t believe it at first. But now…” He tipped his hat slightly. “You can keep it. Looks like it means more to you than gold ever could.”

      Frieren blinked, surprised. “You’re not going to sell it? This place has books worth a fortune on the market.”

      He waved a hand. “Oh, don’t worry—I’ll be taking a cartload of the other ones. Can retire five times over once I sell ’em in the capital. But that one…” He gestured toward the diary. “That belongs with you.”

      Frieren looked down at the book in her hands once more. Then, with a faint breath, she turned and offered it to Naruto. “You read it,” she said. “You seemed interested.”

      Naruto looked startled. “Me? Wait, seriously? You’re just handing it over like that?”

      She shrugged. “You’ve already seen the first part. You might as well finish it. Was it the adventures that interested you?”

      Naruto blinked, fidgeting a little. “Y-yeah. Definitely the adventures. Just… cool stuff. Fighting demons. Legendary tales. Sword stuff. Nothing else.”

      Frieren didn’t say anything, just raised one pale brow and gave him a look so dry it could absorb half the lake. Then she turned away, lips tugging ever so slightly into a knowing smirk.

      Outside, snow had started falling again.

      Then—

      “AAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The scream sliced through the monastery air like a whip crack.

      Methode’s voice. Followed by Stark’s deeper, panicked shout.

      “WHAT THE HELL IS THAT?!”

      Naruto and Frieren burst out of the monastery doors just in time to see Fern dart past them, staff already aglow.

      The boatman had dropped his bag and was sprinting for the treeline, shouting something about curses and regrets.

      Then they saw it.

      Emerging from the black waters of Korridor Lake, its massive slick arms wrapping around their once-sturdy boat like a toddler crushing a toy—was a monstrosity straight out of sailor nightmares. A writhing mass of glistening tentacles, a bulk that shimmered like oil under moonlight, and two dead yellow eyes that peered across the shore with eerie stillness.

      “The Kraken?!” Stark yelled. “Are you kidding me?!”

      The shattered remains of the boat were now kindling, floating in foamy ruin, and the giant squid let out a deep, wet roar that shook the trees.

      Naruto blinked, tossed Himmel’s diary to Frieren with a shout of “Hold this!” and cracked his knuckles.

      “Oh, you wanna do this now? Let’s do this now!”

      Frieren sighed and stepped forward, raising her staff like she was clocking in for a mildly annoying job.

      Fern spun the diary in her hand, tucked it into her bag with a protective look, and said, “I just finished reorganizing my spell list today too.”

      Stark groaned. “My axe is still on the boat!”

      “Guess you’re punching it, champ!” Naruto shouted as he dashed forward.

      The Kraken reared back and bellowed.

      The party charged.

      Stark gritted his teeth and launched himself at the Kraken, boots splashing in the shallows before he kicked off into a desperate leap. “FOR MY STUPID AXE!”

      Beside him, Fern soared into the air, her cloak fluttering like wings as her staff glowed faintly blue. Naruto followed, flipping forward with the grace of a shinobi dancer and twin kunai strapped to his back.

      From the rocky ridge of the island, Methode clutched the edges of her robe nervously, heels dug into the frozen soil. “This… is not really my area. I’m more of a ‘keep your intestines inside you’ type of mage.”

      “And I’m more of a ‘wake me when it’s over’ type,” Frieren said flatly, her arms folded. Her face was as expressionless as a stone tablet. “Go, team.”

      They watched as Naruto and Fern danced through the air above the colossal Kraken. It was thrashing now, its titanic limbs smashing into the surf, sending gouts of water over panicked fishermen trying to row their way out of this hellish soup.

      Naruto landed on a current of wind and pointed at Fern, “Go for the eyes!”

      “What eyes?!” Fern yelled, shooting a weak barrage of condensed mana darts into one of its wiggling appendages. The Kraken screeched, mildly annoyed, like someone had poked its elbow.

      Naruto spun and launched his new Zoltarak-Rasengan hybrid—a spiraling beam of hot blue energy from his Flamme staff. It hit the Kraken’s bulk and… fizzled. Barely a singe.

      They hovered above, suspended in midair as waves crashed below them.

      “Nothing’s working,” Fern muttered, eyes narrowed. “Even if I go full power, I’ll hit the boats nearby. The radius is too big.”

      Naruto floated in silence for a moment, squinting at the Kraken.

      Then blinked.

      Then smirked.

      He twirled his staff with a flashy spin, sparks trailing dramatically like some firework wand, and pointed straight at the beast.

      A gust of wind tousled his hair dramatically.

      Silence.

      Nothing happened.

      From the island, Frieren raised one unimpressed eyebrow.

      Stark, arms crossed, muttered dryly beside her, “Wow. That’s not anticlimactic at all. Should I start clapping now or wait until the Kraken eats him?”

      “I think he just invented a spell that does nothing,” Frieren said. “Maybe he can name it after himself. Naruto’s Disappointment Jutsu.”

      But then…

      The sea began to ripple.

      Not from the Kraken’s flailing, no. This was different.

      The waves surrounding the creature pulsed with strange rhythm—like something beneath was stirring. Suddenly, columns of water rose around the beast, twisting like serpents, coiling around each of the Kraken’s grotesque arms. One, two, three, four—more—seven, eight—every tentacle was grabbed and yanked back, the water itself constricting and pulling tight like chains made of liquid muscle.

      The Kraken screeched in confusion, trying to pull free, but the water refused to release it. Then, slowly, painfully, frost began to crawl up its limbs. At first, just a shimmer along its barnacle-covered hide, but then—

      SHHHHRRRKKK

      Its body froze over.

      Crystalline ice shot upward like blooming flowers, covering its rubbery mass in layers of jagged blue. Tentacle after tentacle stiffened. Its shriek turned into a muffled gurgle as even its great, bulging eyes iced over.

      With one final scream—cut off halfway—the Kraken was frozen solid.

      A glittering, thirty-foot-tall, squid-shaped ice sculpture now bobbed in the middle of Korridor Lake, surrounded by shocked fishermen with their mouths wide open.

      Fern hovered in stunned silence. “What… what was that?”

      Naruto floated next to her, wiping sweat from his brow and grinning like a maniac. “Water style… Ice Coffin Binding: Kraken Flavor.”

      Frieren’s eyes narrowed as she watched the iced-over calamity in the lake. “That’s… a pretty advanced elemental fusion.”

      Stark muttered beside her, wide-eyed. “Did he just… one-shot a Kraken… with style?”

      Methode, clutching her staff, blinked at the frozen seafood sculpture. “…I’m gonna need to see his birth certificate. That’s not a normal boy.”

      Naruto looked over his shoulder at the others and beamed.

      “Okay, who wants some sashimi?!”

    
    

    
      Author Note:

      Chapter 28 will be the final slice-of-life chapter before the El Dorado arc. I believe you will love it.

      I badly wanted to reach 1K favourites for this story before Chapter 29— the beginning of the El Dorado arc. But we still far behind it— and only one chapter remains before we begin. Can we do it? Maybe not. Bummer.

      ‘Frieren:Beyond Journey’s End’ has finally been updated with chapter 141. I wonder if the series will be ‘MHA’ kind of long or ‘Naruto’ kind of long. Hopefully I can catch up soon and continue delivering contents for you guys.

      Thanks for all the postive words! Ask questions and drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, larger, better and with more depth.

      Till next time, then?

      

    
  




    28. Stark

    
      “Love happens sublimely, serenely and accidentally! It will happen when you least expect it to!”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 28

    
    

    

    
      We’d been walking for a while, and by the time we hit the edge of the Schmal region, the wind had started biting hard—so cold it made my ears feel like they were made of brittle glass. I was kind of hoping we’d stop somewhere warm, like a tavern, or preferably a tavern inside a volcano.

      But nope.

      “Mr. Stark, we’ve run out of funds,” Fern said, her eyes on this little ledger book she always carried like it was more precious than her staff. “We’re basically broke. Thanks to Mistress Frieren’s lavish spending and wasting money.”

      Lavish spending was a polite way of saying she bought a literal curly ogre king hair that’s just sitting in her briefcase like some twisted souvenir.

      “She got what now?” I asked, trying not to sound alarmed.

      “Don’t worry,” Naruto said from behind me, twirling his Flamme staff like a baton. “She also bought a dragon’s toenail and a comb that makes no sound.”

      “She says it’s for spell research,” Fern added, deadpan, “but if you ask me, it’s just hoarding with extra steps.”

      Frieren didn’t even defend herself. She was off to the side, poking through her pouch with the expression of a bored librarian looking for lost cat hair. Typical.

      Then, Methode chimed in, cheerful as always and sounding like she hadn’t noticed Fern’s death glare aimed at her. “There’s a Holy Snow Crystal Mine here. If we work there, we can earn decent coin for a bit.”

      She reached a hand toward Frieren’s head in that sort of slow, careful motion like someone trying to pet a particularly skittish deer.

      Bad idea.

      Immediately, Fern stepped in and hugged Frieren with the urgency of someone trying to shield a national treasure from a meteor strike. She hugged tight—like, rib-crushing tight—and stared at Methode with eyes that said Back. Off. Witch.

      Methode blinked, hands frozen mid-air like she’d just been caught trying to steal cookies from the divine cookie jar. “…Touchy.”

      “Mine,” Fern muttered, face buried in Frieren’s shoulder.

      Naruto made this dramatic sigh like he was watching some telenovela. “Y’know, if I knew this was gonna turn into a soap opera, I’d have brought popcorn.”

      Ignoring all of that, I tried to focus on the part that might make us not broke. “So what’s this crystal thing about?”

      “The Holy Snow Crystals,” Frieren said, pulling out a scroll and tapping it like a teacher explaining math to a brick. “It’s a rare type of mineral found deep under the frost layers. Used in magical potions, mana enhancers, even teleportation scrolls.”

      “Sounds expensive,” Naruto said.

      “It is,” Frieren said. “Also hard to find. Also protected by monsters. Also extremely heavy.”

      “So… let me get this straight,” I said. “You want us to dive into monster-infested frozen caves and mine magic crystals for spare change?”

      “You say that like we haven’t done worse,” Fern replied.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      Eventually, we reached a strange stretch of land that looked like someone had dumped an entire city of tents and half-built cabins across the snow. It wasn’t really a town—more like a chaotic mess of people, equipment, smoke, and a whole lot of yelling. Everyone here looked exhausted and hungry but too focused on gold to care. The air was thick with mana and desperation.

      “This doesn’t look like a settlement,” I muttered.

      “It’s not,” Frieren said. “It’s an adventurer zone. Mercenaries, freelance mages, treasure hunters… basically everyone who wants to get rich or die trying.”

      And judging by how twitchy some of these guys looked, a few of them were halfway into the die part already.

      Fern broke off to buy food and came back with a single loaf of hard, dry bread that looked like it could be used to cave in a goblin skull. “One silver coin.”

      “One coin for that?” Naruto blinked. “That’s robbery.”

      “Everything is expensive here,” Frieren said with a shrug. “This is a money-erecting mine.”

      “Erecting?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow.

      “It’s a literal phrase, Mr. Stark,” Fern deadpanned. “She means it prints money.”

      Frieren nodded sagely. “Because of the crystals. They’re rare, usually found in dangerous areas, so only elite adventurers can get them. Naturally, prices for essentials skyrocket.”

      Naruto scratched his head. “So like… it’s hard to get them?”

      Fern sighed. “High risk, high reward, Mr. Naruto.”

      “Bingo,” Frieren said, looking way too pleased with herself.

      I groaned internally. That meant one thing: quests. Which usually meant danger. Which usually meant me getting thrown into the dirt again.

      “We should head to the guild,” Frieren added. “There’s bound to be a board full of suicidal missions waiting for us.”

      Methode smiled as if that was somehow good news. “Sounds fun.”

      “No,” I muttered under my breath. “Sounds like back pain.”

      So yeah… broke, freezing, and about to play rock-hockey with monsters for magic rocks.

      Just another day with this psycho party.

    
    

    
      The guild tent was sagging in the middle like a giant had sat on it halfway and then got bored. Inside, a bunch of folks in mismatched armor milled about, and the smell was… yeah, not ideal. Burnt parchment, sweat, and something that might’ve been either stale beer or healing potion—hard to tell.

      We walked up to the officer at the front, a gruff lady with arms like tree trunks and a scar that screamed “don’t test me.” Naruto, Fern, and Methode casually flashed their First Class Mage licenses like they were VIP concert passes. I swear, the officer almost rolled out a red carpet.

      “Ah, first-classes, huh?” the officer said, raising a brow. “Then I got a good one for ya.”

      She slid a paper across the table. Fern picked it up and read aloud, “Erect a barrier around the Holy Snow Crystal Slab, Sector Twelve.”

      Naruto blinked. “What are we, construction workers now?”

      “It’s probably to prevent unauthorized access,” Methode said calmly, taking the paper. “These crystals are valuable. They won’t risk anyone tampering with it.”

      “Still sounds like a glorified fence job,” I muttered.

      But, well, money was money, and our wallets were emptier than Fern’s expression when Naruto says something stupid. So we agreed.

      As we left the tent, we scattered a bit to prepare. Fern handled rations, Naruto wandered off to pet a stray cat that looked like it had survived five winters and three bar fights, and Frieren—naturally—made a beeline for the cake stall. Priorities, I guess.

      I stayed back, standing with Fern and Methode, waiting for the others. The snow crunched under our boots, and the wind whistled like some ghost was trying to whistle an off-key tune.

      That’s when Methode leaned in closer, watching Frieren who was carefully debating between a strawberry tart and a chocolate éclair.

      “I’ve long since noticed that ring on Mistress Frieren’s finger,” Methode said casually, eyes twinkling.

      Fern glanced at her. “The dual lotus ring?”

      “Mm,” Methode nodded. “Who gave it to her?”

      Fern’s cheeks pinked just a little. Not much, but enough that I noticed. She leaned in slightly and whispered like she was revealing the identity of a royal assassin, “Mr. Naruto.”

      My eyes widened slightly. Not because of the ring itself—but because of how quietly Fern had said that. Fern. Our Fern. Secret-keeping, stoic-faced Fern. She almost never whispers unless it’s life or death or incredibly embarrassing.

      Right behind them, Naruto paused mid-stroke as he pet the cat. His head tilted. His eyes narrowed.

      Methode, of course, kept going, oblivious or pretending to be.

      “Does he know,” she mused softly, “that the dual lotus ring symbolizes undying love? A token only given from a man to the woman who holds his heart?”

      And that was the moment Naruto froze like someone had just hit his pause button.

      Eyes wide.

      Hand still awkwardly hovering mid-air above the cat, which now meowed and rubbed against his frozen leg, sensing a human malfunction.

      He slowly looked at Frieren, who was now smiling faintly at the cake stall vendor, clutching a box of mini-pastries like she’d just won a lottery. The ring on her finger caught the sunlight and glinted like it was mocking him.

      He didn’t say a word.

      Not one word.

      He just stared.

      I think I heard a tiny, almost inaudible “Oh… crap.”

      But if I did, I wasn’t gonna be the one to point it out.

      “Time to get the job done,” I said, loudly enough to break the mood. “We need the money.”

      Naruto jolted like he’d been zapped back to life and quickly marched toward the group. “Y-Yeah! Money! Let’s go build that barrier!”

      Fern raised an eyebrow at him but didn’t comment. Methode just smiled to herself like she’d stirred the pot and enjoyed the aroma.

      And me?

      I just followed, wondering how long before someone finally addresses the magical love ring elephant in the room.

    
    

    
      The snow crunched under our boots, thin and crisp, barely covering the frostbitten grass below. Our breath clouded up like smoke with every step as we walked deeper into the Schmal Region, the so-called Holy Snow Crystal Fields spreading out like a frozen sea before us.

      Naruto had been quiet. That was the first red flag. Usually, he was bouncing ahead of the group, talking too much, waving his arms, or teasing Frieren until Fern hit him with a glare that could stop time. But today?

      Silent.

      His brows were creased, and he kept sneaking these tiny, haunted glances at Frieren like he’d committed a crime and she was the detective.

      That whole ring thing really got in his head.

      “Did you see how pale Mr. Naruto looks today?” Fern whispered to me as we walked.

      “He looks like he’s gonna hurl,” I whispered back.

      Methode, ever polite and full of the exact opposite energy Naruto had, just hummed. “Perhaps he ate something bad.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “Like his own words.”

      Then we saw it.

      The beast.

      A wolf. But not just any wolf. This thing was the size of a small whale—if whales had claws the size of swords and fur that glowed faintly like a cursed aurora. Its breath came out in huffs of frost that crystallized the air, and its eyes were a deep, soul-sapping blue. It was coiled around the crystal field like some mythological guardian, waiting for challengers.

      Frieren squinted at it and spoke like she was reading a recipe. “It’s a Luposhelt. Frost variant. Weak to fire-based magic, but has high resistance to spells if you don’t use a barrier-breaker first.”

      “Man… magic sure is convenient,” I muttered in awe.

      Frieren smirked smugly. “Praise me more.”

      “Mr. Stark,” Fern warned sharply, not even turning around. “Don’t spoil her. It will be bad for her upbringing.”

      I blinked. Upbringing?

      Right. Elves aged differently.

      Frieren, a literal thousand-year-old archmage, looked at Fern and sighed. “What do you guys think of me?”

      Nobody answered.

      We were already charging.

      Fern sent out a chain of mana threads to create a defense web. Frieren was weaving incantations with a single hand like she was tying ribbons in the air. Naruto—

      Naruto was off.

      His Flamme staff swung slower than usual. His fireball fizzled mid-air. I barely had time to shout before the Luposhelt’s claw slammed into him, sending him flying like a rag doll. He crashed into a boulder with a whump and didn’t get up.

      That shook us all.

      Not because it looked fatal—Naruto’s tougher than overcooked meat—but because he didn’t move.

      “Mr. Naruto!” Fern shouted, but she couldn’t break focus from her spell.

      “I’ll go,” Methode said, already rushing to him.

      I followed behind her, shielding her as the wolf circled, but it seemed more interested in Fern and Frieren at the moment. Probably sensed the more immediate threats.

      We reached him. Naruto was lying back, arms sprawled, gaze locked on the sky like he was watching a philosophical drama unfold in the clouds.

      “I accidentally proposed to an old woman,” he muttered like it was the final line of his autobiography.

      I snorted. Tried to hold it back. Failed spectacularly.

      “Oh my god,” I said, wheezing. “You really are broken.”

      Methode knelt beside him, her hands glowing softly as she began to heal a cut on his temple. “You’re not dying, Mr. Naruto. But your dramatic monologue is noted.”

      “I can’t believe I gave her that ring,” Naruto whispered like the snow could hear him and tell the world. “I thought it was just… a cool antique. Symbol of mana harmony or whatever. Not ‘I wanna grow old with you’ level of commitment!”

      “You do know she’s already very, very old?” I asked, deadpan.

      “That’s not helping!”

      That’s when Frieren and Fern approached, the former dusting her cloak as if she hadn’t just helped roast a mountain wolf.

      “This place is beautiful,” Fern said suddenly, gazing at the glimmering crystal slabs surrounding us.

      It really was.

      The ice sparkled in fractured rainbows under the waning light. The snow-covered peaks in the distance looked like ancient sleeping gods, and the quiet—broken only by the occasional puff of the Luposhelt’s dying breath—was almost sacred.

      Even Naruto, now upright thanks to Methode’s healing, looked up and nodded.

      “Yeah,” he mumbled. “Kinda poetic.”

      “Too bad it’ll all be destroyed soon,” Frieren said casually.

      Naruto blinked. “Wait, what?”

      “We’re here to erect a barrier, remember?” she said, already pulling out spell inscriptions. “Sealing off this zone. Once it’s closed, no one will see this place again.”

      Fern added softly, “The guild will collapse the outer region after it’s sealed. That’s the protocol to keep monsters from breaking in.”

      Naruto stared for a long second, then looked back at the glittering field.

      “…You guys really know how to ruin a moment.”

      I couldn’t help but smile.

      Snowflakes danced down like tiny silver secrets, vanishing as they landed on our cloaks, our armor, our hair. For a split second, all of us stood there, silent.

      Just watching.

      Breathing.

      Existing.

      In a world where moments like this were rare and precious—where giant wolves and ancient rings and weird confessions could happen within the same hour—you learned to appreciate even the tiniest of pauses.

      Especially the beautiful ones that would be gone tomorrow.

    
    

    
      “Wait… did she just—?”

      Yeah, she did.

      There was Frieren, walking out of the supply post, holding what looked like some ancient helmet that had absolutely no business being resurrected from whatever forgotten cave it crawled out of. Rusted. Dent-covered. Smelled like it had marinated in ogre sweat for three centuries. And she was cradling it like it was the crown of a lost emperor.

      “Oh no,” Fern murmured in quiet horror, staring at the helmet as though it were a cursed object.

      Methode leaned over to me, arms folded. “Is… is that what I think it is?”

      “If you’re thinking it’s another completely useless relic she wasted our money on?” I groaned. “Yeah. That’s exactly what it is.”

      Naruto just stood there, jaw slightly open, blinking slowly like his soul had just left his body.

      We had just gotten paid. Just. For the first time in weeks, we were flush with coin. I was already dreaming of warm soup, a proper bed, maybe even fresh socks that didn’t have holes. And she—

      “Mistress Frieren…” Fern’s voice had that quiet, pained edge like she was being forced to scold a toddler. “That’s all our earnings…”

      Frieren ignored her, gently rubbing a thumb along the helmet’s ancient rim. “This is a rare helmet from the Second Heroic Era. I thought it was lost. It’s priceless.”

      “Yeah?” I deadpanned. “Because no one would ever pay for it.”

      She blinked at me, unbothered. “Exactly.”

      Naruto was still silent.

      Now that was weird.

      Normally, he’d be on this instantly. Some snappy line like “I didn’t know ancient helmets came with ancient debt” or “Hag, did that helmet whisper your name?” But this time?

      Nothing.

      Just standing there, staring at her, face kind of… red.

      Frieren finally noticed. Her frown deepened. She stepped closer, looked at him like he was a weird spell that didn’t work.

      “You’re… not going to complain?” she asked.

      Naruto flinched a bit. “Eh?”

      “You always complain.”

      “I—I’m fine, really.”

      Her eyes narrowed. She pressed her hand against his forehead.

      And that’s when it happened.

      “Your skin’s burning. You have a fever,” she said, her voice flat but with that tiny flicker of concern hiding beneath it.

      “Oh no,” Methode sighed, already moving in. “I’ll prepare a full diagnostic—”

      “I’M ABSOLUTELY FINE, Y’KNOW?!” Naruto shouted, flustered and redder than ever before.

      And then—bam—in a flash of mana and speed, he vanished. A gust of wind tossed snow into our faces.

      We all blinked.

      He was now just a tiny white speck in the distance, a dot moving two kilometers ahead with dramatic urgency like he was fleeing the scene of a crime.

      Fern rubbed her temple. “I swear he gets worse every day.”

      Methode nodded thoughtfully. “This is a textbook flight response. He’s clearly emotionally distressed.”

      I squinted at his retreating figure. “Or just really bad at feelings.”

      Frieren just stood there, clutching her dumb helmet, watching Naruto with that same puzzled look as if he were an unfamiliar spell scroll. She tapped her finger on the metal like it was a thinking gesture.

      “…Was it something I said?” she asked, genuinely confused.

      We all groaned.

      Another week. Another adventure. Another broke party, thanks to an old young lady’s relic addiction.

      And one very confused elf wondering why the idiot ninja was now socially combusting in the snow.

    
    

    
      We were sitting under the lazy shade of a wide pine tree, snow just a rumor in the air for once. No flurries biting at our cheeks, no cursed monster nests nearby, no angry merchants yelling about unpaid bills. Just blue sky, soft wind, and—somehow—actual grass beneath our butts.

      Fern, like always, had her nose buried in some scroll. Girl was basically a librarian with anxiety issues. I was just about to doze off when Frieren suddenly asked, “Is that from the Intercontinental Mage Association?”

      Fern shook her head, rolling the scroll back up with a soft pap. “Nay. It’s a personal request. From Mr. Lernen.”

      Frieren’s brow crinkled instantly like she’d just smelled something nasty. “That guy?”

      I sat up, blinking. “Wait—the old dude that blew a hole through your shoulder?”

      Naruto and Methode both gasped like that was some drama twist.

      “Wait, what?!” Naruto practically jumped to his feet. “That happened?! When?! Why didn’t you tell me?!”

      Frieren brushed snowflakes off her lap casually, totally unbothered. “It’s fine. Besides, you were busy exploring the city that particular evening. We eventually forgot to tell you.”

      Naruto looked genuinely offended. “I fought a flaming goat at a show that night! You could’ve at least told me or something!”

      I looked at him. “we forgot, Naruto.”

      “…huh?.”

      Frieren gave a half shrug. “It wasn’t that serious.”

      “She bled like a popped ketchup packet,” Fern corrected quietly, adjusting her robes.

      “Not helping, Fern,” Frieren muttered.

      Still, Naruto was pacing now, clutching his staff like he wanted to go find Lernen and give him a Rasengan sandwich. “Man, to think there’s a human mage out there strong enough to hurt you that bad… That’s kinda nuts. I thought you were like, unkillable or something.”

      “I’ve fought stronger,” she replied, then paused. “Well… maybe not many.”

      “Dang,” Naruto said, deflating slightly. “Still. I don’t like it.”

      Naruto gave a soft hum. “This Lernen… is he dangerous?”

      “Depends on his mood,” Fern said.

      “So basically me,” Naruto muttered.

      Fern continued, unfurling the scroll again. “Anyway, this isn’t a challenge. It’s a request. Mr. Lernen’s asking for assistance from one of his few trusted parties—us. Apparently, the overseer of the City of El Dorado is in need.” She gave Frieren a book. “And a grimoire as reward,”

      “El Dorado?” I raised an eyebrow. “Wait… like, the El Dorado? The Fortified City in the Weise region?”

      “That’s the one,” Fern confirmed.

      I perked up immediately, posture straightening. “Yo, that place is full of gold, right? Like, actually gold?!”

      “Everything in it is,” Frieren said. “Macht’s influence still lingers there.”

      I shivered. “Creepy.”

      Frieren nodded slowly. “But Lernen wouldn’t call unless it was important. And if it’s El Dorado, it’s probably got something to do with sealing magic. Maybe barrier manipulation. Something… serious.”

      “So we’re going?” I asked, already dreading the thought of more stairs.

      Fern rolled the scroll closed, her expression calm and resolute. “Yes. Pack your bags.”

      Naruto raised a finger. “Do I have to wear formal robes this time?”

      “No,” Fern replied.

      “Yes,” Frieren said at the same time.

      We all looked at her.

      “You remind me of my dead teacher,” She shrugged. “Plus you look less stupid in formal robes.”

      Naruto sighed like this was the true burden of a shinobi.

      And just like that, we were heading for Weise.

      El Dorado—golden city. Sounded fancy. Hopefully the pay was just as rich. But knowing our luck?

      Frieren would probably spend it all on some weird relic like a cursed butter knife from the Third Magic War.

    
    

    
      The Author Note Is Long But Important:

      Shout out to ‘Dragon Blaze-X’ for dropping the 700th review for this story. Noice.

      Get ready for an exciting journey ahead! We’re about to delve deeper into the story, expanding on the manga’s narrative. Chapters 29, 30, 31, 32, and 33 will comprise what we’re calling the El Dorado arc.

      Within this arc, you’ll certainly find some answers to lingering questions, but be prepared, as it will also ignite a few new ones. In most isekai fanfics, there’s often no explicit explanation as to why or how a character is isekai’d. However, in this story, there’s a deep secret, and I’ve been carefully dropping hints since the very first chapter. Even the quotes I present at the top of each chapter hold a specific meaning.

      Despite these subtle clues, I doubt any of you will be able to fully understand the complete picture without a direct and elaborate explanation. But my hope is that Chapter 33 will be enough to disclose at least 40 percent of what is going on here.

      Chapter 29 is set to be published on 17/08/25.

    
    

    
      A new ‘Frieren: Beyond Journey’s End’ and ‘Naruto’ crossover story has been published!

      Ever wondered what if Naruto was isekai’d into the Frierenverse as a demon? What if it was during the time of Hero Himmel…? To answer these types of questions…

      Once A Hero, Always A Hero

      Died a Shinobi, reborn a demon, treated like a slave, then chosen as a hero. Naruto has to adapt to his new life, all while looking for the answer to his existence. But as always, he won’t be alone. With a bright hero, a racist elf, a corrupt priest, a chill dwarf and a reluctant demon friend, he will find out the answer. Believe it!

      Rating: T.

      Genre: Adventure/Friendship.

      Word Count Goal: 300K, at least.

      Chapter Count Goal: Over 50.

      Pairing: A certain necromancer.

      If you feel intrigued, do check it out from my profile.

    
    

    
      Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, better and with more depth.

      Till next time.

      ~Phoenix.

      

    
  




    29. The Fortified City of Weise

    
      “My heart is frozen in indifference.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 29

    
    

    

    
      The city of Weise wasn’t just gold; it was a blinding, shimmering ocean of it. Sunlight bounced off every rooftop and cobblestone, making the whole place feel like one giant mirror reflecting the sky. As the party finally walked through the massive, fortified gates, they all stopped and stared. A hush fell over them, not from fear, but from pure, unadulterated awe.

      Naruto was the first to break the silence. He slowly spun in a circle, his eyes wide as a kid in a toy store. “Whoa,” he breathed out, “everything’s… gold.”

      “Tell me about it,” Stark mumbled, his head tipped back as he gazed up at a towering spire that seemed to pierce the sky. “It’s like a dream. Or maybe a really expensive nightmare.”

      Fern blinked, trying to make sense of it all. “It’s not just the buildings,” she pointed out, her voice a little shaky. “The trees… the lampposts… even the benches. It’s all gold.” She walked over and ran a gloved hand along a golden park bench, half-expecting it to feel soft, like butter. Instead, it was solid and cold.

      “It’s pretty crazy, right?” Naruto said, finally stopping his slow spin to look at Frieren. “I’ve seen some weird stuff, but this is a whole new level.”

      Frieren, however, looked more annoyed than impressed. She had her arms folded tightly across her chest, a frown etched on her face. “Macht did this,” she said in a flat voice, as if speaking of a particularly bad memory. “Seventy years ago, when I last passed through here, it was all just stone and steel. Normal stuff. I never would have imagined… this.”

      Methode, who had been quiet up until now, finally spoke up. “Macht’s magic… it’s just so powerful. To cover an entire city like this… it’s a symbol to his prowess, even if it is a bit much.”

      “A bit much?” Naruto scoffed, jogging up to a wall and touching it. “This guy really said, ‘you know what’d make this place pop? An alchemy bomb that turns everything into gold.’ I mean, who does that?”

      Stark walked over, his boots making a soft clack-clack sound on the golden street. “Someone with way too much power and not enough sense, I guess.” He looked around, a mix of wonder and unease on his face. “It’s beautiful, but… it feels kind of fake, you know? Like we’re in a picture book or something.”

      Fern nodded in agreement. “It’s unsettling. Everything looks perfect, but it’s so… quiet.”

      And she was right. The city was silent. No birds chirped from the golden trees. No dogs barked in the golden courtyards. There wasn’t a single person on the golden streets. It was as if time had stopped the moment the magic hit.

      “It’s like a giant tomb,” Frieren said, her voice barely a whisper. “A very, very shiny tomb.”

      They walked for a while, the only sounds being their footsteps and the rustle of their clothes. They passed by houses with golden roofs, statues of golden heroes, and a giant, golden fountain where the water was just a frozen cascade of gold. Naruto tried to climb the fountain for a better look, but Stark pulled him down.

      “Dude, seriously?” Stark said, looking around nervously. “We don’t want to break anything. This stuff is probably worth a fortune.”

      “What’s it matter?” Naruto shot back. “There’s no one here to care. Besides, what are they gonna do? Come back and complain?”

      Just then, a sharp burst of magic caught their attention. It was a familiar feeling, strong and old, like a weathered stone. It had a hint of grit to it, a stubbornness that reminded them of something… or someone.

      Naruto’s eyes lit up. “Wait a minute—yo! Old man Denken!”

      And there he was. Denken, the sharp-eyed Imperial Mage, was standing near the steps of a grand, golden amphitheater. He was wearing a long cloak of black and red, and a First Class Mage badge glinted on his chest.

      “Well, well,” Denken said in his gravelly voice, a crooked smile on his face. “Frieren, Naruto, Fern. The Stark boy, too. And… Miss Methode.”

      “Hey,” Stark said, raising a hand sheepishly.

      “Yo, fancy robes, old man,” Naruto said, jogging up with a grin. “Didn’t expect to see you here of all places. What, taking up sightseeing now?”

      Frieren narrowed her eyes. “So you’re the new overseer.”

      “I am,” Denken nodded. “It’s my hometown, you know.”

      “You lived here?” she asked, stepping forward. Her tone was flat, impossible to read.

      Denken’s gaze went toward the horizon, to the golden rooftops that were once his simple, brick homes. “Not quite. I was born and raised just outside the walls.”

      Naruto rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s kinda sad, huh? Everyone you knew… your old neighbors, your friends… probably all gone now.”

      Denken gave a soft grunt, not quite a nod. “That’s true. But it’s strange… I don’t feel anything.”

      That surprised them all. Even Frieren’s eyebrows lifted a touch.

      “Even so,” she said, “it’s odd that you’d take this job. At your age, most mages would be happy with a warm bed and endless books.”

      “I asked for it,” Denken replied.

      Fern tilted her head. “You asked Serie for this job?”

      Denken nodded. “Personally.”

      Frieren crossed her arms again, her cloak stirring in the breeze. “Is it nostalgia, then? Trying to refresh old memories?”

      Denken’s eyes lit up, but not with fondness. It was a fire. “No.”

      He turned slowly to face them all. “I want to restore this city.”

      Fern choked. “…Excuse me?”

      The others were stunned into silence for a moment. Even Methode blinked.

      “Restore?” Naruto echoed. “As in, un-gold it?!”

      “As in, return it to how it was meant to be,” Denken clarified. “I’m not a fool. I know the gold can’t be turned back. But I want to restore its heart. Its people. To bring life back to these gilded ruins.”

      Fern lowered her scroll, glancing at the quiet, empty streets. “But… it’s basically a monument now. Even the pigeons are gold statues.”

      “There are still things here,” Denken said. “Beneath the surface. Old wells. Underground passages. Some documents survived under magic wards. The city isn’t dead. It’s just… petrified.”

      Frieren was quiet. Her eyes searched his expression, trying to see if this was foolish idealism… or something else entirely.

      “Serie gave you this job knowing your intentions?” she asked.

      “She did,” Denken confirmed. “I think… she wanted to see what an old man could still do.”

      Naruto laughed softly. “Dang. Alright, old man. Respect.”

      Stark stepped up beside Fern, looking around at the gleaming buildings. “You think… we could help?”

      Denken raised a bushy brow. “You all came here for a mission, didn’t you?”

      Fern lifted her scroll slightly. “A personal request. From Mr. Lernen.”

      “Then you’re right on time,” Denken said. “Come on. We have a lot to talk about.”

      As they walked deeper into the radiant maze of golden streets, Naruto turned to Frieren, watching the way her expression hadn’t changed—but her eyes had. She hadn’t taken one step. “This place used to be beautiful, didn’t it?”

      “It still is,” Denken murmured, just loud enough for him to hear. “Just… lonely.”

      “And I suppose you are determined to restore the city,”

      “I am,” Denken replied without missing a beat.

      “Fern,” Frieren said, gaze fixed somewhere far past the horizon. “Send the grimoire away. We won’t take the mission.”

      Fern blinked, she looked back, startled. “But… why, Mistress Frieren?”

      Frieren didn’t respond immediately. Her fingers tightened just slightly around the hem of her cloak.

      “I had initially assumed this mission was about helping maintain a barrier. A simple reinforcement job,” she said flatly. “But I never imagined Lernen would be asking for this.”

      “That’s quite unlike you, Mistress Frieren,” Fern said gently. “Isn’t helping a city exactly the kind of thing you’d do?”

      “I must prioritize my party’s lives,” Frieren replied, finally turning to face them. “Macht is no ordinary demon. No ordinary mage. We’re leaving.”

      Naruto shot to his feet, face scrunching up in disbelief. “Wait—what?! That’s it? You’re just giving up?”

      “I’m not giving up,” Frieren said, unshaken.

      “Then what?! You’re scared?”

      “Yes,” she replied, without flinching. “I am. I’m afraid.”

      That silenced the clearing. Even the wind paused a little, as if shocked by the confession.

      Frieren’s gaze fell on each of them in turn. “I am afraid of dying. Not for myself. For you. All of you.”

      Naruto’s mouth opened, but no words came out.

      She looked directly at him. “Because Macht is one of the very few who have defeated me. I lived. Barely. But if I couldn’t stop him then—before—how could I risk you now?”

      It hit Naruto like a gut punch. He’d never seen her like this. Not the aloof elf mage who could conjure cataclysmic storms and yawn in the middle of it. Not the hag who always slept through their watches and claimed every magical trinket like a crow with glitter. This was different.

      “I have been defeated by eleven mages in my life who had far less mana than me.” Frieren confessed, surprising them all ‘Six were humans, one was an elf like me. Four were demons. Among these four demons, one was Qual and the other one was… Macht,’ she paused. “Macht overwhelmed me, specifically 600 years ago he had petrified my arm into gold. I spent the following 100 years trying to dispel the curse.”

      Naruto looked shocked, to think there is someone strong enough to beat her. Fern knew her Master wasn’t invincible but…

      “That’s… a reasonable point, Frieren,” Stark admitted. He looked at Denken. “Maybe we can’t be any help, old man.”

      But then—Denken stepped forward.

      “It’s fine,” he said with a hand raised, voice even. “Lernen’s request was likely driven by paranoia. He’s always been like that. Maybe he still sees demons behind every tree, even now. That’s why he asked for your help. Just in case.”

      Frieren didn’t reply. Her expression said she wasn’t convinced.

      “But I have a plan,” Denken continued. “And I’m quite confident in it.”

      “Why?” Stark asked suddenly. “Why do you want to restore this place so badly, old man?”

      There was a silence. Then Denken turned his head slightly, his voice dipping lower—more personal.

      “My wife… she died very young. We lived out in the town. I left this land afterward. Traveled. Studied magic. Lost myself in it.”

      He paused, eyes on the golden ground beneath his boots.

      “I always told myself, ‘I’ll return someday. I’ll visit.’ But decades passed. I didn’t.”

      He looked up, and there was something new in his eyes. Not sorrow. Something rawer. “Then, finally, I came. Through this job. I saw everything again—unchanged, preserved in gold. But I felt nothing. No sadness. No joy. Nothing.”

      He sighed. “I’m ashamed of myself. That I could return to where I once loved someone, and feel nothing. So yes—it’s selfish. But maybe, if I restore the city… I can redeem myself a little. Remember how it used to feel.”

      Nobody said anything at first. Not Fern, not Stark, not even Methode.

      And then—

      “I’m staying,” Naruto said. His voice was quiet but steady. “Even if nobody else does. Especially not you, hag.”

      Frieren’s brows lifted, a little twitch at the corner of her lip.

      Fern opened her mouth, probably to scold him for disrespect again, but Frieren raised a hand to stop her.

      She turned to look at Naruto—really look. The idiot. The loud, unpredictable, reckless shinobi who somehow always landed on his feet no matter how hard he fell. He was standing there like he’d just made a declaration of war, even though his cheeks were still faintly red from fever.

      She smiled. Just a little.

      “…Alright, Denken,” she said, turning back to the old man with a newfound steel in her tone. “Let’s hear your plan.”

      “Centuries ago,” Denken began, gathering the group beneath the warm golden glow of the El Dorado walls, “there was a Sage. A masterful craftsman of both enchantment and philosophy. He created something that, even now, borders on myth—the Stone Bracelet of Sovereignty.”

      The name hung in the air like ancient dust disturbed from a long-forgotten tome.

      Denken raised a hand and gestured toward the shining skyline of the golden city.

      “The bracelet was made to bind the essence of a demon. To tame even the vilest and most powerful of them. The Mayor of this city, back when it was still flesh and stone, placed the bracelet on Macht’s wrist.”

      Stark squinted. “You mean… the Macht? The same guy who turned all this into gold?”

      “The very same,” Denken confirmed. “And when the mayor put it on him, he said: ‘You will not bear any malice for this city and its people. If you ever do, may you die.’”

      There was a long pause. Naruto tilted his head, frowning.

      “Wait, wait, wait. Back up,” he said, poking the air like he was filing mental paperwork. “If that bracelet was supposed to stop him from, y’know, hurting people, then how the hell did he go and turn everyone into fancy golden popsicles? Did it break or something?”

      “Maybe it malfunctioned?” Fern offered.

      Methode tilted her head, curious. “Or maybe he found a loophole in the spell?”

      Denken exhaled, slow and heavy. “That’s what we thought. For years. But…”

      He shifted his gaze, hardening it. “My friend, Lernen, and a second-class mage named Edel ventured into El Dorado last year. They managed to find Macht.”

      That made Frieren’s eyes narrow. “He’s still here?”

      “Yes. Of course, the barrier prevents him from leaving,” Denken replied.

      “He fought them,” he continued, his voice lowering. “And he overwhelmed them. But… they were able to retrieve something invaluable.”

      “Intel?” Fern guessed.

      Denken nodded. “Edel touched Macht during the battle and used her magic to read his surface memories. When they escaped—barely—they shared the intel with me.”

      “And what did she say?” Frieren asked, already knowing the answer.

      Denken glanced at her. “That the bracelet is working perfectly fine.”

      Silence.

      The kind of silence where even the city of gold around them didn’t dare gleam too loudly.

      Frieren closed her eyes. “So… he’s not under any spell manipulation. Not corrupted. Not malfunctioning.”

      Naruto looked around at all of them, unsettled. “So then—why? Why turn the whole place to gold if he’s not angry, or evil, or trying to destroy it?”

      Stark rubbed the back of his neck. “Unless… he didn’t mean to destroy it.”

      Fern’s brows furrowed. “Could that even happen?”

      “That bracelet,” Frieren said slowly, “is meant to bind intent. Not magic itself. He can’t act on malice. So if he turned this place into gold…”

      “…it wasn’t malice,” Naruto said, finishing the thought. He glanced at the golden street beneath his shoes. “Then… he did this… for a reason.”

      Denken’s jaw was tight, like he hated saying the words. “Yes. That’s the most terrifying part. Macht still wears the bracelet. It glows. Its magic is intact. That means—he holds no hatred. No ill-will. He’s just… being himself.”

      Naruto felt a chill pass over him. Even the sun didn’t feel warm now.

      “So… the monster we’re up against…” he murmured, “…is a guy who can wipe out a city without even meaning to?”

      “No,” Frieren corrected, her voice unusually soft.

      “…It’s a man who can wipe out a city while being perfectly at peace.”

      Methode folded her arms and looked up at the golden skyline with new unease.

      “Creepy,” she muttered.

      “Extremely,” Fern agreed.

      “Alright,” Naruto said with a deep breath. “No pressure, but we’re gonna need one hell of a plan if we’re up against someone who can go full King Midas on a good day.”

      Frieren glanced at Denken, her eyes unreadable. “So, old man… what’s the plan?”

      They stood still for a breath, three shadows cast long against streets of gold.

      “I have to meet someone,” Denken said plainly, with the casualness of a man announcing a grocery trip.

      Naruto blinked. “Who?”

      “Macht.”

      Dead silence.

      “What?” Fern said sharply.

      “Are you serious?” Stark’s voice cracked.

      Naruto stepped forward, arms flailing in disbelief. “You’ll die! That dude turned a whole city into gold like it was a Monday morning chore!”

      “He won’t,” Denken replied, eyes distant. “Because I was born here. A citizen of El Dorado. He… respects me. The last time I visited my wife’s grave, he came. We spoke. He even offered me tea.”

      “You drank it?!” Naruto gasped.

      “Of course not. I’m not suicidal,” Denken muttered. “Still. He wasn’t hostile. Not then. I want to speak with him again.”

      “I’m going too,” Frieren said firmly, already walking.

      “Me too!” Naruto chimed, quick to follow.

      “Wait, Miss Frieren—!” Fern started.

      “We’ll come too!” Methode and Stark echoed.

      “No,” Frieren said without even turning around. “This isn’t a sightseeing tour.”

      And that was that. Just like always, she’d decided.

      Only Frieren, Denken, and Naruto walked the gold-drenched road into the belly of the forgotten city, where sunlight reflected so intensely it was like walking through the inside of a chalice.

      As they moved deeper, Naruto looked around. “There’s no magic in this place. No lingering mana. Not even a whiff.”

      “Because it’s not like regular magic,” Frieren said. “It’s Di Agölze—Macht’s ultimate spell. A Universal Golden Transmutation. It’s like a curse, but not one you can dispel. If you hit a tree with a Zoltarak, sure, it explodes. But eventually, the mana fades. The tree is gone. If you hit something with Di Agölze… the effect never fades. It becomes gold. Permanently.”

      Naruto kicked at the ground. The dirt was golden, metallic and rough like cooled lava.

      “What about the trees?” he asked.

      “Same.”

      The trees—once tall and green—were frozen in mid-sway, eternally still, glinting under the sun. Leaves of gold rattled slightly in the breeze like wind chimes.

      “…So this city wasn’t destroyed,” Naruto muttered. “It was preserved.”

      They passed countless statues.

      No… not statues.

      People.

      Mid-stride. Mid-conversation. A child looking up with wide eyes. A man reaching out to catch something. A woman shielding her head. All turned to gold.

      Naruto swallowed.

      And then—he stopped. Instinct kicked in.

      He felt it. Presence.

      Power.

      Right ahead.

      “He’s here,” Naruto said, body tensing like a string drawn taut.

      Frieren didn’t reply. She already knew.

      Denken stepped without fear, as if the ground wasn’t hallowed in gold and dread.

      Then, they reached it—a mansion.

      Still gold, of course. Towering and elegant, like a cathedral had married a castle and retired in the richest town possible. Its door creaked open not by magic but by hand.

      He stood there, at the threshold.

      Macht.

      Tall. Still. Composed. His robes shimmered like black oil under a prism’s light. His expression was serene, yet unreadable—like a mask carved by someone who didn’t fully understand emotion.

      He bowed. “Lord Denken. Welcome.”

      Denken gave a stiff nod. “Macht.”

      Macht’s eyes drifted to the other two.

      “Who are they?”

      “Friends,” Denken said.

      Macht’s gaze lingered on Naruto longer than polite, as if gauging him. His eyes shifted to Frieren. “Curious. She looks familiar.”

      “We’ve met before,” Frieren said. Her tone wasn’t warm.

      Macht blinked, almost sheepish. “Ah. Apologies. It’s been so long since I’ve had guests. Time becomes odd when the streets don’t move and the people never change.”

      His smile wasn’t unkind. Just… distant.

      “Please, come in. I’ve prepared tea. It’s quite exquisite.”

      Naruto didn’t move.

      “Don’t worry,” Macht added with a small smile. “It’s not golden.”

    
    

    
      The room was a golden palace, a blinding and ridiculous sight. It was like some mad king had melted down an entire kingdom’s treasure and then decided to redecorate his house with it. Everything was gold. The chairs, the table, the chandelier, the teacups, even the tiny little spoon resting politely next to an untouched cup—it was all shimmering with a silent, eternal gleam. It wasn’t just fancy; it was creepy. It felt less like a living room and more like a tomb for someone who really, really loved money.

      Nobody touched the tea, obviously. It was a clear, reddish-brown liquid inside a solid gold cup, and for all they knew, it was a trap, or could be a trap. Naruto eyed the cup with suspicion, wondering if a single sip would turn his tongue into a golden statue.

      Frieren sat perfectly still and silent, her face a mask of ice. Most people would have thought she was just bored, but Naruto had been with her for so long that he knew better. He saw the tiny twitch in her fingers, the way her shoulders were so tight, the fact that she was forcing herself not to blink too much. She wasn’t bored. She wanted to kill Macht. She wanted to wipe him from the face of the earth, but she was holding herself back.

      Macht, on the other hand, was the picture of politeness. He was so ridiculously polite that he sounded like a nice grandpa from a TV show.

      “Ah,” he said, his voice calm and smooth. “So you are Frieren. The Mage from the Hero Himmel’s Party. It is an honor to meet you.” He spoke the words as if he were welcoming a new neighbor.

      Frieren’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you hate us? Me? For killing the Demon King?”

      Macht tilted his head a little, as if she had just asked him something totally random, like his favorite color.

      “I have always been a pacifist,” he said. “The end of the war was… a good thing. Peace is better. It’s more efficient.”

      “Really?” she asked, her voice as sharp as a winter wind. “You don’t feel even a tiny bit of hatred?”

      “Not really,” he replied, sounding completely serious. “That is a human thing. I don’t feel any malice toward anyone.”

      Naruto couldn’t stay quiet anymore. He leaned forward, his eyes narrow, and slapped his hands down on the golden table. It made a loud clang.

      “You turned a whole city into gold, man!” he yelled.

      Macht blinked slowly. “Yes.”

      “You froze innocent people in time forever!”

      “They are preserved,” Macht said, as if that explained everything.

      “You took a home away from generations of people who should have lived there!”

      “There are always new cities,” Macht replied, his voice still calm and even.

      Naruto gritted his teeth, his hands clenched into fists. “That’s not peace. That’s not being a pacifist! That’s just destruction that’s pretending to be calm!”

      Macht folded his hands calmly on the golden table. “There was no malice. We demons don’t act because of hatred or love. We follow our instincts. For me, to turn things into gold is as natural as breathing. For a dragon, breathing fire isn’t malice. It’s just survival.”

      Naruto jumped to his feet, knocking his chair over with a loud crash. “That’s exactly what makes you so dangerous! You don’t even care about what you’re doing! No regret, no hesitation—just pure chaos without even the decency of feeling guilty!”

      Macht stared at him. Not with anger. Not with a blank look. Just with that same, unnerving calm. He was an open book with no words inside.

      “I am who I am,” Macht said. “I don’t regret anything. There’s no point to a feeling like that.”

      Naruto looked over at Frieren, his face full of frustration. “How do you deal with this? How do you not just lose your mind listening to this nonsense?”

      She didn’t answer him right away. Her eyes hadn’t left Macht for a second.

      Then she stood up.

      “I see,” she said, her voice soft but filled with a terrible understanding.

      Macht raised an eyebrow. “Already leaving?”

      “Yes,” Frieren said. Her voice was colder than the snowfields of the far north. “I’ve heard enough.”

      Naruto clenched his jaw and glared at Macht one last time.

      “You might not understand what you’ve done,” he muttered. “But one day, someone will make you pay for it. Not because of malice. Not because of hate. Just because it’s the right thing to do.”

      Macht simply nodded, a small, polite smile on his face. “Perhaps. But not today.”

      They walked out of the mansion, their footsteps tapping on the golden streets that had once been filled with life, and were now completely silent.

      The cabin was a cozy little place, tucked into a quiet corner of the city. It was a relief to see a building made of normal wood and stone—not a single piece of gold in sight. As they stepped inside, Naruto’s shoulders were still tight, his jaw still clenched from his conversation with Macht. Frieren hadn’t said a word on the walk back, but her silence was heavy. It was full of old pain and a kind of self-control that only came from a lifetime of regrets.

      As they all settled down, Frieren finally turned to Denken, her eyebrows drawn together with a mix of suspicion and curiosity.

      “Why does Macht respect you so much?” she asked, her arms folded.

      Denken, calm as ever, took off his gloves and placed them on the wooden table. “Because,” he said quietly, “he was my teacher.”

      Naruto, who was halfway through kicking off his boots, froze completely.

      “…What?” Frieren asked, her voice flat.

      Denken nodded. “Everything I know. Every spell. Every trick. Everything I understand about mana—was taught to me by Macht.”

      Stark’s eyes went wide. “A demon… taught you human magic?”

      “He didn’t see it that way,” Denken said, picking up a small piece of wood from the table and turning it over in his hand. “To him, knowledge is just knowledge. Sharing it and making it better… that was just another part of existing.”

      “Interesting,” Frieren said, her eyes narrowing. Naruto could practically hear the gears turning in her head.

      She turned to Methode, who was brushing golden leaves off her robes. “You’re good with mind magic, right?”

      “I’m… well-trained,” Methode replied cautiously. “I’m not an expert, but I know enough.”

      “Still better than most, I guess,” Frieren said. “Help Denken rearrange the memories he got from Edel. About Macht.”

      Methode’s eyebrows went up, but she nodded and sat down across from Denken. “Alright. Let me see your hand, Lord Denken.”

      As the two of them sat, their fingers gently linked, Methode started humming a quiet, rhythmic chant. The rest of the party gathered around a different, old wooden table. Naruto sat down with a huff that almost knocked his chair over. Stark flopped down beside him, and Fern pulled up a seat, carefully placing a kettle in the middle of the table.

      Naruto stared at the wooden grain of the table, his fists clenched tight.

      “…I’ve always known demons were evil,” he muttered, not even trying to hide the anger in his voice. “But this… this is something else entirely.”

      Stark raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. Turning a whole city into a golden graveyard just because it’s ‘instinct’? What kind of sick ‘instinct’ is that?”

      Fern folded her hands in her lap. “Mistress Frieren always warned us. She never said it out loud, but… she’s always been careful around demons. She never forgives them for anything.”

      “Now I get it,” Naruto said, his voice low and angry. “No wonder the old hag hates them so much.”

      There was a moment of silence. The only sounds were Methode’s soft humming and the faint chirping of birds outside the cabin.

      “I mean—” Naruto leaned forward, a fire burning in his eyes, “—I’ve fought all kinds of bad guys. Criminals. Even people who were controlled by something else. But this guy? Macht? He just is like that. No guilt. No sadness. No hate. No love. Just… empty. He acts like that city wasn’t even real.”

      Stark rubbed the back of his head. “He didn’t even flinch when you yelled at him.”

      “He didn’t understand,” Naruto said. “It was like he couldn’t even process why I was upset. It was like screaming at a rock. A terrifyingly magical rock that drinks tea and turns your neighbors into gold statues.”

      Fern’s voice was soft, and she looked at him with gentle concern. “Is that what scares you?”

      Naruto looked at her, surprised by the question. “…What do you mean?”

      She tilted her head a little. “The fact that he’s so calm about it all. That he doesn’t see anything wrong with what he did. That he can’t feel it.”

      He was quiet for a second. Then he leaned back in his chair and let out a long sigh, his expression suddenly very heavy.

      “…Yeah,” he said quietly.

      Frieren, who had been watching from the corner, walked over slowly. Her voice was low and steady.

      “That’s what makes them so terrifying. It’s not their power. It’s that they have no soul. They can copy human behavior. They can talk. They can even smile. But there’s nothing behind their eyes. No joy. No hate. No guilt.”

      She looked toward the window, her face unreadable. Her voice was just a whisper.

      “…Just a black hole.”

      Everyone fell silent again.

      In the background, Methode stirred and gently let go of Denken’s hand.

      “…The latest memories,” she said, her voice tired. “They’re much clearer now.”

      Frieren turned to her. “And?”

      Denken nodded, his eyes distant. “Macht… didn’t lie. He didn’t attack the city out of anger. Or revenge. Or as part of a battle plan.”

      “Then why?” Naruto asked, leaning forward again.

      Denken looked at all of them. He was quiet for a long moment, and his eyes looked much older than they were.

      “…He… he wanted to feel guilt.”

      And with those words, the room went cold once more.
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      I have completed writing the Time Travel Arc for this story but I dare not to write anything related to the Foundation Festival Arc. It’s because I don’t want to mess it up by writing things before the manga Arc itself is even finished.

      Regardless, with the amount of content I have piled up— over 70K words, we can easily make it to the end of the year and maybe even beyond. I also have been writing for my other Frieren and Naruto crossover ‘Once A Hero, Always A Hero’ and it has over 20 chapters at the moment.

      And a little surprise for you guys: I am publishing a new Frieren and Naruto crossover fanfiction, I hope that you will love it. The story is basically Heiter had adopted a demon child (Naruto) instead of Fern and he made Frieren take the demon under her wing. It’s wholesome and I am loving writing it. Can you suggest me some names for it?

      Anyways, thanks for reading this chapter. The next chapter will be published soon. Drop your thoughts in the review section since your words inspire me to write faster, better, longer and with more depth.

      Have a great day!

      

    
  




    30. Experiments, Traitors and Promises

    
      “Your emotions are the slaves to your thoughts, and you are the slave to your emotions.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 30

    
    

    

    
      Humans were… complicated. That was the conclusion Macht had reached after over a century of walking among them.

      Demons were simple. Predictable. Mechanical in purpose. They moved according to instinct, acted as they were shaped. A demon’s path was a straight line, drawn in blood and magic. There was no deviation. No turbulence of the heart. No ambiguity.

      But humans? Humans lived in chaos—and they embraced it.

      What was marriage? A binding ritual to share a life—yet most ended up in sorrow or silence. What was love, then? The poets praised it, the warriors died for it, the commoners treasured it. But it brought pain as often as joy. It made people selfish, then selfless, violent, then kind. How could something so contradictory even exist?

      Fear? He understood that—barely. An instinct to avoid death. But then why would a mother run toward a collapsing house to save her child? Why would she choose death willingly?

      Guilt? Pride? Envy? Malice?

      He had spent decades collecting such riddles. Each time he thought he’d found a fragment of understanding, it slipped through his fingers like dust.

      Macht had observed people. Spoken to them. Lived among them. And, when things inevitably spiraled, killed them.

      In one village, a woman had smiled at him every morning at the well. She gave him bread. She said he reminded her of her late husband. He transmuted the entire village into gold when a knight passed through and suspected him. She hadn’t screamed when it happened. Her final words were a thank-you for keeping her company.

      He had remembered that.

      In another town, he asked a man what love felt like. The man said it was the reason he’d kill or die for his wife. Macht, curious, took the woman hostage. The man had knelt, begged for her life. Told him to take his instead. The concept of self-sacrifice made no sense to him. So he killed the man and kept the woman alive. She screamed, fought, wailed. So he killed her too. He wondered if grief tasted different from fear. It didn’t.

      He had once made a couple fight to the death. “Only one will survive,” he’d said.

      The boy hesitated. The girl didn’t lift her weapon.

      “She’s too kind,” the boy had whispered. Then he struck her.

      She didn’t block. She fell, blood staining her dress.

      The boy looked at her and screamed. He raged at Macht, charged him in blind fury.

      Macht killed him too.

      But something about that memory stayed. The girl had not been afraid. Not of death. Not of the boy. She had looked at him—lovingly—even as he raised the blade.

      “Why?” Macht had asked her.

      She had smiled, even as her lifeblood drained.

      And that… that made no sense.

      He kept wandering.

      He walked through winter storms, sat beside dying men, watched children cry, laugh, grow. He saw mothers die for their children, men starve so others could eat, friends betray each other out of jealousy. He witnessed weddings, funerals, festivals. He heard songs sung for lost loves, and stories told about war heroes who never came back.

      He turned entire towns into gold, thinking maybe preserving their last moments would help him understand. But gold was cold. Unchanging. Lifeless.

      It gave him no answers.

      He didn’t feel guilt. He wasn’t ashamed. But something was missing. Something just out of reach. Like a smell in the wind you can’t trace, or a word on the tip of your tongue.

      He thought, perhaps, if he kept walking… kept listening… one day he would understand.

      And maybe, just maybe, he would feel something too.

    
    

    
      Macht had heard whispers—a name, passed around in fear and awe. Solitär.

      A demon unlike any other. One who hated humans so thoroughly that she annihilated anyone who wandered near her domain. It was said that entire hunter guilds had vanished in the Northern Ranges, their bones frozen mid-scream, their souls left to wander.

      It took him twenty-three years to find her.

      He could have found her sooner—he should have—but it became clear, once their paths crossed, that she had allowed it. The forest of mists around her tower parted like a curtain when he stepped near, like a wordless invitation, a whisper of welcome.

      And there she was, standing at the entrance of a grand obsidian tower, light hair flowing like liquid moonlight, clad in a simple dress a.

      “Macht~!” she said, clasping her hands over her chest. “Took you long enough.”

      He hadn’t felt her presence until he saw her. No magic signature. No movement in the mana around her.

      Curious.

      She led him in.

      Her tower was immense. Not grand in gold or ornament—but in its stillness. It felt old. Heavy. Like the books inside it had watched generations fall and rise.

      Shelves upon shelves of human grimoires, stacked with meticulous care. Magic circles drawn in chalk over stone floors. Scrolls sealed with protective talismans.

      “Human magic,” Macht said. “Odd for a demon.”

      “We are not like other demons,” Solitär said, already halfway to a kettle. “We think. We wonder. And we do not die so easily.”

      Macht studied her silently. He could sense it—an immense magical force. Not unlike Schlacht, the Demon General who had nearly shattered kingdoms. Yet Solitär was… composed. Not hostile. Not even wary.

      And neither was Macht. He did not feel fear.

      “Why do you collect human magic?” he asked her as they sipped their tea. The taste was bitter, but not unpleasant.

      “I don’t collect it. I study it. Humans are desperate. Emotional. It makes their magic strange. Unpredictable. But also… creative.”

      “I see.” He looked down at the teacup, steam rising faintly. “You seem to understand them more than most of our kind.”

      “I’ve watched enough of them scream before they die. You pick up a few things.”

      “I’m trying to understand their emotions. Concepts like love. Guilt. Envy. Pride.”

      Her eyes narrowed just slightly. “You aren’t the only one.”

      “I want to experience them. But I don’t know how.”

      She set her cup down with a soft clink. “That’s because you can’t.”

      He looked up.

      “We weren’t made to. Demons like us… we are not born with the mechanisms to feel. We mimic. Observe. But we do not feel. Not the way humans do.”

      “Then it is impossible?”

      “No.” She leaned forward, her expression unreadable. “But it is rare. Difficult. And even if you manage it… it will not be what you think.”

      “I’m willing.”

      She smiled. “I can see that. You’re strange, Macht. Most of our kind chase blood and instinct. You chase meaning.”

      “How do I begin?”

      “By not killing every human you see, for starters,” she said flatly. “That’s my thing.”

      He gave a small, slow nod.

      “Speak to them. Travel with them. Watch them when they’re not terrified. Observe what makes them laugh. What makes them lie. What makes them cry.”

      “How long?”

      She shrugged. “A week won’t do. A month… maybe you’ll learn their words. But years? If you spend years among them, if you live among them, you may begin to understand.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “You’ll die the way you were born. Empty. Like the rest of them.”

      He paused, then bowed his head faintly. “I understand.”

      He stayed with Solitär for years.

      She taught him more than magic—though there was plenty of that, too. How humans shaped mana differently. How they infused it with emotion. Their magic didn’t obey the same linear logic. It bent. Twisted. Adapted. It responded to feelings.

      Macht found it fascinating.

      She taught him spells of flame, wards of compassion, circles of binding etched with sorrow. He could replicate them. Not perfectly. But enough.

      When the time came to leave, there was no goodbye. She simply nodded at him from her window.

      “Come back if you find something worth sharing,” she said.

      And so, Macht wandered again.

      Looking.

      Watching.

      Seeking the people who would teach him why a mother dies for her child.

      Why someone smiles before death.

      Why love makes humans cry… and why he couldn’t.

      Not yet.

    
    

    
      He sat quietly on the edge of a crumbling church, rubble all around him, eyes fixed on the night sky above. A thousand stars burned gently in the heavens, but he didn’t understand what made humans gaze at them with such awe. Stars were just stars. Bright, distant, meaningless. Humans were strange like that—always chasing metaphors.

      He didn’t turn when the footsteps echoed up the shattered staircase. He already knew who it was.

      “Schlacht,” he muttered.

      The Demon King’s right hand. A man whispered to see a thousand years into the future.

      “You’ve changed, Macht,” Schlacht said as he reached the top. “Travel does that to a person. Makes them… odd.”

      Macht didn’t look at him. “What do you want?”

      No venom. No ice. Just dull, tired indifference.

      Schlacht hummed. “A favor. We need help dealing with the Hero of the South.”

      Macht’s brow twitched slightly, but he kept his tone flat. “I owe the Demon King nothing. Why would I throw my life away for him?”

      “Well,” Schlacht replied calmly, “because if you say no, I’ll have to kill you.”

      Macht finally turned, looking him in the eye. “Would you really try?”

      There was a flicker of amusement in Schlacht’s smile, but it didn’t last. He raised a hand, pointing at the rooftop above them.

      Macht followed the motion.

      A shadow stood there. Still. Watching.

      Grausam.

      Of course. The illusionist. His worst matchup.

      “That guy, huh?” Macht sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Fine. I’ll come. But only because if I don’t, I’ll die here, not because I care about your war.”

      Schlacht nodded. “Fair enough. However, one condition—your memory of the battle must be sealed.”

      Macht blinked. “What?”

      Schlacht met his eyes. “Forgive me… Frieren. But I cannot allow you to see what he is going to see. Because the survival of the demon race depends on it,”

      Macht’s expression froze.

      “…What did you just call me?”

      Schlacht looked away, voice smooth. “Nothing, Macht. Nothing at all.”

    
    

    
      Macht had struck without warning—he always did. The caravan was dust, splinters, and half-dragged screams, a trail of bodies scattered across the road like discarded paper dolls. The horses were gold. The wheels were gold. The sky seemed to grow heavy, as if mourning the silence left behind.

      Only one man still breathed.

      He was slumped against a broken chest, his coat tattered and singed, blood soaking through his side. A cigar had somehow survived in his pocket, and with shaking hands, he lit it with a cracked flint.

      The smoke curled upward as Macht watched, his head tilting slightly.

      “You wish to smoke?”

      The man coughed, but managed a tired smile. “Do as I like, right?”

      Macht nodded. “Do as you like.”

      The man took a slow drag, eyes half-lidded. “Name’s Glück. I was the Mayor of the Fortified City of Weise. That title won’t matter much now, I suppose.”

      Macht remained still, expression unreadable.

      “You are not afraid of death,” Macht noted.

      “Not really,” Glück muttered, exhaling a ribbon of smoke. “I’ve had a good run. Sent my share of assassins after people who got in my way. Tipped off a few accidents. Poisoned the right man at the right banquet.”

      There was no pride in his voice. Just a statement of facts. Like reading off the minutes of a meeting.

      “It’s only natural that something eventually came for me,” he continued. “Why complain? I’ve seen the wheel turn too many times.”

      “I see.”

      There was silence, save for the crackle of dying flames and the distant scream of wind.

      “My son,” Glück said, voice lowering, “was clever. Too clever. He was just a boy, but he had vision.”

      Macht looked at him. “What happened to him?”

      “One day, he spoke up during a council meeting. Had an idea about infrastructure, water systems, irrigation for poor zones. It was brilliant. Too brilliant. Threatened the old dogs at the table.” Glück paused. “Next morning, I found him cold under the balcony. ‘Suicide,’ they said. A neat lie. No note. No reason. Just silence.”

      “You seek revenge?”

      Glück looked up. “I wish I could. But revenge is for men with time and options. I have neither.”

      Macht said nothing.

      “But… I have a proposal for you,” Glück said.

      Macht blinked. “A proposal?”

      “You want to understand humans. Don’t you?”

      The demon’s red eyes sharpened. “How do you know that?”

      Glück smiled faintly, gesturing to the bodies strewn around them. “You didn’t make it quick. That’s the first thing. You waited. Watched us panic. You were analyzing. Most demons rip through, move on. You stood and studied. Even now, you’re listening to a dying man ramble about his dead son instead of ending me.”

      Macht looked down, intrigued.

      “You’re different. Curious. You didn’t kill me right away because you wanted to talk. Because some part of you wants to know.”

      Glück took another drag. “You don’t need to lie to yourself.”

      “I see…” Macht said slowly.

      “So here’s my offer,” Glück said, coughing. “Work for me. Not as a weapon. As a… partner. I will teach you. About humans. Emotions. Regret. Loyalty. Betrayal. I’ve lived them all. And in return, you’ll spare me. You’ll serve this city.”

      Macht stared at him in silence.

      Then—

      “Fascinating,” he said. “I accept.”

      That was it.

      The beginning of a relationship unlike any the world had ever seen. A demon and a corrupt politician. A seeker of emotion and a man who had long since buried his own. Together, they would reshape the fate of the Fortified City of Weise.

      It began as a contract.

      And ended as something that could never be explained.

    
    

    
      Glück had always been a man who knew how to use power. Even when he didn’t have it, he made sure the people who did owed him a favor, or two. And with Macht—well, Macht wasn’t a favor. Macht was a godsend in demon form.

      Within months, Glück had quietly orchestrated the political obliteration of every rival he had ever known. The suspicious deaths, mysterious disappearances, unexpected resignations—none of it could be traced, but everyone knew. The whispers in the back alleys all came with one name now. Glück.

      And standing just behind him, always silent, always still, always watching… was the golden-eyed demon, Macht.

      It was ironic. The demon had never intended to rule or conquer, yet his mere presence allowed Glück to achieve supreme authority over Weise. No council. No opposition. No outside influences. Just Glück and his demon, sipping tea on a marble balcony overlooking a city that bowed to him with a smile—and held its breath with fear.

      “You hear the news?” Glück asked one day, swirling his cup.

      Macht tilted his head slightly. “Which news?”

      “Himmel. The Hero. He and his party defeated the Demon King.”

      Macht blinked. “Yes. I heard.”

      “You feel anything?”

      “No.”

      “No loyalty to your king? No fury? Not even sadness?”

      “I have no king,” Macht said simply. “And I do not feel.”

      Glück smiled, setting the cup down with a quiet clink. “Of course you don’t.”

      But not everyone was quite so trusting.

      There was a council meeting the following week—a rare thing these days—and it was clear the air had teeth. Several military officers and merchants had gathered, their expressions tight, wary. They didn’t dare speak ill of Glück directly, but their questions were sharp and pointed.

      “Can we truly trust a demon?” one asked.

      “Should he be permitted within city walls?” another whispered.

      “He hasn’t proven anything. What if he turns on us in our sleep?”

      Macht said nothing. He stood at Glück’s side like a statue carved from moonlight.

      After the meeting, Glück leaned casually against the railing of a high stairwell as Macht waited nearby.

      “They want a test,” Glück said.

      “A test?”

      “They want you to prove your loyalty.” He glanced down the steps, where the officers were still muttering to themselves. “Apparently, there’s a band of demons hiding in the southern marshes. Survivors. From the old days.”

      Macht nodded. “I see.”

      “I told them you’d handle it.”

      “As you wish.”

      Glück turned, clasping his hands behind his back. “I’ve no love for the Demon King or his remnants. But you… this will not be easy.”

      “I know,” Macht said. “But I seek to understand. That is more important.”

      And so he went.

      The demon who had once wandered aimlessly in search of meaning now walked with purpose—down through the gates of Weise, across the golden meadows that had once been forests, and into the dark, humid swamps of the southern border.

      There, he found them. Demons like him. One with blades for arms. Another that spoke in riddles and fire. A third that bore twenty eyes and wept ash.

      They welcomed him as kin.

      He slaughtered them all.

      They cried his name in confusion. “Macht? You were alive?”

      They asked questions. “What are you doing?”

      They begged. “Don’t.”

      He did not stop. His spells carved fire through their souls and left their bodies crumbling into heaps of ash and stone.

      He did not feel.

      Not rage. Not grief. Not guilt.

      Not yet.

      When he returned, bloodless and unscathed, the city of Weise erupted in applause.

      Crowds gathered at the gates. Flowers were thrown. Children waved flags. Glück stood on a platform and declared Macht “The Guardian of Weise.” Soldiers saluted. Nobles cheered.

      It was strange.

      Macht stood there, surrounded by thousands, and yet it all passed through him like air. The sound did not echo inside him. It did not plant roots in his chest or stir anything beneath the surface.

      He bowed because he had learned that humans bowed.

      He smiled because Glück had told him it would be polite.

      But when the crowds dispersed and the sky turned pale with twilight, Macht stood on the balcony again, watching the city glow in golden twilight, and whispered to no one—

      “Not yet.”

    
    

    
      The library was massive—cold stone walls lined with shelves so tall they disappeared into shadows near the ceiling. The scent of old parchment, dust, and candle wax lingered in the air like an ancient memory. But amidst all the silence, there was the gentle sound of a page being turned.

      A boy sat alone in the farthest corner, surrounded by tomes that were twice his size. His face was pale and tight with grief, his eyes far older than they should’ve been. He didn’t flinch when the heavy doors creaked open and Glück stepped inside with Macht.

      “There he is,” Glück whispered. “That’s Denken. Son of my cousin. His parents were killed in the south… by demons. Same kind that once roamed these lands freely. He hasn’t smiled in months.”

      Macht stared at the boy.

      “Interesting,” he said softly.

      Glück folded his arms behind his back. “He’s studying to become a mage. Says he wants to protect the city. I figured… since you’ve dabbled in human magic yourself—thanks to your little retreat with Solitär—you might be able to offer some… instruction.”

      Macht turned his gaze to Glück. “You wish me to teach him?”

      “Yes.”

      “To train him to wield magic strong enough to protect this city?”

      “Exactly.”

      Macht nodded slowly. “As you wish.”

      With that, he stepped forward, quiet as moonlight, and approached the boy.

      Denken didn’t even glance up from his book until Macht’s shadow stretched across the pages. He looked up—then froze. Those sharp eyes of his narrowed like knives. No fear. Just rage, bottled so tightly it was practically vibrating in his bones.

      “You’re a demon,” Denken said. Flat. Blunt. Young, but so controlled.

      “Yes,” Macht replied, calm as the wind. “I am Macht. I’ve been instructed to teach you magic.”

      “That’s odd,” Denken muttered. “A demon killed my parents. You’d teach me?”

      “Indeed,” Macht said. “Knowledge is meant to be shared. Even across hatred.”

      Denken stared for a moment longer, then set the book down with care. He stood, straightening his back, only just reaching Macht’s waist.

      “Then teach me how to become a strong mage.”

      Macht tilted his head slightly. “How strong?”

      “Strong enough…” Denken’s voice was icy, precise. “…to kill you.”

      Macht was still for a heartbeat. Then, calmly, with no judgment, he nodded.

      “As you wish.”

      And thus began one of the strangest arrangements in the entire history of the Fortified City of Weise.

      Each morning, the people would watch with wide eyes as the boy walked out to the training fields accompanied by a demon. They trained under the stone archways, in the shade of the golden trees, on the wind-swept cliffs overlooking the northern valley. It was a bizarre sight—one that confused, frightened, and, eventually, fascinated the people.

      Macht would draw symbols in the dirt, instructing Denken in ancient forms of mana. He would correct the boy’s stances, his chants, his control.

      “Focus,” Macht would say. “Your emotions are flooding your spells. Anger clouds precision.”

      “Then stop standing there looking like the thing that murdered my mother,” Denken would snap.

      “Fair,” Macht would say, then draw another rune in the ground.

      They didn’t talk about feelings. They didn’t share laughs. But they worked, day after day, night after night, and slowly… slowly, Denken grew stronger.

      He could cast with one hand. He could create barriers that shimmered like glass. He could feel the flow of mana around him and bend it to his will.

      “You’re progressing quickly,” Macht noted one day, watching as the boy levitated three stones in perfect harmony.

      “I dream of killing you every night,” Denken said without blinking.

      “Perhaps,” Macht said, “one day you will.”

      And despite himself… Denken smiled.

      Just a twitch. Just the corner of his mouth. But it was something.

      And Macht noticed.

      Not because he felt joy, but because—somewhere in the hollow pit of his emotionless being—he understood that a reaction had occurred. A human emotion had manifested. And he had been part of it.

      Not fully. Not consciously.

      But perhaps…

      Perhaps he was learning something after all.

    
    

    
      Seasons passed like leaves scattered in the wind—falling, fading, vanishing—and before anyone quite realized it, the boy who once glared daggers at a demon now laughed in the gardens with the mayor’s daughter.

      They had started out tense—of course they had. She was sharp-tongued and bright-eyed, while Denken was cold and closed like a locked grimoire. But something in the way she teased him, something in the way he softened around her… it was a shift no one missed.

      From the shade of a marble colonnade, Glück and Macht observed the two teens sharing books and quiet jokes under a golden tree. The city’s glimmering landscape cast warm reflections across their faces, and the sun dripped like honey through the leaves.

      “They are developing something… unfamiliar,” Macht murmured, tilting his head ever so slightly.

      Glück sipped his wine and arched an eyebrow. “Emotion?”

      “A strange one,” Macht said. “It isn’t anger. Nor guilt. It’s not envy. It… it’s something gentle. Protective. Reciprocal.”

      “It’s called love, Macht.”

      “Love.” Macht repeated the word as if it were an ancient spell he’d never seen before. “I see.”

      He stood there quietly, watching the girl smile as she handed Denken a flower crown—half-joking, half-shy—and the way Denken, stunned, placed it awkwardly on his head without complaint.

      “Solitär was right,” Macht mused. “Seeing it unfold in front of you… is different. Experiencing it second-hand, through others… it has weight.”

      “They may end up married,” Macht added after a long pause.

      Glück chuckled. “They’re just kids. Not always do things turn out like you imagine, Macht.”

      But despite his words, Glück watched the two with something soft and nostalgic in his own eyes. The kind of look only a man with a long history and a few regrets could wear.

      Years blurred.

      The world moved on. Kingdoms rose and fell. Heroes came and went. But within the gold-kissed city of Weise, time walked a little slower.

      Denken grew into a fine mage—clever, composed, and powerful. He wore layered coats lined with enchanted silk and carried himself like someone who knew just how far they’d come. The girl beside him—Glück’s daughter—had bloomed into a fierce diplomat in training, someone who could hold her own with senators twice her age.

      They were no longer just sweethearts in gardens. They were partners now. Equals.

      And the city adored them.

      One foggy morning, on the familiar stone balcony, Glück stood beside Macht once again. The old mayor had more silver in his beard now, a little more weight in his stance. The years had been kind—but not gentle.

      “Macht,” Glück said quietly, “I want you to put on the Bracelet of Sovereignty.”

      Macht, as always, blinked slowly, the way someone does when they’re measuring a conversation before it even begins. “Why?”

      “You know why. It’s a demon-taming artifact. Its presence will reassure the people.” Glück didn’t bother sugarcoating it. “There are still some who distrust you. Even after all these years.”

      “Am I not already loyal to you?” Macht asked, no indignation in his tone. Just curiosity.

      “You are,” Glück admitted. “But we both know it’s not about what you feel. It’s about what they believe. This will make them trust you. You’ll become more than just tolerated. You’ll be accepted. And… perhaps you’ll understand humans even more.”

      “I see.”

      He stared out across the city that shone with his golden touch, and slowly—wordlessly—Macht bowed his head.

      “As you wish.”

      It was a grand ceremony.

      Trumpets echoed through the air as the citizens of Weise gathered around the central plaza. The sun reflected off every golden surface, making the city glow with an almost divine brilliance.

      In the heart of it all, Macht knelt before the mayor. The Stone Bracelet of Sovereignty shimmered as it was lifted from its ancient velvet cushion. The artifact pulsed with runes of control, its magic specifically tuned to suppress demonic malice.

      The mayor spoke loud enough for all to hear.

      “Today, in full trust, we seal a new chapter of our city’s story. Macht, our protector, our friend… becomes one of us in spirit, and in bond.”

      The bracelet was placed on Macht’s wrist.

      The crowd… cheered.

      And Macht, for the first time, didn’t just hear the noise—he felt the weight of it. The warmth of it. A human reaction, directed toward him.

      Acceptance.

      It was confusing.

      It was… beautiful.

      Years blurred again.

      Winds shifted. Empires fell. But within the golden city, something bloomed.

      And true to Macht’s distant prediction…

      Denken married the mayor’s daughter.

      It was a wedding beneath the golden trees, lit by crystal lanterns and fireworks that danced in the dusk. The entire city came alive to celebrate—the bells ringing, wine flowing, music rising into the stars.

      Macht stood off to the side, in the shadows, watching.

      He didn’t smile. He didn’t clap. But for the first time in his long, long life…

      He bowed his head in reverence.

      He did not understand the feeling blooming in his chest.

      But he knew one thing:

      It mattered.

    
    

    
      She had always been frail.

      The kind of girl who laughed with a cough behind her hand, who skipped meals because the medicine made her nauseous, who never once complained but always wore tired eyes behind the brightest smile.

      And after the wedding—after the joy, the vows, the blooming of something wonderful—she faded faster than anyone wanted to believe. A few quiet years, a sudden fever, and then… silence.

      She passed away not long after the marriage. The wind barely rustled the golden trees when they buried her. It felt too still. Too cruel.

      Denken stood at her grave, face unreadable, the kind of calm that wasn’t peace but collapse—hollow, numb. He spoke to no one. Said nothing during the funeral. Not a word as they lowered her down.

      Then he was gone.

      Disappeared from the city. Not even Glück could stop him. The boy who had grown into a powerful mage, a husband, a man—they said he wandered north, seeking solitude or purpose, maybe both. But in truth, everyone knew:

      He was broken.

      Years passed.

      The golden city remained untouched, a glittering monument suspended in time. But Glück? Glück aged like all humans do—slowly, then all at once.

      His back bent. His beard turned white. His steps became shuffles. But no matter the season, no matter his condition, he visited his daughter’s grave every day. Even when he couldn’t walk.

      Macht would carry him some days, without being asked. No one ever commented on the strange sight: the demon and the mayor, silent as statues, among the dead.

      “You shouldn’t trouble yourself, Master,” Macht said once, watching Glück gasp with the effort of bending to place flowers.

      Glück gave a wheezy laugh, wiping his hands on his robe. “Hah. Says the demon who caused me more trouble than every rebel army combined.”

      “Time has passed. You’ve changed. I have not.”

      “That’s how it goes,” Glück grunted as he leaned on his cane. “Humans and demons. We live differently. We feel differently.”

      They were walking slowly back to the city center, the sun casting long shadows down golden streets. The once-bustling avenues were now more serene, the golden walls gleaming like frozen fire.

      Glück paused by the great fountain of the plaza—the one where his daughter used to feed birds. He took a long breath and turned his clouded eyes to Macht.

      “You’ve got something to say, don’t you?”

      Macht blinked, surprised. “How did you know?”

      “Hah,” Glück chuckled, placing a cigarette between his lips. “An old man’s intuition. That, and you keep flaring your mana like a nervous apprentice.”

      “I see…” Macht lit the cigarette for him with a gentle touch of fire magic. “Then I will say it. I wish to transmute the entirety of this city and its people… into gold.”

      The words fell like lead.

      The smoke twisted in the air. Glück didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. He stared out across his city—the place he’d built with sweat and blood and secrets—and he smiled. A tired, crooked, deeply human smile.

      “Ha. You scoundrel. I knew it.”

      Macht tilted his head. “You… approve?”

      Glück blew smoke into the air, watching it curl above them like a spirit. “Macht… my dear friend. My partner in crime. Do it.”

      “You are not afraid?”

      “Afraid? No.” Glück laughed—short, raspy, real. “But I will say one thing.”

      He looked up at Macht with eyes that had seen too much.

      “When you turn this place to gold… you will feel. One day—soon, I think—you will suffer the way I have. You will ache. You will cry, though you won’t understand the tears. And then, you will know what I always meant when I said that emotions define us.”

      “…That day is close?”

      “I feel it in my bones,” Glück said, tapping his chest. “Closer than you think.”

      Macht bowed his head.

      “I wait for that day, Master.”

      Then, without a word more, Macht stepped forward. His hands rose. Magic surged like a storm—pure, refined, inhuman. The sky darkened to twilight. Runes of untranslatable complexity lit the air. The spell of Di Agölze activated.

      Golden light bloomed across the stones like wildfire. The walls, the roofs, the people—all turned to shimmering metal in an instant.

      No screams. No pain. Only… silence.

      And standing alone in the heart of the city of Weise, now a golden tomb, was Macht. Silent. Still.

      He did not understand the pull in his chest, the sudden weight in his throat. But his hand hovered for a moment—over his heart.

      And then fell to his side.

      The spell was complete.

      And Macht… waited.

    
    

    
      A few weeks passed.

      Macht sat alone by the golden fountain, that quiet centerpiece of a city turned grave. The breeze whistled through the gleaming avenues. Birds didn’t sing here anymore. There was no sound save for the occasional creak of metal when the wind pushed something that shouldn’t have moved.

      He stared at his reflection in the golden water, studying his own face. The same face he’d had for decades. Unchanging. Unaging. Unfeeling.

      He tried.

      He sat there for hours, days maybe, trying.

      Trying to feel guilt.

      Trying to feel anything.

      He’d done something irreversible—turned an entire civilization into statues, into glittering monuments of stillness. He had ended lives, frozen laughter, halted grief, destroyed fear and love alike. He tried to imagine what Glück must’ve felt every time he visited the grave. He tried to imagine what Denken must’ve felt when his wife died. He tried to imagine anything—

      But he felt nothing.

      And then—

      “Undo it all,” a voice said, sharp as frost, “or die.”

      Macht didn’t even sense her presence until the words hit his ears like thunder. She was behind him—short, elf, a force in the shape of a woman—and the world shifted. The golden birds stopped mid-flight, suspended by the sheer weight of her mana.

      He turned his head slowly, golden eyes blinking.

      “Who are you?”

      “You don’t recognize me,” she mused, walking past him toward the fountain, her boots clicking lightly against the gold. “But then, why would you? I’m from a time your kind has only heard whispers of.”

      She was calm, but her presence sent ripples across the mana field like a boulder in a pond.

      Macht raised a hand casually and activated his spell. “Di Agölze.”

      The light surged toward her like a tidal wave—unmistakable, absolute.

      It hit.

      And rebounded.

      He blinked—his own hand turning to gold. Fast.

      “What…?” he muttered, watching the gold crawl up his fingers.

      “Oh, how disappointing,” the woman said, watching as Macht immediately channeled his energy to reverse the transmutation. With a crackle of light, his hand returned to flesh.

      “Huh,” she said, raising a brow, “So, you can undo your spell—but only on your own body. You can’t conceptualize its reversal on others. That’s nasty. Your spell is… tragically incomplete.”

      Macht studied her now, eyes narrowing. “You reversed my spell. On me. Who are you?”

      “I am Serie,” she said, drawing back her hood to reveal a sharp, ageless face framed in long yellow hair. Her eyes glowed like twin galaxies. “The Great Mage. From the Mythical Era. The era when the Sage walked among men. When magic was so vast and terrifying that your Demon King would have bowed his head before it.”

      There was a stillness.

      Then she took a step forward—and Macht’s vision dimmed. No light, no wind, no mana. Just pressure.

      Something ancient pressed on his soul.

      “Just because you demons crawled out of your caves and started killing mortals like ants doesn’t mean you’ve seen power. Perhaps you’ve forgotten what fear is.” Her voice dropped like the temperature. “Let me remind you.”

      For a moment, just a moment, Macht thought he might—feel something.

      His chest tightened. His body shivered. There was something rising in his throat. Was it…?

      But just then, a sound broke the world like glass.

      Fwshhhhhh—shlunk—BOOM!

      Dozens of silhouettes landed around them, magical circles lighting the area like a starlit dome.

      Serie scowled, her mana retracting like a wave, the air snapping back to normal.

      “Tch.” She folded her arms. “We’ve been interrupted.”

      A man stepped forward, white coat fluttering, blonde hair slicked back with precision. He knelt respectfully.

      “Master Serie.”

      “Lernen,” she sighed. “Why are you all here?”

      Lernen looked from Macht to her, hesitating. “If you kill him, this city… it can never be turned back.”

      Serie clicked her tongue. “I see no possibility of undoing this tragedy anyway. Killing him would prevent future ones.”

      “Perhaps,” Lernen said softly. “But I think… I believe, Master, there’s still value in waiting. If even demons can learn—perhaps someone will come. Someone who can reverse this. No matter how long it takes.”

      She looked at her disciple. He met her eyes without flinching.

      “Even centuries?” she asked.

      “Even millennia,” Lernen said.

      Her shoulders relaxed slightly. “You’re as hopelessly romantic as ever.”

      She turned to Macht and gave him a last, chilling look. “Tch. Fine. You live, monster. But don’t think that spares you. Time is an ocean, and you? You are a grain of sand.”

      Then, facing her disciples, she raised her hand—and golden light surged outward.

      Gigantic spell circles formed in the sky, rotating like gears, embedding ancient sigils into the ground, the walls, the air. A barrier locked itself around the golden city—an eternal dome of magic, a prison wrapped in silence and stardust.

      “And thus,” she declared, “let this city—El Dorado—be sealed away. Until the day someone beyond man or elf, something else, rises to undo this cursed miracle.”

      And as the light dimmed and the spell sealed shut, only Macht remained.

      Still. Waiting.

      As always.
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      Frieren was acting like a total gremlin.

      It was a new low, even for her. The thousand-year-old elf who could destroy entire continents was lying on the floor with her head in Fern’s lap. Her cheeks were puffed out like a moody toddler, her robe was halfway off her shoulder, and her hair was a complete mess. She looked like a soggy napkin.

      “Fern… ahhh,” she whined softly, opening her mouth like a baby bird begging for food.

      Fern sighed, but a small smile was on her face. She picked up a spoonful of soup and gently brought it to Frieren’s lips. “Yes, yes. Eat slowly, Mistress.”

      Frieren chewed her soup with extreme drama, as if it was the last soup left in the world.

      Across the room, Stark groaned. He was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, looking very annoyed. “Ugh. This is so annoying to watch.”

      Frieren peeked one eye open and looked at him. “Are you jealous, Stark?” she mumbled through her food.

      Fern tilted her head and nodded seriously. “You should take turns, Mr. Stark.”

      Stark choked on his own breath. “Wh-what?! No! I’m not—! I’m not jealous! It’s just embarrassing to see someone so old acting like that!”

      Frieren didn’t even react to his outburst. She just made grabby hands toward Fern. “More soup.”

      “I’m spoiling you too much,” Fern muttered, but she filled the spoon again anyway. Stark looked like he wanted to jump out a window.

      “I’ll need at least two months to go through all the memories,” Frieren said between bites, her voice muffled by her baby-mode act. “I might even fall into a coma-like state soon.”

      “That long, huh…” Stark scratched the back of his neck. “That’s kind of scary.”

      Denken, who had been sitting quietly, lowered his head a little. “I’m sorry. We had to change your journey because of me.”

      “It’s fine,” Stark said with a shrug, waving his hand. “It’s not your fault. Besides, I didn’t have any big plans anyway.”

      “I did,” Frieren said without moving from Fern’s lap. “I planned to take a nap.”

      “That’s not a plan,” Stark hissed.

      While all this was happening, Naruto was standing alone on a balcony. His red hair was messy and flicking in the wind. His bright green eyes were focused on the city of El Dorado, which was now just an eerie monument, still and golden inside a shimmering magic barrier.

      Methode walked quietly to stand beside him. Her face was calm, but her fingers were twitching near her staff. “What is it?” she asked.

      Naruto’s eyes didn’t move. His voice was low. “I feel a presence.”

      “Inside the barrier?”

      “No,” he said. “Just outside it. It’s powerful.”

      “How powerful are we talking?” Methode asked, her voice a little tense.

      Fern had also perked up, tilting her head toward the same spot. “I… felt something, too. Just for a second. It was like a quick flash and then it disappeared.”

      “I can still feel it,” Naruto muttered. “It’s faint, but it’s there. Watching.”

      Stark had walked over and was squinting at the golden dome. “Another mage? Or a demon?”

      “Maybe both,” Naruto replied. His voice was now almost a whisper, as if he didn’t want to be overheard. “Its magic is… huge. But it’s also controlled, like a seasoned mage would control theirs. But there’s also something else. Something wrong. Something that feels like instinct. Like the demons I’ve fought before.”

      “A demon mage stronger than Macht?” Methode asked, her eyes getting sharper.

      Naruto’s lips were a tight line. “Yeah. That’s what it feels like.”

      “Great,” Stark muttered, dragging a hand down his face. “More trouble. Just what we needed. Can’t we get, like, one week where we’re not being hunted by ancient monsters?”

      “I’ll let you know when that week comes,” Naruto said dryly.

      Behind them, Frieren had fallen asleep mid-bite, a little bit of soup on her lip. Fern gently dabbed it with a napkin. Stark muttered something about never getting any respect as Fern’s future husband, and Methode, for once, didn’t correct him.

      But Naruto’s eyes never left the barrier. The presence wasn’t moving. It wasn’t running away. It was waiting.

      And Naruto wasn’t sure if that was the worst part—or the most terrifying.

      The sun was low in the sky, painting it with orange and pink, like the horizon was on fire. The wheels of the horse-drawn carriage creaked steadily on the dirt road. Inside the carriage, Fern sat stiffly, her arms folded. Her eyes were constantly watching the road through the window slits.

      Methode sat slumped beside her, her legs neatly crossed. Her eyes were closed, and faint blue lines of light glowed under her skin. She was helping Frieren’s mind work through Macht’s centuries-old memories. Frieren herself, her head resting on a bundled cloak, looked as peaceful as a sleeping child. But Fern knew better. Her master was in a state where even breathing was a lot of effort.

      Fern reached forward and gently tucked a loose strand of Frieren’s hair behind her long ear. She whispered, “Hang in there, Mistress…”

      Outside, Naruto and Stark were walking on either side of the carriage, like a couple of bodyguards. Naruto had his hands tucked behind his head, his usual relaxed way, but his bright green eyes were always scanning their surroundings. Stark, his sword sheathed but his hands twitching, was keeping up with a mix of annoyance and nervous energy.

      “You know,” Stark muttered to Naruto, “I’m still not sure this is better than staying back and just blowing everything up.”

      “I’m not sure you could blow anything up without pulling a muscle,” Naruto replied, not looking at him.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Stark grumbled.

      From the driver’s seat, the old coachman hummed a simple tune as the horse trotted steadily forward.

      Inside the carriage, Fern leaned back with a sigh. “Methode, are you okay?”

      “Yes,” came the cool, emotionless response, though her fingers trembled slightly. “But the spells keeping Frieren stable are very fragile. Any magical interference could break the balance. If she wakes up too soon…”

      Fern nodded grimly. “Then we make sure nothing gets to us.”

      A moment passed. The wind rustled the leaves on the trees along the road. Sunlight flickered in the carriage windows.

      Then—

      Both Naruto and Fern became still at the exact same moment.

      Their heads snapped in the same direction—toward the distant hills beyond the El Dorado ruins.

      Stark blinked and slowed his steps. “Wait… what? What is it?”

      Fern’s hand was hovering near her satchel, her eyes wide. Her voice was a whisper: “The barrier is down.”

      Naruto’s jaw was tight. “The whole thing just broke apart like glass.”

      Stark straightened up as if he’d been hit by lightning. “The what?! So nothing is stopping Macht anymore?! He can just walk out and turn us all into gold like it’s some kind of hobby?!”

      “Yep,” Naruto muttered, his voice sharp. “That’s pretty much it.”

      And then Naruto’s face suddenly went blank.

      He clenched his fist.

      “…Shoot.”

      “What?” Stark asked, his voice panicked. “What happened?!”

      “My clone. I left one to watch Denken from a distance. It just got erased.”

      “Erased? You mean Macht—?”

      “No,” Naruto said slowly, his eyes narrowing. “It wasn’t Macht. It was something else.”

      Fern looked at him sharply. “Stronger?”

      Naruto didn’t answer right away. He looked over his shoulder, back toward El Dorado. His eyes were like hard gemstones.

      “Whatever it was… it was very precise. It didn’t just make my clone disappear. It took it apart. Like it knew exactly what a clone was, how it worked, and exactly where to strike.”

      The carriage suddenly felt like a coffin. A thick, heavy silence fell over them.

      Stark broke it with a nervous laugh. “Okay, um… just a friendly reminder that we have two mages who are out cold in this cart, we’re in the middle of nowhere, and it looks like some invisible monster just killed Naruto’s clone like it was a fly. This is great. I love this for us.”

      Naruto clicked his tongue, glaring into the distance. “Whatever is out there… it waited until the barrier fell. It didn’t do anything while El Dorado was sealed.”

      Fern’s face went pale. “Then it wanted Macht to be free.”

      “And if it wanted that,” Naruto said grimly, “then what’s coming isn’t just Macht escaping.”

      “It’s part two,” Fern whispered.

      A heavier silence fell after that. Even the coachman stopped humming. The only sound was the slow, rhythmic sound of the horse’s hooves.

      And somewhere, unseen and silent, far away beyond the horizon—

      Something had woken up..

    
    

    
      The carriage jolted hard, and the driver’s hands shook on the reins. Sweat poured down his face even though the air was cool, and his eyes darted back and forth like a scared rabbit. His voice was thick with fear.

      “W-We have to get out of here! Faster! That… that thing coming this way—!”

      “Easy, old man,” Stark said from the side of the carriage, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “If a demon has us in its sights, you can’t outrun it. You don’t outrun demons. You just try to survive them.”

      The driver shuddered and didn’t say another word, but his knuckles were white on the reins.

      Suddenly, Naruto stopped walking. His body went completely still, one hand twitching in the air.

      Stark turned to him. “What’s wrong?”

      “I can feel it…” Naruto murmured, his eyes glowing faintly with focused intensity. “Denken and Macht… they’re fighting.”

      Fern leaned out of the carriage window, her face pale. “Can you tell who’s winning?”

      Naruto’s face hardened. “Macht is playing with him. Denken is using everything he has. But the problem is… Macht hasn’t even started trying yet.”

      “Shouldn’t we go help him then?!” Stark asked, already pulling his sword out of its sheath and turning to run back.

      Naruto held up a hand to stop him.

      “No. Denken chose this fight. He wanted to take Macht down on his own—it’s a matter of pride for him. If we just show up now, we could mess up his plan. This might be his only chance to surprise Macht.”

      “But—”

      Naruto’s eyes suddenly snapped in a new direction.

      The air grew cold, but not from the wind. It was from magic.

      Twisted, dark, and hungry magic rushed toward them from the trees ahead. It moved like a wave with a mind of its own, a cold pulse that made the birds fall completely silent.

      Fern’s face went completely white. “This… this is different.”

      They all felt it.

      Even Methode, whose eyes were still closed as she helped Frieren, flinched. Her voice was faint as she whispered, “There’s another one…”

      Fern gritted her teeth. “This magic is stronger than Macht’s. More controlled. If this one has even one trick like Macht’s, it’s going to be a huge problem.”

      Stark let out a breath and rolled his neck, trying to stay calm. “Then this demon might be way out of our league. But that doesn’t mean we’re backing down.”

      Naruto cracked his knuckles, stepping a few feet ahead of the group. The wind tugged at his white cloak and his messy hair whipped around his face.

      “Stay back.”

      Fern blinked. “What?”

      “Stay with the hag and Methode. Protect the carriage.”

      Stark narrowed his eyes. “Don’t tell me…”

      Naruto smirked over his shoulder, his green eyes flashing with a mix of crazy and calm.

      “I’m going to hold it off.”

      “Hold it off?! Are you insane?” Stark yelled. “You think you can fight something that’s stronger than Macht all by yourself?!”

      “Well,” Naruto shrugged, “If I don’t attack it now, none of us might live long enough to think about whether it was a good idea or not.”

      Fern’s voice cracked a little with fear. “But what if it’s… one of the Seven Sages of Destruction?”

      Naruto paused for a second.

      Then he gave a toothy grin, the wind catching his cloak like a hero in a storybook.

      “Then I’ll just have to punch a Sage in the face and hope it stays punched.”

      Fern reached out her hand, a desperate look on her face. “Mr. Naruto—don’t be so reckless. We know you’re strong, but this is a demon. A real one.”

      Naruto glanced back at her, and for a second, his eyes softened.

      He gave her a reassuring smile.

      “What are you talking about? That demon is already less than a thousand feet from us.”

      A beat passed.

      “If I don’t hit it first, none of us may live long enough to hit back.”

      The air twisted around him as he let his magic burst out. His power grew like a storm cloud, wild and bright, full of raw force. Dust swirled away from his feet, and his presence became sharp, like a sword that had just been unsheathed.

      Then—

      “Don’t worry,” he said, giving that stupid, dazzling grin of his. “I won’t die, Fern.”

      “Believe it.”

      And with that, Naruto disappeared, leaping toward the coming terror like a red comet streaking across the sky.

    
    

    
      Solitär was grinning widely as the young redhead stepped into the clearing. Her smile was crooked and cat-like, full of curiosity, like a predator that hadn’t decided whether to play with its food or just eat it.

      “You feel strong,” she said, her voice like a beautiful but deadly bell. “For a human, that is. What’s your name?”

      The redhead narrowed his green eyes, looking her up and down without a hint of fear. “Naruto Uzumaki. And you?”

      She tilted her head, amused. “My name is something no human has ever heard and lived to remember. But since you asked so nicely—Solitär.”

      Naruto scratched the back of his head. “Sounds a lot like a card game.”

      Solitär blinked, then laughed. “You’re funny. I like funny humans. It makes breaking their bones a bit more fun to watch.”

      “Yikes,” Naruto muttered. “Cute and crazy. That’s a dangerous mix.”

      Her eyes gleamed. “Still not scared?”

      Naruto shrugged. “You’re not that scary. You have this mysterious librarian vibe. Honestly, you’d probably fit in teaching magic at some weird, fancy school.”

      “You’re very direct. I like that.” Her grin got even sharper. “But before I shatter every bone in your body and watch you twitch on the ground, I have some questions for you.”

      “Cool, a quiz before I die. Go ahead,” Naruto said, lifting his staff with one hand like he was just twirling an umbrella.

      Solitär stared at him. “What is love?”

      Naruto blinked. “Really? Now?”

      “Yes. It’s important.”

      He sighed and pointed his staff at her. “Love is… when you’re connected to someone so deeply that it physically hurts to lose them. When their happiness becomes your happiness. It’s not logical. It’s stupid. It makes people do crazy things. And yet, it’s the reason humans fight so hard not to die.”

      “That’s what the books say,” Solitär murmured.

      “Well, maybe the books are right for once.”

      Suddenly, a low hum filled the air. Magical portals opened behind her, spinning slowly like dark stars. From them came swords—they were elegant and shaped like triangles, each one glowing with magical runes. There were dozens of them. Hundreds.

      Naruto’s face didn’t change, but his fingers tightened on his staff. “Guess we’re skipping the second question?”

      “Oh, I’m going to carve the answers out of you,” she purred, taking a step closer. “I want to see you cry. To see your hope disappear. That’s how I learn.”

      “Right. A very healthy way to learn,” Naruto muttered. “You need therapy. Maybe a hug.”

      She stepped forward. “Do you think about anything when you kill animals for food?”

      Naruto frowned. “Of course I do. They die so we can live. There’s respect in that.”

      “To us demons,” she said, “humans are just like that. It’s instinct. We kill. Because it’s fun. Because it’s just what we are. And right now, I have to get rid of you—because you’re about to get in the way of Macht’s little fight with his apprentice.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow. “So you’re his backup? His bodyguard?”

      “No. I’m just nosy. But if you interfere, it will ruin the experiment. And I don’t like when things get ruined.”

      Naruto took a deep, steady breath. “Too bad. I don’t like when people die.”

      “You won’t like what happens next, then.”

      The triangle swords started humming. Naruto’s staff flared with light.

      “Bring it on, demon,” he muttered. “Let’s see which one of us learns something today.”

      The air itself seemed to crackle as the blades came. Solitär’s countless triangle-shaped swords shot out from her portals like a meteor storm, whistling through the air with deadly precision. Each one glowed with magic runes, moving in crazy, unpredictable paths, getting faster and faster as they closed in on the boy in white. It looked like a storm of divine punishment.

      But Naruto was even faster.

      He was just a blur of white robes and red hair, dodging, spinning, and weaving through the deadly attack. He held his staff, using it to tap and push away the few blades that got too close. The ground cracked under his boots from the force of his sudden moves, and the trees around them were sliced into splinters by the blades he barely missed. His green eyes glowed faintly with magic, but they were calm and focused, like he was dancing in the eye of a hurricane.

      He wasn’t even trying to win.

      He was just holding her off.

      And he had plenty of magic to use.

      Solitär narrowed her eyes as her portals moved around, creating new ways to attack him in midair. She changed the speed and angles of some swords and even sent a few together to try and corner him. But every time, Naruto was just a little bit faster. His body would disappear and reappear ten feet away, his robes flapping in the wind. He would casually block one sword with his staff while ducking under another, as if he was late for tea and not in the middle of a fight to the death.

      “You’re not in a hurry, are you?” Solitär called out, her voice amused but with a hint of irritation. “You’re holding me up.”

      Naruto didn’t answer right away. He was paying attention to two things at once: her, and the distant fight between Denken and Macht. Their magic was clashing far away to the east. Denken was hurt, but he was still alive. Still standing. Still fighting.

      If anything changed, Naruto would be there in a second.

      “Just… enjoying the moment,” he finally said, flicking a sword aside with a little more style than was needed.

      Solitär was floating high above the battlefield now, her portals swirling behind her like a creepy halo. She watched him as the next group of swords appeared—these were bigger and had jagged edges.

      “Tell me something, Naruto Uzumaki,” she said, twirling her finger in the air. “Have you ever been in love?”

      Naruto blinked, a little confused. “…Huh?”

      “Don’t pretend to be dumb. I want to know. You humans are so interesting when you’re in love. It’s stupid and messy and makes you do things that don’t make sense. But it’s… fascinating. So? Have you ever kissed someone? Had your heart broken? Whispered sweet things to them in the moonlight?” Her eyes glinted with real curiosity now. “Come on. Give me that raw, embarrassing, sappy stuff.”

      Naruto paused in the middle of dodging, tapping a sword with the tip of his staff to send it into the ground.

      He checked to make sure no one was close. Fern and the others were far away with the carriage, Frieren was still asleep, and Methode was still connected to her. Nobody could hear him say what he was about to say.

      So, of course, he decided to have some fun with it.

      “Well,” he said, flipping over a low sweep of blades. “Since you asked… yeah. I’ve been dating someone.”

      “Oh?” Solitär tilted her head, almost smiling. “Do tell.”

      Naruto spun his staff behind his back, blocking two incoming blades. “Her name is Frieren. She’s an elf. A little bit of a grump. But she has this whole mysterious ancient wisdom thing going on. She’s really cute when she gets flustered.”

      Solitär actually stopped her attack to stare at him. “…Frieren? The Frieren?”

      “Yup. I call her ‘Hag.’ She pretends to hate it, but just between you and me, I think she secretly likes it.”

      Solitär blinked. “You’re lying.”

      “Nope,” Naruto said with the most believable fake sincerity he could manage. “We’ve had some really deep moments. I once held her hand. For about five seconds. Which, you know, is a really big deal for her. And the first time she smiled at me? I thought my heart was going to explode.”

      Solitär’s face twitched. “…You’re making this all up.”

      “We were even going to move in together. Somewhere quiet. Maybe get a couple of magic bunnies.”

      Solitär’s portals started pulsing dangerously. “You’re full of it.”

      “Oh, totally,” Naruto grinned, finally admitting it. “But you were enjoying it.”

      She snapped her fingers and sent another wall of blades at him, this time twice as fast, with a mocking angry look on her face. “You disrespectful cute little insect. I was not.”

      “You totally were,” Naruto laughed as he turned into a blur again. “You wanted to hear about love. I gave you the rom-com special.”

      “Then let me show you what I give in return.”

      The sky grew dark with blades.

      The sky cracked as Solitär raised her hand, and a flash of magic—no, it was human magic—blazed from her fingertips.

      Naruto’s eyes went wide, and he gasped as the bolt of light screamed past his cheek, turning a whole section of the forest behind him into dust. The trees didn’t fall; they just disappeared. A whole patch of the world was gone in an instant.

      He skidded to a stop on the scorched ground, his boots kicking up sparks. “That wasn’t demon magic…” he muttered, completely shocked.

      Solitär floated high above, laughing like a crazy person. “Surprised, little mage? I studied your magic! I read every book I could find, I took apart every spell I could get my hands on, I rewrote entire formulas. Humans think they’re so smart, but your knowledge is so easy to steal. And now…”

      WHUMP.

      Seven portals—glowing and swirling like oil on water—opened up behind her, forming a halo of destruction.

      “…now it’s all mine.”

      They all lit up at once.

      Magic burst out from each portal in huge, twisting columns—white-hot destruction, some spells turning into ice, others twisting gravity, some just making the space around them explode. In the middle of all the chaos, the deadly triangular swords shot out again, cutting through the air like guillotines.

      Naruto’s response was pure instinct.

      He jumped high, twisting in midair, his robes looking like a white flame. With a spin of his staff, a dome of pure magic appeared to shield him, barely holding against the first attack. The dome cracked. He spun again, making it disappear in midair, and fell fast, dodging the second blast by a hair.

      A third beam of light came from below. Solitär had reversed a gravity spell.

      “Geez, she has every single trick in the book…” Naruto grumbled, flipping backward and landing on one of her floating swords. It moved wildly, but he kicked off it just in time to avoid a spiral of ice that exploded behind him.

      He landed hard, breathing heavily, his hair wild from the heat. “Alright, alright. I’ll admit it—maybe I underestimated you.”

      “You did,” Solitär purred, slowly coming down to the ground. ‘You thought I’d be like the other demons. Easy to predict. Dumb. Just violent.’ She smirked, her portals crackling with energy in her hands. “But I’m different. I learned from you. From your kind. I learned your magic… your weaknesses… and now I want to learn your emotions.”

      “What?” Naruto narrowed his eyes.

      “I want to know why you cry when someone dies. I want to understand why holding hands makes your heart beat faster. Why do humans protect each other instead of just killing the weak?” Her eyes were wide, and her voice was shaking with crazy curiosity. “Why do you love, Naruto Uzumaki? What makes it so… special?”

      He steadied his breathing, gripping his staff tightly. “Love is what keeps us from becoming like you.”

      Solitär tilted her head. “Like me?”

      “You ask why we love, why we cry, why we protect? It’s because we care. We live short lives. We lose things. And that pain is what makes us human.”

      “But pain is delicious. Why not just enjoy it?”

      “Because it destroys people,” Naruto snapped. “Because it hurts! You think killing is a game. That feelings are just something you can read about in a book. But love isn’t a math problem. Pain isn’t a spell. They’re things you feel. You don’t just learn about being human, you live it.”

      Solitär’s expression turned sour, as if his words tasted bad. “So dramatic,” she said coldly. “It’s like trying to teach a rock to feel the rain. I was right. It really is pointless.”

      “Yeah,” Naruto said, pushing his staff into the ground. “Trying to talk to you is like asking a volcano to chill out. So…”

      He raised his head. His bright green eyes were locked on hers, fierce and unblinking.

      “…I guess I’ll just beat the lesson into you.”

      Magic exploded from his body in a burst of white and gold light. The air hummed with it.

      Solitär’s face broke into a huge grin. “Finally!”

      He was done holding back.

      Naruto shot forward like a comet, his staff spinning so fast it was a blur. He closed the distance in less than a second, slamming his staff down. Solitär blocked with a shield, barely, but the ground under her cracked. His attacks were non-stop now—blows that shattered rocks, twisted the wind, and turned her swords into dust in midair.

      But she was just as good.

      With a flick of her wrist, one of the portals turned into a swirling vortex, spitting out magic ropes that wrapped around him like snakes. Naruto used his own magic to burn them off. She teleported behind him, but he felt her and hit back with a blast of pressure magic. She used a special rune to send it crashing into a mountain behind them.

      They moved faster than thought—two blurs of red and purple, crashing into each other with fury and precision.

      Naruto jumped off a sword and spun in midair, launching a golden spiral of cutting wind. Solitär laughed and used a mirror rune to send it right back at him. He ducked, and the blast shaved off a piece of his robe.

      “You’re good!” she screamed with joy, her hair whipping around wildly. “But you’ll break before I do!”

      He landed, panting heavily. “Maybe. But breaking is what makes us human. And even when we break…”

      A huge pulse of magic shot through the ground as he raised his staff again.

      “…we stand back up.”

      A column of golden light burst out from him, making the sky crackle. Solitär blinked, genuinely surprised for a second.

      “Alright, demon,” Naruto growled. “Round two.”

      And this time, he wasn’t just stalling. He was fighting to finish it. Denken needed him.

      The air was thick with tension and magic. The ground beneath them cracked like eggshells under pressure, scorched, frozen, and splintered all at once. The battlefield was no longer just a field. It was a swirling vortex of magic crashing into magic, two forces of nature hitting each other like waves against a cliff, neither one willing to break.

      Naruto spun his staff, his breathing calm but his eyes locked—serious, fierce, and unblinking.

      Crack!

      A jagged spike of ice shot out of the ground at his command, flying toward Solitär like a frozen spear. She danced around it with scary grace, laughing like a child on a carousel. “Ice? I thought you would be warmer than this, Naruto~!”

      He didn’t answer. His next move came from above. A huge amount of water rained down in a twisting stream, forming an enormous snake-like wave that crashed toward her with the fury of a storm.

      Solitär lazily raised her hand, created a barrier, and let the water hit it without even flinching. “Water, too? You’re a very hydrated little mage,” she teased, licking her lips as if she could taste his magic.

      And then—

    
    

    
      A fireball the size of a boulder exploded toward her from the steam, burning the battlefield with blistering heat.

      Her eyes went wide for a split second. “What?!”

      She twisted out of the way, her cloak a little burned. “I wasn’t expecting that! Sneaky, sneaky~!”

      From the shadows of the steam, Naruto jumped, his staff spinning as he launched a bunch of smaller fireballs. She blocked them all, a swarm of blades appearing with a loud hum. Then—

      “MY TURN!” she shrieked, grinning from ear to ear.

      BOOM—BOOM—BOOM!

      Magic burst from her body like a storm. Waves of raw magical pressure shredded the trees, made the side of the mountain collapse, and filled the air with loud explosions. Her blades came next—hundreds of triangular edges, slicing from every direction, zigzagging, appearing and disappearing.

      Naruto blocked with his staff, a shimmering shield of magic covering its length, but even he was being pushed back. He could barely see her; her movements were just streaks of purple lightning. Her attacks were everywhere—from above, from below, from behind, even from inside his own shadow.

      It was like fighting a hurricane made of blades and magic. There was no opening.

      “She’s crazy,” Naruto muttered, ducking under one blade and sliding under a magical spear that would have cut him in half. He tried to hit back—he shoved his palm forward, using his magic to create a swirling ball of pure compression and rotational force.

      He lunged—a Rasengan.

      But—CLANG!

      A blade hit his wrist right in the middle of his attack. The spell disappeared.

      Another sword screamed past his cheek. Another tried to take his leg.

      No opening. No space. No chance.

      Her magic was so thick it was like trying to punch through a wall made of condensed galaxies. Even his staff strikes were being pushed back by her raw power.

      Solitär floated above him, spinning slowly, laughing like a ballet dancer who was drunk on a fight. “Are you trying to touch me, Naruto?” she cooed. “Oh my! What a pervert!”

      Naruto landed hard, flipping backward to dodge a barrage of spinning blades that stuck into the ground around him like magical landmines. He panted and smirked. “You want me to hit you, huh? What kind of messed-up hobby is this?”

      She winked. “I like pain. I just don’t like losing. But if someone could land a hit, mmm… I think I’d fall in love.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Then I’ll knock you down harder.”

      “Oh? A proposal? You humans move so fast!”

      And then they clashed again.

      Fire against nothingness. Water against distortion. Ice against chaos. Naruto’s magic flared like a lighthouse in a storm. His movements were precise now, more fluid, more natural. No wasted steps. He wasn’t fighting to show off. He was fighting to land one clean hit.

      Just one.

      That’s all he needed.

      And Solitär?

      She kept laughing. Kept dodging. Kept trying to get him to hit her harder.

      Because beneath all that magic and chaos…

      She was dying to feel something real.
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    32. So It Was You Eighty Years Ago

    
      “Life is a scroll, and every day you unroll a new chapter. The mystery of the past isn’t what was written, but how it will shape the story yet to come.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 32

    
    

    

    
      Naruto spun his staff, his breathing calm but his eyes locked—serious, fierce, and unblinking.

      Crack!

      A jagged spike of ice shot out of the ground at his command, flying toward Solitär like a frozen spear. She danced around it with terrifying grace, laughing like a child on a carousel. “Ice? I thought you’d be warmer than this, Naruto~!”

      He didn’t answer. His next move came from above. A huge amount of water rained down in a twisting stream, forming an enormous snake-like wave that crashed toward her with the fury of a storm.

      Solitär lazily raised her hand, created a barrier, and let the water hit it without even flinching. “Water, too? You’re a very hydrated little mage,” she teased, licking her lips as if she could taste his magic.

      And then—

    
    

    
      A fireball the size of a boulder exploded toward her from the steam, burning the battlefield with blistering heat.

      Her eyes went wide for a split second. “What?!”

      She twisted out of the way, her cloak a little burned. “I wasn’t expecting that! Sneaky, sneaky~!”

      From the shadows of the steam, Naruto jumped, his staff spinning as he launched a bunch of smaller fireballs. She blocked them all, a swarm of blades appearing with a loud hum. Then—

      “MY TURN!” she shrieked, grinning from ear to ear.

      BOOM—BOOM—BOOM!

      Magic burst from her body like a storm. Waves of raw magical pressure shredded the trees, made the side of the mountain collapse, and filled the air with loud explosions. Her blades came next—hundreds of triangular edges, slicing from every direction, zigzagging, appearing and disappearing.

      Naruto blocked with his staff, a shimmering shield of magic covering its length, but even he was being pushed back. He could barely see her; her movements were just streaks of purple lightning. Her attacks were everywhere—from above, from below, from behind, even from inside his own shadow.

      It was like fighting a hurricane made of blades and magic. There was no opening.

      “She’s crazy,” Naruto muttered, ducking under one blade and sliding under a magical spear that would have cut him in half. He tried to hit back—he shoved his palm forward, using his magic to create a swirling ball of pure compression and rotational force.

      He lunged—a Rasengan.

      But—CLANG!

      A blade hit his wrist right in the middle of his attack. The spell disappeared.

      Another sword screamed past his cheek. Another tried to take his leg.

      No opening. No space. No chance.

      Her magic was so thick it was like trying to punch through a wall made of condensed galaxies. Even his staff strikes were being pushed back by her raw power.

      Solitär floated above him, spinning slowly, laughing like a ballet dancer who was drunk on a fight. “Are you trying to touch me, Naruto?” she cooed. “Oh my! What a pervert!”

      Naruto landed hard, flipping backward to dodge a barrage of spinning blades that stuck into the ground around him like magical landmines. He panted and smirked. “You want me to hit you, huh? What kind of messed-up hobby is this?”

      She winked. “I like pain. I just don’t like losing. But if someone could land a hit, mmm… I think I’d fall in love.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Then I’ll knock you down harder.”

      “Oh? A proposal? You humans move so fast!”

      And then they clashed again.

      Fire against nothingness. Water against distortion. Ice against chaos. Naruto’s magic flared like a lighthouse in a storm. His movements were precise now, more fluid, more natural. No wasted steps. He wasn’t fighting to show off. He was fighting to land one clean hit.

      Just one.

      That’s all he needed.

      And Solitär?

      She kept laughing. Kept dodging. Kept trying to get him to hit her harder.

      Because beneath all that magic and chaos…

      She was dying to feel something real.

      The earth groaned beneath his feet.

      Up until now, Naruto had been holding back. Not because he felt sorry for her, but because he needed to keep control. To stop his power from getting out of hand. But this demon wasn’t just some mindless monster. Solitär was learning, adapting, and copying human magic. She was fast, unpredictable, and worst of all—she was smart. If he couldn’t beat her with speed, maybe he could beat her with pure power.

      Naruto let out a slow, steady breath.

      Then he dropped the limiter on his power.

      WHUMMM—

      The ground exploded. Trees were ripped from the earth as if gravity itself had gone crazy. The air twisted and warped with raw pressure. Even the sky seemed to bend around him.

      His white robes billowed violently, and the golden designs on them glowed like molten veins. His messy red hair was whipped back as a massive wave of magic surged from his body like a tsunami.

      Solitär’s smirk disappeared.

      She blinked. Just once. Slowly.

      “What… what did you just do?”

      Naruto opened his eyes.

      They weren’t angry. They weren’t wild.

      They were just calm.

      “I stopped holding back.”

      Solitär took a step back without meaning to. Her blades shook. Her magic flared, as if it was scared.

      “Your… your magic… it’s like a sun. No, more than that. It’s… endless. Are you—are you a demon?”

      Naruto tilted his head. “Back in my world, some people did call me that.”

      “…But I’m not one,” he added casually, pointing his staff forward.

      “You’re lying.” Her voice cracked a little.

      “No human has this much magic! That’s as much as the Demon King! You… you’re not a human… Maybe even you don’t know it—!”

      Naruto shrugged. “I’m very much human, you know.”

      Then—he fired.

      ZOL TARAK.

      The spell burst from his staff with a howling roar, spiraling outward like a beam of light wrapped in a million threads of power. It wasn’t just a light. It was a command, a divine order to destroy.

      Solitär gasped, moving to the side at the very last second, just barely getting away.

      KA—BOOOOMMM!

      The blast hit the ground behind her, and a huge chunk of the forest simply ceased to exist. Trees turned to dust. The sky lit up. A canyon of pure destruction was carved through the land, glowing white-hot.

      Solitär shielded her face, floating through the smoke. She was completely stunned.

      Naruto winced. “Ugh. It’s hard to focus with all this magic. It’s like a constant screaming in my brain.”

      But he didn’t stop.

      Solitär screamed and fired ten different spells at once—blades, curses, beams, magic spears.

      None of them reached him.

      The moment they touched the air around him, they disappeared. They died. They shattered like glass hitting a mountain.

      She could feel it. His magic was so dense now… nothing could get through it. Her own spells bounced off the pressure like small pebbles hitting a diamond.

      “Hah… ha… ha…” She stumbled in midair, actually sweating. “Is this how it feels… to be helpless? Is this… what you humans feel around us?”

      Naruto took a slow step forward, the ground sinking under his feet.

      “Yeah,” he said, raising his staff again.

      “Except I never liked being helpless.”

      The ground below was completely burned and scorched. The air itself crackled with the leftover magic of a fight that could have changed the entire landscape. But even in the middle of all this destruction, Solitär was smiling. She was calm, composed, and completely insane.

      She tilted her head, her lips curling into a grin.

      “Alright,” she said. “I have something better. Something simple.”

      Her magic changed. It was no longer wild or flashy. It came together, getting smaller and denser until it wasn’t bright anymore, just incredibly powerful.

      Mana Strike.

      An invisible wave of raw, compressed magic exploded out from her body, like the silent pulse of a dying star. It completely surrounded the area and blasted Naruto directly.

      The attack was pure. No tricks. No element. Just… magic in its rawest, most powerful form.

      Solitär let out a slow breath.

      “You’ve been fun to talk to, Naruto Uzumaki,” she said with a tone that almost sounded affectionate. “But I have to go now—”

      And then she stopped.

      Because floating in midair—untouched, not even with a bruise—was Naruto. His white robes fluttered softly in the leftover energy, and his short red hair was messy and glowing faintly from the magic in the air.

      His staff was still in his hand.

      And his face showed absolutely no emotion.

      “That was a nice trick,” Naruto said flatly. “But it won’t work on me.”

      Without another word, he spun his staff, focused his power, and let the spell form in his hand.

      It shimmered, swirling tightly in a compact, screaming sphere of compressed force.

      He threw it.

      WHHHHHHHMMM—BOOOM!

      The Rasengan shot forward with a tail of glowing energy, crashing directly into her with the force of a comet.

      The explosion made the trees bend and the air scream. Smoke filled the sky, and the ground was pushed in from the pressure of the blast.

      Silence followed.

      And yet—

      When the smoke cleared, she was still standing.

      But just barely.

      Her dress was in shreds. Her body was cracked, like glass about to shatter, and magic was leaking from the broken circuits. Blood was dripping from her mouth. But her eyes?

      They were wide.

      And filled with pure joy.

      “Fascinating!” she gasped. “You are a fascinating human! Is this the part where I beg for mercy? Please forgive me. I apologize and I am truly sorry for my crimes. I promise to change my ways!” she said with an overly dramatic flair, even placing a hand on her chest.

      Naruto blinked at her, completely unimpressed.

      “…That won’t work, I guess,” Solitär said with a sheepish look, just as hundreds of new magic circuits opened up around her in a blinding circle of geometric light.

      They all fired at once—beams, hexes, magical spears, binding runes, elemental bursts, and pure kinetic blasts.

      All of them screamed toward Naruto.

      Naruto raised his staff in an almost lazy way, as if he was just checking the wind.

      And then—

      FWHOOOOOM.

      Every single spell—every single one of them—was sucked into the staff.

      Like a vacuum cleaner.

      Naruto blinked. “…Huh. I had no idea I could do that.”

      Solitär froze in the middle of her spell. Her arms were raised, her jaw was open, and her whole body was twitching in disbelief.

      Then she fell to her knees.

      “Oh no. I’m dead. I’m going to die. You’re going to turn me into soup. I don’t want to be soup—!” she wailed dramatically, clapping her hands together like a begging schoolgirl. “Please don’t kill me! I’ve changed! I’ve changed, I swear! I’m just a little emotionally unstable!”

      Naruto squinted.

      He wasn’t sure if this was a performance… or if she was actually having a breakdown.

      Either way… he didn’t lower his staff.

      Solitär was trembling, her legs shaking under her as her once-glowing magic circuits flickered like fireflies about to die. But despite the burns, the cracks on her skin, the bleeding mouth, and the complete exhaustion gripping her very soul—she looked up at Naruto, panting, her eyes glistening.

      And then… she started to laugh.

      But it wasn’t a crazy laugh this time.

      It was soft. Quiet. Like the laugh of someone who had just remembered something from a very long time ago.

      “Did you know,” she said, “a long time ago… I had a human friend.”

      Naruto didn’t answer. He just watched, silent and patient.

      Solitär smiled sadly.

      “He was a boy. Just a little thing. Brown hair. He wore glasses that were too big for his face. He used to sneak out of his village and bring me food… I was hiding in a cave back then. I was starving and weak. He didn’t even know I was a demon. He just thought I was a sick girl who couldn’t go out in the sun.”

      She looked down at her own hands.

      “He used to say that I was his only friend. That when he grew up, he would become a great mage and teach me magic. I remember how he smiled when he said that.”

      Naruto narrowed his eyes, still holding the staff at his side. His magic was calm and impossible to read.

      “One day… the village found out about me. I was cornered. There were pitchforks, spells, fire. And… and he…”

      She bit her lip. Her voice cracked.

      “He threw the first stone.”

      Naruto’s expression changed for just a second, so fast it was almost invisible.

      Solitär looked up at him again. “So, Naruto Uzumaki, tell me… if even humans betray each other so easily, what reason do I have to be good?”

      Then—her face twitched.

      And in a single instant, her body snapped forward.

      Smoke twisted around her as she teleported behind Naruto with a cracked, ancient dagger in her bloody hand. Her lips curled into a grin of victory as she plunged the blade into his back, right between the ribs.

      It went in deep.

      “Blood” spurted out.

      And her smile grew wider.

      “I win,” she whispered.

      But Naruto didn’t scream.

      He didn’t even flinch.

      He just turned his head slowly, calmly.

      A puff of smoke exploded from his body.

      Poof.

      Solitär’s grin froze. Her eyes went wide.

      The Naruto she had stabbed was gone.

      A clone.

      “Wha—?”

      She didn’t even have time to finish her thought.

      Because then she felt it.

      The air warped. Pressure coiled around her like a crushing, ancient tide.

      The magic—so dense, so heavy, so old. And so, so furious.

      She turned, her whole body jerking—

      And there he was.

      Standing behind her.

      Naruto Uzumaki.

      His staff was held low, and his robes fluttered in the still air. His red hair was a mess, and his eyes glowed faintly with a jade light under the falling ash.

      He didn’t even look like he was in a fighting stance. He looked relaxed, his arms loose, with his guard completely down.

      But Solitär didn’t dare to move.

      He was silent for a moment.

      Then, softly—

      “I think I know now,” Naruto said, his voice quiet, but sharp enough to split mountains. “Why the hag is so racist. You demons… you’re not sad or tragic. You’re just pure evil trying to sound poetic.”

      Solitär’s mouth opened.

      She didn’t beg this time.

      She ran.

      Stumbling and gasping, like a child who knew they had done something horribly wrong.

      “I—I’m sorry—no, wait—please—I was just scared—don’t—!”

      But it was too late.

      Because in that moment, for the first time in her entire life—

      Solitär felt something that no spell, no book, and no experiment had ever taught her.

      A human emotion.

      Fear.

      Solitär fell to her knees, ash and blood dripping from her cracked lips. Her smile was completely gone now. Her arms and legs trembled, not with power—but with terror. The once-proud demon who laughed at death was now clinging to life like a child lost in a storm.

      “Please…” she rasped, her voice hoarse. “Please, Naruto Uzumaki… don’t. I—I don’t want to die. I can change. I’ll stop. I swear it—I’ll stop hurting people. I’ll learn. I’ll… I’ll try.”

      Naruto didn’t move. His green eyes remained cold and unwavering.

      His staff pulsed with dense magic. The air shimmered around him as a fierce wind whipped through his white robes, even though there was no breeze before.

      He took a step forward.

      Solitär shrank away from him.

      “Your only mercy,” he said, his voice low and firm, “is death.”

      The Rasengan whirled in his hand, a swirling storm of compressed magic, glowing like a final judgment. The moment he launched it, the world seemed to freeze.

      And in that instant, Solitär’s life flashed behind her eyes.

      Not her battles.

      Not her victories.

      Not her experiments.

      But a memory that had been buried for so long that even time had forgotten it.

      She was young, her mind barely formed, let alone her body. She was sitting cross-legged on a cold, black floor, the air heavy with incense and blood magic. In front of her stood a tall, shrouded figure.

      The Demon King.

      She didn’t remember most of what he said. Not the theories. Not the lectures. Not the punishments. But there was one sentence. One whisper in the dark that somehow stayed in her soul.

      “…He had hair as red as human blood and eyes as green as the forbidden forest. His magic was like an ocean of kindness… and justice.”

      She remembered wondering back then: What kind of creature has magic like that?

      She never got the answer.

      Until now.

      “So it was you… eighty years ago…” As the Rasengan got closer, firelight reflecting in her wide, trembling eyes—her lips parted in a strange, sad smile. ‘Ah… what a destiny,’ she murmured. “To think I’d be taken down by…”

      And she didn’t finish the thought.

      Because the Rasengan hit.

      There was no scream.

      Only a blinding light.

      And then, nothing.

      Where she once stood, only dust danced in the wind, trailing through the last beams of sunlight.

      Naruto stood silently for a moment, his staff lowering. His hair fluttered gently in the breeze, and his eyes were impossible to read.

      He stared in the direction where she had vanished, his brow furrowed just a little.

      “…What was she mumbling about?” he muttered, almost to himself.

      Then he shook his head, let out a breath, and the swirling sea of magic around him disappeared. His powerful presence shrank back to normal.

      No time for mysteries. He turned, his face calm once again.

      “Denken…” he whispered. “Macht…”

      And with that, Naruto disappeared into the forest mist, heading toward the distant sound of clashing magic—toward the battle that was still raging.

      The golden streets of El Dorado shimmered with blood and dust.

      Denken was slumped on the ground, barely conscious, his robes soaked in crimson. His cane had been snapped in half next to him, and his glasses were cracked, with one lens completely gone. In front of him, Macht stood perfectly clean and calm, the edge of his black coat stained faintly with ash and blood. He tilted his head, his eyes showing no concern at all.

      “Lord Denken,” Macht said with the cold voice of someone giving a eulogy, “you tried very hard. But it is a simple reality… that humans, no matter how hard they try, cannot defeat a demon.”

      He raised a hand, dark magic crackling in his palm.

      And in that instant—pop.

      Denken vanished in a flicker of light, teleported away.

      A few yards away, Naruto stood, his white and gold robes ruffling in the breeze. Denken’s body was carefully supported by two glowing shadow clones. Naruto’s staff glowed faintly in his left hand, its point digging into the golden pavement. The clones gently laid Denken down and began using healing magic to stabilize him.

      “Naruto?” Denken murmured, coughing weakly. “…Didn’t think you’d show up this quickly.”

      Naruto didn’t respond. He was already walking forward, steady and calm, his green eyes locked on Macht.

      Macht turned slightly, his face unreadable. “I see,” he said. “So you killed Solitär.”

      Naruto said nothing. He just kept walking until he stood alone between Macht and the crumbling golden city.

      Two more clones shimmered into existence and stood guard beside Denken.

      Macht’s gaze narrowed. “Do you wish to fight me, Naruto Uzumaki?”

      Naruto stopped.

      “You once said,” he began, his voice quiet but clear, “that you were looking for coexistence. That you were different. That you wanted to understand humans.”

      “That is true,” Macht answered without emotion. “However, this particular experiment… this city, this test… has failed. The fortified city of El Dorado did not give me the results I wanted. It is time for me to start again.”

      “You can’t just walk away like this,” Naruto said, his voice rising. “You need to undo everything. The people you turned into gold—bring them back. Fix what you’ve broken.”

      “I cannot,” Macht replied, his tone unchanged. “The spell is permanent. Once a soul is turned into something else, it cannot return to a human body. I am not able to undo that.”

      Naruto’s hands tightened on his staff. “So you’re just going to leave it all behind? Move on to another city? Another group of people to test and throw away when it’s convenient?”

      “It is for the sake of finding the answer,” Macht said. “I must continue my search. For true coexistence.”

      Naruto stepped forward, his jaw clenched. “Killing even one person for the sake of coexistence isn’t coexistence! It’s just murder in a prettier outfit!”

      His voice rose, cutting through the air like a crack of thunder. “You say you want to understand humans—but you won’t even listen to them. You say you want coexistence—but all you’ve done is dominate and manipulate. You call this a failure, but all I see is your refusal to admit you were wrong! That you went too far! That people aren’t just numbers in your stupid experiment!”

      His staff pulsed with blue and white light. “You don’t get to call yourself peaceful just because you talk softly while you kill! You turned a city into gold and then say it’s a failed experiment—but what about the lives you erased? What about the children? The families?”

      Naruto’s voice cracked with restrained emotion. “You want an answer? This is the answer! You don’t learn about people by destroying them! You learn by living with them. Hurting with them. Growing with them!”

      There was a long silence.

      But Macht’s expression didn’t change. Not even a blink. He tilted his head again, like a child watching a bird die.

      “…You are an obstacle in my path,” Macht said calmly. “And obstacles must be removed. Naruto Uzumaki… and your master, Frieren.”

      Naruto’s expression darkened, shadows falling across his face as the air around him began to ripple with untamed magic.

      “Then I guess the experiment ends here.”

      And the golden city held its breath.
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    33. The Restoration

    
      “Don’t let the shadows of yesterday consume you. The best power-ups are always found in the light of a new dawn.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 33

    
    

    

    
      “Wha—?”

      She didn’t even have time to finish her thought.

      Because then she felt it.

      The air warped. Pressure coiled around her like a crushing, ancient tide.

      The magic—so dense, so heavy, so old. And so, so furious.

      She turned, her whole body jerking—

      And there he was.

      Standing behind her.

      Naruto Uzumaki.

      His staff was held low, and his robes fluttered in the still air. His red hair was a mess, and his eyes glowed faintly with a jade light under the falling ash.

      He didn’t even look like he was in a fighting stance. He looked relaxed, his arms loose, with his guard completely down.

      But Solitär didn’t dare to move.

      He was silent for a moment.

      Then, softly—

      “I think I know now,” Naruto said, his voice quiet, but sharp enough to split mountains. “Why the hag is so racist. You demons… you’re not sad or tragic. You’re just pure evil trying to sound poetic.”

      Solitär’s mouth opened.

      She didn’t beg this time.

      She ran.

      Stumbling and gasping, like a child who knew they had done something horribly wrong.

      “I—I’m sorry—no, wait—please—I was just scared—don’t—!”

      But it was too late.

      Because in that moment, for the first time in her entire life—

      Solitär felt something that no spell, no book, and no experiment had ever taught her.

      A human emotion.

      Fear.

      Solitär fell to her knees, ash and blood dripping from her cracked lips. Her smile was completely gone now. Her arms and legs trembled, not with power—but with terror. The once-proud demon who laughed at death was now clinging to life like a child lost in a storm.

      “Please…” she rasped, her voice hoarse. “Please, Naruto Uzumaki… don’t. I—I don’t want to die. I can change. I’ll stop. I swear it—I’ll stop hurting people. I’ll learn. I’ll… I’ll try.”

      Naruto didn’t move. His green eyes remained cold and unwavering.

      His staff pulsed with dense magic. The air shimmered around him as a fierce wind whipped through his white robes, even though there was no breeze before.

      He took a step forward.

      Solitär shrank away from him.

      “Your only mercy,” he said, his voice low and firm, “is death.”

      The Rasengan whirled in his hand, a swirling storm of compressed magic, glowing like a final judgment. The moment he launched it, the world seemed to freeze.

      And in that instant, Solitär’s life flashed behind her eyes.

      Not her battles.

      Not her victories.

      Not her experiments.

      But a memory that had been buried for so long that even time had forgotten it.

      She was young, her mind barely formed, let alone her body. She was sitting cross-legged on a cold, black floor, the air heavy with incense and blood magic. In front of her stood a tall, shrouded figure.

      The Demon King.

      She didn’t remember most of what he said. Not the theories. Not the lectures. Not the punishments. But there was one sentence. One whisper in the dark that somehow stayed in her soul.

      “…He had hair as red as human blood and eyes as green as the forbidden forest. His magic was like an ocean of kindness… and justice.”

      She remembered wondering back then: What kind of creature has magic like that?

      She never got the answer.

      Until now.

      “So it was you… eighty years ago…” As the Rasengan got closer, firelight reflecting in her wide, trembling eyes—her lips parted in a strange, sad smile. ‘Ah… what a destiny,’ she murmured. “To think I’d be taken down by…”

      And she didn’t finish the thought.

      Because the Rasengan hit.

      There was no scream.

      Only a blinding light.

      And then, nothing.

      Where she once stood, only dust danced in the wind, trailing through the last beams of sunlight.

      Naruto stood silently for a moment, his staff lowering. His hair fluttered gently in the breeze, and his eyes were impossible to read.

      He stared in the direction where she had vanished, his brow furrowed just a little.

      “…What was she mumbling about?” he muttered, almost to himself.

      Then he shook his head, let out a breath, and the swirling sea of magic around him disappeared. His powerful presence shrank back to normal.

      No time for mysteries. He turned, his face calm once again.

      “Denken…” he whispered. “Macht…”

      And with that, Naruto disappeared into the forest mist, heading toward the distant sound of clashing magic—toward the battle that was still raging.

      The golden streets of El Dorado shimmered with blood and dust.

      Denken was slumped on the ground, barely conscious, his robes soaked in crimson. His cane had been snapped in half next to him, and his glasses were cracked, with one lens completely gone. In front of him, Macht stood perfectly clean and calm, the edge of his black coat stained faintly with ash and blood. He tilted his head, his eyes showing no concern at all.

      “Lord Denken,” Macht said with the cold voice of someone giving a eulogy, “you tried very hard. But it is a simple reality… that humans, no matter how hard they try, cannot defeat a demon.”

      He raised a hand, dark magic crackling in his palm.

      And in that instant—pop.

      Denken vanished in a flicker of light, teleported away.

      A few yards away, Naruto stood, his white and gold robes ruffling in the breeze. Denken’s body was carefully supported by two glowing shadow clones. Naruto’s staff glowed faintly in his left hand, its point digging into the golden pavement. The clones gently laid Denken down and began using healing magic to stabilize him.

      “Naruto?” Denken murmured, coughing weakly. “…Didn’t think you’d show up this quickly.”

      Naruto didn’t respond. He was already walking forward, steady and calm, his green eyes locked on Macht.

      Macht turned slightly, his face unreadable. “I see,” he said. “So you killed Solitär.”

      Naruto said nothing. He just kept walking until he stood alone between Macht and the crumbling golden city.

      Two more clones shimmered into existence and stood guard beside Denken.

      Macht’s gaze narrowed. “Do you wish to fight me, Naruto Uzumaki?”

      Naruto stopped.

      “You once said,” he began, his voice quiet but clear, “that you were looking for coexistence. That you were different. That you wanted to understand humans.”

      “That is true,” Macht answered without emotion. “However, this particular experiment… this city, this test… has failed. The fortified city of El Dorado did not give me the results I wanted. It is time for me to start again.”

      “You can’t just walk away like this,” Naruto said, his voice rising. “You need to undo everything. The people you turned into gold—bring them back. Fix what you’ve broken.”

      “I cannot,” Macht replied, his tone unchanged. “The spell is permanent. Once a soul is turned into something else, it cannot return to a human body. I am not able to undo that.”

      Naruto’s hands tightened on his staff. “So you’re just going to leave it all behind? Move on to another city? Another group of people to test and throw away when it’s convenient?”

      “It is for the sake of finding the answer,” Macht said. “I must continue my search. For true coexistence.”

      Naruto stepped forward, his jaw clenched. “Killing even one person for the sake of coexistence isn’t coexistence! It’s just murder in a prettier outfit!”

      His voice rose, cutting through the air like a crack of thunder. “You say you want to understand humans—but you won’t even listen to them. You say you want coexistence—but all you’ve done is dominate and manipulate. You call this a failure, but all I see is your refusal to admit you were wrong! That you went too far! That people aren’t just numbers in your stupid experiment!”

      His staff pulsed with blue and white light. “You don’t get to call yourself peaceful just because you talk softly while you kill! You turned a city into gold and then say it’s a failed experiment—but what about the lives you erased? What about the children? The families?”

      Naruto’s voice cracked with restrained emotion. “You want an answer? This is the answer! You don’t learn about people by destroying them! You learn by living with them. Hurting with them. Growing with them!”

      There was a long silence.

      But Macht’s expression didn’t change. Not even a blink. He tilted his head again, like a child watching a bird die.

      “…You are an obstacle in my path,” Macht said calmly. “And obstacles must be removed. Naruto Uzumaki… and your master, Frieren.”

      Naruto’s expression darkened, shadows falling across his face as the air around him began to ripple with untamed magic.

      “Then I guess the experiment ends here.”

      And the golden city held its breath.

      The air quivered with tension as Macht raised a hand, his fingers elegantly poised, black mana coiling around his palm like a serpent preparing to strike. The sun reflected off the golden city, casting surreal, warm hues over the battlefield, making the carnage glint with sick irony. It was a beautiful, terrible place for a final fight.

      Naruto cracked his neck to one side, bouncing slightly on his heels. “Let’s settle this before the hag wakes up and yells at me for burning down half the city.”

      Macht’s eyes gleamed coldly. “Then perish, for your master’s sake.”

      The ground shattered as Naruto launched forward.

      BOOM.

      He closed the distance in a blur, white robes trailing behind him like streaks of lightning. His staff spun through his fingers, clashing with Macht’s mana-coated palm. Sparks flew, the impact sending golden dust rippling into the air like a disturbed pond.

      Denken, barely sitting upright with a clone healing him, croaked out, “Don’t let him touch you! That’s how he transmutes—!”

      It was too late.

      Macht’s fingers brushed the shoulder of one of Naruto’s charging clones.

      SHHHNKT.

      The clone instantly turned to solid gold, still mid-punch, frozen in time and expression.

      Then another.

      And another.

      Two more clones shattered into statues, immobilized the moment Macht’s spell, Di Agözle, touched them.

      Macht exhaled, brushing dust off his coat. “What foolishness is this? Charging in with fodder?”

      But the third “clone” struck.

      Macht blinked.

      It wasn’t a clone.

      Naruto’s real body, disguised among the clones, swung in from behind and caught Macht full on with a glowing Rasengan, slamming it into his ribs.

      KRA-KOOM.

      The blast flared like a newborn sun, tearing across the golden avenue and hurling Macht into the side of a transmuted tower. Stone cracked. Dust and light exploded outward. The sheer force was enough to level a small village.

      But even before the dust cleared, Macht was standing. He was bruised, and his clothes were slightly torn, but otherwise, he was completely unharmed.

      “You are fast,” Macht said, stepping forward through the dust, his voice as calm as ever. “Faster than I had assumed, even.”

      Naruto sighed. “She would run her mouth. I told her I wasn’t going all out.”

      He raised his staff again, sweat on his brow now. This fight was different. Solitär was pure chaos, wild and relentless. Macht, however, was cold precision. His technique might be simpler, but his mana pressure was immense, almost suffocating.

      Still, Naruto wasn’t backing down.

      They clashed again.

      Naruto summoned three more clones in the middle of their fight.

      One clone flew into the sky, firing water bullets infused with freezing wind.

      The second leapt low, spinning in tight circles with mana-packed momentum.

      The third clone held back, charging a powerful spell behind a nearby building.

      Naruto zigzagged between them all—a blur of white and gold against the golden city—his staff shimmering with every block, deflection, and counterattack. Rasengans spun to life in his palms. He hurled them, fired mana blasts, and parried with his staff like a seasoned warrior.

      Macht wasn’t quick, but his sheer power warped the space around him. He reached out, and entire buildings turned to gold just by being near him. He would simply brush a clone, and it would become a statue in the middle of a dash.

      Naruto kept moving, sweat trailing down his temple, his breath getting heavier.

      “Why!?” he shouted between strikes. “Why do you keep doing this?! You said you wanted to understand us! This—this isn’t understanding! This is genocide in a lab coat!”

      Macht caught Naruto’s staff in mid-swing, his hand closing around the glowing wood.

      They stared eye to eye, their faces just inches apart.

      “It is a method,” Macht replied flatly, his voice utterly devoid of emotion. “Pain. Fear. Observation. These are all data. I watch them struggle. I see what emerges in the face of despair. It is… elegant.”

      Naruto gritted his teeth and yanked the staff back with all his strength.

      “That’s not how it works! You don’t get to study people like they’re bugs and call it empathy! You’re not understanding humans—you’re breaking them!”

      Macht’s arm lifted again, and a wave of Di Agözle flared across the city block.

      Naruto blurred sideways, dodging with an aerial spin, but a clone behind him turned to gold in midair and shattered into pieces when it hit the pavement.

      Naruto landed, rolled, and slid to a stop. His chest was heaving now, not from being tired, but from pure frustration. He wasn’t getting through to him.

      This wasn’t just a powerful opponent.

      This was someone who couldn’t be reasoned with.

      Someone who had long since traded morality for a cold, brutal method.

      Naruto’s hands lit up with another Rasengan, but this one churned faster, more unstable. It was more powerful and more dangerous.

      “You really think you’re some noble seeker of truth?” he hissed. “You’re just another coward trying to justify your cruelty.”

      He pointed his staff.

      “This ends now.”

      And Macht narrowed his eyes.

      “Agreed.”

      A storm of light and pressure rippled from the epicenter as Naruto and Macht collided once more. Their raw magical energy ground against each other like tectonic plates, shaking the very foundations of the golden city. Buildings warped. The sky screamed. Sparks of mana flared and burst like fireworks, painting the golden city in chaos.

      At first glance, Macht was winning.

      He moved like an unstoppable force, drenched in unrelenting magic. His strikes were slow but devastating. Each swing of his hand wasn’t just an attack; it was transmutation. The ground beneath Naruto’s feet turned to gold. Trees, statues, and even the very air around him shimmered as if it wanted to solidify.

      And then—

      He touched him.

      A single hand grazed Naruto’s arm as he spun away.

      FLASH.

      Just like that, Naruto Uzumaki turned into gold.

      Frozen. Perfect. Still mid-pose, his staff raised like he’d been caught in amber. The golden statue glimmered under the afternoon sun, unmoving and absolute.

      Silence gripped the broken city.

      Denken gasped from where he lay propped against a wall, bloodied and weak.

      “N-Naruto…?”

      Macht let out a slow, cold breath. He straightened his coat, a faint sense of finality in his movements.

      “It was inevitable,” he said, his voice completely devoid of cruelty, yet colder than death. “He was powerful. But not invincible.”

      He turned his back to the statue, calm and methodical. “Now then, for the next phase of my experiment…”

      CRACK.

      A sharp, whip-like sound cut through the air.

      Macht froze, his next words dying in his throat.

      CRACK.

      A tiny, hairline fracture snaked across the golden statue’s chest. It spread like a spiderweb, growing longer and wider with each passing second. The statue’s still form groaned, a low, metallic sound of immense pressure building from within.

      CRRRRRRRRSH.

      In a blinding explosion of raw mana, the golden statue of Naruto shattered outward. Shards of gold shot into the sky like celestial shrapnel, glinting in the dying sunlight. At the center of the crater, amid the sparkling remnants of transmutation magic, stood Naruto.

      Unharmed.

      Alive.

      And glowing with power that seemed to warp the very air around him.

      Macht blinked, the composure he had maintained for a thousand years finally cracking. “…How?”

      Naruto stood still, the wind catching the hem of his white-and-gold robes. His jade green eyes were calm, but so cold they felt like ice.

      “I’ve been analyzing the spell,” he said, his voice flat.

      Macht’s eyes narrowed, a flicker of genuine shock crossing his face. “Impossible. Di Agözle has no counter. No weaknesses. No exit once it has begun. It’s the perfect spell.”

      Naruto tilted his head, his expression not changing. His voice dropped low, icy, and sharp as a honed blade.

      “Every spell has a weakness,” he said. “And this time… I am the weakness.”

      He raised his staff slowly. It pulsed once, a quiet but powerful beat of mana.

      Macht involuntarily took a step back, his foot scraping against the golden pavement.

      “You’re bluffing,” the demon said, but his voice betrayed the first twitch of uncertainty. “You’re trying to trick me into feeling fear. That won’t work on me.”

      Naruto took a step forward.

      The golden road under his foot cracked… and turned back into simple stone. The transmutation was reversing, undone simply by his presence.

      He took another step.

      Grass sprouted through the street, weeds pushing their way through the fissures. With each step he took, the gold melted away, the transmuted landscape dissolving like wax in a fire. Mud. Earth. Stone. The real city beneath revealed itself, as if it was waking from a cursed dream.

      Macht stood completely still now, no longer so calm. His hands twitched.

      Naruto’s voice was still soft—but it hit Macht like a hammer blow.

      “I don’t need you alive anymore.”

      And as the wind picked up again, and the last fragments of golden dust scattered to the far reaches of the crumbling city, Macht—one of the most powerful demons of the era—felt something foreign crawl up his spine.

      Dread.

      The gold continued to peel off the streets like old paint, curling at the edges, flaking under the pressure of something far greater—Naruto’s mana.

      Each step the red-haired mage took returned the world around him to its original form. No spells. No grand gestures. Just broken cobblestone, cracked brick walls, and stubborn weeds fighting their way through the cracks. It was as if the city itself was choosing him over the demon.

      Macht’s eyes were wide now—not with rage or contempt, but something far more desperate.

      Panic.

      He threw his hand forward, casting spell after spell. Blades of gold. Needles of mana. A cyclone of sharpened light. Anything to slow the boy, anything to force him back. But the moment they neared Naruto, they melted into steam. As if reality itself refused to obey the demon anymore.

      Naruto kept walking. His wild red hair caught the last light of the sun. His staff pulsed once, a silent, ominous beat.

      Macht tried to speak, but the pressure hit him too hard. The so-called philosopher demon, who preached coexistence for centuries, the self-proclaimed answer-seeker—fled like a rat through the broken city streets.

      Naruto watched him for a second.

      Then he raised his staff.

      “Zoltarak.”

      The mana blast was a blinding, impossibly fast comet. It shrieked through the air, lighting up the ruins in a dazzling flash of white and blue. It caught Macht in the side in the middle of his sprint and sent him crashing through a building—his body carving a glowing trail across the golden surface before vanishing in a cloud of rubble and smoke.

      Naruto lowered his staff.

      The square was silent again.

      The last golden panel under his foot cracked, hissed… then crumbled back into dirt.

      And for the first time in what felt like ages—he breathed.

      Hard. Shaky. Deep.

      He hadn’t realized how much mana he’d used, or how much he’d been holding back, not physically, but emotionally.

      There was no one left in the square now—just Denken, who was barely standing, and Naruto. And yet, in that silence, in that emptiness, Naruto felt something… unsettling. Not victory.

      Something else.

      He glanced down at his hand.

      His fingers were trembling.

      Not from exhaustion.

      From something colder.

      “…I never wanted to be feared like this,” he said quietly, more to himself than anyone else. His voice echoed in the ruins. “I never wanted to be looked at… like that. Not even by a demon.”

      He remembered Solitär’s face as she begged. Macht’s as he ran. The expression they wore—like they’d looked into the eyes of death itself.

      Predator.

      He was supposed to be a hero. A beacon of hope. A force that stood between the innocent and the storm.

      But standing here now, with the city warped around him, the very air humming with suppressed mana, even he wasn’t sure what he was anymore.

      Had this world changed him?

      …No.

      That wasn’t it.

      This world… had just opened his eyes. He wasn’t seeing the world wrong before—he just wasn’t seeing all of it. There was idealism… and then there was reality. And reality was stained, cracked, and too complicated for simple answers.

      But he still believed.

      Still wanted to try.

      Still had hope.

      He turned to the old man, who stood holding his staff like a lifeline. Denken’s face was pale but alert. The fire hadn’t left his eyes.

      Naruto gave a small, tired smile.

      “Old man,” he said. “You should finish what you started.”

      Denken didn’t hesitate. He clenched his staff, turned without a word, and bolted after Macht—his robes flaring behind him like the wings of a phoenix long past its prime but still burning bright.

      Naruto stood alone in the square as the sun dipped lower.

      Not a boy.

      Not a monster.

      Just a mage… finally seeing clearly.

    
    

    
      Macht ran.

      His once proud and elegant stride had crumbled into a frantic limp, a thin trail of blood following him with each step. The gleaming perfection of the golden streets had vanished—Naruto’s will had undone the illusion. Now, as Macht stumbled across the uneven cobblestones, with grass brushing his ankles, the city had returned to what it once was.

      And yet, it felt more foreign to him than ever before.

      The people walked past him with dull, glazed eyes, still caught in the aftershock of the magic that had bound their minds for so long. They turned, looked at the demon’s torn robes and bleeding arm, and offered hollow words.

      “Ah, Macht-sama, you’re injured.”

      “Do you need assistance?”

      “Should we inform the healers?”

      Macht ignored them. He had no strength left to pretend. No will to fake composure.

      His magic flickered, wild and erratic, a sign of his shattered mind. He was a storm, but a storm with no direction.

      Then—he stopped.

      Standing at the end of the street was a man.

      He was older, wiser, and calm, with kind, tired eyes that had seen too much.

      Glück.

      The man he once called master.

      The man he had betrayed, abandoned, and outgrown in his arrogance.

      “…Macht?” Glück asked gently, noticing the battered demon staggering toward him. “You look like a child who broke every rule and finally understood why they existed.”

      Macht’s lips trembled. “…Master…”

      And then—

      “STOP.”

      The voice was hoarse, but thunderous.

      From behind, Denken appeared, his robes drenched in red, staff in hand, his chest rising and falling with each ragged breath. But he was relentless, walking toward them with a look of pure resolve in his eyes.

      Macht’s panic returned like a surge of cold water.

      He stumbled forward and yanked Glück toward him, his hand glowing with the last of his power. “Stay back—or I’ll kill him,” Macht threatened, the last fraying edge of his pride clinging to control.

      Glück narrowed his eyes at the man beside him. “…Is that you, son?”

      Denken paused in mid-step.

      “…Yes,” he replied quietly, his voice full of sorrow and anger. “Father-in-law.”

      Glück’s gaze softened, even in the face of his own death. “Then… you’ve grown stronger than your teacher.”

      Macht’s jaw clenched. Rage flared again, a final, desperate burst of defiance. If he couldn’t be right—if he couldn’t win—then he could at least drag them all down with him.

      He raised his hand to strike Glück—

      BOOM.

      His hand exploded.

      The force sent him spiraling backward, howling in agony, crashing into the stones.

      From the far end of the street, where the sun now hung low and long shadows painted the scene in amber light—Frieren stood, her robes drifting in the breeze, staff glowing faintly.

      “Looks like I made it in time,” she said flatly, her expression unreadable, the words carrying the weight of a thousand-year grudge.

      Macht cradled the bleeding stump that used to be his hand. His body trembled. He could feel his end coming, not as a glorious death in battle, but as a pitiful, shameful defeat.

      “…Seems I have failed, Master,” he muttered weakly, looking up at Glück. “I tried to understand human emotions. I really did…”

      But Denken stepped forward, unflinching, his shadow falling over Macht.

      “You didn’t want understanding,” he said coldly. “You wanted validation. You dressed your greed in philosophy, turning an entire city to gold because you coveted their peaceful lives. You envied humans who could live in harmony without magic or power. You were too lazy to find answers the hard way, so you took shortcuts. You gorged yourself on the lives of innocent people—that’s gluttony. And when you ran from Naruto just now, what did you feel?”

      Macht swallowed hard, the word catching in his throat.

      “…Fear.”

      “Yes,” Denken said, his voice rising, each word a hammer blow of truth. “Fear. Envy. Greed. Laziness. Gluttony. You felt them all. All the so-called sins you claim to be above.”

      He raised his staff, leveling it at the demon who had once taught him how to cast his very first spell.

      “You’ve already experienced human emotions, Macht. You just never had the courage to admit it.”

      Macht’s lips parted slightly, as if about to argue one last time. But no words came.

      Only a trembling breath.

      A moment of still silence, heavy with the weight of centuries of lies.

      Then—

      “…Goodbye, Master.”

      FWOOOOOM.

      Light surged from Denken’s staff, a clean, bright arc of pure mana. It struck Macht square in the chest.

      There was no scream.

      Only a flash.

      Then silence.

      Only the sound of the wind, carrying away the last remnants of a demon who sought to understand humans—but never truly wanted to become one.

    
    

    
      Two days had passed since the dust settled over El Dorado.

      The gold had been stripped from the streets, the people had returned to their normal selves, and the city had taken a deep breath—it was finally breathing again. Macht was gone, and so was his accomplice, Solitär. The twisted magic that once held the town hostage had been lifted. Naruto had walked through the city like a storm and left it standing like a miracle.

      Now, at the city gates, Frieren, Fern, Stark, and Naruto stood ready to leave. Methode had stayed behind to help Denken, who was still too injured to walk far. She’d stay with him for a while, just until he was strong enough. The old man, battered and bloodied, had been celebrated like a hero. He was honored and welcomed. After so many years away, Denken had finally found his home again.

      Glück, the old mayor and Macht’s former master, stood waiting to bid them farewell. He looked tired, but there was something clearer in his eyes now. A heavy weight had been lifted from his soul.

      “I still can’t believe we survived that,” he chuckled, offering a polite bow to Frieren.

      Frieren nodded back with a rare, genuine smile. “Thank you for the grimoire. That copper-to-iron transmutation spell will come in handy for my collection.”

      “I’m just glad someone got something useful out of this disaster,” Glück said. Then, his tone softened as he looked at Naruto. “Truly… thank you.”

      “Don’t thank us,” Stark muttered, crossing his arms. “Next time, maybe don’t bargain with a demon.”

      Glück chuckled awkwardly, but he didn’t argue. “I paid the price, and I’ll admit my mistakes in front of everyone. I promise.” He paused and turned to Naruto again, a look of genuine curiosity in his eyes. “But… that Di Agözle spell. How did you analyze it? You countered it so easily.”

      Naruto scratched his head, a hint of a goofy smile on his face. “Ah, well. I let myself get hit by it.”

      “Seriously?” Fern groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose in frustration. “That is so knuckleheaded.”

      Frieren smiled gently and reached out to ruffle Naruto’s messy red hair. “Still. It was worth it.”

      Naruto looked ahead at the road, the goofy smile fading. His expression became serious and thoughtful. “They’re in pain,” he said quietly, his voice a little sad.

      “Who?” Frieren asked, her playful demeanor gone in an instant.

      “The demons,” Naruto replied. “They just… don’t know why they exist. So they follow their instincts. They hurt, they destroy, they lie. But that’s not survival. That’s desperation. Macht wanted to be different. He really believed in coexistence—but in a way that was completely twisted. He would’ve killed for eternity if he believed it would bring peace. That’s why I had to stop him.”

      “You didn’t stop him,” Stark said, not accusingly, just curious. “You let Denken do it. But Solitär… you killed her yourself. Why?”

      Naruto’s shoulders slumped just slightly. “Because Solitär was hurting, and she didn’t even realize it. She wanted to understand human emotions, but not to feel them—just to study them. She thought pain was a shortcut to empathy. She would’ve tortured and tormented people forever in her search for understanding. There was no end for her. So I… ended her suffering.”

      He looked down for a moment, then back toward the city, his eyes reflecting a profound sadness.

      “Denken needed it. Killing Macht wasn’t just vengeance for him—it was closure. It was his life’s goal. He deserved to finish it.”

      Frieren turned her gaze to Naruto, her expression unreadable—but soft. There was pride in her eyes. Quiet, unspoken, but undeniably there.

      Naruto noticed and immediately turned away with a grimace, a blush creeping onto his cheeks. “Don’t get the wrong idea, hag. I’m not like you.”

      “Oh?” Frieren quirked a brow, a hint of mischief returning to her eyes.

      “I’m not a racist,” he said, the words coming out in a huff.

      “I’m not a racist either,” Frieren countered, folding her arms. “I just abhor demons.”

      Naruto chuckled bitterly, watching a butterfly drift through the air, a beautiful, innocent contrast to the conversation.

      “I can’t bring myself to hate them,” he said. “All I feel is pity.”

      As the group walked the winding path away from El Dorado, the heavy mood had lightened. The weight of death and demons faded behind their footsteps, replaced with birdsong, easy banter, and the earthy scent of a freshly freed land.

      Then Frieren suddenly stopped, turning slightly with that unnerving, emotionless stare that somehow managed to scream mischief.

      “Though, I have to ask one thing.”

      Naruto blinked, squinting at her suspiciously. “Oh?”

      Frieren tilted her head. “When did I ever hold your hand? Or date you, Naruto?”

      Naruto froze like a golden statue. His soul visibly left his body for a good two seconds, and his jaw dropped. “…You heard that?!”

      “Oh, she heard all of that,” Stark said, walking past him as if this was just a normal Tuesday. “She was using some weird eavesdropping spell during your whole conversation with Solitär. Every dramatic line. Every confession. Even the part where you said she had soft hands—”

      “I NEVER SAID THAT!” Naruto shouted, his face turning a brilliant shade of red.

      Frieren smirked with the calm confidence of a thousand-year-old elf who had definitely seduced gods before. “I didn’t know you were simping for me, Naruto. But I suppose it’s only natural. My feminine charm once captivated even Himmel, after all. You are but a teenager.”

      Naruto looked like he was about to spontaneously combust. His face had gone redder than his hair, which was saying something.

      Fern stepped between them, her arms crossed, radiating a quiet, possessive fury. “Mistress is mine, Mr. Naruto. Don’t even think about taking her away.”

      “I wasn’t thinking anything!” Naruto cried, flailing his arms like a panicked crab.

      “Stop lying,” Fern deadpanned, her expression unmoving.

      Stark, ever the supportive bro, leaned on his spear and nodded gravely. “Yeah, we know you’re into hags, man.”

      “No—! I—! You—! SHUT UP!” Naruto yell-stammered, tripping over his own rage and embarrassment.

      Frieren was thriving. Her eyes sparkled with a playful smugness. “Well… You’re not a bad option, I suppose,” she said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “But if you do want to win me over, you’ll have to become a bit more… mature.”

      That was it. Naruto’s composure finally shattered into a million tiny pieces. “I—YOU—THERE’S NOTHING TO WIN OVER! I WOULDN’T DATE YOU IF YOU WERE THE LAST ELF ON EARTH! YOU’RE JUST A—A—SAGGY HAG WITH ICE FOR BLOOD AND NO SENSE OF SHAME!”

      “Ice for blood?” Frieren mused, her smile widening. “That’s kind of poetic.”

      “STOP COMPLIMENTING MY INSULTS!” Naruto shrieked, his voice cracking.

      As Naruto went into a full tsundere meltdown, Stark and Fern watched from the side, the air around them quieter, a little softer, as if a private moment had just bloomed in the chaos.

      “…Here,” Stark said suddenly, digging into his pocket and pulling out a small, beaded bracelet. He awkwardly shoved it into Fern’s hand, looking away. “Bought this in the market back in El Dorado. Thought it’d look nice on you.”

      Fern blinked, stunned for a second, a small, genuine smile gracing her lips. Then she tucked it into her sleeve. “Thank you,” she murmured.

      Meanwhile, Naruto, still mid-rant, threw up his hands in dramatic frustration. “Look how smooth Stark is! Giving Fern a bracelet because he loves her! Did I ever give you anything, HAG?!”

      Frieren blinked. “You gave me this ring,” she said, holding up her hand, a small, intricate ring with two interlocking lotuses shimmering on her finger.

      Naruto turned white. Then purple. Then a furious tomato red. “I—I—I JUST WANTED TO GET RID OF IT! I GAVE IT TO YOU BECAUSE YOU’RE BASICALLY A DUSTBIN FOR MAGICAL TRINKETS!”

      “Oh?” Frieren raised a brow, a knowing glint in her eye. “No other intentions involved?”

      “Y-yeah! None! Zero! Nada! Zilch! I have never had any feelings or thoughts or dreams about you ever! NOW LET’S MOVE!”

      He stormed ahead like a pouting storm cloud, steam practically billowing from his ears.

      Frieren stared after him for a moment… then smiled just a little, a gentle, fond expression that only lasted for a second. She walked after him, brushing her fingers over the twin lotus ring.

      Behind them, Stark whispered to Fern, “Think we should tell her that ring’s traditionally given to someone you want to marry?”

      Fern smiled, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Let’s not make him suffer further,” she said, though a tiny giggle escaped her lips.

      And with that, the four of them continued their journey—bickering, laughing, and… healing.
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    34. A Relic From Past

    
      “The distinction between the past, present and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 34

    
    

    

    
      The path into the Earnst Region was dry, flat, and blanketed in the kind of cold that wasn’t quite snow-worthy, but just bitter enough to make you miss the sun. Unlike the gentle warmth of the Weise Region, where grass had shimmered and gold literally lined the streets, this place felt… quieter. Less magical. Less alive.

      Naruto kicked a rock out of his way and sighed dramatically. “We’re officially out of the land of golden roads and into the realm of cracked lips and crunchy bread.”

      “Golden roads weren’t edible,” Fern muttered.

      “Yeah, but at least they didn’t try to break my teeth!” he said, pulling out a pathetic hunk of the dry travel bread they’d been gnawing on for days. He held it up like it had personally wronged him. “Seriously, this is bread-shaped betrayal. Even the rats wouldn’t touch it!”

      Stark, trudging alongside him with his usual unbothered expression, shrugged. “It’s edible.”

      “So is dirt if you try hard enough,” Naruto fired back.

      As they rounded a curve in the road, a village appeared at the base of a low hill. Modest, quiet, maybe two dozen homes and some fields stretched behind them—fields that, even from a distance, looked like they had been recently… torn up?

      “Oh thank god,” Fern said under her breath. “A village. Maybe they have soup. Real soup.”

      Naruto’s eyes sparkled with hope. “Maybe… meat?”

      “No way,” Stark said. “Not up here.”

      “Let me dream!”

      As they neared the entrance, an elderly woman stepped out from behind the outer fence. She looked old, yes—gray hair tied back in a tight bun, face wrinkled like a dried apple—but there was nothing frail about her. Her back was straight, and her eyes were sharp like broken glass.

      “Adventurers,” she called out, her voice crisp, “are you confident in your abilities?”

      Frieren answered casually, as if they were discussing the weather. “More or less.”

      “Then,” the old woman said, approaching with a solemn nod, “may I dare to ask your mission?”

      “We’re headed north,” Frieren said, stepping forward. “But we’re open to work if there’s something troubling you.”

      The woman’s lined face tightened. “Then allow me to be honest. At night, something—or someone—comes into our fields. Not every night, but enough that the crops have been ruined. Shredded. Trampled. Sometimes clawed. We’re simple farmers. If this keeps up, we’ll have no harvest, and the village won’t survive the winter.”

      Stark scratched his cheek. “Monster problem?”

      “We don’t know,” she admitted. “We’ve set traps. Lit fires. Even posted men with spears. It doesn’t stop. Always happens between the second and third bell. Always vanishes before dawn.”

      Fern nodded. “Sounds like it’s intelligent. Or careful.”

      Naruto cracked his knuckles. “Sounds like a problem we can solve.”

      But Frieren, of course, had one thing on her mind. “Do you have any grimoires?”

      Naruto let out a long, tired groan. “You would ask that.”

      The old woman looked confused. “We have a small library. Mostly old spellbooks, dusty things we’ve collected over time. Most of the spells inside are… well, perhaps completely useless.”

      Frieren’s eyes glinted like a cat staring at a mouse caught in a glass jar. “Perfect,” she whispered, her voice slightly unhinged.

      Naruto stared at her. “You’re more excited about some moldy book on magically softening hay than helping people, aren’t you?”

      “Soft hay is very comfortable to sleep on,” she replied, completely serious.

      Naruto facepalmed. “Of course it is.”

      “Well,” the old woman said, clearly unsure whether to be encouraged or alarmed by this crew, “you’re welcome to stay at the inn for the night. If you can stop whatever’s destroying our crops, you may take anything from our library. Freely.”

      Frieren smiled. “Then we’ll get to work.”

      Naruto sighed as he adjusted his staff on his back. “Guess I’ll have to wait a little longer for that meat…”

      Stark patted him on the shoulder. “Think of it this way. If we solve this, we’ll probably be offered a real meal.”

      Naruto’s stomach growled. Loudly.

      “…Let’s go catch us a crop-destroying freak,” he said, eyes suddenly burning with determination.

      And just like that, Team Elven Chaos was back in business.

    
    

    
      They crouched behind a thicket of bushes, the dried stalks scratching against their arms as they lay in wait, eyes scanning the shadowed field. The moon was a thin sliver above, barely enough light to see by, and the only sounds were the chirp of insects and the occasional croak of a frog… and, of course—

      “Ugh,” Naruto swatted at his neck, “why are these mosquitoes everywhere? I swear one just flew into my mouth.”

      “You’re welcome,” Frieren said casually, not even looking up from her grimoire. “I cast a repellent spell. Otherwise, they’d be twice as annoying.”

      Naruto scowled. “Hag, I always say your spells are useless. This mosquito one’s not impressive—it’s just barely helpful.”

      Frieren turned to him with a smug grin. “And yet you’re using it.”

      “Shut up, hag.”

      She smirked and went back to pretending she wasn’t quietly pleased.

      Time passed slowly, the field mostly still. They sat in the dry weeds, breath shallow, barely whispering. Until—

      Squish.

      The faint but distinct sound of mud shifting caught their attention. It came from the far side of the field—something pushing the wet earth aside, moving awkwardly, sluggishly, like it didn’t fully know how to walk.

      Naruto and Fern immediately tensed. They scanned with their mana perception—but… nothing.

      “Not demonic,” Fern whispered, confused.

      “I don’t sense any bloodlust,” Naruto added, frowning. “It’s not a monster, either.”

      The thing emerged into view moments later, and what they saw made everyone blink in unison.

      It was a creature—tall, serpentine in shape, with a long, sinuous body that glided against the ground. It had two oddly long arms, stiff and clunky, moving like sticks held by a child playing pretend. Strapped to its back was a basket—an old, rotting one with a gaping hole in the bottom. The creature would gently reach out, pick up a stalk of wheat… and place it in the basket, where it promptly fell right back out behind it.

      Then it repeated the process.

      Again. And again.

      “…That’s not even destroying the crops,” Fern said. “It’s just… picking them and wasting them.”

      “It’s trying to harvest,” Naruto said slowly. “But it’s not working.”

      “That,” Frieren said, already standing and walking forward, “is a golem. A really old one.”

      Naruto blinked. “Wait—you’re just walking out there?!”

      “It’s harmless,” she waved a hand lazily. “Come on.”

      The others scrambled to their feet and followed. As they got closer, Stark tilted his head, watching the golem repeat its pitiful little loop.

      “…What even is this thing?” he asked.

      Frieren stepped a bit closer to the odd, serpentine creature as it continued its confused cycle of “harvesting” crops with absolute futility. She observed its cracked frame, rusting joints, and weathered basket as if examining an old friend who had aged far too quickly.

      “This type of golem was used during the time of the Unified Kingdom,” she explained, brushing her hand against its metallic side. “They were designed for one purpose: cooking.”

      “Cooking?” Naruto asked, squinting like she’d just told him the thing was made for interpretive dance. “This thing?”

      “They were efficient in their time. People were too busy with matters of statecraft, war, magic research… you name it. Cooking was considered a luxury some couldn’t afford.”

      Stark looked between her and the robot. “Wait—Unified Kingdom? You mean the Great Kingdom that fell over thousands of years ago? That one?”

      “Exactly,” Frieren nodded.

      Just then, the golem stopped its pathetic attempts at harvest, turned its creaky head toward them, and in a static-laced monotone said:

      “Your request?”

      Naruto flinched. “It talks?!”

      “It’s asking for a food order,” Frieren said simply, like this was just a vending machine from ancient times. “It must’ve been stuck in the harvesting phase due to the hole in the basket. It can’t collect ingredients, so it’s been repeating the task endlessly, never able to move to the next command.”

      There was something almost tragic about that—like an actor repeating a line forever because no one said “cut.”

      “When I was apprenticed under Master Flamme, we used these all the time,” she continued, her voice softer now. “We were obsessed with studying magic. Cooking by hand was out of the question. But Master once told me… that she dreamed of a time when people would cook for those they love. That such an era would mean peace had arrived.”

      She smiled faintly.

      “Well, this era did arrive. People do cook now. But if someone saw this thing today, they’d just scream ‘monster’ and burn it down.”

      Frieren raised her hand, mana sparking gently at her fingertips. “We should shut it down before the villagers see it and panic.”

      But before she could cast, Naruto stepped forward.

      “Wait,” he said.

      The golem turned to him. He stared back into its dim, unfocused mechanical eyes.

      He didn’t know why he did it. He couldn’t even explain the words that slipped from his mouth.

      “Release vault.”

      CLICK.

      With a sound that felt like a century of dust being broken, the golem’s torso suddenly split open… and a metallic compartment slid forward like a drawer.

      Everyone froze.

      “Wh—What the hell?” Stark said, jumping back.

      Even Frieren paused, her spell dissipating mid-cast. “That… shouldn’t have worked.”

      Fern blinked. “Mr. Naruto, how did you do that?”

      “I… I dunno,” Naruto muttered, staring at his own hand like it had just done something without asking. “I just… felt like I’d seen it before. Like I knew that command.”

      “Could it be…” Frieren murmured, narrowing her eyes at him. “No. That’d be too convenient…”

      Stark, curiosity outweighing caution, stepped forward and looked inside the open drawer. He reached in—and pulled out a steaming, fragrant bowl of thick golden soup.

      “A soup? A thousand-year-old soup?” he blinked. “That’s… that’s impossible.”

      Frieren leaned in, inspecting the golem’s internal chamber. “The golem has a miniature preservation field. It must’ve been pre-programmed to cook and store a ready dish. Fascinating.”

      “Mr. Naruto,” Fern asked again, a bit more urgently, “what was that just now? That command?”

      Naruto shook his head, still visibly thrown off. “I swear I’ve never seen this golem before. But the moment I stood in front of it, my body just… remembered. It’s like a dream I forgot but still feel.”

      Frieren stared at him thoughtfully. There was something more to this boy than even she could predict. Something reaching further back—deep into lost ages. But now wasn’t the time to ask.

      Instead, she simply raised her hand once again and softly said:

      “Terminate.”

      The golem’s eyes flickered once. Then it slumped forward. Its metallic frame dissolved into fine silver dust and evaporated into the breeze, leaving no trace of its existence, save the warm bowl of soup still in Stark’s hands.

      “Well,” Frieren dusted off her hands, turning toward the others with a satisfied smirk. “On the bright side—we solved the mystery. And we’ve got thousand-year-old soup.”

      Naruto looked at the bowl skeptically. “Do you think it’s safe to eat?”

      Stark had already taken a slurp.

      “…Delicious.”

    
    

    
      The so-called library was more of a sad, creaky room that smelled like dust and dead spiders—its shelves stacked with decaying tomes, many of which had titles like “The Art of Goose Whispering” or “Spells for Impressing Bored Nobles”. Old scrolls were half-eaten by silverfish, and the light filtering through the grimy window gave the whole place a tragic little glow.

      Frieren, of course, looked absolutely in her element.

      She sifted through the stacks like a kid at a toy store, eyes sharp, fingers quick, expression utterly unreadable. Meanwhile, Naruto stood leaning against a pillar, arms crossed, looking more like he was waiting for someone to finish using the bathroom than for someone to pick out magical literature.

      Fern and Stark, already yawning and shuffling their feet five minutes in, bailed after a quiet “We’ll go for a walk.” Naruto didn’t even blink.

      That left just him and the elf.

      She kept flipping through pages until, out of nowhere, she asked in that calm, always-too-casual voice of hers, “Naruto?”

      He glanced her way. “What?”

      “When Serie interviewed you for the Mage Exams… what did she say?”

      “Huh? You mean besides looking like I just broke her brain in two?” he smirked, remembering it fondly. “She was kinda dumbfounded by my mana.”

      Frieren didn’t laugh. Her fingers paused on a page, but her face gave nothing away. “Other than that, did she ask anything… odd?”

      “Hmm…” Naruto furrowed his brows, trying to remember. “She did ask if I could sense fluctuations in her mana. You know, like a test. Hehe, I even pointed out their shape and color. You shoulda seen her face.”

      “And?” Frieren’s voice was quieter now, not quite tense, but far from relaxed.

      He tilted his head. “Oh yeah… she asked if either of my parents had red hair. Weird, right?”

      “I see.” That was all she said as she plucked a book from the shelf.

      Naruto squinted. “That it? You’re not gonna comment on that totally strange question?”

      Frieren stood and dusted off the cover. “No need. Just confirming something.”

      “Something like what?” he pressed, stepping forward.

      “Nothing important.”

      “Liar,” he muttered under his breath, but let it go.

      He eyed the book she was holding, a brow raised. “So? What spell did you pick this time? Let me guess—another spell to change the taste of mud into cheesecake? Or maybe a jutsu to make your enemies feel mildly annoyed?”

      Frieren smiled ever so slightly, holding the tome like a trophy. “A spell that makes paper airplanes fly high and far.”

      Naruto stared at her, completely deadpan.

      “…I’m not even surprised anymore. Honestly, I was expecting worse. Like a spell to summon a single sneeze at will.”

      “I already have that one,” she said, stone-faced.

      “You’re joking.”

      “I’m not.”

      Naruto groaned, dragging a hand down his face. “You ancient weirdos really just hoard the most bizarre stuff like it’s gold.”

      Frieren walked past him, not looking back. “Let’s go.”

      “Yeah, yeah…” Naruto followed her out, muttering under his breath, “Bet next time you’ll find a spell to make grass whisper secrets to you or something.”

      “That one’s in the next town’s library,” she replied without missing a beat.

      He choked. “You are joking that time, right?”

      A smug silence.

      “…Right?!”

    
    

    
      The Wissen Mountain Pass was sharp and serene, with the kind of biting chill that kissed your cheeks and made every exhale visible in little white puffs. The wind wasn’t howling, but it was persistent, whispering through the crags and over the narrow path like a song only the mountains knew. The party moved carefully—Stark muttering about how high up they were, Fern bundled in her scarf, Naruto trying not to trip over every stone, and Frieren… well, Frieren looked like she was walking through her backyard.

      As they crested another bend, the pass began to slope downward, revealing a misty horizon beyond the jagged edge.

      “There should be a village on the other side of this ridge,” Frieren informed them, gaze ahead. “Small. Barely a dot on the map. But it exists.”

      “Bet it’s another weird little place where they worship potatoes or think sneezing drives off demons,” Naruto mumbled.

      Stark chuckled. “Honestly? Wouldn’t be surprised.”

      That was when a voice called out.

      “Adventurers?”

      An older man—late sixties, perhaps—was approaching from the path ahead. He looked sturdy despite his age, with a grey beard that reached his collar and calloused hands that spoke of years working with soil and plants.

      “Yes,” Frieren replied evenly.

      The man gave a polite bow. “I’m a local herbalist. I have a request. A strange one, if you’ll hear it.”

      “What kind of task?” Frieren asked, already looking mildly curious.

      “Come with me,” the old man said, motioning them to follow.

      They did, walking a few short minutes toward a humble cabin nestled on the village’s outskirts. It was the kind of place that smelled like dried herbs and old wood. Shelves of neatly labeled jars lined the walls, and bundles of lavender hung from the rafters.

      He knelt near a low drawer, rummaging through some cloth before pulling out a small, delicate wooden box.

      He opened it reverently. Inside was a single fruit—small, round, and glossy purple-red, with a few speckles across its skin.

      It looked… perfectly ordinary.

      “A berry?” Naruto asked, blinking.

      “This,” the herbalist said, holding it up gently, “was found by a traveler three days ago. It fell from the sky.”

      “From the sky?” Fern echoed.

      “I thought so too,” the man said. “Nonsense. At first. But then I examined it more closely.”

      He placed it on the table. “This fruit is indigenous to the deep South. Grows in hot, humid regions. Certainly not here in the freezing northern plateau. And definitely not in the middle of the sky.”

      Naruto frowned. “Maybe a bird dropped it?”

      “That was my first thought. But no signs of pecking, no scratches or damage. And no birds in this area that migrate from that far south.”

      Frieren stared at the berry, eyes narrowing. “So, this is a mystery of unnatural origin.”

      The herbalist nodded solemnly. “Exactly. It sounds silly to many. But to me, as someone who has studied flora all his life… this is an enigma. It shouldn’t be here. I don’t just want to know how it got here—I want to know why.”

      Stark tilted his head. “What if it’s just some magic trick? Like someone teleported fruit as a prank?”

      “Still a mystery,” Frieren said quietly. “Magic always leaves behind traces.”

      Naruto crossed his arms. “So you’re saying someone chucked a southern fruit into the sky over some frozen mountains and it landed like a gift from the heavens?”

      The herbalist nodded seriously. “And I want you to uncover its story.”

      “We accept,” Frieren said without hesitation, her fingers already drifting toward her satchel.

      Naruto groaned. “Let me guess. You’re hoping the answer is written in some weird old spellbook hidden in a dead wizard’s bathroom closet.”

      “Maybe,” she said with a little smile.

      Fern rolled her eyes. “Here we go again.”

      And so, with one mysterious berry and a whole new curiosity in their pocket, the party prepared to unravel yet another strange tale of the plateau.

    
    

    
      The chapel was quiet, the kind of quiet only found in old wooden buildings where even the wind respects the stillness. Shafts of light beamed down through dusty windows as the party sat on worn benches, thinking. The mysterious southern fruit weighed on their minds like a riddle with no punchline.

      Stark was half-asleep, Fern was cross-referencing climate patterns in her grimoire, and Frieren… was flipping through a book on migratory birds written four hundred years ago like it was a novel.

      Naruto, however, was staring blankly at the ceiling—then blinked. Squinted. Tilted his head. “…Yo. Do you guys see that?”

      Fern didn’t look up. “See what?”

      “That.” Naruto pointed directly up through the open skylight of the chapel dome.

      They all turned their eyes skyward.

      At first, there was nothing. Just sky. Empty, pale blue, and too still.

      But slowly… something began to take shape.

      A dot.

      No, not just a dot. A shadow.

      Fern frowned. “It’s so high… I can’t sense any mana from it. It’s beyond my detection range.”

      Frieren narrowed her eyes, unbothered by the height. “That’s not surprising.”

      “What is it?” Stark asked.

      “That,” Frieren said calmly as she stood and summoned her staff with a spark of light, “is a Sky Range Dragon.”

      Everyone blinked.

      “A what now?” Naruto asked.

      “They’re peaceful giants,” Frieren said. “They fly endlessly above the clouds. Don’t attack people, don’t meddle in wars. They only descend when they die.”

      “You’ve seen one before?” Fern asked, rising to her feet too.

      “I’ve read about them before. But I’ve never seen one.”

      “So why could I see it?” Naruto asked, confused.

      “You see mana differently,” Frieren replied. “That, or your vision is just stupidly good.”

      Naruto looked half-proud, half-worried.

      “Are we seriously going that high?” Stark asked, eyeing the shrinking dot in the sky.

      “It’s fine,” Frieren said casually, already floating.

      “Totally fine,” Naruto echoed nervously before grabbing Stark like a bag of groceries. “Let’s go, human backpack.”

      “Oi—wait—hold—!”

      With Fern and Frieren leading the way, the party soared higher and higher, up through the frigid air. The wind grew sharper. The clouds passed beneath them. Their ears popped. Fern cast a temperature shield spell just in time.

      And then—

      They broke through a ceiling of clouds.

      What they saw made Stark nearly drop his sword.

      “No. Freaking. Way.”

      The creature ahead of them glided silently through the sky, majestic and massive beyond comprehension. A dragon—yes, but unlike any they had ever seen.

      Its wings were so broad they cast shadows over the clouds. Its scales shimmered like starlight, and along its back… was an entire forest. Ancient trees, rivers, moss-covered boulders. And beyond that—mountains. Real ones. Jagged and snow-capped, sloping gently along its spine as if nature itself had claimed this dragon for its own.

      “I-Is that an actual ecosystem?” Fern gasped.

      “It’s beautiful,” Naruto said, floating beside the dragon in awe. “Back in my world, there were stories about a giant turtle in Lightning Country with an island on its back. I never saw it, but… it was supposed to be just as huge.”

      “Legend says Sky Range Dragons live for thousands of years,” Frieren explained. “Some theories claim they’re the remnants of the world’s first mana beasts. They gather plants and seeds in their travels, unknowingly growing whole forests on their backs.”

      Stark just blinked. “That thing could fit a city up there…”

      Frieren gave a faint smile. “And yet it lives alone. So far above everything else.”

      Naruto floated closer, his eyes scanning the trees. “Hey, do you think there’s any fruit or herbs up here?”

      “There definitely are,” Frieren said, already adjusting her trajectory. “Let’s gather some for the herbalist. He’ll be happy to know his mystery fruit came from the back of a mythical dragon.”

      “I bet he’ll faint,” Fern muttered.

      “Do we tell him the full truth?” Stark asked.

      “I mean, would you believe it if someone said your breakfast berry came from the back of a flying sky dragon?” Naruto grinned.

      “…Fair.”

      They landed gently on the dragon’s back, the air thin but the silence peaceful. Birds chirped, leaves rustled, a gentle breeze moved through the forest. It was like a hidden paradise, floating forever above the world.

      “Let’s be quick,” Frieren said, walking into the green. “We don’t want to stay too long. These creatures can shift direction without warning.”

      “And also,” Fern added, “I’d rather not be midair if it decides to sneeze.”

      With laughter and awe lingering between them, the party vanished into the mountaintop forest on the dragon’s back—an impossible journey born from one falling berry.

    
    

    
      The sun shone softly over the quiet village they were staying in—perfect weather for a bit of chaos.

      Out front of the inn, Frieren stood with narrowed eyes and furrowed brows, arms stiff, utterly focused on the small wooden toy in her hands.

      Naruto stood beside her like a coach at a sports festival. “Okay, hag, the trick is in the wrist—don’t just swing the ball, guide it. Be gentle.”

      Frieren, of course, completely ignored his advice and yanked the kendama like she was summoning a comet. Whap!

      “—What are you two up to—?”

      CRACK!

      The ball smacked Stark square in the face with the precision of a guided missile. He dropped like a sack of potatoes, landing flat on his butt, blinking at the sky in betrayal.

      Neither of them noticed.

      “See?” Naruto said, demonstrating with one hand behind his back. “Like this. Smooth. Focused. Clean. Perfect.” The ball landed on the spike, again and again, with ridiculous ease.

      Frieren’s eyes sparkled like she’d just discovered a new grimoire. “Fascinating.”

      She tried again. Whoosh—

      SMASH!

      The ball ricocheted off-course, crashed through the nearby window of the inn with a spectacular crunch.

      “MR. NARUTO!” came Fern’s voice, absolutely fuming from inside.

      “It wasn’t me! It was the hag!” Naruto pointed instantly, the traitor.

      “Don’t blame Mistress for your own faults!” Fern snapped back.

      Unbothered, Frieren tried once more, gripping the kendama with newfound resolve.

      THUMP!

      This time, she misjudged the swing and knocked a literal dent into the wooden wall. A perfect ball-sized hole appeared. Fern, mid-page in her book, glanced up—and now had a direct line of sight to the culprits.

      They spent the next ten minutes fixing the window and the wall, under Fern’s strict supervision. Naruto, bless his soul, learned two repair spells in the process. “You’re welcome,” Frieren said dryly, casting one with a flick of her hand.

      Despite the collateral damage, Frieren wasn’t giving up.

      “I remember once,” she began, tying her sleeves back like a monk about to ascend a mountain, “when the Immortal Böse—one of the Seven Sages of Destruction—trapped me, Himmel, Heiter, and Eisen inside an indestructible space. I gave up. I was ready to live there forever.”

      Stark, still nursing his bruised face nearby, squinted. “Sounds about right…”

      “But Himmel didn’t give up. Neither did Heiter or Eisen. They inspired me. We broke through the impossible and escaped. So.”

      She turned her glowing eyes to the kendama. “This too… I shall master.”

      She activated a mana-focused spell—Attraction Manipulation: Gentle Orbit. The wooden ball began to levitate gently toward the spike.

      “Don’t give up, hag!” Naruto called out with a grin.

      “You can do it, Mistress Frieren!” Fern cheered, peeking out from behind a now fully-repaired window.

      And then—

      BUMP!

      Frieren leaned too far. She tipped forward, her chin kissing the earth with a dull thud. But—

      The ball was perched perfectly on the spike.

      She raised her head slowly, a strand of grass stuck to her cheek. “…I did it.”

      Cheers erupted from Naruto and Fern.

      Meanwhile, Stark sat off to the side, holding a cold cloth to his face. “…Isn’t that cheating? She literally used magic. That’s the same as using your hand.”

      No one was listening to him.

      Frieren stood proud, brushing dirt from her robes. “I see now why humans enjoy this. It’s… challenging. Personal. Strange. Yet… rewarding.”

      She turned, clicked open a rather mysterious-looking briefcase, and from within pulled out an arsenal of human leisure:

      A pair of badminton rackets.

      A Rubik’s cube.

      A jigsaw puzzle.

      Pick-up sticks.

      A shiny yo-yo.

      A strategy board game titled Kingdoms of Fluff (Naruto swore he saw that in a toy shop).

      And most terrifying of all—

      A Monopoly board.

      Naruto’s eyes lit up. “Oooh, is that the cube puzzle? I heard only geniuses can finish it without ripping off the stickers.”

      Fern peeked over his shoulder, curious. “Mistress, what are you planning…?”

      Frieren’s eyes glinted like a scientist on the brink of invention. “I will master the human experience.”

      Naruto leaned closer to Fern. “…We’re gonna need more windows, huh.”

      “Definitely,” Fern whispered back.

      Stark, still on the ground, muttered to himself, “I miss when the worst I had to deal with was just getting punched in the face by demons…”
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    35. By Any Chance, Are You From The Future?

    
      “People assume that time is a strict progression of cause to effect, but actually from a non-linear, non-subjective viewpoint — it’s more like a big ball of wibbly wobbly… time-y wimey… stuff.”

    
    

    

    
      Chapter 35

    
    

    

    
      The air at Kino Pass had teeth. Really.

      A dry, sharp cold bit into their cheeks, even though the sun was a lazy, hazy disk in the sky. High, thin clouds painted streaks of white above the craggy slopes.

      Ahead of them, nestled into a bend in the mountain’s side, was a buzzing station of thevity, rows of tents, campfires smoking, people shouting, crates being hauled, and stoic soldiers standing firm along the great sealed wall. It was a bustling hub of life in an otherwise desolate, frigid landscape.

      “That’s Kino Pass,” Frieren said, her voice quiet but clear over the wind’s low howl. “To go further north, we have to get through.”

      But the gate was closed, a massive, unmoving wall of stone and metal, guarded by soldiers in heavy winter gear. A large, iron-plated seal was visible from their vantage point, humming faintly with a dormant magical energy.

      Stark blinked at the wall and scratched the back of his head, the metal of his gauntlets making a soft scraping sound. “Wait, wait… you’re telling me we walked all this way and can’t even get through?”

      “We can get through. Just not right now,” Fern replied calmly, brushing her cloak straight as they approached the base of the checkpoint. Her expression was composed, but her eyes scanned the soldiers quickly, as if she were already calculating if she could bribe one with leftover stew or perhaps a magically-preserved apple.

      Naruto tilted his head as he surveyed the wall, his jade-green eyes narrowing. A low, rhythmic hum emanated from the sealed gate, a sound he recognized as a powerful, but currently inactive, magic barrier. “So… why’s it shut?”

      A passing worker carrying a heavy stack of wood planks paused just long enough to overhear their conversation. He leaned against a crate, breathing heavily, a plume of white air puffing from his mouth. “You didn’t hear? Ever since that demon Macht fell, the Fortified City of Weise’s been reactivating some of the old barriers. They’re running tests, shoring up defenses. Trade’s shut down. Could take days. Maybe a month. Depends on how fast the repairs go.”

      Naruto’s face dropped, the frustration evident in his posture. “A month?! No shot. The hag’s going to find a new shiny object to waste our money on if we have to wait a month.”

      “Normally folks head to the northern coasts and take a boat,” the worker continued, barely hiding a chuckle as he gestured vaguely to the west. “But sea passage ain’t cheap, y’know. Not with the high demand.”

      “…Which we can’t afford because someone thought spending twelve gold coins on a levitating paperweight was a good idea,” Fern said, a sharp, pointed side-eye directed at Frieren.

      “It was not a paperweight,” Frieren muttered, her arms folded tightly. She looked utterly unbothered by the accusation, as if it were a matter of fact, not an opinion.

      “It’s literally just a rock that hovers and glows blue,” Fern insisted, gesturing with her hands. “It doesn’t even have a practical purpose.”

      “A very magical rock,” Frieren countered. “The mana density within it is a marvel of ancient magic. A true collector’s item.”

      Stark flopped down onto a nearby log with a heavy sigh, his armor clinking with the motion. “So what now? We just sit here and… rot? I’m getting frostbite just thinking about it.”

      Naruto folded his arms, his staff resting on his shoulder like a simple traveling stick. The cold wind ruffled his short red hair. “We could always practice magic.” He threw Fern a grin and gave her a dramatic thumbs-up. “Better than twiddling our thumbs.”

      His white robes shimmered faintly under the sunlight, the intricate golden embroidery along the hems catching glints of light. He looked, in that moment, like a wandering myth—a mage from a storybook, written in red and gold.

      Fern’s cheeks colored slightly, though she played it cool, her posture stiffening slightly. “Well, we are mages. This is the best use of time.”

      “Besides,” Frieren interrupted, already walking past them with her arms tucked inside her sleeves, “there’s a place nearby I want to visit.”

      Naruto’s eye twitched, a sudden sense of dread washing over him. “Is it another trinket shop? Hag, I swear, if you drag me to another store selling musical stones and scented socks—”

      “You’ll live,” Frieren said flatly, not even turning around. Her voice was dismissive, as if the destination was a foregone conclusion.

      With a groan, Naruto followed, his staff clinking against the stones as he walked. “Why do I always get dragged into your weird whims…”

      “Because you never say no,” Fern said simply, a hint of a smile playing on her lips.

      “…Ugh. True.”

      Stark, finally getting to his feet again, muttered something about frostbite and pointless detours but followed anyway. They were a peculiar group, a mix of a stoic warrior, a perpetually grumpy mage, a pragmatic apprentice, and an idealistic hero, bound by their shared journey.

      Together, they left the hustle of the checkpoint behind and stepped into the solemn quiet of the woods. The trees stood tall and ancient here, gnarled pines with roots like veins over the stones and a thick blanket of moss. Snow hadn’t fallen, but the air felt like it remembered it. The ground crunched beneath their boots, dry twigs snapping, the earth cold and brittle.

      No one spoke for a while. The only sounds were the whisper of the wind through the trees and the steady rhythm of their boots on the frozen soil. It was a peaceful, if chilly, interlude before whatever new madness Frieren had planned.

      “Where are we going, exactly?” Naruto finally asked, breaking the silence.

      “You’ll see.”

      “You always say that.”

      And yet, they followed.

      As the woods began to thin, the air shifted, like it always did around places ancient and strange. The trees bent ever so slightly away from the clearing ahead, as if avoiding something they did not understand. A hush fell over the group, a natural reverence for the unexplained. Even Stark, ever ready with a complaint, slowed his steps, his usual bluster replaced with a quiet curiosity.

      “There’s a Megami’s Monument here,” Frieren said softly, almost reverently. Her gaze was steady, but her voice carried the faint weight of a distant memory, a thousand years old and yet somehow fresh.

      Fern blinked, glancing toward her teacher. “There are ten of them in the world, right?” she asked, her voice hushed. “I remember reading about them in a book. They’re all in remote locations.”

      “Correct,” Frieren nodded, pushing a low-hanging branch aside as they stepped into the clearing. ‘Nobody has ever been able to decipher their purpose. Not mages, not historians. Not even the Elves.’ She gestured to the surrounding woods with a sweeping hand. “They are a complete enigma. A message with no recipient.”

      Naruto slowed his steps, taking in the scene. The clearing was quiet, almost unnaturally so. Grass grew wild in patches, the cold wind brushing over it in soft, rhythmic waves. At the far end stood a tall slab of pale stone, once tall, rather. Now it leaned slightly, broken at the top, deep cracks spiderwebbing down its body like a collection of ancient scars. Moss and lichen clung to its face, especially along the fractures, a testament to the passage of time. And yet, faintly, the old language was still carved into the surface—flowing, curved script that hummed with a low aura of something… lost.

      Frieren walked toward it slowly, her boots making no sound on the soft earth. “When I traveled with Himmel, Heiter, and Eisen… we came here once. Stood right where we are now.”

      She placed a hand gently on the edge of the slab, her fingers tracing the faded lines of the ancient writing. A small, almost imperceptible tremor ran through the stone at her touch.

      “Strangely,” she continued, ‘my memory of that week is… hazy. One week, just gone. I asked Himmel about it, he didn’t remember it either. Nor did Heiter. Not even Eisen.’ Her lips curved into a crooked, mischievous smile. “So naturally, I’ve returned. To exact revenge.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened, a look of pure bewilderment on his face. “Revenge on… a rock? Hag, I swear, you’re the weirdest person I’ve ever met.”

      Frieren smiled wider, her eyes twinkling with a dark humor. “Precisely. This stone stole my time. I will steal its secrets.”

      “That’s incredibly on-brand for you,” Fern muttered with a sigh, shaking her head. “A revenge quest against an inanimate object. What a legacy.”

      They all stepped forward to get a better look. The stone stood like a silent sentinel from another age, whispering things no one had ears to hear anymore. A thin breeze danced around it, carrying with it the faint scent of old moss and damp soil.

      Frieren raised her staff, preparing to begin her analysis, her eyes glowing faintly with mana, when Naruto stepped forward with a smug little grin. He looked confident, his chest puffed out with an air of self-importance.

      “Hang on, hang on, hang on,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “Let me take this one.”

      Frieren blinked, a look of genuine surprise on her face. “You?”

      “Yeah. I mean, remember the elven lock at the Bier Region? You said it’d take months to decode, and your ‘great-mage brain’ was all, ‘it’s sealed with at least five linguistic barriers and mana traps!’”

      Frieren narrowed her eyes, a tiny flicker of annoyance in their depths.

      Naruto puffed his chest out a bit further. “And I cracked it in one minute. Because I’m built different.”

      Fern looked mildly impressed and horrified, remembering the smell.

      “It was mostly him guessing until something exploded, I think.” Stark added helpfully, his voice a low rumble. “And then he reassembled the pieces. And it still took a few tries. I’m pretty sure he almost blew our rations up. Honestly, I am not sure, my memory is… a bit fuzzy after drinking that thousand-year-old booze. Yuck.”

      “It did work!” Naruto chirped, undeterred by the correction. “So come on, Hag—step aside and let the prodigy do his thing.”

      Frieren raised a single eyebrow, then, shockingly, stepped aside, a smirk playing on her lips. “Be my guest. I’ll be watching.”

      Stark scratched his head, a worried look on his face. “You sure this is a good idea?”

      “No,” Frieren said with a shrug. “But it’ll be fun to watch him fail.”

      Fern, meanwhile, moved beside Naruto, her eyes sharp and attentive. She rarely passed up a chance to learn, especially from someone who, despite how idiotic he acted, was terrifyingly gifted. She might have to be his backup if he needed it.

      Naruto crouched before the slab, the Flamme staff resting across his back. His fingers brushed across the surface gently, feeling the cool, rough texture of the stone. Moss clung stubbornly to the writing, damp and stringy, but he wiped it away with both hands until the old script was more clearly visible.

      “Let’s see…” he murmured, leaning in, his voice dropping low as if the stone might whisper back. His eyes scanned the intricate carvings, a look of intense concentration on his face.

      The wind slowed to a stop.

      Even the birds in the woods fell silent, their songs replaced by an expectant quiet.

      And the stone seemed to wait.

    
    

    
      The stone monument illuminated with a soft, ethereal green light, humming with a power that vibrated in Naruto’s very bones. He blinked, rubbing his eyes in disbelief. A second ago, he was staring at a moss-covered relic so ancient it might’ve predated language itself. Now… everything was different.

      The clearing was no longer cracked and overgrown—it shimmered with a strange, golden warmth. Sunlight bathed everything in a soft, honeyed glow, filtering through leaves that hadn’t been there a moment ago. The air was fresh, impossibly clean, and smelled of blossoms and damp earth. The monument stood tall again—towering and pristine, its carved symbols glowing faintly along its marble face like it had just been sculpted. It was a perfect, beautiful moment in time, frozen and preserved.

      Naruto’s brows furrowed in confusion, his gaze darting from the rejuvenated monument to the impossible, golden light. “What the—?”

      And then—

      “Frieren has turned into a boy!” a voice behind him boomed with the hearty rumble of a war horn.

      Naruto almost face-planted from sheer whiplash, his head snapping around. “Huh?!”

      He spun, raising his staff in a flash, the gem atop it pulsing with a warning light. Three figures stood not far from the monument, bathed in the same golden light that tingled unnaturally along Naruto’s skin. They looked as bewildered as he felt.

      “It’s not Frieren,” another voice said. It was calm, level, and controlled, a stark contrast to the booming exclamation just before.

      Naruto took three long strides back, his heart pounding in his chest. His teammates Fern, Stark, and Frieren were nowhere in sight. The world he had known a moment ago was completely gone.

      The strangers weren’t exactly subtle.

      One was a dwarf, burly and broad, with a long yellow beard braided into thick ropes. He wore a deep crimson cape over heavy armor, and in his hands was a war axe that looked like it could cleave a mountain in two. He gripped it tightly, his knuckles white.

      Beside him stood a man with neatly combed green hair and small spectacles perched on his nose. He wore the unmistakable black-and-white robes of a priest, with a thick, leather-bound scripture already opened and glowing softly. He held it like a shield.

      And at the center, standing just a step ahead of the other two, was a young man. He had soft blue hair, neatly swept to one side, piercing blue eyes, and a quiet intensity that radiated a subtle confidence. His clothes were stylish yet functional—a blue undersuit beneath a flowing white cloak trimmed with silver. A sword hung from his waist, and it was already unsheathed, its blade gleaming as he pointed it directly at Naruto. He looked at Naruto with a gaze that was both wary and fiercely protective.

      “Who are you?” Naruto demanded, tightening his grip on his staff. His voice was laced with a palpable tension. “What have you done to my teammates?”

      The blue-haired swordsman narrowed his eyes, not lowering his weapon an inch. “Where’s my friend? The elf?”

      Naruto’s brows shot up in disbelief. “Huh? What? I don’t know who you are—and who’s your friend?! The only elf I know is a thousand-year-old walking rock with a magic addiction!”

      “He seems dangerous,” the dwarf muttered, shifting his considerable weight into a lower stance, his gaze never leaving Naruto’s staff. “That glow… it’s not normal mana.” His knuckles whitened around the axe handle.

      “This guy is extremely dangerous,” the priest said, taking a cautious step back. He didn’t raise his voice, but the way his eyes flicked toward the others, a silent command passed between them. “I can’t feel any mana from him.”

      The priest’s voice lowered to a whisper, filled with a professional unease. “That means either he’s suppressing it perfectly… or he’s so powerful, it’s untraceable.” He tightened his grip on his scripture, preparing for the worst.

      Naruto’s heart pounded. Not with fear—he’d been in way weirder situations than this—but with caution. None of this made sense. Were these illusions? Projections? Were they the memory anomaly that had wiped Frieren’s recollection of this place and time? The golden light seemed to be a side-effect, a physical manifestation of a memory. A moment frozen in time.

      “I’m warning you!” he called out, his voice sharp and clear. The Flamme staff’s crystal surged with mana, a radiant, emerald light blooming around it like a small sun. “Back off, or I won’t hold back!”

      For a moment, everything held still. The golden light, the ancient monument, the three legendary heroes, and the confused hero from another world, all locked in a moment of tense silence.

      And then—they lunged.

      The dwarf’s axe cleaved the air with a terrifying whoosh—a blow so heavy the air itself split, rustling the trees behind Naruto like a passing storm. Naruto, with the agility of a practiced acrobat, dodged with a nimble twist of his body, his white-gold robes flaring like a comet in motion. The force of the axe strike left a deep gouge in the earth where he had just been standing.

      The blue-haired swordsman was already on him, his blade flashing with a skill honed through decades of training and a natural, intuitive grace. Naruto parried it with the side of his Flamme staff, the impact crackling like flint striking stone and sending a shower of sparks into the air. The two legendary heroes were a blur of motion, their movements fluid and precise.

      Behind them, the priest’s voice rang out—low and steady, like an incantation whispered to the bones of the earth itself. The air crackled with a palpable shift in energy.

      “Sanctus Fortis… Caro Exalto…” he chanted, his scripture glowing brighter.

      Naruto felt the pressure shift instantly. Mana surged, but it wasn’t his—it was theirs, an ancient, powerful magic that amplified their strength and speed. His opponents had just powered up.

      “Cheaters,” Naruto muttered, a playful smirk on his face, though his eyes were sharp and focused.

      The dwarf came barreling again, his axe now ignited with an unnatural red light from the priest’s enchantment. He was faster, stronger, and more relentless than before. Naruto crouched, channeled mana into his palm, and thrust forward.

      “Zoltarak!”

      A crackling violet sphere of pure destruction exploded from his palm, arcing toward the dwarf with a violent hum. It wasn’t a restrained blast—it was pure, raw mana shaped into annihilation, a testament to his own immense, chaotic power.

      The dwarf swore loudly and brought up his axe to defend, the red light flaring in defiance. The blast hit with the force of a small meteorite, knocking him clean off his feet and sending him crashing into a tree trunk. The tree splintered, a thunderous crack echoing through the clearing.

      “He’s using Zoltarak like Qual,” the dwarf bellowed as he pulled himself from the cracked bark, a thin stream of blood running down his forehead. “He’s a demon!”

      “Most probably,” the swordsman said, dodging a follow-up strike from Naruto with a casual, almost bored, flick of his wrist. He spun and sliced toward Naruto’s midsection with alarming grace, his movements a beautiful, deadly dance.

      Naruto twisted, barely avoiding the blade, but not without noticing something strange. The sword seemed to absorb the light around it, a dark, hungry void at its center.

      “…That sword,” he muttered under his breath, his eyes narrowing in concentration. “Why does that look… familiar?”

      No time to think.

      The dwarf and the swordsman came at him together now—one from each side, their movements perfectly in sync, a lifetime of teamwork and trust on display. The priest’s chanting grew louder and faster, fueling their assault. They were trying to overwhelm him, to find a crack in his defenses.

      Naruto narrowed his eyes, a dangerous glint in their depths. “Fine.”

      With a breath, he planted his feet and reached into the Flamme staff. Mana spiraled out from it, pure and brilliant, coiling into his palm. He pulled it into a Schee Spear, a razor-sharp, translucent lance of dense, condensed mana.

      The dwarf lunged—

      Naruto pivoted and hurled the spear straight into his shoulder before twisting toward the swordsman and slamming a powerful punch into his midsection.

      The blue-haired man grunted, absorbing the full brunt with his sword—again. Naruto was sure of it now. That weapon was not normal. It drank mana on contact, dulling his strikes and redirecting the force. His punch had landed, but most of the power had been absorbed by the mana-eating blade.

      “Damn it,” Naruto hissed, his frustration growing.

      And then—

      WHAM.

      The dwarf—still standing, bleeding from his arm but moving with terrifying willpower—had closed the distance and punched Naruto square in the ribs. The force was immense, and the priest’s blessing made it feel like being hit by a boulder.

      Naruto flew back, skidding across the grass, his white robes dirtied and torn at the hem. He stopped just short of the monument, coughing slightly, a sharp pain radiating from his side.

      “Tch… that hurt,” he said, a grimace on his face.

      His hand flickered through a series of quick signs, the movements so fast they were almost invisible.

      Poof.

      A clone appeared beside him, instantly darting toward the dwarf without hesitation. It drew mana into its palm for another spell, a brilliant flash of light signaling its intent.

      Meanwhile, Naruto surged back into the fight, staff in hand, his eyes locked on the swordsman.

      The priest paused his chant only long enough to mutter, “Two of him…?” The surprise was evident in his tone, a crack in his otherwise stoic demeanor.

      “Yep,” Naruto muttered as he sprinted forward, the Flamme staff glowing with a fierce, emerald light. “And we both hit like trucks.”

      The forest clearing lit up with a violent pulse of magic, a clash of two very different worlds.

      “Zoltarak!”

      From the gleaming gem atop Naruto’s staff, a condensed beam of violet destruction surged forth like a lance of pure chaos, crackling with enough force to turn stone into smoke. The swordsman’s eyes widened—just for a heartbeat—and he twisted his body with sharp precision, the blade of his sword flaring as it absorbed the shockwave.

      The blast screamed past his shoulder, missing by mere inches.

      It tore through a boulder behind him, disintegrating it into dust with a deafening boom. The shockwave snapped trees in half and sent a rush of air through the clearing.

      But Naruto was already there.

      He dropped low, sweeping his staff like a quarterstaff toward the blue-haired man’s legs. The swordsman leapt to avoid it—just as Naruto pivoted mid-swing and spun upward with a reverse kick.

      Crack!

      The swordsman’s eyes briefly crossed as Naruto’s foot connected with his jaw. He staggered back, coughing, and brought up that familiar mana-draining sword. The blade shimmered with an eerie light, absorbing ambient energy around it like a hungry sponge.

      “Too slow,” Naruto said coolly, already surging forward again.

      He jabbed the Flamme staff toward the man’s chest, but the swordsman parried and countered with an elegant upward slash. Naruto ducked under, slid between his legs, and struck with an upward blast from behind—just enough mana to explode the earth beneath the swordsman’s feet.

      He stumbled—but not down. He turned with excellent form, and the two clashed again, staff against sword. Sparks flew. Their feet tore up the ground in fast, rhythmic collisions. Naruto moved like a dancer; the swordsman, like a machine. Yet Naruto had the edge—his strikes were faster, his mana more chaotic, less predictable.

      Meanwhile, a few meters away, the clone was locked in a brutal melee with the dwarf.

      “HYAAAAA!”

      The clone roared, throwing a clean punch toward the dwarf’s head. The old warrior blocked it with a thick forearm and grunted. The impact was like stone meeting stone, a raw clash of power.

      “Not bad,” the dwarf smirked, blood still trickling down his arm. “But you’re still just a cheap copy!”

      The clone growled and blurred behind him, a classic feint—then appeared from above, both fists raised, and slammed down with a double hammer blow.

      The dwarf staggered, bent at the knees, the ground cracking under his boots—but he didn’t fall.

      “Stubborn little—”

      Before the dwarf could finish, the clone exploded into smoke—revealing another clone in wait behind the first, already mid-swing with a spinning back kick.

      WHAM!

      It sent the dwarf crashing into a tree with a thunderous crack, bark splintering and flying into the air. But as the smoke cleared, the old warrior laughed, a booming, defiant sound.

      Blood trickled down his forehead, but his eyes were bright with a warrior’s joy. “That all you got, brat?!”

      He barreled forward again, swinging his axe like a battering ram. The clone ducked, twisted, and countered with a flurry of taijutsu strikes to the gut and ribs—but it felt like punching a boulder. The dwarf grunted and retaliated with a monstrous headbutt that sent the clone flying backward.

      Even mid-flight, the clone’s fingers weaved signs—three more clones popped into existence, surrounding the dwarf in a perfect circle.

      “Alright, old man,” they said in unison, grinning. “Let’s dance.”

      Back in the clearing, the real Naruto locked eyes with the swordsman again. They were breathing hard now, sweat glistening under the fading sun, and the monument loomed behind them—silent, ancient, and waiting.

      Naruto spun the Flamme staff once and let it rest across his shoulders. “You’re good,” he admitted, a genuine respect in his voice.

      “You’re insane,” the swordsman said, raising his sword again, a mixture of disbelief and admiration in his eyes.

      “Thanks,” Naruto grinned. “But I’m just getting started.”

      The dust from their clash hadn’t even settled yet, and the air still hummed with the aftershock of magic.

      Naruto had the blue-haired swordsman, Himmel, pinned—his staff braced across the man’s chest, glowing with a hot, pulsing violet light. The gem at the tip of the staff shimmered as a Zoltarak blast gathered, humming with enough destructive power to obliterate a mountain ridge.

      The clone, a little battered but grinning ear to ear, had just sent the dwarf Eisen sprawling onto the ground with a final spinning heel kick. The bearded warrior groaned, panting heavily as he stayed down, one hand pressed against a cracked rib, a look of utter disbelief on his face.

      Naruto narrowed his eyes, breathing hard. “Who are you?” he demanded, his staff unwavering as he turned the beam’s aim slightly—now toward the priest, Heiter, who instinctively took a half-step back, his scripture held like a shield.

      Himmel, still catching his breath, looked up slowly, a strange calm in his blue eyes. “…I should be asking you that.”

      “I already told you,” Naruto snapped, his voice sharp and tight. “What have you done with my teammates?”

      Himmel exhaled, a plume of golden light escaping his lips. “Your team?” he asked, his expression now one of growing confusion.

      “Yeah,” Naruto said, lowering his stance but still keeping the energy charged. “My hag, uh—Frieren, Fern, and Stark.”

      The moment the name left his lips, everything stopped. The air went still, and the humming of the magic faded to a low thrum.

      “…Did you just say… Frieren?” Himmel blinked, the name seeming to catch in his throat like a half-forgotten memory.

      Naruto raised a brow, a flicker of hope in his eyes. “So you do know her. Good. Then you’re gonna tell me where she is, or I’m gonna fry all three of you where you stand, dattebayo!” The endearingly childish verbal tic escaped his lips, a testament to his rising frustration.

      There was a long, heavy pause.

      “I think,” Himmel said slowly, carefully choosing his words, “there’s… some confusion.”

      “Confusion? The only thing I’m confused about is why you’re all playing dumb.” Naruto jabbed the staff forward, the magic flaring dangerously, turning the ground to dust at its tip. “What part of ‘give me back my friends’ is hard to understand?”

      “No,” Himmel said firmly, his hand not on his sword now, but open, a gesture of peace. “Tell me again. Which Frieren are you talking about?”

      Naruto gave him the ‘are you serious?’ look, the most condescending expression he could muster. “The elf. Has a stone-like face, wears white, hates bugs, cries over stupid snacks. Great Mage. Really bad at money. Looks like a cute teenage girl but acts like a cryptid grandmother. That one.”

      The silence that followed was so thick it felt like the air held its breath. The words seemed to hang in the golden air, heavy with meaning and a thousand untold stories.

      Heiter stepped forward carefully, shutting his glowing book with a soft thud. “That… does sound like her,” he muttered, a look of profound recognition on his face.

      “Frieren was with us,” Himmel said after a long beat, his voice laced with a sudden, painful longing. “Just before you appeared. She was standing right there.” He pointed to the base of the monument, now whole and unbroken in this strange reality.

      Naruto blinked. The Zoltarak blast in his staff dissipated, leaving behind only the faintest shimmer of residual energy.

      “What?” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper, the fight leaving his body entirely.

      “Then you appeared in her place. Like you replaced her,” Heiter added, his voice gentle, a kind old man trying to comfort a lost child.

      Naruto’s grip on the staff loosened ever so slightly, the weapon sagging in his hand.

      His red bangs shifted in the wind as he stared hard at the three—warrior, priest, and dwarf. The three of them weren’t hostile now. In fact, their expressions weren’t even confused anymore. They were… concerned. Pity and a strange, quiet understanding filled their eyes.

      “Who are you?” Naruto asked again, but this time quieter. Less of a threat. More of a desperate, pleading question.

      Himmel took another step back and finally sheathed his sword, the metallic click echoing in the profound silence of the clearing.

      “I’m Himmel,” he said calmly, a sad smile on his face. “This is Eisen. And that’s Heiter. We’re the Hero’s Party. And Frieren is our mage.”

      Naruto didn’t laugh.

      He didn’t speak for a second.

      Then he tilted his head, slowly, deadpan. “…Nice joke. Solid deadpan delivery. But be serious, now.”

      “We are serious,” Himmel replied, his gaze unwavering. “Why would I lie about something like that?”

      Naruto’s eye twitched, a nervous tic that only appeared when he was truly stressed. “Because Hero Himmel died 31 years ago. Stark’s master Eisen is probably dead. Fern’s foster father Heiter is dead, too. All of you are dead! So stop lying!”

      A long, somber silence followed. The golden light in the clearing seemed to dim, as if the weight of Naruto’s words had sucked the warmth out of the air.

      Heiter, the priest, rubbed his beard with one hand and looked Naruto over, his expression a mix of pity and fascination.

      “My friend…” he said carefully, his voice filled with a solemn gravitas. “Is there, by any chance… any chance at all… you’re from the future?”
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      Naruto’s hands slowly lowered from his staff as the last of the Zoltarak’s energy faded, casting long shadows over the now quiet clearing. The stone slab behind him gleamed faintly in the shifting golden light, clean and unbroken as if no time had touched it. The air was no longer thick with the tension of battle, but with the quiet hum of a profound mystery.

      His clone gave the tired dwarf, Eisen, a respectful shrug before vanishing in a puff of smoke—poof—leaving the four of them standing there in stunned, surreal silence. Eisen, still on the ground, just stared at the spot where the clone had been, a look of profound disbelief on his face.

      “I… I was here,” Naruto finally said, turning toward them. His jade green eyes darted between Himmel, Eisen, and Heiter, his voice low and full of confusion. “With Frieren, Fern, and Stark. We were traveling together. Frieren said this was one of the Megami’s Monuments—there’s, like, ten or something across the world.”

      Himmel raised an eyebrow, a thoughtful look on his face. “That’s correct. She has a fascination with them.”

      Naruto nodded quickly, gesturing wildly as he started pacing in a small circle like a man trying to explain a dream he didn’t understand himself. “Yeah, and she said she’d been here before with you guys—that something was off about this place, that her memories were hazy. Then I said I’d try to crack the monument, because I’m awesome like that—and the next thing I know…”

      He spun around, hands raised in a gesture of bewildered exasperation. “Boom. I’m here. With you three.”

      He paused, the full weight of the situation finally crashing down on him.

      “…Who should not be here. Because you’re supposed to be dead. What the hell?!”

      “Time travel,” Heiter said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, completely unfazed by the expletive. “Quite an occurrence. A powerful magical phenomenon, no doubt.”

      “You’re taking this way too well, old man,” Naruto snapped, exasperated. “I time traveled! What the fu—what the fudgecake is happening!?”

      The priest shrugged calmly, a serene smile on his face. “Well, I’ve seen weirder. I once watched Eisen sleep through a hurricane.”

      “I’m gifted,” the dwarf muttered, grinning through his beard, a hint of pride in his voice.

      “Anyway,” Heiter continued, looking back at Naruto, a kind, understanding glint in his eyes, “I believe it’s safe to assume you’re a friend of… the hag—”

      “She prefers ‘Mistress’,” Naruto interrupted with a sigh.

      “—Frieren,” Heiter smiled, as if he were speaking of a dear, mischievous child. “From the future.”

      Naruto threw his hands up in a gesture of complete surrender. “I guess so? I mean… yeah! That tracks! She’s my Frieren! I call her Hag—she gives stupid advice to me—I ignore her—Fern throws a book at me—it’s the circle of life.” He sounded like a man who had accepted his fate, no matter how ridiculous.

      He turned, staring at the stone slab again, his mind racing for a solution.

      “Maybe… if I touch it again, I’ll go back?” he mused aloud.

      He stepped up, his hands tentative, almost cautious. “C’mon, monument. Send me back to my people. Back to the future, baby.”

      He placed a palm on the slab.

      Nothing happened.

      “…Okay, maybe more effort.” He patted it twice. Then he leaned in and gave it a loud smack. Still nothing.

      He glanced back at the others, a blush creeping up his neck. “Don’t judge me.”

      Heiter opened his mouth to comment—

      Naruto licked it.

      “…What in Megami’s name—” Eisen recoiled, a look of disgust on his face.

      “Naruto—” Himmel backed away, laughing, his hand over his mouth. “Are you okay?!”

      “It worked once with a teleport seal in the Ruins of Halfring,” Naruto said, deadpan, as if this were a completely normal and scientific approach. “I’m just saying, science.”

      “That’s not science,” Eisen muttered, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “Ugh!” Naruto leaned against the monument and let his head thud against it with a dull thunk. “Damn it! I’m stuck in the past! Why me?! What did I do?! I’m a good guy! Mostly! Occasionally! SOME OF THE TIME!”

      Heiter cleared his throat, regaining his composure. “If this truly is one of the Megami’s Monuments, there may be… clues elsewhere. The Elven writing is ancient and barely understood, but I recall a collection of translated records in a monastery to the west. It’s where I first found the prophecy of the Hero.”

      Naruto looked up, his eyes filled with a spark of hope. “You think they might help send me back?”

      “They might,” Heiter nodded. “Otherwise, you may very well be stuck here forever.”

      “…Damn! No way! We gotta go!” Naruto said, his energy returning in a flash. He was already bouncing on his heels, a man of action. “Let’s get a move on before this becomes a time paradox! I’m not a side character in my own story!”

      Eisen turned toward Himmel, a look of exasperation on his face. “Where’s the main road from here?”

      “I’ve been marking the trees as we walked,” Himmel said with a casual smirk, a glint of self-satisfaction in his eyes.

      Eisen gave an impressed grunt, though he still looked a little skeptical. “Genius.”

      Naruto blinked. “Okay, maybe you really are Himmel.”

      “Told you,” Himmel grinned, his hero’s ego fully restored.

      Naruto muttered, “…Still not over this. Just wait till I see the hag again. I’m licking her next monument too, just for revenge.”

      They walked for ten minutes in circles.

      Himmel furrowed his brows as he stared at the moss-covered trunks around them, then back at the monument clearing behind. “Okay, I’ll admit it… I lost track.”

      “You lost track?!” Eisen barked, glancing around with a grunt. “You said you were marking trees!”

      “I was! But maybe I marked one twice.” Himmel scratched the back of his head sheepishly. “It’s all just green out here. You try finding a single notch on a thousand identical trees.”

      He turned to Naruto with a hopeful look, his ego once again humbled. “Hey, you’re a mage, right? Can you use a survey spell? Maybe something to detect paths or roads?”

      Naruto blinked, a slow grin spreading across his face. “Oh, I can do better than that.” He flashed a grin, his red hair catching the sun through the forest canopy. “I can just fly up and look.”

      “You can what?” Himmel asked, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

      “You can fly?” Heiter repeated, stunned.

      “I thought only demons could do that,” Eisen muttered, eyeing Naruto’s staff suspiciously.

      “Oh—uh—right! My bad,” Naruto chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck, his mind racing for a plausible explanation. “My friend Fern told me humans only developed flight magic like four decades ago. So I guess you guys missed that memo. It’s a brand new technology! Very cutting-edge!”

      He summoned his staff, the golden patterns on his white robes shimmering as mana surged through him. “Alright. One skywalk coming right up.”

      With a swift, chantless cast and a crackle of magic, Naruto shot upward like a comet, trailing gold and blue behind him. He broke through the treetops and hovered above the canopy, robes billowing in the wind. From this height, he could see a break in the trees—a faint winding strip of dirt weaving through the forest like a snake.

      “There you are,” he muttered, then dove down.

      He landed softly before the stunned trio, a light dust settling around his feet. “Road’s that way. Easy peasy.”

      “…I definitely like this guy,” Himmel said with a grin as they started walking, a new adventure beginning in his eyes.

      The forest rustled gently around them as they walked under the filtered sunlight. Birds called distantly, and the breeze smelled like wet earth and old bark. A calm silence followed them for a while until Himmel broke it.

      “So…” he glanced over at Naruto, a hint of genuine curiosity in his voice. “Did we do it?”

      Naruto looked at him sideways. “Do what?”

      “Defeat the Demon King. In the future.”

      Naruto hesitated, the playful demeanor he had adopted fading instantly. His green eyes darkened slightly, filled with a weight that was far too heavy for a young man. “What if I said… you never did?”

      Eisen and Heiter slowed their steps slightly, glancing toward Naruto, the gravity of his words sinking in. But Himmel didn’t break stride.

      “Then I’d still keep moving forward,” Himmel said simply, his gaze steady on the path ahead.

      “Even knowing you’ll fail?”

      Himmel smiled, eyes forward, a quiet, unshakeable determination in his expression. “Failure is only certain if you stop moving. Maybe I won’t be the one to finish it. But I’ll at least take it as far as I can go. That’s the job of the Hero, right?”

      Naruto looked at him for a long second, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes.

      “…You’re really the hero, huh?” he said, his voice soft with something like admiration. Then, grinning, he added, “Then keep it that way, ’ttebayo.”

      The forest thinned, and the sunlight grew brighter as the ground sloped gently down to a path. They had reached the main road—only to stop in their tracks.

      “…What the hell,” Eisen muttered, the easy mood of the walk instantly shattered.

      Scattered along the dirt path lay a wrecked carriage, its wheels splintered and frame twisted beyond repair. Dead horses sprawled, blood congealed at their mouths. Several armored bodies—soldiers—lay scattered near the wreckage, unmoving.

      Heiter stepped forward and knelt beside one of the corpses. “They’re from the Empire,” he said grimly, brushing dust from the soldier’s breastplate.

      Himmel crouched near a crushed wheel and ran his fingers along the cracks, a cold, focused look on his face.

      “…They didn’t crash here,” he murmured. “They fell. From something high. Something in the sky.”

      Naruto’s eyes narrowed, his fingers tightening around his staff. There was something—off. The air was dense. Still. An unnatural quiet had fallen over the scene.

      His neck prickled with a sudden, intuitive warning.

      Tap.

      Someone touched his shoulder. A gentle, cold tap.

      “What the he—” Before he could finish the thought, the ground beneath him vanished.

      Or rather—

      He was no longer on it.

      Naruto’s eyes widened as the sky flipped, the world turning upside down in a dizzying blur. The forest, the road, the bodies—gone, replaced by a vast, endless expanse of blue.

      He was falling.

      Kilometers above the world, a small speck in the boundless sky.

      Wind screamed past him, the clouds like cotton stretched out below. His robes flapped violently, and his staff spun from his grip, floating beside him in the roaring air.

      “WHAT THE ACTUAL—”

      He couldn’t even finish swearing.

      He was plummeting. Fast.

      And someone had sent him here.

    
    

    
      A strange, heavy silence fell over the forest after Naruto vanished—an unnatural hush, like even the wind was holding its breath in anticipation. Himmel’s eyes scanned the area, sharp and steady, his sword still drawn, the blue of his eyes a stark contrast to the verdant green of the woods. The leaves rustled once… twice… a subtle sign that something was moving, something that didn’t belong.

      Then something stepped forward from behind the broken carriage.

      A demon.

      He was tall, lean, and cloaked in dark robes that shimmered like oil in sunlight. His features were unnervingly calm—almost beautiful in their inhuman symmetry, a perfect, serene mask. A single obsidian horn jutted from his forehead, curved slightly back like a blade forged in stillness. His eyes, deep violet and eerily unreadable, gave away nothing. It was as if he were merely observing—dispassionately cataloging the world and its inhabitants, a scientist studying a new species.

      “So…” Himmel said, gripping his sword tighter, his voice an even tone that betrayed nothing. “You’re the one who attacked Naruto.”

      The demon nodded as though they were having a casual chat over tea, a faint, almost imperceptible smile gracing his lips. “Correct. He is an anomaly that requires… attention.”

      “Then you’re the one who killed these men,” Eisen rumbled, stepping forward, his war axe gripped in both hands like an extension of himself. The earth seemed to tremble with his anger.

      “I am merely following orders,” the demon replied coolly, his hands folding behind his back in a gesture of utter confidence. “I am Remnant Zart, humble servant to the Miraculous Grausam—one of the Seven Sages of Destruction.”

      Heiter stiffened where he stood behind the others, his fingers curling around the pages of his spellbook. The name alone was a testament to the demon’s power and prestige. “One of the Sages…?”

      “And what does your ‘Miraculous’ master want with us?” Himmel asked, his voice calm but with an unshakeable iron beneath it.

      “My master isn’t aware of it yet. Not about you, but your new friend,” Zart replied, his violet eyes locking onto Naruto’s empty spot. “Only the red-haired mage you arrived with. Naruto. He is the locus of a space-time anomaly. A ripple in the order of existence. He should not be here, and thus—must be erased.”

      “So you sent him into the sky to die,” Eisen growled, his knuckles whitening around the axe handle.

      Zart’s lips curled faintly into a half-smile, a cruel, detached expression. “A simple descent. Terminal velocity tends to fix things.”

      “And now?” Himmel asked, his eyes never leaving the demon, every muscle in his body coiled and ready to spring.

      “I shall annihilate the rest of you. Lest you, too, interfere with the grand plan.”

      In a blur—Zart vanished.

      Eisen’s instincts, honed by a thousand battles, roared. “Above!”

      He twisted, his axe swinging up in a heavy arc as Zart reappeared mid-air behind Himmel, his clawed hand already descending toward the hero’s back.

      But Himmel moved with the elegance of a trained dancer, like moonlight through fog—calm, controlled, and quick. With a pivot, he parried with the flat of his blade, the impact creating a sharp crack of mana.

      Zart vanished again.

      This time, he appeared behind Eisen.

      “It’s predictable,” Eisen grunted, twisting into a hammering swing with his axe.

      Zart vanished again, effortlessly, like a wisp of smoke.

      Like smoke, he flickered through space—here, then there, a blur of night and shadow. His teleportation wasn’t flashy or aggressive. It was surgical. Precise. He was a master of his craft, a ghost in a corporeal world.

      Himmel and Eisen fought in a perfect rhythm—veterans honed by decades of fighting together. Their movements were like practiced verses to an old song: Himmel’s swordsmanship was light-footed, almost dance-like, a flowing river of steel, where Eisen’s strikes were brute, meaty, and absolute, a crashing wave of pure power.

      But Zart was untouchable.

      Heiter stood at a safe distance, sweat on his brow as he chanted beneath his breath, words of strengthening and speed lacing through the air toward his companions, fueling their movements with a subtle, yet powerful, blessing.

      Zart appeared again, this time directly behind Himmel, his clawed fingers inches from his spine, a deadly whisper on the wind.

      “You will vanish,” the demon murmured, his voice a cold promise.

      And just then—

      BOOM.

      A beam of pure blue-white mana, like a lance of concentrated starlight, tore through the forest and slammed into Zart’s chest. The impact was deafening, a blinding flash of light and sound.

      The demon’s graceful form was sent tumbling, crashing through a tree and skidding into the dirt, his robes scorched and smoking.

      He staggered to his feet, coughing, a thin stream of violet blood trickling from his lips.

      “…That spell,” he muttered, his voice a rasp as he brushed away the smoke curling from his chest. “That was—” He looked up sharply, his violet eyes narrowing. “Lord Qual’s killer spell… Zoltarak?”

      Naruto landed without a sound beside Heiter, his white robes fluttering in the sudden updraft stirred by mana and movement. The Flamme staff twirled smoothly in his hand before locking into a firm grip, its gem humming with residual energy. He pointed it straight at the demon with narrowed, jade-green eyes.

      “Why did you try to kill me?” Naruto asked, his voice tight but curious, his body still charged and tense, ready for another confrontation.

      Zart wiped the scorched edge of his cloak and took a slow breath, watching the rising steam from his charred chest. “You can fly… and you used Zoltarak like it was a party trick. Only demons possess such efficiency in ancient spells.”

      “I’m a human, obviously,” Naruto said, cocking his head with a frown. “Or do demons have this dashing red hair now? I thought you guys were all ugly.”

      Zart regarded him, eyes half-lidded, calculating. “No… you don’t feel like a demon. Your mana’s too… warm. Emotional.” A pause, a flicker of something almost like fear in his eyes. “Which makes this situation even more dangerous. I must report this anomaly to Lord Grausam. The potential disruption—”

      SHING!

      KRAKK!

      Twin flashes of steel sliced into Zart’s body from both sides.

      Eisen’s axe cleaved into his side with a heavy, bone-churning crunch, a guttural war cry escaping the dwarf’s lips. At the same time, Himmel’s sword swept across the demon’s chest in a precise, blurring arc, a beautiful and deadly ballet of steel. The two warriors landed beside each other as the demon stumbled backward, blood dark and strange, glistening with flecks of violet light as it splattered across the ground.

      Zart gasped, clutching his chest with a clawed hand. His robes tore, revealing the cross-patterned gashes streaked across his torso, wounds that should have been fatal. “That’s… some troublesome development…” he hissed, his breath catching in his throat.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Eisen said, hefting his axe for a second, killing strike.

      Zart turned toward the cliff behind him, a desperate, final resort in his eyes.

      Naruto’s eyes snapped wide, his instincts shrieking with a sudden, primal warning. “Wait—!”

      Too late.

      Zart’s bloodied hand slapped the stone of the cliff face, a single drop of his violet blood sizzling as it made contact.

      The entire mountain groaned.

      A deep, ancient rumble echoed across the valley like the roar of a furious god. The wind surged, birds scattered in a chaotic burst of feathers, and the clouds above parted as something impossible unfolded.

      The mountain… rose.

      Like it had been launched from below by a titanic fist, the cliff face shot upward—the entire mountain lifting off the earth with a thunderous quake. A shadow blanketed the sky as the massive rock and earth ascended straight above them… then stopped.

      Suspended for one terrifying moment, like gravity had forgotten how to do its job.

      Then—it began to fall.

      A few kilometers above them, a continent of rock was now hurtling toward the ground.

      Naruto looked up at the sheer wall of descending doom and screamed, his voice a mix of awe and sheer terror. “ARE YOU KIDDING ME?!”

      Himmel stared up in stunned silence for half a second, his voice dry. “…This is new.”

      “Zart, you crazy bastard!” Eisen shouted, his voice thick with a mix of rage and disbelief.

      Naruto’s staff blazed with golden mana, wild and bright, a beacon of defiance against the impossible. He knew this wasn’t a fight they could win with just their weapons.

      “EVERYONE GET BEHIND ME! THIS IS GONNA BE STUPID!”

      And the mountain kept falling.

      The wind howled like a banshee as the mountain plummeted from the sky—an entire slab of the world crashing down on them. The pressure was so immense that the air around the Hero’s Party warped and trembled, crackling with an unseen energy. The earth below them shook as if fearing what was to come, a deep, guttural growl rumbling through the ground. The very clouds above parted, torn apart by the immense shadow of the falling mountain.

      But Naruto?

      He didn’t flinch.

      He blasted off the ground in a golden streak, soaring upward like a comet fired from the heavens. Mana surged in his body like wildfire, wild strands of light spiraling around him as his red hair whipped in the wind and his white robes gleamed against the gloom. He was a beacon of defiance, a single point of light against an encroaching apocalypse.

      His staff, pulsing with overwhelming energy, rose above his head. The gem at its tip glowed like a sun trapped in glass, a furious heart of pure, unbridled power.

      “ZOLTARAKRASENGAN!” he shouted, his voice echoing across the sky, a thunderous roar that seemed to shake the very heavens. It was a spell name from 90 years in the future, a combination of two forms of power, a testament to a mage’s genius.

      From the head of his staff bloomed a sphere of condensed, violently spinning mana—like a sun swirling with antimatter and divine rage. And then—BOOM. A piercing beam of raw destruction erupted upward, thick and radiant, engulfing the entire falling mountain with a sound like the world cracking in half.

      From below, the Hero’s Party shielded their eyes as the sky turned a blinding gold and white, the sheer heat and light of the attack a force of nature in and of itself.

      CRAAAAAAACK-KKKK-KKRROOM!

      The mountain didn’t break.

      It vaporized.

      Chunks of stone exploded outward in slow motion, disintegrating into glittering dust under the force of the beam. Immense slabs shattered like glass. Boulders the size of carriages burst into smoke. The very air seemed to split from the heat and magic ripping through the sky, a searing blast that would have vaporized them all.

      And when the light cleared, and the shockwave finally ebbed—

      They saw him.

      Naruto.

      Floating calmly mid-air, staff still raised, the mana fading around him like embers from an angel’s forge. His hair danced in the gentle breeze, and debris from the obliterated mountain fell all around him in gentle, glowing pieces—like ash drifting in the wake of a holy fire.

      Not a scratch on him. Not a single tear in his robes. He was completely, impossibly unharmed.

      Eisen stared in awe, his axe limp in one hand, his mouth half-open in stunned silence. “Is that… what mages of the future are capable of…?”

      “No,” Himmel murmured, his eyes locked on the figure hovering above them like a divine sentinel. “I doubt it.” He looked at Naruto with a mixture of profound respect and dawning understanding.

      He paused, a new and unsettling thought dawning on him.

      “…I think that kid’s something else entirely.” Heiter finished, his voice a low, thoughtful murmur.

      Naruto slowly descended from the air, dust still falling like golden snowflakes all around him. He narrowed his jade-green eyes, scanning the ridgeline. There—

      A silhouette, limping away, clutching his chest. Blood oozed between the demon’s fingers, staining his pale robes with a dark, violet stain. Zart was clearly drained—his once effortless teleportation flickers had grown sluggish, erratic. The wounds from Eisen and Himmel had taken their toll, and his mana was nearly empty, his arrogance replaced with a desperate need to flee.

      “Thought you could just dip?” Naruto muttered, his voice low, dangerous, a hunter stalking his prey.

      He tapped the air with the end of his staff—and vanished.

      Flash.

      In an instant, Naruto appeared behind Zart, a gust of wind blowing from the sudden displacement of space.

      Flying Thunder Bolt. His personal time-space magic. Instantaneous travel marked by his own mana beacons.

      Zart spun around, his single horn glowing, his hand surging with what little magic he had left—but Naruto’s hand moved first. Lightning-fast. Precise.

      CRACK.

      “Aaarghh—!” Zart howled as Naruto grabbed his arm and twisted, shattering the bone with casual, brutal efficiency. The sound of the bone breaking was sickeningly loud in the quiet forest.

      “I asked you before,” Naruto said, his voice icy, his face expressionless, devoid of any empathy. “Why did you try to kill me? And what do you know about sending me back to my time?”

      Zart hissed in pain, fangs bared, eyes fluttering in panic and fear. “…I’ll tell you…”

      Naruto didn’t move, just stared down at him with an unnerving, patient silence.

      “…If you let me go,” Zart finished with a wince, a final, desperate attempt at a bargain.

      Naruto sighed like a teacher dealing with a particularly stupid student and released his grip. “Fine.”

      The moment he did, Zart lunged like a wild animal, mouth open in a silent scream, claws glowing with dark mana, his final act of defiance.

      Bad move.

      “Seriously?” Naruto deadpanned, his expression one of utter boredom.

      He stepped forward.

      Right palm extended.

      Rasengan.

      There was a blur of motion—an explosion of blue and gold spiraling light—and then…

      BOOM.

      Zart was gone. Nothing remained but a faint scorch mark and drifting mana ash, a testament to the power that had just obliterated him.

      From behind the trees, hurried footsteps.

      “Naruto!” Himmel, Eisen, and Heiter came sprinting into the clearing, their weapons still ready—though the danger had clearly passed. They looked at the scorch mark, then back at Naruto, a mixture of awe, fear, and utter confusion on their faces.

      “What the hell was that?!” Heiter exclaimed, his eyes wide, his usual calm demeanor completely shattered. “That wasn’t Zoltarak! And that flying magic—even Frieren never pulled that stunt!”

      Himmel gave a low whistle, his sword now lowered, a wide grin spreading across his face. “You’re seriously something else, kid.”

      “What a monster,” Eisen frowned, his axe resting on his shoulder.

      “That mana—those movements—are those even spells? I’ve never seen Frieren cast like that. And I’ve read hundreds of tomes.” Heiter said.

      Naruto grinned, wiping dust from his shoulder with a casual flick of his hand. “Which one are you asking about? The Zoltarakrasengan? The Flying Thunder Bolt? Or maybe the Soul Track I used earlier?”

      Heiter blinked, his mind trying to process the sheer volume of information. “…All of them.”

      Naruto struck a pose, finger guns and all, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “I’m just that awesome, dattebayo.”

      The three men exchanged glances, a shared look of utter bewilderment and respect.

      Heiter sighed, a long, weary exhalation. “…I see Frieren hasn’t changed much in her taste for weird companions.”

      “She’s got good instincts,” Himmel said with a smirk.

      Naruto twirled his staff and slung it onto his back. “Alright. Enough talking. I still need to get back to my time. Unless you want me rewriting your entire history with my next spell.”

      He raised an eyebrow mischiev ously, a clear threat veiled in a joke.

      Eisen blinked. “…Please don’t.”

      Naruto shrugged, a devilish grin on his face. “No promises.”

    
    

    
      Author Note:

      Thanks for all the love, I really appreciate it.

      Do you want to read this story ahead of public release? Find it on my Pet which sleeps on the tree and so on. Link? Bio.

      Drop your thoughts in the review section. Your words inspire me to write faster, better and with more depth.

      So, next time. Ok?

      

    
  




    37. The Translators

    
      Not chapter, sorry!

      As you may know, Thousands Of Spells Away is my most popular and one of the biggest Frieren stories. A Frieren and Naruto crossover where Naruto Uzumaki is summoned by Frieren by an “accident”.

      However, some people have decided to repost it without my consent under different name— translation with very misleading thumbnails.

      This isn’t even a translation, they used Google Translate and even copied my author note. They probably don’t even read the story and just see “Oh, it has good numbers, lemme translate that in Spanish and post it,”

      I’d be really grateful if you asked them to take the videos and “translations” down. Hope this is not a bother.

      There might be more of my content being plagiarized, remember that I use “McPhoenixDavid” everywhere (and AnkaNix on WebNovel).

      Multiple YouTube channels have uploaded the story: just type Miles hechizos de distancia on Google and you wll see people posting it on Wattpad, YouTube and who knows where else.

      This isn’t the first time someone stealing my works and certainly isn’t going be the last but I hope you guys will support me.

      Join my Discord server for tracking updates and hanging out, link in bio.

      

    
  




    38. Update

    
      I’m currently writing the next chapters of this story, they will be piled up in my Docs. So don’t worry.

      However, one of the people who had stolen the story and posted it on YouTube didn’t take down the videos. In fact, he deleted the comments where they said that the story was stolen. He also deleted the comments where they replied to the questions such as “Who is the author”.

      This is unbelievable and it is sad to see him stealing countless other stories too. I couldn’t reach the end of his “playlist” of stories.

      He has uploaded up to Chapter 35 of TOSA.

      Channel name: Bill_Cipher

      I have noticed that out of all the fandoms I have written fics for, Naruto and JJK seem to have the most fic thieves.

      I wish there was somthing we could do about this.

      He has also stolen Once A Hero, Always A Hero and who knows what else.

      

    
  



OEBPS/img/cover.jpg
‘ L
© = _wwwiiclab.com






