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      Last time on Rise of the Cheat Potion Maker, Nate, our peace-loving overpowered hero was summoned to a world called Mondra. He appeared in the town of Kyushu of the Kingdom of Merridon. Ignoring the system’s urging of choosing a hero class, he decided to go with the potion maker class instead. This world already had a hero anyway. Wait, wait, wait, you already know this. Let’s skip the basics.

      Previously: after reading the letter of his redheaded apprentice Mandi, an indirect plea for help, he decided to set off for the city of Wingston to quickly scoop her up, even at the risk of encountering the Red Star, Mandi’s mother. A very powerful flame-wielding magician. Magicians are feared strongly throughout the land for a reason…

      So, Nate’s job as the potion maker continues! Get Kyushu fully out of its high inflation, rescue his third apprentice, conquer his projects and new systems, and all while keeping his presence hidden. However, there are things happening around him, out of his control. What kind of disasters will our peace-seeking hero get himself into?
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to the smell of some delicious breakfast cooking and then realized my fiancée woke up before me again. Dammit. As much as I wanted to show off my old world’s cooking, if Milia awoke first, she’d always make sure I got up to an orchestra of mouthwatering goodness. Don’t get me wrong, I taught her some recipes from home, the meatless ones, such as pancakes, hashbrowns, fruit-based breakfast turnovers, and other things. Since Milia was a vegetarian, understandable for a dryad, she’d not so much as consider meat on the menu. However, she understood the human body and its cravings for protein, so she never had any problems with us enjoying meat around her. We did have a sunlight wolf, a kitten, and a griffin for pets, after all. In fact, Wolverine emerged through the door, tail wagging as the wolf cub hopped onto my chest.

      He was getting slightly bigger, but we’d only had him for almost two months, finding Wolverine as a baby and the potential lunch of a demonic beast. By the way, Wolverine and Cheetara the kitten were spirit beasts. Beakwing the griffin was something called a magical beast.

      The system greeted my mental vision with my current progress as a cultivating magician, ignoring my desire to just keep to a peaceful life and making my damn potions.

      

      Nate

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician**

      Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Special Rookie Potion Maker.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      

      [Mana core realms consisted of: Mortal, Beginnings, Novice, Initiates, Adjusting, Midcore, Highcore, Lesser Dragon, Saint, Higher Dragon, King, Emperor, Master Magician.]

      [Class upgrades consist of: Initiate, Rookie Potion Maker, Established, Inspired, Seasoned, Veteran, and Master Potion Maker. As you progress, you will unlock new potions and even special methods of brewing.]

      

      After this came the dense gold core, but despite the accelerated auto-cultivation of my mana, I felt like I still had a long road ahead before even scraping the surface of that. Something told me the system was going to make me care about progressing my realms, whether I desired a peaceful life or not. If the mysterious secondary class—that I had a sneaking suspicion was not supposed to exist—had a say in it.

      I had a last name by the way, being from Earth and all, but decided to change it here in this world. This new last name would be the start of my legacy I guess. Think about it. How cool is it to essentially name yourself? Kind of. The system would probably not recognize any changes to my first name. But that wasn’t a problem. It was something I held dear from the old world anyway. My old clothes too, though I didn’t wear them anymore. I couldn’t risk getting them damaged, stained, or burned by a freak chemical accident. Despite being in this world for only a couple of months or so, my cultivation of mana progressed extremely fast, even at a request to the system to slow it down just in case of any consequences. The system had no fucks to give and controlled all of my cultivation in my stead, preventing me from ignoring it. On top of having superstrength and superspeed upon arrival to this world, I also had one, and only one, spell which evolved whenever the system felt like it was time to evolve it.

      I yawned as I got out of bed. Today would be the day I’d finally put the ice crystal I earned from the A-ranked dungeon to use. Cold storage, also known as a refrigerator in the old world. Thanks to the run in with a powerful boss monster, a fallen angel, we acquired some amazing loot. But I’d never take my happy ass back into that dungeon again. Fuck that. Banded with the hero’s party, we pushed ourselves to the limit to take her down. The dungeon respawns bosses after a day, and while she challenged me for a rematch, I declined it.

      You failed to kill me once and you’ll never get another chance. I only wanted the ice crystal anyway. But this brought forth another important ordeal. The S-ranked dungeon in the depths of Milia’s forest. What kind of absolute insane loot would one get from clearing it, assuming it was possible in the first place? Would God appear and personally forge you a sword that outshone even the heavens? Or in my case, gave me a potion that granted wishes? One could only imagine! Not that I had any idiotic plans to go on a suicide run any time soon, no thank you! That, of course, meant we’d have to put up with the creepy aura that bathed Milia’s forest for a while longer. In reality, even if we wanted to clear it, we simply weren’t strong enough. Thank fuck there was no rush. Milia and I weren’t adventurers. We were shopkeepers.

      After confirming my stats, I closed the prompt and stretched.

      “Good morning, Wolverine. Who’s a good boy?” I gave my wolf a scratching beneath his chin and his head pats. The white-furred sunlight wolf loved his head caresses. I could hear Milia calling Cheetara in the front room. Or Cutie, as she called her. She had nicknames for all of them.

      I brushed my teeth first in the bathroom, before heading to the outhouse for a good ol’ morning tinkle. At the moment, we had somewhat of an ancient Roman style of plumbing. At least, I thought it was from old Rome. Pipes running water from a fantasy-clean water source with various filters installed to keep it clear. Magic, of course, did plenty of work, especially when it came to heating water, pots and pans, and even the cauldrons we produced our potions in.

      “How should we start, now that we have the ice crystal?” Milia asked after we finished breakfast.

      “First, we’ll redirect the river water that runs in here that’s acting as our temporary coolant,” I said. “I can pull the stopper and a bit of the hard part’s taken care of. I’ll have to do some digging and whatnot. After that, we’ll need a sturdy container more than twice the size of a man. From there, we secure the ice crystal inside and it’ll keep everything cool. If we’re able to mess around with its temperature, we’ll have both a fridge and a freezer. Cold storage and ice storage, that is.”

      “Ah!” Milia said, patting a fist against a palm. “That’s actually quite brilliant. I wonder if the wealthiest nobles have access to storage like this?”

      “Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if they do,” I told her. “They wouldn’t make it easy for the everyday common man to get their hands on an ice crystal.”

      Milia nodded. “Should we start with Wanda’s gift now, or do you want to pick up Mandi first?”

      “Let’s check out the spirit coin cost first,” I said. “I haven’t gotten the chance to play around with the thing because I was so tired. I did set up the new chemistry set in the lab.”

      

      [Supreme Brilliant Ice Crystal. Item rank: S. Item quality: Superior. Emits extremely powerful ice mana. You may turn up to three ordinary rocks into servant ice crystals that won’t require a charge for a year.]

      [Magical Master Area Building System. Item rank: S. Item quality: *Supreme Extraordinary. You may keep track of your buildings, gardens, projects, and systems through this artifact. However, to upgrade anything, you will need spirit coins and meet certain requirements. This is a direct gift from Wanda, only capable of being handled by a master magician and anyone they designate.]

      

      I pulled the red cube from my storage ring. It felt somewhat cool against the palm of my hand and let out a barely audible hum. Suddenly, an interface projected from it. My eyes widened, feeling a bit at home with something that resembled technology, but not too much. Nothing could compare to my new peaceful life with a lover, pets, and numerous ways to make a name for myself, magically or physically.

      

      [Welcome, Divine Master Magician Nate, current owner of the MMABS.]

      

      Milia looked mesmerized and so damn adorable as she tried to touch the hologram. If I had a camera, this would totally be in the wedding album.

      “How does this thing work?” Milia asked. “I can feel divine energy radiating from it, pulsing like a heartbeat.”

      I willed the interface to load the next screen. There, it gave me selections. At least the system seemed to be fine with showing Milia everything. Normally, this would be classified information, right? Then again, I wasn’t sure how to explain the system in my head without sounding like a lunatic. She had no idea about modern technology nor computer interfaces.

      

      [Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices.]

      [Projects: 1. Farm: Acquire animals and feed from Mandi. In progress. 2. Cold Storage: Select the food storage box from the Equipment and Devices option. In progress.]

      

      There were basic pictures accompanying each option. I selected Equipment and Devices.

      “It… somehow knows about the cold storage,” I said.

      “This is astonishing,” Milia said.

      

      [Equipment and Devices. Currently unlocked:

      1. F-ranked Food Storage Box. Price: 2 spirit coins.

      2. F-ranked Sled. Price: 1 spirit coin.

      3. F-ranked Water Wheel System. Price: 5 spirit coins.

      4. F-ranked Mana Gathering Machine. Price: 60 spirit coins.]

      

      [More options will become available over time or triggered by unseen events. You may be notified. As you become a better mentor to your apprentices, become a husband to your lover, and truly feel what is like to own the land, you may find special options appearing.]

      

      That prompt appeared in my head, of course, but I summarized it to Milia. Her expression went thoughtful for a bit.

      “With spirit coins, each of these items are considered pricey,” Milia said. “It feels weird for them to be classified with such a low rank.”

      I selected the food storage box. A hologram of it appeared in front of me and wherever I directed my hand, it followed. Excitement rushed into me. To think this ridiculously amazing box could make life hundreds of times easier… at the price of a fucking fortune apparently. Sixty spirit coins for an F-ranked mana gathering machine! If copper was the lowest valued currency, spirit coins would be this system’s version of platinum or diamond.

      “Let’s deal with the water first,” I said. “It shouldn’t—”

      “Let’s just… do things the easy way. I’ll just command the earth to direct everything where it needs to be,” Milia said.

      “Works for me,” I said.

      And so we headed outside with the pets following and quickly restructured our waterflow system. Milia made it look so easy, her coordination, her precision perfect. She commanded the earth through unique dryad magic and the river actually moved. I could imagine from an above view, it would look like someone was manipulating things through Photoshop, perhaps cutting and pasting.

      I grinned at Beakwing, whose beak was agape.

      “Amazing, isn’t she?” I told the griffin. I nearly shuddered thinking about the sloppy job I would’ve done by hand.

      Beakwing huffed in agreement and let out a low sound. Cheetara chased Wolverine’s tail a bit, then rubbed against Milia’s leg. The dryad picked her up and continued to manipulate the land while playing with Cheetara.

      After the green-haired woman with golden eyes finished, we went back inside, and activated the cube. I placed the holographic fridge-shaped food storage box where I wanted and selected confirm. Well, Milia did, because she wanted to try it. The sight of unknown technology had my fiancée giddier than a kid on Christmas morning.

      The food storage box simply popped into existence. A prompt confirmed things within my head.

      

      [You paid two spirit coins for the Food Storage Box. 48 spirit coins remaining.]

      

      I opened the box and holy shit, it looked exactly like a fridge. If Wanda or whoever was responsible for this were here, I’d give them a side eye. But probably a hug. The slot for an ice crystal was obvious.

      First, I turned a rock into a servant ice crystal, then installed it into the slot. The inside of the fridge immediately cooled, almost colder than a modern refrigerator. Milia excitedly started helping me place our jars of food inside.

      “I’m most excited for cold wine and fruit juice,” she said.

      A knock on the door signaled the arrival of my two apprentices, a blue-haired eighteen-year-old girl named Harmony, and a redheaded seventeen-year-old half-dwarf boy named Lucas. They were about the same in height, Lucas being tall for someone with dwarven blood.

      “Good morning!” Harmony greeted. “We were hoping to tag along.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think so,” I said, gaining a pout from the teenager. “I’m pretty sure her family’s not going to be happy with their daughter eloping with randoms.”

      “I’m not arguing against any days off, but I’d like to start working again,” Harmony said. “Being out here is really peaceful. It’s nice to be away from the town.”

      “I have to agree,” Lucas said. “At first, the weird… aura or haziness coming from the forest made me feel uneasy, even a little scared. The peace of the garden allowed me to get used to the feeling.”

      I nodded, agreeing with them. Somehow, living this close to the S-ranked dungeon’s aura and by extension, the Axem’s aura, built an immunity within me. That explained how Milia, along with the fairies and strange critters of the forest, were able to live peacefully.

      Dungeon bosses couldn’t leave dungeons, places that were basically other worlds or dimensions, perhaps even pocket worlds. The structures were a mystery even to the natives of Mondra. Some believed they were created by Wanda, a goddess worshiped in this world, others toyed with the idea of ancient magicians. The whole ‘ancient people creating impossible things and dying without a trace’ still bugged me, by the way.

      I glanced at my apprentices for a while longer and then sighed. “I’ll make one batch of each potion. Handle with care, also tend the garden like usual.”

      “You mean it?” Harmony asked, eyes shining. “You’ll let us run the shop?”

      “I’m giving you a test run,” I muttered, which prompted a giggle from Milia. “Don’t throw any parties in here. Wolverine will tell me.”

      “Finally, I feel like a real shopkeep now,” Harmony said. “A right apprentice, instead of a part-timer.”

      “You really are a handful,” I said, patting Lucas on the shoulder. “Harmony’s in charge as the head apprentice. Make sure she doesn’t blow up my shop.”

      Lucas laughed. Harmony rolled her eyes and greeted the spirit beasts. “Hi Cutie, hi Woofy.”

      At least Lucas used their proper names. Maybe he should’ve gotten the promotion. Deciding everything was all in order, I whipped up the potions on our standard menu.

      Rather than stall any longer, I finally took a look at the requirement to create the God Flame potion. The description was rather simple.

      

      [Upon consumption, you will have full control of fire. You will also be immune to fire, magma, and even solar magic.]

      [Ingredients required: Two leaves of a screaming demon baby plant, two leaves of a hissing plant, a health potion, sky serpent samples, Rowbear samples, four spice-heavy common or higher herbs. Simply boil all of these together in a brew. You may want to use the highest quality of spice herbs available unless you enjoy bad-tasting potions.]

      

      I couldn’t believe how easy this potion was. Sure, this would be impossible for normal potion makers and most magicians, but thanks to holding up the party during the dungeon run and collecting defeated monster samples, I had everything I needed. The fiery Rowbear was certainly the battery behind this concoction.

      “Eh… Is it a coincidence that I received this recipe when needing to go to Wingston?” I asked. “The Red Star’s supposedly a powerful fire magician.”

      Words like that would’ve made the old Harmony shudder. Instead, a look of determination and fire emerged in her eyes. Lucas could learn from his senior. She was quite strong, potentially a prodigy. Her extra training with Milia encouraged the girl to push her limits. It wouldn’t surprise me if she felt like someone behind in a long race and did whatever it took to catch up.

      We’d ask her to slow down, build a foundation, but hell, what did I know about mana cultivation? Not much aside from what Milia taught and the books I’ve read.

      “Sir Nate, I’ve been meaning to ask, but I’ve never seen you meditate,” Lucas said, his curiosity already beginning to get on my nerves. Okay, not really. In fact, I decided to throw him a bone.

      “Let’s just say my cultivation method is different,” I said. “If you work hard enough, practice, whatever, you’ll come to understand it. Hell, you’ll start to sense it.”

      Normally I’d admit to being full of shit, but this time everything I told him was true based on my studying, experiences, and even things people said.

      When you were sent to another world, you’d often find yourself lost in thought, wondering what was out there in the unknown. I also wondered why the system was so intent on getting me to essentially power-level through the realms.

      After bottling up the potion of God Flame, I turned to Milia. “Are you ready to go get our little redheaded princess?”

      The dryad smirked. “Let’s get her.”
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      Mandi was silent at the breakfast table, eyes downcast, as she ate. A part of her kind of wished her food had poison so she could be over and done with this life. The other part wanted to wake into magic like everyone else, earn a little of her mother’s respect back the easy way, and start the journey to becoming as powerful of a magician as possible. With the power, no one would control her life, force her to marry scum, or get in her way whenever she wanted to visit friends from another town.

      Strawberry red hair that fell just a little past her neck, short and petite, yep, that was her, the most powerless Wingston girl. She didn’t want to feel sorry for herself. Working and common people had it worse, after all.

      But she’d so much rather be a commoner, working daily to earn money to eat, than be a prisoner to scheming, backstabbing nobles. How did she live this way? As much as she wanted to naïvely believe that if all nobles and commoners sat at the same table to chat, they’d find common ground, this was simply not the case. Mandi was… odd. She never had a real distaste for any lower classes in the first place. Ever since she left Kyushu and returned, getting placed on home restriction as well as thrown against the wall a few times by her mother’s magic, the girl only spoke to Howie. Mostly out of fear. Also, her mother forbade the other family members from treating her like a proper Wingston, but a servant under punishment.

      Mandi was no damsel and she tried to stand up to bullying relatives, but the only ones who bullied her just happened to be magicians. Since her mother confiscated her magical items and protections, the girl lived at the mercy of anyone who felt like thrashing her that day.

      The letter to Nate… she felt foolish for telling him anything. They hadn’t known each other for that long, so he was under no obligation to care, except for the third party delivering his goods. Hector would surely keep his word.

      Sitting at her table were all of her immediate family members, probably for the first time in a long time. Even the servants were surprised. At the head of the table sat her mother, the Red Star, Gwendolyn Wingston. At the opposite head was her father, Manthis Wingston. Then filling in the spots were her siblings, Hector, her eldest brother, and Rose, her eldest sister. Close to Rose sat Mandi’s scheming middle sister, Yani, and then her bully of a middle sister, Elise. Next to Mandi were her cousins Winn and Lou, invited to breakfast by Rose, which meant they couldn’t reject the invitation of the eldest daughter of the Red Star.

      The meal was silent at first, to Mandi’s relief. If the attention stayed off her, she could simply eat, dismiss herself from the table and return to her duties as a house-restricted scribe. She couldn’t eat fast enough!

      Gwendolyn broke the silence, her voice deceptively calm, collected, mature, but beneath it carried an edge of authority.

      “I heard an interesting rumor last night,” she began. “A troubling one to some, but amusing nonetheless.”

      All eyes were on her. Even Mandi looked at her, though the girl couldn’t help but be thankful she didn’t hold the attention for once.

      “Word got out from the capital that the hero’s party disappeared in the cover of the night, even after promising the Lord Ruler he’d remain in the capital for at least a year.”

      “That can’t be good,” Manthis said. “Are you sure he didn’t catch wind of a threat?”

      “Don’t be dense, dear,” Gwendolyn said. “Any threat would’ve alerted the Lord Ruler too, who is arguably far more powerful than that brat and his party.”

      “So they just left because, what? They were bored?” Manthis asked.

      “Perhaps,” Gwendolyn said. “Perhaps not. I have not a bone in my body to care. It is mere entertainment and just another vacant spot in the game of houses. What’s even more interesting is the princess’s reaction.”

      “I’m not sure why she’s still smitten with the hero,” Manthis said. “He rejected her in the name of duty.”

      “You’ve been married to me how long, and still don’t understand women. Especially those with uncanny amounts of pride. She made it her goal to be the wife of the hero for some childish reason and will not take no for an answer.”

      Rose sighed. “I’d run too, if I were in his shoes. That girl gives me the creeps.”

      “The hero’s likely not fond of dating a woman that can squash him like a bug,” Manthis said, gaining a smirk from his wife.

      “He probably isn’t a smooth-talking, masochistic youth like a certain someone,” Gwendolyn quipped. Manthis glared at his wife but said nothing. The breakfast began to feel both gross and awkward to Mandi. She did not want to hear about her parents’ private matters from their young days. Ew!

      Unfortunately, the subject changed for the worst.

      “As I was saying,” Gwendolyn continued. “That missing spot of power is perfect to insert our own little puppets. With Gaston’s influence, we’ll net our family some serious power, perhaps even make our way into the Lord Ruler’s little circle.”

      “You’re still eyeing that position as a judge, I see,” Manthis said.

      “Of course,” Gwendolyn said with a shrug. As all eyes turned to Mandi, the Red Star finally looked at her, a gaze so cold, the girl could only strain to not shudder or even cry.

      The cruel smile that curled her lips contained ten thousand warnings.

      “You just make sure to be a good little wife to the Astral man,” Gwendolyn said. “Perhaps succeeding well enough and gaining influence of your own will bring forth your own source of honor and dignity.”

      Mandi choked down her rage. Sure, Gwendolyn wouldn’t kill her little tool for being out of line, but she’d still bash the girl around a lot. Some of the others would consider burning her with their flames, even at the risk of angering Hector and Rose.

      “Do I make myself clear?” Gwendolyn asked.

      Mandi noticed the dark looks in the eyes of her eldest siblings and really didn’t want to cause them more trouble, so she nodded.

      “He’s complaining about not being able to take her purity,” Elise said, laughing. “Perhaps if she spreads her legs, he’ll start tossing gold at her.”

      Mandi’s hands moved on their own as she smashed her plate of food into Elise’s face. Unfortunately, the anger wouldn’t help her against a magician. Elise threw her across the table with magic.

      Mandi hit the floor, back-first, almost blacking out. Flames began to fall upon her, only to be snuffed out.

      “That’s enough,” Gwendolyn said. “Servants, clean up this mess. Mandi, return to your duties.”

      Mandi was kind of surprised she got off so easily but couldn’t complain. Her mother’s good mood couldn’t be easily shaken by siblings fighting.

      “This isn’t over, mortal whore,” Elise muttered as Mandi walked by. Yani, her other middle sister, only snickered, probably devising enough schemes to bring down their mother’s wrath on the two of them.

      “You’re going to answer to karma one day with such mistreatment of your little sister,” Hector barked at Elise.

      “And what’s little miss powerless going to do, besides cry?” Elise said. “You know what you’re in for in this family. I’m aiming for the top. Making sure mortals, even Father, know their place is just how things are.”

      “Harassing someone with no magic will only prove how unfit you are for any important positions,” Rose snapped. “How can you treat your sister like this?”

      “A little character building isn’t proof of anything,” Elise sneered. “If anything, you two spoiling that worthless little twat will be more problematic than Mother and Father’s bedroom past.” She stormed out of the dining room.

      Mandi groaned as she made her way to the office. She nodded at Howie along the way.

      “Good morning, Mistress.”

      “Good morning, Howie,” she said, her voice whirling with depression. “If only it was actually a good morning.”

      “Mistress.”

      Mandi tried not to turn around, but Howie walked in front of her and froze at the tears. He pulled the redhead into his chest and let her cry.
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        * * *

      

      The feeling of cool, crisp air blowing against us as we soared miles in the air on Beakwing’s back felt amazing.

      “Will you try for a trade agreement with a merchant or fellow potion maker while you’re here?” Milia asked.

      The wind didn’t intercept her voice, not even a bit, almost as if it wasn’t blowing at all. Guessing she infused her voice with a little mana, I pulled only a fraction of a fraction of it from my core, directed through what I imagined as special glowing veins on arms, like magic pathways. This little concept wasn’t something new, but incredibly helpful for controlling my abilities.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “Maybe we should stay for one night, let Beakwing rest, and then rescue our princess. Unless it’s possible to do all of these things in a day, hopefully without giving ourselves away.”

      “People will certainly see us, that’s for sure, including the guards at the gate,” Milia said. “If the Red Star’s in town, you’ll most certainly anger her.”

      “That we will, but after what I read in that letter, I’m not really in the mood to care what she thinks,” I said. “Besides, she may not be so bad. After realizing something important.”

      “Like her powers not doing anything to you,” Milia said, grinning.

      “Fingers crossed she won’t resort to that,” I said. “I’m picking up my apprentice and leaving. Well, telling her that as a random man that only looks to be a few years older than her is going to raise some questions. Thank God you’re here with me.”

      Milia laughed. “What is that line of thinking?”

      “Perception,” I told her. “I’m sure not everyone in the city’s going to villainize us, right?”

      Beakwing let out a snort. I snickered at the perfect timing.

      When we slipped into silence, I contemplated Milia’s words. Now would be a good as a time as any to at least check out our competition.

      “What if we just sneak her away during the dead of the night?” I wondered aloud.

      “Then her mother will assume she came to the town and burn it to the ground looking for her,” Milia said.

      “She could try, but if the kingdom listens to this city’s request for escorts for magician criminals, then certainly they’d be quite angry with them burning down an entire town for one person.”

      “Normally you’d be correct, but she’s a magician and a powerful one,” Milia said. “Given how she’s arranging political weddings with Astral Empire men points to the fact that she’s got enough influence to make the kingdom overlook her tantrums.”

      My head was already beginning to ache due to the politics, and I already mentally began to toss them toward an imaginary bonfire. Knowing my luck, and abducting a noble daughter, I would surely get dragged into something.

      Unless I simply didn’t get seen. No… the Red Star’s first place to search would be the town.

      “You’d think she’d just send people in her stead,” I told Milia. “It’s a four-day trip. Or less, I guess, if she pushes the horses, but a woman like that should have more important matters than wasting time dictating her youngest daughter’s choices in life.”

      “Not when it comes to arranging marriages for political power,” Milia said. “But you clearly know that.”

      I sighed. “I’m just hoping to work out a solution that doesn’t end with us coming to blows. I’m not a pacifist and will do what must be done, but if I can get some kind of support from House Wingston instead, it could pave our way for many business opportunities.”

      Milia’s eyes widened. “Thinking far ahead, I see. The only way I can see that happening is finding her eldest siblings and chatting them up.”

      I looked at her, feeling exciting. “You’re right. Instead of starting trouble right away like a dingus, I should talk with her siblings first. Just the two we met. Perhaps they’ll tell us the full story. Or not have a reason to, and try to toss us in the dungeon.”

      Milia shot me a flat stare. “If you keep being pessimistic like that, you’ll end up tying yourself up in a long strand of annoying thoughts, hindsight, and what-ifs. It’s try, or go with the original kidnapping plan.”

      I shrugged. “You drive a hard point.”

      “No need to overthink this,” Milia said.

      About an hour or so later, we began to see glimpses of a city on the horizon. They called it a small city or a true town, but it looked to be several times the size of Kyushu. Even from above, I could just tell it was bustling with activity.

      “What’s that? You’re going to buy me a caramel apple? You’re the best, love,” Milia said, and it was my turn to stare at her blankly before I sighed in defeat.

      “Fine, we can go out for treats for a little while,” I told her. “There’s no rush to get fireballed in the face.”

      Milia smiled. “It’s good to see you have no desire to suck the fun from this trip after all.”

      I laughed. “After working nearly nonstop to establish something back in Kyushu, I’d be crazy to turn down some treats. Although, you did make every day fun for me.”

      Milia’s sudden kiss almost made me fall off the griffin. She grinned and, for a second there, I saw a little consideration in those eyes, you know, to ditch Kyushu’s tradition. But then she seemed to shake herself within and the flushing stopped. I sat back up. We made it this far and sure, intimacy was an important part of every relationship, but I had a feeling there was an award for both of us at the end of this tunnel. Don’t ask me how I knew, think of it as… a sixth sense. The nightly cuddling did ease things a bit, so the whole waiting thing wasn’t that big of a deal. I certainly wasn’t some kind of desperate teenager. Milia would be my wife. The tradition thing was her idea, anyway. But, intrigued, I didn’t mind going along with it. As I told her, she was worth the wait and then some.

      “Beakwing, make sure you land in front of the gates,” I said. “I’m pretty sure there’s some kind of a checkpoint.”

      “There is, but we don’t need any traveling papers,” Milia said. “Just tell them you’re a new potion maker and looking to buy goods or something. They’ll let you pass without any hassle. A big city would charge an entrance fee.”

      Because of course these cities would have tolls. That brought another thought to mind.

      “Do I need some kind of permit?” I asked.

      “Only if you intend to sell in the city,” Milia said.

      “Oh.”

      When we landed, the two guards were surprised only for a moment at my griffin, but simply asked my business in the city. I told them I was a potion maker and traveling with my betrothed to do some shopping. One of the guards… congratulated us.

      “You don’t have to congratulate them, Jerry,” the first guard deadpanned. He waved us through, shaking his head. “Next! Wanda’s curvy bottom, it’s been a long day.”

      “Beakwing, you can fly around and stretch your wings a bit, hunt or something. Be back within an hour, maybe two or… three hours,” I told the griffin.

      He huffed cheerfully, purred, then took off. Everyone gaped at us for a bit. The lead guard cleared his throat and resumed his job. Jerry simply grunted.

      We stepped through the gates to noise, busy people, multiple scents of food, merchants shouting their products, kids playing. General festivity. The first place we stopped at, mostly due to Milia’s insistence, was the caramel apple stall, of course.

      “Two please,” I said, handing over the coppers, plus additional coppers to tip. The woman at the stand thanked us as she handed over the treats. I wasn’t sure what kind of voodoo or magic the lady performed, but goddamn, the apples were amazing. Did Mandi devour these a lot? What kind of question was that? Of course she did.

      To be honest, I waited for some of the cliché events to happen. You know, the rando pickpocket, the in-town bandit that would try to rob us. Nothing of the sort happened; the day went great. Aside from a little excitement during a quick lunch, involving a dickhead noble. Fortunately, I wasn’t actually involved in this ordeal. Milia convinced me to go to a tavern for a little afternoon wine. Knowing damn well this was pretty much a date, I obliged, and we had a good time. Grilled snack foods and decent wine for the commoner area. Not that I knew much about what made a fine wine. I worked at Home Depot, for fuck’s sake.

      A well-dressed man at least my age suddenly walked in with a small group. They took a seat at a table near a scrawny boy just barely an adult, who read and drank, minding his own business. A beautiful waitress served him first, since he was already there. The fucking noble sneered at her. His idiotic men did the same.

      “How dare you not serve me first, wench! I am the son of Count Anders, Von! Serving a peasant before me is a great insult and I want my dues now. Kowtow and maybe I’ll let you apologize by… by… ma… magician!”

      The waitress conjured a fireball the size of a fucking truck.

      “What’s a Wingston doing working at a place like this?” Von wheezed.

      The fire turned into electricity, which hummed, each arc a brilliant blue-white.

      “I’m not a Wingston. Now get out or die,” the waitress said coldly. “I do not have time to deal with little boys today.”

      The nobles ran for their lives. And yes, I noticed the suspicious stain in the middle of one of their pants. The waitress sighed, allowing the magic to dissipate.

      “I apologize for that,” the waitress told the reading boy. In fact, it was then I noticed that he hadn’t stopped reading until the waitress magician set down a bowl of soup in front of him.

      “Where did you take me, Milia?” I deadpanned.

      Milia smiled innocently.
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      I examined the place, but it wasn’t a magician-exclusive den or anything. The restaurant didn’t look too special with a standard, if not Edo period décor. The city itself had a mix of perhaps Chinese and Victorian-style buildings with a reddish color scheme likely to honor their Red Star. However, what set this place apart was its people. A table of loud dwarves swallowed down mugs of ale while discussing blacksmithing, making jokes about their wives and sometimes even looking over their shoulders to make sure said wife hadn’t suddenly walked through the door. Another table had what I assumed were dark elves, male and female. Black hair of numerous hairstyles, dark brown skin, eye colors ranging from weird purple to pale gray. Also, the mana felt weird in their direction. Another table sat a mix of human, elf, dwarf, and what appeared to be a blue-skinned man wearing a robe. The others of that table had varying armor. The place was mostly human, but there were the occasional part-beast or beastkin person that walked through every now and then. Even a wolf girl, a woman with wolf ears, a wolf tail, light leather armor, and various daggers strapped to her side.

      If the hints didn’t make it obvious enough, then I’d just go back to the town and hide in a hole.

      “This is some kind of adventurer hangout spot,” I stated, voice almost in awe.

      “Sure is,” Milia said. “It just happens to have my favorite orange spirit plum wine. It’s been a while since I had it.”

      “What are you staring at, loser?” a buff man in golden armor snapped. It took me a moment to realize he was talking to me.

      Rather than be the cause of a commotion, I turned back to my food, shaking my head. I didn’t even see the guy until just now, but he was one of those.

      I grabbed my own wine cup, preparing to take a gulp, when the sense of danger engulfed me. I leapt backward just in time for a fucking mace to crash onto my side of the table. Wood exploded into all directions.

      “Hey, what the hell is your problem?” I snapped at the golden-armored fuck. Now, everyone saw me dodge that attack. The only reason why I didn’t block it was because one, a fucking mace, but two, I tried to be a little incognito while minding my own business, spend time with my betrothed, that sort of thing. This guy essentially attacked me for no reason.

      However, the waitress appeared, eyes cold as she looked at the half-destroyed table and then the golden-armored fuck that I realized was drunk out of his mind.

      A ridiculously powerful killing intent covered the restaurant, followed by a monstrous blue-white aura. The next thing I witnessed was a man who had to be at least three hundred pounds and more with the armor, get flung out the door at rocket speed with just one palm.

      “The Lotus Palm,” someone said. “He’s going to be feeling that even a week from now.”

      “Serves him right, getting drunk like that,” another person said.

      The waitress’s aura vanished as she turned to me, her expression bland again. Long black hair, brown eyes, and a height of five feet made up her general appearance. She also wore what appeared to be some kind of maid outfit.

      I didn’t stare at her too long, not wanting to be the target of that attack, but one quick stealthy analyze surprised me. It surprised me because I couldn’t analyze her! It could be a special skill or an item responsible for the shielding, or she was simply the first person that I ran into far beyond my current realm.

      “Apologies,” she said, deadpan. Her eyes briefly widened at me, she even went pale, which could only mean one thing, but the flustering lasted just a brief moment as she cleared her throat. “Please allow us to replace your table. Every now and then, adventurers drink too much. Including S-ranked adventurers. But tossing them out like filthy rags is what I live for.”

      Did I really just find the sadistic maid?

      She took us to a different table, gave us some food and drink on the house, and soon Milia and I were back to having a good time. No one paid us any attention nor mentioned my reflexes, probably because any adventurer with heightened survival instincts would dodge a mace that moved much faster than physically possible. They ate various dishes, drank, and left. One thing I noticed was that absolutely no one, regardless of how drunk they got this early, caused further trouble.

      The waitress lady scanning me for some reason did put me on guard, but she returned to doing her job as if I didn’t exist. And soon, Milia and I paid for our meals and left.

      “Those prices were way lower than the food stalls in Kyushu,” I told Milia as we turned down another lively street.

      “It shows we’ve got quite the battle ahead of us to bring down the prices,” Milia said. “I’m still in the process of investigating the few minor nobles in Kyushu. It doesn’t seem like a place ripe for corruption, but if they’re the reason why honey is more than five times the price in Kyushu compared to anywhere else, well.” She patted a fist against her hand. “Let’s just say, exposing them will involve just a little pain.”

      I chuckled. “Try not to go all dominatrix with your vine whips.”

      “Domi-what?” Milia said, tilting her head.

      “Nothing,” I said quickly, not wanting to give my fiancée any funny ideas. I changed the subject. “So where should we go next? Should we start scoping out our competition?”

      “Probably,” Milia replied. “In fact, there’s a shop right there.”

      “Sounds like a plan, let’s go.”

      When we entered, the scent of burned… something, hit me like the feeling of getting punched in the nose. The small shop seemed to be made of pure concrete or stone with wooden shelves lined up with a plethora of potions. Red, green, blue, pink, you name it. In terms of organization, it was far less organized than mine. There were no labels on the bottles, not even the shelves. Despite the mess, there waited a decent line of adventurers looking to pay for their items. From potions, to random potted shrubs, to what looked like well-endowed red cucumber-like plants. A red-haired elf girl looked to her left and right before picking up a pot and getting in line. The system took this sweet ass time to rub this shop’s success right in my face, by revealing my own mediocrity.

      

      [Your potion shop’s rank is currently E, with the lowest rank being F. You gained a rank for having daily customers, but by limiting yourself to Kyushu and not capitulating to the town’s inflation, you failed to rise higher. A shame, really. This shop’s rank is C, far superior to yours.]

      

      My eye twitched at the audacity of the prompt, but I kept my expression neutral. An E-ranked shop, ouch. Fuck, I felt like I’d been doing a great job so far for a new shop owner, but apparently this wasn’t good enough for the system.

      “Should we buy anything?” Milia asked, completely oblivious to the system’s comment of this unorganized mess of a shop being far superior to ours. But I did see the subtext of what it meant. There were numerous potions and even ingredients for sale, likely for either rookie potion makers or alchemists. The customers were adventurers, at that.

      Sure, we had earned ourselves the fucking hero’s party as customers, which was a start if anything, but it wouldn’t be enough. Normally, I’d toss it to the old age wisdom of giving a fuck costing too much energy. However, the viciousness, the condescension of that prompt struck a nerve and ignited the pride within. If I was going to be a potion maker and a shopkeeper, I needed to be competitive. And most importantly, I needed to become an S-ranked shop.

      What the hell was the point of having ridiculously high-quality and high-ranked potions if the dickish system gave my entire home a low grade?

      “Let’s go,” I told Milia. “I think we’ve got more competition to check out. If you don’t mind, of course.”

      “We’re in this together,” she said, surprising me with the flame of determination in her eyes. Apparently she sensed the prosperity of this place as well. Or so I assumed.

      

      [Wingston is a C-ranked small city. Kyushu is an F-ranked small town. But upgrading a town may be beyond your capabilities right now, especially while you’re manning a measly E-ranked shop.]

      

      That… that prompt dropped by the system was everything I needed to solve the inflation problem. Or at least it’d contribute heavily. No… perhaps I’d have to make the first move. Check out all of the buildings available on the cube, purchase the essentials, and upgrade those. Maybe an option for upgrading the town would come later. Hopefully it didn’t require me to become lord of the town or mayor. City lord life was not for me.

      

      [What you believe is not for you does not matter. It is okay to bend fate and use it to your advantage at the same time.]

      

      I almost flinched, having the system directly respond to a stray thought, but when I tried to inquire about anything, it remained silent. However, the new goal was set. To improve conditions in Kyushu or at least push it toward prosperity, find a way to upgrade it. The prompt surely wouldn’t try to push city lord shit onto me. I’ve had way too much of a handful just learning potions. After finding out shops were ranked and mine, despite all of the hard work, was just a fucking E-rank.

      I had to get just a bit greedy for the first time since I found myself in this world. I wanted a peaceful life, but also my hard work to be the best that it could be. If E-rank was a reflection of an unfinished project, then I’d push for completion. I’d add to it.

      Hopefully it didn’t do something ridiculous as rank my apprentices. I waited for the stray thought to trigger something, but to my relief, that didn’t happen. Realms were already bad enough. I did not need to see them as grades due to the system.

      “By the way, what’s the name of that waitress?” I asked.

      “Waitress?”

      “You know, back at the restaurant,” I said. “I’m actually still amused at how she tossed the gold giant like it was just another day.”

      Milia laughed. “Oh, you mean the serving girl who is no mere serving girl, but the actual owner of the establishment. She’s Anzu, but everyone calls her Lady Reaperess.”

      My eyes widened before I burst into laughter. Milia only shrugged, grinning.

      “I like it,” I said. “She reaps the souls of any idiots disturbing the peace.”

      We ended up visiting every potion shop in the city, all five of them, and each time, I grew more depressed. They were each very different, though only one used labels and it was just a C-ranker. The ranks were all C or B, nothing close to my shame of being a mere E. But as I thought about my situation, I realized I seriously needed to upgrade my setup. I used basic cauldrons bought from an F-ranked town. The special cauldron incoming was due to a favor, but now… I’d have to put in a lot more orders. Nia, the badass blacksmith, would see a serious payday. I’d send Lucas to help her out for further practice until I got the half-dwarf his own forge. Hopefully it wouldn’t cost me too many spirit coins.

      Fuck. The thought of spirit coins annoyed me. Either I get them from other magicians by selling something worth a fortune, or run powerful dungeons. I considered maybe a B-ranker, but deep down, I just knew only an A-rank or above would provide the necessary spirit coins to afford any expensive purchase.

      I was about to suggest going to the Wingston manor—plenty of overheard conversations revealed their location—when a group of performers caught my attention. I gently grabbed Milia’s hand and led her to the gathering. We joined the growing crowd. A dwarf man began to play a lute, while his companions danced and collected coppers people tossed with hats or jars.

      Needless to say, the song he sang was both hilarious, lewd, and involved orcs dancing on a giant version of Wanda’s butt, with long-chinned men doing… You know what, I didn’t understand half of the things the dwarf sang. I wondered for a second if someone fed him fairy sprinkles.

      And I thought I cursed a lot. I had nothing on the dwarves who used words that probably translated to things that would make even the demons in hell blush. To think I had to put up with nagging from my ex’s grandma and her sugar daddy named Arizonutt over such a thing. The guy hated profanity, especially with young females. Someone needed to pull the 1950s stick out of his crack.

      Anyway, after buying a few things for Milia and me, a lot of things actually, we stored the goods in our storage rings and finally started to the Wingston manor.
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        * * *

      

      Gaston glared at his butler, frustrated with the latest news of disappointment coming from the main branch. His request to seek an audience with even just a scribe of the emperor continued to be ignored. As if that wasn’t enough, his betrothed’s mother, the Red Star, brownnosed him to the point he just wanted to do things to her.

      Unfortunately, Gaston was absolutely terrified of her. He still asked the others weekly why his father decided to move to this annoying small city and then tie him to the daughter of a magician that could roast him alive.

      Then there were the rumors of Gaston being one of the biggest slimeballs of the night. Well of course he’d sleep around. His so-called betrothed and the Red Star, actually all of the women of that wretched family, followed some idiotic nonsensical tradition in regard to maintaining their purity until marriage. Honestly, he didn’t give a damn anyway. Mandi was cute, but almost flat. If it weren’t for the Red Star dictating this politically arrange marriage between the families, Gaston would’ve fled, perhaps taking a lonely lass with him.

      Fed up with the endless stream of bad news, he decided he needed to take that frustration out on someone. As long as they weren’t a part of the Wingston family, nothing would happen.

      He stepped out of his home and just several meters away, he noticed a white-haired man and an incredibly beautiful green-haired woman walking leisurely down the street. They appeared to be heading in the direction of the Wingston manner. If that was all, Gaston wouldn’t have given a rat’s ass. Many people walked this street, after all.

      He wasn’t a magician or anything, but something felt off about the two. Ah well, they would be perfect targets to make his men beat up. The man, that was. He’d take the woman, offer her a night of luxury and bliss. Maybe he’d take her right in front of the man she’d dump. This wouldn’t be the first time he exposed a woman’s greed. And he doubted it’d be the last.

      “I wouldn’t if I were you,” his butler warned, but Gaston waved off his comment.

      “They’re just commoners, perhaps peasants,” Gaston snapped. “I feel like having some fun and that woman’s got everything I’m looking for. The man may be buff, but he cannot handle twelve guards.” He stepped outside and shouted, “Guards, let’s go. Just a small group. You’re about to entertain me. If you do well enough, I may let you take a turn with… playing with someone beautiful.”

      The guards laughed, eyes filled with debauchery, delight, and thoughts of sweet perfume and sweat. Less than a few meters away, Gaston stopped, because the man and the woman turned around to look at them.

      And in those red eyes, Gaston saw an endless plain of doom. He was offering the young noble front row tickets to the carnage, despite having a lackadaisical smile on his face. The noble had to fake meekness or die. There would be nothing else for him except perishing beneath a stare that almost made him think of the Peace Spawner.

      But this guy would probably be the Peace Spawner without the pure evil. Or maybe he was, because Gaston felt more terrified of him than even the Red Star. It would be the ones that seemed peaceful and harmless that could smite unsuspecting observers, knife to throat in an instant, and disappearing without a trace.

      “Pardon me, good sir,” Gaston said in a fake meek voice. “I thought you were someone else. Don’t mind me.”

      He turned around, moving fast, almost running. He needed to get as far the hell away from that guy as possible, lock the doors, and hide. Hide from the world. Maybe he really should start believing in Wanda or whatever the church wanted people to worship.

      “Sir, wait,” a guard called. “Wanda’s ass, why did he…?” He sighed. “My apologies, sir, I believe he was headed to, I guess, stand up to the Red Star, then came to his senses.”

      The mystery man simply shrugged, then turned around to walk with his wife. The guard shuddered. Magicians were a scary bunch. But these two… they were on another level, especially that man.
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        * * *

      

      I shook my head, just slightly curious about the noble and his guards.

      “I guess he realized that it’s pretty much suicide to voice a complaint to the Red Star while completely powerless,” I said.

      “I admire your optimism,” Milia quipped.

      I laughed. “It’d be awkward to jump to conclusions when I don’t know anyone. There’s no way that guy had a reason to attack me.”

      “Yet you turned around, completely ready,” Milia said, grinning.

      Soon, we found ourselves approaching the large, fancy, red-topped manor that was the home of Mandi’s family.
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      Mandi had finished reviewing and organizing at least half of the tall stack of documents assigned to her by her parents. She tried to be less angry with them, to justify their punishments. The redhead had paid off two of her cousins to go to that town for petty reasons. As a result of her selfishness, she almost got her two cousins killed by a mythical monster. But it also could’ve been a bear or wildcat attack. She desperately tried to atone for her mess-ups by keeping out of everyone’s way. The thrashings were just side consequences.

      Almost everyone hated her, including the wives of her cousins, but honestly, Mandi couldn’t blame them. It was only recently that she realized the downside of trying to act like a noble. No one knew the real her, except for Hector and Rose. She… was no longer sure if she’d be able to regain the trust of her family after this stunt. Being herself would make the girl seem weak, an open invitation to ridicule, bullying, and embarrassment for the Red Star.

      Suddenly, a wind erupted from seemingly nowhere, scattering papers everywhere from the folders she was just about to shelve, to the tall stack, and even previously shelved folders that had their cabinets open, staged to accept new sorted documents.

      Before she could react, a flame-powered fist connected with her face and she blacked out just a bit until finding herself outside of the office, on her back. Hearing Elise’s laugh, Mandi scraped herself off the floor and ran. Three fireballs capable of turning her to ashes without her magical protections whizzed past her, the shockwaves almost causing the girl to lose her balance.

      Despite seeing the situation, relatives simply turned away, many of their expressions cold and uncaring. Hector and Rose were likely out on duty.

      “I didn’t think Yani would convince mother to let me… train you, but it turns out you’re more of a disgrace to the family than we originally thought,” Elise called from behind.

      As Mandi made it around the corner, she bumped into the worst possible person. “You insolent little…”

      A flaming backhand coated her vision, along with a rush of extreme pain, as she flew through the front doors, landing painfully on the stone front pad.
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        * * *

      

      Eyes fell on us in surprise as we made our way casually through the courtyard toward the front doors of the manor. Honestly, this was quite the nice place with well-maintained flower gardens, beautiful, vibrant blue-green grass, and interesting statues, though most were of a woman I assumed had to be the Red Star herself.

      Now, I didn’t come here to get arrested. If Mandi decided to stay on her own, preferably with valid reasons, then I’d respect her decision. But sending a message that was likely an obvious plea for help ruled out many things. Only knowing her for a short time, this letter emanated desperation.

      But this brings up one supremely huge problem with my own logic. How the fuck was I going to stay unnoticed if I got into a fight with the biggest figure in the city? Let’s say I won this fight. Did she care about her reputation or pride? If not, then she’d surely alert other houses and who knew how many allies she’d acquired.

      So that left one main option and, quite frankly, the one I personally didn’t have a problem with if it meant being left alone. I couldn’t lie to this person about my identity… but I could match her might for might. Get her to listen to my proposal.

      I almost threw diplomacy out the window at the scene I walked into as the front doors flung open.

      Almost at the speed of sound, Mandi flew out the doors, landing painfully on the stony front pad. Moments later, a woman emerged to loom over her. Long, dark red hair, orange eyes, and somewhat angular features made up her general appearance. Dressed in a red kimono, she looked to be in her late thirties at most and exerted an aura of heat that even I felt from afar.

      “I think it’s time for another round of discipline, silly girl, yes?” the woman said darkly. Smoke or perhaps steam poured from her mouth in response to her cold anger, I could tell. When the Red Star raised a flaming hand, while Mandi cowered, covering herself, I acted.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      Gwendolyn Wingston, Red Star.

      Magician rank: 2nd realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      

      I couldn’t even begin to think why she was stronger than the hero, but figured their service as said party couldn’t be voluntary. That or their church talked them into taking up the roles.

      The earth seemed to part fucking time and space for me, because holy shit did I make record time getting there to block Gwendolyn’s attack. Her eyes widened in surprise only for a second, but the anger at some stranger daring to interfere with her beating up a powerless normal human clouded her judgement. For fuck’s sake, what was wrong with these people? Mandi didn’t so much as have her magical protections—her necklaces and jewelry gifted to her by her elder brother, Hector.

      I nodded at Milia to get Mandi. My dryad fiancée wasted no time pulling her away from the oncoming melee with vines. At this time, Howie was emerging and, judging by the sweat and horrified look on his face, he just found out that Mandi got attacked. I saw a smiling girl that looked to either be Mandi’s age or slightly older standing nearby with flames dancing around her. Were they both attacking a powerless girl? We were talking about my fucking apprentice, who not only took a step in the right direction of bettering herself as a person, but even worked hard for the shop without being asked to. Someone without any magic whatsoever could be killed in one strike from the fire. Were they… were they planning to kill her? Like, what happened the prior week wasn’t that big of a fucking deal. No harm, no foul. Sure, a little punishment such as being grounded would work, but Mandi was eighteen. An adult, who actually showed remorse. Also, the noble attitude thing turned out to be a façade, though we figured that out on our own quickly.

      The red light that always showed around me when I was fucking pissed erupted into existence and I bored down a killing instinct so… heavy, I can’t describe it, that the Red Star found herself struggling to stand. Being better at controlling my powers, I directed it all at her. Instead of outright delivering fucking heavenly punishment to this bitch, though she deserved it, I asked her a question first. So much for keeping on the quiet side. Perhaps I could bullshit my way out of this.

      “Were you planning to execute her, Red Star?” I asked, voice dark. “If I’m not mistaken, this young girl here is but a mortal. I’m sure the Lord Ruler would love to hear about overpowered magicians terrorizing the common people, yes?”

      “Who are you…?” the Red Star managed to get out. She was quickly shaking off the effects of my killing intent and would be on my ass soon. Or run. It depended on her pride. “Are you a part of the Lord Ruler’s envoy?”

      “That’s not important,” I snapped. “Answer my question. Were you planning to execute this girl?”

      “Of course not, idiot!” she barked. “Why would I execute my own daughter? You’re clearly not from around Wingston, so you don’t know how things work. But when you do something stupid in this family, endangering lives, wasting our resources, and don’t so much as return with something to make the expenses worth it, except great shame, you get punished. Not to the highest degree, but short from banishment. The beatings are a mercy.”

      “Beatings? You call roasting her with fire beatings? Also, she’s eighteen, made one silly mistake in your eyes, and is working to atone for it. You can’t cut her a little slack and look the other way? What she did wasn’t that big of a deal.”

      “You… you sound like you know what happened?” Gwendolyn said. She shook her head. “There’s no way the Lord Ruler’s envoy would’ve learned of those rumors or cared to send someone all the way out here. You’re no court magician. Who are you? And how dare you intrude on my property!”

      She finally broke free of my killing intent and attacked, only to be surprised that her fire did jack shit, except snuff out whenever it got within a foot of me. For such a spicy potion, it did its job really well. Perhaps, too well thanks to its ridiculously high grade and quality.

      “Red Star, calm down,” I said.

      “Nate!” Mandi was finally out of her daze and running to me. “Mother, stop!”

      The Red Star gaped at her daughter, clearly taken aback by the sudden strength in her voice.

      “Lady Wingston, he is the one who saved our lives,” Howie said.

      Gwendolyn let some kind of energy-like blue fire in her hands die off. The killing intent produced by this mysterious flame vanished too. Did I mention that both Milia and I took the potion of God Flame? I originally intended to get Mandi some vengeance, that was if the Red Star planned to kill her daughter. I wouldn’t stoop to her level, but after the battle, well, I’d make sure she’d never want to use her magic again.

      That’s right, I wasn’t fucking around. No, I didn’t want to blast Mandi’s mother to smithereens, but one thing I learned about this world was how little they gave a damn when it came to people’s lives. I wasn’t a saint, definitely not a white knight, but I was from modern Earth. As I’ve said before, the old world had its own set of problems, but in a world where might was right, super people ruled lands, somebody had to be the voice of reason. It shouldn’t have to be me nor Milia.

      The Red Star quickly righted herself, brushing off dust, though she likely realized I hadn’t broken even the slightest of sweats, even under the intense blue flame. Her ace, I was sure. Howie noticed by the way he looked at me.

      I turned to Mandi. “You’re looking worse for wear,” I said. “I hope you’re well enough to pack your things.”

      Her eyes widened. “Pack my things?”

      “As my third apprentice, I’ll require you to live in the town,” I announced. “Of course we’ve prepared a house for you. We’re also assuming Howie’s coming along, as well.”

      The butler flinched before sneaking a peak at Gwendolyn.

      “You’re a… you’re a master magician,” the Red Star said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Yet you’re allowing me to live after insulting you. Why?”

      Mandi gaped at her mother, then looked at me, eyes containing a plea.

      I sighed. “Is there somewhere we can all sit down and chat? I asked. “Perhaps we can start with introductions.”

      I turned to the girl at the door and emitted a decent bit of killing intent. Her flames snuffed out as she trembled with utter fear. These people really were rude. Thankfully, the horrified glare from her mother and the follow-up yell at least let me know there was at least some reason within the Red Star.

      “Elise, you go to your room!” Gwendolyn yelled. “You’re on restrictions for a year! Are you out of your mind, attacking this man? Can you not sense his power? Go meditate now!” Her will smashed down on the girl, forcing her to run even faster. It was quite easy to tell Elise bullied Mandi a lot.

      The other redhead looked snakish with her eyes, very thin, bony in a way, and emitted a vibe that let me know that I’d be better off trusting a hallow fragment over her. Knowing that Mandi lived with these kinds of people only made me feel even worse for her. No wonder why she wore a façade.

      The Red Star seemed to fall in a daze, staring at me for a moment before flinching.

      “Please follow me,” she quickly said. She looked as if she wanted to say something bitchy to Mandi, but one hard stare from me slapped away such internal planning. Instead, she kept quiet, knowing that there wasn’t a thing she could do. That was how things operated in a land where might was right. Fucked up, yes. But in this case, it’d stop these people from abusing Mandi, you know, a normal human. They acted as if she’d murdered someone, forgetting that teenagers make plenty of mistakes. Hell, I know I did, but we’re not going to get into those. Too embarrassing.

      Anyway, Gwendolyn took us to a dining room, ordered the servants to make tea, putting emphasis on the special flavors for important occasions. The maid flinched before hurrying to follow orders.

      “Just going to put this out there, if that tea is poisoned, you will die,” I said. “That’s what you’re expecting me to say, right?”

      For a second, it looked as if the soul left Gwendolyn’s body. Milia couldn’t help but laugh, reminding me how lucky it is to marry someone with an expansive sense of humor. Even if that admittedly may have been done in bad taste. But I would not be treated like a fool. Even Mandi looked as if she was about to pass out. Poisoned tea was probably common in this family, or at least with their relatives, especially that snaky girl.

      “Master Magician… Nate, was it?” the Red Star began.

      “Please just call me Nate or, if you have to, Sir Nate,” I said. “And this is my betrothed, Milia. Keep my powers a secret, by the way.”

      “S… Sir Nate,” Gwendolyn said. “We do not need something as childish as poisoned tea in this household, though some competing relatives have tried. Besides, hearing that you were the one that saved my daughter, Winn, and Lou after doing something stupid, changes everything. Howie feigned not knowing your identity, which I assume was your request, yes?”

      “Of course, but it’s really no big deal if my name gets out, so don’t even consider trying to use that against me,” I said. Mandi looked as if she was trying to make herself smaller. The petite woman was certainly no damsel and if she had something to say, I’d urge her. Which was why I gave her a look, encouraging her to do so. But the glare from Gwendolyn prevented words from coming out of her mouth.

      “Sir Nate, Mandi has an obligation to marry Gaston Astral,” Gwendolyn said. “I’m afraid she’s going to have to decline—”

      “Being an apprentice of mine will take priority over this,” I interrupted coldly, done with this bullshit. “All obligations will be nullified. I heard how Gaston sleeps around with women, right there in the open.” I delivered Gwendolyn a killing intent that would make the Grim Reaper smile or rush in to break up a potential fight. “A humiliating insult to her is a direct insult to me. Do you understand!?”

      I didn’t mean for every light in the damn room to flicker out and my weird red rage aura to manifest, but this lady pissed me the hell off. “How the hell does one sell out the dignity of their own damn daughter, anyway?”

      At this point, the Red Star was on the ground, kowtowing and actually begging for forgiveness.

      “Get up please,” I said. “I didn’t come here to make you bow down. Why aren’t you angry in Mandi’s stead? The humiliation is a direct insult to you above all.”

      Gwendolyn flinched and went silent, likely seething that someone had her in the interrogating position.

      “Forget it, it doesn’t matter,” I said after a moment. “What matters is that the insult to my apprentice must be paid.”

      Playing this role felt weird, but Milia insisted that it was necessary and, well, seeing how these people treated others only proved the dryad right.

      Gwendolyn looked terrified at the master magician that had her life within his hands.

      “First, you stop treating your daughter like garbage,” I said. “Originally, I had no intention of accepting her as an apprentice, but lo and behold, she proved herself.”

      At this point, others, I assume were her relatives, were peeking in. Winn and Lou, knowing me, only watched, pale. Hector and Rose were nowhere to be found, working whatever job they were assigned. Without them to protect Mandi, I wouldn’t be surprised if they harassed her.

      “W… we can’t abandon the obligation,” the Red Star said, seemingly lost.

      “You could just assign another daughter to marry him,” I suggested, then pointed at the girl that nobody should trust. “She’ll be the replacement. And now that the issue of my apprentice is settled, I’ve got a proposal.”

      Gwendolyn flinched. “Having Yani marry him instead is actually not a bad idea.”

      Yani nearly fell. “But Mother! Elise should do it.”

      “Silence!” the Red Star snapped. “Gaston will pick.”

      Elise, who just happened to walk in, clearly disobeying orders to meditate, went pale. She tried to protest, but her mother’s mind was made up. After seeing how they treated Mandi, I honestly had no fucks to give if they ended up with the playboy noble.

      “About this proposal,” Gwendolyn said, nervousness in her voice, reminding me yet again just how much master magicians were feared.

      “Nothing big, I just want it to be clear that I’m a friendly,” I said. “Just a potion maker, nothing more. Mandi may have not found her spark, but her training will be that of magical items.”

      Now, I had no real obligation to tell them this, but her mother needed to know that Mandi wasn’t simply wasting her time.

      “After all is well, she’ll certainly be on par with a regular magician, perhaps even better,” I said. “She may even discover her spark. But you’ll have to give her a chance.”

      Gwendolyn’s icy stare bore down on her daughter for a long time. Then like ice melting in the summer, she relented with a sigh.

      “You’re training with a master magician, an experience that one only rarely gets, even after a hundred generations,” the Red Star said. “Since you were chosen, you must prove yourself. Only then will your honor amongst this family be restored.”

      “I won’t let you down!” Mandi said, fire in her eyes as she bowed. That was likely as close as an acknowledgement from the big lady herself that she’d get until we produced works. Fortunately for the teenager, I received the perfect book for her after defeating a double S-ranked boss monster.

      Gwendolyn turned back to me. “I understand what you’re implying, therefore you will be treated as a friend of the family.” She addressed the entire room, including her husband that walked in. Mr. Wingston, as I remembered, the tax collector. “Sir Nate’s visit will be kept in this room. Any leaks from you will be met with severe punishment.” She turned back to me. “I do not understand why you’re hiding yourself, but will graciously accept your training offer. You are free to trade in Wingston as you please.”

      I accepted her handshake, pleased with the exact words I was hoping to hear.
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      “Too slow. Jump back and try again,” Wolverine told Cheetara as he dodged her mana pounce attack. “Focus, Disciple Cheetara Cutie. Become one with the land. Spread the mana throughout your body, like how Best Buddy spreads jam across his bread.” Wolverine’s tongue lolled out a bit as he briefly thought about the delicious treat. Lady Milia made the best jam ever! He sniffed the air again, hoping they were nearby. Unfortunately, they were still hours away. “You must move faster, faster than a rolly-rolly, faster than the neighing giants. Become the river.”

      “I will do my best, Big Brother Woofy,” replied the kitten cheerfully. She took her stance again and Wolverine could tell that she evenly spread mana across her body. The sunlight wolf nodded, admiring the fast-learning disciple. Ever since their master brought her, they’d become almost inseparable. Best Buddy called it a partner in crime, whatever that meant.

      Wolverine enjoyed having a little sister, but he knew as they grew, things could change. Evolution, for one, could make them competitive. However, they’d never attack each other, as the goal was always the same. Protect their master’s land and all loved ones.

      Wolverine was most looking forward to Disciple Beakwing Wingy’s evolution. The griffin felt like a brother from a past life and had a heart of gold. Cheetara loved him too, though often, Wolverine wondered if griffins and cats shared a smidgen of a bloodline.
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        * * *

      

      Book in hand, Harmony glanced over the shop she’d come to know and love. From its neatly labeled, high-quality potions, to the cauldrons used to create the batches, and now in the kitchen, something called cold storage. Or that term Nate often let slip. Refrigerator. Only the highest of nobility could afford something like this, let alone the ice crystals to power them. Hiring adventurers wasn’t the most reliable method to obtaining them due to numerous factors. One was finding an adventuring party brave enough to enter an A-ranked dungeon. Two, paying their fees and any taxes involving the trip. Three, and the most obvious, was the adventurers not running off with the loot, uncaring about the contract they signed. Which meant they were likely adventurers that turned to banditry, for whatever reason. Fortunately, that was a rare occasion. Few desired to be banned from every city, tavern, and placed on wanted posters to be hunted down. Also, the noble could start a rumor of one of the adventurers potentially being a witch or even a secret member of the Peace Spawner’s cult. That could possibly drag in the Lord Ruler’s inquisition and the hero’s party, an unfavorable thing for any adventurer or bandit.

      Harmony turned her gaze to Lucas. The boy with cherry-red hair was currently meditating, pulling in fire mana from the environment, though there wasn’t much in the air, but as a result of his efforts, the shop felt much cooler than usual. The blue-haired girl couldn’t complain.

      They had a great conversation earlier pertaining to magic, mana, and devising ways to help Mandi find her inheritance. After all, women were normally far more likely to gain the spark from their mothers than men. Harmony did so, before her own mother passed.

      Finding herself staring at the younger boy too long, she turned away and sighed. Why did today have to be such a slow day when she finally got to run the shop? The blue-haired girl wanted to punch Nate’s cheek for not advertising to the town before leaving. Perhaps they would’ve jumped at the chance to see the potion maker’s apprentices run things.

      Harmony knew the ingredients of making basic health and energy potions by now, but she didn’t have the mana to make them as ridiculously high of quality as Nate did. Not even Milia, a dryad, could do so, which only made her white-haired master even more strange. Did all master magicians have mana so pure it made the land itself fall in love with them?

      Harmony pouted and allowed her determination to catch Nate and Milia fill her. These days, she studied and worked almost endlessly. As the mayor’s daughter, a minor noble, she could probably ask her father to get her items useful for cultivation such as pills, special herbs, or even mana stones. Only a few people knew of her secret, and he was one of them. But it’d be unfair to make him shoulder the overbearing cost of progressing a magician.

      Currently, Harmony was still stuck in the realm of the beginnings. Sure, it could take years for magicians to progress to the next realm and one shouldn’t rush things, but the blue-haired girl was Nate’s head apprentice, as well as Milia’s. She desperately wanted to make them proud.

      Lucas held the same mindset. Nate’s secret would get out eventually and, as his apprentices, they couldn’t embarrass him.

      Of course, Nate wasn’t the reason why Harmony desired to improve. Both she and Lucas were years behind. Mandi too, once they figured out a way to activate her spark.

      What if they somehow became a clan? Well, that’d be so delightful! The pets would be a part of it too. Maybe a secret clan, since Nate wanted to keep his privacy. Then again, clans, sects, and academies did quite well hiding their secrets, right? Even nobles. Why couldn’t they adapt the same thing?

      Harmony couldn’t help but dream big. She looked at the amazing tool at Lucas’s side, a heavenly forge hammer as Nate called it, and just knew that her cute junior held a similar dream. Perhaps even more. The timid boy’s shell only needed time to completely fall off.

      Some may call her ambition unladylike. Well, to hell with those people! She was a dreaming magician now.
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        * * *

      

      It took about half an hour or so for Mandi to stuff all of her things in a storage ring. Her mood ranged from overly excited to damn near sailing over the moon. She just about squeezed the air out of Milia and I with her initial hug. Howie, on the other hand, only took a few minutes to absorb everything into his own storage ring. The Wingston family heads emphasized to the man that he would still be paid as their loyal butler. They really didn’t want him to suddenly abandon everything and go off on his own path. Not that the older man had such ambitions. He cared for the young mistress as if she was his own daughter, unlike her own damn father.

      The Red Star saw us off and was a bit too touchy feely, but didn’t say a word to Mandi and simply turned around and left. I had to accept the blatant fact that some noble families operated this way, cold, calculating, competitive. At this point, Gwendolyn may end up getting stabbed in the back by one of her own children if she didn’t lighten up a bit. I’d call her a mean old lady if she didn’t look so young, despite having fully adult children. That was the magician’s longevity for you, which reminded me that the only way I’d be dying anytime soon was by an attack. Every realm progressed significantly improved a magician’s lifespan. Even going from Mortal to the Beginnings brought an initial five hundred fucking years. From this perspective, I’d have to become more than just some potion maker, but the potion maker. That was the plan anyway. Damn that system, grading me at an E. And it wasn’t E for excellent but Effing terrible. I glanced at my stat sheet, reconfirming all of my ranks.

      

      Nate

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician**

      Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Special Rookie Potion Maker.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      

      Perhaps the system was still attempting to discourage me from taking the potion maker’s path? Well, this only served to piss me off, if anything, and also challenged me to do better, as a person, a shopkeeper, and a potion maker.

      Otherwise, I’d run myself into a wall being so jealous of the other, higher-ranked potion makers.

      As we entered the street that would lead to the exit line of the front gates, I noticed a familiar figure caring a giant bag the size of a car with one hand. It looked incredibly heavy but let me in on a key detail. Anzu the waitress had superstrength. That, or once again, had a skill that enabled this feat. Come to think of it, maybe all high-ranked adventurers could prove that I was no different than them.

      Hey, don’t judge me for wanting to fit in. I waved at her. She nodded back, smiling, and kept going.

      Mandi was chatty all the way to the gate, until she suddenly grew silent. Soon, I could see why. The blond noble from before stood in front of the gate surrounded by at least fifty armor-wearing guards. Soldiers.

      “And where do you think you’re going?” the noble asked, though when he looked at me, well, he went pale.

      “What are you doing here, Gaston?” Mandi asked, her voice dark. “Didn’t Mother deliver you the good news?”

      “Feeling mouthy today, are we?” Gaston asked, forgetting about me for a second. Maybe he believed that I was simply a passerby. I did move off to the side to let the two have their breakup argument. “Back to my house this instant. I think it’s time I finally fill your mouth with a reason to be mouthy.”

      “You’re still slow on the uptake, I see,” Mandi said, shaking her head. I snickered but stayed out of it for now. “You’re getting married to Yani now. The documents were signed by Mother and have been sent to your father.” The redhead shrugged. “But I’m sure that doesn’t matter. You’ll sleep around on her too. But hey, Yani’s a Wingston magician. I hope you enjoy your days living in fear as she wears the pants of the house.”

      Mandi spat to the side and walked off, leaving the noble there stunned. He did not wake up that day expecting for the petite redhead to tell him off.

      I considered recommending he invest in fire-resistance potions but decided that was a good idea for myself. The God Flame would be for me, Milia, my pets, and apprentices. Customers could buy fire resistance for a bit above market price.

      “Yani’s a snaky one,” I told the newly depressed dickhead. “Enjoy being pegged.”

      Apparently that word translated well because he paled.

      “Guards, retrieve her! I will demand the Red Star fix this insult,” Gaston said.

      “Just let it go,” I said. “Unless you feel like facing me.”

      Gaston furiously shook his head, trembling. Fuck, I could almost feel the poor guy’s heartbeat, smashing against his chest. Raw fear. There would be no pity from me. However, since I basically helped grant this guy the ultimate ‘fuck you’ all I needed to do was just walk away, smiling.

      And that was what I did. Why hit him when Yani was going to do that for me? I chuckled. Karma was really sweet, wasn’t she?

      Gaston tripped over a suspicious vine that he didn’t see. Keeping a relaxed smile on my face, because his expression of utter regret was too hilarious, I made my way over to Mandi and Beakwing.

      Instead of someone crying, what we were greeted with was a cheerful girl who looked like a ton of weight got lifted from her shoulders. Still, I had to confirm it with simple words.

      “Are you alright?” I asked.

      “Thanks to you,” she said cheerfully. “Standing up for myself without the threat of Mother bringing a fire tornado down on me felt amazing.”

      I nodded, leaning on the griffin. Milia rested back-first onto me, and I put my arms around her waist as we waited for Howie.

      “I have to say, I was really hoping the first impression I’d get of your family wasn’t the Red Star attempting to turn me into a hot potato.”

      “S… sorry about that,” Mandi said softly.

      “It’s nothing you should apologize for,” I told her. “I did learn something today.”

      “Which is?” Milia inquired.

      “Well, I wouldn’t say learn, but confirmed that the hero isn’t the big kid on the block,” I said. “The Red Star’s realm is much higher than the hero’s. Hell, that waitress is stronger than both of them.”

      “Waitress?” Mandi asked.

      “He’s referring to Anzu of the adventurer’s den,” Milia replied.

      “Oh, her,” Mandi said. “Funny thing, there’s a rumor about her receiving an invitation from the Lord Ruler to be a part of the hero’s party, being one of the strongest S-ranked adventurers and all. But she apparently retired, moved all the way out here in the cover of the night. The Lord Ruler didn’t bother with a chase for some reason.”

      “Either that rumor’s false or word of her whereabouts haven’t reached the capital yet,” I said.

      “Perhaps,” Mandi said, tilting her head a bit.

      Howie finally arrived a few minutes later, five storage rings on his hand.

      “Pardon me, I hope I didn’t make everyone wait too long,” he said. “Your mother… Never mind, that’d be too embarrassing. Let us depart.”

      “Mother? What’d she say?” Mandi asked, curious, but Howie simply shrugged. The redhead pouted adorably.

      We boarded Beakwing, took one more look at the city of Wingston and almost like a jet, we launched into the air, homebound.

      “Hey Nate,” Mandi said, seeming to fidget a little.

      “Yeah?” I replied, deciding not to tease the noble teen.

      “Thank you,” the redhead said, blushing. “Thank you too, Milia. I’ll work hard. I owe you a debt.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Milia said before I could open my mouth. “You do not owe us. Mandi, we’re friends. Please remember that. We came for you because we wanted to.”

      Mandi suspiciously wiped at her eyes but couldn’t stop herself from hugging the dryad. This served as a grim reminder of just how toxic the redhead’s family was. I actually wondered if I should be prepared for vengeance by either Yani or the other girl, Elise. The thin, snake-like girl didn’t appear to be the fighting type. Elise, on the other hand, had what I could only describe as resting bitch face. Maybe the Red Star should force both of them to marry Gaston, assuming that kind of shit was legal. He’d get to live in double hell.

      “I wasn’t kidding when I told your mother we have a book that could help you stand toe to toe with magicians,” I said. “And if your spark ignites, you may one day surpass her.”

      Mandi’s eyes widened. “What kind of mystical book is this?”

      “It was a prize from a dungeon,” Milia told her. “Honestly, we debated on using it ourselves, but having remembered a certain red-headed girl that utilized plenty of charms, we figured you’d be delighted with making even better ones yourself.”

      “Absolutely delighted,” Mandi said, her eyes seeming to shine with stars. “You two are the best! I… really don’t deserve it.”

      I waved off her comment. “I’m looking forward to seeing what kind of trinkets and gadgets you come up with. If it requires mana, you’ve got all of us, until I find the means of purchasing something that could produce it automatically.”

      “Something like that exists?” Mandi asked.

      “Of course,” Milia replied. “Although…” The dryad tilted her head. “You may have to risk diving the dungeons to find the more critical stuff.”

      I shuddered, gaining a smirk from Milia.

      The late afternoon, early evening sky greeted us as we finally made it back to Kyushu. From the look of things, the teenagers had properly cleaned up and closed the shop. I’d reward them later for that.

      Stopping at Harmony’s house, I knocked on the door. Moments later, the blue-haired girl emerged.

      “We’re back,” I said. “And good job today.”

      Harmony’s maid bowed to us from the kitchen. I nodded at her.

      “Hi everyone,” Harmony greeted. “You’re probably tired. I hope you’ll like your new house.”

      “Thank you, Harmony,” Mandi said to her.

      “We appreciate everything you’ve done,” Howie said, bowing. “And I, too, look forward to seeing what the young mistress creates with this mysterious book.”

      Harmony manifested the tome with a grin and passed it to Mandi. Even I felt the ambient power it radiated. Howie’s eyes went wide. Milia nodded.

      “Oh, you should expect the animals in a few days,” Mandi said when we arrived at their home about half a block later.

      When Mandi and Howie were settled in, we checked on Lucas, then headed home for the night. The moment we opened the door, Wolverine dove into my arms, tail wagging as he licked my cheek.

      “I missed you too, buddy,” I said, hugging my wolf. Cheetara meowed excitedly, jumping into Milia’s arms, refusing to be denied her love.

      “Good evening, Cutie,” Milia said, giggling. “I hope you two are hungry.”

      Wolverine barked once in response. Cheetara meowed.

      I knew the teenagers fed them as instructed, Harmony giving me the rundown as we walked from Mandi’s residence earlier. The cheeky teenager was actually annoyed with today being a slow day and had the audacity to blame me.

      After bathing, dinner, and chatting with Milia and the pets for a good while, I activated the red cube.

      

      [Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices.]

      [Projects: 1. Farm: Acquire animals and feed from Mandi. In progress.]

      

      Curious, I selected Buildings.

      

      [Buildings. Currently unlocked:

      1. F-ranked Shed. Price: 15 spirit coins.

      2. F-ranked Special Lookout Tower. Price: 400 spirit coins.

      3. F-ranked Spiritual Room. Price: 1500 spirit coins.

      4. E-ranked Wine Cellar. Price: 10,000 spirit coins.

      5. F-ranked Magic Lab. Price: 150,000 spirit coins.

      6. F-ranked Mana Tower. Price: 100,000,000 spirit coins.

      7. E-ranked Mana Forge. Price: 300,000 spirit coins.]

      

      I almost shouted but held my tongue as to not awake my dryad fiancée. But holy fuck, these prices. They may as well ask for my goddamn first born! These things were basically impossible to get.

      Making the situation worse, I needed them. From the magic lab to a forge for Lucas to go nuts with his heavenly forge hammer, to a spiritual room that Harmony would love to meditate in. Milia would love the wine cellar.

      I hung my head in defeat. So, among my many goals, the two most important at this moment were to find some way to farm spirit coins and rank up my potion shop. Too bad the system left no instructions on how to do said things. Maybe the hero’s party could help.
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      The next morning, I beat Milia to waking up first, but not because I wanted to. A prompt from the system jolted me from a dream.

      

      [You must be one step ahead of your apprentices. Aside from your power, your only advantage is the ability to create unrivaled potion quality. However, a master must actually teach his students, therefore, you must drill them on the importance of creating a potion properly, timing mana insertion, and whether to turn the base into a sap to add purified water or not. The path of the potion master is not an easy one. Bright and early, teach your eager students. Perhaps you may add another. Where does your future lead? Well, you certainly shouldn’t gamble on it as a Rookie Potion Maker.]

      [Make potions utilizing your Heavenly Potion Making Set to progress.]

      

      You have no idea how close I was to sassing the system with, “I could’ve told you that.” The amazing hint it gave stopped me, bringing a smile to my face. The system actually told me something helpful, holy macaroni!

      I seriously needed to progress my class and as quickly as possible, but not too quickly. A master would be worthless if he didn’t actually study the goddamn craft. Fortunately for my little munchkin students, I wanted to know everything pertaining to potions. Magical liquids doing incredible things—I needed to truly know how the hell something like this was even possible. How could I push the limits of reality? Without the whole losing myself part. I’d soon have a wife and family. I was sure the Peace Spawner guy went nuts with whatever he was trying to accomplish as the world’s villain.

      Being careful not to disturb Milia, I crawled out of bed. Wolverine accompanied as usual for the morning routines, some quick stretches, and then to the kitchen. Cheetara hopped onto my shoulder and meowed.

      “Good morning to you too, Cheetara.”

      I first cooked breakfast and fed all the spirit beasts, including Beakwing. In fact, we all decided to eat with him.

      After that, I tried to clean up, but Milia wasn’t having it. We sort of had an unspoken rule. Chores were shared. The dryad refused to let me do everything, stating that one shouldn’t run headfirst into burnout.

      In the lab, I review the description of my potion making kit.

      

      [Heavenly Potion Making Set. Item rank: S. Item quality: Superior. Excellent quality bottles and linked to the MMABS for more production at the cost of gold and spirit coins. With substances packaged in this set, you may find it easier to work with exotic materials and even monster samples. It is recommended to use a magic cauldron.]

      

      The last sentence made me narrow my eyes. Did the system tell me all of this just to lead me to yet another goddamn wall? But I quickly slapped away that silliness because, for one, I didn’t have time to whine. The magic cauldron was only a recommendation, not a requirement.

      My grin felt a little giddy to the point of excitement oozing into my companions. Both Cheetara and Wolverine wanted to hang out with me today and if you thought I was going to reject them, you’re out of your mind. They were spirit beasts, but I still had masks I bought painfully from a store in Kyushu, set aside just in case I needed to attempt something a bit on the risky side.

      “So what I plan to do today is make new super versions of the health, energy, and speed potions,” I told my pets. They nodded and, at that moment, I mentally begged God to spawn me a camera. They didn’t have such things in this town; I checked in the general store. Recording spheres did exist, but they were not only ridiculously expensive but only sold at the capital and in cities of the Astral Empire. There was no way in hell I’d put my griffin through a flight like that without any planning, tons of treats and rewards for him, and maybe camping gear. That or perhaps locate towns with inns to stay in at night, and maybe adventurer hangout spots for information.

      Preparing a cauldron with standard health potion ingredients, I carefully instructed the spirit beasts from start to finish how to make the potions.

      When the health potion neared completion, I added a tangy-flavored potion to it just to see what would happen. I made the tangy flavor through using an orange-like fruit from the garden, some of its peels, and various herbs we had available, according to its instructions.

      Thankfully, the system actually showed me the new effects of the health potion. And holy shit, the results of the Flavor ability went way beyond my expectations.

      

      [Heaven’s Tears. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Effect: Rapidly heals and also repairs damaged mana channels within the body.]

      

      I stared at the potion for minutes, almost in a trance, seriously thinking about the effects the things I made had on reality itself. Should I really play with forces like this? What were the consequences of stepping a little too far out of line?

      As if someone splashed warm healing water on me, I… had what one could only call an epiphany. An insight.

      Suddenly, a burning pain erupted on my hand, almost causing me to yelp. Instead, I hissed, allowing out a short stream of curses. Accompanying the pain was a nearly blinding light. Wolverine and Cheetara went nuts in worry, ran out, and brought back Milia, but by the time they returned, the pain had subsided. On the top of my right hand was a tattoo of a dragon wrapping itself around the sun.

      “What the hell,” I said softly.

      

      [Congratulations. Somehow, you have tapped into the Dao of Creation. The heavens aren’t sure how to feel about a human gaining access to a power that no human should have. Charging headfirst into your dangerous class without thinking about the potential damage you could do to reality or the nature around you is a play from the book of foolishness. Despite the intensity of your amazing gifts, you considered all of these things, lining your mind with an insight that could only ensure a bright future, should you continue to care for things around you.]

      [Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakening. This is an early stage. It is unknown how to progress a Dao of this magnitude, except by the heavens themselves. Good luck! Unknown boosts. Beasts or beings that harbor darkness may feel a subtle danger from you. Darkness mana can no longer affect your heart.]

      

      “Nate… You have a Dao embedding,” Milia said, her voice awed. “This… this is amazing! You’re a never-ending stream of unpredictable.”

      “I… Man, it fucking hurt,” I said, chuckling. “I honestly don’t know what a Dao is, other than that it’s tied to meditation; I think monks practice it. I was just… thinking, you know, about the consequences of my actions before my hand decided to go haywire.”

      “You may not have known it, but you were in a meditative state, your mind and thoughts aligned with whatever Dao this is,” Milia said. She held up her hand. “Keep it a secret. It’s more fun if I can guess it.”

      “Meditation, huh,” I said. “My arch nemesis.”

      “You are perhaps the only one who does not need meditation to pull in ambient mana,” Milia said. “Even I must meditate every morning in order to work toward the next level with my realm. I’ve tried to keep up with you, but you’re a speeding Thunder Beast.”

      I shrugged. “A freak of nature, I am. But at least this wasn’t all for naught. Check this out.”

      I showed the dryad the cauldron containing the Heaven’s Tears health potion. The red color shimmered, emitting just a faint haze of concentrated mana of an unknown element.

      “Not only does it heal you, but now it repairs mana channels,” I explained, causing Milia’s eyes to widen.

      “Repairing mana channels is said to have been impossible,” she said softly. “If you overexerted yourself to the point of destroying your channels, not even the mana core potion we made for Harmony could fix the problem. You’d essentially be crippled.”

      “Well damn, you know what that means,” I said, smiling.

      “What?”

      “We’ve got our first item that will be sold for spirit coins only.” I picked up Cheetara as she rubbed against my leg, meowing, her aura seemingly worried. The kitten immediately examined my hand. When she was satisfied, she took her place back on my shoulder, rubbing against my neck. I crouched down to let Wolverine inspect my hand as well.

      “You’ll run into the first issue,” Milia said. “And that’s attracting anyone with spirit coins.”

      “That’s fine with me,” I said. “I have a few ideas. But the idea is that this potion will be the rarest in my shop. We’ll only have it on display when I’m here just in case some crazy magician walks in and overpowers our brats.”

      As if on cue, a knock on the front door and Mandi’s cheery voice greeted us.

      “It’s unlocked, come in,” Milia called out.

      She wasn’t alone. “We have guests this early,” Mandi said. Following her in were three members of the hero’s party. Ronica, a short and petite dark-skinned, black-haired woman with a cheerful, perhaps bubbly personality that was more worrying than it let on. Iris, a pale white-haired elf of average height, and served as more of a team leader than the hero himself, though she had a tendency to complain a lot. The last person with them was Kelvin, a dark man who looked to be at least in his thirties, rocking his trademark buzz cut, though he only wore a simple tunic and trousers today instead of fancy armor straight out of a JRPG.

      “Can’t you read the sign?” I quipped. “We’re closed.”

      “Good morning to you too, grumpy pants,” Ronica said.

      Kelvin offered his hand, which I shook. “They told me your place was nice, but this is far more impressive than I imagined.”

      I chuckled. “There’s still a long way to go. I’ve got a few plans for improvement later.”

      Iris bowed. “We missed your departure yesterday. Your apprentices were really good shopkeeps.”

      “You actually let others run the shop?” Mandi asked, her voice a playful level of surprise, which did get a shrug out of me. And maybe a micro glare.

      “Just a little test run,” I said, then turned my attention back to the hero’s party members. “What brings you out here this early? I don’t mind social visits late in the day, but…”

      Ronica shrugged. “We could be here just to pay our respects.”

      I waved off that comment. “Then you would be contradicting my request to keep this all under wraps. If you’re here for any training or wise advice, I’m going to have to disappoint you right here.”

      Iris sighed. “No, we’ve already promised not to pester you with that.”

      “We were kind of hoping you could put in a word for us, for jobs,” Kelvin said. “Or if you’ve got any open positions.”

      “I’m certain the mayor doesn’t mind helping you out there,” I said. “I don’t mind asking Harmony to put in a word or two. You’ll owe her later. My apprentice isn’t everyone’s pack mule.”

      “But what about you?” Ronica asked, pouting.

      “What about me?” I asked.

      “Are you not hiring for your shop?” she asked.

      “Nope,” I replied. “I’ve got no open positions at the moment, thanks to my three apprentices and my betrothed.”

      Iris seemed to wilt, but it wasn’t as if I had infinite money to pay out to everyone that asked to work at the shop.

      “What if we worked for free?” Ronica asked. “In exchange for—”

      “Nope,” I countered. “I don’t do slave labor.” I bonked the petite young woman with a rolled-up piece of paper, very, very lightly. Winds still blasted, but she didn’t feel a thing.

      Kelvin’s eyes were wide. “I’ve never seen such control.”

      I sighed, but there was nothing to say there or bullshit about. I wanted to bonk the bubbly girl on the head without hurting her. The desired comedic effect would’ve worked better if I had a newspaper.

      “Anyway,” I continued. “I hate to run everyone away like this, but we’ve got batches to create and chores to do. The shop will be open in a couple of hours. I’ll be sure to let Harmony know about your situation. Assuming you’re actually serious about getting jobs. I can’t imagine nobles like you needing them.”

      “Nobles? Ha!” Ronica shook her head. “The Lord Ruler barely pays us for our work, if we’re lucky. We have to take jobs from adventuring den boards just like any average adventurer out there. Since we left the capital, we’ve forfeited any allowances.”

      “If it weren’t for us saving, Ramon especially would be in a world of trouble,” Kelvin said with a laugh.

      Iris shook her head in disgust. “He’s regretting his party hard, sleep with everything that moves lifestyle from back in the capital. They accuse me of complaining, but I rather enjoy it here. This town is in touch with nature and is quite peaceful. Ramon’s whining daily.”

      “Out of curiosity, how many of you actually have jobs?” Milia asked. She and Mandi were already setting up the cauldrons.

      “Nuwa wanted to set up some kind of chapel at first, but we shut that idea down,” Ronica said. “We’re also not trying to attract that much attention. If the church finds out she’s here, they’d move in and take over the town, practically force or demand everyone attend their services. So instead, she’s now working as a clerk at a general store.”

      I blinked twice but nodded. Sure, finding humor in a heroic figure working a standard low-paying job appealed to me, but that had to be par for the course.

      “Maxus got himself a restaurant job,” Kelvin said. “I’ll be with the woodworker. It was Ronica that wanted to try here. I followed mostly out of curiosity.”

      “You were going to ditch the woodworker faster than the time it took Ramon to reject Princess Ling,” Ronica countered, arms folded. She harrumphed, turning her head to look away from the big man.

      I sighed. “Remember what I said. Customers, nothing more.” I walked past them.

      “You don’t have to tell Harmony about our problems,” Iris said as they started for the door. “But, you know… it was worth a try.” She smiled, shrugging.

      “He’s just playing hard to get,” Ronica said, dropping her pouting attitude in favor of her cheerfulness.

      I actually rolled my eyes. “What a bunch of pains in the ass.”

      Mandi laughed. “They really seemed to like you, Nate. What happened when I was away?”

      “Nothing much, except trying to survive a ruthless dungeon,” I told her as I stirred the cauldrons. Milia had already added the ingredients. Sure, we had plenty of potions stockpiled and soon would be setting up cold storage for the warehouse, but nothing hit like a fresh potion. Plus, keeping the supply above the demand prevented us from running into a situation where we had to shut down early due to selling out completely.

      While the cauldrons were simmering, I created a new label and description for our newest product and set it on a shelf. Harmony and Lucas arrived, greeting us. Everyone returned it.

      “We probably shouldn’t have Mandi making us look bad,” Lucas quipped, smiling at the redhead.

      Mandi giggled. “I… was kind of overexcited to be back at the shop again. I also have some gadget ideas, but can’t really do anything on my own. I have no mana.”

      “Hmm, maybe I should’ve hired Ronica to be your personal battery,” I joked, but everyone gave me a strange look.

      “Battery?” Harmony asked. “Does that have anything to do with… batting her? Ew.”

      I facepalmed. This fucking world! The lack of technology was indeed a pain in the ass, especially when modern words slipped from my tongue.

      “It’s just a word for power storage device,” I said. “Don’t mind me, my homeland’s accents will slip from time to time.”

      They all bought that, even Milia. Well, Milia had a knowing look, but didn’t say anything further. It was a reminder that the dryad did witness me appear out of nowhere right as she did a routinely forest patrol.

      “Never mind,” I said with a sigh.

      I headed outside with the spirit beasts following. “Beakwing.”

      The big griffin rushed from around the corner, excited. Wolverine, Cheetara, and I hung out with him for half an hour until it was time to go back to work.

      If we didn’t have a full house, Milia and I would’ve certainly found a corner to kiss each other’s faces for a while, during some downtime. For some reason, it became a game to not get caught by Harmony. Sure, we could go upstairs, but that kind of humor was too vulgar, even if they were seventeen and eighteen-year-olds.

      “What’s with the Heaven’s Tears?” Mandi asked when I entered the shop.

      “A new… super potion,” I replied. “It’s got the capability of not only healing you, but also restores damaged mana pathways.”

      The teenagers grew silent, eyes wide.

      “Isn’t that kind of impossible?” Lucas asked after a few seconds.

      “I’m not an expert, but even I’ve overheard talk from my siblings,” Mandi said. “My uncle was sent away from the family after overexerting his pathways. He scared off an aggressive wyvern that wandered into the kingdom.”

      “And for his hard work, he received the boot,” I deadpanned, though I didn’t make an offer to ship my newest product to some dude I didn’t know. With how Mandi’s family treated her, they weren’t getting shit from me without paying for it.

      “Sure did,” Mandi said. “But he’s living with his family in the countryside and has enjoyed life outside of politics.”

      I nodded. “We’ll keep the supply of these things low. Not because I want to inflate the price, but for everyone’s safety. It’s best to act as if the Heaven’s Tears came from a dungeon, alright?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “That’s a brilliant idea, for now,” Milia said. “But eventually, the world will need to hear of your talents.”

      “They can also hear about the many, many times I wasted ingredients by burning them, blowing up mixtures, the works,” I said, but Milia only smiled, squeezing my arm.

      “Success can be obtained through failures,” she said.

      Abruptly, the sound of horses caught my ears.

      “I think the kingdom soldiers are here to pick up that Drew guy,” I said, peeking outside, eagle sight engaged, to take notice of the familiar carriages that always came to pick up the criminal magicians. When a red-robed figure with a very strong pressure stepped out of a carriage, I frowned. “Goddammit. Corrupted officials are playing games with people’s lives.”
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      Nevil grimaced at this backwater, F-ranked, pathetic excuse for a town. These people were stretching the definition of what made a town. Maybe it was somewhat decent back in its prime, but the Crimson Sect officer heard about the great departure, rising prices, cancellation of its owlfruit festival. What a shame too. Perhaps the mission would’ve been easier, for the number of young girls would surely distract the hero.

      Continuing toward the jail, Nevil could sense the presences of the hero and his party, but that didn’t bother him in the slightest. The hero might have been the one responsible for defeating that nightmare of a Midnight Dragon, but that was some time ago. Cultivation stopped for no one. Many magicians, even those accursed witches, pushed to grow their power every second of the day. Naturally, the hero and his party were surpassed, especially when they were facing bottlenecks. Perhaps the reason why they moved all the way out to this pathetic place was to cultivate in peace. Nevil could admire that if the ambient mana in the area was denser, but it felt thin. What could they possibly accomplish training here? Perhaps in the forest, but even the sect officer felt the extreme danger in it. He doubted the hero and his ilk would be that suicidal. He failed to understand how the house near it still stood. Maybe no one lived in it.

      Rounding the corner, Nevil finally found himself staring down Ramon Thunderblade and his party. He looked at Iris the Heavenly Bow, grinning, waggling his eyebrows at the desirable elf. In addition to money, Drew did have good taste in women at least. Nevil allowed his demonic aura to pulse twice before retracting it. If the people knew what was good for them, they’d stay inside.

      “Ramon Thunderblade, great hero of the world, slayer of that wretched Midnight Dragon, what could someone of your statue possibly be doing here in a… well, a place like this?” Nevil asked, his grin a mix of mocking and lazy. Ramon said nothing, only observed and probably tried to scan the sect officer. He held up the charm on his necklace. “It is rude to try to scan guests of the town. But we haven’t met. I only know of you. I’m Nevil, just a sect officer.”

      “Just a sect officer,” Kelvin, the Blizzard Sword, said. “You’re not fooling anyone, you demonic faction bastard.”

      “Ah, perhaps not,” Nevil said, laughing. “Perhaps I am. But are you really going to try to stand in my way, or will you detain all of the kingdom’s soldiers too? Drew is employed under the Lord Ruler. What’s to stop him from ratting out your location? Or me?”

      “Drew wouldn’t tell a soul, twisted as he is,” Maxus, the Darkness, said. “He believes he’s got a spot on our team, like it’s his fate, and refuses to risk anyone else desiring it. We hadn’t realized he sowed the seeds of leaving the capital some time ago.”

      “Why do you not accept him?” Nevil asked, mostly out of bored curiosity and, perhaps, a tiny bit of stalling before the combat. “He’s got the money you need, cultivating nicely, and could hide you anywhere.”

      “You either know the answer to that or you’re as rotten as that idiot,” Ronica the Phoenix Magician said. “Don’t try to pretend otherwise. This isn’t a child’s game.”

      Nevil laughed. “I like you, twerp. It isn’t a child’s game, but not quite the game of houses, either. Not really the game of sects, not yet. Just something on the side. Our sect’s getting paid nicely for a little morning fun, no? But I’ll give you a little break and let you in on something before I retrieve my beneficiary. Who would you rather ally yourself with? Someone like Drew, who will do whatever it takes to get the mission done, even if the results aren’t as pretty and pristine as you like, or the kingdom? You know, with the Lord Ruler and his inner circle utterly afraid of someone rising in power and usurping him from his comfy little throne. There’s also the third option. But not even I’m foolish enough to desire that one or speak the name of he who commands darkness.”

      Nevil couldn’t help but wonder why the hero’s party didn’t attack right away. If he were Ramon, he would’ve charged without hesitation. There was no way he could be aware of all of Nevil’s plans, right? No… but the party appeared to be stalling too? But why? Maybe they wanted information from him chatting, not that it would do them any good while captured by the secret sect. He tossed the suspicions aside. Even if they figured everything out, it was too late. Drew shouldn’t mind him and the sect having a little fun. If not, they could simply dispose of him.
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        * * *

      

      “Nate, what’s wrong…?” Harmony’s voice cut off as her eyes set on the carriages I was staring at as I internally cycled through my limited bundle of options. There were five of them, each with kingdom soldiers. Interfering with the retrieval of Drew could put everyone in my home in danger, bring unwanted attention. Instead, I’d have to leave it to the hero’s party to deal with them. Hopefully, leaving the capital didn’t remove their authority to arrest troublemakers, right? Then again, the person who released this ridiculous pressure… No, he couldn’t take on the entirety of the hero’s party by himself. Something about his aura felt… weird, almost as if it didn’t belong to a human.

      About five more red robes emerged from the carriage, each strong, but still not a match for the party, thankfully.

      Harmony voiced my concern. “If we can feel that from here, the people may be in trouble. What if they get caught up in the fight?” she said.

      I said nothing, just watched, but the moment the headstrong stubborn girl moved, I placed a hand in front of her.

      Milia, Mandi, and Lucas, noticing the tension, stepped out to see the situation for themselves. Wolverine growled, expressing his own uneasiness. Harmony could be a pain in the ass, wanting to move first without thinking, but at the same time, I understood the need to protect her hometown.

      The effects of Kyushu’s F-ranked status were becoming apparent, and I realized this needed to change fast if we were going to be getting visitors. Through my eagle sight, I could see Kyushu’s guards getting suppressed easily even while the red robes were far away. The kingdom soldiers appeared to be making fun of them. I wondered if they knew the mayor was a retired officer. Either they didn’t know or didn’t give a fuck, because they weren’t… real kingdom soldiers.

      “Well, fuck,” I said. “Or as you guys say, Wanda’s ass.”

      “What’s going on?” Lucas asked. “Why would the kingdom…?”

      “It’s a trap for the hero’s party,” I said. “They’re not real kingdom soldiers. Come to think of it, there’s no way the soldiers would be here that fast and…” I turned to Mandi. “Wouldn’t you know, since they come from Wingston, right?”

      “They don’t always come from Wingston,” Mandi said. “But the soldiers that are on the way should be taking a break at the village right about now, before coming along for the arrest. Those carriages look off. They don’t have any house symbols. Not the red star for our own house, or the kingdom’s cross.”

      “Goddammit,” I muttered. “To think I was going to try to be a proper teacher and ensure you guys appropriately know how to brew a potion. Also, not to make my mistakes. Instead I’m stuck dealing with these losers.”

      “I’m certain they think the hero betrayed Drew or something along those lines,” Milia said. “He’s claiming to be the seventh member of their party.”

      “I don’t think so, but all I know is that he’s the son of a big noble house,” I said. “The sect members in the robes are on his payroll, I believe.”

      “Are you going to restrain them?” Milia asked, getting straight to the point.

      “I’m going to… observe first,” I said. “I need to make sure I’m not jumping to conclusions. The safety of everyone comes first.” I turned to Harmony. “That includes you. Stay here and maybe believe in me for once.”

      The blue-haired teenager blushed, but after a moment, nodded.

      “Running into danger like that is potentially becoming another casualty and we don’t want to give these idiots the last laugh. Wolverine, come with me.” I looked at Milia. “I’ll be back. This shouldn’t take too long, I hope. Maybe they’ll handle everything politically and leave.”

      Milia smiled, kissing me in front of the teenagers. “I admire your optimism. And hope that it starts becoming true. I’m not a fan of the fighting coming for us all the time.”

      Wolverine and I climbed onto Beakwing and took off toward the town, though we stayed high in the cloudy sky. As expected, twenty ‘soldiers’ poured from the set of carriages. The non-magicians stayed back, guarding the vehicles, likely to be the real deal serving in a corrupted legion, or had no fucking clue what was going on, blindly following orders.

      “You know, the downside of unarmed combat is not having a bow and arrow or a dagger,” I said. “Then I could just tip those with some of the sleeping potion and fire away. There’s no guarantee that it’d work.”

      Wolverine grumbled his reply. As we circled the carriages from above, I caught a terrible sight. Cages in a few of them. There were three women in the hero’s party and if they were zapped powerless, well, only fucked up shit could happen. Humanity’s been this way since the caveman days. So I did what any good passerby would do. Blew them the fuck up. In fact, there was some strong magical resistance on the cages, but the sky-blue flareup fizzled out within seconds as I melted them down to a state that couldn’t even be considered scrap metal. The hero’s party got on my nerves, but I didn’t wish anything bad to happen to them.

      Despite destroying the carriages, something within told me that at least a few of the party members should have supernatural senses. There was simply no way they’d survived this long as major public figures without being able to detect assassinations or capture attempts. Soon enough, I had my answer as I noticed the scene of the group getting surrounded and them being completely relaxed.

      I glared. They were expecting me to bail them out.

      “Known them for only a few days,” I said. “How can they be this idiotic to trust a guy that for all they know, could’ve called this sect in?”

      Sure, that didn’t follow any logic, since I basically demonstrated how little I knew about this world, but what if it was an act? I’d expect the hero and the young ones to get a little complacent, but Iris and Kelvin were at least thirty. Well, Iris looked twenty, but she was an elf, so who knew. Maxus looked older too. They should know better. No wonder why they were asking me for training.

      Too bad for them, I didn’t know what the hell I was doing either, being a complete newbie. However, common sense was a hell of a drug. The hero’s party needed to start snorting it.

      “Beakwing, strike the red robes with a good magical blast,” I said.

      The moment the griffin charged his attack, the motions I was waiting for occurred. Every one of them looked around as they were buried in an overwhelming sense of danger. Beakwing being an S-ranked magical beast probably had something to do with that. Let me correct that. An S-ranked magical beast that trained every day.

      The red robe that seemed calm, well, I assumed him to be the leader. My assumption received a confirmation when he tanked Beakwing’s attack while the other sect members were tossed around like ragdolls. I took the opportunity to scan him.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      Nevil, Crimson Sect 10th Officer

      Magician rank: 11th realm of the Highcore.

      

      Ah. I mean, the eleventh realm wasn’t something to sneeze at, right? The hero’s party didn’t just wait around, thankfully. With the distraction, they exploded into action. Ramon and Kelvin charged the Nevil guy, while Iris ruthlessly stuck an arrow in the chests of each downed cult member. But they weren’t dead.

      As if snapping out of a daze, the sect members jumped to their feet, yanking out the arrows and conjuring up red magic, which clouded the surroundings in a hazy orange, as if the area was set on fire.

      “Sunlight Flash, Wolverine,” I said. The sunlight wolf fired a large stream of pure white magic without hesitation, blasting the entire sect, including the leader, over. Both Ramon and Kelvin pounced him.

      But Nevil did not go down so easily. Something on his neck glowed, an artifact maybe. A cloud of gray light expanded from him rapidly, bashing away Ramon and Kelvin.

      “Fools, you think you stand a chance against me?” He aimed a hand at Kelvin. A spell book manifested at his side. It was blood red and the size of a box fan. If there was one thing I’d learned since I arrived in this world, it was that the sight of a spell book meant shit was getting real. Could potion makers get them?

      We were still high in the sky, but some of the sect magicians searched for us, clearly aware that the sneak attack came from upwards. None of the hero’s party dared give us away, which reminded me that they were at least quite experienced in combat, unlike me. The A-ranked dungeon was my training, enabling me to learn so much, despite not being an adventurer. A few moves from their playbook should allow for getting ingredients to be slightly safer.

      Pulling out a sleep potion, I motioned for Beakwing to dive and unleash his strongest magic blast at Nevil. The griffin’s wings glowed as he complied. The pressure created did make the sect uneasy as they desperately tried to find us.

      “Let’s dive out of the clouds, get a little close and fire,” I said. “Wolverine, you too. We’re not about to let this guy continue to act all high and mighty because the necklace I want blocked a life-strengthening attack.”

      Wolverine let out a long howl while we were still in the sky, then Beakwing took a nosedive. Within seconds, we were close. Both spirit beasts unleashed their attacks, coating the area in smoke, dust, and flying bodies. The hero’s party were smart enough to get out of the way.

      I hopped from my griffin’s back, landing behind Nevil, and allowed my killing intent to drop him to his knees. Walking into his view, I waved.

      “I hope you don’t mind taking a little nap,” I said, then lightly stomped his gut. He let out the yell of pain I wanted and one drop of sleep potion later, he was out. The hero’s party dealt with the other sect members.

      One of the townsfolk ran off to go retrieve the mayor and presumably a supersized box of handcuffs.

      “The real kingdom soldiers are going to be delighted to know they’ve got extra luggage,” Ronica said cheerfully.

      I dodged her attempt at a flying hug, causing her to slam into Iris instead, gaining herself a glare.

      “So, Crimson Sect guys,” I deadpanned, eyeing the entire party. “What’s your plan to fix this? These guys will turn this town into a war zone if we don’t do something.”

      Ronica opened her mouth to speak, but I continued. “Even if the real kingdom soldiers come to pick up Drew, what’s stopping them from being paid off, and returning with an army of magicians?”

      Ronica pouted. “Are you throwing us out of town?”

      “That’s not the point,” I said. “The sects are after you. They apparently know you’re here and will likely stop at nothing to get their revenge. That includes telling everyone of your location.”

      “That faction of the Crimson Sect is acting on their own, illegally,” Iris said.

      I gave her a look. “Elaborate on this. Are you sure?”

      “They’re essentially Drew’s hired goons,” Ramon said. “This is the first time they’ve attacked us directly.”

      “They’re usually following Drew around like little puppies,” Iris said, her voice venomous.

      I went to each of them, pulled off their storage rings, jewelry, and stacked all spell books in a pile. The books suddenly burst into smoke, startling me. The smoke drifted toward their owner and seeped into their skin.

      “Spell books are soul bound,” Nuwa said. “And for good reason. It’d take death to separate the owner and his tome.”

      “I’m not a death and destruction type of guy,” I began, “but do what you must. I ask you take it outside of the town.”

      “Are you suggesting we murder them?” Nuwa asked.

      “Wait, that’s not what you’re planning to do?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. I’ve only been in this world for a couple of months and had not been wrung out in a way that would force me to adapt to a murderous mindset. Not as someone who lived in the modern age for his entire life, with the biggest conflict then being a low tier, maximum drunk, bar fight.

      “No,” Nuwa said.

      “But it’s not the first time we had to slay a foe,” Ramon said. “It’s always in self-defense. But even that’s very rare, outside of monsters.”

      “Should we just order a bunch of sleeping potions from you? Then—”

      “No, that won’t work,” I interrupted Ronica. “If the kingdom soldiers recognize you, they will report back to this Lord Ruler or whoever’s in charge. They’ll want answers. You’ll just get more crap sent this way, even if you leave. There will be a search and a demand for directions.”

      “This is frustrating, but I think… we don’t have a choice,” Ramon said. “It’s time for us to go, for the safety of the people in this town.”

      Abruptly, I heard an inhuman wail and laugh from behind me. I turned to see Nevil hopping to his feet, back hunched over. There were differences in his appearance. The whites of his eyes were black, while the pupils glowed bright red.

      Something felt off, but I had no fucking idea what other than the possibility of this guy being possessed by a demon.

      “Run!” Ramon shouted. “The Hell Drag Technique!”

      Nuwa wasn’t quick enough as the man dove toward her, the closest to him. The hero’s party stopped their running, screaming the healer’s name. I stopped too, not knowing what the fuck was going on. Nuwa wildly tried to untangle herself from the crazed man, but he had her in some kind of hold.

      I felt a ton of mana and aura yank itself from his comrades and into him. It felt… dangerous. Too dangerous. Dark. That was when it clicked.

      “Without your healer, you’re doomed! We’re taking her to hell with us,” Nevil said, laughing wildly. “You won’t take us down without losing something!”

      For a sect officer, he made a few rookie mistakes, but it was clear he overheard some of the conversation, and believed I convinced the hero’s party to kill them off.

      His other sect members suddenly turned into piles of dust, their robes and all crumbling. I honestly didn’t understand why this mass suicide was necessary, but it’d all be for naught.

      Allowing my aura to radiate at max, I imagined a countdown. Five… But the countdown was simply not needed.

      In a blur, I appeared at the man’s side and twisted his neck, probably with too much strength, killing him instantly. Afterward, I kicked the body with mana infused into my legs, watching it soar into the clouds. It violently erupted into flames, raining dust seconds later.

      I sighed as Nuwa cried into my chest.

      “In the end, the rumors were true about them merging with demons,” Ramon said as he walked over, petting his party member in an attempt to comfort her. The others surrounded the healer, each with hugs while I shimmied my way out of the entanglement.

      “He was definitely not human,” I said. “The mana I felt.” I shuddered. “It reminded me of a hallow’s. I just don’t get why.”

      “The Crimson Sect officer believed we were going to do what must be done,” Ramon said. “Either causing him to lose our trail or killing them in cold blood.”

      I shook my head, just tired. Seeing all of the storage rings collected, I decided against taking them home. Fuck that. “Dispose of the storage rings or lock them up in an explosion-proof safe, I don’t care.”

      “Good call,” Kelvin said.

      “I’m going to head home,” I said. “I’ll leave it to you to figure out what to do with Drew.”

      Nuwa looked as if she wanted to dive back into my arms and never let go, which would be damn annoying to explain to my would-be wife. Instead she said, “Thank you. I seriously owe you a debt.”

      “Your resolution with Drew will resolve the debt,” I replied as I mounted Beakwing with Wolverine.

      I sighed, impressed that I didn’t feel a thing for eliminating that guy. Shit, it was either him or Nuwa. I wasn’t crying over that asshole. “Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got brats to teach.”

      

      End of Phase 1…
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      Phase 2…

      Andros brought his hand up, giving the ground a thumbs down, and from the sky, the elite force landed in the middle of what felt like an endless plain of grass. The man closed his eyes, sensing traces of mana from the past. Lightning, dark mana, traces of a demonic touched.

      He pressed his palm against the grassy ground, channeling his mana through the land, forcing it to give up impressions. It fought a little but stood no chance. Andros didn’t have time to play games.

      The only person he knew that possessed this rare tracking skill was a joke of a noble named Drew Starrigon. And his signature just happened to enter Andros’s mind as the first piece of information the land released.

      Almost everyone relevant knew of his obsession with joining the hero’s party and doing whatever it took to be accepted, even if it meant selling his own very soul. He advertised it in a bid to create a superficial alliance with all the other third, fourth, and even fifth sons across numerous noble families. The idiot was as twisted as one could get, typical of the Starrigon family. Duke Starrigon likely felt even more shame of his weaselly third son.

      “Drew’s arrogance just saved us months of searching,” Andros said as he stood, his black armor clinging. “We will camp here for now, then continue east. I have to give the hero some credit. No one in their right minds would even consider searching far east to what is essentially a wasteland of forest, grass, and villages. I think there’s only one large town in that direction.”

      “Are you referring to Wingston, sir?” one of Andros’s men said.

      “That’s what it’s called? Even the name bores me,” Andros replied.

      “I’m not sure if this is true, lord, but there’s an interesting rumor surrounding Wingston,” the Black Cross subordinate continued.

      “What rumor?”

      “It’s about an arranged wedding between a Wingston daughter and someone born in the Astral Empire.”

      Andros’s eyes widened. “It sounds like House Wingston is taking a reckless approach in the game of power. But this… It could.”

      He froze as the flashes of his family being devoured surfaced again in his memories. Eyes suddenly going bloodshot, Andros inhaled deeply, then exhaled, stuffing the last bit of his emotions into a box in the back of his mind. There, he tossed them into an inferno, allowing a nasty grin to emerge on his face. By allowing such a wedding to happen, he would essentially have a shot at potentially destroying the kingdom. In fact, he hoped the Astral Empire prepared to devour them. He’d volunteer for the force deployed to kill the Lord Ruler, even if he wasn’t strong enough.

      “We have no time for silly rumors,” Andros finally said. “We have a job to do. Bring that blasted hero back to the capital and move on with our lives.”

      The Black Cross saluted, fists to chests, and shouted, “Acknowledged, sir!”

      “Good, now let’s set up camp. I want two of you on the first watch shift now.”
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      As Milia watched her betrothed instruct his apprentices in the art of potion creation, she meditated and reflected on her own goals, some of which she kept secret from everyone. As the journey between her and Nate progressed, everything they kept to themselves would eventually manifest in a way for the other to notice. Her biggest secret was going to be exposed during the spring.

      In fact, she couldn’t help but wonder if Nate felt suspicious of her. Had he considered why the forest inhabitants containing even powerful fairies and creatures rarely seen by humanity obeyed her? Did he consider the reason why the Axem avoided attacking her or the inhabitants, opting to make the dungeon its home, releasing a convenient protective field of powerful aura?

      Nate was odd, a man who appeared from nothing, but a fool? Not him. His sharpness sometimes made the dryad nervous and so much more curious, to the point she ended up finding herself interested in him.

      Milia did her best to keep the anxiety hidden. Dryads lived lonely lives, after all, but the woman was not just any dryad. In the spring, her royal blood would be exposed. Her shame too. Running away from duties, pretending to be an adventurer for a short while, and then adapting to standard dryad roles, bringing further shame to the royal family.

      However, if she was afraid of them, then she wouldn’t have agreed to live with Nate, beginning a courtship that spiraled into something she wanted hungrily. They would judge her for sure, but they couldn’t make her leave.

      She’d protect Nate, his interests, and her own interests. And even if Nate felt like giving up, she’d kick him in the rear and encourage the man forward. He’d certainly do the same for her.

      Nate’s compatibility with Milia drastically mended their relationship, almost bonding them. Milia wasn’t a subservient person and she’d be damned if any man tried to command her. However, Nate didn’t follow these unwieldly values. Perhaps it could be because he wasn’t nobility. However, even some common families gave into arranged marriages. Some of them turned out okay, while others, not so much.

      Milia was once blindsided with a sudden arranged marriage to a fairy prince as arrogant as the Lord Ruler himself. The green-haired woman wasted no time rejecting such an awful proposal by her family and under the cover of the night and their anger, she left.

      Her warnings for Nate to be careful were not for show, nor fun and games. Her mother and her sisters really were good people, but she knew for a fact they’d scrutinize him. Not that Milia was worried.

      She felt proud of his path, which inspired the woman to push for her own. At first, Milia only wanted to get into dressmaking as a passing curiosity, something to quench the developing boredom of a long life. She made almost all of her dresses and even some for her mother and sisters. Seeing Nate push to improve upon his difficult occupation sparked an idea in the dryad. What if she could develop magical dresses, robes, and an assortment of other things? She normally cared little about human currencies, but it’d be a while before she took Nate to visit the hidden dryad kingdom, so accumulating gold was a must. Or else risk him running into the fairy prince. Not even Nate would easily be able to shrug off the powerful noble and could risk death should the two do battle.

      She doubted she had authority left in the kingdom, so commanding guards to toss the fairy prince into a jail cell or out of the kingdom would no longer be an option for her.

      Milia wouldn’t just be a shopkeeper’s wife, not just an ordinary housewife, but an equal contributor. His shop’s rank should increase by selling more magical goods, right?

      She felt a little bad not being able to confess that she saw his shop’s rank on the left-hand side of the red cube’s magical projection.

      Milia didn’t want him to feel discouraged; however, judging by his actions in Wingston, Nate found out about his shop’s E-rank. Rather than fall into despair, that only made the man more determined and, by extension, increased the dryad’s determination. She’d do whatever it took to help her betrothed achieve an S-ranking, even if it meant defying the very heavens that made her.

      Her order of materials would be arriving soon, perhaps this day. Her first, somewhat embarrassing, hobby would be revealed, along with her plan to include a magical wardrobe section to the shop.

      The dryad couldn’t help but be a little jealous of the goddess, giving her betrothed S-ranked phoenix feather-infused clothing. She wouldn’t let a dungeon outpace her!

      Suddenly, Milia felt the mana within burst, bringing forth the feeling of a breakthrough to the next realm. Dim light—impurities—left her body, replaced by clean, new mana.

      She opened her eyes to see the others staring at her. She was unaware of the brief glow of her golden eyes. Nor did she know of the angel-like translucent wings that appeared on her back before they too disappeared.

      “That show of advancement was amazing,” Nate said. “Congratulations for breaking through!”

      Milia couldn’t help but smile, her heart fluttering a little. What? She could let him spoil her some.

      She stood and performed a few basic poses and attacks, moving like the wind. Each motion contained a purpose. Milia really wished she could thank her old master at that moment. Well, she’d likely get her chance during the scolding.

      “You’re amazing, Milia,” Harmony said, her eyes starry. “Unlike a certain brute.” She glared at Nate, pouting.

      Nate shrugged. “I told you the path to potion making and simultaneously being a magician wasn’t going to be an easy one. Slow down when adding mana to the mixture or you’ll end up blowing it up again. Or burning the ingredients.”

      Milia smiled, watching him as he walked over to check over Lucas’s cauldron. “Good job, man, keep it up.” He walked over to Mandi’s mixture and nodded. “We won’t know for sure until we find a more efficient way for you to add mana to things. You’ll invent it, right?”

      Mandi smiled brightly, nodding. “Right!”

      “I’m heading into town for a bit,” Milia said to Nate. “Do you need anything?”

      “No, but… I think today’s a good day to pick more blueberries,” Nate said. “Before the summer fades.”

      Milia’s mouth began to water just at the thought of blueberry pie. The delectable dessert was a form of life itself, and anyone who said otherwise couldn’t see Mount—

      Milia pushed away such thoughts, retreating into the shop and starting toward the washing room. “Nate’s shower parts should be arriving later,” she said softly. She couldn’t wait to see it for herself.

      After the bath and changing into fresh clothes, trousers and a cute shirt that she felt went well with her hair, Milia went outside and gently climbed onto Wingy’s back. Cutie hopped into her lap, meowing questioningly.

      “Sure, you can come along, Cutie,” she said to the irresistibly adorable kitten.
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        * * *

      

      When Milia and Cheetara left, I went to my own cauldron, intending to try out something new. I wasn’t sure if it’d actually work, but the only stupid questions were the ones never asked. That was what my old boss used to say to the newbies. Whether true or not, well, it depended on the results.

      “Before we move into other training, like your specialties or magic, I’m going to show you something interesting,” I said. “Using the energy potion as a base.”

      The teenagers and Wolverine gathered around. The wolf didn’t have his own cauldron, but he didn’t want to be left out. At this point, I was beyond sure my pet could truly understand my words.

      With the energy potion ingredients boiling, I infused mana into my right hand, mentally asking the Dao of Creation to help me. I wasn’t expecting much at first, after all, practice makes perfect, but the tattoo lit up so bright, it was difficult to look at directly.

      “What’s happening?” Harmony asked. “Is it a new spell? Can you teach it to me?”

      “It’s not really a spell and no, I can’t teach it. You’ll have to discover one on your own,” I said. “That’s another lesson, as I’m basically winging it. Just don’t go around one day telling everyone my wife is my master.”

      Mana oozed from my hand into the energy potion mixture in a strange light-blue liquid-like state.

      

      [Warning. You were not specific within your lines of thought. A rift opens. Defend yourself.]

      

      Suddenly, a growl erupted from the cauldron.

      “Run!” I yelled to my students. “I fucked up!”

      The green energy potion lurched into the air, but to my relief, it didn’t chase after them. Only formed into something that focused on me.

      “Keep going! Wolverine, protect them,” I yelled. “Get as far away as possible.”

      

      [The Dao of Creation is the most powerful Dao in existence. You cannot possibly be arrogant enough to think you can control it. You must know what you want before attempting to create it.]

      

      “System, this is incredibly dickish,” I said. “It’s not like there’s any instruction manuals teaching me how to utilize my Dao. I thought it was something I simply had to practice and meditate on.”

      The green energy shaped into a dragon that had to be at least twenty-five meters, maybe thirty meters tall. It was a creature one would see from Chinese mythology, a serpent-type dragon. Wingless, six legs, but it floated in the air.

      It looked like a smaller version of fucking Shenron from Dragon Ball. Yes, I went there. If its ridiculous pressure didn’t have me nervous, I’d consider asking it to grant my wish.

      “You have summoned me, human,” it said, getting my hopes up, until it finished its sentence. “Now defend yourself. For I will crush every bone in your body and then destroy everything you know and love.”

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Incomplete Dao Dragon. S-ranked semi-divine dragon. Danger!]

      

      “Is that so?” I asked calmly as I looked at it, keeping my expression neutral. Or perhaps it was cold. I did not take kindly to anyone or anything that threatened to destroy the shit I worked hard to build.

      At that moment, I stopped holding back, for the first time allowing my aura to erupt at two hundred percent capacity, regardless of the strain it put on my body.

      “It’s time I teach you some manners, snake,” I said, my voice monotone. The red haze of power appeared around me, and I jumped into the air, meeting the snarling creature. It had already finished an inhale, preparing to abuse its divinity by setting everything aflame. I stomped down on its maw, hurling it to the ground incredibly fast, no normal person would be able to follow that.

      “I am the owner of this Dao,” I said softly. “Dickish as it is, I’ll figure it out. If you want to send hellions every time I fuck up, then so be it. But this is what will happen to them.”

      I allowed myself to fall down next to the creature, widening its eyes. It gaped at the giant hole.

      “Wait, don’t hurt me, I was only testing you, Master,” the dragon said, its voice nearly a whine. “I’m here to serve you. Please believe me.”

      I thought about adding another pet, but this one rubbed me the wrong way. Somehow he sensed my displeasure and began to whimper. It trembled, eyes so shot with fear that I almost expected it to cry.

      Goddammit.

      “You can’t stay in this world,” I said, my voice final.

      “I won’t. I’m here to help you with the Dao,” the dragon said. “In fact, as a part of your Dao, you may create the Potion of Summoning. And for you, with any ingredient! Please don’t hurt me.”

      Realizing I was glaring at it, I forced my expression neutral again.

      “What’s your name?” I asked. For some reason, mist poured from my mouth, and I realized I still hadn’t calmed down. Sheesh! Was mana getting to my psyche? I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. My apprentices were safe, Milia was in town, and my house, still here.

      The mist vanished.

      “I… do not have a name,” the dragon said.

      “Then I’ll call you… Bubba,” I said with a straight face. “No, that’s stupid. Let’s call you…” I discarded Mushu and Shenron. Too easy. “Let’s call you Aku.”

      I felt a little sad no one in this world would get that reference, but I loved my childhood cartoons.

      “Aku…” the dragon whispered. “I feel so unworthy of such a name.”

      

      [You have bonded a dragon from the Dao of Creation.]

      [New special potion listing added, Potion of Summoning. With any ingredients and the will of your Dao, you may summon Aku by simply pouring the liquid onto the earth. You may also consume the liquid instead to gain the strength of a dragon for a short time, but it will come at a great cost. Dragon Magician State.]

      

      “Will my power be of use to you, great potion maker?” Aku asked.

      

      [Your class rank increased to Established.]

      

      “Absolutely,” I said.

      “Meditate on your Dao at least once a day, Master,” Aku continued. “Its power cannot be increased automatically. It won’t kill you, but… you know, if you gain insight, even your shop will benefit from it.”

      My eyes widened, adding meditation to my to do list at least once a week. Hell, maybe daily.

      “I must return to your essence, as I tire out.”

      Before I could ask it a question, it shrunk into a tiny version of itself that was about six inches tall. Suddenly, Aku burst into thick sparkles of light that reminded me of snowflakes. The sparkles seeped into the tattoo on my hand.

      For some reason, the Dao symbol felt… more life-like. A dim purple aura emitted from it for another minute before snuffing out.

      I checked my stats just to verify the changes.

      

      Nate

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician**

      Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Established.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakening. This is an early stage.

      

      Potions Unlocked:

      [Current self-use potions: Health, Energy, General Medicine, Speed Booster, Sleeping.]

      [Special potions: Night Vision, Mana Core, Water Breathing, Masking, Eagle Sight, Shadow, God Flame, Summoning.]

      [Utility potions: Lighting.]

      [Misc potions: Flavors.]

      

      Nodding, I closed the prompt and waved at my returning apprentices. I assumed they were likely going to grab Milia, only to find themselves staring at a giant dragon. If anyone was looking in this direction, they would’ve spotted it too. But with it gone, I’d easily just play dumb to avoid any interrogation. With my students however, they needed to know my relationship with Aku. Leaving out the exact name of my Dao so Milia wouldn’t get spoiled, of course.

      “Nate are… you okay?” Mandi asked, her eyes watery. Lucas and Harmony looked as if they were inspecting me for wounds. I couldn’t help but be a little moved.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, calm down,” I said. “Gather around, let me explain to you what you’ve just witnessed.”
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      Later that day, the materials I ordered to install the shower finally came in, so I got to work. I opened the shop, letting the apprentices run it in my stead. That still didn’t stop some of the hero’s party from coming in to annoy me. At least Maxus and Kelvin actually helped, while Ronica and Nuwa peppered me with questions. Fortunately, it was mostly basic things, though for anything I deemed sensitive information, I kept to myself. It wasn’t like they volunteered to tell me the plans of the Lord Ruler or their own abilities. Ultimately, I… was reluctantly teaching them humility. Stop always taking and give back a little. Fuck, even my dad taught me this. But in a world where might makes right, almost everything I said or did seemed odd to these people. So be it.

      The shower installation ending up taking a few days of grueling work, but Maxus and Kelvin returned each day to help. After explaining everything on the first day, the men didn’t hesitate to lend a hand, their reason being to thank me for saving Nuwa. Ronica, Iris, and Nuwa didn’t always show due to their jobs. In the meantime, Milia seemed incredibly busy with a project of her own. When she asked to measure my sizes, things got somewhat awkward, but the dryad was as professional as the tailor, teasing aside. She insisted that I be patient before she revealed her new idea. Surprising me with being able to make clothing aside, why did I feel so much mana emitting from her work room?

      As we put on the finishing touches of the shower, I asked Maxus and Kelvin a question that had bugged me for days now. I wanted to avoid it, feeling that asking about it when their friend almost died was a bit insensitive, but I couldn’t take it anymore. I needed to make a counter against it.

      “Okay, I’ve never got around to asking, but about that spell that sect guy used,” I said. “What is it?”

      Maxus almost seemed to seep into the shadows. Thankfully, he didn’t pull off a rogue escape to avoid answering my question. Kelvin nodded at his fellow party member to continue.

      “The Hell Drag Technique, something we learned to be forbidden magic,” Maxus said, “and for good reason. Some demonic cults were notorious for using it before the Lord Ruler outlawed it.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s not possible to outlaw what is learned in secret,” I mused.

      “Indeed,” Maxus said. “It keeps the information hidden from the general public, at least, but for villainous sects and cults, or even the other three master magicians, there’s nothing the Lord Ruler can say to stop them.” Maxus began tossing a copper coin into the air repeatedly, clearly using the action to calm his nerves for the next part. I considered just stopping him, but the man pushed on, eyes zoned out. “We first encountered the nasty technique during a small skirmish between Jasmine Kingdom and our kingdom’s magicians. One member of the hidden sect latched onto a friend of mine. Rapidly drawing in mana from their comrades, he exploded into flames so hot, the kingdoms formed a truce and worked together to put out a rapidly expanding hell itself.” Maxus shuddered. “And it truly was hell, for things screamed and laughed from the flames. Worst of all…” Maxus seemed to steel himself. “I heard my friend’s scream from inside the hell portal, accompanied with a dark voice that said, ‘Mine.’”

      Even I flinched. “Sorry, man, I didn’t mean to make you relive that.”

      “It’s an old memory now,” Maxus said. “The best way to understand the danger of the Hell Drag Technique is to know what it is and its resulting fallout. It is not just an ordinary suicide spell, like something a standard assassin would use if cornered, but something far worse. But… even eyeing the gate of hell itself still doesn’t compare to feeling like a child staring up at the Peace Spawner.”

      “I think it’s at least close,” Kelvin interjected. “For all we know, one of these days, the Peace Spawner may end up being that voice. If he’s not already.”

      “Is the Peace Spawner some kind of demon?” I asked, making damn sure the subject got fully changed.

      “It’s possible that he’s some kind of dark god or even an existence we don’t understand,” Kelvin said. “I’m honestly unsure if he was truly born as a mortal.”

      After the shower was done, tested, and good to go, I thanked the two men before they went their way, promising me ale later. Apparently, Ramon made it his job to guard Drew’s cell personally until the real kingdom guards arrived. However, even the hero’s party felt a little anxious. The other day, Mandi said that they should be at the village resting before proceeding. We checked out everything by air but saw no sign of them. That meant the guards weren’t coming from Wingston this time. Whether due to bad encounters, other problems, or even lazy soldiers that didn’t want to make a trip this far east meant we’d be stuck with Drew for God knows how long.

      “This place needs an upgrade,” I told Milia over dinner. “Like their own court system, bigger jails, and properly trained soldiers to protect the people. Maybe with a few non-psychotic magicians.”

      Lucas, Harmony, and Mandi, who were having dinner with us, either nodded or made noises as they thought about the possibilities of Kyushu becoming a proper town.

      “Without any funding from the Lord Ruler, that’s nothing more than a dream,” Harmony said after a while.

      “There is one way to get the Lord Ruler’s attention, but I’m not sure if even I’m ready for that,” Lucas said honestly.

      “No,” I said simply. “I have a few crazy ideas that I’m not sure will actually work, but something is better than nothing. The problem is, in fact, funding. In my case, spirit coins.”

      Harmony almost seemed to fall out of her chair. She fixed me with a skeptical look, turned to Milia, but only received a sigh and a shrug from the dryad.

      “Are you going back in the dungeon?” Harmony asked. “The A-ranked one you complained about.”

      “I’m not sure yet. Maybe something easier, like a B- or C-ranked could do the trick,” I replied.

      “C-ranked dungeons could provide goods, but spirit coins are not it or everyone would have them. The same goes for B-rankers. You’ll have to get seriously lucky for even one coin,” Milia said.

      “If the dungeon is located in another kingdom, then you can forget about keeping it,” Mandi added. “That Ronica girl was quite passionate when it came to complaining about kingdom taxes.”

      “I feel like she’s got the soul of a girl from another world,” I commented playfully.

      “So is this a no on your grand master dream plan?” Harmony asked. “Or are you going to tell us anyway?”

      “It’s in the early stages,” I told her. “Too early to reveal. And without any spirit coins, well, it’s pointless anyway. So yeah, you can call it a dream for now.”

      Mandi frowned. “Sects and powerful magicians should have spirit coins among them. They trade between each other all the time.”

      “Master Nia did once say the spirit coin was a magician’s currency,” Lucas added, but still received the glare from Harmony. He gave her a sheepish smile, blushing slightly. I considered adding a fraternization rule like the hero’s party but decided against it. They were young adults. I was certainly not their father.

      Besides, Harmony was a very strong girl and wouldn’t let anything like romance slow her down. She’d also keep order between the apprentices. Not that Lucas, a timid and honest boy, appeared to have the courage to try anything.

      “Magician’s currency,” the blue-haired girl said, distaste in her voice. “Do we really have to invite them to buy from our shop?”

      “Eventually, we’ll have to accept some,” I said. “Not the dickheads, of course, but spirit coins aren’t growing from trees, are they?” Another thought came to mind. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask, but do you have a book listing all of the available sects and academies too? There’s a lot I need to know before I move on with this plan.”

      “Shera does,” Harmony said. “I can take you to her, if you wish. She’s likely still in the library, even at this moment.”

      There was still plenty of light in the sky, signaling a late afternoon, early evening, though I seriously needed to get myself a clock, regardless of how expensive they were. Dammit, I should’ve checked Wingston!

      “Lead the way then,” I said. “Everyone, come along.”

      Everyone had already finished their dinner. Thanks to Milia, I mostly ate healthy, perhaps too healthy. All that could change when the farm animals arrived tomorrow. Marrying a vegetarian wasn’t all bad news, though. Watching her long for another slice of blueberry pie was adorable.
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        * * *

      

      Chenzu growled as he dodged the maw of a demonic wolf beast, his dark robes fluttering. This mangy mutt wanted to make a meal out of the beastkin, but he just wouldn’t be having that. He’d finally found some hope with obtaining a job. That was, if he could make it to the human living quarters first, less than a day away.

      His brother’s betrayal still felt like a fresh giga-bee sting or a cooking vessel burn. But a banishment was a banishment and Chenzu would honor his village’s wishes, no matter how painful. Watching his brother take Chenzu’s love interest to the wedding chambers right as he moved to leave made him wish he’d never been born as a beastkin. Despite that being many months ago, he still felt the need for a drink. He refused to go to any brothels, as to not imitate his wretched brother.

      Knowing what happens in a wedding chamber… The most beautiful kitsune, having his babies. The cruel world!

      “Hey, demonic wolf bastard,” Chenzu said as he pulled out the lute on his back. “I’ve got farm animals to deliver and hopefully a new job. If you weren’t a demonic beast, then you’d sit with me, listen to my songs. You’d understand my words and my pains. After all, as a lone wolf, you know what is like to be forced from your homeland.”

      The demonic wolf wasn’t intelligent, just a hungry demon, no better than the skeletal wolves of that E-ranked dungeon.

      As the wolf lunged toward Chenzu to bite the man’s head off, Chenzu grinned, running his fingers across the strings of his lute, playing notes of a… misleading song. Good thing there were no women around to hear this shame. He wouldn’t blame them for thinking low of him.

      “She was a lonely lass with a horse, with a horse, with a horse,” he sang, causing the wolf to fall to the ground, howling at the magical pain the lute caused him. “Oh she was lonely, lived in the forest, and quite curious, with her horse, with her horse.” Chenzu stopped playing to glare at the large convulsing creature. “She wanted to be a horse racer, you pervert.”

      He kicked the beast in the throat, ending its miserable existence. If he wasn’t motivated to obtain the job as a farmhand, Chenzu honestly would’ve considered letting the wolf have a free dinner.

      “Depression isn’t a nice lady,” Chenzu sang as he pushed the lute to his back.

      He whistled, magic infused within a silent command. The animals followed him again in a single file line and they were off.

      “If I can cultivate enough mana, maybe I’ll enact my revenge,” Chenzu said, though he laughed at that idea. He was by no means a fighter and his brother would just beat him again. Chenzu was just a lover with skills. His papa taught him everything he needed to know at least with farming, survival, even becoming a doormat for a lady. Okay, that last part should stay in the perverted closet where it belonged.

      “I need to find that town soon or I’ll drown in these silly thoughts.” He frowned at his empty flask. He honestly wasn’t a heavy drinker, but the pain of his crush being stolen from him five months ago crept into view every red moon.

      It should go away after finding work. Honestly, Chenzu wished he could thank that farmer from Wingston again, maybe one hundred times, for setting him up with such an opportunity.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Shera glared at me, and only me, before letting out a sigh. I had to accept that this was simply how the woman, who looked to be in her mid-twenties, acted toward men that entered what she felt was her holy domain. She was a lanky woman with her hair tied in a bun. Strict brown eyes and glasses made up her general appearance.

      “Hold please,” she said. “I will find an appropriate book.”

      She glared at Lucas for just a bit but didn’t seem to have it in her to stay angry or annoyed with the honest-looking boy.

      “Once again, I do apologize for entering so late,” Harmony said.

      “You’re fine, we still have about an hour after sunset before I’ll have to sadly close the place,” she said. “Last time, a guard caught me sleeping in here and thought I died.” She sighed again. “It’s the first time I’ve seen a guard beg Wanda for my safe passing and also curse that he’d have to reveal the bad news to my family.”

      The librarian was surprisingly quick, finding the book in only two or three minutes. She returned with two others, a pep in her step.

      “It is a good thing to have men actually taking the time to read,” Shera said. “An admirable trait. Don’t give Milia trouble.”

      Milia chuckled, while I simply sighed.

      “These two books should tell you everything you need to know about sects and academies,” Shera continued. She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial tone. “I won’t charge you this once for…” She paused as if catching herself. “Keep it for as long as you need it, but please bring it back in one piece.”

      “Thank you for helping us out,” I said.

      Shera simply nodded before motioning for her teen assistant. “Please make sure the windows upstairs are closed. I don’t want any night bugs to get inside.”

      We wasted no time heading back. Free books, the guards didn’t charge us to enter this time thanks to Harmony, and I could began to formulate a plan to obtain as many spirit coins as possible. Sure, selling to magicians was a bit dangerous, but at this point, I might as well just toss away my goals and decide to live an aimless life. I was pretty sure my soon-to-be-wife would appreciate a man who tossed away his ambitions out of fear.

      No but seriously, I really wanted to see this ordeal come to fruition. Proper guards, an improved marketplace, more living quarters to accommodate new residents, maybe entertainment venues. Nothing of the adult sort, of course. Even if I wasn’t getting married, I’d still want my apprentices to respect me.

      I’d still drink in secret with the guys, however. Speaking of which, I should sell the tavern a cold storage box. No, the spirit coin to gold ratio would never work out. They were on their own. Perhaps if an ice magician entered town, but the likelihood of that ever happening was zero. The same with getting someone to help me teach the teenagers some farming skills.

      After seeing my apprentices off, Milia and I boarded Beakwing, flying home. Sure, a ten-to-fifteen-minute walk wasn’t a big deal, but I preferred letting my griffin get as much exercise as possible, even if he wasn’t chained up and allowed to roam free in the forest.

      “Not everyone can read,” Milia said after we both had our baths and were comfortable in the bed, books in hand. “The fact that this town has a teacher is nothing short of a miracle.”

      Proper schools were another matter that should be added to the list. Why did the Lord Ruler not give Kyushu proper funding? Could it be because of the rank? I hoped not, but if that turned out to be the case, I honestly wouldn’t be surprised.

      The book contained quite the amount of information. Now, I could easily dump this on you, being quite the talkative guy, but to make things simple, there were roughly fifty sects in the Kingdom of Merridon. The five most powerful of them were called Wanda’s Chosen, Bringers of Dawn, Valkyrie Sect, Waterfall Sect, and sadly the Crimson Sect.

      “Oh goddammit,” I said, annoyed.

      “What is it?” Milia asked. She read over my shoulder, which really tried to turn the grown man inside into a teenager, but I shoved those thoughts aside because this situation was seriously fucked up.

      “Turns out the red-robed bastards are members of one of the strongest sects in the kingdom,” I told her. “The hero’s party is convinced that they’re a part of a faction, a demonic cult. But what if they’re all practicing that technique?”

      Even Milia seemed to shake herself. I had already told her and the teenagers about the situation, because the last thing I needed was them to be surprised if all hell broke loose. I especially wanted to see how far I could juice up my main apprentice, turn her into a potion slinging badass. Harmony’s headstrong determination should take her far, especially with guidance.

      “In this book, it states there are six main academies,” Milia said. “But that’s untrue. There are eight, but for some reason, the Lord Ruler doesn’t want the two largest academies listed in any public text.” Milia shook her head. “They’re famous, so I do not understand the purpose behind this.”

      “Academies in this case are magic schools right?” I said. “What’s the difference between them and the sects?”

      “The sects are organizations neutral to politics and keep to themselves, other than for power and wealth gains,” Milia said. “In a way, they’re like clans, and getting accepted into one can be even more difficult than a magic academy. Leaving a sect is prohibited, except by banishment. An academy is just a place to learn magic, though some of the top schools accept only the most talented individuals or nobles.” I nodded. “But academies do hold significant power,” Milia continued. “Especially at the top.”
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      The next morning, I woke up glaring at the most difficult potion among my lists. No, I hadn’t forgotten about it. In fact, I thought about the damn thing every day! Every moment of the day. I glanced at the instructions of the water breathing potion.

      

      [1 herb of any kind, 1 mermaid scale, angel-purified water or holy water, 3 fish tails from Lesser Dragon-ranked spirit fish. Do not boil these until a sap, just boil for 2 minutes. Let cool for 1 day. Boil for another 10 minutes, add more angel-purified or holy water. Let sit. Then add a touch of water mana or three handfuls of pure mana.]

      

      Fuck. By leaving this potion uncreated, my developing pride as a potion maker felt damaged. Okay, to be honest, I was also afraid of fucking it up too many times and then having to painfully find the ingredients again. After all, things didn’t work out so well with the skeleton king’s dust. This also felt like one of those potions that had consequences for screwing things up, like with my attempt at infusing the power of my Dao with the energy potion.

      I laid back, falling deeper into thought.

      If I could crack the code, I should be able to create my very first original liquid of… something that may catch the interest of other potion makers and even alchemists. The hope would be for spirit coins, but gold could fund other things. Like buying standard materials for my apprentices. I would accomplish something soon or I’d pass out trying, dammit! This would not end up as an endless stream of me failing again and again, nor would I solely focus on being this town’s magical guardian.

      You know, I’ve said this to Milia and Harmony before, but something felt off about the prices in this town. Shouldn’t inflation affect the entirety of a kingdom? Sure, I was looking to contribute a ton of supply to the mix, but would it matter? People were leaving, but plenty of minor nobles stayed.

      My eyes widened. Well, I’d be lying if I hadn’t already suspected market price manipulation. As a shopkeep, I’d benefit from it should I start selling market goods. But from the perspective of a man wanting the town to actually grow, until things changed, I believed people would continue to leave. So the question was, why did prices drop a little? Perhaps people were comparing my heavily discounted potions to the goods of town to the mayor? Let’s say that was the case, then the only reason why one of the minor nobles didn’t send someone to burn down my shop was because they were afraid of the forest and my pets.

      I crawled out of bed, allowing my thoughts to drift to what we discovered the prior night. Wolverine followed me. In addition to sects standing at the forefront of magic, there were also academies. However, I was pretty sure they’d be just as formidable as the sects. The two organizations were very similar. But they also weren’t cults. Both had a power structure. For sects, the patriarchs ran things, while academies had headmasters. Master magicians, being extremely rare, held a special position among everyone. Only three openly identified themselves, snatching power, but… that person running the adventurer’s den. The maid. Who the hell was she?

      Well, there were a few that had matriarchs instead, come to think of it. Like the Valkyrie Sect. Another thing I couldn’t help but wonder about was the criteria for founding an academy. What if I accidentally started one without noticing?

      What if… I pushed toward this eventually? Or at the very least, fixed our schooling situation. There may be kid in the picture one day. Fuck, if I had artistic talents, I’d draw as many comics and manga as possible for the kid, get him or her initiated into awesomeness properly.

      I hoped they wouldn’t be into swords, though. I’d be damned if my son or daughter became Kiroto or Asuna. The hero was pretty much a spellsword himself and sure, a cheat potion maker wasn’t anything creative either, at least I had the chance to unlock greatness. Or blow myself the fuck up.

      Seriously, accidentally summoning a fucking dragon. I actually found myself chuckling at the absurdity as I joined my fiancée for breakfast. Cheetara meowed before devouring her fish.

      “Good morning to you too, Cheetara,” I said. “Milia, lovely as ever; blueberry pie isn’t a breakfast food.”

      The dryad blushed. “What blueberry pie?”

      “There’s a bit on the side of your lip,” I said, then kissed it off.

      I wanted to punch myself for not being smooth and saying something clever, maybe rip off a cool one-liner from a movie. Dammit, this was what happened when you spent too much time working at Home Depot. Not that I hated working there.

      A little after breakfast and stretches, the apprentices arrived. I nodded at them for walking here together. They were listening after all. In fact, they all chatted among each other before entering the shop.

      Lucas the half-dwarf, Mandi a non-magician, and Harmony, a reborn magician. I had somewhat high hopes for them. We needed a less human individual to round this out, although I doubted it’d be another apprentice.

      They greeted us upon entry, Mandi making sure to hug the hell out of everyone. She lingered too long on me, which prompted a light bonk from Milia. I chuckled, shaking my head, figuring it was just how the teenager interacted with people she looked up to. Harmony’s brief glare and pout at her probably meant something, but there were too many things to do to care.

      Cheetara ended up joining me in the lab, riding my shoulder, of course. I pulled the red cube from my storage ring, activating it and glancing at the available options.

      

      [Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices.]

      

      “Let’s see, I’ve already gone through buildings and equipment,” I said. “Wait a fucking minute, the Buildings option had an E-ranked mana forge, but forges is its own category.”

      Cheetara meowed in reply, almost seeming to shrug. I shrugged back. “I guess there’s only one thing to do, Cheetara.”

      She meowed, as if saying, “Select it.”

      And so I selected the forges option, knowing damn well I likely couldn’t afford anything from it. The system’s prices were fucking highway robbery. I wondered how many people who got sent to other worlds dealt with it.

      

      [Forges. Currently unlocked:

      1. Basic Blacksmithing Forge. Price: 2 spirit coins.

      2. Advanced Blacksmithing Forge. Price: 10,000 spirit coins + Basic Blacksmithing Forge that has been used for at least 1 month.

      3. Midgard Forge. Price: 10,000,000 spirit coins.

      4. Satovian Forge. Price: 50,000,000 spirit coins + Midgard Forge.

      5. Heavenly Forge. Price: 5 heavenly spirit coins. This price is reduced to 100,000,000 spirit coins if you possess a Mana Forge.]

      

      I suppressed the sudden urge to bang my head against the wall. Another currency was one thing. I’m sure kingdoms had multiple ways of trading. But a super version of the already difficult to obtain spirit coins was the last thing I wanted to deal with. Maybe they were rewarded to the one person that defeated an S-rank dungeon.

      Closing the window, I selected tools.

      

      [Tools. Currently unlocked:

      1. Dungeon Detector. Price: 30 spirit coins.

      2. Heavenly Blacksmithing Tools. Price: 50 spirit coins, requires a good forge.

      3. Gadget Assist Pixie. Price: 80 spirit coins.

      4. D-ranked Mana Striker Device. Price: 100,000 spirit coins.

      5. D-ranked Oracle Spirit Stone. Price: 150,000 spirit coins and one C-ranked or higher standard mana stone.

      6. Mana Steam Engine. Price: 395,000,000 spirit coins.]

      

      I needed to figure out how to unlock more tools; however, I was interested in just about everything it had to offer. The pixie was an obvious clue to help Mandi out. With a dungeon detector, we could map out as many dungeons as possible in the area. Although I wouldn’t count on being able to secure them to rent out to people.

      The S-ranked dungeon maybe, but that’d indirectly make me responsible for their deaths. Even if I had them sign a waiver, sleeping at night wouldn’t be possible. The obvious conclusion to the problem was to have extremely strict requirements. The downside to that was attracting those kinds of people.

      What was to stop them from just annihilating me and the town?

      I selected the last option, deciding to finally get a scope of the special system I had in my hand.

      

      [Garden. Currently unlocked:

      1. Upgrade to Garden of Eden. Price: System error.

      2. Upgrade to Garden of Yggdrasill. Price: System error. You are not prepared to confront Yggdrasill.

      3. Upgrade to Heavenly Garden of the Dao. Price: System error. You are too weak and poor.]

      

      I almost blew a gasket at what I hoped to be the most easygoing of the options. Annoyed with what was essentially the ruthless truth of the system, I dismissed the prompts. Finding myself a good corner, I sat down and meditated, pondering on the Dao of Creation. Cheetara curled up next to me. Somehow, I could tell the kitten was meditating too.
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        * * *

      

      Drew Starrigon, third son of Duke Starrigon, opened his eyes from meditation, haggard, but still filled with enough anger to glare at his jailer.

      “Hey ungrateful brat, I need to report back to the Lord Ruler,” he said for the third time this day. “You know my position and what happened was just the collateral damage of my job.”

      The hero, Ramon Thunderblade, ignored Drew, lost in his own meditation. Apparently guarding Drew and sending away the town guard was the perfect time for him to increase his strength. He apparently held a high regard for the potion maker. In fact, everyone in town did. It pissed Drew off to be ignored in favor of some peasant mixing chemicals that would one day blow himself up or poison the town.

      Drew looked down at his anti-mana handcuffs and sighed. What an irony. His family owned the company that produced them. If they weren’t able to neutralize defiant magicians, then his family wouldn’t be so rich. They’d be a mockery.

      I can’t believe I’m in this situation, Drew thought. The Hidden Demon faction from the Crimson Sect somehow failed, but how? They were stronger than the hero’s party. They were certainly stronger than that wolf and the cat, or he wouldn’t have bothered summoning them. The faction was expensive, after all.

      He truly had no options thanks to this mysterious interferer. Was it the potion maker giving the hero’s party the strength to defeat members of a powerful sect? Not that they were high rankers, other than the officer, but not even the hero’s party should’ve been a match. The thought of this loss almost spiraled Drew into madness.

      “Let me out of here!” he yelled. “My father will hear of this. I’ve been in here for days! Let me out already. I’ll go home!”

      But no matter how much he demanded his release, even begged, no one answered. He’d received his due three meals by a plain-looking servant, a new chamber pot, and watched other unlucky jailed bastards get released. Due to being a magician, Drew would have to wait for the kingdom guards to arrive and escort him to a court.

      The miserable failures of the Crimson Sect were supposed to pretend to be these guards, setting up a decoy courtesan brigade to delay the real soldiers. How could this have gone so wrong?

      “I will kill you, potion maker,” Drew yelled internally. “Even if you flee, I’ll follow you to the ends of this land just to kill you.”

      Drew briefly thought about saying the Peace Spawner’s name but thought better of it. He wouldn’t be able to guarantee his own damn safety should he summon the harbinger of evil.

      He thought about requesting a message to be sent to his father, only to change his mind on that front too. That’d be almost as bad as summoning the Peace Spawner.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I found myself amazed as I snapped out of a meditative state. I only knew an hour had passed because Harmony snapped at me.

      “Wanda’s ass, what are you doing? We need your mana for the potions.”

      I almost considered bringing up my motto—giving a fuck cost too much energy—but the blue-haired teenager had a point. Money didn’t grow on trees. The demand of taxes didn’t stop because one chose to take a day off from their job.

      I would be that guy getting sent to another world only to find out I still had to pay taxes. Goddammit.

      It took only a second or two to add the mana to the potions and soon, they were bottled and ready to be sold.

      The market prices were already quite high, so the people weren’t necessarily getting spoiled from my maximum quality potions.

      

      [Your disposition with the town of Kyushu continues to increase daily. By foolishly taking a hit with your profits, you have gained a very positive reputation. Keep it up and you may accidentally find yourself lord of the town.]

      

      System, I’m not trying to be lord of the town, just a potion maker, I thought. No response came, of course. That made me a little nervous, but even I doubted the system would force me into politics. It didn’t force me into the hero class, after all. It was harsh, but not unreasonable, right?

      That’d be the only somewhat nice thing I’d say about the bastard universe.

      “The guy bringing the animals should be here today, right?” I asked Mandi.

      Mandi nodded. “Any time now. After you beat up that hallow, I doubt the road has anything dangerous. Not even a wolf.”

      I only stared blankly at the innocently smiling girl before moving behind the counter. Noticing she was studying the book I gave her while we waited for the first customer, I couldn’t help but nod in approval. Lucas didn’t bring his hammer, understandably, but he’d likely want to get some practice in soon. He and Harmony meditated, drawing in their preferred mana types until the presence of a customer opened their eyes. They were getting better. Even Milia winked at me, acknowledging the improvement.

      I was by no means a veteran magician, but I certainly knew more than the teenagers at this point. This was a part of why I tolerated the hero’s party, barging over like they were old friends. In the dungeon, they taught me a lot, though Milia still gave me far more information than anyone I met.

      It was almost as if Milia had gone adventuring at one point. From her perfect control of her weapon, her movements, her vigilance during our dungeon runs. She truly knew what she was doing.

      Well, it wasn’t like I asked about it, and now wasn’t the time.

      “Welcome to the shop, what can I get you?” I asked Tom’s wife.

      She ordered two health potions, general medicine, and even a speed potion. Her eyes lingered on the Heaven’s Tears too long, examining the description. She flinched at the price. “Oh my, I can only imagine the intensity of such an expensive item,” she said. “Good luck with its sale.”

      Later that day, just a few minutes before I planned to close the shop down for a lunch break, I sensed a presence approaching from the direction of the village. I stepped outside, drank a potion of eagle sight, and examined the approaching person.

      It was a tan, lean man with… wolf-like ears and a wolf tail. Other than those odd features, he looked no different than any human, standing taller than even me at six feet three inches or so. A beastkin. Neat.

      He had something strapped to his back, but that wasn’t what made me smile. Our barn would finally have animals! Two cows, one bull, a few chickens, a rooster, pigs, and two duck-like birds with multicolored feathers softly glowing with aura. A quick analyze revealed them as elicrones.

      “He’s finally here,” Mandi said.

      I wanted to do a dance but held back on account of not wanting to look like a complete idiot in front of our delivery guy.

      “It looks like we’ll be eating good soon,” I said.

      As he approached, I waved. Mandi waved far more eagerly.

      “Sir Chenzu, you’ve finally made it,” she said as he approached, his own smile mirroring hers. A handsome wolf dude, I supposed, dressed in decent dark robes. I sensed magic from him, but assumed it was because of his species.

      “Greetings everyone,” he said. “I hope I’m not too late. I presume you’re Sir Nate?”

      “The one and only,” I replied, taking out a sack of gold and tossing it to him. He caught it, making it disappear through the storage ring on his finger. “Thank you for making this delivery.”

      “It is not a problem,” he said. “The hen house is in my storage ring. Just tell me where you’d like it.”

      I turned to Harmony. “You’ll be in charge of the elicrones.”

      She frowned.

      I took the man toward a suitable location just a short distance away from Beakwing’s barn. Chenzu not only set up the henhouse, but he even erected a pre-built fence around it. It looked quite nice.

      “Ah, now that should do,” he said. “I’d play a song of a completed job or the man who spent his gold on booze, but I have a rather serious question, Sir scary master magician.”

      I eyed him, keeping my expression neutral.

      “What would you like to know, friend?” I asked, voice still pleasant.

      His expression went serious for a moment then he bowed deeply. “I’d like a job as a farmhand!”

      My eyes widened.

      “Don’t worry about providing a place, I can stay at the inn until buying myself a home,” he added. “I have a friend here who can help me with that.”

      A farmhand. Someone to make my life so much easier that I wouldn’t need to worry about the stumbling of the teenagers. Not that I planned to let them off so easily. Truthfully, I could do everything myself, but it’d take fucking forever and I had a shop to run.

      “Give me a sec, let me run it through my betrothed,” I said, turning to Milia. I motioned for her to join me inside. “Harmony, come. I’ve got a question for you too.”

      Mandi and Lucas kept Chenzu occupied.

      “What’s the matter?” Milia asked.

      “How much should I pay the farmhand?” I asked. “Given Mandi’s reaction, she knows and loves the guy, but I’ll have Wolverine keep an eye on him just in case.”

      Milia nodded. “He’s making a good impression.”

      Chenzu had taken out his lute and begun to play a catchy song, likely convinced by the redhead.

      “Perhaps,” I said, smiling and trying and failing not to tap my feet to the music.
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      The moment I hired Chenzu, I received a notification from the system.

      

      [Farm animal delivery completed. New farming options available via the MMABS.]

      

      Knowing the spirit coin cost was going to be astronomical, I didn’t bother pulling out the red cube.

      Wolverine sniffed around the beastkin a bit before turning to my side, seeming satisfied, because who else was the goodest of boys? Chenzu didn’t mind it one bit, almost as if expecting it. He even bowed to him. Cheetara, on the other hand, stayed on my shoulder.

      “His name’s Wolverine,” I said.

      “Or you could call him Woofy like everyone else,” Harmony said. “Milia’s names are cuter.”

      Beakwing snorted, getting a laugh out of me. My pets might not be able to speak, but I felt their emotions. The griffin was like a giant teddy bear.

      “Tomorrow, an hour or two after sunup,” I said, wishing I had a clock. “You’ll see the apprentices making their way here.”

      “I prefer to get the job started a little earlier, if you don’t mind,” Chenzu said. “Sunrise. I won’t disturb anyone, of course.”

      I nodded, approving his correct answer. I gazed at everything. The cows and the bull grazed a distance away. The pigs remained nearby, under Chenzu’s mystical jitsu. The elicrones seemed okay with living amongst the chickens, but I’d give them their own little house soon.

      “It may take a little time, but we really should build a fence for the cows,” Chenzu said. “After they’re done grazing for the day, I’ll lead them back into the barn. Easy smeezy.”

      Deciding there was no point in hiding it, I pulled out the cube and checked the new options.

      Chenzu gawked at it. “Wanda’s lovely rump, the mana emitting from that thing is…” He looked at Mandi. “Do all humans carry around these… holy relics?”

      The redhead giggled. “No. Truthfully, this is my first time seeing it in action too. I’ve only caught a glimpse of it, but Nate never did anything with it.”

      “Ah yeah, I forgot to tell the brats about it,” I said, “but not because I’m hiding it. This thing is ridiculously expensive to use.”

      Chenzu tilted his head. “I never took the goddess for being a money-lover. What’s gold to a goddess?”

      “Not gold, but worse,” I told him.

      “Worse?”

      “Spirit coins,” I concluded.

      I ignored everyone staring at me to check the new options.

      

      [Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices. Farm.]

      [Farm. Currently unlocked:

      1. Basic Enclosed Cow Pasture. Price: 2 spirit coins.

      2. Basic Fowl Home. Price: 2 spirit coins.

      3. F-ranked Feed and Hay Barn and Pig Housing. Price: 3 spirit coins.

      4. F-ranked stable. Price: 3 spirit coins.

      5. D-ranked Advanced Farm containing everything needed. Price: 650,000 spirit coins.

      6. F-ranked Mana Barn. Price: 700,000 spirit coins.

      7. Heavenly Mana Farm. Price: 250,000,000 spirit coins.

      8. Gaia’s Farm. Price: 7 heavenly spirit coins.

      9. Animal Evolution Array. Price: System error.]

      

      I was honestly surprised that most items that we could simply buy ourselves with gold were only a few spirit coins. But unsurprisingly, the good things were priced high enough to make me wonder if the saying ‘arm and a leg’ needed to be written to include the soul as well. A D-ranked advanced farm would be amazing right now, especially since it contained everything. Not that I was trying to build the fanciest farm on the planet at this moment. Like most people with sense, I planned to start small, then build up. Healthy and happy animals being a priority, of course. Setting a good example for the apprentices kind of meant a lot to me. Otherwise, their families would take the easy road, marrying them off whether they picked up a skill or two or not. I made no illusions to myself when it came to what I dubbed the magical Edo period.

      Once again, heavenly spirit coins came up and topping off my sinking feeling was the goddamn system error. The system really thought she was a real comedian, huh?

      I decided it was best to make life as easy as possible for us and purchased the Basic Enclosed Cow Pasture, F-ranked Feed and Hay Barn, Basic Fowl Home for the colorful birds, and even the stable, though I didn’t currently own a horse. Maybe the teenagers, Chenzu, or Milia would obtain one in the future.

      That left me with a measly thirty-eight spirit coins left. Some people would call it a small fortune. I, on the other hand, deemed it a cosmic joke.

      It took a little time to place everything, but the reactions from the others as these objects rapidly constructed themselves felt worth it. Even Milia gawked.

      Chenzu pulled out his lute, playing and singing, “All my life I’ve seen some things, not like this, I need a drink. Give my heart some time to think, hey-o hey-o, magic mushrooms. Hey-o, hey-o, magic mushrooms.”

      I laughed so hard, I could barely stand. Even the teenagers joined in, this song likely just as vulgar to them. Wolverine actually howled a few times in sync with the music. Absolutely perfect. Honestly, from the time I entered this land to now, my life was basically this tune.

      Chenzu and I were going to get along just fine.

      Despite being F-ranked, the erected buildings looked fine, though painfully basic. Like the fucking cheapskate system gave us the bare minimum to be classified as a farm. There were a few stacks of hay, like free samples attempting to encourage us to buy more from a money-hungry corporation. At this point, my brain was already working in overdrive, thinking of a way to earn some spirit coins. Kyushu being an F-ranked town basically made this impossible. In fact, Chenzu’s words confirmed it. He slid his strapped lute to his back.

      “You mentioned needing spirit coins to perform these miracles,” he said, “but I cannot help but be both confused and concerned, Sir Nate. My skills of the mystical arts may not be on your level, but even I can tell Kyushu is an F-ranked town.”

      Harmony frowned, almost wilting. “We were better with festivals, more people, fair prices. Nate believes there’s some kind of foul play happening in the background… but…”

      “That would bring questions to your father and his involvement,” Lucas finished for the blue-haired girl.

      Harmony could only nod. As much as she loved her father, if an investigation brought him to the front as an accomplice to the terrible money-making scheme, he’d be fired, likely imprisoned or worse. However, I couldn’t bring myself to jump to conclusions.

      “I’m stumped on that,” I said, which made the blue-haired teen look at me. “Why would he encourage me to start a shop? I was an outsider. What if I figured out the scheme, pointed fingers at him and summoned the kingdom guard with these accusations? Also, he even mentioned the lands were free, after offering me things in town. Even warned me about the Axem.”

      Chenzu shook his head. “The frightening power of that serpent of despair still protects this forest. Yet, no one has seen it since the first sighting, no?”

      I shook my head. “Probably for the best.” I gazed at the faces of my apprentices for a bit before continuing. “We’ve got a potion shop and a farm, but if you want pay raises, we’ll need a way to increase the value of this town.” I eyed Harmony. “Is there any way to talk your father into building anything new, perhaps for entertainment?”

      “Even if we were to build something for entertainment, with the prices still high, people would prioritize saving their silver and gold for the necessities,” Harmony said.

      “It is a good thing that teacher’s here,” Chenzu said. “But sooner or later, she will tire out or retire. Or worse, invaders may cause an accident. I’m no lord or expert, but even my village had a small school dedicated to teaching us everything we needed to know to survive, especially in human kingdoms.”

      “We’d either have to take funding everything into our own hands or…” I paused. “We still have about a dozen or so minor nobles. I have a feeling I know the answer to this already, but did the mayor ever reach out to them for some help?”

      “He has, but the nobles refused, most stating the town simply isn’t worth the expenses,” Harmony said.

      After a moment of silence, I simply stated, “For now, let’s just focus on building up our farm. I’ll try to come up with something to help upgrade the town.”

      If the mayor or the nobles didn’t give a damn, then I’d have to do everything myself. Somehow, I just fucking knew it’d come to that.

      System, is there any way I can increase this town’s ranking? I finally asked mentally.

      

      [System notice, glad you asked. The easiest way to do so is to gain access to the Lord System. You are currently on the path of being forced… asked into the position someday by the people of Kyushu after they denounce the mayor for doing such a terrible job. Mayors are appointed by a king or sometimes elected by the people. Lords are appointed by themselves, the people, or powerful families. You may upgrade your lord status over time, in addition to your town.]

      

      System, you know I’m not interested in politics. Give me another option, I thought.

      

      [System warning. What you’re interested in does not matter to the law of fate. To attract individuals or adventurers wealthy enough to possess spirit coins, it is imperative to rank up the town or it will forever be known as a backwater existence. At the very least, it needs to get to an E-rank to slightly be less embarrassing. You could become the town’s benefactor, providing 1 million gold per week to skyrocket the funding. You’d quickly jump to C, if the money manifested new venues, pulling in new residents.]

      

      I almost lost my footing as I walked around to observe the new farm additions. One million gold is impossible, System, I thought. I was sure not even the minor nobles could front a weekly bill like that.

      

      [These are the two main paths for Kyushu to increase its ranking. Rule it or fund it yourself. That is the reality of this place. Even ranking up your shop cannot break it.]

      

      One million fucking gold per week. Nope, that was simply not happening, even if I could find a way to convert my remaining spirit coins.

      The only way to break the harsh reality that the system proposed as a way to corner me into its biddings was to kick the mayor into gear. I could call a meeting, but the nobles wouldn’t give a damn, being owners of the market.

      My eyes widened. What if I took control of the market? Sold everything at the cheaper prices of Wingston. But that also ran the risk of running innocent people out of business. No, it’d force them to provide competitive prices or get fucked.

      This plan had too much of a glaring, naïve major flaw, the first being the obvious. Where would I get the material to sell?

      Fuck, there had to be a way to not get pushed into politics. I’d ruin this town, not knowing the first thing about them or really, this world. The system had no fucks to give about whom it pushed into a high position, qualified or not. How long did I have to fight it?

      We ended up inviting Chenzu to lunch. He accepted but had to leave early to get his inn room and housing situation processed.

      “Are you okay, Nate?” Milia asked. “You’ve been spaced out for the past hour. What’s on your mind?”

      I gazed at Milia and the apprentices. “This is one of those problems that you can’t solve by punching something or selling a fixed number of potions. We suspect market manipulation, but without proof, there isn’t much we can do about it. I can’t be the only one who’s figured this shit out.” I shook my head. “The people aware believe they’re too powerless to stop it.”

      Harmony seemed to wilt. “What do you suppose everyone should do?”

      “Honestly, that’s beyond me,” I said. “Rather than forming an angry mob to protest, people opted to go someplace else. Likely to Wingston.”

      “And Wingston and Kyushu are comparable to night and day,” Mandi said.

      “I haven’t given up,” I said after observing everyone’s expressions. “I’m not trying to kill the mood, this is just one of those problems that isn’t going to be magically solved in a day. It could take years to fully clean out the ick. Some of you may be swept by princes and married for all I know.”

      Mandi and Harmony giggled.

      “You hear that, Lucas,” Mandi said. “You’ll have yourself a charming prince, sweeping you away.”

      That triggered laughter from the other women, while Lucas rolled his eyes, blushing. I grinned, petting the sleeping Wolverine in my lap.

      “Tomorrow, we’re training in the E-ranked dungeon, so rest up,” I told them after things calmed back down. “When I feel that you’re ready, we’ll run it together first. Then you’ll run each floor on your own as a team of three. When you’re confident on beating it by yourself, let me know.” I turned to Harmony, stare flat. “And no pretending you’re ready.”

      Harmony pouted. “I’d never do such a thing.”

      I poked the brat’s cheek. “I’ll be able to sense if you’re ready. For anyone that attempts to put themselves in danger just to one-up your teammate, I’ll make you run fifty laps.”

      That made them flinch.

      “Anyway, back to work, I can sense customers coming,” I said.

      Four members of the hero’s party emerged through the door, Ronica’s cheery greeting pulling me out of my revelry. Okay, I was shining the potion bottles like an old bartender. I stayed behind the cabinet, not really in the mood for the hugs. They weren’t weaklings, which meant an overly excited Ronica could bring on pain if they caught me off guard. Nuwa sometimes sent out the wrong signals, especially to Milia, not that her body type was her fault. I wouldn’t speak on that further, as I wasn’t a pervert. Hey, I was telling the truth. Not for one second did I look at her chest. I did fail to scold Lucas for briefly doing so, however.

      Honestly, I often felt bad for the nun-like healer that almost got blown away by the Crimson Sect officer. Fortunately for her, she didn’t have to experience what Maxus described as a portal to hell.

      “How can I help the hooligan gang?” I asked, my stare directly on the petite, bubbly woman. Ronica stuck her tongue out at me.

      “As hospitable as ever,” she quipped sarcastically.

      “I’m here for a few energy potions,” Maxus said. The rogue, dressed in his black cloak, black shirt and trousers, fixed me with a look. Appearing to be in his late thirties and with a runner’s build, perhaps slightly thinner, the man asked me once again. “Why are you selling at these low prices?”

      This time, I answered him with a new reply, which actually made his eyes widen.

      “This is an F-ranked town and I’m running an E-ranked shop,” I said, then continued, deciding the hero’s party who hadn’t been here that long should know the truth. “I don’t have proof, but it’s possible that the nobles are manipulating the market, skyrocketing prices. As a shopkeeper, one would expect me to not care.”

      “But people will keep leaving,” Nuwa said, sitting next to Harmony.

      “Exactly,” I said as I accepted Maxus’s payment for the potion.

      “Does the mayor know?” Ronica asked, getting right to the point. Harmony fidgeted, clearly worried about her father and his reputation with the hero’s party. Nuwa placed a calming hand on her shoulder.

      “He probably knows,” I said, “but isn’t involved. I believe he’s what you’d call stuck between a rock and a hard place. Harmony said her father pleaded for the nobles to help, but well, what do you expect?”

      “The nobles here are… assholes,” Iris said. She’d been having a separate conversation with Milia before interjecting. “Even if we could convince them to help, that would just put the mayor in their debt. Just bleh. The mayor’s a retired soldier, not a politician. No offense, Harmony.”

      “No offense taken,” Harmony replied. “My father’s… just trying his best, but he’s here due to the Lord Ruler’s orders to retire and govern the eastern town. He never provided any troops, expecting Wingston to handle our needs.”

      “Seeing how we’re still waiting for kingdom soldiers to pick up Drew,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s no way we can let things keep going on like this.”

      “That’s a huge thought to ponder,” Ronica said. “It’d be much easier if someone experienced with these matters took control of the town. He could just tax the nobles into submission.” She giggled, though Harmony only sighed.

      “We’re not antagonizing your father,” I told Harmony. “I like the mayor. He was willing to help me out from the get go, instead of being a dick and throwing me out of town or something.”

      “He helped us out too,” Ronica said, standing, almost striking a heroic pose. “It’s time we help him out now. Go ahead and say the plan you’re holding back, Nate.”

      My eyes widened. “What plan?”

      “Punch the nobles until they cooperate,” she said without missing a beat, though I couldn’t exactly tell if she was joking or not. I still facepalmed though.

      “You can’t solve every issue in life with a fist, sword, or magic,” I said, rolling up a piece of paper and bonking the petite girl.

      “Why not?” she said, shrugging.

      “Because that’s simply not how local economics work,” I said. “And let’s be honest, they’ll find some way to make things worse with their connections.”

      “Then we should out-market them,” Ronica said, her smile almost goofy, and now I just knew she was fucking with me.

      “Milia, a little help here,” I said, gaining a laugh from my fiancée.

      Abruptly, Tom burst into the shop, panting and sweating, his eyes wild. “The mayor! He’s in the clinic! He’s been attacked!”
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      Graver watched the peasants for a little while longer, his hands still coated with the mayor’s blood. He didn’t have time to leave a truly lethal blow, but a mortal like that should die out in no time.

      He spat to the side, sitting on the roof of the inn, only mildly entertained, but still incredibly pissed off. Wanda’s ass, he wasn’t expecting his employer to get locked away like a petty criminal. Pretending to be a butler, only tending Drew’s horses hurt his pride, and he didn’t get to see much. Only the rumors that some wolf and a cat teamed up with the brave new citizens to scare off the magicians. The griffin made their scary spells misfire, causing them to eradicate themselves.

      Graver had to stop himself from facepalming many, many times. He considered stealing a horse and leaving, but going through all of this only to end up without any pay was out the window. As if things couldn’t get any worse, the hero suspected he was here, so took it upon himself to personally guard Drew’s cell until the real kingdom soldiers arrived.

      After a while of rotting in this F-ranked backwater, he hatched a thriller of a plan. A simple one, actually. The lousy town guards wouldn’t be able to do a thing when it came to the assassination of the mayor himself. Unfortunately, Graver was no rogue, lacking the training to not do a sloppy job, but as a magician much stronger than a pathetic mortal, he didn’t need the skills. He snarled, seeing that the hero still didn’t leave the blasted jail.

      Graver wanted to remain under the radar, return to the sect, blending in. Nobody cared if one came and went out, as long as they contributed to the Crimson Sect by the end of the month. Only an idiot would betray them or the elders. The demonic faction ran things in secret in order to one day present an alternative that could even overthrow that blasted Lord Ruler.

      He had no choice but to use his trump card. Ugh, it felt humiliating, like wielding a giant hammer on a child. Or pouring water on the Red Star after her temper flared out of control.

      The blood on his hands seeped into his skin and he pulled his wand from a sheath strapped to his side. His spell book, a magician’s soul partner, manifested at his side as he gathered the power. The words of the spell flowed through his mind, allowing him to chant without vocalization like an inexperienced amateur. Unfortunately, he still had to say the name of the spell at the very end to activate it.

      “Summoning Chorus Number Four. Draw from the Blood Pact. Come forth, Blood Wraith!”

      An awfully long title of a spell, containing some key activation variables, but it’d do the trick. The glowing red power oozed from Graver, his wand, and his spell book. That turned the sky red, a fitting intro, to his most powerful summonable creature. A being of fear.

      “Devour the mayor first, then use that power to devour the hero and his party,” Graver said. “To think I’m forced to use such power on mere weaklings. If the sect finds out, I’ll be expelled as an embarrassment beyond help.”

      The summoned creature, the blood wraith, began to manifest.
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        * * *

      

      The moment we took to the air with Beakwing, something strange happened, and I began to seriously worry about the townspeople. As if the reddening sky wasn’t an obvious indication. This kind of shit was why I insisted on keeping my abilities and identity a secret, to keep away the assholes. Judging by the surging of powerful aura I felt in the air, it simply didn’t matter. Whether it was by fate’s design as the system called it or not, magicians would stumble upon this place.

      What the hell were the guards doing?

      We clearly missed one of the Crimson Sect bastards, but who? Everyone searched the town, making sure they were all gone before calling it a day. This mystery guy hadn’t caused a ruckus until now.

      Were they after the mayor this entire time? Maybe. But the moment I saw a red robe-wearing skeleton the size of a house equipped with a scythe manifest, I tossed that idea away. The mayor didn’t have enough value to be any more than a distraction. This was a challenge for the hero’s party.

      Well, four of them were on Beakwing’s back with me, along with Milia, Wolverine, and Harmony. Mandi and Lucas stayed back with Cheetara to man the shop. Tom, seemingly afraid of the griffin, simply opted to run back to the town instead.

      I couldn’t refute Harmony from getting to her own father and wouldn’t be cruel enough to stop her either, as long as I personally went along. Thankfully, the hero’s party could deal with what appeared to be the fucking Grim Reaper over there. I looked at them for confirmation. They nodded.

      “It’s a blood wraith,” Iris said. “It’s going to be a tough battle, but we should be able to handle it. Just save the mayor. Your potions are ridiculously fast, like a thing of miracles.”

      Ronica nodded. “I’m not sure if you believe in myths and legends, but be careful with creating too many miracles.” She grinned. “You may just attract the Goddess of Miracles and she may force you to marry her and have babies.”

      “That’s just some dumb legend,” Maxus said. “We didn’t get our visit for taking down the Wanda-forsaken Midnight Dragon.”

      Ronica shrugged. “Just a friendly message to help calm the mood. Besides, there was a rumor of our very own hero getting a late-night visit.”

      “Yeah, from Princess Ling attempting to sneak into his room,” Maxus said. “He barred his room with a magically-enhanced dresser.”

      “A hero denying a night visit from a princess,” I said, my eyes still on the terror in the city. We were approaching rapidly, and I prepared to drop off the hero’s party. “Isn’t he a womanizer?”

      Harmony gave me a look of disgust, but it was clearly not a look aimed at me, but Ramon.

      “It’s a long story,” Ronica said, “but you should count your blessings you hadn’t met her. Death and beauty combined into one being. I’m envious of you, actually, Nate.”

      Nuwa nodded in agreement. I looked at Milia.

      “She’s… right,” Milia said, but didn’t elaborate. It appeared the dryad had met royalty. That’d be an interesting conversation tonight, perhaps over snacks with the spirit beast pets.

      “Beakwing, you do the honors of greeting our unwanted blood wraith guest,” I said.

      My griffin wasted no time charging his magic. “Hero’s party, get ready. We need to get rid of this thing quick before it attacks.”

      “You can’t exactly kill a blood wraith quickly,” Ronica said.

      “Well, I guess I’ll try it while we’re in the sky,” I said, aiming a hand.

      “Don’t! Let Beakwing’s magic do it,” Nuwa suddenly said. “Your intense power could be deflected. The blood wraith was summoned here by someone with a boundary field. I can feel it now.”

      “Isn’t that a little too convenient to keep me out of the fight?” I asked, reluctantly letting go of the charge of my magic. Sure, I could stupidly go against her warning, being a magical newbie and all, but if the field deflected my magic into a random building, no one would survive. I’d essentially annihilate bystanders.

      Beakwing released his attack, which did nothing but draw the wraith’s attention. Up close, the thing’s eye sockets glowed an eerie red. Someone stood on a rooftop near it wearing what looked to be a butler’s suit, though ragged, as if he wore the same thing for weeks.

      Unfortunately, this being the main section of town, a good amount of people were in the area. Including Chenzu, who stared up at the wraith fearfully. He seemed to shake himself out of a trance and then yelled at people to run.

      That was when the scythe came down very close to an unlucky woman. Chenzu pulled her away just in time, saving her life. The roadway now had a giant crater in the middle of it.

      “Iris, shoot the guy standing on the roof,” I said coldly. “I want a headshot. Now.”

      She did so without hesitation, her eyes furious at almost witnessing the death of a civilian she was supposed to be protecting. I’d give the hero’s party credit where it was due. They were kind of like freedom fighters, in a way.

      Unfortunately, the person on the roof was no weakling and a glowing red shield erected around him just a second before the arrow could take his life. Iris clicked her tongue, annoyed.

      By this time, we were entering town. Beakwing landed and let out a giant roar at the wraith. The blood wraith didn’t appear to give a damn, its focus… well, I didn’t know. Perhaps it was up to its obvious summoner on the roof.

      “How did you spot the summoner so fast?” Ronica asked. “I couldn’t sense him over this icky blood aura.”

      I ignored her. “Can you do something about the boundary field?”

      “I can,” a voice said. Surprised, I turned to see Chenzu running up to us. For some reason, the summoner wasn’t paying us much attention. He seemed to be searching for someone, even muttering to himself as if dissatisfied. As a result, the blood wraith only attacked those who got close to it, but didn’t charge us, uninterested. That… kind of felt relieving, as it gave us ample time to make sure any stragglers got the hell away. No one questioned why I was there, as they clearly assumed the spirit beasts were going to do the fighting. They knew little about the mysterious strangers that were the hero’s party and Chenzu, only that they carried weapons like warriors.

      “Good luck, warriors,” some lady said. “And Nate, thank you for offering to give them potions.”

      “You guys hold it off, I can’t let Harmony get too far ahead of me,” I said. “I need to heal her father first.”

      They nodded and, with a blur, I caught up to the blue-haired girl and scooped her up. I think I broke a world record as we reached the mayor’s house in less than a few seconds.

      He was currently in bed, surrounded by Tom, a few guards, and someone I assumed was a doctor, though he looked as if he got dragged to the mayor’s house judging by his appearance.

      I wasted no time, ignoring the doctor’s question, and poured a potion down his throat. They all watched the wound in his gut visibly heal instantly. Harmony’s crying calmed as she threw her arms around her father, who woke up.

      Once again, I was both extremely proud and afraid of my own creation. But due to that, my Dao of Creation came into being, a reward for being aware of the consequences of my actions.

      “I have to go, but Harmony, stay here with your father,” I said. “Everyone, you do not want to go outside. There are some warriors dealing with the monster. I’m going to support them with my potions.”

      As I hurried off, Tom looked as if he wanted to say something, his shirt covered in sweat from the run, but I kept going. Honestly, I had long believed he suspected me. If anything, he and Harmony appeared to be relatives or long family-like friends. Harmony likely told him some time before becoming my apprentice. The mayor knew about the hero’s party and, seeing how they basically made my shop a hangout spot, probably connected the dots. He was also among the small group that knew about Harmony’s magic.

      However, what they didn’t know, but Milia and I knew, was that Harmony had raw potential to become a true badass. She almost felt like my adopted little sister who got on my nerves half the time.

      Upon returning to the battle, a prompt signaled that the summoner had given up on whatever he searched for in order to deal with us.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Blood Wraith. S-ranked Summoned Night Apparition. Danger!]

      [Enemy analysis.]

      Graver, hidden Crimson Sect member.

      Magician rank: 12th realm of the Highcore.

      [Boss fight begin.]

      

      “He really did have some kind of shield, but I’ve managed to take it down,” Chenzu said. “The bad news is that the summoner’s paying attention now. He’s strong.”

      “Will the wraith disappear if… the summoner’s knocked out?” I asked as I jumped backward, just evading a swing from its scythe.

      “No,” Ronica said. “Either kill him or we make the big boy disappear.” She grinned, aiming a wooden wand at the monster’s head. Her spell book wasn’t out, so it couldn’t have been that much of a threat.

      But Graver’s spell book floated alongside of him. I had to ask.

      “Does summoning your spell book give you any kind of boost?” I asked.

      “It enables you to use your strongest spells,” Ronica said, firing pink lightning at the giant monster. “There are some that boost your power, but they usually come with downsides.”

      I nodded, then dashed into action toward the summoner. He didn’t realize I was coming until I jumped to the roof to meet him, greeting the bastard with a fist. Graver put up a magical shield, but the problem with throwing up something hastily was that it would inevitably fail. So, it shattered easily.

      He took the punch to the face, and I winced upon realizing I sent the man flying at what looked like hundreds of meters per second on a trip. He missed the buildings thankfully, but at this rate, he’d end up at the village in between Kyushu and Wingston.

      Okay, thankfully my thoughts were just an exaggeration and I actually held back just a little. He landed on his back in the middle of a field outside the town and didn’t get back up. But he wasn’t dead. Even if I decided to take the bloody path, what good would it do when there was so many questions to ask? Yes, interrogation. We were getting attacked by the Crimson Sect a lot and maybe this moron had some answers. However, if the hero’s party decided to silence him behind my back, I wouldn’t complain.

      Call me what you want, but I didn’t think I received the Dao of Creation for nothing! Speaking of which.

      Jumping to the ground, I pulled out the summoning potion while everyone struggled with the wraith and poured a drop onto the ground. The spot glowed brightly until the dragon from before, Aku, spawned into existence, a giant.

      “Destroy the wraith, Aku,” I said. “I want the scythe, though.”

      Iris facepalmed. “The scythe’s the size of a two-story building. Why do you want such a thing?”

      “Decoration,” I replied to the elf with a straight face.

      Even Milia looked at me, but she simply shrugged.

      “I think he’s trying to compensate for something,” Ronica said. “Right?”

      “Goddammit, I walked right into that,” I said.

      The women were laughing and fighting, which seemed to piss off the wraith. It didn’t enjoy being mocked, even as a summoned creature without its full will.

      “I will take care of this pest, Master,” Aku said, inhaling. The wraith actually turned around to face him and blocked the golden flames with his scythe.

      “Oh yeah, I forgot S-ranked monsters are a pain in the ass,” I said.

      Aku bashed the wraith backward with a quick tail attack. The blood wraith tried to slice him in half but was too slow, the dragon dodging nimbly.

      “So, you can summon dragons now. Why am I not surprised?” Maxus said, shaking his head.

      “Just hurry and take care of this thing,” I said, voice tired. “People are looking, and they think you’re a group of warriors. I will provide support through potion only. Wolverine, Beakwing, aim for the back. Blast him!”

      Wolverine barked in confirmation. Beakwing grunted his reply, charging up magic. However, this wasn’t his usual spell. His claws began to glow as bright as torches.

      “A new skill,” I said softly.

      Wolverine released his Sunlight Flash, though it didn’t do much damage. Beakwing pounced on the wraith, bringing the monster to the ground and then raked multiple glowing claws across it before getting tossed to the side.

      I considered risking it but held my ground. The hero’s party weren’t weaklings and fought these things before. This was a test of faith in other people, I supposed.

      Chenzu played a few notes on his lute, ending with a flat that covered the wraith in a purple haze.

      “Its defenses are down. Take it out, Sir Dragon,” he said to Aku.

      I almost quoted something but knowing damn well it’d go to waste on the people of this era, I kept my mouth shut. Instead, I hurried at a somewhat believable running speed to the downed summoner. There was no fucking way I’d allow that dumbass cliché where the guy gets away simply because we weren’t paying attention for a few minutes. He already got away once by posing as a butler, keeping away from the main fight. We couldn’t allow this to happen again.

      When I collected him, I turned to see Milia delivering an airborne downward swing straight out of an anime, slicing a giant gash into the center of the wraith’s head. Red light burst from what I assumed was a wound. Yet the thing just didn’t die.

      Being all the way out here in the field, I considered firing, but tossed that idea away. Without coordinating that properly, someone would get in the way and get blown to pieces before their sense of danger even had the chance to react. Or maybe the sense would allow them to dodge in time. Taking that risk simply wasn’t an option, so I hefted the summoner and ran to the jail, which wasn’t too far away.

      “Here, another Crimson Sect bastard,” I told the hero, who opened his eyes as I walked in. “He summoned a blood wraith, by the way.”

      Ramon’s eyes widened and he rushed out.

      “Wait! Let them— Goddammit, he’s gone,” I said. “Welp, I guess I’m stuck babysitting you two. What? You’re expecting me to leave so you can hatch an escape plan?”

      I revealed just a peek of a killing intent, causing Drew to go pale. “I’ve been meaning to speak with you, Sir Drew Starrigon. You’ve got some time to answer a few questions, right?”

      I gave him my corporate smile. He could only shiver. “Well? Nod if you understand.”

      He nodded vigorously. “I… I understand.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Drew felt as if he stared into an endless abyss of power when the master magician revealed himself. For a second there, he almost thought the Peace Spawner found him. However, he didn’t sense the rumors of tangible evil or endless darkness.

      Not that he understood what he sensed from the guy before him.

      “By the way, I figure you know this, but I’m Nate, the town’s potion maker,” he said.

      And from those words, Drew now understood. These people had no idea that someone almost akin to a god walked among them. But… but why not claim easy fame? Why live in a backwater? He could marry the princess if he wanted.

      Though Drew wouldn’t wish that fate even on this man. His blood boiled, but quickly cooled down. If he lied to the master magician, he was dead. One could not lie to them.

      In his life, he’d met only one other, someone that was basically god of the Bringers of Dawn. Well, he didn’t meet him, only caught a glimpse of the man who looked no more than twenty-five years, stepping out a bit for fresh air, his mostly female attendants groveling around him.

      Drew felt the life force of the wraith deplete and soon, he’d be alone with that irritating hero again.

      “We’ll start with something easy, Sir Starrigon,” the frightening master magician said, though his voice was calm, his demeanor lax. “Tell me earnestly why the hell you’re here. And think about your answer. I’m not above breaking off your fingers one by one for trying to bullshit me.”

      Drew paled again and then opened his mouth, ready to answer any question this figure of death had for him.
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      Eventually the summoner woke up to find himself slapped with anti-mana handcuffs in a cell next to Drew. The hero’s party made him talk after some pain and holy damn, they were ruthless. The tiredness in their eyes made it clear that fucking around with them could mean death. Overall, I learned quite a bit of new things, even confirming that the Graver guy did exist as a member of a hidden demonic faction within the Crimson Sect.

      As for Drew, I didn’t care much for him learning my secret. No one would believe him if he told. But also, the hero’s party appeared to be the frontal assault of his concerns anyway. He even knew too much and there wasn’t any convenient mind-wiping potion or crystal in existence. An item like that would easily be trouble, even for the system or Wanda, who I confirmed existed through the system itself.

      Thinking about it, having her attention on me directly felt a little troubling. I was just one insignificant human out of billions. That could only mean she really did bring me here for some unknown purpose. I wondered if she regretted it due to me simply not cooperating.

      The entire story as a whole turned out to be Drew’s desire to join the hero’s party. He tracked them with his abilities and got extremely lucky stumbling upon their trail. Knowing things could be tricky, he hired Crimson Sect members to help make himself look powerful. They even agreed to fight with the hero’s party under Drew’s command as long as the money continued flowing. Drew promised them fame and fortune, of course. Among the hero’s party, they would be known as Hero Drew and the Shadows. Yes, that lame. It almost sounded like a bad band name.

      Of course, attacking people, summoning a fucking wraith, and plotting against the hero’s party pretty much guaranteed them some dungeon time or even execution, depending on the court. Some people were injured, a few critically, in these commotions. A few buildings took minor damage. But worst of all, within the mayhem, was the attempted execution of the mayor. Graver was likely going to get executed in a few minutes. And no, I certainly did not believe it was my place to say anything here. Had I not intervened with the potion, the mayor would’ve died, but that was pretty much it. I was here to raise the rank of my shop, not play small town politics. I had no experience nor training in these matters.

      In fact, the guards entered the building as if on cue and glared directly at Graver.

      “Who do you work for, assassin?” one guard, who appeared to be the captain, barked. “And do not lie. I am not in the mood for games.”

      I simply said nothing as the demonic sect member pulled Drew right along with him and honestly, he wasn’t wrong. Drew’s actions caused the barrage of events. I didn’t expect all of this to go down today, believing that the spoiled noble would only get let free because of his family. Yet the guard captain held no mercy within his gaze. In those eyes revealed wounded pride, helplessness against magicians, and even a tiredness. He clearly didn’t want to be here.

      “I am the son of Duke Starrigon,” Drew snapped. “I am not responsible for any of this. I just wanted to be a hero. I wanted to be more than just some son of a duke who no one acknowledged. It was of his own doing, his own retaliation for whatever happened while I was stuck in here. Think, you imbecile. Why would I want the mayor dead? What would I gain from that? Don’t insult me! If I wanted to kill some random backwater mayor, I would’ve just done it myself or hired a proper assassin. I’ve never even heard of this town until stumbling into it.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” the guard captain said. “You hired bandits to pillage the town and now that responsibility will naturally fall to you.”

      “How much of the fine am I stuck with?” Drew snapped.

      “Fine?” the guard said, eyes blazing. “No, not even a simple death would be good enough for you. So we sent the mayor’s war messenger bird to Duke Starrigon himself, telling him of all of your actions and how it brought shame upon the Starrigon family.” The guard grinned. “I personally sent out a few messenger birds to help spread the news all over the kingdom. The rogue son of Starrigon attacks an innocent town. Of course, only the duke will know of the town, but we told him to expect you.”

      The look of horror in Drew’s eyes almost seemed like a fate worse than death. That look widened the guard captain’s smile. His British accent made me suspicious about the fiction version of fantasy back at home. A coincidence? I think not!

      “You can’t do that! What about my rights? My side of the story? I only wanted to be a hero, not a zero!”

      The guard laughed. “Tell that to the mayor who would’ve died if not for the potion maker. Tell that to the people who have to repair their homes or shops because of you. You’ve attacked the town multiple times, directly and indirectly, and now you will finally pay the price. Duke Starrigon’s ruthlessness is something you’ve earned, you rotten, spoiled brat!”

      Drew looked at me. “You, tell him! Do something.”

      “Have fun with the pops,” I said.

      “Wingston elite guards that cannot be bribed are coming over to escort you home soon, in handcuffs,” the guard captain continued. He laughed. “Hey, you’re finally getting out of this cell and going home. It is a time to celebrate, not cry. Duke Starrigon’s waiting with open arms to hug his favorite son. It’s even better they have access to lightning horses.”

      “You can’t do this to me!” Drew snarled. “You can’t! I only wanted to be—”

      “Shut the fuck up!” I snapped, shooting him with enough killing intent to double him over. “Jesus fucking Christ, man, have a little dignity. It’s not the end of the world because Daddy’s about to beat that ass. Focus on you. How about instead of acting like a selfish fuckhead, you seriously think about your actions? Try to become a better person instead of an asshole clearly no one likes. Think about the fucked-up shit you’ve done and at least try to make amends for it.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ?” Ronica asked. “Who’s that?”

      “Not now, squirt,” I deadpanned.

      “I do not appreciate your short jokes,” the woman said, hands on hips, glaring.

      My words may or may not have had much effect on Drew, probably due to his fate, as he sat looking doomed in the corner.

      “As for you, Graver,” the guard captain said, “let’s go. You will be responsible for getting yourself home.”

      “You’re letting him go?” Drew snapped.

      I turned, opening the door, starting outside, when I heard the rest of the guard’s words. “As a spirit!”

      I stepped out, closing the door behind me and ignoring the sound of Graver screaming as he was being dragged out of his cell for a brutal execution. They’d take him far outside of town.

      I first checked on the mayor, nodding to see him in higher spirits than ever. He invited me to have dinner with him and Harmony, but I declined. I did not want to be that third wheel in a family bonding moment. Also, it felt awkward. Like if Milia wasn’t my fiancée, he would’ve attempted to arrange a marriage between the brat and me. Look, I wasn’t about to make an Alabama joke here, they’re good people. Even if we weren’t actually related, she still felt like a little sister. Not that I’d ever tell her that.

      Milia and the apprentices were waiting for me back at the shop. Even Howie was there, likely checking on the safety of his mistress. Knowing we were about to go on a dungeon run the next day, I decided to close down. Okay, so maybe I wanted Harmony to go spend some time with her old man. I expressed that as she protested.

      “Like I said, rest up,” I said. “I’m changing my business plan today. You guys will make low grade potions and they’ll be at the forefront of the shop. My own potions are going to increase quite a bit in price.”

      “I agree with this plan,” Howie said. “It was talk of the town and some even suggested to the mayor that you should be forced to hike up your prices due to the low supply.”

      “My father’s not a fan of forcing anything on anyone,” Harmony said. “He would’ve suggested it at best.”

      Howie nodded.

      “I’m in for this plan,” Mandi said. “I’m really tired of everyone getting your amazing potions at unreasonably discounted prices. I say a simple twenty-five hundred percent price increase should do the trick.”

      “Work out those numbers for me, lady mathematician,” I said somewhat sarcastically, though I already knew the answer. Turning to Milia, I asked, “Any ideas?”

      “I’m on board with the price increases,” Milia told me. “The apprentices are already adept at creating all of the potions and we could start stockpiling as soon as tomorrow. After the dungeon run, of course.”

      I smiled at them. “Good work, all of you.”

      Mandi looked as if she wanted a head pat, but I didn’t give her that honor. That was a bit too touchy-feely and hilarious for me. She was being trained to be one of my elite badass apprentices, not a pet nor anime little sister.

      “I think everyone’s earned some blueberry pie,” I said.

      “Yes!” Milia cheered, causing the room to look at her. The dryad blushed, smiling shyly. “What? I’m celebrating our accomplishments.”

      I want to say the rest of the day went by smoothly, but when the hero’s party, except for Ramon, knocked on the door, the concern in their expressions made me invite them in.

      “What’s happening now?” I asked.

      “In the midst of his begging and frothing at the mouth, Drew let something slip,” Iris said.

      “What?”

      They looked ashamed, even Ronica. Then she dove into me. “I don’t want to go!” she whined.

      It was a struggle to peel the annoying girl off me, while doing my best not to be drowned in the ominous vibe Milia gave off. If she shot those vines, she may launch Ronica to the moon. Hell, I even considered suggesting it for just a moment, but seeing how the others looked, now clearly wasn’t the time to be playful.

      “What’s going on already?” I asked.

      “Drew left a mana trail heading in this direction,” Kelvin said. “If that was all, we wouldn’t have come here to potentially say goodbye. Before leaving the capital, he heard rumors of Princess Ling sending the Black Knight to retrieve Ramon.”

      “Oh? Can’t you just tag team, beat him up and send him back to the capital with a message stating you’re busy hunting the Peace Spawner?” I suggested, then sipped on some tea Milia passed to me. She sat in the seat at my side.

      “We’re talking about the Black Knight and his subordinates, the Black Cross,” Iris said. “You know, Ling’s elites.”

      “And?” I challenged, a little confused.

      “He’s from another land,” Milia said. “He isn’t aware of the Black Cross. Lucky him. Most people will probably go their entire lives without ever seeing one.”

      “If we thought we could take on the Black Cross, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” Maxus said as he tossed a copper coin into the air repeatedly. “We’re supposed to be the hero’s party, but the capital’s limitations have slowed our growth too much. We began to feel like captured pigeons instead of honored guests.”

      The man genuinely looked uneasy.

      “Are they really just after the hero? Or all of you?” I asked.

      “Princess Ling’s only interested in Ramon, but the Black Knight’s no fool,” Iris said. “If he detects us, we’ll be captured too, taken back to the capital, potentially locked up and judged. We may be assigned Black Cross shadows.”

      “Did you come here to get Nate involved?” Milia asked, her tone not aggressive, but it left a venomous edge.

      “No, just to say goodbye,” Kelvin quickly said. “Nate’s a master magician, but the Black Knight has strongheaded peace and stability in the kingdom for a reason. This is also a warning. They will stop in the town. Harmony’s father will be fine, having nothing to do with the hero’s decisions. Thankfully, Ling didn’t send the inquisition with them, or he’ll be forced to confess likely in the most humiliating way possible. And pain is their favorite game.”

      “What kind of a fucked-up kingdom is this?” I asked, still surprised at the treatment of the hero’s party. If it was just Ramon, I’d agree with it. That guy was an asshole. But the others weren’t so bad.

      That was when a chilling thought crept upon me. Was this entire thing a coincidence or was ‘fate’ trying to force me to lead the hero’s party? Hell, they didn’t know and still considered Ramon as their leader, but should he get captured or bite the bullet, they would surely come to me.

      If I didn’t send the Black Cross on the wrong trail, keeping the worthless hero alive until he had a powerup, I’d never get rid of the party.

      Sure, they were leaving now, but it’d only be a matter of time before my projects got severely interrupted.

      Was there any way to solve things peacefully? Demonic factions attacking without warning was one thing, forcing everyone to defend the town, but we now knew this Black Cross approached and had plenty of time to prepare.

      No, these were government hounds. If the kingdom politicians shamelessly kept the hero’s party in the capital like prisoners, then there was no way the Black Cross would defy their orders. If they were strong, that meant the Lord Ruler or even this princess had to be significantly stronger, or probably controlled them in some fucked up way.

      Besides, if a soldier came at you with a gun with orders to kill or capture, do you think they’d stop for even a second to chat?

      “You came here to say goodbye, but your faces are asking me to find a solution,” I said. They turned to me. “You really do want help.”

      Kelvin bonked Ronica before she could confirm my suspicions. This girl was on another level of shameless, no fucks to give. If they came to me, then the Black Knight would be at least beatable. Nuwa seemed slightly fidgety, likely wanting to confess everything as well.

      As much as they got on my nerves, the party did somewhat make me feel friendly toward them. Ronica had to be kept in check, but the hero didn’t bother me, and the other men even helped out with building.

      Sure, there could be selfish goals, not that I was free from guilt. They were free hubs of information, reliable help for town security so that Milia, I, and the pets didn’t burn ourselves out trying to keep things peaceful, and skilled laborers like myself. The hero’s party not being nobles made them slightly likeable. Except Ramon. Unfortunately, in order to not get sucked into kingdom politics, I needed to keep the idiot hidden. At least for now.

      “Do you think they’ve reached Wingston?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Iris said. “They can fly, but the western section of the kingdom is extremely far off. But they’re likely only a few days away from Wingston, if that.”

      “Why do you ask?” Nuwa asked.

      “I’d like to talk to the Red Star, set up a diversion,” I said. “It may not work, but there should be no reason why high-ranking government super soldiers should come to a town like this, right? But… how will they know to come this way? Do they have some kind of tracking ability?”

      “They do,” Ronica said. “I know it too. Honestly, we were in such a hurry to get as far away from the capital as possible that we made some mistakes. Our lightning horses left traces of mana likely pointing in this direction. Normally, that wouldn’t mean anything, but that dumb-dumb Drew followed us with his sect goons, leaving his own mana traces.”

      “Then wouldn’t he just rat you guys out when he gets home?” I asked.

      “He… won’t be given a chance to talk,” Iris said softly. “He conspired with a demonic faction, almost got civilians killed. Normally they wouldn’t care, but it was done while flaunting the Starrigon name. In the duchy of Starrigon, shaming their family is punishable by chaotic imprisonment.”

      I decided not to ask what that was since we had more pressing matters.

      “Do you have any way to clean up your trail?” I asked, hopeful.

      “That would be incredibly convenient, but we’re not aware of any spell like that,” Kelvin said. “If we had such a thing, we wouldn’t have been found for them to invite us to the capital, luring us into a trap.”

      “Well, fuck,” I said. “If we can’t turn them around at Wingston, your best bet is to ride the lightning horses as far away as possible, then travel by foot or a normal horse somewhere else. You’d be best not to return here for a good while. If even one of you are caught, you’ll be forced to help them find Ramon. Refusal could get you on a wanted list.”

      “All of this is soooo complicated,” Ronica said, annoyed. “Why can’t they just leave us alone!”

      “Because we’re the hero’s party,” Iris deadpanned.

      “Come on, let’s get on Beakwing,” I said. “It’s risky to go there, but you’ll have to confront this either way. Who knows, maybe we’ll find out it’s just a rumor and the Black Cross aren’t actually mobilized. Of course, this will not be for free.”

      They looked at me.

      “I’ll pay with my body!” Ronica cheered, gaining herself a bonk from Milia, Iris, and Kelvin. “Ow! I was only joking, humorless meanies. What do you want anyway?”

      “In addition to paying a… small sack of gold, you’ll have to help me deal with the market manipulation,” I said, grinning.

      “Deal,” Iris said.

      “Thank you,” Kelvin said, bowing. He tossed me the gold. “I’ll pay it up front.”

      

      End of Phase 2…
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      Phase 3…

      In the cloudy skies of the Kingdom of Merridon, Princess Ling sat in a meditative position, eyes closed, while on the back of her cute Nether Mosquito. She found and tamed it only a few days ago. Of course, it was only the size of an ordinary mosquito back then. For it to grow to be the size of an elephant, she allowed it to feast on a minor noble family that was arrested by the Inquisition for plotting against her father.

      Ling did not take kindly to traitors. There were only a few things the young woman cared about, really, and that was power, love of family, her squishy but adorable mortal people, the kingdom, and finding a husband that could help her breed a son or daughter capable of ascension. If she found someone with the right potential, that child could be born with a core.

      Unfortunately, even Ling’s choices were limited while in the capital. The three master magicians were off limits, one of them being a woman, the other two hiding within their sects, sitting as living deities in their heads. They were likely centuries old anyway and all of them were very wary of the royal family. Even Ling wouldn’t go near the sects by herself.

      She considered wedding a man from one of the various sects, but they had rules when it came to outsiders. Stronger sect members could only court and marry within the sect. Cultivation partners.

      Academies were a no go. She didn’t care for headmasters or instructors that wasted all day on weaklings. Nobles that complained about everything, failed to recognize the value of their gifts and extended life span, and just in general, schemed without an endgame.

      That left the hero’s party. Ramon Thunderblade did indeed have the potential, reaching the highcore rapidly at one of the academies. Upper nobles found that uncomfortable. Priests loved it. When he and a few others, now his party, defeated the Midnight Dragon by some miracle, they crowned him hero and gave them all the privilege of being the hero’s party. Positions sought after normally by the strongest generals, court magicians, and outstanding soldiers of the army. Her father saw that as an opportunity to have some powerful magicians under his control, to raise as his personal kingdom control unit. Ling wanted the hero for herself. It was a difficult fight against her father to make the claim.

      But ultimately, he was just a magician with potential, nothing more, nothing less. Highcore wasn’t that impressive, but Ling originally planned to train him after becoming his betrothed. Sure, her training could be… ruthless, but the man he’d become as a result would shine upon the world. Then they’d get right to making babies.

      She’d be the head of the strongest family in the kingdom. They’d create magicians capable of warding off even the most powerful forces of the Astral Empire, should they become hostile. The current emperor was actually weak and somewhat soft. But soon the old man planned to step down, allowing Crowned Prince Sung-ho to take over. Despite his father’s policies, kingdoms around the world remained nervous about the prince.

      Ling looked down, having made it to her destination. While the Black Cross brought back her future husband, she’d sit at her secret spot beneath a mutated black and red tree, and meditate on her Dao of Torment. Though the real name was actually Visionary, it hurt to use it, so she called it Torment.

      Despite being one of the strongest women in the kingdom, Ling was a bit of a whiner, and some would probably go as far as to call her a crybaby. It was kind of a miracle how she could inflict the same torture on people, but barely withstood the ruthless onslaught of her own Dao.

      Sure, she overtaxed it constantly for training, but if she didn’t stay ahead of the curve, there would be consequences to pay. For one, if any noble magician overcame her in power, she could be dominated, perhaps even lose her purity and not in the good way. Everyone looked at the kind princess façade with lust, greed, and desire in their eyes. Many could not so much as handle her Dao’s passive aura, flinching away from the woman in fear. Such weaklings dared crave her. Ling wished she could set the kingdom ablaze, destroy all the weaklings, rebirth it into her ideal image. But with the hero gone, well, her situation kind of… tossed her back to reality.

      She may have to take a hands-on approach to things very soon, though she doubted the Black Cross could fail. Each individual could slay the hero and his party with just a glance. However, she wanted to offer this exact training to the hero. Cuddled with a bunch of love, of course.

      “Hunf!” she said as she sat beneath her favorite tree, which radiated enough evil aura to hurt even an angel. Not that she knew that. “That coward.”

      Sometimes she just hated dealing with men. Particularly leches, cowards, schemers, traitors, and oddballs. Unfortunately, no matter how much she called Ares the Peace Spawner, he would not show up and take her. That only made him a coward.
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      Wolverine, followed by his fellow disciple Cheetara, patrolled Best Buddy’s domain first, before offering the same courtesy to the town of his subjects. All seemed well. He especially looked out for a sign of a rolly-rolly or the cry of its neighing giant. Cheetara did the same, aware of the importance of keeping an eye out for any potential bad guys coming to hurt the town. Satisfied with the peace, Wolverine headed back, his speed even greater since his breakthrough moments after his Best Buddy left. Cheetara, knowing this was but training, pushed herself to keep up. The sunlight wolf couldn’t help but be proud of the kitten.

      After his failure with the wraith, which reminded him of his failure with the red bad guys, the sunlight wolf cub tripled down on training. Best Buddy praised him during morning exercise and while that made Wolverine happy, he wanted to make the master of the land gawk. He also wanted him to praise Cheetara too, so he intensified the kitten’s program.

      “Big Brother Woofy,” she said when the duo made it back to the familiar yard.

      “Hmm?” Wolverine asked. “What’s the matter, Disciple Cheetara Cutie?”

      “Is it possible to train the new… uhmm, whatever they are?” Cheetara said.

      “I’ve overheard Best Buddy and Soul Brother Chenzu talking about what they are,” Wolverine said. “In the barn, there are cows and their pack leader is called a bull. The pink things are pigs. There’s the tasties—I mean the chickens. The only ones we could probably talk to right now are the elicrones, as they are magical beasts, not just ordinary beasts.”

      “Oh!” Cheetara said, excited. “Is it possible to learn the language of the ordinary beasts?”

      “I don’t think they really possess a language,” Wolverine said. “For a creature to become a spirit beast like us or a magical beast, they must gain a core or a heart compatible with mana. From there, it is possible for them to develop intelligence. Not all elicrones are intelligent, I believe, but we won’t know for sure until we talk to them.”

      “What are we waiting for then, Big Brother? Let’s go!” Cheetara cheered, bouncy.

      Wolverine sighed. “Fine, let’s go greet them. Perhaps they’ll be allowed to join us for patrols.”

      “I hope they have names,” Cheetara said.

      “You really are a strange kitten,” Wolverine said. “Ordinary cats would love to eat an elicrone, let alone any bird.”

      “They don’t look particularly appetizing, just beautiful,” Cheetara said. “They’re not fish, you know. Salmon’s my favorite.”

      Somehow Wolverine could tell the kitten’s mouth watered at the thought of the food. Best Buddy fed her many varieties and followed something he called a diet to keep the kitten in tiptop shape.

      But what he didn’t know, or at least Wolverine suspected his Best Buddy didn’t think much on, was that his aura purified and charged their food, increasing their vitality. For some reason, it didn’t offer the same courtesy for the humans. It was almost like some invisible entity assisted the man with taking care of the pets.

      As they entered the fowl territory, the chickens fled, but the elicrones continued pecking at the ground, snapping up grasshoppers and even crawlies.

      When Wolverine and Cheetara were close enough, the birds looked at them.

      “Well, hello there, handsome. Are you here to take a bite out of me?” the female elicrone asked Wolverine, causing the sunlight wolf to take an unconscious step back, though he wasn’t sure why. The colors of her feathers were darker than her male counterpart.

      “Don’t tease him, you masochist,” the male elicrone deadpanned. “He’s just a kid.”

      The female only chuckled. “There’s a lot I can teach a growing boy.” She took a step toward the wolf. “We elicrones—ow!”

      The male elicrone whacked his mate, shaking his head. “Sorry about that, lad, she’s only joking. She only started messing around like this after watching one of the humans. Well, she was already a masochist. Now she’s worse.”

      “Don’t talk about me in front of me,” said the female. “It’s making my feathers tingle.”

      “I… Maybe we should get going,” Wolverine said.

      “Why?” Cheetara asked, completely oblivious to the awkward atmosphere. Unlike Wolverine, the kitten never paid attention to Best Buddy and Mistress Milia flirting. Lucky her.

      “Like I said, don’t pay her any mind,” the male elicrone said. “Mistress Milia named us in Master Nate’s stead. I’m called Sir Bright and she’s Lady Feathers. Unfortunately, the master of this domain hasn’t paid us a visit yet. It’s a little unnerving to not have his direct blessing.”

      Wolverine watched Sir Bright for a bit before speaking. “Nice to meet you, Sir Bright… uh… and Lady Feathers. I’m sure Best Buddy Nate will come around. But…” Wolverine sat down. “If you want to increase your chances, you should join us on the quest for power. Cultivate with us and he’ll soon notice you.”

      “Notice us?” Sir Bright asked.

      “I’m in!” Lady Feathers said, her voice perky.

      “Yay!” Cheetara cheered.

      Wolverine wondered if he let the natural furiousness of his wolf heart soften too much for his junior. Maybe he did, because the sunlight wolf would give everything to make sure she was safe. The kitten would certainly do the same for him.

      He turned to the new recruits and nodded. “Training begins now. I will teach you the ways of a cultivating magician and how to use your magic to understand the human language. Unfortunately, we can’t speak back without evolving. That’s just the way nature dictates things.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard of evolution. Perhaps I should become human and get spanked—”

      “One of these days, your unclean talk will be the death of me,” Sir Bright interrupted with a sigh.

      Lady Feathers only laughed. Cheetara, still oblivious, tilted her head.

      “We welcome weirdos just fine,” she said, prompting a surge of laughter from Wolverine that he wasn’t expecting. He almost doubled over. After he finished, both mana birds looked embarrassed. Although, Lady Feathers had a smugness about her that made Wolverine weary.

      “Maybe you should try the great bird path, Lady Feathers,” Wolverine said. “Perhaps the legendary Phoenix.”

      “There are Phoenixes that take human form, right?” Lady Feathers asked.

      “No, there aren’t,” Sir Bright deadpanned. “A Phoenix is the ultimate divine form of a bird. Except… I’m not sure if they exist anymore. Many have ascended to other realms.”

      Wolverine sighed. “Lesson one. Connecting to the domain and taking in mana to cultivate.”
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      Hector knocked on his mother’s door again.

      “Mother, come out of there already. No amount of cultivating will suddenly make you what he is, not without centuries under your belt.”

      No answer.

      “Mother, please. Everyone’s worried about you. Even—”

      “Young Master Hector!”

      Hector turned to see a maid running toward him, stopping to pant when she caught up. “Young Master, the guards spotted him. He’s back!”

      Suddenly the door burst open and, at last, the Red Star emerged. Hector expected a mess, given how she locked herself in her room without warning. However, he was not expecting the feeling of a power increase and a well-dressed person to emerge from there.

      “What does he want?” Gwendolyn, the Red Star asked, her voice flat.

      “To meet with you,” the maid said.

      “He what?” Rose asked as she approached, her voice suggestive. “He didn’t give me that kind of impression.”

      “Now is not the time for jokes,” the Red Star said, silencing the trio with a stare they’d feared since childhood. Although they didn’t exactly fear it these days, but respected what it represented. Strength, the ability to command a room, and might. However, they had a feeling if that man grew serious, no amount of might would stop him.

      “Let’s go,” the Red Star said.

      “I wish he’d take me,” Rose said. “I’m sure our genes would bring forth an unstoppable heir.”

      Hector rolled his eyes, holding back his comment as arguing with her accomplished nothing, except for a headache and feeling bad for any man caught in Rose’s web.

      “Where are Yani and Elise?”

      “Yani’s with her new betrothed, probably torturing him, and Elise is meditating,” Rose replied.
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        * * *

      

      With a mission to stop super soldiers from abducting the hero’s party and potentially destroying the town, we arrived at Wingston and requested an audience with the Red Star. The guards, recognizing us, clearly updated on the full story, rushed ahead of us to deliver the message. I did ask Mandi if she wanted to come before we took off, but the petite redhead opted to stay back. She worked intently on her project, following the instructions of the high-ranked book, and didn’t want to return without having something breathtaking to show to her mother. I could not fault her there. To impress the Red Star, the girl would have to push herself. But not too hard. I planned to personally lend my mana to assist her.

      I couldn’t help but make a silent vow to improve myself, become a better master. I wasn’t going to do the work for them, of course, just give them the guidance. And hey, I’d fucking learn new things with them.

      As we arrived at the last street, I caught the familiar face of Gaston, walking, flanked by guards. He looked tired, even frustrated, but still in one piece. His face went from shocked to pale to furious all in the span of two seconds.

      “You’ve got some nerve returning here,” Gaston said, then grinned. “Luckily, I hired someone that will—”

      Ronica interrupted with a loud yawn. “Listen, we’d love to donate to your hopeless cause, but we’re in a hurry.”

      Gaston looked at her in disbelief. You could tell this fucking guy was still getting used to not being surrounded by yes men. However, Ronica did have a point. Normally, I’d consider sticking around for some daytime entertainment, perhaps let the petite headache kick his ass, but we had to go.

      “This is your one and only warning,” I said darkly.

      Gaston flinched. “I must’ve mistaken you for someone else.” He cleared his throat. “Pardon me.”

      “No, you were about to allow me to play,” someone said. “Why start recruiting for an elite force and spending the money if ya ain’t gonna let us stretch our legs for a bit?”

      A man dressed like a hobo stepped up, radiating a surprisingly strong aura. At least in comparison to most of the weaklings I fought. Listen, I wasn’t trying to sound arrogant, but there was simply no other way to describe people like Winn and Lou. Or Buffy McGee. He could probably give the hero’s party a small fight before they eventually took him down.

      “So you chose to fuck up,” I said, then vanished. In reality, I simply pushed mana into my legs, and blurred next to the hotshot hobo. I say blurred because my surroundings blur when I move at concentrated speeds.

      I stopped, creating a shockwave that scattered Gaston, the hobo, and the guards out of the way like feathers blown in a hurricane. This wasn’t my original intention, but fuck it. It did the trick. To make sure the hobo didn’t suddenly leap up to stall me with his true power, I gave him a quick jab and we were off. Believe it or not, holding back was actually getting tougher with these people.

      While on the last stretch of the walk, I decided to check my stats. What I saw confused the hell out of me.

      

      Nate

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician** Third class: Unknown.

      Magician rank: 5th realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Established.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakening. This is an early stage.

      

      Advancing only two realms felt fine and not the gun-crazy speed the system forced at first, threatening to ruin me from the inside out, from the pathways of mana to the core it generated from. It wasn’t until later that I understood asking the system to slow things down was actually a test.

      At least, I believed so.

      To think that somehow I was developing a fucking third class. Why? Could it have something to do with the Dao of Creation? I didn’t feel any different. No new abilities, no insight. It may as well be placeholder text for all I knew.

      “You made some strange enemies there,” Iris said. The entire trip here, she purposely ignored the onlookers that stared at her. Well, to be fair, they were likely gawking at our entire group.

      We left Beakwing behind to fly off and hunt on his own, but we still consisted of a cluster of what the people assumed were new adventurers marching toward the Red Star’s manor. I wasn’t sure if many people saw me display a little power last time, but they hid it well if they did.

      “Well, Mandi’s my apprentice,” I said. “Her enemies became mine, I guess. Even though we’re supposed to be living in peace and making potions.”

      I’d actually decided to toss away the idea that my quiet life would stay that way. Still, don’t expect any dumbass training montages, because I’ve got a business to run. And an S-rank to obtain for my shop.

      As we entered the yard of the manor, I could see and feel the Red Star waiting for us. And the transformation she’d undergone since I last saw her. Which wasn’t that long ago.

      She still looked like a woman in her thirties, but her aura felt more refined, sharper, and even blazing at the edges with incorporeal fire mana.

      Yet, that was just one realm increase.

      I jumped two. Did daily training, meditating on the Dao of Creation, and making potions do this?
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      Deciding to be as respectful as possible, given our previous arrangements, and potentially strained relationship, I greeted her, but also got straight to the point. I didn’t really give a damn that nobles spent at least thirty minutes to an hour on pleasantries, before breaking into the topic they actually visited for. I wasn’t a noble.

      “Good afternoon, Gwendolyn, I apologize for this abrupt disturbance, but we’ve got something important to discuss,” I said.

      The hero’s party wanted to don hooded cloaks, but I told them it was pointless. No one appeared to have recognized the group on the main walk, though they did have on Kyushu clothing, not fancy armor. There was no fucking way I’d let them put that kind of burden on my griffin, even if Beakwing didn’t mind it.

      Gwendolyn scrutinized the hero’s party behind me before speaking. “Follow me.” As we followed the redhead, she said, “I’m a little disappointed you’re not here for just a social visit.”

      Sarcasm emitted from that, but I took it in stride, quipping back because I couldn’t help myself.

      “If Milia didn’t kill me first, I’m pretty sure Sir Wingston would,” I said. “Not even my defenses could withstand that.”

      The dryad rolled her eyes and gave me a playful look that probably said, “Laying it on too thick.” I shrugged. Having no fucks to give as usual, Ronica commented on the Red Star’s décor. Fortunately, they were compliments, not rude criticism that would certainly make the woman cough a hint to the approaching Black Cross. Even if I stood a chance against them, they were government law enforcement… Knights, right? If it was just me, I could vanish to another kingdom. But with my fiancée, pets, apprentices, and farmhand, well, the stakes grew to astronomical heights. At least if I made the wrong move. I’d go from a cheating potion maker who seemed to only have to toss ingredients into a cauldron, to number one enemy of the state.

      As Gwendolyn led us to the table, I couldn’t help but wish she wasn’t…. so ‘noble-like.’ That was stating it nicely. Our first meeting consisted of me stopping her from damn near killing Mandi. Now, I’m not new to corporal punishment. However, whenever I goofed or my siblings did, we got simple whippings with belts or the occasional flipflops. There were groundings too, which sucked, as all electronics got taken away, replaced with textbooks. Pops was more lenient than Mom, but I wasn’t going to get into that. The point was, what Gwendolyn did to Mandi would get her arrested. On Earth. Unfortunately, I had to accept that noble families in this world did things differently, brutally. Drew had begged not to be sent back home to face his father, but considering the fact that he committed actual crimes, that didn’t get him on my list of people I wanted to advocate for.

      “So what brings you back to our little city?” Gwendolyn asked after we took a seat. “You’ve certainly brought an interesting group of friends with you.” She raised an eyebrow.

      I held nothing back, explaining the entire situation to the woman, from the hero’s party to the attacks on the town, and Drew’s slipup. Iris and Kelvin added things to round out the explanation, leaving Gwendolyn speechless. And worse: pale.

      “It is an open secret in my social circle that the capital wanted to keep you under their care,” the Red Star said. “Turn you in to the Lord Ruler’s personal force, wed the hero to the princess, display a message to the world that the hero’s party and the kingdom are one. But you decided to flee from the fame and power for a multitude of reasons, including the extreme sense of danger, not just for the capital but everyone.”

      “It is difficult to explain without Ramon himself telling you his inner thoughts,” Iris said. “He didn’t fully come clean to us, just gave us a vague warning that staying in the capital would result in everyone’s deaths.” She fixed Gwendolyn with a critical look. “You know how that one is. A womanizer who didn’t seem to care about anyone else but himself. We were astonished to see a signal to flee the capital emitted to us in the cover of night. For the first time, something spooked him to the point that he wanted to use lightning horses to get away as fast as possible, regardless of the consequences of breaking a promise with the Lord Ruler.”

      I already heard this much, as the hero’s party couldn’t expect me to help without getting a full story.

      “Sir Nate… this level of kindness could be seen as a weakness,” Gwendolyn said. “In fact, this is almost too kind.” There were implications in that voice, likely tying back to me taking Mandi in for training. A master magician accepting one of theirs. The Red Star tried to hide it, but her life was likely turned upside down. She probably found pride in Mandi training under me.

      “Don’t misunderstand,” I said. “I’m only helping to protect my own interests and there’s profit to be made.”

      Not even Milia looked convinced, but I continued, ignoring their eyerolls or blank stares. At least Kelvin and Maxus seemed to have taken my side, nodding or laughing at my words. I even voiced such, which only got me a tiny pinch from my fiancée underneath the table.

      Of course, I really was doing this to keep hidden until my shop had something less embarrassing than an E-rank. You couldn’t blame me for feeling this way. The hard work, the ideas, the promise meant nothing in the face of reality. As if to kick a man while he was down, the system kindly expressed that Kyushu was nothing more than an F-ranked town.

      Gwendolyn looked thoughtful for a moment, before speaking. “It’s reckless, downright irresponsible for the princess to send out the Black Cross just to retrieve one person. The Lord Ruler’s knights or court magicians should be enough to scout the entire kingdom. You’re incredibly fortunate that that tracking skill is extremely rare, or you would’ve been caught in the middle of your escape.”

      “It sounds like you’ve come up with a solution already,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t be the Red Star otherwise,” she said. “But don’t start calling me that. I don’t allow many to call me by my real name. You’re as valuable an asset to our family as we are to you.”

      I chuckled, not surprised. Nobles being nobles, scheming, planning ahead. But that was why I knew to be careful around them. I didn’t have much to hide right now, but giving away too much would obviously make me predictable, an open book.

      “Let’s just make things clear,” Milia said. “I’m well-versed on how nobility use others to help navigate the game of houses. Do try to keep my Nate out of it. He does not wish to be your competition.”

      Gwendolyn seemed to understand something in Milia’s tone that I didn’t pick up, because she simply shrugged.

      “You’re exactly right, Lady Milia. I understand you’re in an interesting position too, and do not wish to wilt our friendship on a matter like this. Especially with our current arrangements. Even we wouldn’t be able to afford it if you start charging the value.”

      I ignored that comment, not placing a price on my redheaded apprentice. Given that she was just a girl trying to fit in, while getting bullied vigorously by family members, yet still wanted to impress her mother spoke volumes.

      “So what’s the plan?” Ronica asked, her patience seeming to be dwindled.

      “There’s a likelihood that the Black Cross won’t bother stopping here if they’re actively tracking you,” Gwendolyn said. “So I’ll just burn away the traces of mana that makes up your trail. It will force them to start searching here. But you can create a new false trail, perhaps from the northern gate. They’re coming from the west. My best scouts will keep an eye out on the skies and ground, and their auras for miles on out.”

      “Wow! You can do all of that?” Ronica awed.

      Gwendolyn smiled. “I may be the lady of a small city, but I have ambitions that are as large as our kingdom. If I can’t do this much, then what good am I? But don’t get me wrong. I’m doing this solely for Lord Nate and only because he asked. If it were up to me, I’d simply stay neutral and allow those brutes to move past my city uninterrupted.” She frowned. “Do keep this here, for if word gets out about our meeting, all of our heads could come rolling.”

      “That goes without saying, Lady Red Star,” Maxus said.

      Milia nodded. “Agreed. Thank you for helping.”

      “Thank you,” I said to the Red Star. She seemed a bit flustered at getting thanks, but quickly covered it up. People of this world really sucked at manners.

      “Of course,” she said. “Your safety is my safety. Or at least my daughter’s. She may not see it, but I’ve sacrificed a lot to keep vultures from taking advantage of her mortal state. She’s what one would call a late bloomer, but the magic is dormant within her, as well as my blood.”

      “So… what do you mean by burn away—”

      “That means you’ll be coming with me,” Gwendolyn interrupted Ronica. “You’ll lead me to the trail of your mana, and I’ll do the rest. My sphere of influence can affect the area for hundreds of miles, overloading everything with traces of fire mana. Mortals will feel nothing of course, but if the Black Cross are close, they may detect an oddity in the air.”

      “You’ll almost become a literal Red Star,” I said, chuckling. Gwendolyn had a look of pride from the minor praise of her title.

      “Let’s get this over with it,” she said. “I’m certain someone like you, Sir Shopkeep, has more important things on his plate.”

      We ended up taking Beakwing just fifteen minutes outside of the city. There, Ronica took the Red Star to what she called a trail that felt too fresh. Gwendolyn placed her hands on the ground, closed her eyes, and became what I could only describe as an inferno of solid glowing orange.
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        * * *

      

      Andros and the Black Cross flew for days, following the mana trail, certain this was going to be the easiest job they’ve ever had. The hero’s party would certainly not be foolish enough to fight against them. The thought of getting a few bonuses almost made Andros consider learning how to smile again.

      Maybe he’d finally save up enough to afford the C-ranked Robes of Protection to give to each of his remaining family.

      If the hero’s party somehow broke their bottlenecks, growing stronger over the time they were gone, Andros and his men would actually have to consider getting serious. Without the Inquisition around to annoy the Black Cross, they’d teach these kids the meaning of pitch-black agony.

      The thought of bashing that cocky hero’s face into a tree again and again almost excited Andros.

      His revenge fantasy was interrupted when a blast of aura briefly engulfed the entire area. Even while in the sky, he felt some disorientation, not that it would slow him down.

      However…

      Andros’s eyes widened. Wanda’s ass, this couldn’t be. Just what the hell was this?

      “The trail… it’s gone!”

      He tilted his thumb downward at the ground. Following his signal, they all landed as a group.

      “Lord Andros, I believe that was fire aura.”

      Andros turned to him. “You think? Obvious things aside, what could possibly be the cause? This isn’t near any fire creature territory.” He paused, his thoughts blasting into overdrive as he came to a conclusion. But… why? They were miles away from Wingston, so why now, randomly? Did something happen? Or did the Red Star’s anger normally explode like this? “Let’s keep going to Wingston. Speed up. If they’re under attack, kill any invader.”

      “Acknowledged, sir!”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t a perfect solution and likely alerted the bastards, but with their trail lost, the Black Knight and his merry men would have a significantly more difficult time locating the hero’s party. So we thanked the Red Star before taking off, hopeful that they’d give up.

      Okay, I wasn’t feeling one hundred percent confident in this plan with them likely very close, and expressed that before we left. The Red Star claimed she had everything under control, forcing us to leave it at that.

      That evening, Milia and I decided to lay beneath the stars with the pets, chatting, and cuddling. Earlier wasn’t the perfect solution, but something was better than nothing.

      “Have you come up with an idea regarding the spirit coins?” Milia asked.

      “Not really,” I told her, wondering how I found myself using her legs as a lap pillow. She refused to allow me to move, kissing me every time I did. Cheetara seemed to be getting annoyed after the sixth time because the kitten plopped right onto my chest, giving a warning meow to Milia. Wolverine let out a noise of embarrassment, briefly covering his face. Beakwing snorted, though he didn’t mind us laying against him. “What about you?”

      “Potentially,” Milia said. “I’ve been thinking of one during the ride, but I’ll need more time to mull over things. If I believe it’s worth trying, we’ll have to go visit Emiris.”

      I blinked at her. “Ah, now I remember. The snake goddess of war.”

      “She’s not a goddess,” Milia deadpanned. “She’s a very skilled warrior of the Huntress Lamia Clan. You be nice to her.”

      Cheetara meowed as if agreeing with Milia. I whistled, causing Wolverine to rush over and snuggle into me.

      “Oh my,” Milia said. She scratched the adorable sunlight wolf beneath in his chin. What a peaceful night. Hey, it wasn’t like the Black Knights were after us. Despite the lack of a direct threat, the system still decided to hit me with a curveball.

      

      [You have earned a generated quest! Lucky you! You may never see this opportunity again, so pray for your good fortune.]

      [Quest: Your shop sells 100 items tomorrow. Rank: F. Reward: 1 new MMABS option. Failure of this quest will result in the Black Knight knowing your location and your involvement with hiding the hero’s party. Good luck! Failure will likely mean death.]

      

      “Milia,” I said.

      “Hmm?” she replied, tilted her head.

      “Let’s make some candy and start selling tomorrow,” I said.

      Her eyes widened, though in excitement, not shock. “Right now?”

      “Right now. And I’ll let you eat some,” I told her. “I want to challenge myself tomorrow. Sell one hundred items.”

      “That could be a little challenging, but if you price the candy at just a copper, we should sell out quickly,” Milia said.

      “I also want to give the cheap potions a shot at the limelight for a while,” I told her.

      A new option for the cube could be anything. Failure of my very first quest wouldn’t be an option. Sure, the system was kind of a dick for that, but the F-ranked difficultly meant it gave me a break. A warning probably.

      If I generated another quest, the difficulty could be shot up to S or even impossible with a bullshit condition meant to delete me once and for all. Okay, maybe that was a little paranoid. A little.

      We already had the ingredients, lots of sugar, and plenty of laughs within us. During the sixth batch, Milia pulled out some wine from the cold storage. Four glasses later, she showed me a dance from her dryad homeland, though it was meant to be an after-wedding private affair. In good fun, I let her continue, as it mixed grace and provocativeness smoothly. I had a lot to learn about this otherworldly culture.

      And plenty of time on my hands, assuming I didn’t get myself killed in a dungeon trying to gain spirit coins.

      Speaking of which, when we finally finished making the little candies and stored them in the cold storage, I decided to glance at the red cube options a bit in hope for a little inspiration. Specifically, buildings.

      

      [Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices.]

      [Projects: 1. Farm: Acquire animals and feed from Mandi. In progress.]

      

      Curious, I selected buildings.

      

      [Buildings. Currently unlocked: 1. F-ranked Shed. Price: 15 spirit coins.

      2. F-ranked Special Lookout Tower. Price: 400 spirit coins.

      3. F-ranked Spiritual Room. Price: 1,500 spirit coins.

      4. E-ranked Wine Cellar. Price: 10,000 spirit coins.

      5. F-ranked Magic Lab. Price: 150,000 spirit coins.

      6. F-ranked mana tower. Price: 100,000,000 spirit coins.

      7. E-ranked Mana Forge. Price: 300,000 spirit coins.]

      

      Why the hell would anyone waste fifteen spirit coins on a shed? I could just build that myself, probably in a day. The lookout tower also felt pointless without first fixing the guard situation. That magic lab—I so fucking needed it! I didn’t give a damn if it was just F-ranked, that only meant the building… or room would be upgradable.

      Another option I overlooked earlier due to the over-the-top spirit coin cost was the mana tower. I couldn’t, for the life of me, guess its purpose. If the system wanted to sell this item, it could at the very least provide some details, motivate me to purchase as quickly as possible.

      I glanced back at the shed. What use would I get from upgrading it? It seemed meaningless, yet the price tag told me otherwise. The farm equipment cost way less, despite my ability to build those too.

      Deciding to close the cube for now, I called it a night with meditation on my Dao, a good warm bath, and some bedside conversation. Tomorrow would be my first quest. With a reward that good, the system couldn’t have been kidding about quest generation being rare.

      Why was it rare? Why did it exist? This whole thing felt as if the gods or whatever was behind this was treating my life like some kind of video game. I just hoped the system truly thought carefully before pushing me too far. Because if they fucked with me, I’d find a way to the administrator. What? I wanted a peaceful life. Don’t judge me. Punching someone for interfering with that was fine!
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      The following day was chaotically busy. Milia decided to do some advertising that morning before I woke up and soon, parents were practically being dragged to our store for a shot at the world’s cheapest candy. Did you know candy was expensive in this world? Because I didn’t. The bastard nobles here made it nearly three, sometimes even four times the price, making it practically a luxury good. Add import taxes too, since no one made it locally and parents hissed at the slightest glance at the bite-sized sugar attacks.

      On the bright side, kids were at least healthy. Despite this being an F-ranked town, somehow the people were at least well-fed, had a volunteer teacher that accepted donations only, and most basic facilities. The only thing one could do in Kyushu was die of boredom, but with kids, they’d find some way to be entertained. Perhaps skipping stones across the river while chatting about… whatever. Okay, maybe I’d have to introduce something later, not that I was really a kid person. I didn’t hate them, per se, but those little booger-flickers on Earth were great at getting on my nerves. Did you know that if you opened a potato chip bag, one could hear you from outside? Facts.

      In order to keep things a little balanced, I actually implanted my own little grading system depending on the candy we made. Caramel was the most common item on our list, being quite easy to make. At least for me. From there, we had a blast using it as a base to create many other things. If you were newlywed or dating, loved cooking, had a special one with a sweet tooth, then a candy-making night may be the odd idea that brought you closer together. Or get you a strange look.

      Caramel wasn’t the only thing we used as a base, as sugar syrup, fruits from the garden, and certain cinnamon-like herbs joined the fray. Milia wanted to try everything.

      Thank fuck we hired Chenzu to handle the farm. He and I instructed the teenagers on how to do everything from milking the cow, to collecting any eggs, to feeding the animals. I thought that the bull would be a problem, but he didn’t pay us any mind. The problem animal turned out to be one of the elicrones. Something about it made me instinctively uncomfortable. I thought it was me, perhaps tiredness from making candy all night, but Wolverine kept away from it too. The darker elicrone was a female, I believed. The birds were actually magical beasts like Beakwing and officially off the menu, much to Harmony’s dismay. However, when the female seemed to insist on being eaten or at least it seemed that way, the blue-haired teenager changed her mind.

      The male elicrone almost looked embarrassed with his overly familiar mate. I expected Cheetara to pounce them or something, but she got along with the mana birds just fine.

      The candy outsold the potions significantly and within an hour, I received a system notice.

      

      [Quest completed! Reward received. System notice. Never get complacent as a shop keep. Please try getting to know your customers.]

      

      I honestly wondered if the system’s sass was a result of Wanda, though I wasn’t entirely sure she had anything to do with its administration.
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        * * *

      

      During a break, Lucas sat with the new farmhand in chairs outside, still humbled by the fact that Sir Nate attracted another nonhuman so far east. The teenager still felt more human than dwarf, especially being so tall for one, but he still wanted to embrace that side of his blood. Most non- or demi-human beings either became adventurers, specialists, or lived within their own species-dominated domain. Humans in general were experimental and would often marry other beings in a heartbeat, so there wasn’t much animosity between the races. Except for the goblins and, if they counted, demons. Even the orcs were civilized, long gone the days of war in favor of building and surpassing the humans. The only thing odd about orcs these days was their inherent fear of female humans, but most people believe witches caused this.

      Lucas knew one, but as powerful as she was, that person possessed not a shred of hostility toward others. Unless threatened, of course, but who wouldn’t?

      “I fail to understand the human fascination with sugar,” Chenzu said after munching on a bowl of meat slices mixed with some kind of gravy and rice. “It just makes me sick.”

      Lucas gave him a sad smile but didn’t bring up a known fact that canines and sugar didn’t exactly get along. Constantly feeling Chenzu’s strong, but bizarre, aura, the new magician couldn’t help but ask a question.

      “Chenzu… how did you learn about magic?” Lucas asked. Chenzu looked at him with a bemused expression. “We’ve trained with Sir Nate and Lady Milia for some time now, meditated, and… well, I fail to understand the path of fire.”

      “We beastkin were born attuned to the music that makes up magic,” Chenzu replied. “Papa taught us how to harvest it, make it something that provides peace and pleasure to those around me. Although not every beastkin sees magic as the universe’s music.” Lucas noticed his expression darkening. “Some see it for brutality, war, darkness.” Chenzu shrugged. “If it was viewed as something other than a tool, then we wouldn’t be living in fear of the Peace Spawner.”

      Lucas nodded and truly pondered the beastkin’s words. He wasn’t a violent person either, but after the bandits pillaged his village, the teenager had changed. He did not ever want to feel helpless again. Perhaps he took Milia’s sword lessons too seriously, perhaps not.

      Lucas wanted power, but not at the cost of losing himself. He desired to make it up to his village, to contribute, to bring home an array of achievements as a man carrying both dwarf and human blood. Maybe if his parents were still out there somewhere, they’d learn of his accomplishments, rush to him. But Lucas also knew that was just a silly dream. Nia took him in as a child, and he’d never heard anything regarding his missing parents since, except for the whispers of an unfortunate encounter with the Peace Spawner. However, the teenager knew those silly rumors couldn’t possibly be true. He doubted his parents were important enough to attract that kind of attention. However, if the Peace Spawner really did kill his parents, Lucas would go out of his way to avenge them, so that they might rest in peace, no longer eternally plagued by the Lord of Darkness.

      “There’s a look in your eye that shows something far deeper than a simplistic, honest kid,” Chenzu suddenly said after minutes of silence. “You feel weak, hopeless to catch up with some of your peers, but also contain a desire for power that eclipses even my own. Be careful with these thoughts, my angsty friend. You do not want to become a lemon. For when a woman bites into you, she’d frown at what she tastes and flee.” The beastkin shrugged. “Not that I’m without faults. I think I’m the last person that you should consider taking advice from before consulting with anyone else.” He laughed. “Perhaps we should be aware of the darkness within all of us. As for Sir Nate, well, let’s protect his overwhelming beacon of light.”

      Lucas could only nod, shocked that the beastkin saw right through him. Maybe his line of thinking really was too simple, mediocre. Maybe he needed to change things.

      He glanced at Harmony sitting at a table with Mandi. Cheetara the kitten was in her lap as the blue-haired girl read something.

      Lucas felt grateful that Master Nia taught him how to read as well as arithmetic long ago. The young man would certainly feel shame in front of both girls. Sure, they were nobles, though unlike any he’d ever encountered. They didn’t treat the boy like garbage waiting to be swept up by a shopworker. At first, Lucas thought it was because of a schoolgirl desire for Nate, but their actions slapped away that thought quickly. They were, in a sense, just like him. Seeking power to protect others.

      Lucas sometimes wondered what it was like to have parents but slapped that ungrateful thought away. Master Nia did feel like a mother, but at some point, Lucas started avoiding her, feeling shame over certain thoughts.

      Master Nia probably caught onto this and like the kind person she always was, provided him with an alternate, less awkward path. He did not enjoy viewing his Master in such a shameful way, but those dwarf instincts kicked in more often than the young man liked. He wanted to maintain the tough, motherly image of Master Nia, honor her legacy as a skilled blacksmith, and follow in her footsteps.

      She was his hero. Nate being his second hero, of course.

      Realizing he was in a meditative state, Lucas snapped back into reality as his realm increased for the first time. The others smiled at him.

      “I see you’re not slacking off after all,” Harmony said.

      “So lucky,” Mandi said, pouting. “If only my powers would awaken already.”

      Beakwing huffed out what Lucas wondered was his own version of a “Well done.”
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        * * *

      

      I felt Lucas’s power increase while making my way back to the lab, eager to check on my new MMABS option. Harmony’s candy idea was a hit, allowing us to easily conquer the system-generated quest. However, I refused to believe that things would be so lax. The system planned to give me this new building option anyway and just wanted to make me sweat for it.

      

      [Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices. Farm. Shop.]

      

      Eyes widening, I selected the option, bracing myself for what was surely going to be some crazy spirit coin costs.

      

      [Shop. Currently unlocked.

      1. F-ranked Physical Building Upgrade. Price: 100 spirit coins.

      2. F-ranked Messenger Spirit Bird System. Price: 2,000 spirit coins, D-ranked shop.

      3. Apprentice Rank System. Price: 8,000 spirit coins, D-ranked shop.

      4. Mana-Powered Vending Machine and System. Price: 20,000 spirit coins, C-ranked shop.

      5. Remote Debt Collection System. Price: 50,000 spirit coins, C-ranked shop.

      6. Mana-Powered Vending Machine Network. Price: 55,000 spirit coins, C-ranked shop.

      7. Platinum to Hybrid Spirit Coin Conversion System. Price: 5 heavenly spirit coins, B-ranked shop.

      8. C-ranked Mana Potion Recipe and Liquid Mana System. Price: 50 heavenly spirit coins, B-ranked shop.]

      

      This was a lot to unravel. First of all, vending machines? I inspected the D- and C-ranked shops of Wingston and saw no such things. Maybe these were exclusive to me or higher-ranked shops? God, this world’s obsession with ranks was starting to drive me nuts, but I felt even more determined to climb the mountain to reach the summit. Fuck, even that F-ranked building upgrade cost one hundred spirit coins. A messenger spirit bird system would toss me leagues beyond my competition.

      System, who exactly am I competing with? I thought. The system replied as I made my way back to the front room to sit by Milia, who was currently meditating. I decided to do the same while we still had some time.

      

      [The top shops in the world.

      1. Matriarch Aria’s Repository. Rank: A.

      2. Alexander the Magnificent’s Hall of Treasures. Rank: A.

      3. Muddy Waters. Rank: A.

      4. Rip-off Gary. Rank: B.

      5. Western Dungeon Store. Rank: B.]

      

      Once again, I couldn’t help but be baffled at what the system showed me. At least I could take solace in the fact that it didn’t make it a pain in the ass to view the top five list. Some of the names were… well, stupid. Or maybe genius, depending on the perspective.

      I wasn’t sure who’d shop at a place called Rip-off Gary, but being the fourth best shop in the world wasn’t anything to sneeze at. The system didn’t specifically bring out potion shops, making this list a little bit iffy. I wasn’t expecting to ever muster the ability to compete with what were clearly nobles. A matriarch was a female leader of a sect, for example. In this case, likely a very large one with resources I could only dream of getting my hands on.

      So many things in the shop were out of reach. Milia had a plan and maybe I should be patient and wait on it, but something about that just felt a bit too passive for me. That left only one real solution. Train. Train as hard as possible so that I could overwhelm the fallen angel. I may not be an adventurer, but fuck, I needed spirit coins and the A-ranked dungeon provided a shot at getting them. There were problems with just relying on the dungeon. For one, I’d need the hero’s party. Two, fifty spirit coins per grueling run would be the most painful grind known to man. Add the dungeon’s once a day limitation and I could forget about ever being able to afford anything worth a damn.

      Meditating on the Dao of Creation didn’t bring any new insights, but it gave me a nice peace of mind. Milia’s follow-up kiss, which annoyed the teenagers, restored the rest of my spirits.

      “In case you’re wondering, no, I hadn’t forgotten about taking you to the dungeon to train,” I told the teenagers. “Mandi will receive the basic training outside the dungeon, but you two, in you go.” I looked at Chenzu. “It’s an E-ranked dungeon, but treasure is treasure. You up for it? I’m going to whip these kids into shape.”

      “Sure, I don’t mind tagging along,” Chenzu said. “Maybe I’ll find some cheap E-grade spirit wine inside.”

      “You know, I still feel weird about not being able to help your mom more,” I told Mandi. “She practically threw us out of the city.”
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        * * *

      

      Andros and the Black Cross pushed through the night and morning at top speed until, finally, they made it to the city of Wingston.

      Yet, nothing seemed to be amiss. People were out and about this cloudy afternoon, going about their day, carefree. There were even street performers attracting audiences, happily enjoying their day.

      Andros was no fool. This meant one thing. The hero’s party somehow convinced the Red Star, a normally selfish bitch according to his men, to erase their trail. Even if it risked alerting them.

      He frowned, finally reaching a breaking point. How dare these insects interfere with an official operation, one in which he couldn’t afford to fail? The hero could be long gone now! His frown became a grimace, then rage beamed from his eyes.

      “Bring her to me! Split up. Check every building to make sure the hero’s party isn’t in hiding. The only other city is about two weeks out, northwest. We won’t leave without being certain. Raid the adventurer’s den too.”

      Andros munched on dried meat while waiting for his men to report. They returned with a man, but not the woman known as the Red Star.

      “We found her son, the guard captain, sir,” the Black Cross said, shoving the bound man to the ground.

      Andros placed a foot on his chest and removed the silencing tape.

      “You’re under Black Cross jurisdiction,” Andros said, voice dark. He let out a killing intent that covered the entire city and more land, several hours, perhaps days away. He turned to his Black Cross subordinate. “What’s his name?”

      “Hector, sir.”

      “Hector, son of the Red Star,” Andros said, his voice filled with calm rage. “Tell me, where is your mother hiding? Or is she simply out on a few errands? With a title like that, she doesn’t come across as some sniveling coward. However, what could have possibly motivated her to cover up the hero’s trail? What kind of spirit treasure did he pay her? You’d better answer truthfully, boy.”
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        * * *

      

      On the third dungeon run in a row, I coached Harmony and Lucas on fighting the dungeon boss. Fortunately, it didn’t retain its S-ranked evolution, allowing even the brats to take it down by working together.

      Mandi still practiced fighting the demonic beasts using a staff and a short sword. Milia made sure no harm came to her but didn’t hold back on her training. She wanted to make sure the petite redhead imprinted the basics into muscle memory.

      I mainly sat back and chatted with Chenzu. He didn’t find anything useful in the chests but did help me gather some plants and herbs. Also, we laughed at the teenagers and shouted encouragement.

      I hoped to gain myself a new recipe, but the system probably scoffed at me for so much as thinking about returning to an E-ranked dungeon. The training of the apprentices was too important to neglect, regardless of whatever the system thought. Especially Harmony. A girl whose broken core received a repair by a nearly impossible-to-find potion thanks to the dryad. And from there, I sensed boundless potential.

      One day, I’d be able to simply leave without worrying about the town’s safety, assuming she decided to stay. If not, she’d probably create her own legends, depending on her ambitions. Lucas, a half-dwarf, was nothing to sneeze at, of course. The gift I gave him would certainly forge something crazy.

      

      [Heavenly Forge Hammer. Item rank: S. Item quality: Excellent. Infused with some of Atsuki the fallen angel’s mana, it’s capable of forging tools and weapons of Superior and Extraordinary quality. With the right skilled blacksmith, he or she can infuse the tool with various manas, including dark mana.]

      

      About an hour later, we stepped out of the dungeon, training complete, teenagers panting, sweaty, and probably feeling like dying, just as things should be. Despite the intensity of the exercises, Harmony didn’t glare at me. Rather, she gave me a smile that stated she could handle it.

      “Keep up the good work,” I said. “All of you. Be ready for work tomorrow.”

      Abruptly, I froze as I felt some really fucking serious power emitting from somewhere. Power so strong that I had to pause, reminding myself the fallen angel couldn’t leave the dungeon. My eyes widened upon realizing the direction it came from. How fucking strong were these guys? Nope, I couldn’t risk investigating, especially with the teenagers with me. The Red Star could take care of herself.

      Fuck, I had a really bad feeling about this shit.
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      Even Chenzu and Milia were looking toward the direction of Wingston as we flew back to Kyushu. The aura itself almost seemed visible, like a black haze. Harmony and Lucas felt it but couldn’t make out much of the details as rookies. Even with her charms, Mandi didn’t have the ability to sense magic, only sensing the oppressive mood and wondering what was going on. Her words revealed the brat to be as sharp as knives, I’d give her that.

      “I know everyone’s detecting something magically, but can you explain to me what’s happening?” she asked.

      “I don’t really know for sure,” I said. It wasn’t a total lie, but as I looked at the poor girl, the feeling in my gut soured. If I told her, she’d probably beg me to go save them. This was what happened when you failed to hide your strength from everyone. They expect an invincible man. They rarely thought about what would happen if one met their match or something overwhelmingly strong with experience, professionals that trained for God knows how long.

      However, this also included Gwendolyn. I caught her off guard and maybe pinned the woman down with killing intent alone, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know how to handle herself in a situation like this. She also trained in her craft for years, gaining the title of Red Star.

      While I didn’t have any particular friendly attitude toward the city owner, she was the mother of my newest adorable apprentice. Not that I was going on some ridiculous evangelism journey to try to change every person on the planet. With nobles, one could just forget about that. The further away from them I got, the better. I knew it wouldn’t be long before I’d end up slapping some of them on a near monthly basis at this rate.

      Mandi didn’t seemed too convinced by my words. Gazing into the glistening orange eyes, I decided to give her a hint. “For now, we’re going to have to trust in your mother.”

      That alarmed the girl, but I simply couldn’t do anything about that right now. Mandi’s family were not worth dying for, nor was this my problem.

      Let’s just be honest. I wasn’t sure I stood a chance against the Black Knight and his group of magician elites. Fuck, they could actually fly. What were they, Dragon Ball characters? What the hell?

      “Are you sure about this?” Chenzu asked after a good deal of silence. “If you have to go, let’s go. I can suppress this level of power, bring it down to a manageable state, temporarily. It will be up to you to bring out your spell book and go all out.”

      “I… don’t have a spell book,” I said.

      Chenzu nearly fell off the griffin, his eyes wide, taken aback. “But that’s impossible! There’s only a certain amount of mana your body can take before a spell book partner is needed to help regulate it, help you unleash tiered magic. With what’s going on over there, you’ll probably need grand tier, or even stronger.”

      “Let’s just say he’s special,” Milia said. “He can cast one powerful spell, but his fighting style is the most unique in the world as a potion maker.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not a fighter, just your humble potion maker.”

      “Yeah, you can fool young lasses, but you cannot fool a beastkin’s keen eyes,” Chenzu said. “Much less hide your natural aura, one which only a master magician could possess. You’re something else, my friend, in a potion maker’s body. The fact that you’re choosing to fight this way only makes you scarier. Not a soul will be able to predict you.”

      Milia shook her head. “Interesting, is it not? But Chenzu is right about the situation. Within that aura, I can sense the possibility of slaughter.”

      “There’s no way kingdom officials would go that far just to find one guy, right?” I asked, not caring if I let details slip out to Mandi. She likely guessed the scenario anyway. Or was at least suspicious. She did know of our previous visit to Wingston and the plan to destroy the hero’s trail.

      “I do not know for sure,” Milia said, “but they could classify this as aiding the enemy, and who knows what will happen.”

      “The hero isn’t an enemy, right?” I said, confused. “He’s the world’s hero. Their search for him is just for some selfish girl who’s probably in love with him over his titles.”

      “Princess Ling is…”

      “Frightening,” Mandi finished.

      I turned to her, eyes questioning. “You two met her? What’s her deal? Shouldn’t she be focused on important things?” I asked, still failing to grasp just how differently this world did things.

      “Returning the hero to the capital is important, given that he broke the Lord Ruler’s promise, right?” Milia said. “Honestly, I’m not sure about showing ourselves to the Black Knight. If it attracts Ling’s attention, we’ll have to go into hiding. Even master magicians aren’t too sure about facing her in an all-out fight.”

      “The Black Cross,” Chenzu mumbled, pale. “Nasty, nasty fellows. Cold and ruthless.”

      “That strong? Is she a master magician herself?” I asked Milia.

      “May as well be,” Milia said. “With access to nearly infinite resources and likely her own Dao, the last thing we want to do is make an enemy of her.”

      “We’ve got a business to run,” I said. “In this kingdom, nonetheless. We can’t risk getting banned or exiled. But…” I sighed, trying to rack my brain for any ideas.

      “What if you disguise yourself?” Lucas suggested.

      I looked at him. “Not a bad idea, kid. But then comes the problem of actually standing up to the knights.”

      “You don’t have to fight them,” Harmony said, eyes worried. She was already holding my arm as if I planned to just leap away.

      I looked at the brat, placing a hand on top of her head. “Maybe not. We’ll have to slip in undetected, get a grasp of the situation, and figure out what to do then.”

      “Please check to see if Hector and Rose are okay,” Mandi said. “My brother’s the captain of the city guards. I’m sure he’ll be the first for questioning.”

      “Then what?” Chenzu suddenly said. “We go there to observe the situation. What will we do from there, Sir Nate?”

      I looked at him, honestly a little moved that he used ‘we’ despite knowing that the Black Cross were behind the ridiculously strong surge of power. Which we still felt as we landed in Kyushu. I wasn’t sure if I could be relieved or not that this aura mostly came from one person, likely the leader.

      “We go in disguise, only scout for now,” I said. “In fact, we can hide at the adventurer’s den. If we see Hector and Rose, we snatch them up. I’m almost positive the Red Star went into hiding by the way she sounded, but mostly to delay them as much as possible. She’s… counting on me to come up with something.”

      “What a pain she is,” Milia said with a giggle. “I still don’t like her.”

      “Neither do I,” I said, patting Mandi on the shoulder. “But we’ll do what we can, so don’t give me that look, kiddo.” Mandi placed her face into my chest, eyes teary. “I need you to be tough.” I made eye contact with her as she pulled away, wiping her eyes. Addressing all the teenagers, I continued. “You’re my apprentices, right? One day, you’re going to be the talk of the kingdom, should you choose to be. Hell, you may become the talk of this town, its mascots or something. You’ll need to become… ruthless. Or at least strong as hell, without losing yourselves. Try not to focus solely on this fighting shit, but what you actually want to do in life.”
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        * * *

      

      As the group climbed off Wingy to prepare for what was likely going to be a smuggling of wanted people, Harmony couldn’t help but chastise herself for being weak. And for betraying Milia. Not because she’d done anything; however, her feelings for her potion teacher only grew stronger, almost becoming ravenous. A stupid schoolgirl fantasy.

      However, she wasn’t a homewrecker, nor some courtesan. She could control herself, even if being near him sometimes caused her mind to briefly go blank. Her love, however, was beginning to change. She realized that maybe it was just admiration. That despite seemingly to have nothing when he arrived at her town, instead of despairing, he built everything from scratch.

      He didn’t want violence, but it came to him, even now.

      This only solidified Harmony’s resolve to not let her master down. Perhaps he was just that big brother she never had. Her solution to this problem would be to meditate on it, slay it like any obstacle. Let nothing get in her path to getting strong enough to protect her town and her friends.
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        * * *

      

      The hero and his party met with us at a food stall and from there, we explained the current situation. They looked troubled, downright guilt-stricken.

      “We have to stop them!” Nuwa exclaimed.

      “No,” Ramon said. “This is my fault. The Black Cross will kill everyone in that town if they’re convinced I’m hiding somewhere in there.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, alerted. “They are kingdom officials, right? Massacring an entire population of innocent people for one person is fucking insane. They wouldn’t resort to this, right?”

      I felt uneasy, being somewhat part of the cause for what could end up as a tragedy. I insisted on seeking Gwendolyn out and now she’d pay the price for it. This far out, they could blame attack on monsters or bandits.

      “They’re Ling’s personal elite,” Ramon said. “The leader and strongest among them is Andros. I would suggest avoiding the Black Cross if there was a way to convince them that I’ve moved on, and that the chase is worth pursuing.”

      “If they kill an entire city…” Nuwa didn’t finish her sentence.

      “Let’s get moving,” I said, my decision made. “Even if we came up with a plan, the result will be the same. We may have to confront them. If we can solve things peacefully, then maybe they’ll leave.”

      “No, I think it’s time I turn myself in,” Ramon said. “But… please take care of the party in my stead.”

      “Ramon, you can’t be serious,” Maxus said. “What good will you be to the world if you’re imprisoned, forced to stop cultivating, and made into that monster’s plaything?”

      “What other choice do I have!?” Ramon snapped. He glanced at the food stall, his voice becoming calm. “I’ve… learned some things since I’ve been here.” He looked at me. “Mostly from you. And maybe Nuwa.” He shook his head. “He expelled his energy out on purpose as a calling card, taking the city hostage. Either I turn myself in willingly or everyone dies, then they may somehow pin that on me.”

      “That won’t work against any competent mana examiner,” Maxus said.

      “Do you think they’ll not use a corrupted mana examiner?” Ramon deadpanned.

      I let out a sigh. “As much as sending you away to your fate would make me happy, I’m going to have to side with your friends. Are you so naïve to think by simply turning yourself in, they’ll go away peacefully? The reality is that the guy in charge is truly pissed off, enraged. He’s going to fuck you up quite good before sending you back to the capital. They may demand the party’s whereabouts from you in order to rack up some bonuses or just kill them outright.”

      Ramon sat on a bench, pale, and defeated. It was clear that he had no idea the princess would send her elites after him.

      “This… Just what should I do?” he asked, the defeat clear in his voice. “If we fight them, we could maybe take out the Black Cross, but that will certainly put Andros in the grandest of moods. Even if we don’t kill them.”

      I watched the hero’s party sulk just a bit longer when an idea hit me. “Thanks to your whining, I have a plan. We need cloaks and some masks for disguises. Except you, Ramon. After that, we’ll take flight. I can’t risk having you leave another trail. We’ll have one shot at this.”

      Resolving this as a potion maker was in fact the only solution, or else we’d get in trouble for attacking kingdom forces. Well, we were going to fight, but without showing our faces.
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        * * *

      

      Andros, the Black Knight, stared at his captives, tied to a cross erected at the center of the town. Hours have passed now since the rigorous search for the Red Star or trace of the hero began. He ended up ordering a raid of every single building. For all of the efforts, he managed to capture the staff and the children. The lord and lady of the city were actually out on urgent business according to a butler, who confessed after some pain-induced motivation. The rumored S-ranked adventurer was missing too, which cut off either a lead for questioning or the hero himself. So many games played by these people, all to protect some worthless womanizer.

      The citizens were gathering as ordered. Here they would witness the consequences of treating the extensive work of the Black Cross like a game.

      He’d give credit to the Wingston children for keeping a strong face amidst certain death. But the lack of despair for being abandoned by the Red Star pissed him off.

      “You won’t be executed with fire, your strong element,” Andros said. He didn’t bother manifesting his spell book for these weaklings. Instead, he charged red lightning in his hand. The pressure of the incoming attack actually got widened eyes as it warped and bent space around it. The Black Cross stood in two rows at attention, facing him. “Normally, I’d execute you all at once, but the citizens need to hear your screams. Starting with you, Hector, son of the Red Star.”

      He pointed two fingers at the sweating man. The glare of red shone on his face like the light of a torch. Hector appeared to be pleading his case, despite the silencing tape. Andros didn’t care. “For obstructing the duties of the Black Cross, die.”

      Abruptly, an extremely powerful blue fireball shot toward Andros. Feeling the intensity of it, the Black Knight actually dodged it. It exploded against the ground, incinerating a hole the size of a pond.

      He looked around but did not see the Red Star.

      “Wench. I can feel you in the crowd. Come face me, or I’ll kill them all.”

      “So this is what the Black Cross have become,” a female voice said from the crowd. “Cowardly hostage-takers.”

      “You’re calling us the cowards? Now that’s rich, coming from you,” Andros said. “But I’m glad you could join us, Red Star. Maybe you’ll surrender the hero so that we can be done with this. If not, well.” He fired the lightning toward Hector. As expected, the Red Star appeared in front of him, activating her family’s strongest defensive spirit treasures.

      “The hero was never here,” the Red Star said. “You sense no trace of him, yet you dare take my people and treat them in this manner? You attack this city unprovoked.”

      “Oh, we were provoked alright, so drop the act, bitch,” Andros said. “You likely knew the risk of alerting us and stupidly took it anyway. A shame. My men’s description of your ways is off. The old you would’ve sold the hero out in an instant, taking our reward, and moving on with your day. What’s changed? There is no way his puny power could’ve convinced someone like you to pick a fight with the Black Cross.” He glanced at the smoking crater.

      “You’ve jumped to conclusions, made bad judgements, and attacked my innocent city,” the Red Star said. “If you and your men don’t leave, I’ll make you. The Lord Ruler will be notified of your actions.”

      “You could notify as much as you want, but we only mobilize on royal family orders,” Andros said darkly. “Whether it’s the princess or her brothers, or her sister, it matters not.”

      The Red Star’s aura began to flare up and Andros knew she’d feebly try to stand against him. He motioned for the plant behind her to do his job. However, to her credit, the Red Star’s sense of danger likely kicked in as she jumped into the air, dodging the dagger. However, that miscalculation left Hector open.

      The only reason why he didn’t kill Hector was because he simply saw no point. Even if he could hurt the woman emotionally, Andros simply saw no use to doing so. Not yet. They had answers he wanted. By setting up a public execution, his plan to draw the Red Star from hiding worked.

      Stepping forward, still calm, but filled with inner rage that couldn’t be quenched, Andros fired two bolts of red lightning at the landing Red Star. Her translucent shield bubble emerged, but it wasn’t enough to save her from being blasted into a building. In one jump, he landed next to her, but quickly found himself sidestepping another blue fireball.

      “Your soul fire is interesting, wench, and if you weren’t a sniveling noble, I’d consider recruiting you into the Black Cross for that alone,” Andros commented, then kicked the woman into the air. He vanished then reappeared in her path and with a red lightning-coated backhand, slapped her to the side. She hit the ground, but quickly got up, her aura raging. Some people watched the fight with awe while others ran. However, civilians were no longer able to flee due to the erected pressure. “I think I’ve had enough of this little exchange of ours. You’ve wasted enough of my time now.”

      Andros aimed two fingers at her. “Shall I kill them one by one?”

      The Red Star made the mistake of widening her eyes. However, a sense of danger licked Andros’s senses.

      He stopped mid-charge as some figures appeared on top of the roof. They were dressed in cloaks and masks of different colors and shapes, and it was impossible to identify any of them. Only one didn’t wear a cloak, the hero himself. That wasn’t the alarming part for Andros. Among the cloaked figures, someone held terrifying power. The figure’s natural presence somewhat reminded him of the Peace Spawner… but there wasn’t a wick of evil from this titan. Interesting. The hero brought someone that could actually fight Andros. But what did this mean?

      “So you’ve come,” Andros said. “I certainly hope you haven’t chosen to die today.”
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      I studied the man named Andros, the Black Knight, and leader of the Black Cross, suddenly losing a little confidence just standing in the aura of this guy. You mean to tell me the Peace Spawner is way stronger than this freak? I’d have to go all out just to survive and even then, our goofy ass plan wasn’t guaranteed to work.

      Andros was a man roughly as tall as my six feet, wearing pristine black armor which emitted aura of its own. His other men wore their helmets, but he didn’t, revealing his long black hair, gray eyes, and overall, a frame like that of a middleweight UFC fighter.

      “Why are you doing this, Andros?” Ramon asked coldly. “Executions of people who had nothing to do with this? And for what? The orders of some selfish girl?”

      “We of the Black Cross do not question our superiors,” Andros said, his tone flat, but also mocking. “We are swords, tools, bound by an oath someone as pathetic as you cannot possibly comprehend. If we cannot follow orders, who would? Now, are you going to surrender quietly, or force us to apprehend you? The quicker we can return to the capital, the better.”

      “That does not answer my question,” Ramon said. “I asked you why execute anyone at all?”

      New idea. I definitely had to rob this guy after we took him out. Someone had to pay for the Black Knight’s destruction and it sure as shit shouldn’t be us. If I found a spirit coin or two, no one would have to know I confiscated it for research purposes.

      “I think you’ve stalled me enough,” Andros said, raising his aura. Thankfully the people used that time to get as far away as possible, though most still watched from a distance. “If you don’t want to surrender to the Black Cross and stand trial, we’ll drag you. Then add the charge of resisting arrest to the list. You and… whoever these masked fools are.”

      “We’re the Cheat Force,” I said. That was the first thing that came to mind. It served its purpose, however.

      “You sure you aren’t just the hero’s party in disguise?” Andros said.

      I raised my aura, which caused even the hero to wince. “Are you sure about that, Black Knight?”

      “I see,” he said. “You ditched your party and I presume hired this one. I can quadruple your—”

      “Are you fucking seriously trying to recruit me, Black Knight?” I said, still playing the role. “Do not insult Raider.”

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      Andros the Black Knight, leader of the Black Cross.

      Magician rank: 9th realm of the lesser dragon.

      

      And here came the problem. This guy was not only multiple realms above me, but likely had a spell book that could boost him further. The only thing I had were my classes as well as the mysterious third class.

      We were probably fucked. Still, I’d go all out, give it my all and hope for the best. I’d consumed some potions, after all. Thankfully, the Black Cross were significantly weaker. The hero’s party could subdue them while I handled their boss.

      “Black Cross, capture the so-called Cheat Force,” Andros said. “I’ll handle Raider.”

      

      [Boss fight, begin! Danger! Danger!]

      

      As I took a stance, my companions scattering to begin the plan, Andros unsheathed a long steel blade. And we’re talking about really fucking long.

      “Okay, discount Sephiroth,” I said as I retreated into the shadows, barely dodging his swipe. Or rather his sword light. It cleanly sliced off the roof of the building I stood on and while I felt bad for the people, it’d be up to the Red Star to handle the repairs after the threat was neutralized.

      I emerged from Andros’s side, launching a kick to his face. He blocked with one arm. For some reason, I sensed that going back into the shadows wouldn’t be possible. I learned from the hero’s fight that relying on that too much was dangerous. So as the sword moved toward my face, I jumped, landing on top of the blade.

      Aiming a hand at Andros, I fired a quick Dragon Magic Burst into his face. He shrugged off that shit as if it was nothing, returning with his own spell. A red lightning burst.

      I couldn’t dodge or slip into the shadows; however, not only did I have strong natural defenses, I also wore the outfit the A-ranked dungeon awarded me. It turned out that S-ranked items were not only impossibly rare, but very, very few people could make them. An outfit was almost impossible.

      

      [Phoenix Feather-infused Black Outfit. Item rank: S. Item quality: Incredible. An outfit with special defensive properties.]

      

      Taking the red lightning, it hurt like fucking hell, causing my muscles to convulse some. Not only that, but the force of the spell threw me into a building, back-first. If it weren’t for my gear protecting me, well, that would’ve sucked, to say the least.

      “You’re an anomaly,” Andros said as he walked toward me.

      I actually struggled to my feet, ignoring my protesting muscles. To think this was just one attack from this guy. Goddamn!

      “You’re a master magician, but without the centuries of experience and training, that much I can tell. I… just don’t know how this is possible. Other than the real possibility of you holding back, it seems like I stumbled upon something worthy of being a research subject of that madman. Or the Peace Spawner, should he find you first. So, the offer will be handed to you once. Surrender quietly, and I’ll let you live.”

      The red haze burst around me. “You get in one attack and believe you’re hot shit.” I blurred in front of him, launching a punch, but slipped into the shadows, appearing behind Andros with a kick. The feint didn’t work, his sword greeting me as he blocked. It stabbed into my shoulder.

      Despite the pain—I’d had some worse than this—I pushed on, capitalizing on this opportunity. His eyes widened, but it was too late. The Dragon Magic Burst blasted him off the roof.

      Andros righted himself and landed on his feet, his sword flying away. He didn’t bother retrieving it. I was impressed that he didn’t let the distraction of the losing Black Cross take his focus off me. I almost counted on that. The gamble only halfway worked. While counting on the man’s minions to be a joke, I honestly wasn’t sure how to go about getting the sleeping potion jammed down his throat.

      Knowing he waited for me to go back into the shadows, I leapt toward him instead. The moment he moved, I twisted my body, aimed my hand and fired another Dragon Magic Burst. He took the time to dodge, clearly not a fan of getting hit by the attack, but that gave me a little time to emerge in front of him with a fist. This time it connected to his jaw. I followed up with more, though Andros was only pushed back a little. He caught me with a spin-kick. I tried to block with an arm to no avail. It threw me back at least five meters.

      Despite the soreness of my arm, I didn’t have time to gather my bearings as Andros fired more red lightning in my direction. Not wanting to die to that, I dove to the side. He waited for me with a kick. But I wasn’t dumb enough to take that, slipping into the shadows, emerging ten meters away from him to take a breather.

      If things kept going on at this rate, he’d just wear me down and slap me with anti-mana handcuffs. I did take notice of our nearly ruined surroundings, people even further away, and the Red Star helping the Cheat Force fight the Black Cross. Most of them were already out cold and doused with sleeping potion, meaning they wouldn’t be waking up for a while.

      Andros wasn’t even at full power and yet I struggled against him. I took this as a lesson to be careful when it came to people multiple realms above me. Not unless I knew what I was doing. He pointed out my flaws damn near immediately. My only experiences with fighting were through mixed martial arts and some street and bar fights. Even juiced up, I wasn’t going to pretend that I could fucking take down the Black Knight.

      The adrenaline of meeting my match actually made me grin. Winning every fight just wasn’t possible, but if I was going to get my ass kicked anyway, I wanted it to count.

      Wiping blood off my lip, ignoring the wounds that were probably scattered across me, I focused. The cold anger emerged, which brought back the mysterious red haze, a surrounding aura that didn’t show any details on my stat page.

      I first inspected Andros’s armor as he walked toward me at an unhurried pace.

      

      [Superior Black Cross Uniform. Item rank: C. Item quality: Excellent. Armor fitted for the captain of the Black Cross. Engraved with defensive and offensive boosting enchantment charms. Only the worthy could dream of wearing it.]

      

      I could down a health potion or get Nuwa to heal me, but in a situation like this, there were problems. The first being that if I showed this guy even a moment of weakness, he’d capitalize on that. Second, Nuwa would draw attention to herself, and I wouldn’t put it past Andros to kill her instantly. Any captain of an elite force should know that killing the healer first was a priority.

      Although why he didn’t assume the Cheat Force was the hero’s party and did that anyway could be anyone’s guess.

      Suddenly, Andros vanished. I made the mistake of searching for him by sight. Then I felt it. A sense of dread that almost made me tremble from within.

      I had no choice but to dive into the shadows, and a good thing too. A sword light the size of a van crashed down on my prior spot.

      Luckily, Andros wasn’t waiting for me when I remerged, giving me the chance to survey the widespread damage.

      “Holy shit,” I said softly. An entire fucking city block was turned to rubble. The sound of injured people caught my eye, which included children crying. Gwen’s emotions were palpable, and I just knew this could’ve potentially damaged our emerging partnership. Her murderous intent wasn’t directed at me, but at the Black Cross and its leader. Not that she could do anything about it. Whether the hero was here or not, the Black Knight would’ve caused some kind of ruckus. The public execution he planned wasn’t likely his only tactic. The man clearly proved himself to be ruthless.

      “You’re a slippery one, Raider,” Andros said. I… flinched, noticing the fucker standing right beside me, satisfaction in those eyes as he surveyed his own work. “If you become my apprentice, I can teach you how to tap into your real power. Destruction like this is just child’s play to me. You’ll learn why. This world isn’t kind to those without power, those without the conviction to make everything around them tools, including their friends. The softness you have towards mere casualties is why you’ll always be weak. As you are now, you’re a fragmented master magician, someone whose powers are too chaotic and pulling each other apart instead of working together. But you aren’t beyond saving. There is a ruthlessness somewhere inside of you. If you join me, I’ll not only spare these people, but teach you what it means to become a real magician. Maybe someday, you’ll gain the means to evolve. What say you?”

      I gaped at him as the mass of words he tossed at me had enough meaning to muddy my reality. In the end, we were just two different thinkers. He had good points in regard to my powers. It wasn’t like I knew how they worked.

      I couldn’t see myself ever trusting someone casually eliminating the lives of innocents just to follow the orders of a spoiled brat. And this world had a lot of them.

      “I’m afraid things will never be as straightforward as you’re making them,” I said. “From the complete disregard of human lives, to being nothing but some girl’s whipping boy. You don’t find anything of this destruction messed up, do you?”

      Andros paused, before nodding. “It is unsettling. But what do you know about me? You do not have a leash with a twisted owner at the end of it.” He casually aimed a hand at me. The charge of magic threw my danger senses into overdrive, and I figured slipping back into the shadows should help me reset for a better position.

      My eyes widened when I received a prompt instead.

      

      [You have been purified. Shadow potion is no longer active.]

      

      Bright light covered my vision, but I wasn’t going down without putting up resistance. I unleashed a quick Dragon Magic Burst before Andros could blow me the hell away.

      Staying in this area was just too much of a risk, so I took off toward the gate exit. If Andros decided to not give chase, then I’d have plenty of time to recuperate and come up with a different battle plan.

      Too damn bad. He first went back to pick up his sword, took the time to sheathe it, gave me an ample head start on purpose, before giving chase.

      Wasn’t the hero his target? How the hell did I get myself into this shit? Fine. I didn’t want this to be easy, anyway.

      Pulling out two vials, Masking and Speed, I downed them both. Within minutes, I dashed through multiple streets, bobbing and weaving, and thankfully lost him. Knowing damn well the dick-nugget could just fly into the sky, I found a shop and dashed inside. The feeling of nausea finally made me collapse, only briefly since I didn’t go past my limits.

      As I rested, ignoring the terrified shop owner, the ground began to shake. Imagine the sinking feeling I had, almost a cross between fucking bubble guts, childhood panic knowing punishment awaited, or getting pulled over because of a taillight.

      Resting period cut short, I rushed out only to catch the sight of a building being cleaved in two and falling apart. A little girl and her younger brother tripped as they tried to flee with the others. The building seemed to fall in slow motion as it came down upon them.

      Flooded with the red haze, I blurred over there, scooping them up and moving. I handed them off to a crying woman before turning to face Andros.

      My mask was cracked and one of my eyeholes torn, though my outfit had not a scratch on it.

      “You’re back and realized there is no escape,” Andros said. “I decided to do this kingdom a favor and remove you before you become a problem. How the hero found such a chaotic thing is nothing short of an oddity.”

      Backed into a corner, with the icon of death smiling at me, I had no choice but to resort to my aces, body be damned. Andros was simply too strong. But before I could pull out another vial from my storage ring, the sound of a lute began to play, and in those notes came immense power, thankfully not being directed at me.

      “Wha… What is this?” Andros snapped, looking around.

      “Up here, smashy lad,” Chenzu said. Floating at his side was a spell book. He turned a few pages, nodded his head, and then played what seemed like a calming song. However, digging past the surface, I could tell it was weakening Andros somehow. “Take your chance, don’t wait, for she may run away, she’s hard to get.”

      I tuned out the song as I aimed both hands at the Black Knight, charging as much of my mana as possible into the biggest Dragon Magic Burst I could muster. Andros tried to move, but Chenzu’s overpowered and amazing spell had him pinned down.

      Snarling, I released my magic, firing for everything I was worth. The red building-sized energy ball smashed into Andros with the force of a train accident. Smoke and dust briefly covered everything.

      I fell to a knee, panting, and waiting for the smoke to clear, hoping I did some damage. My body seemed to want to protest at the thought of me moving. Moments passed, giving me hope that we actually beat this fucker. His voice collapsed that line of hope.

      “To think I’d be caught off guard by a measly F-ranked spell book,” Andros said. The smoke burst away to show a completely unscathed Black Knight. He wiped a bit of blood from his forehead and grinned. “Even if you’re about to die, I think you should take this learning experience before entering your next life. An F-ranked spell book floats, shows its spells and instructions, and acts as additional magic and mana control. Every magician should acquire at least that much. The fact that you stalled me this long without owning one only attests to just how frighteningly powerful you are, Raider. Master magician may be an understatement of your potential. Let me show you what a proper spell book is like. It’s only a D-rank, not that I’ve heard of anyone lucky enough to find a C or higher. Now… Collapse! Come forth, Yukihara!”

      The immense aura almost caused me to black out, but I forced myself to not give in, for I had to see this for myself. What made a spell book so special.

      Andros’s black tome burst into existence from a mote of red light, growing to be the size of a card table, the biggest I’d seen yet. Most were the size of the Harry Potter books. Goblet of Fire, that is. Floating above it was a fairy with dark hair, a black dress, and a deadpan expression. She briefly looked at Andros, skepticism in that gaze before turning back to me.

      “Seriously? You feel the need to go all out on… this duckling?” she asked.

      “Shut up,” Andros said. “Before I send him to the next life, I’m providing the knowledge of what a real spell book is like.”

      “Tch, that’s an excuse to finally summon me after so long,” the fairy said. She turned back to me. “Greetings, duckling, I am Yukihara.”

      

      [Warning. You are being confronted by a SUPER BOSS. Danger! Danger!]

      

      Gee thanks, System. You’re a real fucking gem. A diamond in the rough, being as helpful as possible.

      Well, being fucked was an understatement. Spell books were apparently sentient beings now. That wasn’t all. Andros had a long pale staff with golden star-like designs in his grasp. His eyes glowed. A thick gray aura outlined him.

      My ace versus whatever the hell I was looking at. The odds of winning felt unknown. Or very slim.
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      [Spell book analysis. Yukihara. Rank: D. Type: Mid offense, Blood lightning.]

      

      “Real grand tier magic can only channel properly through a spell book like this,” Andros said as he aimed a hand at me.

      This was yet another wakeup call, honestly. Shop competitors with better rankings, magicians with D-ranked spell books, and the new knowledge that my very own powers may not even be fully formed yet, despite soaring through the realms like a goddamn NASCAR driver.

      “Grand tier magic, L—”

      A golden ball of energy smashed into Andros. He didn’t flinch, but vines wrapped around his legs and pulled. Some even tried to impale him.

      “Yukihara, defensive spell Blood Lightning Cleanup,” Andros said.

      That distraction enabled me to down a health potion and get moving. Unfortunately, red lightning burst from the ground, encaging us into an area of some sort, which stretched out to be at least thirty or forty meters wide, hundreds of meters high. That lightning was no joke. The aura it gave off told me that one touch could mean death. It burned away Milia’s vines in an instant. It also blocked her follow-up mana blasts.

      Sensing the obvious game over with grand tier magic, I pulled out a summoning potion, downing it without hesitation. The consequences were likely going to suck, but if I was going to die anyway, I refused to allow it to be easy for Andros.

      It began with a surge of minor pain, then my eyes widened as I felt as if I merged with the world and mana itself.

      

      [Dragon Magician State.]
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        * * *

      

      Chenzu rose to his feet, struggling against auras that outmatched him a million to one. Wanda’s ass, how did getting a job as a farmhand turn into this, witnessing a clash between two demigods? One thing he learned was that Ramon Thunderblade couldn’t be the true hero, right? Otherwise, shouldn’t he be going through this trial, not Nate? His boss seriously needed to upgrade his shop to E-rank and Chenzu wanted to witness it with his own two eyes.

      He panicked, seeing Nate, a master magician, being brought to his very knees by the foul Black Knight. As if matters couldn’t get worse, Andros summoned a spell book far more powerful than Chenzu had ever seen. He knew spell books were soul partners to magicians, having his own, but the beastkin never heard of ranked tomes. He only knew there were legendary books lost to time and past wars.

      Nate’s betrothed, Milia, tried to help with vines powerful enough to crush bones, but they were simply no match for the Black Knight’s blood lightning. Hope… seemed lost. His new friend would surely be vaporized by whatever horrible grand fecking tier magic this bastard had.

      Chenzu, however, wasn’t just a support magician. He set down the lute, aimed both hands at Andros, and prepared his last-ditch spell, only to stop upon sensing the biggest surge of mana he’d ever felt concentrated in one place in his life.

      Nate had consumed a potion and changed!
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        * * *

      

      Milia pushed herself to defeat as many of the Black Cross as she could, while Nate held off the Black Knight. Even Anzu showed up to help, laying out her opponents with her incredible spells.

      Milia trembled at everything she sensed, from her betrothed’s slowly dwindling power to the powerful devastating attacks of Andros.

      Nate was a new magician, somehow with the internal mana structure of a master magician. But an experienced opponent sporting a significantly higher realm meant trouble. Everyone knew the risks, but they had to be taken, especially after Ramon revealed the Black Knight’s nature. That even if he went with them peacefully, the man’s grudge against the kingdom would likely spark him to leaving a message to anyone that defied the Black Cross. He’d destroy the city’s infrastructure, force the Red Star to rebuild from scratch. And no matter where the hero hid, the same message would be provided to any city he resided in. This confirmed the cruel fact that Ramon was but a prisoner, despite serving in the party that saved the Kingdom from the rampage of the Midnight Dragon.

      Milia couldn’t take it anymore and pushed her mana to the limits, unveiling a flurry of energy balls upon the rest of the Black Cross stragglers. She tossed her sleeping potion vials to Ronica.

      “Finish this, I have to go help Nate.”

      She hurried off without listening to the small woman’s protest. Time was limited. The moment she saw her lover’s condition, she summoned every ounce of her remaining mana to stave off Andros’s assault, but it was to no avail, especially after he summoned an actual D-ranked spell book. She was about forty meters away, but the immense aura prevented the dryad from getting closer.

      The Black Knight’s spell book assistant spirit turned out to be a bored-looking fairy with the intense power of a high-realm magician. Perhaps even stronger than that, but even it would have the limitations bound to a D-ranked tome.

      Milia noticed Chenzu, their new beastkin farmhand, preparing to put up a surprisingly strong, but risky attack, only to suddenly freeze. Why did he…?

      Milia’s eyes widened at what she saw. She strained with everything she had to get closer, to see for herself what was happening to the man she planned to spend eternity with.

      Nate’s hair became like golden flames. The flames also formed bat-like wings and a dragon’s tail behind him. Time and space seemed to bend around him. And the aura, it reminded her of the cosmos, endless light, warmth, a golden fire-like energy, and miniature stars.

      The aura and pressure dwarfed Andros’s so much that the red lightning cage surrounding the combatants collapsed into nothingness. And it… it was like her betrothed carried the strength of a dragon.

      Andros believed himself to be a match, but he picked a fight that not even a real dragon would want.

      Just what was this transformation? What about the cost? If he wasn’t a master magician, Nate would certainly perish, even if Milia embedded him with her own life force.

      Suddenly, Nate disappeared. Andros looked around frantically, firing massive bursts of red lightning capable of obliterating anyone in an instant. Some of them drilled straight through buildings, while others exploded massive sections of the ground. Milia knew Gwendolyn had a place where civilians could hide during a magician attack, but not everyone was fast enough to get to these places. If this kept up, more would die.

      Abruptly, a red light began to coat her vision and the dryad felt sure her time had come until Nate reappeared right in front of her. He effortlessly slapped the magic upward, then vanished again briefly. His next emergence was in front of Andros, mid-punch. The Black Knight tried to block. However, that turned out to be his mistake.

      Even Milia heard the cracking sound, wincing. She couldn’t help but be happy Nate saved her, but afraid at the price he’d pay for utilizing what the woman could only guess was a gift from Wanda. The strength of a fierce dragon.

      Nate didn’t stop his assault there as he moved, ignoring Andros’s yell of pain. Nate seemed to be steps ahead of even Milia with his thought process as he decided to target something she didn’t think was possible. The white-haired man grabbed the fairy, something that should be an intangible assistant spell book spirit.

      Milia now understood what Nate was doing. Andros could simply wipe the city from the face of the earth with just one grand tier spell. So rather than give the Black Knight the slightest second to charge even a wick of that magic, he attacked viciously, targeting the source of the other man’s power.

      The fairy screamed, but rather than squish her, Nate did the impossible. He absorbed her into his storage ring. Milia, a princess of the dryad kingdom with access to millennia of information, had never heard of something like this.

      Not that Milia knew everything, being a young dryad, but she was sure if this kind of thing happened, someone in her kingdom would’ve spoken of it.

      Andros’s transformation, if one could call it that, unraveled instantly, leaving the man staring up in horrified surprise.

      “I may not be a proper master magician, but I’m sure like the other two, I have surprises that you weren’t expecting,” Nate said. His voice felt almost as powerful as a great golden dragon.

      “No. Wait, if you kill me, she’ll kill my family,” Andros said, his eyes frantic. “Please, I surrender. I’ll go quietly.”

      “No,” Nate said as he unloaded what appeared to be hundreds of punches to the man within the blink of an eye. Even the afterimage struggled to keep up with Milia’s betrothed. Andros coughed up a mouthful of blood, rage and despair in his gaze. “As much as I hate the thought of taking lives, I will not risk letting you come back even stronger.”

      Nate unleashed a golden fire blast from his hand, matching the mighty power of a dragon and even more. The attack itself contained an aura that made Milia almost black out, but she was no weakling. She’d stand by her betrothed’s decision to take out the Black Knight. After all, the casualties in the city were high. If he’d come to Kyushu, an F-ranked town, Andros would’ve leveled it in an instant.

      Yet Nate won this without any luck. Just the potions on his person, including his newest one. She’d lecture him on the importance of not giving it to the apprentices.

      Nothing of Andros remained except ashes and a high-ranked storage ring that he dropped. Nate picked it up, put it on, only to collapse as his transformation forcibly deactivated. His lack of mana was dangerous.

      Milia looked to her right, unsurprised to see a tired Gwendolyn approaching, though worry was in those eyes. She practically dragged the healer with her.

      “If he dies, I will ascend to the heavens to drag him back,” Gwendolyn said. “Unfortunately, he’s not going to be happy about the accident.”

      “Accident?” Milia asked, raising an eyebrow, though she already knew.

      Gwendolyn shrugged. “When the leader died, Anzu’s servant slit the throats of the Black Cross members. Unfortunately, we were forced to burn the bodies, but the servant got away.”

      “Not going to give chase?” Milia asked.

      “Chasing a former assassin is a lot easier said than done.”

      Milia wasn’t a fan of the cold-blooded methods when dealing with men who were following their orders. However, she wouldn’t shed any tears over the matter. They attacked the city and, as a result, paid the consequences. Even the Lord Ruler expected the Red Star to defend her people should Wingston come under attack.
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        * * *

      

      You know, I get a little irritated when movies do that little dream sequence after the hero falls unconscious. You know what I’m talking about. Well, apparently the joke was on me, because I found myself floating barefoot above a sea of golden mana.

      Everywhere, I sensed the Dao of Creation, something that went perfectly with potion making and probably anything involving crafting.

      This only reignited the passion to take my class to new heights. No, I wasn’t born wanting to do what was essentially magical alchemy, but I had grown to love it. The fuckups were disheartening, a call to pick my sorry ass up and try again.

      I stared down at the mana.

      “If you can hear me, thanks for coming through out there,” I said to the ocean of power. There wasn’t a response, of course, but as I gazed at it, I felt the need to reach out, dip my hands into the non-water.

      I didn’t gain any insights to the Dao right there, but I felt damned close to it. First, I thought about the consequences of creating things not really meant for mankind. Now my mind pondered the process of creation itself. The components that went into the potion could be compared to cooking or a mathematical equation. Yet, without a proper manual, I still essentially relied on trial and error, experimentation, and a little guesswork. This probably wouldn’t be possible if I lost my knowledge of the old world, as damn near everything was doused in chemicals.

      What did the boundless ocean of golden mana mean in relation to the Dao of Creation? Limitless creativity? No… There had to be something more to this. I’d have to meditate with this ocean in mind until the answer of what this vision meant came to me.

      I opened my eyes, only to realize I was back in my room. Wolverine’s whimpering caught my attention, and I sat up, pulling my wolf close to me, caressing his head. Note to self: a health potion will not work when swallowing that summoning potion. But the power it gave me, holy shit, that was no joke.

      I moved, though a little jolt of damn near extreme pain almost sent me the fuck back down.

      “Well, the price paid for using this could be worse,” I said. “To think it’s really just a Dao-infused energy potion really puts things into perspective.”

      Hurried footsteps and moments later, I felt Milia’s arms around me.

      “Good morning to you too,” I told my fiancée as I stroked her hair.

      “You were close to death at least three times,” Milia said softly, “before you finally stabilized. Nuwa and some of Gwendolyn’s best healers worked to restore you for days.”

      “Days?” I asked with a sinking feeling.

      Milia nodded, wiping her eyes. “Never drink that again.”

      “Oh believe me, I don’t want to,” I said, “but I will if I must. Just… not anytime soon. My body can’t take using the mana of the entire world.”

      I just didn’t have the required physique.

      “The entire world?” Milia asked.

      “That’s what it felt like,” I elaborated. “Like my consciousness somehow merged with the planet and it lent me enough energy until I felt like bursting.”

      “You looked like… some kind of deity,” Milia said. “Shining with golden light, flames, and stars. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Cheetara suddenly darted in, slamming into my chest, meowing loudly. I greeted and petted the adorable kitten. Wolverine barked once, his tail wagging. My apprentices came in moments later. Mandi and Harmony damn near made me regret waking up. At least Milia was gentle!

      Lucas, thankfully, wasn’t the hugging type. The honest boy still had a way to go to bulk up his frame, especially with dwarf blood, but he accepted my fist bump. A smile cracked on my face, surrounded by those I actually gave a damn about.

      A thought flashed across my mind, and I almost did a dance in bed. Loot! The horrifying fight and wakeup call did not go unrewarded. On top of that, the image of the golden ocean still remained in there, just out of reach, waiting for me to meditate and leave the awakening stage of the Dao of Creation.

      I knew it wouldn’t be that easy and it could take months of meditation to evolve it; however, I planned to take my training to the next level. Okay, well, the shop still had priority over anything. Every time I thought about being just an E-ranked loser, I lost a piece of myself.

      First, I took a peek into the storage ring to remember why I bothered taking it in the first place. Jackpot! So much shit! Oh boy, and the first thing to catch my attention, other than the crying fairy spirit, was the spirit coins.

      It turned out Andros hid his wealth from his superiors, that or he saved up to purchase something big. One hundred spirit coins! In addition to that were swords, which I’d give to the apprentices. A tent for the garbage. A ton of gold and silver coins to pay for my injuries. So many gold coins.

      “Hey brats, it’s payday,” I told them. Normally I paid them at the end of the week, but with me out cold, I didn’t get around to it. “How many days was I out again, Milia?”

      “Six,” she replied.

      “Six, ouch,” I said.

      “Don’t worry, we kept the shop going just fine,” Milia said. “There were some big payers coming in from Wingston, willing to deplete our stock, despite your massive price increase. I already paid everyone, by the way.”

      “In that case, a bonus,” I said.

      “Can I accept mine in the form of a blueberry pie?” Milia asked. That caught me off guard as I looked at her. She blushed but didn’t back down. “I’m still pretty bad at making it. But yours…”

      “Careful not to drool,” I quipped, smiling. “Speaking of which, holy shit, am I hungry.”

      I figured mana regulated my body in a way that could even allow an extended meditation period. With a soon-to-be-wife and pets, going into seclusion wasn’t going to happen, of course.

      The excitement of the spirit coins made me want to bounce around despite the soreness. A tome inside caught my attention and I pulled it out, curious. Dark blue with a slight matching aura outlining it.

      “I think… that’s a spell book,” Harmony said, awed. “Unbound too. Are you going to use it?”

      “Do we have to bind these?” I asked, unwilling to do so with what my analysis revealed to be an F-ranked tome. And here I thought these things were all the same.

      “You can try to read them, but casting their spells without spending years studying and practicing the basics is another story,” Milia said. “If I hadn’t left home abruptly, maybe I’d have one too. My master’s inheritance.”

      “Harmony, you’re getting this,” I said, but raised a finger. “After you defeat that E-ranked boss creature by yourself.” She stared at me blankly, until I grinned. “Yeah, I’m only kidding. Why the hell would I not make sure you have as much of an advantage as possible? Use it to beat the boss creature by yourself.”

      I tossed the book to her, gaining myself another painful hug.

      “As for you, Mandi, we’re going to do whatever we can to help your core form,” I told her. “In the meantime, I think we’ll have to go about a better way to help you craft some gadgets. Lucas, we’ll borrow your master’s forge every now and then. You create any part Mandi needs, and I or Milia will power her creation.” I eyed Mandi. “Start small, okay?”

      She nodded, smiling. “Thank you, Nate.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” I said. “That book may be S-class, but it’s entirely up to you to make it work. And I know you’re going to make us proud.”

      “She sure will,” Milia said. “No one gets left behind.”

      I started to pull the fairy from the storage ring dimension, though in retrospect, that summoning potion was definitely bad for the mind.

      “About Wingston,” I asked Milia.

      “Gwendolyn’s elite builders are fast at repairing things and everything should be back to normal within another week,” Milia said. “Also, she plans to visit with her husband to talk to us.”

      “Anything else happen?”

      “Your cauldron came in,” Lucas replied, scratching the back of his head. “It’s… a little strange. I don’t know what Master Nia did to convince her friend to go overboard with the power it contains. She said to never make ordinary things in it, or else you’d have to triple the price and make people pay an arm and a leg.”

      I laughed, eager to see my new potion making super vessel.

      Without wasting anymore time, I pulled the fairy from the storage ring.

      “Welcome back to the real world, Yukihara,” I said, then grinned. “Look at me. I’m the captain now.”

      What? I told you I planned to rob Andros.

      

      End of Phase 3…
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      Phase 4…

      Alexander stared at the scroll containing the top one hundred shops in the world. He adjusted his monocle before getting annoyed with the damn thing and tossing it back onto the stand. The former magic-toting, vulgar pirate king, couldn’t help but feel the pain of being stuck as a law-abiding noble forced to sell items for an eternity. If it weren’t for his prolonged life due to being a magician, he’d die of old age eventually, sooner than later, allowing him to break free from this life.

      Instead, he had the body of a ten-year-old boy.

      “Reincarnation is a bitch,” he said softly, remembering the betrayal of his first mate those years ago.

      He seemed like a genius to his irritating family to the point that he desperately wanted to escape. If the family were simply overly happy and proud of their child, Alexander would have no problems. But the customs of this noble family lodged in the Kingdom of Cremlin were strange to say the least. The most alarming was the forced marriage of his bloody big sister. To make matters even worse, he learned that his family was part of a crazy demonic cult.

      If Alexander couldn’t get the hell away from this place before he turned fifteen, the initiation would begin. Among that ritual was something called the Procreation of Life. A public thing too.

      Alexander may have been a pirate king in a different life, but being born again, interacting with his new blood family, took him on the path of complacency.

      He considered trying to sabotage his own shop, but the importance of it to his kingdom tossed away that idea. The War King would hunt him down without rest and publicly execute him.

      The only choice he had left was to cultivate as much mana as possible. As a magician, Alexander could escape, though he had no idea where to go. Maybe to the neighboring kingdom of Merridon.

      He’d love to return to his crew, but they’d likely make Alexander a cleaning boy and ridicule him for daring to claim to be Yomi the Pirate King. Any hope to assassinate his former first mate was also out the window for now.

      If that sneaky storm magician could trick Yomi into letting his guard down, then it was more than likely the current crew consisted of the most ruthless pirates on the ocean, followed him like little puppies.

      The humiliation of being poisoned was one thing. But his first mate called a sea dragon to attack the ship, arranging it to make it look as if Alexander made the ultimate sacrifice to ensure the lives of his crew.

      He was sure the storm mage easily dispatched his wife too, the only person who never liked him.

      Now Alexander knew why. Her instincts to not trust his childhood friend were spot on.

      The question remained was why his former first mate, former best friend, who do such a thing. If he wanted to take command of the ship, Alexander would’ve just given him control, choosing to maintain his responsibilities in the shadows. With a wife, he had a path to retirement someday, though they were in their twenties back then. Ten years passed… and ultimately, Alexander knew he had to let the past go.

      Many people died unfairly and, unable to accept things, came back to the lands as vengeful ghosts with no one to listen to them tell their tale.

      Alexander reincarnating and so fast was not only fortunate, but a little concerning. What did this mean? Why did Wanda not condemn him? Why wasn’t he a vengeful ghost himself, haunting the ship or oceans?

      His mind wandered back to the Kingdom of Merridon. This wasn’t the first time his eyes were drawn to that spot on the map, but it was only a couple of months ago that it began to call to the boy.

      Well, it was either find a way there or be forced to marry his big sister, participate in a loony ritual, and live a life of secret shame as a demonic cult member. He absolutely refused.

      When he stepped off the standing stool, planning to go outside for some fresh air, arms pulled him into someone’s chest.

      “Ah, there you are, my future husband,” said the sixteen-year-old.

      “I didn’t agree to this,” Alexander wanted to say, but knew the ‘blasphemous’ words would anger his father. The only thing he could do was sigh in relief that he only entered the cult himself a few years ago. Alexander’s mother wasn’t his father’s sister. But he failed to understand why his father got a free pass. This was horse dung!

      Alexander, owner of the number two shop in the world, former pirate king, would escape this hell, even if it killed him.
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      Nate

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician** Third class: Unknown.

      Magician rank: 7th realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Established.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakening. This is an early stage.

      

      I doublechecked my stat sheet mostly to check if the Dao of Creation improved. Figured it wouldn’t be that easy. Fortunately, it wasn’t impossible either. The sense of spirituality felt beyond something I’d be able to understand, not with decades, but maybe centuries of pondering. The excitement of one hundred thirty-eight spirit coins pointed me toward spending it on a building upgrade, but I held off.

      Something had to be done about the F-rank of Kyushu and now. If the rank stayed this low and the scheming nobles in the area continued to have their way, business would eventually destabilize. Or at least I assumed. Listen, I’ve never claimed to be an expert. However, I wasn’t stupid either. What they were currently doing was illegal activity. Seeing how the Black Cross did things, I wouldn’t put it past the Lord Ruler to take out his anger on the entire town if he found out about this.

      “Whe—where am I?” Yukihara the fairy asked. “Where’s Andros? Where—”

      “I think you failed to understand your situation,” Mandi said, smiling at the terrified fairy. “You’re a D-ranked spell book, right? A tome that once belonged to the mighty Black Knight, now in the hands of the man who defeated him.” She turned to Milia. “I meant to make that sound a bit romantic.”

      Harmony shot the redhead a micro-glare before turning back to the floating spell book spirit.

      “What normally happens to spell books of your rank after the owner dies?”

      Yukihara trembled a bit longer but after seeing there was no active threat to her existence, finally relented.

      “We become ownerless books until the next worthy magician comes along to claim the power within,” she said.

      “Well then, I claim your power,” I told her. “How do we get started?”

      She gaped at me. “How were you able to defeat Andros without a spell book? What kind of freak of nature are you? That should be… It should be impossible, right?”

      “Welcome to our world,” Harmony deadpanned. “Nate could toss herbs in a pot, boil it into a sap, add water and mana, and create potions of unmatched qualities. When we do the same thing… well, they’re low grade.”

      “You’ll get better over time,” I told my first apprentice. “Besides, you’ve got a spell book now. Make use of it.”

      Being reminded of her gift, the teenager smiled.

      “If there’s one person that could use a good spell book other than me, it’s you, Milia,” I said turning to her.

      She shrugged. “Perhaps I’ll find some way to purchase an F-ranked book somewhere.”

      “Even if you find such a place outside of the capital, you’ll never be able to afford it,” came an approaching voice from the hall. Chenzu emerged moments later, grinning. “It is about time you woke up, my friend. Milia’s mood is already restored whole again. That woman can worry harder than my mother.”

      “Oh, keep a lid on it,” Milia said, pouting. Chenzu laughed.

      I gestured for Yukihara to land on my hand. The fairy did so hesitantly. The sensation of warm energy, perhaps mana, coated my hand, but other than that, the book spirit was essentially weightless.

      “We won’t harm you,” I told her. “But I’m confident I can be a better matchup than your previous owner. Plus I’ll treat you better. Go ahead and scan me. I can tell you’re dying to do so.”

      Yukihara’s eyes glossed over. A second or two later, the tome spirit flinched.

      “This Dao,” she whispered, before dramatically falling backward, hand on her forehead. Moments later, she hopped back to her feet. “Very impressive, human, but I’m afraid that it may not be enough. Don’t give me that look, I don’t make the rules. Unlike mortal and F-ranked spell books, the magician must be spiritually compatible with D-ranked or higher spirits.” She folded her arms.

      “Then you’d better make us compatible or back into the spirit ring you go,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll make some spirit coins if I sell you off to an adventurer in Wingston.”

      “Wait!” the fairy cried. “You didn’t so much as try to fight for me.” She turned to Milia. “How do you put up with this?”

      Milia shrugged. “He fights for me.”

      Yukihara narrowed her eyes, folded her arms, and just stared at me for about fifteen seconds. Suddenly Cheetara meowed at her, as if saying, “Get on with it already,” or perhaps, “Are you still with us?” I really wished I could do more than guestimate these translations. How the hell did they know what I was saying? Magic.

      “Fine, you must form the contract with me with thy lips,” she said.

      “I’m not kissing you, if that’s what you mean,” I said. “Amazing spell book or not, I have no plans to spend my life in jail.”

      “I mean speak the words of binding, human,” Yukihara said, her voice deadpan. “And are you accusing me of being a child?” She flew up right to my face. “I’ll have you know, I’ve existed for two thousand years. If I kissed you, there would be no consequences.”

      “Is that so?” Milia asked and the pressure I felt from her made me wonder if she somehow got ahold of my summoning potion.

      The fairy quickly flew over to her, kowtowing on her hand. “I’d never do something so foolish, of course, especially with someone like that, no offense. He keeps making fun of me.”

      Milia’s aura vanished, clearly satisfied with messing with the naïve spell book spirit.

      “The words you must say, remember what Andros—”

      “Are you sure about this, Nate?” Lucas suddenly interrupted. “What if she’s planning to avenge her previous owner?”

      “Now that’s romantic,” Mandi said, eyes seemingly full of stars. “Furious that her lover in dark armor was destroyed by the very man holding her in his grasp, she waits for the perfect opportunity to enact her revenge.”

      “You humans are the worst,” Yukihara said. “I am a spell book. I do not harbor pathetic emotions and attachments. Now are you going to say the words of binding or not?”

      “You’re the most emotional person in here,” I said.

      Yukihara tilted her head. “Person? Am I really a person to you?”

      “Nope, you’re a tool, forgive my insolence,” I quipped. The little fairy landed on my hand, pouting, though she clearly knew I was kidding.

      “I’m still trying to confirm that my eyes do not deceive me,” Chenzu said. “For someone to forcibly take a spell book is unheard of.”

      “I’ve been out for six days,” I told the fairy. “I can’t remember Andros’s words.”

      “Whenever you must summon me, speak the trigger. ‘Collapse! Come forth, Yukihara,’” she said. “I’ll form at your side.”

      “That’s the most edgelord—”

      “So cool!” Mandi said, interrupting me. “Aw, I wish I could have my own spell fairy.”

      “Not all spell book spirits are fairies,” Yukihara said. “Even C-ranked spirits can grow to be humongous, like dragons.”

      Not wanting to waste any further time in bed, I pulled out a general medicine potion and downed it. They were great for normal pain, even colds, and headaches. The Tylenol of my shop. Taking a mental note to myself to tone down the consumption of my product so that I could sell it, I stood.

      Thankfully, the pain wasn’t bad, amounting to nothing more than soreness.

      “Collapse. Come forth, Yukihara,” I said.

      “Good, I was a little worried you were going to send me back into damnation,” the fairy said. “So scary in there. Place some blood on my tome and we’ll be linked. I’ll become part of your essence, ready to appear the moment you call me.”

      “Can you… make the tome smaller before it appears?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Yukihara said, nodding. “Though, we’re normally incorporeal and capable of shrinking automatically to fit anywhere. Otherwise, it’d be pointless to summon us if we got stuck.”

      The tome appeared, its size matching Harmony’s. By this time, the blue-haired girl had already bonded with her spell book, following Chenzu’s instructions. I searched for something to prick my finger.

      “Just form a tiny mana edge,” Harmony said. “Like this.”

      A light blue triangular shape of mana oozed from her finger, reaching roughly a half-inch long.

      Hoping I didn’t mess up, I pushed a drop of mana through a finger, imagining it taking the needle-shape I desired. Yukihara’s book manifested in front of me. With a quick prick, I had the blood on the book, and I became its new owner, just like that.

      “It’s strange,” I said. “Shouldn’t the spatial magic of a storage ring block all living things from entering?”

      “They do,” Milia replied. “I’m unsure if the tome spirits are considered nonliving, but even they shouldn’t be able to get pulled into a storage ring.”

      “What you did was far from natural, my friend,” Chenzu said. “But I am certainly not complaining. You were like the avatar of a legendary dragon god.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I said. “It’s kind of a crippling potion, even for something intended as a last resort. I can’t risk being out for six days every time I wanted to use it.”

      “Not to mention it being a gamble,” Milia said.

      “I knew it’d be enough to surprise Andros, but I hadn’t a clue it’d surpass my expectations ten times over,” I said.

      They nodded.

      “Now, if you don’t mind,” I continued as I gathered some fresh clothing from a side stand. “I’m showering. Fucking hungry enough to eat a Rowbear.”

      After cleaning up, I considered meditating on the Dao, but my appetite wasn’t having it. Chenzu brought in slabs of meat from a food stall, and I chomped away. Milia served me a side of stir-fried vegetables to balance out the meal.

      One good chug of water later and I let out a sigh, comfortable. I considered spending the one hundred spirit coins on upgrading the building until remembering that it wouldn’t matter until the town broke away from its F-rank. We had to do something about that now or, at the very least, kickstart the process.

      “If we’re going to have Wingston spenders making the journey all the way here just to see us, we’ve got to change a lot of things,” I said. “Starting with doing something about the shitty nobles jacking up the prices. I want the news out in front and spread around. I’ll personally deal with them. No offense, Harmony, but if your father won’t stand up to them, then I will.”

      “If you can’t convince them, I’m sure Mother can when she visits,” Mandi said, voice cheery.

      I grinned. “Normally I’d sit back and let her handle it, but I don’t want to wait a week. Harmony, see if you can get your father to arrange a meeting between me and these nobles.”

      “That… may not be so easy,” Harmony said. “But I’m sure he’ll at least try.”

      Chenzu gave her a confused look. “Is your Papa not the leader of your town? I hate to be the dancing flabby guy, but the first mistake when dealing with nobles is taking a too soft approach.”

      “Flabby guy?” Lucas said.

      “The drunk, shirtless beastkin that nobody wants to drag home,” Chenzu said, chuckling. He seemed to reminisce on what had to be fun times.

      

      [System notice. The option to take the lordship of the town for yourself is there. Gwendolyn is your ally and would submit herself as a reference in recognition of your power.]

      

      I ignored the system, annoyed that it hadn’t given up with trying to push me into politics. There was nothing more fucking annoying than trying to convince rich people that they’re dicks and need to stop squeezing the life of the common people.

      Not all of them did so, of course, but in a world where might is right, plenty used money as if it were magic. I was seriously not qualified to deal with that.

      A knock on the door interrupted us.

      “Shop’s closed,” I said. “We’ll be open tomorrow.”

      The door opened and the entirety of the hero’s party surrounded me with embraces, except Ramon, of course. He knew to stay the hell back. It was surprising to see him here, as the man went out of his way to avoid me normally.

      The timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

      “Okay, dammit, Ronica, let go,” I said, wrestling myself from the twerp’s stranglehold.

      “She needs to get married already,” Mandi quipped. “Nate’s my—Milia’s snuggle bear.”

      The room silenced, before everyone erupted into laughter at my expense. Even Ramon joined in. Chuckling, I let them have this.

      “You’re all right on time to help us out,” I announced.

      “But we came over to play,” Ronica said. “It’s rare for all of us to have days off. The mayor’s not making Ramon sweep his building.”

      I took the time to smirk at the hero, but his glare was locked on the short, cheery woman.

      “I’m fine already,” I told Nuwa, who left a side conversation with Milia to coat me with healing magic.

      “Milia’s right, you know,” Nuwa said. “You shouldn’t drink whatever concoction that did this to you again.”

      “Not with my current physique,” I said. “But we’ll get into that later. First, let’s force a meeting between the nobles that’re artificially inflating the town’s prices and wrecking the local economy. I want this fixed today.”

      “Then become lord of the town,” Kelvin said, though he grinned at my glare.
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      “I missed you too, Beakwing,” I said as I hugged my griffin. Apparently he was waiting outside the door, even whining every now and then, worried about my condition. I considered just walking with him, but the griffin, a natural conqueror of the skies, insisted that we take flight. “Wolverine, Cheetara, come.”

      Cheetara hopped onto my shoulder and my wolf took his place at my side. Milia and the apprentices mounted. The hero’s party were already walking, but I took Maxus.

      “You’re a rogue,” I said. “It’s time to put that to use.”

      He shrugged. “Fine with me. If it means getting rid of these goddess-forsaken prices, count me in.”

      Iris gave me a pleading look, but I only waved at the party.

      “Consider it training,” I said before we launched into the air.

      Upon arrival, we let Harmony run to her father’s house to make the request.

      “Do you mind going with her, Maxus?” I asked. He nodded and disappeared like a true rogue. “Damn, that’s badass.”

      While she was away, I couldn’t help but notice something strange about the mana circulating through my body. It felt a little denser, perhaps balanced and less foreign. I think I actually had more control of it than ever.

      The adaptation of the new spell book didn’t end there. I took in the system prompt I opted to ignore earlier in favor of interacting with the others. Rather, it was a red prompt that minimized on its own.

      

      [Congratulations, you’ve successfully bonded with D-ranked spell book, Yukihara. The magic of all your classes, including your third and final, increases! You can now wield a special form of lightning magic, known as blood lightning, when the spell book is active. It can be added as a Flavor, enabling the lightning element to seep into even non-combat potions. Have fun with the trial and error!]

      [You have been tempered to withstand poisonous blood lightning! A trip through that hellish attack shall not go unrewarded.]

      [New special potion listing added, Potion of Blood Lightning. You can now share a little wealth with anyone that consumes this liquid. Limited lightning and blood lightning immunity. This could also be used as fuel for future devices unlocked in your MMABS. Your third apprentice will be thrilled!]

      

      Elated, I checked my stat sheet one more time to see if the third class had appeared. Even though it was a long shot, I also hoped that maybe my class rank had increased from this.

      

      Nate

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician** Third class: Unknown.

      Magician rank: 8th realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Established.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakening. This is an early stage.

      Physique rank: D.

      Abilities:

      -Super Skill: Ultimate Identifier. [Ability to identify everything, including its quality, ranks, people, so on.]

      -Dragon Magic Burst. (Evolution of Supreme Magic Bolt.)

      -Blood Lightning.

      

      Secret Abilities:

      Domain Claiming.

      Blood Lightning Tempered.

      Potions Unlocked:

      [Current self-use potions: Health, Energy, General Medicine, Speed Booster, Sleeping.]

      [Special potions: Night Vision, Mana Core, Water Breathing, Masking, Eagle Sight, Shadow, God Flame, Summoning, Blood Lightning.]

      [Utility potions: Lighting.]

      [Misc potions: Flavors.]

      Special:

      [Heaven’s Tears. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Effect: Rapidly heals and also repairs damaged mana channels within the body.]

      

      There were definitely some changes, such as having a D-ranked Physique. This felt somewhat insulting, like the system body shaming me for existing. I’d have to look into the meaning behind the stat line later.

      I also wondered how the fuck I would pull off making my first divine-grade potion. If I were a betting man, I’d assume there to be a quality or grade even beyond this. Not that I had any evidence for such a thought. Yet. Clarity for operating in this class came to me the more I practiced. The system was a dick. It’d let me get struck by lightning before rewarding me with any hints. Since I chose this life, I’d welcome the challenge… begrudgingly. My apprentices were coming with me for the ride.

      I… needed to rise from being a low-ranked shopkeeper to competing with a Matriarch, a sect queen with boundless resources. Obviously, doing that fairly wasn’t possible, so I’d have to cheat.

      “Hey Milia, have you sorted through that idea of yours?” I asked. “For spirit coins and such.”

      Lucas and Chenzu looked at her, curious.

      “Is it possible to obtain them, outside of a dangerous dungeon?” Chenzu asked. “Because I’m going to have to deliver the bad news of saying it’s not unless you’re crazy enough to make it happen.”

      Milia huffed, placing her hands on hips. “Wanda’s bottom, I’d think you’d be more learned than this, bard. It is possible to obtain them outside of dungeons.”

      “Oh?” Chenzu said. “Enlighten me. And I’ll play you a song of despair as we travel through the dungeons, dodging the creatures of hell.”

      “A friend of mine, a lamia, may know where to find a tower,” Milia said. “Keep this information under wraps. Don’t go running your big mouth before I can confirm things.”

      “Still mad about that comment about being more worried than my mother, I see,” Chenzu said, laughing as he dodged Milia’s vine.

      “You are so irritating!” Milia said.

      Seeing this side of Milia was actually quite funny to me. Lucas looked weary, an indicator that he had to put up with the two fighting the entire time I was out. Hopefully my fiancée wouldn’t butcher my damn farmhand. Running a farm by yourself with inexperienced teenagers was like trying to win a Dark Souls game without dying. It’s not impossible, but it is quite painful.

      “To think you’d suggest something that is just as dangerous as a dungeon,” Chenzu said.

      “Tower?” I asked. “Can someone explain this to me?” I had a hunch, but I needed to confirm things.

      “By the look in your eyes, you’ve kind of got the idea,” Chenzu said, smiling. “A tower is basically a dungeon, perhaps a super dungeon in some instances. You climb floors instead of descending, and the higher you get, the more rewarding it becomes.”

      Lucas’s eyes lit. “I’ve heard of one tower, called Powerhouse’s Gambit. Master Nia said no one’s ever made it past the fourth floor. Despite there being just thirty. Many say it’s extremely difficult.”

      Before we could discuss things further with Milia’s insane idea, the sound of the hero’s party approaching caught my attention. I waved them over.

      Harmony returned with the mayor moments later and, after we explained everything, he reluctantly agreed to send servants to fetch them. Maxus followed.

      This would be their only warning, of course. The modern equivalent of one single apple in this place was roughly twenty fucking dollars. Or sixteen pounds. Thankfully, we had our own garden, but I couldn’t help but feel bad for the common citizens.

      Now the apple was a weird example, as I assumed in this world, it was somewhat of a luxury good. However, in Wingston, the same type of apple cost the silver and copper equivalent of only three dollars.

      “I sure hope they’ll do the right thing,” Ronica said cheerfully. “They certainly don’t want anything bad to happen to them.”

      I glared at the twerp, but she only smiled innocently.

      “I cannot believe the hero’s party is still in our town, despite the current predicament,” the mayor said. “Ramon Thunderblade, Kelvin the Blizzard Sword, Iris the Heavenly Bow, Nuwa the Goddess Healer, Maxus the Darkness, and Ronica the Phoenix Magician.”

      The hero’s party looked quite unhappy hearing their titles spoken in an overly enthusiastic manner. Ronica groaned.

      A few minutes later, the servants returned with six men in fancy robes, obviously nobles.

      “Unfortunately, Sir Mundane says he’s too busy for any meetings,” a butler said. “He said some colorful things, grumpy and unpleasant as usual.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, my voice upbeat, doing my best to hold back the grin as I could practically sense Maxus doing his job. “He’ll be there. Take us to a good meeting room, Sir Mayor.”

      The mayor didn’t get my drift until he took us to a private room in his workplace. There waiting for us at a large round table were Maxus and a terrified man in fancy purple and gold robes.

      “Ah, good afternoon, Sir Mundane,” I said in a chipper tone. At this point, I figured the mayor already knew about my magic from his daughter. Tom too. That or they had suspicions despite never seeing me cast a single spell in my life.

      Still keeping the façade, I decided I’d let the hero’s party do the heavy lifting and intimidating. “I hope we’re not interrupting your day too much, we just have important matters that cannot wait, as they concern the fate of the town. You’ve lived here for some time, have sons and daughters that enjoy the company of friends here.”

      “Are… are you a magician too?” he asked, still trembling, eyes nearly wild.

      “I’m just your humble potion maker,” I said, though the men reasonably seemed unconvinced. “Your wife’s a big fan of our energy potions by the way. She’s even fine with the lower grades.”

      He looked as if he wanted to frown or lay down an insult, perhaps call the guards to throw me in jail for disturbing his precious day, but we all took a seat. Maxus and Kelvin surrounded the noble. Iris blocked the door. And while some of the younger nobles believed themselves to be able to get through the elf due to her slender frame, they’d be in for a rude awakening if they tried.

      “Let’s get to the point,” I continued, dropping the fake cheerful attitude. “End your money-making scheme and let the prices of the town fall back to normal. We’re trying to fix Kyushu, but the more you force the shop owners to push up the prices, the faster you drive people away.” One of them opened his mouth, preparing to deny his involvement. “Don’t bother trying to lie your way out of this, nobody’s stupid. Kelvin, show them what will happen if they decide to do things the hard way.”

      The dark man shrugged, pointed a finger at a painting on the wall, then closed his hands. Suddenly, the room grew quite cold and before our eyes, it was enclosed in a thick block of ice. Instead of falling, it hovered over to Kelvin, stopping just a few inches above the man’s palm.

      “If you think we’re bluffing, try us,” I said coldly, which actually made Nuwa look at me. “If I wake up again and some grocer tells me to pay many silvers for a goddamn apple, I’ll come for you myself.”

      The block of ice exploded, though that wasn’t my intention. I didn’t know releasing even half a percent of my killing intent could have such an effect. The more one learned, I supposed. You know, I considered glaring at the hero’s party who were perfectly fine with letting me do the talking. For Ramon, Ronica, and probably Nuwa, they were roughly in their early twenties. But Iris, Kelvin, and Maxus were adults at least in their thirties, no younger than late twenties. Where was the assertiveness?

      They appeared to be content with following my orders, which kind of annoyed me. It was as if they’d silently declared me party leader.

      They were going to be very disappointed when they finally realized that my apprentices would have my full, undivided attention. I long considered Harmony’s debt clear, never paid her less for working at the shop. Milia’s proposal was due to spotting the blue-haired teenager’s massive potential, even before I considered such a concept.

      “Now gentlemen, this is your last chance. I’ll be sure your Lord Ruler sees your names and images on the paper he reads while taking his morning dump. Whether you’re alive to explain yourselves will be another matter.”

      I held up my hand, waving away the incoming goody-goody protest of Nuwa. I didn’t have time for her naïve way of dealing with things. They wouldn’t listen to the mayor because he seemed weak, despite being a soldier for most of his life. The man probably wanted to do something, but without their funding and cooperation to supplement the lack of government assistance from the Lord Ruler, he hadn’t had a choice. Let the minor nobles run wild like miniature warlords or the town suffers, the guard goes unpaid, the last of trade vanishes, and the town falls from an F-rank to under. Dead. Perhaps reverting to being a village first, before taking the big bite. The nobles knew that they held the town in a vise grip, as their words became bolder and nastier. This was what I waited for.

      “Kyushu is nothing without us,” one of the noble men said. “Our money holds it up, keeps it from sinking into a pit of sticks and mud. You don’t have the right to speak to us this way. In fact, I want all of you to kowtow, beg for forgiveness, and maybe I’ll pretend like today never happened. I’ll bed your daughter for compensation, too.”

      Before the mayor’s eyes could widen, I had already punched the man through the wall.

      “I’ll kill anyone that touches my apprentice,” I said coldly. The lights flickered. “That kind of behavior is garbage and unbecoming of men who should be mature enough to run a goddamn household. We will not have bandit culture in this town.”

      The mayor bowed to me and then, as if seeing his daughter being verbally humiliated like that woke up the soldier within, he barked an order, voice no longer kind as before. “Guards, throw that scum in the slammer. Contact the kingdom soldiers to take him to trial for threatening and endangering a civilian. Tack his numerous scams on that paper. Send a notification to his family and a firm warning.”

      I sat back down, allowing the surrounding lamps to resume their normalcy again.

      “Thank you, Nate,” Harmony whispered at my side. Milia squeezed my arm, a look of pride in her eyes. I honestly didn’t feel like I had done anything special. But I guess not everyone could punch someone through the wall and still look like the good guy.

      Damn, as a potion maker and shopkeep, the last thing I should be doing right now was solving a problem with my fist, but here we were. Okay, fine, no one minded. Even the other nobles seemed unconcerned.

      “We’re not as idiotic as him,” Mundane said. “You’ve made your point. Give us the chance to fix this.” He couldn’t hold the calm façade, as the panic oozed from him like invisible radioactivity. He also sweated and his eyes seemed to be on the verge of tears. “The scheme wasn’t my idea, but Graxem had a point. We voluntarily shouldered the cost of running this town. To make back some of our investments, we tacked on our fees through every purchasable item in this town. Who cares if some people leave? There would be no town without our money.”

      “I think the town will be fine with taxes alone, for now,” I said. “No need for your dirty fees, they’re way too excessive. You brought them down a bit. The rumors of guys looking into why and blaming me were already spreading. Just know, any assassin you send will guarantee your death along with them. My pets don’t hold back.”

      “This is unreasonable!” Mundane snapped. “Why should I pay anything to this town if I’m not going to profit? If the Lord Ruler doesn’t want this place, let it go under for all I care.”

      He glared at me but averted his eyes as I stared back.

      “If Wingston stops by to collect taxes for the region, then who’s delivering the mayor’s pay?” I asked.

      “Other than my upfront pay, I’ve only received a few sacks of gold before Wingston delivered a notice from the royal treasurer asking me to wait for one month,” the mayor said. “I have enough gold to last and keep things going, but no new news from Wingston yet, even after all this time. My letters received no reply. I had a trip planned for the capital but can no longer afford to be gone for the month or so that it would take.” He sighed. Harmony tried to comfort her father to no avail. “Honestly, I was never qualified for this job. The Lord Ruler placed me here, hoping that this would serve as some kind of gift for being a captain in the army. But no salty veteran wants this. Still, it paid well, helped me take care of my family, pay for my daughter’s lessons. If the Lord Ruler wanted to replace me, and allow this aged man a proper retirement, then by Wanda’s curvy bottom, I would jump at that chance.” He gazed at the nobles. “This ends now, effective now under the law of the Lord Ruler. Unreasonable markups will be banned from Kyushu.” He turned to me. “You spoke as if you have a plan to make our town less dependent on this scum.”

      I glanced at Mandi. She cheerfully nodded.

      “As a matter of fact, I do have at least one,” I replied. “I can’t raise the rank of my shop when the town is in this state. However, in light of recent events, Gwendolyn and I became friends somehow.” Seeing the surprise on the nobles’ faces, I continued. “Yes, Lady Wingston. She’ll be here in a week to visit. I think she’ll be more than happy to not only lend us some assistance, guide us on reviving the town, but she can send a message to the treasury in your stead, demanding answers with her stamp on the letter.”

      “She’d really do that for us?” the mayor asked, eyes wide and filled with hope.

      I decided not to state that he’d be the one in her debt, not me. Not that he had anything he could give to someone like that.

      I considered offering some of Andros’s gold toward the town fund but changed my mind. Fuck that.

      Without a way of knowing where that money would go, I’d be just funding a black hole.

      “I’m still not getting involved with your politics,” I said, chuckling. Some of the hero’s party snorted or shook their heads. “I’m not qualified either. Maybe tell the Lord Ruler to send a professional to assist the mayor.”

      Suddenly, two guards burst into the room. Wolverine barked, causing them to flinch and almost trip over themselves. I strained not to laugh. Cheetara meowed smugly.

      “Mayor Rue!” He passed a red letter to the balding man. “It’s a letter from a court magician.”

      “A red message of displeasure,” the mayor said, pale. “Help us all, Wanda.”
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      I wasn’t naïve to think that the nobles would give up their money-making scheme just like that. Judging by the scowls on some of their faces or hardened eyes, they were going to try something. So, for instant gratification, I asked the mayor to go to each store, one by one, and post a notice of the ban on unreasonable taxation. If one could call it that.

      This was only the beginning with the nobles and despite being mortals, they still emitted a little bloodlust. At least on their faces. Even more so when I smiled innocently at anyone that looked at me. The older farts especially hated that some younger man derailed their fountain of profits. They clearly planned to gobble up as much of the town’s money as possible before it finally went under. The nobles could easily move to Wingston, but the common people, who simply couldn’t afford that kind of luxury, would be fucked over.

      God, I couldn’t wait for them to try something. I’d use it to turn a profit for myself, hopefully without giving any more ideas to these people. Seriously, I knew very little of the kingdom, aside from what I read.

      Maybe it was time I started learning. How the hell would I get myself onto the top five shop owner list if I didn’t at least put in that much effort? Milia was an obvious goldmine of information, but sometimes it made me wonder if I was actually dating someone important. Like a secret heroine or Wanda’s daughter.

      Dryads were semi-divine beings, though Milia never discussed that part of her, and she disliked Iris’s brownnosing, which seemed to remind the woman of her bloodline. The thought of the elf brought me an idea. I should establish business connections with the elves. But after raising my shop’s rank a bit, mostly not to get laughed at.

      “Mayor Rue, I didn’t want to say anything in front of the nobles, but that court magician letter may be my fault,” I admitted as we walked back to his office. Milia, Chenzu, the pets, Iris, and the apprentices were with us. The rest of the hero’s party scattered to spread the news and, in Ronica’s case, go get food while doing so. There would be no stopping that one.

      “Court magicians, eh,” Chenzu said. “A pain in the ass, the lot of them. They’re more uppity-smuppity than most nobles. Except some of the ladies. They’re… mostly cruel and could crush your neck with a thought.”

      Milia raised an eyebrow.

      Chenzu laughed. “Don’t get me wrong, there’s a reason why they push to protect themselves. The heart of a bandit lies in plenty with too much money for their own good, if you know what I mean.”

      I could tell he wanted to pull out his lute to play a song, which would be enjoyable if not for the current mood. Which was a mix of happy and uncertain. The happy for price decreases. The uncertainty due to a court magician demanding to know the name of the magician who led his student astray. Buff McGoo spilled the beans, that snitch.

      “Give the court magician the name of Raider,” I said, deciding to keep the secret identity.

      “Are you sure?” Mayor Rue asked. “As a former soldier, I can claim ignorance of ever hearing of a magician, and they’d have to take my word for it.”

      “It’s no longer that simple,” Milia said, gaining the mayor’s gaze. “A friend of mine let me in on some things. The rate of magicians being born has increased, but not even sect recruiters can find all of them.”

      “She’s right,” Iris said. “That court magician will only grow more curious, especially at the insistence of his student. It sounds like he’s a headmaster or an instructor.”

      I frowned. “Oh God.”

      Even Harmony began to sweat, realizing what this meant. No, it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, only highly annoying and inconvenient. The mayor also didn’t like what the letter implied. The only thing I could do was suggest more bullshit.

      “Raider’s a rogue magician that stayed for a night and is on his way to whatever kingdom you can think of,” I said. “Maybe he’s looking for secret magical herbs or something for purchase. Just make sure it sounds convincing. We do not need recruiters coming here to be annoying. Be sure to emphasize low natural mana in the area. But don’t mention the forest.”

      “That’s an excellent proposition,” Mayor Rue said.

      “I agree,” Chenzu said. “It’s not easy to get rid of the capital bastards that want you, unless you’re ready to establish an academy of your own.”

      “I think I’ll be fine, even if they show,” I said, waving off his comment. “I’ve got a shop to run and apprentices to teach. The only thing that will irritate them is coming all the way out here and returning emptyhanded.”

      “It is more complicated with them than you think, my friend,” Chenzu said. “Trust me, I would know. A recruiting court magician came to our village once and took my cousin away. Apparently he was a genius, or so they claimed. My cousin succumbed to the consistent promise of gold, wealth, and fame. They even paid his parents two large sacks of gold and five spirit coins up front. Knowing the village would give them looks of shame, the parents set up new living arrangements and left with the recruiters.” The beastkin shook his head. “Never heard from them again.”

      “That’s the typical story of greed,” Iris said.

      Lucas nodded. “Even my old master taught me such lessons.”

      I only briefly looked at him, just a little surprised he decided to refer Nia as his old master. I’d have to make sure he learned the value of having more than one teacher. I may be teaching him magic with potion making as a bonus, but as the wielder of such an amazing forging hammer, he couldn’t afford to fall off course too much.

      Later that afternoon, I found myself with Milia in the lab, staring at a shiny silver cauldron. I didn’t know how to explain the sensation it channeled to me, except that it hummed with an unfamiliar mana.

      With Chenzu, the spirit beasts, and the apprentices currently working on the growing farm, I decided I’d finally get around to making something with the skeleton king’s bone dust. Honestly, I didn’t expect for the new super vessel to intimidate me so much.

      “Let’s scan this baby,” I said softly as I inspected the craftsmanship. Aside from the shiny silver, there were numerous designs all over it that almost reminded me of the tree of life or the Garden of Eden. Two people holding their arms out toward a massive tree that expanded all over the cauldron. Clearly the blacksmith wanted to make an impression, revealing skills that blew my mind, honestly. If she weren’t obviously human, I’d think she had dwarf blood running through her. Not that humans couldn’t design amazing things… but this? Who the hell was her mystery friend? What were they expecting from me, juicing the cauldron up in this manner? Well, that didn’t matter. I needed to order more things from her!

      Shoot, I wondered if Lucas fell in love with his master as a dwarf, watching such items being born. With it, I could finally put even the pulsing mana stone Iris gave me to use.

      

      [Nature’s Heart Magic Cauldron. Item rank: S. Item quality: Superior. Owner: Nate Sullivan. A cauldron capable of handling and reshaping even the most stubborn ingredients. This is also perfect for pill creation. Effects may rise beyond expectations for the items used in here. Warning. For the best and perhaps special results, it is recommended to utilize this cauldron within a magic lab.]

      

      Damn, this thing even knew my last name. The only person I’d ever told was Milia, in bedside talk. Her full name was quite long.

      “This thing knows my full name,” I said. “Maybe it knows yours too, Milia Ofrey Emerald Starbreather, second daughter of—”

      I stopped at Milia’s glare, her blush tomato red. Words from bedside talk could turn into dangerous weapons to use later.

      She pouted. “Nathan Tokken Sullivan!”

      Uh oh, if she adapted that trait in which she used my full name when angry at me, I was doomed.

      I grinned at my annoyed fiancée before turning back to the cauldron.

      “Let’s see what robbing a king will yield for us,” I said. The skeleton king didn’t respawn, so we couldn’t grind him repeatedly for resources. Even so, I wouldn’t let that discourage me. I had promising apprentices and bigger ambitions.

      What I was most excited for, other than my own things, were the gadgets Mandi would create and the effect granted by Lucas’s special hammer. He virtually never came to work without it. Maybe Mandi could create some kind of magic hammer sheath or casing for him.

      “I’ve been thinking about something,” I said to Milia as I poured some of the skeleton king’s bone dust into the cauldron. Suddenly, a soft ringing sounded through the air, followed by the metal container lighting up as if it was rigged with LED lights. The dryad excitedly looked inside the cauldron.

      “What’s on your mind?” she asked.

      “Should I… consider training the hero or any of his party?” I asked her, though my voice still held a wave of uncertainty. She looked at me with curious eyes. “I try not to make a big deal, my life isn’t some crazy adventure, but whenever I watch them cast magic, it feels off. Weren’t they supposed to be hotshots at an academy?” I paused. “Wait… Harmony’s potential.” My eyes widened. “What if I make my own hero?”

      Milia gaped at me. “I agree that Ramon isn’t exactly qualified for his position. He’s stronger than many, but it wasn’t he that defeated Andros. It was you. Ramon helped with the Black Cross but didn’t have the courage to lend you a hand. And let’s be honest, if we had brought your apprentices along, they would’ve jumped in without hesitation. Especially Harmony. But Harmony is no replacement for Ramon. She must find her own path, just as you found yours. If it ends up with her saving the people, then she’ll just come back to thank you.”

      “And if I want to follow in your footsteps?”

      Milia and I spun to see the blue-haired teenager standing there with Cheetara on her shoulder. The kitten meowed her greeting.

      “I don’t think I’ve done anything worthy enough to dedicate your life to,” I said. “Like Milia said, find your own path. In fact, you’re doing a good job at it now.”

      “No. I want to follow you,” Harmony said, and I could already see the stubbornness setting in. “Potion making, running the shop. Being your apprentice is one of the most… bizarre, crazy experiences I’ve ever been through and you’re even making me fight a dungeon boss alone. But you and Milia… you’re like extended family. No matter how long it takes, I will catch up to you.”

      She walked off, leaving me there stunned. “Seriously, what did I do to earn this kind of respect?”

      “Taught them magic, potion making, hard work, trusted them to run your shop, saved them and the town twice already, and even singlehandedly defeated the Black Knight.” Milia smiled. “I’m with Harmony on this one. I will catch up and you will not leave me behind.” She kissed me. I still felt unconvinced. “Perhaps maybe a few years from now, you will look back and understand.”

      “No, I get it, but I just don’t know if I truly earned this respect just yet,” I said, adding herbs from the A-ranked dungeon into the mixture. The cauldron let out the ring again, remaining lit, almost as if it approved of my actions.

      “What’s simple to you is not so to everyone else,” Milia said. “Confiscating a D-ranked spell book from another magician, especially one as powerful as Andros. Casting your primary spell, which is strong enough to destroy S-ranked monsters in one strike. Creating a potion as difficult as the mana core restoration to help someone you barely knew. Should I continue?” She looked at me with reverence and concern in those golden eyes.

      “Still… I need to do something… grand,” I said.

      “Is it going to be a questionable idea?” Milia asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “You’ll see,” I told her. “You haven’t revealed that secret project of yours that you’ve got hidden upstairs.”

      “That’s because it’s unfinished and is more difficult to construct than I originally thought,” Milia said. “I failed quite a bit. But when I’m finished, you’ll be impressed enough to make blueberry pie for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

      “If you think blueberry pies are good, just wait until you try a cinnamon bun,” I told her.

      “Cinnamon bun?” Milia asked, tilting her head. Judging by the stars in the dryad’s eyes and forcing herself not to drool, she was imagining what they could possibly be. “Are you making any today?”

      “I’d have to find some cinnamon,” I told her. “They don’t sell any here.”

      Milia sighed. “It’s probably because we’re an F-ranked town. But if we can get traveling merchants to visit monthly, perhaps they’ll come across some cinnamon to sell to us.”

      “It’s possible,” I said, but as I examined the area, another thought came to mind, and I voiced it. “I could use a boost for the shop, a kickstart to make me competitive. Too bad we don’t have any connections like that.”

      “I’d suggest my family, but they’re only coming toward the end of winter,” Milia said.

      Taking a gamble, mostly because of a weird gut feeling, I added a monster sample from the A-ranked dungeon. Thank fuck storage rings perfectly preserved things. The cauldron rang twice. I started to add water, but suddenly the lid slammed shut and I heard the sound of boiling moments later.

      We watched for a few minutes in silence.

      “What could it possibly make from those ingredients?” I asked, mostly to myself. “I didn’t measure properly or add my mana. Shouldn’t I make it into a sap?”

      “No need to overly worry,” Milia said, smiling. “This magic cauldron… it’s certainly one of the best I’ve seen. Potion makers and alchemists would kill for it.”

      Moments later, the lid floated off the cauldron and the prompt I received proved the dryad’s words.

      

      [New Grand-tiered potion listing added, Potion of Storms. Be sure to keep this potion sealed, for it is extremely dangerous. Insert your mana through the bottle to complete it. When you open the potion, which must be in a large bottle, aim and hold. You will unleash a powerful storm upon your foes. You may reduce the effect by adding very little mana, setting the bottle on the ground, and allowing the storm to form. The more mana you add, the more powerful it becomes.]

      

      I told Milia about the creation.

      She stared at me, agape. “How… how do you know that?” she asked. “You were just test running the skeleton king’s bone dust, right? Attempting to see if the cauldron would react to it.”

      “And react it did,” I said chuckling. “Let’s just say whenever I make these potions, I gain a little insight on what I’m creating. Sometimes. Utility potions like the lighting are on the more mundane alchemist side of things.”

      Milia nodded. “The lamps you created from the lighting potions are very impressive. They still haven’t winked out yet. Are you going to add them to the menu?”

      “Sure will, after I teach the brats how to create them,” I replied while making sure the lid of my new potion was sealed tightly. I did not want this thing to fuck me over.

      What made me so excited was getting my first Grand-tiered potion. Of course I had no idea there were potions beyond the special variant. How crazy could things get? Would I be able to find something safely to sell?

      Milia and I stared at the new potion.

      “You may just be a genius, love,” Milia said.

      “Or lucky,” I told her while trying to forget my numerous potion failures and burned ingredients. Failure created a path to improvement, but that didn’t mean it stung less.

      

      [Warning: be very careful when adding Flavor to your potion of storms. You may create a storm with… odd effects.]

      

      I took the warning to heart. The system might be a dick, but it was also helpful.

      With one of the biggest curiosities done for the day, I decided to go outside and check on the farm. Milia joined me. The improvement was there, but one could tell it’d benefit from an upgrade or two. I grew overly excited over one hundred spirit coins, but honestly, they were likely chump change in the system’s eyes. Did I mention the system was a dick?

      I spotted Chenzu and the teenagers by the chicken coop, the spirit beasts and the elicrone gathered around them. The darker elicrone noticed me first, leaping onto my arm. For some reason, it felt as if it was saying something… weird, though I could only hear bird noises in a tone I wouldn’t allow around my children. The other elicrone made almost what sounded like a scolding noise. The darker elicrone snuggled into me before finally hopping off my arm. It didn’t quite weigh as much as a turkey, but I wouldn’t go out of my way to imitate hawk trainers.

      “Things are looking good,” I said. “Is there anything I can get to make things easier, aside from the obvious?”

      Chenzu chuckled. “We’re fine while the farm’s still small, but later, I’d invest into converting this into some kind of magical or mana-based farm, if possible. Even your amazing garden would enjoy it.”

      I nodded, taking that as a second confirmation of how important it was to purchase the system’s upgrades.

      One of the items I knew could sell for a ton was the mana core restoration potion; however, I didn’t want to betray Milia’s trust if it turned out to be a family secret which she had entrusted to me. If it wasn’t, then the stuff would likely be sold somewhere.

      I glanced at the cows. “So, about the excess milk. It’s a hot summer day, we’ve got spare ice crystals, and Milia’s got a sweet tooth. Let me introduce you to some ice cream.”

      Everyone gave me the ‘what the fuck is this guy going on about?’ look.

      “Ice cream?” Milia asked, eyes already deciphering the deeper meaning to my words.

      I smiled at my adorable fiancée. “You’ll love it. Just don’t tell Ronica and the others. They’ll never leave.”

      They were just approaching, so I made sure they heard that while playfully grinning. The twerp simply shrugged, wry smile on her face.

      “I sense someone’s about to make a tasty treat,” she said. The eyes of both Kelvin and Iris gleamed.
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      Count Hubert Moaster called a secret emergency meeting with the other nobles in the area. He didn’t so much as acknowledge the idiot thrown in jail. What kind of a lowlife ingrate openly declares to the world that he’s willing to cheat on his wife just to bed the mayor’s brat? Wanda’s great curved bottom, with him gone, there stood less competitors taking up the score of profits. Or at least, what were profits until those people ruined everything. Especially that potion maker! The noble council had left him to his own devices, shown the youngster and his… wife indirect hospitality, including not running the man’s potion business out of town. After all, even Count Hubert needed the potions. The potion maker had a talent nearly unmatched. Count Hubert had prepared for at least a month with a proposal to recruit him or to try offering an unrivaled stipend. With that kind of talent, the young man held all the bargaining power. Hubert planned on exposing his naïvety, typical of youth, but since he stepped all over the count’s kindness, he was going to find out why commoners stayed in line.

      Half an hour later, the nobles were gathered in his meeting room and the discussion began. Numerous arguments made later, and to Hubert’s surprise, some of the nobles went soft on him. They were actually seeing the naïve lad’s point. If the count couldn’t turn things around, more than half of his support network would be lost overnight. He’d rather die than allow that to happen.

      However, he had an influence that far exceeded Mundane’s, the person he allowed to be the figurehead and scapegoat, though the sly fox pretended to be understanding, and wasn’t the one punched through a wall. Hubert shuddered. The potion maker denied being a magician, which made sense. Why the hell would a magician subject himself to an F-ranked town? He’d have to be a complete idiot or someone ambitious enough to put even the Peace Spawner to shame.

      Not that a simple potion maker could match the man Count Hubert looked up to. He’d never met the Peace Spawner, to his relief, but he respected someone that did what it took to achieve their goal. Even if it meant hurting a lot of people. The potion maker likely had some kind of strength potion and tested it on the unlikely sap that threatened to defile the mayor’s daughter.

      But… apprentice? Why was she learning potion making? Perhaps she wanted to profit as well. Maybe the wall-kissing idiot was onto something. However, Hubert made sure to report his words to his wife and ruin his family.

      The thought still made him giggle within, watching a family break apart like soft honey cakes.

      “Listen up,” Hubert finally said after allowing the arguing to go on for a while. He stood and took his place on the stage. Just because they were in a secret meeting didn’t mean he’d lower his standards. “We’ve lived here for years. Saw its rise, its fall, but even if we do remove our fees, that does not mean the town will suddenly start flourishing again. We provided that ungrateful mayor with funding when the Lord Ruler turned his back on the deep east. I don’t care what you personally feel, let’s stay grounded in reality. The money we fund to keep the town alive needs to be paid back somehow. But even after accomplishing that, we need gains. We’re not a damn charity. The mayor can use all the brute force savages he wants. He can hire fake magicians duping him out of tax funds. But what he’ll never regain is our support without cooperation.” Count Hubert smiled. “I personally don’t blame the mayor. When has he ever given us trouble? He surrounded himself with some troubling individuals, and the longer we allow them to run freely without understanding our rules, the more money we lose. Do you understand?”

      “Then what do you suggest?” Mundane asked. “You may think that mysterious group of warriors have a party trick fraud magician in their group, but I’m uncertain that even they can freeze a painting rock solid. The potion maker probably consumed a strength potion, but that only makes him dangerous for any guards we can send to rough him up, give a warning.”

      “Paying a group of guards to rough him up a bit is a good idea,” Luffon said. The weasel-like man drummed his fingers against the table for a bit more before widening his eyes in realization of Count Hubert’s potential idea. “You want to hire a magician, perhaps a sect to… take out the trash.”

      “Wanda’s buttocks, I don’t think that’s going to work,” a young, dark noble said. “Remember what happened to that sniveling third son of Starrigon? If I’m not mistaken, the Crimson Sect is one of the biggest sects in the kingdom. If they couldn’t have their way, who can?”

      “Do you honestly think the people that Starrigon kid hired were true Crimson Sect members?” Count Hubert challenged. “I’ve had my people investigate that foolish boy, even probe him for some answers. He hired breakaways. A lousy demonic cult faction with someone who could barely be considered an officer, only getting the position because his father pulled some strings. The real Crimson Sect members could strike down anyone who so much as look at them wrongly with just a thought. The strongest could use true blood magic, according to my sources.”

      “I’m going to have to oppose this foolishness,” another man said, and of course it was the one Count Hubert mentally pleaded with Wanda for to stay silent. His biggest pain in the ass only spoke if he disliked something. Wanda’s rump, he wasn’t even at the meeting, being out of town until just an hour ago. Not that the brats needed to know about this thorn in Hubert’s side.

      Tackrum was a large, bearded man with a strict face, stoic attitude, and actual wits, which made his bulky appearance seem like an illusion. However, even he knew the importance of receiving constant returns on an investment. He didn’t agree with the original plan either, but his wife ended up signing the deal in his stead. She, at least, was far more pleasant to talk with, not that Hubert would trust her with his life. Politics were a dirty game of houses between even minor nobles like themselves. Any advantage must be taken, and as ruthlessly as possible. The count would likely have some of his men suggest long term imprisonment for the walled idiot or, if possible, pay to stage an on-road accident. That was, if the right soldiers came.

      “I find this ordeal a simple waste of time and, after the meeting you described, why the hell would the mayor change his mind just because you lost your feeble profit stream? Killing the potion maker will only make things worse. So how about acting like business lords for once and find a new income source? Or just move like the rest of the cowards.”

      Count Hubert gritted his teeth as he watched more of his support dwindle away, but defeat had not come to greet him yet. He was the leader of this little shadow council for a reason. Not even Tackrum could easily take him down.

      “Be as it may, the potion maker and even his little friends are feeding the mayor with terrible ideas that could eventually send this town into a faster death spiral or even end with us kicked out, being blamed for its condition.” That got some hardened stares, so the count continued. “I’m not one for being intimidated by a bunch of naïve brats, but having a direct line to the mayor will serve as a true hindrance to prosperity. To profit. To increasing our personal rankings so that we may one day even rival the Red Star, maybe greater opponents. While the town’s still weakened and with no way of getting funding, we still hold the cards. But first, we’ve got to get rid of the potion maker. There’s no compromise with an outsider whispering false things to the mayor. There’s a powerful rogue magician that lives in seclusion only a day’s walk toward the far east. Bring a sack of gold and he’ll make anyone disappear. I didn’t want to resort to this, because he’s a little crazy.”

      “You want to hire Yakrin the Throat Eater? Wanda’s ass, have you lost your mind?” Tackrum snapped.

      Count Hubert sneered at the other man. “Be careful with how you address me. Yakrin and I could be considered good friends, for all you know. And he could be sitting among us right now, waiting for my instructions.”

      Tackrum paled.

      “So, with no objections, we’ll deal with the potion maker and his wife. Burn down his farm. His friends can be dealt with later, but they clearly don’t hold the same voice as their leader, so forget them for now. I think they could use a good example.”

      “You’ve done it now,” Tackrum said. “I will have nothing to do with this.”

      “I’m afraid the window of leaving is gone, now that you know our plans,” Count Hubert said, a smile forming on his face. That widened into a grin as he watched Tackrum squirm. “That’s right, we’re in this together, like brothers. For profit! The things I do for this town and for you. Now I’m playing all of my cards. Make sure you watch, learn, and appreciate it. Perhaps after this, we will be able to afford a little cinnamon and spices.”
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        * * *

      

      Making ice cream manually wasn’t hard, anyone could do it. With the amount of videos I’ve watched, my movements were pretty much muscle memory by now. Sure, an ice cream machine was far more ideal than doing everything by hand. However, it wasn’t as fast as magic. Good thing Kelvin was an ice magician. With him, I made some adjustments to make the treat even better. We ended up creating many flavors from blueberry, to blueberry pie, to honey cake, and I even managed to get as close to vanilla as I could using various herbs. However, when I mentioned cinnamon, Iris revealed something shocking.

      “Cinnamon and vanilla are found in a few places, but a single company has control of the supply and charge outrages prices per ounce,” Iris said.

      “Goddammit,” I said, voice defeated. Ronica patted my back cheerily before dipping her spoon back into her cup of ice cream.

      Okay, System, I’ve never asked about the reason I’m able to understand these people, I thought. I assumed an automatic translation ability. But the ounces now?

      

      [You must discover the answers for yourself. System primary quest generated. Purpose.]

      [Spending time with your friends and realizing the vastness of the world has made you begin to ponder on your very own purpose.]

      

      No it didn’t, System. I’m still aiming to be the best goddamn potion maker in existence, I thought. As soon as I raised the rank of my shop.

      

      [Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 1%. From becoming a true teacher to your students, to raising your shop from utter trash. All of these things are heavy but serve as parts to an unknown greater purpose. Reward for completion: Unknown. There is no time limit on this quest, as it could take years.]

      

      Why… did it begin with one percent? I checked my stat sheet and there it was. Unfortunately, it didn’t provide any additional information, leaving me to tread blindly.

      That night, Milia and I meditated outside with the spirit beasts. Something about the night felt perfect for it. After the dryad declared she wouldn’t allow me to leave her behind, she practically jumped me the moment I mentioned meditation. For some reason, the elicrones joined us, but only for a short while before they went back to their coop. Instead, I focused on the meaning of the Dao of Creation, the consequences of my actions and, adding to that, my overall purpose.

      Honestly, I didn’t think I was going to make a great master at first, but as time passed, I realized I had a lot to teach the brats, too much. New things continued to pop up and I figured, what the hell.

      The same life skills Pops taught me, I wondered if I could pass it down to the three. There was also something for me to learn through them. But what? I hadn’t figured it out yet. I had a level of respect and hope for the teens that somewhat reminded me of myself when I was their age. Harmony’s craving to help people was a mirror to even my current self. Lucas’s desire to work hard. Mandi’s willingness to learn with odds stacked against her.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what the hell they even saw in me. No, if I question that for Milia, I’d shrink my confidence just a little.

      I felt like I pushed the Dao just a bit. More time to truly gain the level of spirituality it required should give me the final push to the next stage.

      If I could create fucking summoning potions at this state, summoning dragons, then there was no reason why my ranking problems couldn’t be solved. That or I accidentally create something not meant for this world.

      The thought made me shudder, but also chuckle. No one would believe me if I told them what the peak of a potion maker class may look like.
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        * * *

      

      Wolverine opened his eyes after a good while, his mana core filled with the purest energy this land could offer, though he suspected it was due to being so close to Best Buddy and Mistress Milia. He watched them, eyes widening when a golden glow enveloped his master, like the caress of the warm sun or, as Wolverine liked to call it, the bright ball of life.

      “Psst, Big Brother Woofy.”

      Wolverine turned to see the kitten looking down at him from atop of Beakwing’s head.

      “What is it, Disciple Cheetara?” he asked as he rose onto his paws. Being within the vicinity of both Best Buddy and Mistress Milia made the sunlight wolf cub’s tail wag nearly involuntarily.

      “I see you,” she said, then giggled.

      Wolverine stared at her, before chuckling himself. “You spoil her, Disciple Beakwing,” he said, though the big griffin only laughed.

      “You spoil her more,” Beakwing said. “It is hard not to when she perfectly executes everything we teach her. Most of the time.”

      “That’s because she practices relentlessly,” Wolverine said. “We’d better step it up before she surpasses us.”

      Cheetara hopped from Beakwing’s head to Wolverine’s back, though he didn’t feel a thing, demonstrating her superior control over her mana, body, mind, and outputted strength. Whenever she got old enough to take on a better cultivation path, Wolverine predicted she could potentially push into the fabled SS-rank.

      Not that it’d be that simple. Her path would have requirements, and she’d have to evolve not just herself, but also her core. Even Wolverine still felt a little confused on where to go. If not for Beakwing’s advice, the sunlight wolf would have to do everything the hard way due to the lack of parents.

      Then again, Best Buddy would likely step in to teach the disciples more.

      “I feel the time in which we will be strongly needed is coming very soon,” Beakwing said, which alarmed Wolverine. As a magical beast with plenty years of experience in the mana arts, his words couldn’t be taken lightly. Something was about to happen, and the sunlight wolf wanted to lead the charge against this unseen enemy. He leapt onto the roof, allowing his nose to accept the winds of fate.

      The first thing he always checked for were signs of any approaching rolly-rollies. Sometimes he’d hear their accompanying neighing giants long before the rumbling set in.

      “Are we going to do battle with a magician, Big Brother Woofy?” Cheetara asked as she appeared at his side.

      “Perhaps,” Wolverine said. “Let it be the chance to show off your skills.” He chuckled. “If you can keep up with me, little Disciple.”

      A look of determination burst into the kitten’s eyes. “Just watch me!”
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know what got into my pets, but they seemed both excited and determined when I left the meditative state.

      Damn, did I feel amazing. I wasn’t sure what kind of crazy effects the forest poured into the area or if Milia did something, but the rest of the pain vanished.

      “Wolverine, Cheetara, Beakwing,” I said, gaining their adorable stares. “I’m proud of you.”

      I still don’t know if they understood my words or felt my true feelings, but the spirit beasts held looks of pride in their eyes. Wolverine howled, his tail wagging. Beakwing let out a noise of what felt like victory or cheerfulness. Cheetara hopped into my arms, purring as she rubbed against my chest.

      I did not want to go back to Earth. Fuck that. Aside from getting my ass handed to me by Andros and maybe the fallen angel, or having the system tell me that the shop I worked so hard on was nothing more than an E-ranked trash heap, life felt amazing here.

      Wolverine rubbed against my leg. Beakwing bowed! I gave the adorable griffin a head pat. Of course, I wasn’t the only one they showed love to. The pets went straight to Milia, making sure she couldn’t get left out.

      “They are a true blessing, Nate,” Milia said as she caressed the purring Cheetara. “We must never forget that. Soon, when you feel that they’re old enough, you’ll have to get serious with their training.”

      “Oh, I’m serious,” I said as I pulled Wolverine into my embrace, petting my wolf. “Wolverine has fought with us since the beginning. Half-assing his training isn’t an option.”

      Wolverine clearly approved, licking my cheek in his excitement.

      The late summer night felt perfect with two bright, beautiful moons gazing down at the family. Stars dotted the skies and I could see the light of the sleepy town of Kyushu from afar.

      I made yet another vow to work harder, prove myself to be a real master and a real head of a household.
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      The next morning, I found myself back in the lab, deciding that saving spirit coins sucked. Thanks to the family time the prior night, as well as meditating on the Dao of Creation, a crafter’s Dao, I finally had a guess of how to essentially cheat myself a rank increase without having to worry about the town. In fact, the answers were right in front of me, but expensive.

      The apprentices hadn’t arrived yet and Chenzu and the spirit beasts had started tending the farm. Milia’s attention currently resided on the garden.

      System, what’s the rank of the garden? I asked mentally.

      

      [Dryad’s Love Garden. Rank: C. A powerful garden capable of producing up to C-ranked herbs, fruits and vegetables. It cannot produce spiritual herbs.]

      [A C-ranked garden is considered very high due to the scarcity of proper gardens and could take years to upgrade. A high-ranked garden may attract attention. Good or bad is up to how you take care of the land.]

      

      I decided not to question Milia on how any of this worked, yet. If I allowed myself to keep getting distracted, well, I’d never get around to cheating out my shop’s upgrade. Cheesing the system may actually be a component of my skillset.

      Accessing the MMABS, a red metallic cube, I quickly scanned through the options.

      

      [Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices. Farm. Shop.]

      

      What if I purchased the most basic items first? The shop wasn’t just a one-man ordeal, but a team effort. With dungeons being my primary access to resources outside of my reach, I simply couldn’t compete with the others at the moment, much less the top five. Milia did mention that this could change upon meeting her family, though I wasn’t sure what that meant.

      

      [Forges. Currently unlocked:

      1. Basic Blacksmithing Forge. Price: 2 spirit coins.

      2. Advanced Blacksmithing Forge. Price: 10,000 spirit coins + Basic Blacksmithing Forge that has been used for at least 1 month.

      3. Midgard Forge. Price: 10,000,000 spirit coins.

      4. Satovian Forge. Price: 50,000,000 spirit coins + Midgard Forge.

      5. Heavenly Forge. Price: 5 heavenly spirit coins. This price is reduced to 100,000,000 spirit coins if you possess a mana forge.]

      

      My first purchase was the basic blacksmithing forge. If we were going to farm spirit coins through sales, then now had to be the time to get started. I knew a trip to a dungeon was due, likely a B-rank or maybe a different A-ranker.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t purchase the heavenly blacksmithing tools as it required a good forge. Luckily, thanks to the dungeon, Lucas had himself the heavenly forging hammer. I’d still order things through his master, though, until he was properly learned in the arts. Sophisticated items always needed the touch of an experienced craftsman or craftswoman.

      

      [Buildings. Currently unlocked:

      1. F-ranked Shed. Price: 15 spirit coins.

      2. F-ranked Special Lookout Tower. Price: 400 spirit coins.

      3. F-ranked Spiritual Room. Price: 1,500 spirit coins.

      4. E-ranked Wine Cellar. Price: 10,000 spirit coins.

      5. F-ranked Magic Lab. Price: 150,000 spirit coins.

      6. F-ranked Mana Tower. Price: 100,000,000 spirit coins.

      7. E-ranked Mana Forge. Price: 300,000 spirit coins.]

      

      The second purchase was the F-ranked shed for fifteen spirit coins. This would be used to store anything Lucas or Mandi created. Harmony’s main focus would continue to be potions because, for some reason, the headstrong girl wanted to follow in my footsteps. I didn’t know much about her family outside of her father and maid, but even so, she was still quite educated. Her father likely got her private education, tutoring and the works.. They were still technically minor nobles, after all. I’d arrange for the blue-haired girl to have her own space to do potion research someday, but for now, we’d have to focus on the potential of her magic and learning the basics.

      My biggest investment for today would be into Mandi. Well-educated herself, the teen redhead studied the S-ranked book almost nonstop and had her butler Howie order her materials.

      

      [Tools. Currently unlocked.

      1. Dungeon Detector. Price: 30 spirit coins.

      2. Heavenly Blacksmithing Tools. Price: 50 spirit coins, requires a good forge.

      3. Gadget Assist Pixie. Price: 80 spirit coins.

      4. D-ranked Mana Striker Device. Price: 100,000 spirit coins.

      5. D-ranked Oracle Spirit Stone. Price: 150,000 spirit coins and one C-ranked or higher standard mana stone.

      6. Mana Steam Engine. Price: 395,000,000 spirit coins.]

      

      I weighed this with buying the building upgrade. The upgrade didn’t guarantee a rank increase; however, by increasing the quality of our shop, making interesting objects for both the everyday people and well-behaved magicians, we could finally begin the long climb upward. I didn’t tell the teenagers our shop’s ranking, but they were sharp. They likely guessed it.

      Pushing through the pain of spending what people would normally see as a small fortune, I bought the gadget assist pixie for a whopping eighty fucking spirit coins, leaving myself with only forty-one spirit coins. Still a fortune to many, but was nothing more than pennies.

      Seeing that I still had some time before the workday began, I checked Andros’s spirit ring before confirming my purchases. I needed to manifest everything in the correct places.

      

      [Andros’s Custom Storage Ring. Item rank: BB. Stores a moderate amount of items in a dimensional space.]

      

      It contained a ton of gold, Andros’s items such as the swords, a tent, rations and dried meat, backup armor, and a letter to Andros’s family. One thing that caught my attention was a silver bracelet, which I took out to inspect.

      

      [Spiritual treasure, Bracelet of Humming. Item rank: A. Item quality: Very Good. A band that helps with meditation.]

      

      I shrugged and put on the bracelet. What was his was mine, am I right? He attacked first, not me. The decision to do what had to be done wasn’t an easy one, but I sure as shit didn’t lose sleep over that douche nugget.

      Originally, I wanted to dose the Black Cross with sleeping potion to knock them out for at least a day. Put them on a cart with fast horses and send them off toward some random town, perhaps several, with a note revealing the lie that the hero ran off to another kingdom to escape someone. There was no guarantee that would work, but it beat having to fight the government elite force. Unfortunately, that went to shit. The bright side of things was that Gwendolyn didn’t have to burn away any additional trails thanks to the Black Cross flying all the way to the east. They’d likely be seen as defectors, perhaps to escape being government lackies.

      The most troubling thing was that they’d simply be replaced according to Milia, indicating how little fucks the kingdom officials gave about them. They were tools and would go unavenged. I’d have to find some four-leaf clovers to keep this lucky streak going. If only such a thing could extend to my potion making. Less failures, all results. That’d be nice.

      With forty-one spirit coins remaining, I checked the equipment and devices section, hoping to see any upgrades. Unfortunately, my hopes of maybe finding a sale didn’t come to fruition.

      

      [Equipment and Devices. Currently unlocked:

      1. F-ranked Food Storage Box. Price: 2 spirit coins.

      2. F-ranked Sled. Price: 1 spirit coin.

      3. F-ranked Water Wheel System. Price: 5 spirit coins.

      4. F-ranked Mana Gathering Machine. Price: 60 spirit coins.]

      

      Luckily, I could repurchase items from here. I’d have to check the others later. Not that I’d need another forge, and I wasn’t sure if two gadget pixies would do more harm than good. What if they fought? Even if seeing some gladiator action between the two would be cool, I’d have to be the one to break them up before something terrible happened. Or if they started wielding fucking Kamehamehas at my house.

      The mana gathering machine seemed interesting, but without a use for it at this moment, it would simply end up being a waste of precious spirit coins. I wasn’t sure what I’d do with a water wheel system without having a piece of machinery to use it; however, I bought it anyway. It’d help with supplying water to the area or perhaps… a setup for the forge’s bellows.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if this cost a fuck ton of gold and nobles made use of them.

      Ready to confirm, I stepped outside with the cube. Chenzu gave a bow in greeting. I bowed back, equal respect beaming from me like a lighthouse.

      After finding a decent spot away from the house to install a forge, I confirmed everything. Prompts appeared, revealing my purchases as everything built itself.

      

      [Basic Blacksmithing Forge. Nothing special about this forge yet. Must be used for 1 month before upgrading is possible. Practice is perfect! Requirement remains at 10,000 spirit coins. Good luck!]

      [F-ranked Shed. It is possible to store magical items in here and grant access to specific people. Anyone without permission will be attacked until they’ve left the entirety of the premise. Upgrade for more storage space and features. To upgrade from F to E for free, use it for at least a week. No mana offering is needed. Otherwise, fill it with highly pure mana and pay 500 spirit coins.]

      [Waterwheel. Item rank: D. Item quality: Excellent. A waterwheel. Utilize your river.]

      

      A new presence manifested at my side. Six or seven inches tall and sporting purple skin, the woman had large blue eyes, long blue hair, and glistening, multicolored butterfly wings. I analyzed her as she rudely inspected me and Chenzu, shaking her head and nodding other times, making approval and disapproval noises.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Opal. D-ranked Pixie. Gadget assistant. This is a friendly creature.]

      “I wonder if Wolverine’s annoyed at me for the surprise bath,” I said to Chenzu, doing my best to hide how pleased I was with the shed. Upgradable, and for free, after just a week of use. The forge itself looked impressive to me, but even I could tell there was nothing special about it. You could feel an old rusty aura and glimpse its basicness. Yet, it would still serve its purpose.

      Chenzu chuckled. “Wolves aren’t bothered by it like dogs.”

      “Cheetara forced her way in and played in the water,” I said. “Luckily, she’s old enough.” I was positive kittens needed to be a minimum of nine weeks old before taking a dip in a bathtub. Cheetara was at least three to four months. Maybe older. Spirit beast kittens were completely different than their mortal counterparts. Hell, I didn’t even know she could swim. Not that the water was deep. She could… also walk on top of water like a shinobi, but no matter how much I asked how she did it, her adorable meows didn’t translate.

      As if responding to a summon, the adorable kitten leapt onto my shoulder, rubbing against my cheek.

      “You’re eager to know what’s going on, aren’t you?” I asked, smiling. The kitten meowed her response. Wolverine followed shortly, his tail wagging, proving Chenzu’s words. I pet him.

      I could see the teenagers approaching from afar. When they finally got into view, Opal finally stopped her inspection.

      “Lord Nate,” she said, her eyes seeming to beam with excitement.

      “Just Nate,” I corrected.

      The excitement only increased, and I had a feeling the creature would make life a bit more annoying, potentially difficult if I didn’t set any ground rules.

      “My analysis took a little time,” Opal continued. And shall I say, without missing a beat. The pixie flew around us. “As just a mere D-ranked pixie, it is an honor to be summoned by a master magician.” She giggled maniacally, almost seeming to drool. “They laughed at me! They mocked me, just a humble fair lady.” She pouted, eyes teary. “They said one must be at least a C-ranked pixie to get the call of honor by even a whelp.” Opal’s tears vanished as she grew excited again. “The others are heartless morons on a quest for power, but everyone knows it’s the brain that progresses one in life. If you cannot assemble a high intensity magic enhancing device, then what are you doing?”

      We all stared at her silently.

      She flinched, returning to earth with us. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to go off on a rant. I’ve been mocked daily for one hundred years. You have no idea how happy I am to finally get away from that. Please don’t cancel our contract!”

      I waved off her comment. “Welcome to our home.”

      By this time, Milia had exited the house, having heard all the commotion. She eyed the pixie.

      “Everyone, this is a pixie I summoned using the cube,” I announced, then turned to the floating fairy-like creature. I quickly introduced her to everyone, before revealing her role. “Mandi, show her the book. Opal, I’d like you to assist Mandi.”

      “It is a humbling experience to hear a divine master magician take an apprentice, much less three of them, Great Wanda’s bubble,” Opal said, though no one seemed to have understood the ‘divine’ part of her sentence. It wasn’t something I wanted to explain. Mainly because I had no idea what that meant, aside from the obvious possibility of it being a special version of a master magician. “I will do my best to… Wanda’s jiggling backside! This book. Where did you find this? It’s… it’s an S-ranked treasure trove.”

      “It certainly is,” Mandi agreed, her eyes just as starry as the pixie’s. “I’m still carefully practicing the basics. Nate and Milia will provide the mana.”

      

      [Tome of Magical Item Creation. Item rank: S. Item quality: Excellent. Infused with some of Atsuki the fallen angel’s mana, the user is capable of creating magical items, tools, gadgets, and trinkets of Superior and Extraordinary quality. The user is responsible for learning how to create such tools.]

      

      “Oh Great Lord Nate,” Opal said, laughing. “It makes sense that you’re a ruthless teacher, expecting anyone who was worthy enough to be selected by you to pull their weight and tackle very difficult text.”

      “It teaches the basics at the beginning,” Mandi deadpanned. “Whatever I don’t get, I search for in the library. Shera’s nice enough to let me enter for free, though it was at a discounted rate at first.”

      “Like I said, it’s Nate, and keep the master magician thing a secret, okay?” I said.

      Opal jerked to attention, giving me a fist to chest salute.

      “Yes, your excellency! I mean Nate.”

      “You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?” I said with a sigh. “Anyway, the difficulty of the book is why you’re here. Mandi’s somewhat of a late bloomer and her core hasn’t formed yet. So while we’re searching for a solution, she’ll take a different approach. Help her create the best magic tools and gadgets possible. Offense, defensive, be creative. If you do, I’ll grant you a request or something, within reason.”

      “There’s no need for that, I doubt you humans have anything of value to us,” Opal said. “Besides, I can cultivate as much mana as my body can take in this world and so easily. This is more than I deserve.”

      I shrugged, not refuting a gift horse. Recalling her words earlier, I considered the possibility that the system gave me a crazy discount on the purchase. Then tossed that thought into the fire. It was likely an inflated price.

      I turned to see Lucas already in the forge, inspecting it. His excitement was almost on the level of the pixie’s.

      “Come, honored apprentice Mandi,” Opal said. “Let’s go over here. I shall teach you the real basics. That book is easily understandable for me because I’ve made tools for hundreds of years, but for you, it doesn’t reveal the full story. I feel like Wanda’s a trickster goddess for doing that.” She looked around. “Psst. Don’t tell her I said that.”

      “I’m going to start the first batch,” Harmony said, but I placed a hand in front of her.

      “Are you sure you want to follow my path?” I asked, searching for any signs of hesitation. “You’ve got more potential than even the hero.”

      She glared at me. “I already said I’m following in your footsteps. I haven’t stopped being intrigued ever since you created the first miracle potion. I may not be as good… but I won’t give up!” She marched inside.

      My fiancée smiled sadly at me. I kissed her.

      “I still can’t figure the brat out,” I said to her.

      “Nate, you’re a role model to her,” Milia said. “Proof that someone can move into town with very little and make something of themselves. Perhaps you should stop lowering the personal view of yourself.”

      I thought about those words for a good while before nodding. “You’re right. If I’m going to be a teacher, I need to do it right. That girl is as stubborn as it gets.” I shook my head. “Luckily for me, I’m not alone on this.”

      Milia shrugged. “Swordsmanship and some magic is what she can get from me. But potion creation, well… you saw my qualities. I can’t wrap my head around the method of magic insertion. Do you utilize a pattern or something?”

      “I should probably teach differently,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “I’ll try to figure something out. Maybe you’re onto something. I could draw the pattern and you guys follow it for practice.”

      Turning to see Lucas running back to me excitedly, I gave Milia a nod, as it was my cue to introduce the forge. It took only a couple of minutes to explain my plan to Lucas, including the waterwheel system. I honestly didn’t feel like installing it and going through the trial and error to get it properly setup, so hiring someone to do it for me would be the key. Lucas did give me a brief skeptical look but ended up expressing his deep gratitude for the opportunity.

      “We may have to get you some hired help,” I said.

      “I don’t need any,” Lucas said, his eyes seemingly glowing. “Don’t insult my dwarf heritage, Sir Nate.” He chuckled. “I always wanted to say that.”

      I stared at him, shaking my head, before giving him a smile of confidence.

      “Don’t think this will get you out of potion making, kid,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, but the honest voice didn’t allow him to sound as cool as he likely intended. I still gave him a nod of approval.

      “I’m expecting some great things from you,” I told him truthfully.
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      Yakrin continued to observe his targets from a half day away, mostly to avoid being detected by the spirit beasts. What he saw was intriguing. Too intriguing. While he couldn’t detect powers from this far, his visual ability revealed a treasure that should be worth millions, perhaps even billions of gold. Perhaps even beyond that, though he wasn’t confident on selling it to higher tier nobles without gaining suspicious stares; however, to the underworld, Yakrin should find some rich rogue magician willing to part with the gold or perhaps spirit coins to purchase it.

      Normally, no one should be able to see such activities due to the deep east being mostly deserted. Days away awaited only a village, and more days was the small city of Wingston. The only reason they established a city this far out was likely to plan for some political plays without the many prying eyes of the capital.

      He gazed at the red cube again, feeling its mystical powers even this far out. It assembled what appeared to be a storage house, a forge, and Wanda’s ass, for all the man knew, that entire property could’ve been spawned from the treasure. Just gazing at it made his mouth water, the greed in his eyes glowing. He had to have it! If not to sell it off for profit, then for himself. It’d go well in a collection.

      Yakrin may be an assassin, choosing to live in solitude due to paranoia, but he was still a minor noble, though with forgettable features. Other nobles paid him gold to silence threats. Yet, no matter how much he tried, he just couldn’t understand why the town wasted his time with assassinating a commoner. They knew Yakrin’s rates were very high. So why? The man ran a farm for Wanda’s sake.

      There were some possibilities, which began to boil the assassin’s blood. They hired Yakrin for entertainment. Kill off the new man and his family just to stave off the boredom of Kyushu. If the assassin found any evidence of this, he’d turn his fire on those nobles. The man did not take jobs easily these days. He had a reputation to maintain, and sullying it with peasant blood would make his peers see him as a joke.

      Another possibility was that they somehow found out about that man’s treasure and wanted it for themselves. But… that didn’t make any sense. Why instruct Yakrin to burn down everything specifically after killing them? If he had one treasure, then he should have more, especially with something as valuable as that red cube. The more Yakrin thought about the situation, the more questions spawned.

      Normally, the assassin didn’t give a damn about the reasons as long as the target had value. If he couldn’t stir any chaos, people wouldn’t fear him. He didn’t earn the title of Throat Eater for nothing.

      His target had a small farm with a river not too far from it, running around it, and a waterwheel that would never get installed due to an untimely death. A waste, really. A potion maker was a highly valuable asset to any town. What could he have possibly done to make that count come to him in person, rather than sending a messenger? That meant he wasn’t the only minor noble that wanted the potion maker dead, but all of them, except the mayor.

      Otherwise, the mayor would’ve sent the guard in full force to expel him fully, even if he didn’t live in town. Ten minutes away was still too close, after all. That only brought on another mystery. Their money-making scheme wasn’t particularly a secret, but Yakrin saw no reason to go this far just for one guy and his family. What else were they hiding? This ordeal just kept getting juicer and juicer and the assassin almost wanted in on it just for his own entertainment. Yet… a job was a job, at least for now. If they all needed him dead, perhaps the value of his target may not be so low after all. Or so Yakrin hoped. Because there was another oddity. He had no origin whatsoever. Only a name, but the nobles provided nothing else. This was a first for even the assassin. Every file had information to make sure the target was as dead as possible and his assets located, his family or friends for potential hostages if need be, so on. Yet, it was as if this man was only born a day ago. The nobles likely withheld information, which only made the assassin angry, but not deterred. Especially for a peasant.

      Based on the information given to him, Yakrin’s best bet would be to attack at night. The potion maker employed both the mayor’s daughter and a Wingston youth.

      Yakrin’s eyes widened.

      “What in Wanda’s…?”

      The puzzle began to click. The potion maker was most definitely not some nobody to have the daughters of the mayor and the Red Star working at his shop. He wasn’t sure about the redheaded boy, but when he read the profile, he gaped. Originally a resident from the village two days from Kyushu, the lad turned out to be a half-dwarf. Something quite rare.

      “And even he’s under the potion maker’s control,” Yakrin said softly.

      Hiring help wasn’t something uncommon, but as someone who lived near a pathetic F-ranked town, why bother? Nothing of this made any sense. The only thing Yakrin could do at this point was to proceed as usual. Kill the commoner, steal any treasure, and burn it down. Perhaps he’d add in something extra, as his reputation of being called crazy wasn’t for naught.

      Then again, he didn’t bring any alchemic solutions with him on the peasant hunt. Why would he? Sure, sending a poison cloud to the town to make all of its resident sick for some days was one of his signatures, but adding anything expensive to this budget for a peasant felt more insulting than entertaining.

      He considered outsourcing his job to some bandits, but in the end, he decided against it. What if they kept everything for themselves and disappeared off the face of the planet? His investment would go to waste.

      Eyes full of disdain and hardness, the assassin-magician deactivated his rare spying spell and continued the journey.

      “I hope you enjoy your last night alive, pretty kittens,” he said, chuckling. Killing the wife would be a waste as the council not only didn’t acknowledge her but provided no file for some reason. What a strange request.
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        * * *

      

      The day seemed to go by slowly as a I ran the shop, read potion making and alchemy books checked out from the library, and helped Chenzu from time to time. As usual, the beastkin finished his morning work quickly, only slowing down to teach the teenagers or give tips. By now, they were starting to get the hang of things.

      I also took the time to study Harmony’s wand, hoping I could find any hints at creating other things with the skeleton king’s bone dust. The potion of storms was great, but battle potions were unprofitable unless I wanted to risk selling them.

      

      [Ancient Wand of the Skeleton King’s Chamber. Item rank: S. Item quality: Excellent. The skeleton king’s source of magical power. A wand with numerous mysteries.]

      

      It reminded me just how insane it was to hold an S-ranked item. The rank of S, after all, meant Special or Super, and stood above the letters. I believed it originated from the Japanese grading system, but to see it casually used in another world ignited more questions. Clearly, this world had some connection to Earth since it plucked me from it like a ripe vegetable.

      “I think tomorrow will be a good time for some dungeon running,” I told Milia.

      She nodded. “Restocking ahead of time is always a good idea. The lighting potions are selling far better than I expected.”

      “Have you seen the town at night?” I said, chuckling. “Torchlight isn’t reliable, and it seems no one can afford magical lamps… Ah shit.” I facepalmed. “Did I undervalue our lighting potions?”

      “No, you didn’t,” Milia said. “You let me and Harmony decide the prices, remember? I added a ten percent profit over market price.”

      “Sheesh, where are these people getting the money to pay for that?” I asked.

      “Despite the town being F-ranked, they do have to make a living,” Milia said. “The sudden ban on unreasonable taxes has increased the mood considerably. You should go into town and look for yourself. There’s enough relief that I think the kingdom guards should be called to arrest the scheming nobles.”

      “Good and all, but without a replacement for the town’s investors, Kyushu would be screwed,” I said. “Gwendolyn could put a Band-Aid on the problem, but eventually, the wound will bleed again. I can’t say I understand this Lord Ruler’s method of forcing self-sufficiency. He’s still taking taxes but provides no help. What does that mean?”

      Milia shrugged. “Who knows? It’s likely there are a multitude of towns going through this, and it isn’t uncommon that a kingdom slashes funding for some city. It’s just, most kingdoms give advanced notice, maybe some reasons why, and a promise to award nobles that step up to the plate for the town’s management.”

      “What we need are… different investors,” I said. “Just in case the nobles suddenly all disappear during the night. For now, we’ll have to see what Gwen and her husband think.”

      Later that day, I went into town to contract someone to properly install the waterwheel for me. A gold deposit later, I started toward the general store. A large, bearded man dressed in fine robes that looked as if they were forced upon him gave me a… strange, hardened stare, which turned into a pitying gaze, before he continued on, shaking his head.

      I assumed he was the noble missing from the meeting. I analyzed him out of curiosity, but what I saw was shocking. He appeared as an enemy.

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      Tackrum. Mortal. Shadow Council Member.

      

      The general store could wait for later. There was no way I’d let this guy slip away without getting some answers. It took only about fifteen minutes of following him. I had the rest of my shadow potions on hand just in case they had a magician with them, but kept my hopes up that I wouldn’t have to waste any on this guy.

      Tackrum entered what I assumed to be his somewhat guarded manor, leaving me no choice but to down one of my shadow potions. To put things into perspective, I only had four small vials left now, and no way to obtain materialized darkness. I could talk to the hero’s party about hallow hunting. Maybe they could sell it to me. They were the adventurers, after all.

      I slipped into the shadows, keeping my senses expanded to make sure I didn’t end up where someone could spot me. The spot that I emerged from wasn’t too bad, just on the side of the manor with a few windows ahead.

      Not detecting any nearby presences, I took a risky peek inside, only to catch a glimpse of Tackrum arguing with a woman I assumed to be his wife based on the fancy clothing, her middle-aged appearance, and how she appeared to be dominating the argument.

      Slipping back into the shadows, I ended up beneath Tackrum’s feet.

      “We’re not going anywhere,” his wife snapped. “Either pull in the profits or go find a corner to rot in for the rest of your life. Now isn’t the time to get soft. Besides, what’s one measly potion maker in the grand scheme of things? It was his fault for sticking his nose into places where it didn’t belong. And now you dare return here after Count Hubert went out of his way to hire the Throat Eater. How can you be so ungrateful after all that he’s done for us?”

      “Where did the woman with a heart I married go?” Tackrum said. “It would’ve been so much easier if the Count simply explained how things were going to work to the potion maker. Should he not comply, he can be barred from entering our town. No one selling to him.”

      “Do you think that’s going to work, idiot?” his wife said. “Get in reality. If you’re not in the profit-making mindset, you may as well hang your head up and go join the peasants in working the field. Perhaps being dirty, sweaty, and burning in the sun is meant for you. I signed that deal for our future. If you can’t see it, then that’s your problem.” She started stomping away. “Sleep in the bar tonight, for all I care. Do not bother me until you’re ready to apologize for being an idiot.”

      “You’re a fool, Kammi,” Tackrum called after her. “One day, this entire scheme you signed us into will come back to bite us. Then what will you say when kingdom soldiers prepare to take your head off?”

      I emerged from the shadows behind Tackrum and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Shout, scream, and you will die,” I said coldly, meaning every word. I locked the torrent of utter rage to the back of my mind, mostly because I saw this coming. A part of me hoped that things would calm down and they’d simply choose to leave if dissatisfied with the fair prices, but to think they went out of their way to hire a fucking assassin brought a new degree of fuckery to the equation. “Come, let’s talk, Shadow Council Member Tackrum. You sound like someone with a little reason. It’s time you confessed.”

      “How… how did you get in here?” he asked, still pale and sweating.

      “I’m asking the questions,” I said. “Now come, outside and to the side we go. If your men attack, you die. So warn them first.”

      He quickly waved at his saber-wielding men to carry on with their duties.

      “I’m only talking with a guest, no problems here,” Tackrum said.

      We walked to the side of his manor where plenty of shadows awaited, just in case the assassin was nearby. Sure, he could probably use them himself, but after manually inspecting the area, I sensed no threat.

      “Fess up,” I told him. “And don’t think you can overpower me.” I saw his fist ball up and he prepared to launch a sucker punch at some point. To show him I wasn’t fucking around, I lightly tapped a fist against his manor, which was made of painted stone. The hole I left almost drained the soul from his body.

      “I… I wanted no part of it,” he quickly said, stumbling over his words. “I argued against Count Hubert, tried to get him to drop the matter entirely, move on, but he’s not the kind of man that enjoys losing to anyone younger than him. He believes himself to be cunning, despite being just a foolish man with gold. Perhaps I’m more foolish, allowing myself to get pulled into this. But when he said the assassin could be sitting invisibly among us, I froze, played like a lute. Wanda’s rear, I…”

      “Slow it down,” I said, “and tell me what happened. What’s this shadow council? If you think I’m going to just buy your act of innocence without any context, you’d better spill the beans or your manor will not be the only thing with a gaping hole.”

      The words poured from the man as he told me about the secret meeting, Count Hubert’s plan, and Yakrin the Throat Eater. It turned out the assassin was also a noble that lived in seclusion just a day further east.

      “He’s a magician,” Tackrum said. “I think even a strong one. You’d be better off taking your family and rushing to Wingston within the hour. He may be here tonight.”

      “Is that so?” I said softly. “Well, in that case, let’s not waste any further time. You will take me to the homes of every single member of the Shadow Council.” I patted his shoulder. “For the assassin’s sake, he’d better call his job idiotic and turn around.”

      The rage only grew as I followed the hulking man to every single shadow council member’s home, rounding them up like cattle. The town began to shake as if an earthquake chose an awful time to hit, but when I realized it was because of my aura, I reeled it back in.

      “What is the meaning of this?” a balding man in fine robes and wearing a monocle spat. “What’s he doing here? Tackrum, you… Did you—”

      “I take it he’s Count Hubert?” I asked Tackrum. All of the minor nobles were lined up at his door, pale, having experienced the same thing as the large, bearded man.

      “Yes, it’s him,” Tackrum replied. “And if you must know, Count, no. I said nothing. The potion maker simply outwitted you, appeared in my house, and left me no choice but to confess. You tricked me into the meeting, revealed to everyone you hired an assassin and—”

      “Do not try to pretend you’re innocent,” Hubert snapped. “I was doing what it took to keep profits in this town. In our pockets. Profits will keep investors around, you know this. You didn’t make a single move to warn the man, so you’re not innocent either.”

      “I agree,” I said. “He’s just as bad as the rest of you, as the moment you mentioned the possibility of an assassin, he grew quiet, letting the fight slip out of him. And fuck warning me, right? Apparently you’re able to sleep at night while a man, his wife, and his pets are killed in their sleep and burned alive.”

      Tackrum’s eyes widened, but there wasn’t a single thing he could say to remove his upcoming fate.

      “So after getting all of the story from you, the assassin should be here by nightfall,” I said, my voice still calm with its hidden rage.

      Noticing two guards walking through the town, I motioned them over.

      “I need you to contact the kingdom soldiers,” I said.

      “And why should we listen to you?” the guard asked. “What’s going on? Are you okay, Count Hubert?”

      I shook my head and with a swift finger, knocked both guards out, dashing the hope that blossomed in the count’s eyes. He was just seconds away from lying his ass off.

      “You know what, I’m really trying to keep true to myself, not take the psychopath’s way out,” I said. “There will be one person I’ll be forced to kill tonight, bloodying my hands further. Well, it’s not coldblooded murder at least, like you assholes.”

      They flinched.

      “Some confidence, brat, believing you’ll be able to stand up to the Throat Eater,” Hubert laughed. “He’s going to—ack.”

      I broke both his arms, then smacked him to the ground. It took just one punch each. As he howled in pain, I spotted actual allies.

      “Hey Ramon, twerp, over here.”

      When they rushed over, I explained everything. Ronica zapped them with her pink lightning, but fortunately didn’t kill them.

      “Let’s take these fools to the jail to hold until the kingdom soldiers arrive,” Ramon said.

      “I’ll go explain everything to the mayor,” Ronica said cheerily. “After that, we’re going to hunt the assassin. You’re leading the hunt, of course.”

      “Gladly,” I said. “Tackrum, you will explain every detail I need to know about this guy or lightning will be your least pain.” I nodded at the unconscious Hubert. He nodded furiously, tears pouring from his eyes. “Your wife will be joining you in jail soon. Make sure your butlers get your children to their next of kin. Perhaps you should’ve thought carefully before you fucked with me and mine.”
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      We moved silently through the woods with Maxus leading the way. His abilities as a rogue were perfect for this little trip. Even Ronica made no noises, as if her footsteps didn’t so much as reach the ground. Quickly but silently, a pace that we kept easily.

      The group was only the three of us, as I figured the rest of the hero’s party needed to stay back, guard the town, and most importantly, search for any other party involved in the assassination plot. Anyone found guilty had to go and unlike major nobles, no one would have any fucks to give about Count Hubert or any of his excuses.

      I checked my stats, mostly to see if my third class had finally emerged. What if it became something like Super Potion Maker or Spirit Coin Creator? There had to be a better way than the dungeons.

      

      Nate Sullivan

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician** Third class: Unknown.

      Magician rank: 8th realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Established.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakening. This is an early stage.

      Physique rank: D.

      Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 2%.

      Shop Rank: E.

      Abilities:

      -Super Skill: Ultimate Identifier. [Ability to identify everything, including its quality, ranks, people, so on.]

      -Dragon Magic Burst. (Evolution of Supreme Magic Bolt.)

      -Blood Lightning. (With Yukihara enabled.)

      

      You know, having the ability to punch holes through stone felt nearly pointless whenever the system decided to flaunt my shop’s rank in my face. I was certain by increasing the variety of what we sold, perhaps include a few battle items in the mix, we’d reach D-rank. Add selling other products like ice cream and milk shakes, candy, and we might even piss off the general store.

      Gold wasn’t so much of a problem with our shop’s demand being so high.

      What made me nod, though mostly in surprise, was the primary quest progressing more. At this point, I felt certain it revolved around the apprentices and maybe Milia too. Milia seemed to be preparing to reveal something to me but was waiting for her family to arrive. Maybe she’d turn out to be related to Wanda or someone important within the dryad system. She seemed confident that some of our current problems would either be solved or get a significant boost toward a resolution. I decided not to worry about it. Glaring at a gift horse was a good way to lose it.

      The crafter’s Dao, the Dao of Creation, would still take time to increase its presence, but every day I meditated upon it, the closer I felt to it. It didn’t come with a progress bar or a percent increase like the Purpose quest. I figured a little spirituality couldn’t hurt, given that I was ripped from Earth and received no real explanation of how and why. At least allow me to invite family members to my wedding next year, you damn system. The bright side was, of course, not being alone in an unknown world. Some people thrived being a little on the edge and I wouldn’t judge them for it, but thankfully the system didn’t trap me on some island inhabited by monsters or turn me into a churro.

      I needed to practice with the D-ranked spell book, so I considered summoning it against the assassin if it came to it. There had to be a reason why magicians only summoned them when they were getting serious, rather than go all out from the beginning. It was likely so they could gauge the foe. Why use a nuke on an ant if you could just crush it? Not that I was suggesting such a thing. Fire ants aside. I couldn’t stand those little shits.

      Eventually, Maxus made a motion, indicating that he detected movement. I didn’t sense any nearby presences and had to assume the target was still quite far away. We’d been walking for at least a couple of hours in total.

      We waited for a bit, but nothing happened. With the potion still active, I slipped into the shadows and had a look at the area within the vicinity but spotted nothing.

      Of course, I didn’t believe for a moment that we’d easily spot an assassin magician. However, when I returned, Maxus was adamant that he was closing in on them, though still far away.

      We were in a forest, deciding not to take the road like a couple of idiots begging to be spotted. Yet for some reason, the assassin had no fucks to give and was currently walking the road himself. Not that a normal person would be able to contend with him. He also seemed quite confident that the nobles hadn’t alerted me.

      That brought chills and I had to ask since the enemy magician was still roughly an hour or more away, according to the rogue.

      “Is it possible for him to spy from miles away?” I asked. “I understand being confident with your abilities as a magician, but aren’t most assassins sneaky, especially if they haven’t a clue about what they’re getting into?”

      “There is a rare spying skill,” Ronica said. “If he has that, then he could’ve watched you from about a half day away.”

      My eyes widened. “A… half day. Well, fuck.” I had no proof or motives, other than this guy simply being a professional assassin paid to do his job by the count.

      “What’s the matter?” Maxus asked. “Afraid he saw something unsightly? The technique can’t penetrate houses, which makes it no different than perhaps a spying glass, no?”

      The rogue began tossing a copper in the air. “The fact that he has such a skill does compliment his potential strength. I’m not saying we’ll have another Andros, but be very careful.”

      “Or he’ll eat your throat!” Ronica said, making gestures that was supposed to be creepy, only to come across as irritating to me.

      “That will all depend on whether he summons a D-ranked spell book or not,” I said.

      “Doubt it,” Maxus said. “If high-ranked spell books were common, no one would bother using an F-ranked book. That’d certainly make the E-ranks significantly more affordable.”

      “Even E-ranks are out of your price range?” I asked them.

      Ronica nodded. “Damn blasted nobles hoarding and selling them at outrageous prices. I feel like it’s a trap. Any magician found being able to handle an E-ranked spell book in the capital will likely be either drafted into the Black Cross, the court magicians, or the Lord Ruler’s Bronze Court Magicians. Against their will, of course.”

      “So if they’re that rare and being hoarded, how the hell did Andros get ahold of a D-ranked spell book? You guys didn’t seem to know they existed until seeing it.”

      “He is… was… the Black Knight,” Maxus said. “I think being the leader of the Black Cross had a few perks. I didn’t see what was in his storage ring, but given the fact that you’re wearing it means you scored something big.”

      I shrugged. “Someone had to pay for my injuries.”

      “I’m… just glad you stood up for us,” Ronica said, scratching the back of her head. “Most people would’ve sold us out in a heartbeat and went home to sleep without a care in the world.”

      Maxus nodded in agreement. “Not that it would be their fault. We broke our promise to remain in the capital for a year.”

      “Ramon broke his promise,” Ronica corrected. “But yeah, we would’ve chased them down anyway in a feeble attempt to rescue him, only to get captured ourselves and made into the Lord Ruler’s slaves.”

      “The way you worded that bugs me,” I said, but the twerp only smiled sadly.

      “Let’s get going,” Maxus said. “I would say time is critical, but with the assassin walking leisurely toward us, we could sit here and wait and still achieve the same results.”

      I considered it, but in the end, agreed with Maxus. We needed to minimize the chance of witnesses as much as possible.

      “Lead the way,” I told him.

      “I feel like a kid again, playing follow the leader,” Ronica said.

      “Aren’t you always following a leader? As a member of the hero’s party,” I said, but she rolled her eyes without being affected much by my rhetorical question. Her cheery attitude only brightened.

      One hour later, Maxus stopped the advance again and, this time, even I could detect an approaching presence from afar. Minutes later, someone walking casually in a dark blue cloak approached, but soon he stopped, detecting us as well.

      A smile emerged on the face of the assassin, one filled with a hint of rage before it finally curled into the sneer I expected.

      “Unless they were stupid enough to brag, there is no way you should know anything about me,” the assassin said. “So, tell me who broke the contract of confidentiality. I’ve got a new target and no need to waste my time with you.”

      “I wasn’t born yesterday,” I said. “That’s the oldest trick in the book.” I blurred in front of him, snarling as I punched a hole through his heart. Or so I tried, but the elusive fucker just barely dodged. Well, not knowing the vastness of my own rage, a shockwave of pure wind and electricity destroyed at least thousands of meters of forest ahead.

      The assassin squealed his surprise, before chuckling and shaking his head.

      “Wanda’s trembling bottom of heart medicine, you’re a monster,” the assassin said, though his voice was calm again. “The file says nothing about a barbarian magician.” He sighed. “And here I thought I’d be killing and stealing the treasures of a simple peasant whose vast luck ran out. Or a man pretending to be a peasant while employing three interesting kids.”

      The assassin pulled off his cloak, revealing an average-looking man with forgettable features, someone who could disappear into a crowd and never be found. Just knowing this guy was an assassin actually made me shudder within. Despite giving him a little credit for having the build to be a deadly machine, my rage refused to die, not even a little.

      “I’ve never been a fan of someone targeting me or threatening to destroy everything I’ve built,” I said, while moving toward him. “Not that it’s much. I’ve been given a reminder just how long of a journey I’m in for before reaching the summit. If you think I’m going to let some random guy with an edgy name kill me off, you’re in for a surprise.”

      I slipped into the shadows, which did, in fact, surprise him, judging by his expression as I returned. He wasn’t able to avoid the fist but blocked with surprising speed. Magic burst around his arms, seeming to prevent them from breaking. Unfortunately for him, Ronica’s pink lightning coated his backside. The smugness left the assassin as he yelled, but rather than give in, his eyes only hardened.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      Yakrin, the Throat Eater, Honed Assassin.

      Magician rank: blocked by unknown contracts.

      

      What the hell…?

      Interrupting my developing thoughts, Yakrin suddenly leapt to the top of the tree, wiping blood from his lip, frowning. He was on the move as Maxus emerged from the tree itself, plunging a dagger into the man’s back.

      “This will not do,” Yakrin said. “I am not built for three on ones.”

      I was on the move, following him as he leapt from treetop to treetop, heading in the direction of the town.

      Given that it was hours away, I didn’t worry about losing him.

      Suddenly he leapt into the air. A large spell book manifested at his side, indicating that he planned to take the fight seriously. It would be in his best interest, because when I got ahold of him, I planned to dismantle this guy.

      Having multiple nobles plan my death when I hadn’t done anything wrong had affected me a lot more than I thought. No, I didn’t arrive expecting to command respect like some exalted fantasy hero, but this event would surely serve as a lesson. Be careful getting involved with anything before learning of the big players. I may just find a knife to my throat while asleep.

      I fired a Dragon Magic Burst right as Yakrin started to descend. Instead of an explosion, I hit pure air as he vanished. Sensing danger, I ducked, but before I realized that was simply a feint, my vision went white, and pain shot through me like the feeling of being both burned and electrocuted. The magic flung me through multiple trees until I found myself flat on my back.

      Pushing through the intense pain, I forced myself back up, my head spinning. In fact, I vomited.

      Fortunately for me, Maxus was currently engaging the assassin in fierce hand-to-hand combat, their daggers emitting flames at each collision.

      “Are you okay?” Ronica called while still providing support to Maxus. The twerp not leaving Maxus revealed a level of experience which I couldn’t help but respect.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, just caught by surprise,” I said.

      “What? How could you possibly get up from that?” Yakrin yelled. “That was my strongest…”

      Maxus turned up the pressure, forcing the Throat Eater to concentrate on both attacking and dodging Ronica’s lightning. The lightning hit him almost every time.

      I still felt like utter shit. My blood ran cold and the need to just collapse and let death take me crawled to the back of my mind, which I admitted was a testament to the power of Yakrin’s attack.

      However, being a potion maker had its perks. Downing a health potion to evaporate the damage, including the unseen wounds, I shook his attack off like it never happened. Not that I wanted to get hit by it again. Something told me surviving it twice wasn’t possible.

      “Collapse. Come forth, Yukihara,” I said, feeling a bit uneasy about not going at this guy with full power. The pressure of the spell book manifesting brought all attention to me. The D-ranked spell book made me feel… fucking amazing, but I knew right away not to let that shit go to my head. After what happened with the summoning potion, powerups like this made me nervous. Being out cold for six days wasn’t ideal for trying to grow as both a person and a potion maker in this world.

      “You called sooner than I thought,” Yukihara said as she examined the others while floating above the massive tome. “Are you ready to cast Blood Lightning?”

      “In a bit,” I said as I retreated into the shadows. The assassin didn’t have the luxury of watching my movements due to Maxus and Ronica keeping up the pressure on him. I didn’t emerge directly at his side as he expected judging by the way his eyes darted nearby, but right on top of a tree.

      Then it was a matter of pointing, aiming, and firing. Ronica unleashed her pink lightning a little after I did, and we watched as the man exploded into goo.

      Instead of relief, we heard his voice.

      “By the time you receive this, I shall be almost to town with my movement spell. The moment I hit you with my strongest attack, I left this little dummy behind to keep you low-brains busy. Farewell. You lose.”

      “And why did he tell us any of that?” I asked, shaking my head.

      “I guess he wants to be a theater villain,” Ronica said.

      I pulled out the summoning potion without another word, poured some on the ground, and within moments, my giant dragon, Aku, manifested into existence. Maxus and Ronica gaped, still unused to the surprises I sprang into existence as a potion maker.

      “Aku, we’ll need a ride back to town,” I told him. “And fly as fast as possible. Prey is escaping.”

      “Will do, Master. On my back now,” Aku said, voice booming.

      “Are you…?” Maxus paused.

      I shook my head and smiled at the two. Or was it an evil grin?

      “Let’s just say he’s going to have a nice surprise waiting for him. I just want to catch some of it.”
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        * * *

      

      Yakrin pushed his movement ability to the limits as he evaded the monster and his irritating friends from the hero’s party. Just what kind of man could get back up from an attack meant to collapse space from inside the body? The assassin had never witnessed anything more terrifying. Could this be the reason why the count himself visited to pay for his assassination? To think, Yakrin didn’t triple the price for that scheming balding idiot.

      Yakrin’s wounds weren’t healed yet due to the weird properties of the Phoenix Magician’s lightning. It may not be the most powerful electrical spell out there, but it was extremely dangerous. The magic damaged life force directly, then continuously sapped mana from its victims, slowly weakening them over time. He wondered if the potion maker even knew of the hidden monsters in the hero’s party. There was a reason why they were able to bring down the Midnight Dragon when no one else could.

      The mystery of why the hero, Ramon Thunderblade, got most of the credit would likely never be revealed to the public. Maybe Yakrin would dig for blackmail information, someday. For now, he had to inflict as much damage as possible. Burn everything.

      Due to his damage and mana expenditure because of the three back in the forest, he’d have to enter the premises. Good thing he was at least two hours ahead of those fools thanks to his body double skill. Perhaps they didn’t figure anything out.

      Unfortunately, the downside of using such a convenient skill was the possibility of it exposing a small part of one’s thoughts, as it was formed from the very essence of the magician to be as convincing as possible. Hopefully he misled them, but there wouldn’t be a reason for the group not to return.

      The forest gave way to the farm ahead and with glee and a grin on his face, Yakrin rushed to the yard.

      However, the first thing that greeted him was a powerful sun-bright beam of energy that the magician couldn’t dodge due to his current injuries. Pain exploded in his chest, and he wondered if that monster set him up.

      The attacks didn’t end there. Vines grabbed his limbs and powerful magic winds sliced at him. A… small kitten pounced on his head with glowing claws.

      As his vision darkened, Yakrin thought he heard the sound of a lute.

      “To think you dare underestimate us, assassin,” a cool female voice said. He looked up to see a glowing green blade coming for his head.

      “I am ashamed for allowing myself to be this sloppy,” Yakrin said. “He paid me to fight monsters.”
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        * * *

      

      The blade cleanly sliced the assassin’s head off. Milia stared coldly at the man that tried to ruin their home and shook her head.

      Nate was right, having warned them before leaving. Judging by his injuries, Yakrin had barely escaped with his life.

      Woofy and Wingy seemed as if they were expecting his arrival, though judging by their gazes, this wasn’t the threat the spirit beasts were searching for. Milia knew fate assigned them an unseen foe somewhere out there.

      Woofy likely felt it.

      “Let’s burn the body,” Chenzu said. Then he looked up to see the approach of a giant dragon. “There he is. What exactly is he, Milia?”

      “A cheat potion maker,” she said, laughing.

      Chenzu sighed. “Whatever that means.”

      Of course he wouldn’t get Milia and Nate’s little inside joke. The dryad waved her betrothed down.

      “I volunteer to help loot his house,” Milia said, which set Nate off in a fit of laughter.

      

      End of Phase 4…
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      Phase 5…

      Under the cover of night, Alexander, equipped with multiple storage rings stuffed with his possessions and a few extra treasures, slowly made his way through the manor, being careful not to alert any guards. If he were three years older, his sister would’ve been permitted to share a bed with him, making this escape impossible. He only found this out days ago and knew that if he waited any longer, the years could slip by without his notice. His crazy mother was a hidden court magician with the ability to accelerate time on a person. If she no longer found it adorable to have her baby boy running the store with the intention of impressing his family, she’d begin gathering the ingredients to perform what wasn’t quite Grand-tiered magic but may as well be. Forcing him to physically age while still being a ten-year-old wasn’t ideal, but mentally, Alexander was Yomi, former pirate king. He couldn’t help but long for the glory days of people fearing his name. A true treasure hunter, but also a ruthless pirate. He mostly targeted his enemies for missions and salty oceans; he did have plenty of those. But that was a life he couldn’t return to, especially with Wanda directly gazing at him with unknown holy eyes.

      Alexander’s mother had to be a witch, a rare classification of magician usually wielding bizarre powers. It was no wonder why she joined the demonic cult.

      Cautiously reaching the hall’s corner, he peeked only to see his sister entering her room with a massive tome in hand. He recognized that as his mother’s and went pale. If his sister had a talent for magic and got into powerful witchery, there was no telling what the crazy girl would do.

      Alexander still couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness flood his body. Before the revelations, this was a normal family. He felt honored to be given another chance and even considered forgetting his old life. Perhaps utilizing a spiritual treasure to block those memories in order to help him move on. Fate apparently had a nasty sense of humor. Though being a pirate king in his prior life, he knew he deserved worse.

      Still, if they didn’t send him for damnation, he had a purpose and a second chance to gain some good karma.

      But the feeling of revenge just didn’t go away, even after a decade. Perhaps in due time.

      Deciding the front door was a bad idea, he slipped out the window. With the town sleeping below, he’d have no trouble getting to the ride waiting for him. As soon as he landed on the ground, someone spoke.

      “And where are you sneaking off to?”

      Alexander looked around, seeing nothing at first. The voice was male and not his ride, father, nor servants.

      “Over here.”

      He turned only to see a golden fox moving toward him and he immediately recognized it. His mother’s familiar. His escaped… failed.

      Alexander didn’t possess the strength from his previous life, nor did he command a ruthless crew. Before the magical fox, he was nothing but a child. Not a scared child, but a child, nonetheless.

      “Mazu, what brings you here?” Alexander asked, treating the event as if it was the most normal thing ever.

      The fox tilted his head. “Only following orders to protect you and this land, of course,” Mazu said. “Now, get back inside before an agron beast comes out of the ground to gobble you up for being a bad boy.”

      Alexander chuckled. “Are you really using a kid’s story to try to scare me?”

      Mazu glared.

      Alexander shook his head. “Just keep patrolling, I’m getting some fresh air.”

      “But—”

      “I’m not a prisoner in my own home, fox,” Alexander said coldly, his voice emitting a little of Yomi’s strength. “Or are you expecting me to spend the rest of my days locked inside like a scared little tower princess from the fairy tales?”

      Mazu actually gaped at him. Then, to Alexander’s relief, the fox let out a sigh.

      “Come to think of it, I’ve never seen you outside,” said the fox. “It has got to be stuffy in there. Very well, go play a bit, but try to stay by the house. I will detect when you’re too far and swoop in to save you from any trouble.” The fox continued around the corner, his last words being, “I was young too, so I understand the desire for adventure.”

      Alexander made sure the fox was out of sight before taking out a spiritual treasure. He couldn’t wear the band while inside the house, his mother’s domain. If she detected any magic, she’d instantly rush into the room. As a hidden court magician and also a witch, the woman would easily deal with any threat. Ruthlessly at that, hence why his home was the safest place in town.

      The Accel Band activated, giving the boy a speed boost that not even the fox could match. Not that Alexander wanted to test that theory. Mazu had a mountain of magic at his disposal.

      Not wanting to keep his ride waiting any longer, he took off in a blur.

      The will from his old life allowed Alexander to effortlessly control the treasure. However, he knew that he’d need someone or something to help him form a core. Perhaps train the boy. A past life didn’t mean much if he had no foundation. His mother likely wouldn’t start teaching Alexander until binding him to the cult.

      Just then, Alexander noticed his targeted carriage meters ahead. Standing outside waiting for him was a cloaked figure. He slowed, catching his breath.

      “Using a treasure without a core is a little reckless,” the cloaked man said.

      Ignoring the meddling comment, Alexander placed a sack of gold into his hand, gaining a smile, though he still couldn’t see the person’s face due to magic. In fact, for all he knew, the slim figure could be a woman, demon, god, or hallow. The voice was made of magic as well.

      “You know where to take me,” he said as he entered the carriage.

      He felt a little strange as the carriage began to move, for this would be the first time he’d ever left his home and town behind. But the strange feeling didn’t last, for he was still Yomi, the pirate king. Yomi had traveled to many places back in his prime.

      Suddenly, Alexander could somehow sense a presence approaching the carriage and every second passing brought a brighter and brighter golden light.

      “Push the lightning horse,” Alexander said. “I cannot afford to let these people keep me locked up for what is about to come.”

      Alexander’s words were too late, for the sound of someone landing on top of the carriage felt heavy. Then he watched in horror as the metallic roof was ripped off and his sister smiled down at him sadly.

      “If you think you’re going to kidnap my brother, you’d better think again!” she said, then gave Alexander a worried look. “Don’t worry, your big sister’s here for you.”

      Tears fell from Alexander’s eyes, which gave his sister the wrong impression. He couldn’t help but feel bad for her, really. An innocent child born into a demonic cult family, forcing her on the path of being misguided. In her mind, she believed she was doing the right thing. Alexander did love his family and they treated him well, but he’d be damned before accepting the fate awaiting him if he went back.

      His sister’s display of monstrous strength shouldn’t have been a surprise to him, but in fact, it was. He thought she’d only recently started practicing magic, but to casually rip off the roof with such control potentially meant that she was a genius magician. Someone born with incredible and unfair talent.

      However, Alexander prepared for this possibility. The driver of the carriage only smiled, but neither sped up or slowed down. He was leaving it to Alexander to deal with the threat before they took off with the true speed of a lightning horse.

      “Lila, consider not joining the demonic cult and finding your own path like I am,” I said, drawing a confused gaze from his big sister.

      He activated another band he pulled from his storage ring. Lila might have been a genius, but she was still an amateur. Alexander held the vast mind of Yomi, his true self.

      “Mazu.”

      The golden fox appeared from nothingness in front of them and tackled his sister to the ground. Due to the relatively slow speed they were moving, the teenager wasn’t hurt.

      “Band of restraint,” Alexander said, activating the gray bracelet. Thankfully, the spirit treasures carried their own magic and were powerful enough to not require a magician to utilize them. “You will be unable to move for a few minutes. I’d set it to hours, but I can’t have you being vulnerable to bandits. Tell mother and father that I’m sorry, but I will find my own path. Don’t come looking for me, for I’ll be gone.”

      Alexander’s hidden treasure that allowed him to make a subcontract with the fox worked thanks to having his mother’s blood. She might have been a witch, but not even she could track Mazu.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game,” Mazu said. “But as true to serving the family, I will protect you. Perhaps you will come to your senses on your own. Perhaps the sense of adventure within may help you become something greater than a witch’s son.”

      The figure in the front laughed. “Hang on tight, it is time we go before that band wears out.”

      “My little brother… I’ll find you! You’re mine! Only mine! I don’t deserve to lose you like this! It’s my job to protect you. That’s all I want to do. You’re mine forever!”

      Alexander frowned. He belonged to no one for he was Yomi… No, he couldn’t be that man again. But he certainly wouldn’t allow himself to be a slave or married to some crazy teenager.

      The lightning horses burst into an incredible speed. To a normal eye, it would seem as if they disappeared.

      “I sure hope you’ve taken care of the tracking,” I told the driver.

      “Of course,” the driver replied. “This carriage absorbs the mana the horses release as well as any tracks.”

      “Good,” Alexander said. “You were ludicrously expensive.”

      The driver simply shrugged. “Perhaps. You’d better come up with something before we arrive to the Kingdom of Merridon.”

      “Just take me to the town I pointed out on the map,” Alexander said. “It should be far enough from the capital and give me plenty of time to think of something.” He chuckled. “I couldn’t get all of the shop’s wares, can’t have them come after me for being a thief, but I did confiscate at least half.”

      The driver’s laughter made Alexander wonder if he was as crazy as his sister. Anyone taking this job just begged to be charged with being associated with a criminal or even kidnapping. He wouldn’t put it past his family to blame the driver.

      Honestly, Alexander wasn’t sure why he specifically chose this town, except for a weird gut feeling. He even got a headache when considering someplace else, especially the foreign kingdom’s capital. It gave off an extreme sense of danger.
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      We wasted no time, creating two riding groups for some extra comfort. One riding Aku, the other Beakwing. The dragon and griffin actually argued over me, though I couldn’t understand Beakwing’s words. Aku spoke his half, so it wasn’t that hard to piece the conversation together. In the end, I hopped onto my griffin, daring Aku to argue, and soon we were off. Our party consisted of Ronica, Maxus, Cheetara, Chenzu, Wolverine, and Milia. The teenagers and the rest of the hero’s party were either home or running errands.

      “You may want to impress him,” Ronica told the dragon, stirring the pot. “Beakwing’s shown his worth countless times. Now it’s your turn.”

      Aku snorted. “With my superior abilities, I will locate his lingering mana in no time and then disarm all of his traps.”

      Aku ended up leading us to an empty patch of grass in the center of the forest. It wasn’t just all grass, however. A river ran nearby. Near it were fruit trees, though to me, they looked like blue lemons.

      “Let me guess, his house is under some sort of illusion,” I said.

      “Yes, Master, but I’m afraid I cannot break it,” Aku said. “It’s too powerful.”

      Wolverine suddenly stood, drawing everyone’s attention. Suddenly, his eyes glowed a bright blue as if they were reflecting light at night. He let out an ear-piercing howl.

      I wasn’t sure what was going on until, suddenly, I watched magic visibly shatter like glass. It even fell onto the ground in the same manner, revealing a two-story gray house.

      “Holy shit, good boy!” I said, petting my wolf. He barked once before returning to panting, his tail wagging in excitement.

      “We’re not done yet,” Aku said. “Forcibly breaking his illusion is just the first step. Here it comes.”

      I glanced at Maxus. He nodded, confirming the dragon’s words.

      “It’s not the most reliable protection, given its tendency to attack the user,” Maxus said. “But attaching a spatial beast to the illusion is always… Wait.” He looked down. “There isn’t a beast.”

      “Let’s land first,” I said. “We can check things out. Wait. Aku, disarm the traps.” I smirked at the dragon. “Unless that big talk was for nothing.”

      Beakwing snorted.

      Aku inhaled.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, but relaxed when he exhaled strange blue mist. Electricity briefly jolted around the building, winking out in a giant puff of bright white light, reminiscent of cloud lightning.

      “There were only a few traps, but I can assume that was due to that illusion,” Aku said. “I don’t know how the wolf acquired such an impressive ability but piercing such a thing isn’t normal.”

      When we landed, I turned to the group.

      “First off, let me thank you for helping us with the assassin,” I said to Maxus and Ronica. “The loot you find is yours to keep.”

      “I’ll trade it to you in exchange for training,” Ronica said shamelessly, gaining herself a bonk from Maxus.

      “Twerp, don’t push it,” I said, voice tired. “Anyway, be careful inside. Even if the traps are gone, there could still be poisons.”

      I turned and entered through the front door, but not before checking for that little string that was always there every movie.

      “Master, you really should trust me more,” Aku said as he shrunk to roughly five or six inches tall. He flew to my shoulder. Cheetara, hopped to my other shoulder.

      The inside of the house kind of pissed me off. Luxurious, while the outside looked like someone hastily covered it with gray goop. Nice rugs, expensive paintings, sofas that looked like they cost more than the ones back on Earth, and even large crystals embedded into the walls of each room.

      “Do you think we can sell these paintings?” Ronica asked while stuffing a few into her storage ring.

      “Of course,” Maxus said. “But you’ll have to run to Wingston’s item depository to get them to purchase. They shouldn’t ask any questions, and it’s impossible to fool them with fakes. They can tell at first glance.”

      “Oooh, big shots,” Ronica said, voice as cheery as ever.

      Milia followed me straight to the master bedroom.

      “Now is definitely not the time for that,” Ronica said, which gained her a bonk from Chenzu this time.

      “He’s stronger than all of us men, and I don’t mean physically,” Chenzu said, but didn’t bother explaining what that meant as he began stuffing his storage ring with the crystals on the wall. “To think he left such valuables out in the open like this. One hell of an illusion.”

      Milia and I found the safe and one mana sword slash later, it was open. I damn near drooled at its contents.

      The gold was nice, but when I saw the shimmering platinum or bright-silvery coins filled with mana, I knew we scored big time. Defeating the assassin actually provided a reward!

      

      [You found 5,000 spirit coins.]

      

      Beside the safe appeared to be a pool of liquid metal indicating the presence of a trap that Aku disarmed. Milia took the gold and even a few platinum coins.

      “It’s a scary thought, wondering how many people this guy ended to accumulate this wealth,” I said.

      “That’s an assassin for you,” Milia said. “A walking trail of blood and carnage through the hidden cloak of the night. Unlike people with hearts, they eventually lose themselves. The crazier ones enjoy it, selling their services like this, especially to high kingdom officials.”

      I nodded, thanking my body’s constitution for enduring the assassin’s brutal attack. He pulled it off so fast, something meant to be not only surprising, but incredibly deadly. His strongest spell.

      “Let’s see what else he’s got in here,” I said. “Did you find anything good in the storage ring?”

      “Just diaries and his spell book,” Milia said as she showed the ring to me. Nothing was interesting, which was why the dryad simply placed it back into a pocket rather than on her fingers. Or maybe she didn’t have time to wash it first.

      We searched through the house, freely looting anything of value. The assassin truly lived alone, keeping no records of his contacts, nor did he have any maps. I would’ve expected him to have a new location marked out.

      Then again, being in the far east felt kind of strange for an active assassin. Did the count pull him out of retirement for an irresistible amount of gold? How did the nobles learn of this man and his whereabouts?

      There were so many questions. Though I didn’t honestly care. With five thousand spirit coins, I could purchase more things from the shop.

      “Maybe I should change my career to assassin killer,” I joked, gaining a blank stare from Milia. I grinned at her. “Alright, fine, but you’ve got to admit this guy’s loaded. Let’s wrap this up before something happens.”

      “You’re more paranoid than the ladies when the local drunk enters the tavern,” Chenzu said. “Relax, friend. Besides, this amount of wealth is really nothing in the grand scheme of things.”

      I nodded. “You’re right.”

      And he was. Most of the items in the shop cost hundreds of thousands of spirit coins. Chenzu stashed a bag of gold into his storage ring, then he began to play a nice tune on his lute.

      “Sir Nate, you are a beacon of fortune, balancing out everyone else’s misfortune,” Chenzu said.

      “I don’t know about that,” I said. They looked at me, waiting for me to unveil my full story, but I didn’t. Milia changed the subject.

      “Is everyone ready to leave?” Milia asked.

      “Sure am,” Ronica cheered. “I’ve got enough that I won’t be in danger of not paying rent for months.”

      Maxus sighed. “Maybe you should find a better job.”

      “Nate won’t hire me.”

      I glared at the twerp before continuing outside, shaking my head with a wry smile.
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      I was beyond excited to activate the MMABS, but Milia managed to convince me to delay that until the morning. So that night, I meditated on the Dao of Creation. Suddenly, my eyes widened as the insight struck me like caffeine. A massive amount of energy merged with my aura, increasing my realms and then came the wisdom.

      The hands of creation weren’t all about pondering on the downsides. One could be aware of their consequences and understanding the impact one’s creation could have on the world while pushing for greater heights. To incorporate both Dao and potion making into a stable fusion, one must devote themselves on the path of maximum creativity. In other words, someone who just created battle potions all day would never last on the path of this Dao. But the person who experimented carefully, developed a multitude of purposes for the potions, from plant enhancement to entertaining or helping everyday people to aiming for something that could even draw down the gaze of the heavens. The Dao of Creation wasn’t a battle Dao, this Nate already knew, but there was a reason why nothing matched it, even when it came to raw power.

      He checked his stat sheet to confirm the changes.

      

      Nate Sullivan

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician** Third class: Unknown.

      Magician rank: 12th realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Established.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakened. This is a middle stage.

      Physique rank: D.

      Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 2%.

      Shop Rank: E.

      

      Glancing at my class rank, I figured to go beyond that I’d either have to unlock more potions or manually create them. That or increase my shop’s rank, though I doubted the two were related. My shop’s main item was potions, but I figured we could expand into making additional things such as pills. It honestly would depend on what I could purchase from the MMABS, the progress of my apprentices, and even Milia’s hidden project that I suspected had something to do with sewing.

      I opened my eyes, exiting the meditation state, and truly felt more creative. Motivated. However, even I knew avoiding sleep for too long was a bad idea. Meditation could probably replace sleep for warriors, but not easily for a creator.

      Milia smiled, her golden eyes almost seeming to light up the dim room for me. I stood up from the floor, stretched, then joined her in bed. Cheetara adorably curled up into my chest. Wolverine took his spot at the foot of the bed. Earlier we had already wished Beakwing a good night. The elicrones, which I couldn’t help but think of as magical turkeys, joined in on the family time. Opal, the gadget pixie, decided to stay with Mandi, making me even more eager to see their first creation.

      This reminded me that I truly lived in a magical place. My fiancée was a dryad, I had spirit beasts for pets, and could even summon a dragon.

      Spirit beasts were not only highly intelligent, but could also communicate with each other, understand humans, and even were highly clean to the point that it made me question some humans. I enjoyed going to card shops as a teenager, but come on!

      The next morning, I made breakfast while Milia meditated. Today, we were going to run a dungeon to stock up on ingredients. Gwendolyn should be arriving later today, and I wanted to be back before then. After some internal debate on dungeon difficulty, I decided to bring along all of the apprentices.

      Chenzu said some eye-opening words at the breakfast table that pushed this decision.

      “Sir Nate, you’ve gathered three kids with incredible potential, but you must also keep in mind the balance between their crafting and their magical skills,” Chenzu said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked as I fed my wolf more meat. Cheetara cheerfully nibbled her special meal mix that Milia made that reminded me of cat food.

      “The E-ranked dungeon is okay for light exercise, but will never help push your apprentices,” Chenzu said. “Not when you’re babying them. Not counting the idea of making them fight the boss alone. Eventually that’s going to get too easy, as well.”

      “I did plan to gradually raise the difficulty whenever I felt they were ready,” I told the beastkin. “But…” A grin, that was likely evil, emerged on my face. “Throwing a sudden wrench in the mix is perfect. I had some thrown in my path, despite my strength. The fallen angel still kind of haunts me. Don’t get me started with the Black Knight.”

      Chenzu chuckled. “The sad truth, my friend, is that the Black Knight was considered a weakling compared to many of the terrifying things out there.”

      My eyes widened. “Aside from the three master magicians and the Peace Spawner guy, what possible monster could be out there that would make anyone consider the Black Knight a weakling?”

      “Some of the sects house monsters, for starters,” Chenzu said. “Stronger hallow fragments or even the hallows themselves, the wandering druid, the monsters from the Astral Empire. I heard the emperor planned to retire soon. If he does, it will be time to pray.”

      I sighed. “Let me guess. His successor’s a—”

      “Jackass, yes,” Chenzu said. “He’s quite strong too. I think the only reason why he hasn’t bothered us much is because of Princess Ling. At least that’s according to the rumors.”

      “He has a crush on the princess?” I asked.

      “No,” Milia said. “He’s scared of her.”

      I gaped at my fiancée. She shrugged.

      “I haven’t met her personally, thank Wanda, but the numerous rumors about her are no joke,” Chenzu said. “You, especially, should stay clear of her. You too, Milia.”

      The dryad nodded. “We’re safe out in the east for now. But even if you meet her by chance, don’t so much as befriend her. She’ll never go away. And we’ll be stuck in fear, knowing that she’ll visit as often as possible.”

      “Sounds like you speak from experience,” I said, causing the dryad to sigh.

      “Milia’s right, but any rumor will say the same thing,” Chenzu said. “The princess’s conquest of power is too much for us. She’s… a bit out of her mind, if you get what I mean.”

      “The only person worse than her is the Peace Spawner, I’m guessing,” Milia said, shaking her head.

      “Any more monsters I should be aware of?” I asked.

      “I could go into the special beasts, but you’d be better off just enrolling into an academy at this point,” Chenzu said.

      “Yeah, no,” I said, not relishing the idea of going back to school and especially with a bunch of bratty nobles. I could send the teenagers there, but that would be a decision for them to come up with on their own. None appeared to want to quit working at the shop, which moved me.

      Unfortunately for them, I was about to repay the apprentices with a higher-ranked dungeon.

      “So, instead of the E-ranked, we’ll go with a C,” I said.

      “Don’t underestimate a C,” Chenzu said. “They’re a far league above that of an E-rank for a reason.”

      “Perfect,” Milia said. “Mandi’s getting a little better, but I hope she can find some new materials in the dungeon to craft with. Even she has a gold limit.”

      “God, we’re like a crafting family,” I said. “I fucking love this.”

      Chenzu laughed. “Keep an eye out on the progress of your first apprentice. Her talent may start scaring you.”

      I shrugged. “I’ll need to triple my rate of improvement so that I’ll stay worth a damn as a teacher.”

      “That’s an interesting wave of motivation but try not to burn out, my friend,” Chenzu said. “You too, Milia. You’ll lose your mind trying to catch the illogical power of a master magician.”

      Milia pouted, but eventually relented in a sigh. “Perhaps.”

      I hurried to the lab, wanting to get some purchases done before the teenagers came in.

      

      [Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices. Farm. Shop.]

      

      Knowing exactly what I wanted, I selected Buildings.

      From there, I purchased the F-ranked spiritual room for fifteen hundred spirit coins. Before confirming my selection, I bought the F-ranked mana gathering machine, as well as the dungeon detector, for sixty and thirty spirit coins respectively. That left me with three thousand four hundred fifty-one. That may not mean much to assassins that could somehow get their hands on them, but to me, it meant the difference between upgrading and not.

      Since the spiritual room was a building, I found a secluded spot outside and confirmed the fifteen hundred spirit coin purchase. As it constructed itself ruby brick by ruby brick, I took a look at my other manifesting goodies.

      The dungeon detector appeared first. What I hoped for was the dragon radar from Dragon Ball. Reality presented me with a light blue crystal the size of a baseball.

      

      [Dungeon Detector. Item rank: B. Item quality: Superior. Within ten miles of a dungeon, the crystal’s color will change to yellow. It will turn red when you’re within half a mile of it. The crystal will not react to dungeons you’ve already visited.]

      

      Before I could blow my top off in annoyance, another prompt followed up.

      

      [The dungeon detector will now be added to your menu. You will automatically be notified of a nearby dungeon when the option’s toggled on. Current position: off.]

      

      Much better. While it wasn’t amazing, especially for a whopping thirty spirit coins, having it as a menu option suited me.

      I turned to the other goody, which looked like a four-foot-tall, four-legged antenna. It wasn’t made of metal, but of some kind of crystal. The device itself was light, enabling me to move it to wherever I needed it.

      

      [F-ranked Mana Gathering Machine. Item rank: A. Item quality: Superior. This device slowly pulls mana from the atmosphere and stores it for use, whether for gadgets or trinkets or for personal use. Upgrade it for more options and higher gathering speeds. Current: 5% of 100%. Estimated time until full: 5 days. Upgrade for 10,000 spirit coins and one rare potion.]

      

      F-rank’s speed honestly didn’t surprise me, other than the upgrade requirements. I doubted I’d find a device like this anywhere else, at least not anytime soon. Since I currently had no use for it, I turned my attention back to the newest building, setting the mana gathering machine next to it. It looked like a small house made of ruby-like bricks. By this time, Milia, Chenzu, and the pets were all staring at it. Beakwing had watched the entire time with fascination.

      “This is a spiritual room,” I told them. The voices of the teenagers from afar meant perfect timing. Not that I’d use them as guinea pigs. The description of the spiritual room, valued at fifteen hundred, gave me some ideas when it came to boosting their abilities.

      

      [F-ranked Spiritual Room. Item rank: AAA. Item value: Extraordinary. Meditation in this room will greatly boost all Daos, or connect those lacking a Dao. At F-rank, mana cultivation is increased by 5%. Chance for enlightenment at F-rank increases to 1%. Upgrade for increased boosts, enhanced or added features. Upgrade price: 150,000 spirit coins and 1 angel summoning potion. Good luck with that!]

      

      So basically, upgrading was impossible. Great. Well, it didn’t matter since I couldn’t believe just what the hell I read. Excited, I read the description to Chenzu and Milia, gaining awed reactions.

      I opened the door and stepped inside. It turned out to be a cool, dim room with soft, padded floors and an incredibly comforting ambient aura. It reminded me of having the fan on at night as I slept.

      The room was about the size of a studio apartment, if that, and could fit all of us inside with space to spare.

      “This place is amazing,” Milia said as she looked around. “I can see why it cost a small fortune. It could be considered a spiritual treasure.”

      “Sects and even academies would kill for this,” Chenzu added. “A child meditating in here could be at a leagues advantage over anyone.”

      “It’s probably best to limit use after upgrading it a bit,” Milia said. “Boosts are fine, but relying on this too much could cause complacency, even undo a foundation.” She smiled. “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t take advantage of this, of course. Everyone should learn their limits, strengths, and weaknesses.”

      “We’ll try this out later, but for now, let’s get to that dungeon,” I said. “I want to get back and open up the shop as soon as possible.”

      “Perhaps we could add to the shop’s inventory today,” Milia said as she spun, heading to lock up.

      “Wolverine, Cheetara, keep an eye on the home fort, okay?” I said. “When I return, I’ll get you meat pies.”

      Wolverine dove into my arms, licking my cheek. Cheetara hopped onto my shoulder, rubbing against me. I gave both my pets some head pats, scratches, and even a hug for my overexcited wolf.

      “Hi everyone,” Harmony greeted.

      “Good morning!” Mandi said cheerily. Opal floated at her side, eyes sparkling.

      “Sir Nate-Nate-Nate-Nate-Nate!” She damn near tackled me. “That book has far exceeded my expectations, but not as much as Mandi herself has. She’s an elite talent, a prodigy, almost like that blue-haired girl, whatever her name is.”

      “Jesus, calm down,” I said. “Don’t forget to breathe.”

      Harmony stared at Opal blankly, shaking her head, likely trying to figure out what to make of the newcomer. She looked around until her eyes fell onto the ruby brick building and the mana gathering device next to it.

      “I guess for a small farm, that building shouldn’t gain too much notice, but I’d suggest not going overboard until you’re ready to reveal yourself to the entire world,” Harmony said. Lucas muttered what sounded like a snarky comment, only to gain himself a swat to the back of his head.

      He laughed as Harmony glared at him.

      Mandi giggled. She turned back to me. “Are we waiting for… Mother and Father or…?” Her voice trailed off. If she had aura, I’d probably feel the poor girl’s nervousness.

      “We’re going to a C-ranked dungeon first,” I said, gaining the interested eyes of all the teenagers.

      “Wait, you’re not going to make us fight C-ranked monsters alone, are you?” Mandi said.

      “No. Unless you think you’re ready for that, of course,” I said. “We’re going to be a party.”

      Harmony’s eyes lit up. “We can fight beside you and Milia? That’s excellent!”

      Chenzu gave a fake hurt look, which made Harmony quickly speak. “I didn’t know you were coming too.”

      “Sure am,” Chenzu said. “A C-ranked dungeon isn’t to be underestimated. You won’t easily charge through it like that of a D or E.”

      Milia returned moments later, joining us on the massive griffin’s back. We wouldn’t be able to clear the entire dungeon in a day, especially with time being against us. Help for the town aside, I wanted Gwendolyn’s opinion with regards to the minor nobles currently awaiting their kingdom guard escorts.

      I did wonder a bit to why I didn’t consider taking the law into my own hands, despite knowing that they hired an assassin to kill me, but it came down to one thing. I wanted to know if the law was actually reliable. I didn’t come to this world to gain a body count like some psychopath, but every time I reaped a life, it was only because I had no choice. Even as a potion maker, if backed in a corner, then punching off a head or two became an option. It would be me or them meeting the hand of death, and I sure as shit didn’t plan on dying prematurely.

      Milia wasn’t one hundred percent certain on the location of a C-ranked dungeon, so I pulled out the dungeon detector, explained how it worked, and within half an hour, we found one. Unfortunately, three fucking Rowbears lounged around the entrance, one even scratching its ass. They were ten to fifteen foot giants, fucking six-armed bears with fiery fur. Their presences were immense, showcasing that running into the aggressive S-ranked beasts was likely a case of being quite unlucky. But I don’t need to tell you that since one opened its maw and unleashed a fast ball of flame at us. Its attack moved so fast, Beakwing just barely dodged it. I felt its heat as it soared over us.

      “Sir Nate, have you brought us here to be sacrifices?” Opal whined, eyes teary.

      “Why would I sacri…? You know, just wait here,” I said. “I’ll take care of these guys so we can enter the dungeon.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Milia said and, together, we hopped off Beakwing, right into the fray.

      One Rowbear was too slow to get up, so I wasted no time blasting it into the wall with a Dragon Magic Burst. That did jack diddly squat as it shook the attack off and pulled itself together. Milia fared slightly better, getting some slashes against her opponent. To my surprise, Chenzu had engaged the third Rowbear, reminding us again that he was far from being a weakling or even a pure support type.

      Not wanting to be out done, I decided to act like a real magician and summoned my spell book while my Rowbear opened its maw. Knowing what was coming, I got on the move. Three massive fireballs smashed into behind me, one by one, leaving behind large craters upon their collisions with the ground. Fortunately, this area was mostly dirt, or we’d have a forest fire to deal with in addition to bastard bears.

      “Collapse. Come forth, Yukihara,” I chanted. A moment later, the massive tome floated at my side with its fairy. “I need you to distract it.”

      “Are you out of your mind, Lord Nate!” Yukihara said, shivering, eyes watering. “That thing will eat me!”

      “I’m just kidding,” I said. “Make sure the lightning actually kills it.”

      “Will do! Fire now. Just looking at that monster is making me reconsider allowing humans to wield me.”

      I felt the bizarre energy of the blood lightning course through me as I aimed a palm at the Rowbear. It decided to charge me, pissed that none of its crippling fireballs hit their targets.

      I unleashed the attack.

      The Rowbear squealed and dropped to the ground as the lightning covered him. Suddenly, its flames snuffed out, leaving behind a lifeless corpse. Not wanting to waste further time, I zapped both Chenzu and Milia’s Rowbears, killing them instantly.

      Or so I thought. One of them endured my attack, something glowing on its neck. The bright green stone the size of a grape rose to the air and shattered moments later.

      “Where did it find a defensive mana stone?” Chenzu mused.

      The remaining Rowbear stomped its foot on the ground, red liquid dripping from its mouth as it growled at us.

      Something felt off about this particular Rowbear.

      Abruptly, its eyes turned pitch black, like an endless void and inky blackness began to leak from its mouth.

      Its aura quadrupled, pushing all of us back with strong winds. If the teenagers weren’t far enough away with Beakwing, they would’ve been caught and suppressed in the maelstrom of ridiculous power.

      It seemed like before we’d get the chance to pick up some crafting ingredients, we’d have to exterminate one stubborn pest.
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      [Enemy analysis]

      [Hallow-touched Rowbear. S-ranked unknown. Danger!]

      [Mini-boss fight begin!]

      

      I knew by now to be cautious when the system gave me the warning of danger, though the creature’s immense aura made that quite obvious. The Rowbear’s fire shifted to pure darkness, like a black gaseous flame. And goddamn, I shuddered.

      “Hallow-touched Rowbear… where did I hear that before?” I said.

      “Emiris! This is the thing she was after,” Milia said, her aura, which carried what had to represent peace, unleashing.

      “Ha-hallow?” Chenzu asked, his voice surprised.

      Unfortunately for him, the Rowbear wasn’t keen on letting us sit there and discuss the matter. It lurched forward with surprising speed, targeting me, of course.

      However, right as I dodged, the Rowbear changed its trajectory to Chenzu instead, knocking him over. The beastkin didn’t like the idea of being food to another predator, so he played a note on his lute. The power of it felt solid as it unleashed a golden shockwave, bashing the monster backward a bit, stunning it.

      Chenzu’s attack didn’t stop there. He summoned his own spell book, aiming a palm at the approaching monster.

      Milia and I didn’t just stand around watching him do the work. We fanned out, going separate ways to not only give each other a bit of space, but also to not allow the monster to take all three of us down in one giant swipe of its massive claws.

      I fired Blood Lightning at it a little after Chenzu unleashed a stream of green magic that rushed toward the monster like a massive beam of fire. Milia also chose her ranged attack, the divine-attuned golden energy balls.

      The Rowbear shook off the Blood Lightning and green magic like they were nothing more than pests. However, when Milia’s flurry of energy balls smashed into it, the monster squealed, falling over.

      Figuring I’d be better off relying on my potions, using the spell book for enemies more susceptible to its effects, I blurred toward the downed monster. At point blank, I fired a Dragon Magic Burst.

      That… only served to piss it off as it roared, raising a massive claw to swipe at me. I considered drinking the shadow potion to make a quick getaway, but like always, monsters that were clearly Satan’s fucking pets made me too uncomfortable for that risk. In the back of my head, there was always some kind of warning bells yelling at me to avoid the shadows. They were compromised like viruses. Entering one could mean being swallowed for all eternity for all I knew.

      So I relied on my own speed and the training I’d received from Milia to dodge the swipe. I did receive a graze, which hurt like hell, but the torn spot on my trousers was a small price to pay. Better that than my entire leg.

      Milia and Chenzu covered me as I gained some distance away from the rising hallow beast. It started to dodge the dryad’s energy balls. Unfortunately, in favor of chasing me.

      I downed a speed potion before allowing a little anger into my system. We didn’t have time to be stuck fighting with this thing.

      A sudden magical bolt, a light-blue ball of magic that was, fell from above, and crashed into the beast, doing jack diddly squat. However, that still took its attention off me. Knowing it glared with hatred at Harmony, I took a chance and delivered a spin kick. If Emiris hunted these, then they were not as invulnerable as they seemed.

      My gamble worked as I sent the monster flying. Utilizing my speed booster potion, I pushed until I awaited it on the other side. The sound of a lute’s song struck, giving me the feel of… the world’s strongest man.

      I kicked the beast upward this time.

      “Milia, finish it! You’re the only one whose magic can actually affect that thing,” I said.

      Milia didn’t hesitate, both her palms aimed upward. Her aura tripled, drowning the area as she unleashed a golden energy ball the size of a house. It moved at the speed of an ascending rocket, colliding and exploding on contact with the Rowbear.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as only chunks of it fell down. Some of them started to dissipate, sizzling like acid. Using a small stick, I collected a few samples in a container. Each piece held some of the hallow beast’s darkness. More shadow potions, baby! Possibly. Most of the remains could end up failing, but something was better than nothing.

      I waved at Beakwing to bring the teenagers.

      “Good job, team,” I said. “We’d be screwed without each other.”

      Everyone laughed, resonating with the truth of that statement. We did not expect there to be a hallow-touched gate guardian. For a moment, I reconsidered risking my apprentices to the possible danger inside. But Emiris changed these things from the outside, not inside the dungeon.

      “Before we go inside, let me check it out, make sure there isn’t a beartrap waiting for us at the other end,” I said, not expecting anyone to get my mini attempt at a pun. They didn’t so much as register it.

      I stepped through the entrance, consumed by a brief feeling of vertigo, until finally emerging into a world consisting of a single grassy path and endless blue waterfalls. The sight itself was breathtaking, though slightly unsettling since the waterfalls made no noise. We weren’t alone, either. Humanoid, fish-like demonic monsters as tall as me hopped from the waters to the grassy strip of land that spanned a width of maybe half a mile, did what appeared to be a wiggly dance and then dove back into the waters. My eagle sight potion allowed me to get a better look at them.

      They sported a fish head and terrifying teeth, a blue scaly humanoid body, black claws, and a long tail with a fin on the back of it.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Lurkerman. C-ranked demonic monster.]

      [You have entered a dungeon. Rank: C. Boss defeated: No. Welcome to Water Haven, where even treasures could be resting beneath the sea!]

      

      The system giving out a welcoming intro? That was new and I wasn’t sure if I should be alarmed or relaxed. Somewhere around here, other than the monsters, hell probably awaited.

      I scoped out more of the place, seeing nothing of interest. Just trees with no fruit. No mushrooms, no plants, really nothing but a grassy path toward what appeared to be a mountain in the distance.

      I looked toward the peak, partially expecting to see the boss flying around it, but nope, I saw nothing. This place just begged to be my apprentices’ training grounds and honestly, that felt a bit exciting, even if we were somewhat short on time.

      The skies were an endless mix of pale blue and purple, but despite the place being lit up as if it were an afternoon, not a single sun greeted me in the sky, nor a moon. I had to assume that some kind of crazy ambient magic illuminated the dimension.

      “This is one hell of a first floor,” I said as I turned around, though not without taking one more sweeping gaze to make sure I didn’t miss any other threats.

      When stepping back outside, I gestured at everyone to proceed through.

      “No Rowbears to be found,” I told them. “But this is one freaky place.”

      When everyone got off Beakwing, I scratched beneath his chin and said, “You’re free to hunt while we’re out. We shouldn’t be gone for more than an hour.”

      Beakwing made a confirmation noise, delight in his aura. The griffin was a predator, after all, and nothing excited him more than a good hunt. And perhaps a belly rub or two.

      It would be nice to bring my griffin inside so we could easily skip everything, but the system had safeguards to prevent that very thing.

      Everyone’s eyes immediately widened at the sight of the endless waterfalls that touched the skies, defying gravity.

      “What in Wanda’s bouncing bum are those?!” Lucas exclaimed, his eyes on the fishmen.

      “Lurkermen,” Chenzu told him. “Or you could call them fishmen. They’re C-ranked monsters, but you shouldn’t have any trouble with them.”

      I smiled. “Get your weapons ready, spell books out. This isn’t an E-ranked dungeon, nor D. You’ll have to try here.”

      As we walked closer, I could tell the teenagers were getting both nervous and excited.

      “Wooooow,” Opal said cheerfully as she gazed at the waterfalls from a higher vantage point, which made me wish I could fly. I waited for the system to give me the quest for a flight potion, but it didn’t happen. Bummer. I’d even take a flying machine.

      I summoned Yukihara. “Yukihara, this is Opal. Opal, Yukihara. You’re friends now.”

      “Pfft, you dare order me to befriend a pixie—are those giant waterfalls?” Yukihara flew as high as the pixie did, leaving the book to float at my side. It even followed me.

      “They sure are,” Opal said, completely unperturbed by Yukihara’s earlier outburst.

      “Let’s go, you two,” I called out to them.

      Since there really wasn’t much in the area, we pushed forward. Three fishmen immediately stopped their weird dancing to rush us.

      “Take them out,” I commanded the teenagers. “Use everything you’ve learned. These are C-ranked creatures, so don’t take them…”

      Harmony vanished, reappearing in the first one’s path, her sword in a resting position. The head of that fishman fell to the ground, silencing the entire area. Lucas, not wanting to be outdone, also unsheathed his own sword. Focusing on his energy, no doubt filling the basic blade with his fiery mana, he swung. The sword light hummed as it hacked through his fishman opponent. Unfortunately for Lucas, that simply wasn’t enough. The fishman roared and charged him.

      Mandi didn’t have magic like the others. However, instead of a sword, she pulled out five yellow spheres the size of marbles, and took her sweet ass time doing so too.

      “Thanks for filling these up for me, Milia,” she said in a cheerful voice. The fishman bore down on her, ready to tear her apart. I’d be there in an instant if need be, but just before the tinge of worry could form in the back of my mind, Mandi tossed only one sphere. A small pillar of electricity shot from the device, into the fishman, frying him, but he wasn’t down quite yet.

      Mandi pulled out a sword and, utilizing Milia’s brutal teachings, finished off her opponent with one downward swing, though it felt somewhat clumsy. The mysterious marble already had her opponent close enough to death.

      The exchange came at the price of a minor scratch across her shoulder. It bled a bit, but the teenager had no problem dabbing some potion on it.

      Lucas easily dealt with his opponent using his sword as well, and all was clear. The E-ranked dungeon fights, the constant meditation, Milia’s teachings, and even my unhelpful advice proved that they could take on at least C-ranked demonic monsters.

      “Good job,” I said. “Now kill those five.”

      “We should have brought a few drinks,” Chenzu said.

      “As much as it pains me, I must agree with you,” Milia said. “Perhaps some orange wine or spirits.”

      The apprentices glared at us, but I gestured for them to proceed to battle with a big ass smile on my face.

      “Even cold ale or mead works for me,” I said.

      “Mead?” Chenzu asked with interest.

      I wanted to smack the system for not translating that one for me, but I explained it the best I could.

      “It’s pretty much a type of wine that uses honey as one of its main ingredients in the fermentation process,” I said.

      “Now I want to try some,” Chenzu said. “With the prices reasonable again, it shouldn’t be too much of a hassle to get the ingredients needed to make it.”

      “I’ll look into it, but no promises,” I said.

      After the teenagers defeated the fishmen, taking only a few minor injuries, we moved on. So far, I was so proud of them. I even gave the brats some compliments, ignoring the questions involving my abilities, of course.

      Harmony especially had consistently asked about my red aura, as she called it. Like, how the hell would I know? The system refused to explain it to me. Initially, I thought it was connected to my anger, but now, I just wasn’t sure.

      When the teenagers defeated twenty fishmen, I allowed them to take a break.

      “You’re a demon!” Mandi groaned as she fell to the grassy ground to rest. Her fellow apprentices followed her example, though Harmony wanted to prove her strength to the stronger fighters. So she sat down gracefully.

      Her slumping didn’t go unnoticed, and I shared a smile with Chenzu and Milia. Only for a millisecond did I consider giving them energy potions but slapped away that idea. Exercise worked wonders for the body. No, we would not talk about the multitude of days I sat on my ass back on Earth.

      We encountered dozens more of the fishmen before finally getting to the end of the long pathway, which opened into a basin of pure blue rock, stretching out into the distance, leading toward the giant mountain.

      I essentially thought that was it, that this dungeon scammed us, but a small tree at the center of the basin caught my attention. It sported blue and gray leaves with green and orange apple-like fruit growing on it.

      Unfortunately, a fishman several times larger than the others guarded it. He yawned, lazily stuffing his mouth with fruit after fruit. I analyzed the tree, the fruit, and the fishman just to see if it was worth wasting our limited time. Milia had already confirmed that the mountain led to the second floor. We’d travel there another day.

      I needed ingredients, dammit, and here was the first organic thing other than the fishmen we had run into.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Mark O’Maxus’s Tree of Elating Wonders. Plant rank: C. Plant quality: Superior. Plant age: 120 years. Plant spirituality: None.]

      [Fruit of Elating Wonders. Item rank: B. Item quality: Superior. The fruit, while safe for human consumption, gives no benefits. A magic chef can make it useful for both spirit beasts and magical beasts. A superior magic chef can make it useful for humanoid beings.]

      

      “Clean the tree,” I said without emotion, prompting Milia to softly facepalm.

      Chenzu laughed. “He took one look at that without questioning it and decided the tree was to be harvested,” he said.

      “Just a quick scan,” I told him. “Honestly, I’d take the tree if I could. But I’ll settle for the fruit. We’ll need to find a magic chef to process it for us.”

      “You know this information… how?” Milia asked. “This is common dryad knowledge, but I hadn’t gotten the chance to show off.” She pouted.

      “Wait, you two have the ability to scan things, right?” I asked.

      “I can for people, plants, and the land,” she said. “Why?”

      “Just plants and instruments for me,” Chenzu said. “I don’t need magic to tell if a drink will be worth it.” He grinned.

      I chuckled. “Well, I can scan almost everything,” I said, which somehow silenced the entire area. Even the fishman mini-boss looked in my direction, though he probably wasn’t sure why. “Anyway, that’s not important right now.”

      I wondered just what kind of potion I could produce from these fruits. How about Flavors?
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        * * *

      

      Count Hubert fumed, his eyes glaring at the young man that guarded their jail cell. Apparently the city paid him to be a jailer now. Just who did he think he was? He dared give condescending looks at the count.

      “Your arrogance will get you killed someday, boy,” the count said, his anger barely restrained. His wife was probably seeing other men behind his back, bent over like a servant girl. His four children, ranging from eighteen to twenty years, were likely making a claim for his fortune, Count Hubert’s will be damned.

      “The fight in you makes me sad, old man,” the jailer boy seeming to be of eighteen or nineteen years, said. “You probably have wisdom somewhere in that head of yours. Maybe if I had it, I could catch Nate. But as I am now, I’m just a lost fish in the middle of a barren ocean, hoping to figure out how to evolve in power. Nate’s very selective of his apprentices. Imagine not knowing about him, and after living in the capital for so long, that attitude, which was engraved almost in your soul, barrels out, lashing at him. Rather than give up, I will push with all of my might toward a new path. I won’t dare challenge him to a fight again, but I will find new achievements on my own. Not be known as the person who participated in a big battle, coming out alive, but something better. Maybe non-battle related.”

      Count Hubert actually settled down, thinking about the boy’s words for a while before speaking. His words resonated so hard that, for the first time, the count snapped out of his anger. Gaping at the boy… he began to wonder just who he was. But most of all, who was Nate? Why did the potion maker have such an intense effect on people? Sure, he behaved strangely, as if he was from another world or past existence. Other than that, the count just didn’t see what they saw.

      “The first step is to not let gold cloud your judgement. Unless you feel like joining me,” the count began. “But… what can you possibly gain in a backwater like this? No one will recognize your achievements, as they’re really just a bunch of country bumpkins, if we’re being honest.”

      “In due time,” the boy said and then returned to his meditation without another word.

      The count shook his head, muttering choice words. He looked at the other haggard ex-nobles that shared the cell with him. Soon they would either be executed or sent to a long dungeon sentence.

      The count betted on the latter, since they didn’t commit murder or other atrocities. He briefly considered calling on the Peace Spawner in hopes that his appearance would cause mayhem, even tasted the name on his tongue, but decided against it.

      But…

      Suddenly a large blue light appeared in front of him. A… a portal! A woman peeked out.

      “Aw, it’s just some dirty old man,” she said in a chipper tone. “The cult of our wonderful, great, amazing, extraordinary master isn’t accepting crusty recruits like you. For wasting our time… well.”

      A giant, pale, demonic hand the size of a small shed pulled the count inside the portal. Everyone, including Ramon heard his guttural scream, followed by loud snapping and crunching noises, as well as smacking before the light winked out.

      Nothing of the count remained.
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      Wolverine stared at the tasties—chickens for a while longer before shaking his head. A part of him felt annoyed that the walking food supply didn’t put any real effort into evolution. Instead, they chose a cozy, carefree life. Perhaps that was once a life meant for him or even Disciple Cheetara Cutie.

      He was about to turn to the kitten when he felt someone take a large… whiff and then rub against him. The sunlight wolf cub’s reaction to jump at least a few meters into the air was probably a bit much, and having the elicrone stare at him with hungry eyes only felt more embarrassing. Cheetara fell over laughing, slapping the ground a few times.

      Wolverine managed to land with a little dignity, though he growled a bit before letting out a sigh. Nothing could faze him after Best Buddy’s promise to take him for a long walk tomorrow. Wolverine knew that his master didn’t enjoy leaving the sunlight wolf behind. However, to the sunlight wolf, it was a great honor to be in charge of the home’s defense. No rolly-rolly would make it here unchecked!

      “Oh my, come on, handsome, no need to be so shy,” Lady Feathers said, fluttering her dark wings. “You should take a good bite of me. Just one.”

      Wolverine stayed as far as possible from the dangerous elicrone. He honestly began to wonder who the real predator was. Not even a fully adult sunlight wolf would stand a chance against the weird bird. Best Buddy, the strongest person ever, seemed to want to run away from Lady Feathers too. The mana bird’s bizarre behavior made her unpredictable.

      “You’re killing me,” Cheetara said as she struggled to stand, laughing. The kitten wiped a tear from her eye. “You are too funny, Big Brother Woofy.”

      Wolverine cleared his throat. “How about we…?”

      Suddenly, a ripple of condensed dark mana towered into the sky from the direction of the town. It felt beyond awful, rotten, and devoid of anything except its own interests. It didn’t last more than a second, of course, but Wolverine witnessed inky blackness and bloody redness, something that humans wouldn’t be able to see without either being a master magician or evolving into higher tier beings. Though he wasn’t sure if they were capable of such things. This was likely a spirit and magical beast trait, serving as a way to protect the land itself.

      Normally, Wolverine would rush over to the town, but he needed to erase any chance of that evil mana being able to allow its master to home in at its location with relative ease.

      “Big Brother Woofy, what are you doing?” Cheetara asked, her eyes determined despite the fact that they witnessed a doom-doom event.

      “I must prevent the doom-doom from cursing this land,” Wolverine said as he leapt to the rooftop.

      “Oh! That scary power that disappeared,” Cheetara said. “Can I join you?”

      “Sure, you may witness my hidden ability, but you cannot tell Best Buddy, okay?” Wolverine said. “Best Buddy must see it for himself and be surprised. No hints, no freebies.”

      “No problem!” Cheetara cheered. “I love secrets. But keeping them from Father makes me sad.”

      “Like I said, he must see for himself,” Wolverine said. “Would you like to see his smile?”

      “Oh! That’s true!” Cheetara said, hopping onto the roof to join the sunlight wolf.

      Wolverine focused, closed his eyes, and allowed his aura to blanket the premise.

      “We’re about to witness it,” Lady Feathers said to an approaching Sir Bright. “Ooh, if only I could convince him to take two bites out of me now.”

      “I’m starting to think you’ve gotten some words mixed up,” Sir Bright said, shaking his head. The male elicrone turned to the majestic glowing sunlight wolf cub. “He’s connected to the winds of fate, an ability that couldn’t be gained except by his connection to Master Nate, I assume.”

      “Wouldn’t that put him on an evolution toward divine beast?” Lady Feathers asked.

      “Perhaps,” Sir Bright said. “He doesn’t have any interest in taking human form. I think no wolf does, as they prefer strength over the vulnerability that humans have.”

      “Sunlight wolves may not even have the human option in their evolution path,” Lady Feathers said.

      Wolverine tuned out everything as he looked up at the sun and howled. “Winds of Fate, grant this land protection, for it shall not become a destination for the Lord of Darkness! Fated Cleansing!”

      A blueish-white light briefly expanded from the sunlight wolf, spreading for miles in an instant. It even covered Wingston and slightly beyond. And there, fate itself destroyed the established link between the Lord of Darkness and Kyushu.

      “Hopefully no more humans will be foolish enough to say his name,” Cheetara said.

      The fact that even the kitten had the common sense to avoid allowing the poison to find its way onto her tongue spoke volumes. The human that said this likely held enough malice, perhaps combined malice with others, which almost spelled the end for the town.

      Wolverine doubted the Peace Spawner would be too thrilled at being called to Best Buddy’s palace while it was still being constructed. He’d certainly do more than hurt his master’s servants.

      After the light contracted back into the sunlight wolf, he let out a sigh of relief. While directly exposed to the sun, Wolverine essentially had nearly unlimited mana. But without the proper physique, he simply couldn’t handle much from the bright ball of life. He sat and meditated. Cheetara followed his example, taking it as important wisdom from her dear big brother.

      “You have my thanks for your hard work, Sunlord Wolverine Woofy,” Sir Bright said. “If only those humans knew what you did for them.”

      Wolverine didn’t reply, remaining in his meditative state, restoring and refining his power. Best Buddy’s land was important to the sunlight wolf, and he’d even fight the Lord of Darkness himself if it meant protecting it. In a way, he did directly contest with that monster.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We should be able to farm fruits from this tree to create new things to add to the menu,” I said to everyone. “They’re basically inedible for now, but imagine the possibilities. I don’t know about you guys, but being an E-rank shop kind of sucks. Some of the options of that cube aren’t available to me due to my shop’s rank.”

      “That may include hidden options, opportunities,” Chenzu said.

      “My plan is to circumvent our unfortunate situation of an F-ranked town by upping the quality of our shop,” I said. “Potions will still be the main item, but we’ll add other things. And hopefully adding unique potions to the mix will double our lines.”

      “Double our lines in an F-ranked town?” Chenzu said. “I… hate to be the bearer of bad news, but with our location, well, easier said than done is the nicest way I could put that. Even if we started selling exotic quality items.”

      “Patience, beastkin,” Milia said. “Ideas have to be given the chance to be manifested into their intended form.”

      “Fair enough,” Chenzu said, then glanced at the oversized fishman. “Shall we take out the obstacles so we can get started? Maybe by playing beneath a tree, I could find inspiration to purify the darkness remaining within my heart. That, or find a spiritual wine unmatched in the land, one attuned to the divine.”

      By this time, the fishman mini-boss was growling, preparing to barrel toward us. I had faith the teenagers could deal with it, but having Chenzu play some notes to control the situation felt more ideal.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      [Greater Lurkerman. C-ranked demonic monster.]

      [Mini-boss fight begin!]

      

      “Get ‘em, team!” I cheered at the teenagers. I was a little disappointed that none glared at me and instead straightened their backs, bettered their stances, and ruthlessly tore that thing apart with decent rookie teamwork. Okay, just kidding, watching them fight was exciting. They were actually using things I taught them! Potions too. I made sure to equip them with the best quality ones, as no apprentice of mine would be stuck with the low-grade variants, unless of their own volition.

      Realizing that I basically had the fucking hero’s party personally teach me about dungeons and how to maneuver them while inside an A-ranked monstrosity was probably an opportunity most would kill for. Add having a fiancée who seemed to know even more, and I felt like a walking cheat code.

      It took the teenagers ten minutes to bring the monster down, as it turned out to be much tougher than they expected.

      While they rested, Milia, Chenzu, and I harvested from the tree. In fact, we took every last fruit on it. This was almost a two hour walk. We needed something to make up for it.

      I considered leading us to the floor’s guardian, but that mountain still appeared to be hours away.

      The flight back home was mostly quiet and uneventful. I couldn’t be tempted much by the system’s lure of treasures beneath the water in a C-ranked dungeon. Even if they were good, without the water breathing potion, we still wouldn’t have access to them. The water itself looked as if it ran quite deep and likely led to an underwater cave. The play there would be to combine the night vision potion and the water breathing potion for an ultimate water exploration machine.

      “Who’s the best swimmer?” I asked.

      Milia snorted. “Clearly me.”

      Harmony gave her a look. “Is that a challenge, Milia? Because I’ll have you know, I’ve learned from the best military swimming instructors out there.”

      “Pfft, you’re both no match for me,” Mandi said. “I may not have magic, but I love swimming.”

      Lucas said nothing, his gaze off in the distance, hoping no one noticed him. But all eyes were on the teen boy.

      He huffed. “I’m okay at best.” His voice was so low, I could barely hear him.

      Harmony smacked his back. “You’re in perfect hands. I’ll teach you myself.”

      Lucas grimaced but tried to look indifferent with the blue-haired girl’s gaze on him. Teenagers, am I right or am I right? Not that I was smooth, but we were not getting into my embarrassing stories of the past.

      Milia and I actually wondered if Lucas would end up with either of the two, but eventually dropped the subject. While I didn’t agree with the so-called brutal path of the magician, the dryad did have a point. My apprentices would likely set off on their own. Perhaps I could even give them quests myself.

      Harmony planned to follow my footsteps, but even I knew it wouldn’t be to work at my shop forever. The kid’s potential was too great, and it’d be a disservice to her path if she didn’t learn eventually. That disappearing technique Milia taught her was supposed to be incredibly difficult, requiring the apprentice magician to put months to even a year into mastering the basics, and controlling the mana output for it to work. Yet she seemingly mastered the basic use of it in days. I shouldn’t be surprised that she said my own speed was her inspiration.

      Being someone’s role model when you still didn’t feel as if you earned it was awkward.

      I closed my eyes, entering a semi-meditative state as I planned to turn Lucas into a powerful force as well. Maybe he could become the world’s deadliest, but friendliest blacksmith. I voiced that just to see what he’d say.

      Everyone laughed, but the redhead seemed to love the idea, stars in his eyes.

      “You’ll have to work really hard, of course,” I said. “Even I can’t increase my Dao in just a day.”

      The teenagers all shamelessly gazed at my wrist, reverence in their eyes. However, I wasn’t an expert on how they’d be able to come across their own. Milia still wanted to guess it and so far, hadn’t gotten it correct.

      Upon reaching our yard, I asked the teenagers if they wanted a ride home. Mentioning lunch, they opted to stay, suggesting burgers. I went back and picked up Howie so he wouldn’t miss out. Seeing people enjoy food from Earth was an interesting experience, to say the least. Despite the normalized prices, salt and spices were still on the expensive side. I learned that some areas received salt as a part of their payment! Nuts, but an eye opener of what I took for granted.

      Right around the time I tossed the first set of beef and veggie burgers on a makeshift grill, the sound of an approaching carriage caught everyone’s attention like the rumble of thunder.

      Gwendolyn, Hector, Rose, and the big Wingston himself, who I learned was named Manthis, all stepped out of their carriage when the butler opened the door.

      They all gawked at my yard and small farm, the incredibly colorful garden, and even the sleeping griffin. Beakwing would wake immediately if he sensed even a hidden killing instinct. That or he probably smelled intentions. Magical beasts were just as mysterious as their spirit beast counterparts. Spirit beasts could be evolved from any animal while magical beasts were predefined. Griffins, dragons, wyverns, and other fantasy non-demonic creatures.

      Rose’s first move was to hug the shit out of her little sister.

      “Oh, I’ve missed you so much,” she said, then glared furiously at Gwendolyn. The Red Star simply rolled her eyes.

      “Greetings, Sir Nate, Lady Milia,” Gwendolyn said and actually bowed. Manthis followed suit. Milia and I returned their bow, inviting them for lunch. They had never heard of burgers and the gleam in Gwendolyn’s eyes settled the matter. Manthis thankfully had a heart and also pulled Mandi into a hug, lifting her up a little. Following him was Hector. They greeted Howie too.

      Gwendolyn, thankfully, had positive words for her daughter but didn’t offer any hugs. By the acceptance in Mandi’s eyes, she likely figured this was the best she’d get until proving herself.

      “Keep up the path of fortune,” Gwendolyn said. “You may just surprise us.” She said nothing else, but even I would’ve loved to hear that from her if I were in Mandi’s position and still wanted her approval for some reason. I believed the more simple answer to this ordeal was that the redhead wanted to get along with her mother.

      “This is far more impressive than I expected,” Manthis said to me. “I take it you’re preparing to increase this shop’s ranking soon, hopefully.” He gave my place a look of pity. “The Lord Ruler never explained the magic behind this, but if I had to offer any advice, it would be to expand this place some, while offering goods that you can’t simply buy anywhere else.”

      He turned, then froze, his eyes looking at my Heaven’s Tears.

      “Are you absolutely certain it restores mana pathways?” he asked, alarm in his voice. Gwendolyn leapt from her seat to read the sign.

      “Lord—I mean Sir Nate, as your newest friend, I must urge you to increase this price,” Gwendolyn said. “I’d buy it from you if I weren’t scared you’d learn of its value and visit Wingston to rip the liquid from my stomach. And if I could get ahold of this many spirit coins.”

      “One thousand spirit coins and fifty thousand gold seem low to you?” I asked skeptically.

      “Don’t get me wrong, that’s a fortune, but a potion that successfully restores one’s pathways is practically unheard of. No sect would dare reveal this information to the public,” Gwendolyn said. “This is worth at least one hundred thousand spirit coins and maybe one million gold. At the least.”

      My eyes widened.

      “But the dangers of having such a potion are quite high,” Manthis said. Both the fine robe-wearing people fixed me with a concerned gaze. “I know you want to possess a famous shop, get to the top five, but staying alive should be your priority. Imagine attracting the attention of a hostile sect. You’d be helpless against an elder.”

      “Mother, Father, I think he gets it,” Hector said, shaking his head. “They’re right, Sir Nate. Your best bet would be to sell it privately to trusted people only. Or just keep it for yourself and go around performing miracles for a price.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll be fine, but a quick price raise will do. At this point, almost all of the townspeople know about it. If word’s going to get out, let it get out. I need the spirit coins.”

      

      [Heaven’s Tears. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Effect: Rapidly heals and also repairs damaged mana channels within the body.]

      

      “Anyway, the shop’s currently closed,” I told them. “Let’s have lunch. The burgers won’t eat themselves.”

      By now, the fresh bread was ready, Milia brought in the veggies, and Harmony prepared a tangy sauce her maid, Anna, created often. Both of Mandi’s parents were tossed into heavenly bliss as they took their first bite. The wonder followed suit with Rose, Hector, Howie, and the other butler. We smiled, having witnessed everyone’s surprise at this point.

      “For what appeared to be a simple meal, this is… highly surprising, impressive,” Manthis said. “This smokiness compliments the beef, and I can tell you carefully chose your ratio of beef and fat. Perhaps the saying of simple is best. Is it okay if I try your vegetable-based burger too?”

      “Sure,” I said. “I eat both versions as well.”

      “I think the veggie’s the best,” Harmony said.

      “It’s amazing, but meat is unbeatable,” Lucas retorted.

      All of the pets received meat as well and cheerfully enjoyed their fill. They knew it wasn’t something we ate every day.

      “This sauce is on point, Harmony,” I said.

      “My version pales in comparison to Anna’s,” Harmony said.

      After lunch, it would be time to get down to business. Gwendolyn and her husband, Manthis, were the key to saving this town.

      And also connecting it to the rest of the Kingdom. We had some work to do. The shop’s advancement was so close, as if barely out of reach. Maybe the same could be said about the town after things were fixed.
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      I considered asking one of the apprentices to do the honor of being the first to use the spiritual room only to change my mind a moment later. It’d be kind of fucked up to not test out my own purchase for safety. Just in case.

      Having the entirety of the grassland as my domain meant that I’d essentially not run out of space to add new buildings for a while. I wouldn’t have any troubles upgrading from a small to a large farm.

      “Are you done questioning Opal, Gwendolyn?” I asked, unable to keep the amusement out of my voice. The Red Star cleared her throat, trying to pretend that she wasn’t engrossed in her daughter’s gadget pixie.

      “We’ll meet in town, at the mayor’s,” Gwendolyn said as she walked toward the open door of the Wingston carriage. It was almost like a small house, carried by two powerfully built horses.

      “Mandi, why not catch up with your family?” I said. “It could be a while before they visit or we make any trips to Wingston.”

      Seeing the point, the redhead agreed and entered the carriage, Opal following. I decided to keep Yukihara a secret for now. Not everyone needed to know about the book.

      “Make sure to make fun of the twerp when you spot her working,” I said, kissing Milia before we boarded Beakwing.

      Chenzu gazed at the farm once more as we took off, his eyes clouded in deep thoughts.

      “Thinking about big plans for yourself?” I asked.

      “No, that’s not it,” he said. “I just realized I’ve never had this much fun out here in nature, without alcohol, music, and a beautiful lady being involved. Even if she punched me in the face for getting too comfortable too early, or got angry for ending a song about her too early.” He looked at me. “Besides, the pay here is quite high for a measly farmhand. Add friends willing to traverse dungeons, this place, you, the dryad, and even the hero’s party, and I can’t help but wonder if Wanda dragged me into something way over my head.”

      Milia rolled her eyes, smiling. “Whatever the case is, you’re stuck with us.”

      Wolverine barked in response.

      Chenzu chuckled. “You’ve got a point and yeah, you’re right, Wolverine,” he said.

      I gaped at Chenzu. “Are you able to translate—”

      “No,” Chenzu said, coughing once. “I’m just quite good at detecting the impressions and intent in beasts. There are some beastkin magicians with the talent, but they’re often treated like royalty, so good luck ever being allowed to get an audience. I understand Wolverine because of our canine roots.”

      “I see,” I said. “So it’s no different than me. I can almost translate even Cheetara, though I won’t claim to be accurate.” I folded my arms. “But for some reason, they seem to understand me perfectly.”

      Chenzu stared at me, but I didn’t elaborate on that.

      Milia caressed Wolverine’s head. “Who’s my lovey cuddle muffin?”

      I chuckled at Wolverine’s excitement.

      Chenzu sighed. “He’s still a kid I suppose,” he said. “Wise for his age, but has a way to go before evolution.”

      Cheetara awoke from her mini nap as we landed in Kyushu. The commotion near the back of the town was easily spotted in the air, so I informed Gwendolyn and the others, and we set off immediately.

      Seeing the worried and uncertain expressions in the eyes of people we passed, I couldn’t help but wonder what could’ve possibly happened to gain this kind of reaction. The town had enough protection to make even the capital jealous, at least I thought. Knowing those assholes, they had probably an army of court magicians to spare…

      I tossed the thought into the back of my mind as two familiar figures approached, waving from a distance. I waved back.

      “What in Wanda’s jiggling rear end is going on?” Gwendolyn asked.

      “Did a magician attack?” Manthis asked, taking the words right out of my mouth. He seemed to get closer to his wife for protection. She gave him a wry smile, catching his motions before he even realized it.

      Maxus and Nuwa greeted us with bows. Normally the nun-like healer would even have a polite smile. Their eyes spoke only one word to me. Fear.

      “It’s best if Ramon told you, since he witnessed the event,” Nuwa said.

      Maxus nodded in agreement. “It’s a little hard to take in, but the energy that surged through the town before Wanda saved us couldn’t be mistaken,” he said.

      “Wanda saved you?” Gwendolyn asked, skeptical. “Sir Nate, let’s go. I’m curious to hear what the hero has to say. Perhaps our combined strength may be needed.”

      “Let’s try not to blow up the damn town,” I said, shaking my head. Sensing a little dread at the incoming story, I squeezed Milia’s hand softly. Her look of utmost confidence in me snuffed that dread away as if it didn’t exist. That and her smile.

      Despite having apprentices and guests enter our lives, our romance only increased, though we kept it private. I wasn’t a fan of getting scandalous looks or glares from the teenagers, especially when they were on the clock. What? I didn’t pay them to slack off.

      The crowd only seemed to thicken as we approached the jail. In fact, I realized that the most popular attraction in the place was the minor nobles. However, I did not spot the red armor of the kingdom soldiers anywhere, indicating that they hadn’t arrived yet to pick up the pricks.

      “Sir Nate… you don’t think it’s another assassin?” Lucas asked in a hushed tone.

      “God, I hope not,” I said, shuddering at the thought of being put through the bright attack again. It served as a reminder that I wasn’t invulnerable, that was for sure. Aside from the fallen angel and the Black Knight. There’s just no fucking way they could be considered weaklings. Especially the fallen angel. Chenzu wasn’t there, but it took everyone working together, pushing their limits, to bring her down. Without Nuwa and Milia, Atsuki would’ve killed us easily. And that was just one fallen angel.

      I needed to create a potion that could counter darkness. Sure, relying on others wasn’t a bad thing, but I was still a potion maker, for fuck’s sake. I should be able to invent my way out of this… or see if any of the others created the solution. As if reading my thoughts—well, it clearly did—the system replied.

      

      [Currently, there is no solution to counter the darkness of the fallen angel. Good luck!]

      

      You know, there should be a limit of how evil a system could be.

      After Manthis got the crowd to step aside, we entered the jail building. Ramon awaited us, dressed in the trousers and shirt of Kyushu, sitting at a table with the original warden. They were having a fearful conversation about something.

      I glanced around at the disgusting dim place and took notice of the pale minor nobles in a large cell together, likely due to the lack of space. The jail only served as a temporary holding place before kingdom soldiers either from Wingston or another city came to take them away to be judged.

      The nobles looked awful, pale. Two of them were even crying softly. I knew this wasn’t because of any torture, as Roman himself decided to take up the job as jailer after the Drew incident.

      My eyes widened at the missing count.

      “What the…?”

      I turned to the hero, who threw a lazy wave upon noticing us, though Gwendolyn was already marching over there as if she owned the damn place. Damn nobles.

      Sighing, I led the others over to the large table. This place smelled of stale air and probably a faint hint of piss, reminding me a little of a public bathroom from the old world, but I ignored it for the approaching story.

      “What’s happened here already?” Gwendolyn said. “The suspense is grating my nerves.”

      Ramon Thunderblade stared at her blankly, but I was surprised that the arrogance that always wanted to make me punch him in the face no longer existed. In fact, his expression turned to that of worry, fear, but determination, as if he was barely keeping himself together.

      “Are you—”

      “The count was more foolish than we could’ve ever calculated,” he began, talking over my inquiry. “At first, when he began talking normally for the first time, positively instead of insultingly, even expressing how his love for gold was foolish, I thought maybe he finally saw a little light. I would’ve asked the kingdom soldiers to recommend dungeon time over any execution. The Lord Ruler’s brutal beyond anything, but a recommendation from his soldiers would actually reach his ears.” Ramon shook his head. “I wasn’t in much of a talking mood, so I closed my eyes for a little meditation, but only moments passed before I felt it.” He shuddered, pale. “I felt the wrongness of him. The Peace Spawner’s presence. Greenish nasty light that made me want to hurl my lunch manifested beside that idiot, forming into one of his portals. The next moment, I heard a woman’s voice speaking to the count. A cultist, no doubt. She basically told everyone that he was responsible for whispering a summon. That bastard hoped to get the Peace Spawner to cause mayhem. But it backfired, the fool. She called him trash, refused to accept him into the cult. I thought it’d end there, but the cultist hated having her time wasted. Something… unholy, that looked like a hand, came out of that portal and grabbed ahold of the count. A demon’s hand, or maybe something worse… a true monster. It pulled him inside, and even if I wanted to help, its aura pinned us down like we were children stuck beneath a building.” The hero sighed. “I’ll be forever haunted by what we heard after he was dragged into the portal. His screams. His terrifying screams, and the obvious sounds of him being devoured like an afternoon snack. I believe I even heard an echo of her laughing. Wanda’s ass, that was one of the most terrifying moments of my life. Thank Wanda she didn’t so much as acknowledge our existence.”

      The room bathed in uncomfortably deep silence. Even I didn’t know what to say to this event, having no experience with the Peace Spawner guy, but if his minions fucking ate anyone that said his name, summoned him that is, well, that could actually work as a deterrent to anyone thinking about using the dark lord in a bid of revenge.

      “There is some good news, I think,” Ramon said, his eyes rife with uncertainty and still the unmistakable glimmer of fear.

      “And that is,” Manthis said, pale, “if the Peace Spawner left his mark on this place, then it should be uninhabitable. How…?”

      “I can’t prove it, but I believe Wanda herself saved us,” Ramon said. “Just as the aura of the Peace Spawner leaked from the portal, threatening to devour the entire area—I literally saw it rising like a funnel, a bright and powerful surge of energy and peace covered the area, probably for miles. You couldn’t have possibly missed that.”

      “So that brief surge of comforting power came from here?” Gwendolyn asked, tilting her head, expression thoughtful. “I see. I thought it had something to do with Nate, since it felt awfully close to his mana.”

      Everyone looked like me. I facepalmed softly. Milia chuckled.

      “No, it had nothing to do with me,” I said. “We were actually out in a dungeon this morning.”

      Ramon gaped at me. “Seriously, could you, like, not leave? Terrifying things seem to happen when you do.” His words were clearly joking, but deep within that voice still awaited an unmistakable fear.

      “Take a deep breath,” I told him while waving off his comment. “Pull yourself together.”

      “You were at the center of the burst, right?” Gwendolyn asked. “Could you not tell?

      “After witnessing that horror, even you’d be too scared to be wondering about some aura,” Ramon said.

      Manthis glanced at the terrified, jailed nobles. “Why are they in here, by the way?”

      With a chance this golden, I explained the money-making scheme that crippled the town for God knew how long. The nobles paled when the tax collector glared daggers at them.

      “This situation is part of the reason I wanted to speak with you,” I said, though to be honest, I was mostly talking to Gwendolyn, the actual person with power. Manthis collected taxes here all the time and likely heard something, but the Red Star herself only recently learned this place existed. Fucked up, but I’d work with this, especially knowing she wasn’t doing all of this out of generosity, but to curry favor.

      “Let’s move the discussion out of here,” Gwendolyn said as she stood. “This place is already giving me the shivers.”

      I stood up, more than ready to get the hell out of here.

      “Would love to stop the assault on my nose,” Milia said, prompting a smile from me. I nodded and led the group out, which allowed the servants to come in with the jailed nobles’ food.

      Along the way, the rest of the hero’s party ended up joining our group and soon, we flooded the mayor’s meeting room.

      “Sir Wingston, Lady Red Star, it’s an honor to have you here,” the mayor said and even though I told him ahead of time, he still looked baffled. Maybe he didn’t believe that some new guy could actually bring in a big shot. Both heads of the Wingston family, with the true head calling me friend. He’d better direct his thanks to Milia, not me.

      The dryad did tell me that her origin would be surprising. Given that she seemed well-versed in everything, she was almost certainly someone important. Perhaps calling her the daughter of Wanda was going too far, setting up expectations. For all I knew, she could be the humble daughter of a farmer.

      Yeah, even I can’t think that one with a straight face. But there was simply no way for me to guess. I wondered if she’d hyped this up on purpose.

      “Mayor Rue, I’ve received the full story of what happened here,” Gwendolyn said, her tone business-like. “Truthfully, I do not understand why the Lord Ruler would throw away even one of his towns. The purpose of a town is to grow, but cut off funding and it becomes an F-ranked backwater.” She leaned over, elbows on the table, as if to whisper something in conspiracy. Ronica glared or maybe lusted at the golden bracelets on the noblewoman’s arms. Mandi gulped, likely nervous over her mother’s potential declaration of not caring one bit and perhaps even going as far as suggesting people evacuate the town.

      “Let’s cut the pretense,” the Red Star continued. “My husband and I have decided to finance this town.” She raised a hand. “Only because Nate told me how dire things were. You don’t have to pay me back, a small stake should do, but I’m only signing the deal because of Nate. Not to be discourteous, mayor, but…” She looked at the glaring Harmony. “You too, child. Your innocence reminds me of someone.” She looked right at Mandi, only briefly, before turning back to the mayor. “Mayor, you allowed this scheme to go on for a long time, at the expense of your people, desperate for funding. When in reality, you should’ve taken the iron fist approach.” She raised her heavy aura, preventing the protests of the mayor and his daughter. “This may not be something you want to hear, but it is shameful that a former army captain let a bunch of pathetic minor nobles run him over. Meanwhile, Nate rounded them up, exposed their schemes, and even sought help in your stead. Mayor Rue, the point of being a mayor isn’t to rely on the capital but build enough of a funding pool to become self-sustaining in the case of them failing you. Which they have. Why the Lord Ruler put you in charge is unbelievable, but I suppose we’re also to blame as well. There is a chance he expected us to help, though with no orders and capital compensation, I have my own problems to deal with. Your people were moving into Wingston anyway.” She sat up, pulling papers from a storage ring, ignoring the shocked and angry look from Mayor Rue.

      “Try not to take it personal, mayor,” Manthis said. “It’s just the way she is. Try having her as a wife.”

      Gwendolyn glared at him. Manthis simply shrugged, smiling at her. The exchange dissipated the tension in the room, to my relief. I was actually agreeing with the hot-headed Red Star. The mayor didn’t take a commonsense approach to governing.

      “Wait,” I said, glaring at the paper. “Why are you signing it in my name? I’m not the mayor.”

      “You should be, or become the lord of the place,” Gwendolyn said. “How about it? Lord Nate and Lady Milia.”

      I sighed. “No.”

      “Why not?” Manthis asked, his voice curious. “You haven’t been here that long and care about the town more than anyone.”

      I shook my head at that logic. “I’m not qualified for politics. I’m a potion maker. Call the mayor what you want, but he’ll still have my support. He made a mistake. Let’s give him a chance to make things right.”

      Gwendolyn shrugged. “I’m still placing the funds in your name.” She looked up at the mayor. “I’m only here because of Sir Nate. You have an asset that nation rulers and sect monarchs would kill for.” She sighed. “It’s a shame this town gets to be the lucky one to host him. The gold is in his name for security purposes. If you try anything, you will be arrested for both fraud and scheming against a civilian.”

      “My father’s not a schemer,” Harmony snapped. “He also wasn’t qualified when the Lord Ruler threw him in this position, but he did everything in his power to keep the town running, even if it meant submitting a little to those nobles. Where could he turn to when no one would help? Sir Wingston stops by monthly to collect taxes, and sometimes a meal. Yet he turned a blind eye to it.”

      “Hence why I said we’re also to blame,” Gwendolyn said. “It still doesn’t undo the undeniable fact that the mayor’s weakness led to him being taken advantage of. We’re not responsible for aiding a town four days away. We’d go bankrupt if we tried helping every place we visited.”

      “You do have my apologies, but with this funding, all costs will be covered for a few years or so,” Manthis said. “Plenty of time to turn things around. Staff wages, buildings, building repairs, market revival, job creation, construction, and even vacations.”

      “But if something happens to Nate, like, you know, an assassin, I will personally come to burn this town down,” Gwendolyn said. “My blood is here, after all. And her future is important.”
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      I managed to talk a little sense into Gwendolyn, getting them to allow the mayor to cosign the document. And just like that, the Wingston family financed the city. Apparently their haul from the Black Cross was so much that they considered removing the gold coins from circulation, mostly to not be suspected of anything. So, in essence, Kyushu received funding through blood money. Somewhat.

      The mayor invited the nobles to dinner and arranged for them to spend the night in a private house. They planned to set off in the morning, as they had another place to visit before heading home.

      I headed into the lab the moment I got back to the shop and dumped a few of the fruits on the main table. Time for trial and error.

      First, I glanced at the descriptions of everything, hoping to gain a little insight, hints for taking the next step. I simply could not expect the system to help me out with even the slightest thing. It didn’t so much as tell me how to earn the next special potions.

      

      [Heavenly Potion Making Set. Item rank: S. Item quality: Superior. Excellent quality bottles and linked to the MMABS for more production at the cost of spirit coins. With substances packaged in this set, you may find it easier to work with exotic materials and even monster samples. It is recommended to use a magic cauldron.]

      [Nature’s Heart Magic Cauldron. Item rank: S. Item quality: Superior. Owner: Nate Sullivan. A cauldron capable of handling and reshaping even the most stubborn ingredients. This is also perfect for pill creation. Effects may rise beyond expectations for the items used in here.]

      [Fruit of Elating Wonders. Item rank: B. Item quality: Superior. The fruit, while safe for human consumption, gives no benefits. A magic chef can make it useful for both spirit beasts and magical beasts. A superior magic chef can make it useful for humanoid beings.]

      

      Pill creation! I totally forgot about that. No, I didn’t want to directly create those, detouring from my already-difficult class, but if I could convince Harmony to add this to her lessons, we’d be unstoppable. She’d get a start at a younger age, right?

      “Harmony!” I called. Moments later, she entered. Cheetara hopped from her shoulder to mine, looking down at the fruit with a curious gaze. She even swatted at it when I lifted it up to her.

      “Did you find out anything about the fruit?” the blue-haired girl asked. She took a seat in one of the chairs.

      “Not yet,” I replied, then turned to look at her. “I have an idea. Unless you’ve finally dropped the stubbornness and have come up with a better path?”

      Judging by the glare and determination in those eyes, the teenager hadn’t changed her mind in the slightest. I could make a bad angst joke here, but her willpower came from a place that had nothing to do with being troubled. I think. Maybe after a few years of getting to know the brat, I’d look back and understand. “What do you know about pills? And no, I’m not referring to drugs or anything bad. I mean of the magical variety.”

      “I don’t know much about them, except from a little reading and rumors,” Harmony said. “They’re like your potions in a way, but with various differences. Like there are no pills that can summon dragons or give you night vision.”

      “Pills are mostly used for healing, improving your cultivation, assistance with body purification or something like that, I can’t remember the exact wording of that paragraph,” I said. “There are some capable of curing poisons, but potions are far superior in that regard. Potions are better with healing too.”

      “Why are you asking me this?” Harmony asked, likely preparing for a verbal battle.

      “Because I want you to add this to your path,” I replied. She seemed taken aback, having the fight ripped from her. “Becoming a potion maker is only the tip of the iceberg.”

      “The tip of the what?”

      “Fucking idioms,” I said. “Anyway, in order to follow this path, you’ll need to form something unique about yourself. Anyone can sling magic balls, toss ingredients into a cauldron, and call it a day. However, ever since I arrived here, there has been no talk of pills.”

      “You can get them from the capital,” Harmony said. “On account of having bags of gold. No one wants to compete with the monopoly of House Sigil. They control most of the common resources needed to produce them. With the capital backing the—”

      “I’d like you to be the first to challenge them,” I interrupted. “You’re my apprentice, right? We take shit from no one, produce the best of the best products. Let’s outperform any asshole that wants to claim everything for themselves.”

      Harmony thought over my words for a while, her expression troubled.

      “As for the materials to get started, well, you’d better make those dungeon dives count,” I said, smiling wryly.

      “Mandi’s right. You truly are a demon,” Harmony said, voice tired.

      “The path of magic isn’t supposed to be easy, right?” I said, chuckling. “I learned that the hard way as Andros kicked the crap out of me.”

      I froze as Harmony’s aura briefly spiked ridiculously high, but when I turned back to look at her, everything seemed calm.

      “I wonder what these things taste like,” I mused aloud after deciding not to probe into that aura outburst. “I’d better wash this first. Want to try one?”

      “Are they really safe to eat?” Harmony asked.

      “They are, but without a magic chef to refine them, they’ll give us no benefits,” I replied.
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        * * *

      

      As Harmony watched her master, who radiated with invisible impossible aura, walk away, she mentally chastised herself for being such a child. She wasn’t present for the Black Knight fight and knew she’d probably have gotten in the way, but still hated being so powerless to help, which was why she pushed herself.

      If Nate could come to town with nothing and form it into a hidden gem of a potion shop, then she could stop with her arrogance. There was a lot to learn from him and thankfully, the young woman finally beat away any childish jealousy of Milia. Her feelings were of admiration and, really, jealousy of Nate for being able to accomplish things. Whereas she didn’t so much as know where to begin with her life.

      She knew she owed a debt that she couldn’t repay, not that Nate would allow it. Pill creation…

      The idea of competing with House Sigil felt insane, preposterous, foolish. No… That was exactly what she should do. If she didn’t take any risks on the road of pushing herself, Harmony wouldn’t stand out.

      Lucas had blacksmithing, Mandi created gadgets. Harmony’s addition to the secondary skill would be something that most people were afraid to do. Her eyes widened. Just what could this man be planning for them? Steeling her resolve, she made the decision to not only create the magic pills but excel at it. Now where could she find a book?
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        * * *

      

      After washing the fruit, I headed back into the lab to see Harmony still sitting, petting Wolverine.

      “Hey, that’s my best buddy,” I said, grinning. Wolverine sat, his tail wagging. It made me wonder if he had smelled the strange fruit and entered the lab out of curiosity.

      I dashed into the kitchen, grabbed a clean cutting board, and returned to the lab. A few slices later and Harmony, Wolverine, Cheetara, and I took the first bite.

      “Milia, do you want to try the fruit?” I called.

      I motioned for everyone to clear up their scrunched-up faces.

      “Don’t think you’ll be able to trick me into eating that,” the dryad said as she walked in moments later. “You’re supposed to cook it first. Then it becomes quite sweet. I thought you knew that, since you mentioned finding a magical chef to make the fruit beneficial.”

      “I still wanted to try it raw,” I said. Wolverine groaned.

      Thankfully I cut everyone very small pieces, so no one complained.

      I experimented for a few hours with the fruit, but the only thing I could scrape together was pure concentrated sour. For now, I’d just let them stay preserved in the storage ring until finding a magic chef. Instead, I made shadow potions, though I only managed to create a few.

      I stepped outside and took a moment to admire the teens practicing their craft. Lucas was forging something at the blacksmith, but for some reason, not a single sound escaped from it.

      “Isn’t it great, Sir Nate?” Opal asked, slamming into me with mania. “Using only a lowly D-ranked base, we cranked that blubber up to prevent all material sound from leaking out of the noisy forge. But the red-haired dwarf boy can still talk to us. Not that I recommend disturbing him. He’s had some insight while banging that hammer.”

      I peeled the gadget pixie off my face. “So how are things? You’re fine with human food?”

      “Food? Oh that, I only require fruit, mana, and water. There’s plenty of that around,” Opal said. “The pixies in the forest are hospitable too. Having a dryad as queen sounds sweeeeet! If only my home forest was so lucky.” She fixed me with a wide-eyed gaze, then a grin. “You should tell Milia to conquer our forest! Then give me special treatment. That’d show those normal brains not to laugh at me just because I’m D-ranked.”

      I sighed. “Just get over your inferiority complex already.”

      Mandi left a wooden tinkering table she’d set up to join us.

      “You’re progressing a hell of lot faster than I’d thought possible,” I said. “Magic sound-blocking devices?”

      “It’s quite complex at first, but Opal taught me… Drilled the instructions, formulas, and even theories into my head,” Mandi said. “It felt like having tutoring all over again. She’s not even allowed to make something herself, just assist.”

      “If I do it for you, you’ll never learn,” Opal said, proud smile on her face. “You’re Sir Nate’s apprentice, a real master magician who doesn’t understand the complexity of his own power. A good thing too. If he grew too strong quickly, standing next to him would get difficult. Well… I’m sure he’d have mastered aura control by then. Or drink an unpleasant potion for it.”

      “You sure talk a lot for—”

      Opal smashed back into my face again, her gaze full of mania. “Sir Nate, Sir Nate-Nate-Nate! Mandi’s a genius. In fact, your apprentices are all geniuses. But they’re also severely lacking. One day, it will be possible for Mandi to create…” She paused for a dramatic effect, I could tell by the way she narrowed her eyes, and rubbed her hands together. “The last item in the book.”

      “What’s the last item?” I asked, curious.

      “That is an excellent question, yet the mystery continues to plague us,” Opal said. “It’s covered with a spell that will only deactivate when its owner is ready and worthy.”

      Mandi sighed. “It’s a blurry page that will almost blind you if you stare at it too long. I’ll have to study and practice more. It could take months, years, who knows.”

      “Keep it up,” I told her, still feeling strange about the crazy possibility that I somehow picked up geniuses. I knew their potential was high, especially in comparison to the weaklings I stopped bullying the town when I first arrived, but geniuses? I wasn’t so sure about that. Even I knew that geniuses were not only extremely rare, but could perform crazy feats with little effort. Mandi, for one, didn’t even have a core, relying on external mana. “Hey, Opal. See the mana gathering device?”

      “Yes-yes-yes, I’ve noticed it already and that’s what we used to power the sound buffer,” Opal said, smashing into my face again, hugging it tightly. I resisted the urge to swat and squish her, instead opting to peel the overexcited pixie away.

      “Stop doing that or I’ll start carrying bug spray,” I said.

      “Sorry, sorry, I couldn’t help but be proud of pulling off things from such a book already,” Opal said, flying around in a manner that made me wonder if she secretly possessed a storage device crammed with energy drinks. “Oh, I’m so glad I received this summon! I can already feel my body preparing itself to rank up and I’m not even interested in such a thing. As long as Mandi allows me to accompany her, I’ll help push her to even the mythical gadgetmancer. If they actually exist.”

      “You mean technomancer?” I asked.

      “Te-techno what?”

      “Never mind,” I said. “What’s a gadgetmancer?”

      “A magician that specializes in gadgets, of course,” Opal said.

      Mandi rolled her eyes. “She made that up. But… even if I form a core, I’d love to push my ability to create things as far as possible. The core will allow me to infuse things with my own magic. If I can figure out how to create that flying pole from the stories…”

      The redhead began to mutter to herself while assembling pieces of metal, wood, and what appeared to be a wooden… rune together. The pixie used her magic like a screwdriver or mender. Mandi jotted down a bunch of what looked like equations in a notebook. “These circuits are a pain in the… Just a little more.”

      Leaving the redhead and Opal to their devices, I entered the spiritual room. I figured now was a good as time as any to test this thing out. Sitting down on a mat, I closed my eyes, entering the meditative state, though not before recalling the spiritual room’s description. Okay, I didn’t recall it, I read it from the system menu. Thank fuck it kept at least some logs.

      

      [F-ranked Spiritual Room. Item rank: AAA. Item value: Extraordinary. Meditation in this room will greatly boost all Daos, or connect those lacking a Dao. At F-rank, mana cultivation is increased by 5%. Chance for enlightenment at F-rank increases to 1%. Upgrade for increased boosts, enhanced or added features. Upgrade price: 150,000 spirit coins and 1 angel summoning potion. Good luck with that!]

      

      I didn’t expect any enlightenment or anything special on the first use and planned to just rest for a bit, mind on the Dao of Creation. There was so much to learn about the mysterious power. With a new damn near eternal lifespan, I had plenty of time to hopefully grasp the secrets behind it. Maybe at some point, I’d learn why I didn’t get kicked back to my world for refusing to jump headfirst into thousands of adventures, saving the people from God knows what for some reason.

      Suddenly, I found myself pulled into a vision with the inability to escape. The first thing shown to me was a ship on a dark and stormy night. It didn’t take me long to figure out that they were pirates. The somewhat rowdy atmosphere gave that away.

      A man whose features I couldn’t see, perhaps a blond, was killed by another pirate, his body tossed into the sea like garbage.

      “Farewell, Yomi. I’m the pirate king now,” said a sinister voice. “Nariah will be mine and she will give birth to sons capable of conquering the oceans you claimed in your lifetime.”

      I felt Yomi’s emotions and thoughts at that moment. Betrayal by someone like a brother to him, angry at himself for being so soft on his crew, angry at himself for letting his guard down, angry at himself for leaving his wife behind to weep.

      Thankfully the vision cut out the moment the other man started toward the room of what was likely Yomi’s wife. Whatever happened, I didn’t want to know. One more emotion revealed that his wife, however, was secretly a fire-based magician. Unfortunately, his betrayer that he saw as a brother, his ex-best friend, was also a magician, though not as strong as Yomi. Just far more cunning, calculating, ruthless. The usual shitstorm you’d get from people like this.

      

      [Fates intertwine…]

      

      A new vision appeared and this time, it showed a kid escaping in the dead of the night after shaking off some freakishly strong girl. In fact, they appeared to be siblings.

      The vision skipped ahead, probably a day or so, I wasn’t sure. However, I saw something shocking. A map. And Kyushu just happened to be written on it, circled.

      Suddenly, the driver looked up, right at me, his mouth curling into a grin consisting of shark-like teeth. He had on some kind of tinted glasses, so I couldn’t see his eyes. His ears were pointed like an elf’s, hair black, and he gave off… somewhat of a no-fucks-given demeanor. Like life was funny to him.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game, master magician. I kill enlightened who learn too much. Now be a good boy and begone. And don’t make this a habit. I’m the only nice one, after all.”

      My vision abruptly ended as if the driver fucking shoved me back into my body. So many chills. That guy held enough… something within, but it was impossible to get any vibes about him, other than extreme danger.

      The sad part was that they were headed this way by lightning horse and would be in Kyushu soon.

      The vision was a glimpse of the past! That fucking guy spoke to me from the past!

      

      [Greater Vision achieved. No impurities present in your body due to unique mana.]

      [Quest. Host. The opportunity for your shop to increase its ranking to D has arrived. Do not shun Alexander. Be careful of battling the driver. Reward: Shop rank increase quest and 1,000 spirit coins. Do not fail.]

      

      I sat there dumbfounded. Judging by the events connected through the system, I figured this was likely just a one-time thing and the teenagers wouldn’t have to deal with it.

      The kid… A shop quest. Oh shit. Was he that Alexander? All the circumstances pointed to this.

      The system was bringing me another apprentice. But… what did he have to do with the pirate king? Could Alexander be his son? Or was there something more to this that only the kid himself could explain?
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      It turned out that I gained a significant boost of… something, because upon exiting the F-ranked spiritual room, I felt great. Only a couple of hours had passed and the others, including Chenzu, Ronica, Nuwa, Iris, Kelvin, and Milia were actually waiting for me. The apprentices still practiced, though instead of their secondary specialties, they were working on potions with ingredients gathered on their own. Seeing this felt humbling and even Opal watched with interest, though she seemed to have no advice to give the redhead, potions likely being far above her paygrade.

      “Why’s everyone gathered here? Looking to give it a shot?” I said. Since I had no choice but to admit internally that the hero’s party were almost friends, I’d consider allowing them to meditate inside.

      “We actually came over to play,” Ronica said.

      “You were hoping to get invited to dinner after hearing the Red Star express how much she wanted another burger,” Kelvin said. “Whatever that is.”

      “It sounds tasty,” Ronica said, folding her arms. “Didn’t you see the drooling in her eyes? Manthis said it was the best form of simple food he’d ever eaten.”

      “Yeah, no, bring the ingredients and we’ll talk,” I said. “Maybe tomorrow or something. We just ate burgers, and they’re not something to eat every day, anyway.”

      Milia nodded in agreement, no doubt the healthiest person among us by far. She’d probably get a kick out of my fast-food addiction from a few years ago.

      Ronica pouted, only relenting when my expression grew serious.

      “Everyone, gather, I need to explain what I saw,” I said. “You don’t want to miss this.”

      After explaining the events of the spiritual room, I headed back into the lab, leaving them to ponder. There was no doubt the driver of the carriage had to be what one could describe as a monster. I had no plans to start a fight with anyone, not as a goddamn shop owner and potion maker, but the system seemed to imply that battle would occur.

      I needed to prepare as best as I could and the only way I knew was through that of potions. Flavors may be the only way to get an advantage over an overwhelming opponent. That or simply allow a repeat of what happened with the Black Knight, learning basically nothing. I didn’t want to drink the summoning potion, not even as a last resort. Being out for six days might only be the surface damage of the price I’d pay for each time I consumed it. What if my spirit got damaged?

      “Maybe the battle won’t be physical,” I said. Unfortunately, my mind and paranoia refused to let me be that optimistic. Abruptly, a prompt I hadn’t seen in a while popped into my mind’s eye.

      

      [New listing added, Potion of Clarity.]
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        * * *

      

      Kelvin turned to the others after Nate left them to think about the vision he witnessed while in the mysterious crystal red brick building. They really did come to spend time with him, though the man wondered if Nate actually considered them associates at the very least. Nate never wanted anything from them, but also didn’t appear to mind their company. Perhaps in due time.

      The fact that he shared such an important insight with them strongly indicated a friendly view. Honestly, Kelvin and the others couldn’t help but be drawn to Nate. No one had ever treated them like people after the hero’s party titles. They were simply known as legends. Kelvin the Blizzard Sword, Ronica the Phoenix Magician, Nuwa the Goddess Healer, Maxus the Darkness, Iris the Heavenly Bow, and leading the party of elites, Ramon Thunderblade, the hero. From there, they were forced to actually be heroic, though Kelvin only felt as if the party was no more than the Lord Ruler’s second set of elites. In fact, he wanted to nurture them into his shadows. Maybe it would’ve worked if the hero’s party had subservient personalities. He chuckled at the thought of someone trying to get Ronica to go to bed early or Iris to stop complaining about everything. What about Maxus’s bizarre habit of flipping that damn copper every time he needed to calm his nerves? How would they deal with the individual secrets? Not even Kelvin knew what his party members carried inside, though whatever Ronica potentially kept bottled scared him. Then again, he knew Nuwa was likely carrying enough sealed darkness to turn day into night. Healers were extremely rare, and Kelvin could only shudder at her being leashed if the capital managed to catch them.

      This ordeal was why the hero’s party never accepted new members, though they could only dream of Nate joining or allowing them to apprentice under him. Of course, they still learned as much as possible simply by being near the man. The party didn’t have any crazy affection for him or anything, just respect. While Ronica joked around a bit too much, it was simply her personality, not something like love or lust. Ramon aside, the rest of the hero’s party actually respected the value of someone’s courtship and following marriage. Then again, in another circumstance, if Nate were a single man, someone would try to become his cultivation partner. Anti-fraternization rules be damned.

      “He truly has no idea,” Kelvin said softly. Even Nate’s apprentices were paying attention, for what they saw while Nate was in the red building would be engraved into their minds forever.

      Kelvin recalled approaching with the others and the beastkin just a bit. The golden, no, the divine light that shined around the building, the halo that appeared, the feeling of hope and comfort to the point that it brought everyone in the area to tears. A woman’s voice whispered to them.

      “Hope is not lost.”

      If this couldn’t convince anyone to question the origins of the person who walked into the house, nothing could. They tried asking Milia, someone who was divine herself, but she only shook her head. Whether she knew anything or not didn’t matter if Wanda didn’t allow the dryad to speak the world’s truths.

      “Wanda’s bottom nerves, just what kind of potion maker is he?” Chenzu asked. “Is it really a coincidence that we’re all here? The hero’s party, apprentices with boundless potential, Milia. I’m not sure why I’m here.”

      “Don’t forget Alexander’s coming,” Iris said.

      “Wait, but no one’s ever seen him take a step outside of his home,” Nuwa said. “At least according to the rumors. You know how famous people act.”

      “That’s because his family requires him to come of age before he’s allowed to leave,” Ronica said. “A dumb rule, and I support him running away.”

      Kelvin glanced back at the red building again. He doubted that strange phenomenon would happen if any of them went inside, including Ramon Thunderblade, the world’s hero himself.

      “Do you think it’s possible to arrange a spar between Ramon and Nate?” Kelvin asked.

      Iris’s eyes widened. “Absolutely not! This isn’t a thought I’d expect from you, of all people. What are you thinking?”

      Kelvin blinked at being told off like that by the elf woman. She told him about their previous fight, but the man wasn’t around to witness a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle. Apparently Ramon even went all out, activating his hero’s soul ability. Not that it helped him.

      “It’s not to start trouble or anything,” he said, though most of that was directed at Milia, whose stare felt like giant swords. “Ramon’s the hero, right? Beyond the title, he possesses the hero’s soul, an ability only capable of being earned in Wanda’s trial, according to the bishop.”

      “You really should be careful with the church,” Ronica said, shaking her head.

      Not even Nuwa objected to the small woman’s words, knowing the organization was far more dangerous than the generous people they presented themselves as.

      “You want to gauge the difference,” Milia said flatly, “but you do not need a fight for that. Do you naturally feel Ramon’s presence as an infinite tidal wave of energy so pure it may as well not belong to this world?”

      Understanding dawned in Kelvin’s eyes and he bowed to the dryad in thanks. “I apologize for my rudeness.”

      She smiled. “It’s okay. Just hold onto the feeling of comfort presented by that aberration. Maybe it’s right. Hope isn’t lost.”

      Kelvin could tell Ronica didn’t seem all too convinced, not that he could blame her. They’ve seen the Peace Spawner with their own eyes. A man merged with the abyss itself.
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        * * *

      

      I glanced at Cheetara, who meowed adorably as I examined the required ingredients to make the potion of clarity. Once again, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of wonder and excitement at the challenge of successfully making a new potion. One that would be profitable, of course. I wasn’t under any kind of illusion when it came to the price of running a business, paying my staff, hiring new staff, going on dungeon dives, taking care of the family—which included the pets, of course—and progressing things forward.

      The assassin and Black Knight’s money would easily keep operations going for a while, but not indefinitely.

      

      [Potion of Clarity. Consuming a medium bottle of this will clear your mind and increase the chances of you gaining insight. Warning: this is a highly valuable potion. Magicians will likely do whatever it takes to extract this recipe from you.]

      [To create this, you will need 5 Underwater Emblem herbs, 1 mix of Blood Lightning potion, 1 bottle of purified water, Underwater Emblem berries, and 10 pieces of random edible herbs. Mix it with pure water, then allow to sit for at least a day.]

      

      “Underwater Emblem herbs and berries. Is this a coincidence? Well, I can’t do much until I make the water breathing potion.” I sighed, petting Cheetara. “Alright, fine, you can come join us for the walk.” Cheetara meowed again. “Sure, Beakwing can come too.”

      Milia ended up joining us at my request. Despite being late afternoon, falling into the evening, I wasn’t the slightest bit worried. If the darkness of the night caught us, we’d simply drink a night vision potion.

      Watching their excitement and even running with them from time to time felt like therapy. Who would’ve known not having TV for months was actually a good thing?

      We took the western path, of course, which led toward the village a couple of days away. When I found a decent stopping point an hour and a half into the walk, I truly gazed at the vast grasslands, mixed with a few hills, and surrounded by forest. Holding Milia’s hand, we all watched the sunset.

      The plan to catch such an amazing sight came as a last-minute thought. Gazing from our vantage point on a hill, we watched as the dark orange ball of life descended just like Earth’s own sun. The size was somewhat similar, but I’d never truly know without finding someone studying the stars. Perhaps there awaited magic and potions that relied on starlight?

      I looked at Milia, who gazed back and she wordlessly beckoned me on. I pulled her in, never growing tired of kissing her. It didn’t take long for Cheetara to groan. Beakwing snorted and I felt the amusement in it. Wolverine panted, tail wagging, and when the two moons appeared in the darkening sky, he let out a howl of victory.

      “He’s such a good boy,” I said, petting my wolf as he snuggled into my leg.

      “Yes, he is,” Milia agreed. “Cutie.” She held out her arms and the kitten jumped into them, probably happy to no longer walk. Not that she walked the entire way.

      Rather than walk back or drink night vision potions, we hopped onto Beakwing. Funny enough, it was at the griffin’s insistence. I wasn’t sure if he detected anything, but we had to humor him anyway.

      Or not deny a gift horse. You take a guess.

      The next morning before opening the shop, we had a group training session. Chenzu, experience with magic, helped teach. I took a second, harsher, private session from Milia for another hour.

      After everyone cleaned up, we brewed the first batch. Gwendolyn and her husband Manthis stopped by to say their goodbyes and soon we found ourselves with a long line of customers.

      That was when I felt a sense of danger outside. Not the guests I expected, but something coming from the forest.
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        * * *

      

      As Best Buddy sold what he called potions to his subjects, Wolverine patrolled the yard, his nose testing the winds of fate for any possible bad people. The distant sound of the shiny neighing giants faded from his powerful ears as Mandi’s kin disappeared.

      A sense of strangeness muddled his senses before he leapt onto the roof and away from the weird bird below.

      Wolverine didn’t so much as growl, knowing the scary elicrone would enjoy it. He looked for Sir Bright, deciding that having some shielding around would be nice. It took only moments to locate the plump bird. Suddenly, a kitten landed in front of the sunlight wolf.

      “Dread it, run from it, destiny still arrives, Big Brother Woofy,” Cheetara said, snuggling into him.

      Wolverine sighed, wondering if she managed to crack the code behind his master’s wisdom. Best Buddy was a cryptic powerful being with words that mere disciples like them could never understand, not with years of studying under him.

      Suddenly, the winds of fate changed as the wolf sensed danger. Turning to the forest, he growled, his fur standing straight up, his aura emitting a pressure that weighed upon Best Buddy’s subjects below. Cheetara stood at Wolverine’s side, strands of power spiraling around her like swirls of the cosmos. Even Beakwing stood, and the elicrones turned to the forest as well.

      A coyote emerged moments later, walking as if he was king of everything. If that was all, Wolverine would simply lie back down and zone it out, as a mortal beast could be dealt with by even the humans below.

      It was roughly Wolverine’s size with silverish fur and strange glowing runes all over its body. Its eyes reminded him of fire as they glowed red.

      “I’ll handle it,” Wolverine said as he leapt from the top of the house, landing in front of the intruder.

      The coyote seemed surprised to see the sunlight wolf, its eyes wide.

      “Ah, so traveling out this far from the holy grounds of the Axem brings me to this land of colors and pitiful humans. Well, there are a few scary ones inside that we were warned to avoid a month ago. I still don’t see why the holy grounds were created here in the first place.”

      Wolverine tilted his head, confused, but he didn’t let down his guard in the slightest. “Who are you? Why are you here? Lady Milia’s forest has no coyotes.”

      “Ah, so you know what I am, good, you’re young, but seem a bit wise,” the coyote said. “I am simply called Mudwater. Calm yourself, little one. A softie such as yourself couldn’t possibly touch me, and I certainly didn’t come here to waste my time fighting weaklings.” He shuddered when he looked at Disciple Beakwing Wingy. “Or big shot griffins. Wait a minute, what the rabbit meat is a griffin doing all the way out here?” He scanned the area, as if searching for more griffins. “And he’s gotten to enjoy my master’s generous protection, not hunted in the slightest.” His ears raised as he growled. “A correction must be made, that’s right. A correction. If the master finds out that a griffin, something not on his access list, has entered his forest or thrived on his lands, he may eradicate the entire area out of spite. It is up to me! Yes, me and I shall be guaranteed food for days.”

      By this time, Wolverine had pulled a ludicrous amount of mana into his body and without hesitation, lurched at Mudwater with a mana-infused claw swipe, knocking the coyote several meters backward, through trees, until the coyote landed in the middle of a clearing.

      “You dare insult Disciple Beakwing Wingy,” Wolverine snapped. “Know your place! This is Best Buddy’s land!”

      Mudwater barked viciously as he stood up, powerful red aura surrounding him.

      “An attack capable of breaking through my guard like it doesn’t exist. This… this should be impossible. Just what kind of mana does he possess?”

      Wolverine moved toward his foe and both canines growled before the fight began in earnest. They exchanged bites, claws, and mana-infused attacks. The auras were strong enough to shake the forest, scaring some of its inhabitants into hiding.

      “Not bad, not bad,” Mudwater said. “I was wrong about you being soft. What is your name, wolf?”

      “Wolverine. Remember that name in the afterlife.”

      Wolverine allowed the mana he accumulated within to escape from his mouth, unleashing a bright beam as bright as the sun. His Sunlight Flash.

      But the coyote refused to simply go down. He also conjured up powerful magic from his mouth and, less than a breath later, released a red beam of energy which collided with Wolverine’s attack.

      The powerful beams of mana battled each other through a bout of supremacy, neither backing down. Mudwater’s strength made it clear that he had broken through to the S-rank some time ago, allowing him to combat Wolverine as an equal.

      However, not every S-ranked spirit, magical, or demon beast was the same. Mudwater was a demonic beast, but unlike his demonic monster brethren, he mostly held some of the benefits of a spirit beast as well as the intelligence and awareness.

      Suddenly the beams exploded, amassing a shockwave that flung both Mudwater and Wolverine away like discarded, rotten fruit.

      Both canines got to their feet, auras soaring like mountains of fire as they prepared to commence further battle.

      Wolverine refused to lose to this arrogant mutt that dared insult his fellow disciple. Which also meant insulting the sunlight woof, Disciple Cheetara Cutie, Sir Bright and Lady Feathers, soul kin Chenzu, and even Lady Milia and his master.

      Anyone daring to dishonor them was courting death!
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      “You can do it! Cut off his tail! Slash his eyeballs! Show that mangy mutt the pride of Father’s land, Big Brother Woofy!” Cheetara cheered from afar.

      Wolverine’s aura strengthened as he started toward his opponent, reigniting the furious exchange of claws and teeth again. He tackled the coyote into a tree, causing the demonic beast to cough blood.

      But before he could unleash a finishing Sunlight Flash, Mudwater stubbornly jumped away. A glowing red claw appeared in Wolverine’s vision. He blocked it. It created a shockwave that slammed the sunlight wolf into a tree. Pain briefly coursed through Wolverine.

      “Wolverine, you’re strong, but why are you hindering yourself by living without a pack?” Mudwater said. “Shouldn’t your pride, your presence, your power be for the pack, by the pack? Just what are you doing? Are you perhaps living as a lone wolf?”

      Wolverine stood back up. “It seems your time under the nipple of that serpent has clouded your wits and your judgement. Visiting the forest front would be your undoing. As for a pack, are you blind? Do you not see my fellow disciples, Best Buddy, Mistress Milia, or Best Buddy’s apprentices, or even my soul kin? You, who grovel at the foot of the Axem, will never understand what a pack truly is!”

      Wolverine’s aura doubled, towering even Mudwater’s own aura as it began to shine like a sun. The dim forest lit, and all seemed to bow to the wolf’s might, as he was essentially one with the land.

      Before Mudwater could so much as think about his next move, a claw raked across his face, embedding the most painful slash he’d ever felt in his life. It would no doubt leave a nasty scar. Yet… Wolverine hadn’t even moved!

      Mudwater’s eyes widened and for the first time in a while, he felt absolute terror. The sunlight wolf was too much for him. “We’ll meet again someday, Wolverine Woofy. Perhaps I will try to understand your words.”

      Just like that, the coyote fled, disappearing in a puff of leaves and regret of ever leaving the depths of the forest.

      “Woo!” Cheetara appeared next to Wolverine. “You handled that ignorant mutt like a true disciple. You’re so strong, Big Brother.”

      Wolverine snorted. “Let’s go back.” His tail wagged. “Best Buddy’s preparing food.”

      Beakwing appeared moments later. “Disciple Cheetara Cutie’s right, Master’s Buddy, Wolverine, Mistress’s Lovey Cuddle Muffin, Woofy.”

      Wolverine chuckled. “Perhaps. I doubt the coyote will return, and certainly not with such arrogance.”

      “He won’t,” Beakwing agreed.

      “Or else we’ll just have to beat him up again,” Cheetara cheered.
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        * * *

      

      After feeding my best buddy, congratulating him for ruthlessly defending the land, I headed into town with Cheetara on my shoulder, leaving the shop-running to Milia and the teenagers.

      I found the mayor in his office. Given that the ex-soldier had been nothing but good to me, I refused to let the guy get fired so easily. Being the father of my most promising pupil may or may not have formed a slight bias, but the fact of him being a good guy still held. He learned even more lessons about letting nobles, even the minor ones, have too much of a say in the town’s operations, funding, and general direction.

      By that logic, Mayor Rue should technically be wary of me too, not that I had any nobility, bloodlines, or titles. However, knowing how I fought tooth and nail to get his name on the financing papers, the veteran welcomed me in with warmth. He had long since stopped attempting to arrange a marriage between his daughter and I, finding out about my betrothed and that Harmony was my student.

      There was nothing more annoying than forced marriages, by the way. He probably mistook Harmony’s frequent visitation of my shop as some kind of secret courtship.

      “What brings you here to the office today, Sir Nate?” Mayor Rue asked.

      “I actually had a few ideas of how to pull this town from an F-rank to maybe an E-rank or higher and quickly,” I said, recalling the system’s answer to my straightforward question. To say it was a surprise that it even answered would be an understatement. If you think I hadn’t questioned the thing nonstop at the beginning before realizing it only rarely replied, then think again. The system would never do the work for me, gave very few hints at anything, and often loved to remind me that I was technically an E-ranked loser in a world far bigger than one could imagine. Of course, I wasn’t going to take this sitting down, and neither was Milia. What could she be working on that was taking so long? I wonder if she needed critical materials. That would explain her furious efforts at training and meditating. She needed as much power as possible to traverse an A-ranked or higher dungeon to acquire the items.

      Mayor Rue’s eyes lit up. Honestly, I was a bit uneasy that the veteran didn’t know any of this already or, given that his town was once D-ranked, allowed the important businesses to leave without first finding replacements. He likely informed the capital, but they ignored him for some unknown reason.

      

      [A town or city’s ranking is determined by the availability of necessary buildings, merchants, population, and sometimes even the satisfaction of the people, though there are some cities that somehow function under tyrants such as the Goblin Warlord. To advance to E-rank quickly, try establishing a bank or inviting the representative of a wealth management family. The bank must be capital-approved, however, and entered into magical logs, which can be expensive to purchase and manage. Other things that could help will not be shown to you without access to Town Management, as you are not a lord.]

      

      I found it amazing how this world didn’t give a shit if someone was qualified enough to enter a position of power. I understood the flawed fundamentals of might makes right, but this was exactly how lands ended up enslaved by tyrants. Not that I was some saint going around liberating nations. Fuck that.

      Not even the hero’s party wanted to do their damn jobs, which I found more hilarious than sad. I didn’t know if they were hellbent on recruiting or training under me, but I easily rejected them. After all, if I was a powerless nobody, they wouldn’t so much as glance in my direction. To be fair, that applied to anyone incapable of making themselves stand out. Also, it was clear as day that the system lured the party to this specific insignificant town—you know, instead of literally everywhere else that had better and more secured cities.

      “Start with a bank,” I told the mayor. “I know that’s probably obvious, since Kyushu was once a D-ranked town, but from what I can tell, the presence of a bank will jump our rankings up immediately.”

      Mayor Rue nodded, writing down the suggestion. “It will be a longshot trying to get one running in town and approved by the capital. Given how they ignore us…”

      “They probably ignore any town below D or maybe C,” I said, though that only blossomed an even more grim atmosphere. The Lord Ruler basically stopped giving a fuck about any town that didn’t meet his standards, and didn’t so much as reach out to them or send qualified personnel to boost whatever revenue was needed to grow a town.

      “We may have to rely on the generosity of the Wingston nobles a little more, until Kyushu can get out of its mess,” I said. “Although I want to limit that as much as possible. I can tell you realize that nothing is free. If I decided to leave for some reason, the Wingstons may start demanding payments on the debt.”

      Mayor Rue sighed. “Unfortunately, our bastard of a Lord Ruler has forced us to take desperate measures. We really can’t thank you enough for seeking help. They’re usually very difficult to approach, much less get an audience from. How did you do it?”

      Remembering how I basically overpowered the mistress of the house, I decided to keep that information to myself. No need for rumors to start, damaging the reputations of our benefactors.

      “Like I said before, you should thank Milia and Mandi too. It’s her mother after all,” I said.

      “Oh, the redhead,” Mayor Rue said. “She’s changed so much. Far more radiant than before. What did you do?”

      “She dropped the façade,” I said. “Friendships are ridiculous among the nobility and even worse for a powerless girl in the Wingston family. She kind of faked it, but after meeting us, valued actual friendship over what she referred to as the game of houses.”

      Mayor Rue shuddered. “The game of houses is a backstabbing and sometimes bloody hobby of the nobles, even more brutal among the higher tier. If you want to avoid it, pray to Wanda you don’t catch the eye of someone really powerful, capable of rewarding you with a title. Or cursing you with one, depending on your perspective.” He chuckled. “Some will endlessly try to curry favor with you and far worse than the Wingstons. At least the Red Star actually likes you, which is rare for a pillar of anger like that.” He quickly added, “Or so I’ve heard.”

      Cheetara meowed a response.

      “Cheetara’s got a point,” I said, gently scratching beneath her chin.

      Mayor Rue’s eyes widened. “Yo-you can understand the cat?”

      I flinched and changed the topic, a bit embarrassed at my unconscious response. It wasn’t as if the animals spoke directly to me, but for some reason every now and then, their impressions, feelings, and emotions imprinted directly into me. At least that was my best guess.

      “Anyway,” I said as I stood. “If we can’t get a bank, then we should at least get merchants to return, as well as start increasing the population. It’d be much easier if we had all the core buildings, though. As high of a rank as possible for banks, clinics or maybe healers, oh, and vets.”

      “Vet?”

      “Doctors or healers for animals,” I clarified. “Maybe a magical…”

      “You do know spirit beasts can just drink potions like the rest of us,” Mayor Rue said. “They also regenerate significantly faster than us.”

      “True, but not every situation is the same,” I said. “Just because we’re way out here doesn’t mean we should get complacent. Remember the bandits, the hallow, and even an assassin. This place may be no safer than the capital, honestly.”

      “You… you’re exactly right,” the mayor said. “Thank you for the advice. Say, Sir Nate, would you like a position as town advisor?”

      “I’m afraid I’ll have to pass,” I said. “I’m simply not qualified. Perhaps after I’ve actually lived here for more than a couple months and earned the right to help decide the town’s fate.”

      If I were qualified, the system would’ve offered me the prompt, probably.

      I started out of the office. “Thank you for listening, Mayor Rue. Even Harmony’s looking forward to seeing where the town goes now that you’re able to relax a little. You’ve shown me hospitality since I first arrived.” I looked at him. “I’ve got your back.”

      The mayor grinned. “Just take good care of my daughter. She means the world to me.”

      “She’s got the potential to carry the future in her hands,” I said, then exited.
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        * * *

      

      As Sir Nate left, Mayor Rue sat back, deflating, and dropping his hand that reached toward the walking miracle. While he’d make a perfect addition for what was left of the family, Rue wouldn’t dare suggest anything to his daughter. If she lost respect for him, his life was essentially over.

      There was something strange about Nate that Mayor Rue couldn’t put a finger on. His origins were impossible to find, as if he only manifested into existence on the day that he arrived. He didn’t speak like a wild man, didn’t appear to be one of the isolated elves, and he doubted Nate came from the Ruthless Outerlands, right? Just what did Wanda have planned for them?

      He glanced at the papers on his desk. Getting a proper bank in town after the decline would be a tedious task, but not impossible. Thanks to the backing from House Wingston, Rue may be able to find someone for the job within a month, if not a week. Nate’s other suggestion referred to funding the school system, and Mayor Rue wasted no time sending men to scout out teachers. While some towns didn’t value education, Mayor Rue made it his main priority when he was appointed by the Lord Ruler. Enlisting in the kingdom’s army taught him the value of being able to read, perform basic arithmetic, and to not get swindled by a crafty merchant.

      One of the biggest things he wanted to do, however, was reform the town guard. With the funding, they could now appoint trainers, which freed up the balding man from having to do it himself. He no longer held the energy and vigor to whip even fireheads into shape.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “My loot senses are tingling,” I said to Cheetara as we started for the town’s exit. “I’m still feeling the urge to clear that dungeon. But even for a C-ranked, there should be secrets.”

      The answer became apparent just a moment later. “Under-fucking-water.”

      Cheetara meowed her agreement.

      “Are you really talking to the kitten?”

      I spun to see Iris, Nuwa, and Maxus walking toward me, each dressed in various Kyushu commoner outfits. Nuwa still somewhat dressed like a nun, but never wore a head covering.

      “Cheetara’s a great conversationalist, aren’t you?” I said.

      Cheetara responded with a smug meow, and I couldn’t help but laugh, pride probably oozing from me. Milia talked to her too, but the hero’s party didn’t need to know that. They’d be better off catching her.

      “She’s so cute,” Nuwa said, hugging Cheetara. Good thing the kitten was the friendliest, but as a full cat, well, who knew?

      A stray thought snuck its away into my head and I strained with everything to keep from laughing. I wondered if the talented kitten could defeat the hero’s party. Probably. She had no problems keeping up with training, easily outpacing some of the apprentices. Harmony and Cheetara were both friends and rivals.

      Before I could turn to leave, the voice of the twerp sounded through the air, pulling my glare.

      “Nate! What were the ingredients for the burgers?” she asked when she caught up to us.

      I sighed, figuring it’d be best to make them before the girl ended up drooling all over the place.

      “Fine, let’s go to the butcher,” I said with a sigh. “You’re paying, of course.”

      “No problem,” Ronica cheered. “You’re feeding us. That’s the least we could do.”

      Iris hid her excitement poorly. Maxus tried to hide behind a stoic expression, but the gleam in the older man’s eye revealed the desire for a new culinary experience. Eventually Kelvin joined, but Ramon still held the day shift until the guards arrived to relieve him for the day. Apparently, they paid him quite well to personally monitor the prisoners. Good pay, a place to meditate and train, with the drawback of the place smelling terrible. Ronica made fun of him all week.

      “Gwendolyn said the soldiers should be here tomorrow to pick up any criminals,” Kelvin said.

      “Wanda’s ass, finally. I guess that’d leave Ramon out of a job,” Maxus replied.

      “That is, until the next person gets thrown in jail,” Iris said, shaking her head. “He’ll have to go back to being one of us again.”

      After making the hero’s party buy the hamburger ingredients and fresh baked bread from a friendly woman that was too friendly to Kelvin, despite him claiming to be a married man, we headed back to my house.

      The apprentices were chatting with Chenzu. Their eyes lit up when they noticed the wrapped food items I carried, including vegetables for the veggie burgers.

      “It may be a week or two, probably a month before I make these again,” I said. “So take a few home back to Ramon. Not you, twerp. Kelvin.”

      “Are you implying that Kelvin is more trustworthy than me?” Iris asked, raising an eyebrow, which prompted Milia into laughter. She and the elf somewhat became friends over the past days, though a spark of the worship showed itself every now and then.

      “As a matter of fact—”

      “And me?” Nuwa interrupted me, feigning hurt.

      “You’re less trustworthy than the twerp, somehow,” I said. Nuwa pouted.

      Chenzu loaded the makeshift grill with some fresh, dry wood bought from the general store, and a few sparks later, laid the foundation out for some good coal. We tried to do this while Milia was inside, but she eventually caught onto our ploy and made it clear that she didn’t mind.

      Trees existed as a part of the great cycle and besides, she had lived inside one she’d carved into a home. She also reminded everyone what the house was made of.

      It took only fifteen minutes of preparation before the burgers were on the grill. During that time, I made sure everyone learned.

      “I’ll totally mess that up,” Ronica said. Everyone agreed, except Chenzu, Milia, and Harmony. Milia was a great cook, to the point that I wondered where the hell she learned her craft. I made the bold choice to be competitive with her and we laughed together in good fun.

      My only edge was still meat, but if Milia wasn’t a vegetarian, she’d probably defeat me there too.

      “Say Nate, have you considered going back to that A-ranked dungeon?” Iris asked later, after finishing her first veggie burger. She wasn’t quite a vegetarian like Milia, but may as well be, as the elf rarely ate meat according to Ronica.

      “Not in the slightest,” I replied without hesitation. “I do have plans to challenge it again when I have ways of my own to exploit the fallen angel’s weakness. I want to take her down with overwhelming force, if possible.”

      “Pfft, good luck with that,” Ronica said. “They’re feared for a reason.”

      “I’ll figure something out,” I said, snorting.

      “Don’t take too long,” Iris said. “The longer she’s allowed to sit and cultivate, the stronger she gets. Guardian power resets to their initial strength upon defeat.”

      “The only exception is the S-ranked dungeon,” Milia said, gaining everyone’s gazes. “Once the guardian is defeated, they’re dead for good. Unfortunately, I’ve never heard of a single person beating one.”

      “We’ve never even heard of an S-ranked dungeon before coming here,” Nuwa said. “It makes the term S-rank adventurer sound silly.”

      My eyes widened. “That’s it! We need an adventurer’s hangout place. If we can get Anzu’s help in the A-rank dungeon run, maybe she’ll be more inclined to help us out with the S-ranked bastard too.”

      “It’s a long shot,” Milia said. “But she’s still an adventurer at heart.”

      “And one of the most powerful adventurers in the kingdom,” Ronica added.
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      The next few days went by somewhat uneventfully, except for kingdom soldiers taking away everyone in the jail. By this time, everyone had entered the spiritual room for meditation at least once. I trained like crazy as both a magician and a potion maker. However, this just wasn’t enough to satisfy me. You know what did satisfy me? The outstanding progress of my apprentices. Don’t get me wrong, I still felt like a lousy teacher, but I gave my best effort. Milia was far more knowledgeable, as well as Chenzu, but the three teenagers’ eyes only lit when I spoke. I wasn’t sure if it was because I included life lessons every time—trust me, Earth gave me plenty—or my rare displays of power.

      I focused far more on crafting potions than magic. Now, some of you may puff up your cheeks in fury. Well, let me ask you something. How many times should you fire your only spell into the abyss before mastering it? Some will say as many times as it takes, some say a million, bolder people may say one thousand.

      I say you’re crazy. You could fire the same energy ball I have that I used to defeat each of my enemies and it wouldn’t change in the slightest. Sure, pouring mana into it increased its size, but ultimately, it was nothing more than a tool of violence and destruction. I was from Earth! However… the ‘I was from Earth’ mentality was often placed into the back of my mind more than I would’ve liked. No, I would never forget my birthplace, friends, or few family, but there was a difference between living in the world of Mondra and home. Here, I had greater goals. On Earth, all I had were broken dreams, alcoholic, dickish bosses, a few on and off crappy relationships, the mundane hope that life would suddenly blink out for me, football games, and overall, a blank, terribly boring existence. On Earth, I was like an NPC from a videogame, honestly. While coworkers scored promotions, more exciting job opportunities, the only thing I got was another quest to make ends meet. The overly mundane did seem a little weird, like being in a protective bubble. The guy who tried to sell me electric currency… I couldn’t remember a thing about him, which probably shouldn’t be a surprise. How many people have I glanced at in a crowd without ever recalling them? This guy did infuriate me, as he was very insistent on me buying into what could only be some dumb Ponzi scheme. Promising me wealth and shit of my dreams by being the first in on the magical internet money hoopla.

      Why would I go back to that?

      One morning in the lab, I checked my stats to confirm that it really wasn’t enough. No gains from what I could see, which prompted me to action.

      

      Nate Sullivan

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician** Third class: Unknown.

      Magician rank: 12th realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Established.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakened. This is a middle stage.

      Physique rank: D.

      Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 2%.

      Shop Rank: E.

      The only gain that I had was the potion of clarity, which I couldn’t make without looking for the herbs underwater. Judging by the timing and other underwater prompt references, the C-ranked dungeon was my main shot.

      I had a feeling the boss would be underwater too. Then again, that wouldn’t make sense for the C-rank, right?

      I glanced at the instructions for the water breathing potion.

      

      [1 herb of any kind, 1 mermaid scale, angel-purified water or holy water, 3 fish tails from Lesser Dragon-ranked spirit fish. Do not boil these until a sap, just boil for 2 minutes. Let cool for 1 day. Boil for another 10 minutes, add more angel-purified or holy water. Let sit. Then add a touch of water mana or three handfuls of pure mana.]

      

      Why was this recipe so complicated? Maybe this wasn’t that complex in the grand scheme of things, but the town I lived in… I blinked. Perhaps it was as simple as a not-so-good location. Some of these items did feel quite challenging to get. Milia already told me about how powerful mermaids were. But the others, I had an idea of where I could get them.

      It was obvious that the system set the potion I planned to ignore for a while as an obstacle in my journey. The clarity’s description seemed somewhat simple, but insight in this world being so rare meant that the value had to be nuts.

      The ingredients, in fact, were impossible for normal people now that I thought about it.

      

      [Underwater Emblem herbs, 1 mix of Blood Lightning potion, 1 bottle of purified water, Underwater Emblem berries, and 10 pieces of random edible herbs. Mix it with pure water then allow to sit for at least a day.]

      

      “Potion creation… is fun as hell, but I seriously need to increase my ability to hunt down these ingredients.”

      “That’s what the dungeons are for,” Milia said as she walked into the lab, sitting by my side. “I think I may need a few things too before I can reveal my creation and how I’ll be directly contributing to the shop.”

      I looked at her and she probably saw the understanding dawning in my eyes, because right there, I realized that it was possible Milia felt she’d end up as a simple shopkeeper’s wife if she didn’t push to stand out.

      Even if that was far from true. Semi-divinity aside, without her, none of this would’ve been possible.

      “Well, you are the cofounder of this shop,” I said, smiling. “You’ve kept us waiting for the rest of its products long enough.”

      That wasn’t a lie, as Milia had full access to the shop’s safe. How else would she have been able to pay the others?

      Now before you give me the side eye, it was a hell of a lot easier to trust a divine being who basically fought an almost-hopeless battle against a fallen angel at your side than normal people. Also, she risked her life to take me to the depths of the forest just to find a cure for Harmony. Saving the poor blue-haired girl from being cultivation-crippled for life when she didn’t have to only revealed a small fraction of her character. Yeah, at first I was suspicious, to the point of denying the invitation to spend at night in the forest at her home, though in my defense, the forest gave me chills.

      I was well aware that nothing in the world would be free. But from being just a curious girl as she once told me, to a friend, to courtship, marked just the very beginning of our relationship. Milia had something to tell me, something huge about herself, but she wanted her family around for it.

      Fortunately, it wouldn’t be something like, ‘I’m pregnant.’ I wasn’t immune to the allure, but also not a goddamn teenager. A woman like her was worth waiting for, even with the over-the-top tradition of maintaining purity until marriage.

      Whatever she revealed was going to change my view of her, I just knew it. I only hoped she’d understand that I wouldn’t treat her any different for it.

      Besides, I doubted she’d turn out to be the princess of some super powerful royal family like some goddamn fairy tale. I joked with the idea of her being Wanda’s daughter, due to the number of coincidences, but she didn’t transform into a goddess or angel during the fallen angel fight, so that was out of the window. Really, she didn’t have much to say to Atsuki. One would expect utter disdain or something. I did feel pity from my fiancée, though. But fallen dryads thankfully weren’t a thing, as far as I knew.

      Milia’s smile was as bright as ever. “I hope you like it. I know I can do better than that dungeon if I push myself.”

      I wasn’t sure what she was referring to specifically, but whatever it was, I looked forward to seeing it as something in our shop. Judging by the magic I felt upstairs from her workshop, this would likely push our shop up an entire rank or at least close to it.

      “Let’s wrap up the C-ranked dungeon today,” I said. “If we can’t find anything good, we’ll just wait for Anzu’s response to the letter.”

      I needed to acquire a better pigeon messaging system so that I wouldn’t have to rely on Mandi or the mayor actually having them available. They sent letters all the time. Mandi to her eldest siblings, the mayor all over the place. Disrupting the redhead’s connection to her family wasn’t my goal when it came to taking her in as an apprentice. I planned to turn her into the ultimate gadget slinging magician.

      I glanced outside the window at the forge. Well, I supposed I gave Lucas plenty of practice time, but now it was time he received the first request to put the heavenly forge hammer to use. Otherwise, what the hell was the point of giving him the S-ranked item in the first place?

      When the teenagers arrived, we boarded Beakwing and set off to the dungeon.
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        * * *

      

      A carriage pulled by lightning horses jolted into the town of Kyushu. Alexander sat inside, eyes opening after what was thankfully the last nap of the day. He did not notice the sinister grin on his driver’s face. He didn’t feel the subtle aura of anticipation, nor the barely restrained super mana.

      Fortunately for him, the driver seemed content with doing his job, lighting a pipe and puffing out a cloud of forest-scented but untainted smoke. It was impossible for normal people to see the face beneath the cloak unless the driver pulled down the hood.

      “So what do you think, young master?” the driver asked. “Could you live in a place that borders on peace and conflict generated by the heavens? How would you react if such a paradise crumbled beneath your feet and was swallowed into an endless abyss?”

      “What are you getting at, driver?” Alexander asked, his senses as Yomi stirring awake. “You certainly weren’t talking like this before. I thought the words of a non-questioning agreement was established the moment you received payment.”

      “Wanda’s feathers, you’re no fun, kid,” the driver said. “If you want to progress as a magician, other than forming a core, you should consider understanding the concepts of the Dao. Though good luck receiving a blessing from it. You’d have to be a nurturing monster of the universe to be bestowed one of its tattoos.”

      “I am familiar with the Dao,” Alexander said, barely holding his childish façade. His body was seriously going to be a pain in the ass for him in the short term. Even if he found a mythical way to transform back into his original body, doing so would be advertising to his old enemies that he still sailed the seas. Alexander didn’t mind a little quiet life for once. He could establish a proper foundation.

      Wanda’s flailing ass, he dreaded the idea of being a teenager again, but that was far away. Perhaps he’d find something that would allow him to skip that experience.

      “Keep my words in your mind for a while,” the driver continued. “And remember, there are some true monsters out there, the obvious Lord of Darkness aside. Perhaps you may even meet one today.”

      The driver parked the carriage in front of the inn. A stable boy hurried to greet them and one silver tip later, he led their horses off toward a holding place in the distance.

      Alexander looked at the driver. “If only you knew. But let’s just say, I’ve learned that not everything has to be a constant struggle of blood and betrayal.”

      The driver shrugged. “I see. Peace could exist here if the outside stops trying to disturb things. The winds of fate can carry even peepers.”

      Alexander frowned when he looked at a farm in a grassland some paces outside of town.

      “We’ve travelled together for some time now,” the driver continued. “So let me arrange your living quarters as thanks for this generous amount of gold with treasures thrown in.”

      Alexander’s eyes lit up. “Thank you! Uhh, Wanda’s heart, what should I call you? Perhaps an alias. Or Sir Driver?”

      “Arrangements first, useless things later,” said the driver. “Today’s going to be an interesting day.”
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        * * *

      

      We had the teenagers take down the first two floor guardians, but the third floor ended up being too much for them. Chenzu gave them an assist with quite the powerful song.

      “There once was a goddess who got in trouble, then came the paddle, swat on the bubble—Oh wait, that’s not appropriate. You three haven’t taken your first sip of the hard stuff yet. Let’s see… Oh, it’s down already.”

      The giant half-fish, half-gorilla fell to the ground caught in one hell of a stun. Its hairy back legs spasmed.

      “Harmony, summon your spell book,” I said, then in a Mortal Kombat voice, I said, “Finish him!”

      The determined blue-haired girl’s aura erupted and condensed as she pointed the skeleton king’s wand at it. Mana briefly became liquid at the tip, then shot out at the gorilla with a fish head. Her magic bolt wasn’t a supreme variant like mine, but certainly strong. Unfortunately, the basic spell wasn’t enough. Lucas conjured a fireball and Mandi tossed some electrical marbles.

      The gorilla fish bucked until finally giving up the ghost.

      I clapped. “Woo! Good work. You earned the respite. Let us deal with the dungeon boss.”

      The pathway to the final area emerged as a staircase that led to a pit of darkness. “You know, I’m not keen on leaving anyone behind, so rest now and we’ll head down in fifteen minutes.”

      “You’re still a demon,” Mandi said as she collapsed to the lush grassy ground.

      Lucas sat and closed his eyes, meditating and restoring his mana just as I taught him. Nodding, I turned to Harmony who did the same.

      “Do you think her struggles now will provide one hell of a foundation?” I asked Chenzu while gesturing my head at the tired-out redhead. There would be no taking it easy on her, either. No, I wasn’t an evil bastard, but I also had no intention of babying eighteen-year-olds. They felt so much better by taking down difficult obstacles with their own hands. I resonated with that a lot. Of course, when the danger got too great, Milia, Chenzu, and I swept in and quickly dealt with the issues.

      While my little timer was going, I grabbed a few random plants in the area. They weren’t the herbs I needed as they were deep underwater. I sure as shit had no intention of going in there without being sure I wouldn’t regret it.

      Just as I prepared to rouse the teenagers from their rest, a prompt flashed into my head.

      

      [You are a potion maker, standing for the desire of a peaceful and quiet life. Yet trouble is drawn to the mighty.]

      [But there is a light you discovered. A love for teaching. You believe yourself to not be a good teacher. Perhaps it is humility that the greatest teacher cannot see through his own light. But a great teacher is one who teaches and is still interested in learning even more. Life lessons and stories from your old world are not available here. Continue to bring your vision using your mind as a medium. But the darkness will not wait for anyone.]

      [Spiritual Quest: Master and his Apprentices.]

      [Your apprentices represent your heart, life force, and the vessels that must acquire your knowledge. If you fail yourself, you fail them. If you fail them, you fail yourself. A bond between a master and his apprentices will be a long journey that could end at any time when they decide to leave, or you send them away. You must teach as much as possible before then. But also, be prepared to nurture them for years. It could be decades before they are ready to set out. For magicians with increased longevity, cultivating mana and discovering one’s purpose is just a small part of what it means to wield the vast power of the universe.]

      [With every hero, there is a villain, an antagonist that may manifest to steal your peace. You refused the class. But how long will the peace you forced last? The true question is, how did you force such a thing in the first place? The early stages of something beyond a Universe Roamer, perhaps?]

      [Step 1. Create a potion together. Follow the recipe.]

      [Potion of Water Spirits. This potion enables you to interact with the spirits and elementals of water itself. What you choose to do with this ability is up to you. Research in this field is very valuable. Use any herb in the area. Create a sap, use the water, and 1 Greater Lurkerman’s fin.]

      

      My eyes widened as I read the prompt again and again, the meanings within blasting into my head at what felt like thousands of miles an hour. I’ll have to say, so far, the quests weren’t that bad. Nothing involving hurting or killing anyone, which was nice, otherwise I’d just ignore them. I’d do what it took to protect my fiancée, friends, and apprentices, but that was it. And that sounded like a friendship speech. At this point, the system’s actions were a mystery to me. Did it push me toward being some kind of hero? Did it find itself some kind of compromise? Or did it finally understood where I was coming from through the perspective of an earthling who never saw anything beyond bar fights?

      Well, it was a good thing we encountered more Greater Lurkermen. You bet your ass I kept as much of the material as possible.
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      “Before we go, let’s apply what you’ve learned,” I said to the apprentices. “We’re going to make a brand-new potion together. Chenzu, Milia, you two observe for now. This is going to be a master-apprentice exercise.”

      I pulled a spare cauldron from my storage ring, though I did chuckle at the silly idea of creating a field kit. But it’d still be perfect for people who couldn’t afford to dish out thousands of gold for a storage ring.

      The teenagers were actually excited instead of annoyed. First, we set up the area to be fire-safe. Sure, it’d take only a second for someone without superstrength to stomp out the flames. And speaking of superstrength, I couldn’t help but marvel at how easy it was to control. It was a matter of not accidentally exerting mana into your body parts, whether legs or fingers. Fortunately, it took just moments for me to adapt as the new mana settled.

      If the body didn’t automatically adapt, every master magician would be a menace to society.

      “We’re using only the herbs in this area, as well as the water,” I explained.

      “What are we making?” Mandi asked, eyes glistening with excitement.

      “The potion of the water spirits,” I told her. Milia’s eyes widened, but she didn’t say anything. While I did have some questions, I decided to leave it at that.

      Opal gasped. “Sir Nate, that is…” She flew to the sideline with Milia and Chenzu. The beastkin began to play an intense tune, as if he knew this was a mystic trial.

      “Alright, everyone gather a good mix of herbs,” I ordered. “I already have some, but the point is for us to work together to make this thing work in one go. I’ll be counting on you!”

      “We won’t let you down!” Harmony said, her voice ecstatic and almost tinged with franticness, as if she saw the prompt herself.

      A blazing fire lit in Lucas’s eyes as he joined the others in the race to gather herbs and water and everything was added neatly. In fact, Lucas even started the fire.

      Mandi continued to keep up, almost making me forget she had no powers whatsoever. Okay, I will admit, a potion of the water spirits did have me incredibly intrigued. The fact that the system said it was very valuable meant either profit or benefits, though to be honest, I wanted the benefits to go to the apprentices. There was a lot in the world to learn and I’d need them, along with Milia. I also didn’t want to keep bugging my fiancée about common sense matters, even if she did somehow suspect my origins.

      We didn’t just make one batch. I provided more cauldrons. For two of the four batches, we combined our mana. To keep Mandi included, I had her watch for anything off, so we’d know if we should stop. She caught six discrepancies.

      When all was good, we bottled them up. The teenagers kept half, though they tried to refuse.

      “This is something we made together,” I told them. “This teambuilding exercise showcases the reason why multiple hands are better than just soloing everything. Potion making will get far more complicated than what we’re doing. We just don’t have our hands on the most advanced recipes yet.”

      

      [Step 1 completed! New Mid-tier Special Potion listing… Potion of Water Spirits.]

      [Potion of Water Spirits. This potion enables you to interact with the spirits and elementals of water itself. What you choose to do with this ability is up to you. Research in this field is very valuable. Use any herb in the area. Create a sap, use the water, and 1 Greater Lurkerman’s fin.]

      [Master and Apprentices Trial, step 2. Listen to their inquiries, hopes, or desires.]

      

      I sat down on the grass, gesturing for the three teenagers to do the same. Thankfully, they were all wearing trousers, not skirts or dresses, so Lucas didn’t have to go into flustered mode. Harmony and Mandi weren’t exactly the teasing type, each focusing strongly on their goals, but teenage hormones were still teenage hormones.

      “While we’re still here and not dealing with a long line of customers, I want to hear some of you out,” I said. “So talk to me. Maybe tell me what you want to accomplish in your lives, especially now that everyone has a goal in mind. Lucas, you first.”

      The timid redheaded boy flinched, but soon took a deep breath and spoke his mind. “I didn’t have much ever since my parents disappeared. Master Nia took me in, taught me a little of my bloodline. I took it to heart, vowing to reconnect with my parents or learn of their fates. For now, I just hope to get strong enough to try. When I saw you risk your life to help our village… it was as if something woke up within me. If I could combine… if I could find a way to blend potion making and blacksmithing together…” He sighed. “Right now, I still have a way to go.”

      I nodded. “If you have any questions or want any help with that, don’t hesitate to get me. I really like that idea. You’re just about three steps ahead of yourself. Keep it up!”

      Lucas’s back straightened, pride seeming to gleam in his eyes, and he grinned. “Thank you, Sir Nate.”

      “Mandi,” I said without giving the redheaded girl a chance to try to seem as small as possible.

      “I hope to form a core,” she said softly, eyes briefly gazing off into the distance. Then those eyes shifted to determination, perhaps stubbornness to take her situation lying down. “I… thought I’d be stuck in a life of fake social acquaintances, a forced marriage with an Astral boy that has the personality of any unfriendly noble, or just a life of misery and uncertainty. Even I was a pretender, while secretly wishing for a better life. I don’t know what came over me to just randomly force my cousins to take a four-day journey with me here without notifying Mother. But I’m glad I listened to my intuition. Admittedly, I was drawn to this place for the wrong reasons, but that’s not important.” She blushed. “At first, I thought I’d be just fine with working at the shop, but when you showed me the book, it felt… It felt as it if was made for me. I’m unsure how to explain it. I’ve always had personal charms before Mother took them. To think I’d be given a chance to make those and even gadgets. Opal may be onto something.” She glanced around at the others and then back at me. “Even when I form my core, I want to take this as far as possible, make something that will shake the heavens. And I’ll do it without pretending to be a noble. No rudeness, no mean looks, and if I can help others without powers too, that would help make things even, just a little. Even if it all still relies on mana in the end.”

      I nodded, smiling. “You’re not as powerless as you think. You kept up with the others, surpassing my expectations twice over. You’re also creative. Little marbles that blast out electricity. How did you even do that? Keep it up and I look forward to your next invention. Whether it be crazy or groundbreaking.”

      Now it was Mandi’s turned to smile, though she did suspiciously wipe at her eyes. I witnessed how badly her family treated her the moment I arrived at the girl’s doorstep. She earned that feeling of joy and fast as hell too. These kids were maniacs! Maybe I did stumble into three dormant geniuses.

      I turned to Harmony and her smile was radiant. Once again, it felt like hearing my little sister speak up.

      “First apprentice, among the three pillars of human and half-dwarf gold,” I said, though I felt that they were more than what they led on. “What’s your goal?”

      “My goal hasn’t changed since the first day I became your apprentice,” Harmony said. “The potion that gave a new alternative path in life, one that didn’t involve being a polite lady to entertain insufferable nobles that were rude to my father, but a path in which my life was in my own hands for the first time. I wasn’t a family marriage chip to connect with larger families, but a real magician capable of protecting the town when the Lord Ruler turned his back on it. Your way of doing things sort of resonated with me, and I found potion creation quite relaxing. Sure, I’m not that great at it, yet. The idea of pushing for pill making is just what I need for a second skill. It doesn’t take me from the path of a potion maker, but offers a refined alternative. Pill creation is essentially alchemy. But so is potion making, even if they’re not called the same thing due to a bloody disagreement between magic and science clans hundreds of years ago. So please… allow me to follow in your direct footsteps.”

      “I wouldn’t be able to stop you even if I tried,” I said, laughing. “I look forward to seeing the unstoppable potion mistress in the future. I have a feeling I’ll be inspired by whatever you make someday.”

      I completely and utterly forgot this was a trial and a pang of sadness entered me when the prompt appeared. This little chat in the middle of a dungeon turned out more fun than I thought.

      Suddenly, the prompt stopped and blinked repeatedly, as if it was waiting for something. It took me less than an eyeblink to figure it out. The apprentices leaned in, sensing for the first time since they’d known me that I was about to speak of my plans without being cryptic, sarcastic, evasive, or humorous. My tone became serious and maybe a bit more passionate than I’d like when I spoke.

      “You know of my obvious goal to be the best potion maker on this planet, and to have a fun and amazing marriage with Milia. I’m from a far-off land, unreachable by ordinary means. I’m still learning the ways of the kingdom, and really could learn a lot of the world just by spending time with you. Sure, I plan to explore. Exotic ingredients won’t fly into our hands, now would they? But for now, I want a peaceful life with Milia, Wolverine, Cheetara, Beakwing, and you, my apprentices. If I have to dust off the spell book to slap some sense into morons that attack us, so be it. I’m still learning this whole might makes right thing and through some annoying encounters, like the fallen angel and Andros, learned that even I’m not invincible. Still, I lived a life without involving bloodshed, and even this land will not take that away. I can only hope I’ll be a guide for you three as well.”

      

      [Step 2 completed! You unlocked further access to Yukihara. Secret ability unlocked: You can now wield 2 spell books. It’s not impossible after all…]

      [Master and Apprentices trial, step 3. Protect them!]

      

      My eyes widened when a wall of crystal energy shot up between us and Milia, Opal, and Chenzu, blocking them out of whatever was about to happen. Suddenly, the ground cracked, and a black blob emerged from it. I tried to blast it, but my heart dropped in shock as I realized I couldn’t move. A prompt flashed into view.

      

      [You are currently stunned. Wait for the trial…]

      

      I noticed the others had trouble moving as well.

      “What is happening, Nate?” Mandi asked, her voice almost panicked.

      The blob formed into a humanoid shape and then glowed as brightly as a lightbulb. A moment later, a heavenly muscled man with a lion mask stood in front of me, grasping a golden sword. Glowing golden eyes lit up the eye sockets of his mask. He wore golden chainmail armor with matching boots. Along his arms were gold tattoos that depicted shit I would probably never understand without undergoing some heavy scholarly drilling.

      

      [Enemy analysis.]

      Disrupter, the Trial of Master and Apprentice Warrior.

      ??? rank: blocked by the heavens. Limiter detected on the heavenly messenger…

      [Step 3, begin!]

      

      The ability to move returned to me, but the apprentices were still frozen.

      “It’s a trial of the dungeon,” I told them. “He’s called Disrupter, a heavenly messenger. I’ll have to take down this guy and you’ll be able to move.”

      “Good luck, Sir Nate!” Chenzu said. “Give him a kick in the jewels for me.”

      Snorting, I downed one of my shadow potions. “Collapse. Come forth, Yukihara.” Disrupter waited, staring and allowing me to make the first move. “There needs to be a faster way to summon you.”

      Yukihara folded her arms, glaring at me. “Well, excuuuuse me. Perhaps start searching for materials to upgrade… Oh! What’s this? A new page. I’ll activate it.”

      “He’s quite kind, waiting on you,” Opal said. Fortunately, she didn’t jinx us.

      

      [You can now use Blood Lightning Cage. Trap your enemies, prevent them from escaping!]

      

      “Blood Lightning Cage,” I said. “This takes me back. Feels like it was just yesterday.”

      Yukihara sighed before returning her focus to the enemy ahead.

      Now, I wasn’t under the naïve illusion that I’d be able to beat a fucking heavenly messenger fast, so I decided to test him instead. Aiming a palm in his direction, I fired a blast of Blood Lightning.

      “First move has been made, I will allow no more preparations,” Disrupter said, sidestepping the Blood Lightning. Truthfully, I expected him to slap that shit aside like it was nothing, but apparently he didn’t enjoy the idea of allowing it to touch him.

      He appeared in front of me in an instant and I did everything I could to dodge the blurring sword slash. I still ended up with a long cut across my arm, which hurt like hell, but nothing a quick potion sip couldn’t fix.

      Allowing mana to flow through my limbs, I delivered a punch into Disrupter’s gut, only to encounter solid steel. Seeing the problem here, I blurred to his side, dodging the sword. Unfortunately, he had an open palm waiting for me. The golden beam of magic missed as I slipped into the shadows.

      Another open palm waited for me and this time, I couldn’t dodge, slightly delayed. I fired a Dragon Magic Burst against the golden magic instead, not willing to take what could be crippling damage. The clash ended with an explosion and a shockwave that threw me against the wall of the entrance to the next floor. I created a nice, painful crater and my shoulder felt like lava.

      “Is there no way to settle a trial without fighting? My back’s going to give out if I keep getting slammed into things,” I said to the heavens or whoever the hell was monitoring this. Wasn’t Wanda supposed to be for peace, being a goddess? What the hell? But of course I knew damn well that in this world, the divine figures were likely supportive of the might makes right philosophy. Because why wouldn’t they, the assholes. I’m looking at you especially, System. Or was it Wanda?

      No answer came from the heavens as I stood and fired a Blood Lightning blast. I tried to activate the Blood Lightning Cage but realized I simply didn’t have the mana for it. It required an unreasonable amount… I missed the requirements by five percent. Or that’s what I felt.

      “Not the most useful skill, Yukihara,” I said, voice in a deadpan.

      This time, Disrupter did slap my magic to the side as if it was nothing more than a nuisance. He raised a hand into the air. The feeling of danger blasted into my senses. I tried to slip into the shadows, but something prevented me from doing so.

      Sensing the magic coming from above, I tried to run, but it was too late. Gold coated me briefly, bashing me to the ground. I found myself yelling in pain and all sounds briefly tuned out as the frying commenced. I honestly wanted the heavens to just put me out of my damn misery. I was simply no match for even one of their messengers.

      “This is your resolve? How disappointing, especially for a divine master magician. Maybe you really weren’t forged in the heavens, earthling. I shall commence to killing the apprentices as payment for wasting my time. Your strategies were fine, but weak attacks will be the death of these small fry.”

      I forced myself to stand and caught the glimpse of raw terror on their faces as the heavenly messenger approached them, his sword glowing. He could honestly kill them with his pressure if he got too close.

      All three of them looked at me, eyes hardened and filled with anticipation and belief. The despair, in fact, vanished the moment I stood. Even when faced with an impossible opponent, they believed I’d… save them.

      Mist began to pour from my mouth.
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        * * *

      

      The man before them seemed impossibly strong and the moment he declared the deaths of Lucas and the others, raw fear coursed through the boy’s veins. He believed in Master Nate, but he was just one man and couldn’t be everywhere at once. Or so he thought.

      Nate began to break the world around him as his red aura erupted into existence, mist pouring from his mouth endlessly. His eyes, his eyes began to glow a frightening red. But the glow quickly vanished.

      Replacing it was the feeling of Nate’s pressure coating the entirety of the area. It didn’t end there. He pulled out the potion that incapacitated him for a week and downed it without hesitation, adding a power on top of his power. Then a strange transformation came, and Lucas couldn’t believe what he witnessed. A divine dragon walking in the form of a man.

      Hair of golden flames with bat-like wings and a dragon’s tail behind him.

      “Did… Nate change into a god?” Lucas whispered. He doubted that was actually correct, but the pressure.

      So this was what they missed.

      Lucas had never felt so humbled in his life. Nate was willing to incapacitate himself if it meant saving them. It made Lucas wonder if he even earned such respect and protection.

      Nate suddenly vanished and reappeared in front of the heavenly messenger.

      Disrupter gazed into his eyes and then, to Lucas’s astonishment, he dropped his weapon and bowed.

      “The heavens is pleased with your resolve,” Disrupter said. “You have passed the third trial.”

      Lucas felt control of his body slowly return to him.

      “But it is not over yet.”

      Disrupter raised a hand. Suddenly, Nate’s transformation winked out. He dropped to a knee, panting, but still conscious. Barely.

      “Now it is time for the final trial,” the heavenly messenger continued. “It is time for them to protect you.”

      Disrupter leapt back to his original starting spot. Full control returned to his body and with the other two apprentices, Lucas ran to Nate’s side. Harmony tried to feed him a potion, but she was rebuffed by an invisible force.

      “Defend your master or he’ll die,” Disrupter said. “He’d defy reality itself if it means protecting you. But will you do the same? Defend yourselves!”

      Lucas unsheathed his sword and cycled his fire mana, eyes burning with rage. Harmony did the same. Mandi prepared a slew of gadget balls and also had her sword at the ready.
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      [Do you trust your apprentices?]

      

      I wasn’t expecting the heavenly messenger to snuff out my dragon magician state like a birthday candle. Despite advancing, it still provided a level of strain on my body that should’ve knocked me out. But Disrupter lived true to his name, disrupting both the potion, its effects and consequences, deleting all of that entirely. However, it still left me in a wrung-out state, to the point that I strained to maintain a brave face. The pain was excruciating, but I still could move, so I pulled out as many potion vials as possible, including the special variants that I never shared and rolled them to the surprised apprentices. Thankfully, labeling my potions was paying off, making it impossible for the apprentices to get confused. They’d seen me use at least most of them, so I trusted them to follow their guts. I did, after all. These were considered low-level, max quality potions and very easy to utilize.

      “Remember, don’t take more than your body can handle,” I said. “Even I top out at three before I start feeling sick. These are my greatest creations. You can have them. But…” I winced at a wave of pain that threatened to collapse me like a giant pile of cards. It made me question just what the hell I was doing with my life. I only came to get ingredients to make potions. However, I also didn’t come here to whine. If there was one thing I hated more than anything, it was whining about something that couldn’t be helped. My sister back at home would actually smack me on the back of the head for such a thing.

      Slapping away the thought that reminded me to keep my cool, I continued. “Follow my instructions for certain potions. He’s about to test you, but don’t try to be a hero. Whatever cultivation they do in the heavens is something beyond my understanding.”

      I could tell Milia, Chenzu, and Opal were trying to break through the barrier, perhaps tell us something, but not only was the clear dome impenetrable, it was apparently soundproof too. I couldn’t risk taking my eyes off what was probably Wanda’s lacky.

      Suddenly, Disrupter began to conjure up flames, right after the apprentices finished picking up the potions, making sure they each had an equal amount of what I gave them. They also didn’t take their eyes off the terrifyingly powerful and hulking existence. And the power of these flames, holy shit, they felt as if they could wipe out a million-man army in an instant.

      “Drink the potion labeled Flame, now!” I commanded. There was no barrier around me, but it’d take more than one attack before I allowed myself to die. I’d even try to take the bastard with me somehow.

      It was then that I realized that the God Flame potion felt perfect for Lucas, a fire-attuned magician. This trial… I wasn’t sure, but it may have forced me to stop thinking about myself, especially when it came to special potions. If they were going to be my apprentices, they’d have to take after my fighting style too. Harmony tried to imitate it, but I failed to give her guidance, so she tried to go about it blindly. “The potion will protect you from all fires, solar magic, and even magma. You will also have full control of fire, so Lucas, it’s up to you. What can you do with the power of the God Flame?”

      Lucas’s eyes widened, getting my implications. He stepped ahead of the other two after downing the potion’s contents. All three seemed surprised at the uncomfortably strong spiced meat flavor. The heavenly messenger had no fucks to give, allowing them to drink, as he thrust both palms over and unleashed fucking golden flames.

      I got in a lotus position, closing my eyes, though it was impossible to assemble a little peaceful meditation. They weren’t little kids, but I was sure their families wouldn’t be too happy if I allowed them to die while in my care. The heavenly messenger was just one crazy strong guy out there in the universe. But I found it difficult to believe that the attention of the heavens was that focused on me, right?

      The flames that were supposed to incinerate me were upon Lucas almost in an instant, but the half-dwarf didn’t so much as flinch. Eyes determined, he grunted, pushing the overwhelming power back.

      I grew worried when it brought him to a knee. Harmony and Mandi, however, didn’t just stand around.

      Mandi was the first to act, tossing a handful of electric marbles at the Disrupter’s feet. Electricity shot upward, delivering current that unfortunately did jack shit to him. He didn’t so much as acknowledge the gadgets. Eventually the current subsided, the mana used up.

      Harmony, on the other hand, vanished, reappearing just a few meters to the side of the armored man. I could hardly see her through the continuous flames, but she appeared to be pouring something on the ground.

      Oh fuck, did I accidentally give her the…?

      Aku exploded into existence, and I couldn’t help but gape. I may have shown a summoning once, but she took that memory to heart. The dragon was less than half the size I preferred to summon it at. It took the dragon less than a second to assess the situation.

      Harmony stepped out of the way as power gathered in the creature’s maw. A moment later, it unleashed a beam of bright golden energy and it smashed into the heavenly messenger hard enough to fling him backward. Unfortunately, he shrugged that shit off, standing back up like a goddamn terminator.

      But…

      His eyes widened at the golden blade sticking out of his gut. Mandi hurried out of the way before he could fall backward to crush her.

      Fuck, even I didn’t see this plan coming. I kept my attention on the deadly gaze of the messenger as to keep any attention off her. She drank the potion of masking to hide her presence, grabbed the sword the Disrupter dropped earlier, and then slipped into the shadows.

      Brilliance! What the hell kind of sword was that to be able to pierce the steel skin? I wondered if even the Disrupter thought much of it, believing the kids to be nothing more than a distraction that he allowed to live in order to observe.

      Energy suddenly returned to me and right before everyone’s eyes, I healed completely. Rather than feel like a wet napkin that had been squeezed for every drop of a liquid, I felt refreshed.

      We watched the messenger burst into motes of golden light. Seconds later, a radiant gold chest half the size of a small shed appeared. The barriers vanished.

      “You have overcome the trial, exceeding the expectations of the heavens, even with the very real threat of death bearing its fangs at you,” boomed the voice of the messenger. “Meditate and ponder this event, for the secret trial may be over, but will forever pulse through your hearts. Chaos is the opposite of Peace. You who took peace by force, must learn to resist chaos in order to keep it.”

      

      [Congratulations, you have completed the Master and Apprentice trial! Reward with bonus added due to outstanding performance: 20,000 spirit coins.]

      [You have gained the ability Potion Maker’s Insight (low). Grab any object and you may see the potential potion paths. You will need to manually cultivate high-grade earth or forest mana to increase its capabilities.]

      [You can now increase your class rank. To do so, create 1 complex potion. Potion of Minor Luck. New listing… Potion of Minor Luck.]

      [You are now F-ranked heavenly attuned.]

      [Your apprentices have been granted the Potion Maker’s Apprentice class. Impossible, becoming reality. Their potions will now be average or higher quality, instead of low quality.]

      

      So much to take in.

      My eyes widened at the rewards, but decided I’d go over my gains later. If I wasn’t mistaken, with the insight, I no longer had to blindly guess the ingredients for a potion. It should show me the possibilities. From there, I’d have to essentially narrow things down until I found something interesting to attempt to make.

      “A guidance system,” I whispered, feeling like a kid on Christmas morning.

      Almost one. As for the complex potion, I figured it would be something that involved more than just tossing things into a cauldron and calling it a day. About damn time. This meant the value of my potions was going to significantly increase soon. Assuming I acquired higher ranked recipes.

      With Kyushu getting its own adventurer’s den, I’d have people to sell to, as well. Soon, everything I envisioned for the town and its upgrades would be coming together.

      “Are you okay, Nate?” Milia asked, snapping me out of my revelry.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Even I didn’t expect the dungeon to toss us into a trial. Is anyone even in the mood to clear the boss?”

      Everyone stared at me, eyes full of concern. I cleared my throat and with just a small bit of aura, reminded them that there were more important things to be concerned about. Such as loot. I didn’t expect much coming into this dungeon, but once again, I found myself facing off against a heavenly opponent. Although, I wasn’t exactly sure if the fallen angel counted. She was akin to a monster in comparison to the man in the gold armor.

      I nodded at the teenagers to take their deserved first picks of the loot and then turned to Milia and Chenzu.

      “Would you two like to add any goals?” I asked, smiling at them.

      Chenzu chuckled. “Let that moment remain between the master and his apprentices.”

      “Agreed. Besides, I’d rather wait until my family arrives,” Milia said, though she didn’t further elaborate. It was still worth a shot, though we’d already talked a lot about ourselves during family time. The dryad’s reveal wasn’t bad, not with that radiant smile present, but it was important.

      Inside the large chest were all kinds of things; however, what caught my attention was just how orderly things were. And on top of that, they were creepily labeled by name. No wonder why the teenagers weren’t arguing or engaging in trade wars. So much for the ‘don’t fight over materials’ mini-speech my brain began to conjure up.

      There was a lane for each of us, including Milia and Chenzu, though unsurprisingly, they had the least amount of things, while the teenagers were awarded the most, even more than me. In fairness, I could already tell everything I received was of higher rarity or ranking. The only reason why my apprentices weren’t glaring enviously at me was because they were too distracted with their piles. Mandi especially with a pile a head taller than Harmony and Lucas’s, probably extra goodies for getting the kill.
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        * * *

      

      “Big Brother Woofy!”

      Wolverine leapt from the rooftop, after watching the rolly-rolly and the fox for a good while. While observing the newcomers, he spent the time wondering why he held back on Mudwater. The answer came to him almost instantly. He didn’t want to reveal all of his secrets to the enemy. So the dagger remained in his spiritual holding place, ready to use during any perceived emergency.

      “What is it, Disciple Cheetara?” Wolverine asked, curious.

      He saw the kitten stirring a stick in her water bowl. Wolverine tilted his head.

      “Look, I’m Father,” the kitten said, giggling.

      Wolverine chuckled. “A potion making cat. Now that will be interesting, right Sir Bright?”

      The magical turkey-like creature nodded twice. “Do you not detect it?”

      Wolverine’s eyes widened as he looked down at what appeared to be water. The cheerful kitten, loving the attention, stirred in a more performative, dramatic manner.

      “Viola!” Cheetara cheered.

      Wolverine, Sir Bright, and even Lady Feathers turned to look at the bowl. It flickered with light and magic briefly, which puzzled the sunlight wolf. How did Cheetara infuse her mana into the water? He didn’t even know such a thing was possible. Could she use water as a weapon?

      “Cheetara, new training idea,” Wolverine said.
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        * * *

      

      As we traveled back home on Beakwing, I examined my stats and gains. Surprisingly, I didn’t advance another realm, indicating a potential magical bottleneck. A bottleneck in the sense that no matter how much mana I pulled in, I couldn’t break through to the next realm, maybe without the help of a spiritual treasure or a powerful revelation through my Dao.

      And speaking of the Dao, I’d use it during the creation of the potion of minor luck. Though a part of me felt a little nervous. I hesitated to use it these days out of fear of accidentally summoning a creature that could destroy my house or attack the others. I needed to gain true control over it, master and understand just what a Dao was. In the old world, it’d be something related to Buddhism. But in Mondra, it likely had some differences, not that I’d understand. I certainly wasn’t a Buddhist in the old world.

      The third class still hadn’t shown itself. What would it take to just get this over with already?

      

      Nate Sullivan

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician** Third class: Unknown.

      Magician rank: 12th realm of the Lesser Dragon.

      Class rank: Established.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS and divine-grade potions.

      Power: Crushing Strong.

      Defense: Emboldened Steel.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakened. This is a middle stage.

      Physique rank: D.

      Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 11%.

      Shop Rank: E.

      Heavenly attunement rank: F.

      

      Abilities:

      -Super Skill: Ultimate Identifier. [Ability to identify everything, including its quality, ranks, people, so on.]

      -Dragon Magic Burst. (Evolution of Supreme Magic Bolt.)

      -Potion Maker’s Insight (low).

      

      Spell book- D rank. Yukihara.

      -Blood Lightning.

      -Blood Lightning Cage. Trap your enemies, prevent them from escaping! [Requires a large amount of mana.]

      

      Secret Abilities:

      Domain Claiming.

      Double spell books.

      

      Blood lightning tempered.

      

      Potions Unlocked:

      [Current self-use potions: Health, Energy, General Medicine, Speed booster, Sleeping, Clarity, Minor Luck.]

      [Special potions: Night Vision, *Mana Core, Water Breathing, Masking, Eagle Sight, Shadow, God Flame, Summoning, Blood Lightning.]

      [Mid-tier Special potions: Water Spirits.]

      [Utility potions: Lighting.]

      [Misc potions: Flavors.]

      [*Grand-tiered potions: Storms.]

      

      Other:

      [Heaven’s Tears. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Effect: Rapidly heals and also repairs damaged mana channels within the body.]

      

      Spirit coins: 23,451

      

      There was a lot to take in, from the heavenly attunement that the system didn’t bother to explain to the double spell books.

      “Wait, so you’re only able to use one spell book?” I asked, gaining everyone’s stares.

      Opal tilted her head. “Isn’t that common knowledge? Sir Nate, I didn’t take you for the unknowing type. You can only equip one spell book at a time. There’s no way your body can handle the strain of double mana pools. It’d be like being crushed by two oceans.”

      I sighed. “Apparently under special circumstances, a person can, in fact, wield two. Or at least I can.”

      “Yeah right, you’re such a jester, Sir Funny Nate. Sir FunNate.” Opal folded her arms, expression smug.

      “You know, it wouldn’t surprise me to see you do the impossible,” Chenzu said. “Go ahead and make me more envious of your abilities, will ya. I’m still waiting for Wanda to give me booze-based powers.”

      Milia shot him a flat stare. “There isn’t anything stopping you from training after the morning chores.”

      “Wanda’s spinning bottom, what do I look like, woman, a workhorse? You know what’s stopping me from training after the farm work in the mornings, noon, and evening? A social life,” Chenzu said. “Who’s going to make the tavern lively if I’m meditating all the time?”

      “Just do it at least once a week,” Milia said, facepalming softly.

      I laughed. I couldn’t help but wonder what did the beastkin do to basically gain Milia’s permanent ire. The teenagers told me it had something to do with a song somewhat offensive to nature, involving a wolf taking a leak. But there had to be more. Hopefully her aura didn’t start infusing with killing intent. It happened only once, briefly, after a terrible pun that Opal found funny.

      “Anyway, the best way to prove my point is to show you,” I said. “As soon as I get my hands on another spell book.”

      “Are you going to the capital to purchase one?” Chenzu asked.

      “Is the capital really the only place that sells them?” I said, shaking my head. “The twerp did mention that E-ranked books are the highest they sell and that nobles horde and sell them at exorbitant prices.”

      “Also, there is a good chance that purchasing a spell book from the capital could result in grabbing the attention of a kingdom official for recruitment,” Milia said.

      “Or a high-tier noble interested in enslaving you to his guard. Or worse, forcing you to marry one of his daughters,” Chenzu said.

      I almost commented on the forced marriage thing, before I remembered that this world was either in the Edo period or even around the steampunk age. Then again, it was difficult to know for sure with it literally being a different planet or dimension. Instead, I continued speaking.

      “Anyway, I may be able to use two spell books,” I said. “Just trust me on this.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing, even from a master magician that shows up in a rare battle,” Milia said. “Are you sure?”

      “Pfft, Sir Nate’s just a jester,” Opal said, lazily laying backward on Mandi’s head. “You should be careful when it comes to overconfidence. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

      I sighed. “I figured this would be something I’d have to prove. I wonder how Yukihara will feel getting a roommate.”

      “So… don’t hold back on us,” Milia said. “What’s your new potion insight? You always seem to get them during stressful events, like in the dungeons, right?”

      “Did you get what you’re looking for?” I asked.

      Milia’s grin and nod confirmed the yes. I smiled back, happy for her. And elated that we didn’t have to gamble on the fallen angel. For fuck’s sake, I received a whopping twenty-thousand spirit coins. Sure, it wouldn’t get me the really good stuff, but my hands itched to spend them. I resolved myself to save as much as possible.

      We wouldn’t be able to form an awesome shop if I spent too irresponsibly. Hopefully after obtaining the D-rank, we’d get guidance on upgrading into the C-ranks. From there, even I knew things would get far more difficult. But with adventurers as paying customers, things should be fine. Assuming we could rank up the town first.

      “Other than the water spirit potion,” I said, which made me think about Cheetara for some reason. “I gained the potion of minor luck. I plan to combine it with an ability to boost its effect.”

      Chenzu and Milia gaped at me.

      “Minor luck… one of the most sought-after potions, even in the Astral Empire,” Chenzu said. “And you… you received the recipe from an insight. Wanda’s jiggles. The heavens really are cheating for you.”

      “It’s supposed to be quite the complex potion and only one potion maker pulled it off after seven months,” Milia said. “Wanda, rest his soul. He was killed by the Midnight Dragon.”

      “I hate to say it, but that doesn’t sound very lucky,” Opal said. Mandi bonked the pixie with a finger.

      My thoughts briefly returned to Cheetara. Wolverine would protect her. I had full confidence in my best buddy. Even the weird elicrone loved her. The kitten was adorable, after all.
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      Headmaster Titus Yhandrus opened his eyes from meditation as the messenger walked into the document-stuffed office. The young elf lad almost knocked over a large stack of forms and applications.

      “Have you found any information about Raider? Can you identify him?”

      The messenger bowed deeply. “Headmaster, I apologize for my failure. There is no Raider in any of our records. I believe it was a wandering magician.”

      Titus cursed under his breath, but he refused to drop the search. The frantic look in his nephew’s eyes upon meeting a non-associated master magician couldn’t be ignored. It was also likely that this mystery person had remained undetected his entire life, hoping to avoid the Lord Ruler’s gaze. Who knew what kind of secrets to magic he held? Mathis noted that he had a power and defense that could match the Black Knight at his strongest. This couldn’t be some random, untrained, unassociated man, right? The Black Knight was trained by the Midnight Dragon himself before it went insane.

      His nephew Mathis wasn’t the best magician around, and Titus had pulled a few strings to get him enlisted with the court magicians. Hopefully, he’d rapidly gain some strength under their training programs.

      The headmaster let out a sigh. There was so much on his plate that he barely had time to breathe. The royal family were looking for someone powerful enough to train into the next Black Knight. Why not just contact the blasted Red Knight to investigate the Black Cross’s disappearance?

      Then again, they needed the Red Knight to remain as their ambassador in the Astral Empire and keep the nations on friendly terms. The empire may be huge, but its current leader preferred peace over further expansion. Just thinking about the day of succession made the headmaster sweat. The ruthless gaze of the emperor’s son felt like a giant spike of fire, and it remained with him this day. He prayed to never receive an invitation from the Lord Ruler to join him on a trip to the empire again.

      Suddenly, someone else rushed in. “Headmaster, there’s a rumor that came from the east. I know you hate them, but I believe it has something to do with Raider. His name is whispered in a small city called Wingston.”

      “So, he passed through Wingston,” Titus said, annoyed. “So what? He could’ve gone to that city two weeks from there or taken a path to Wanda knows where.”

      “I’m not so sure,” the young woman said. “One of the claims just happens to coincide with a report about Drew Starrigon, a breakaway faction from the Crimson Sect, and their untimely demises. They believe Raider is behind these events too. I do doubt he had anything to do with the desertion of the Black Cross. If he came across Andros, he’d either be ignored, recruited, or slain for offending him.”

      “Andros isn’t that barbaric, just a coldhearted bastard,” Titus said. “And who could blame him?” He shook his head. “Let’s not derail onto that topic and attract the limes and the lemons.” The headmaster’s excitement continued to increase. “For now, let’s focus on the correlation here. All of Raider’s activities have been in the east.”

      “With all due respect, Headmaster, what happened to getting the hero to join the academy?” the woman asked.

      Titus waved off her comment. “What hero?”

      The woman flinched but didn’t take the headmaster’s comments as blasphemous. But intriguing.

      “The hero’s party shouldn’t be forced into confinement here,” Titus continued. He sighed. “My daughter, Nuwa. I just hope she finds her way through the weight of this Wanda-forsaken kingdom. She’s just like her mother, so pure it’s painful.”

      “Do you think it’s possible that… the Raider and the hero’s party are connected?” the woman asked.

      Titus’s eyes widened. “Is it a coincidence that the Black Cross just abandoned their contracts and deserted? Or were they killed by the Raider? The Raider and the hero are not the same, or Manthis would’ve sensed it. If there’s one use for court magicians, besides being insufferable jackasses, it’s that they’re quite good at sensing aura. Even the Black Knight started off as a court magician, before lucking out into that rare tracking skill.”

      A flash of envy seemed to appear in the headmaster’s eyes before he shook his head.

      “So what do you plan to do, Headmaster?” the elf asked. “Is it possible that one wandering cultivator is causing chaos in the east without the Lord Ruler so much as noticing?”

      “No,” Titus replied, annoyance in his voice. “There are some significant figures that live in and around the east. Not even a master magician would want to live his life with just enemies. Wandering or not, a lonely life as a powerful magician could lead to insanity.”

      “Lonely, huh,” the woman said, a small smile forming upon her face, only to vanish at the glare of the headmaster.

      “Wandering magicians aren’t always single and ready to start a bloodline with any random woman,” Titus snapped.

      The woman flushed. “I wasn’t thinking about that! What if the women in the hero’s party…?” She paused at the glare from Titus.

      “The hero’s party may be avoiding the capital and hopefully learning some things, but they, at the very least, are aware of their duties,” Titus said. “They do not have the time for courtships and marriages. Besides, it wasn’t the Lord Ruler who sent the Black Cross after them. You know who did it.”

      “Second princess,” the woman said.

      “There’s only one princess,” Titus corrected. “Her older sister has long since fled, not interested in participating in the death battle for the crown. Thankfully the brothers aren’t so fragile, or we’d have no generals.”

      The bearded headmaster stood, allowing his aura that covered the room to return to him. His students breathed a sigh of relief, happy the massive weight was gone. “I don’t know if Raider’s still in the area. The Red Star may be able to give us some clues. If she’s still the same ambitious woman I knew, she may perhaps sell him out to us in a heartbeat. We’re the best academy in the kingdom. No one’s foolish enough to decline recruitment here when it guarantees a prosperous life for centuries.”

      “For those able to stay alive,” the elf boy quietly added, but Titus ignored the smartass.

      “Keep this under your skin, do you understand?” Titus said, mana in his voice. “If we run into Raider, treat him as if he’s already one of us. Start introducing academy concepts to him, get him orientated. This will set us far above our rivals, especially the Academy of Saints.”

      Titus took pride in their own school, the Academy of Ascension. There were eight magical schools, but Ascension and Saints were the largest and most powerful among them.

      Of course, academies weren’t just schools, but functioned similar to sects, research institutions, and even a small government. They were the hidden ace that protected the kingdom should any sect or rogue magician decide to arrange a coup. Not that they’d mean anything if the Peace Spawner decided he wanted to annihilate more of the population.

      “Are we really going there?” the woman asked. “What about classes?”

      “You’ll be excused,” Titus said. “Pack your things and be ready by tomorrow morning. I think the trip should be a lot smoother by flight. Perhaps an air vessel, flying treasures, or flight horse.”

      “I suggest whatever’s less costly to our own mana,” the elf boy said. “Just in case the Raider turns out to be hostile. Or worse, a…”

      “He’s not a cultist,” Titus said. “I can feel it. There’s no way the whispers would remain in Wingston if that were the case. The Red Star would’ve pled for help from the capital, perhaps the church, to deal with them.”

      The elf boy shuddered, but his thoughts were likely the same as Titus’s. The less they bothered the church with these matters, the better. The Soul Saint still hadn’t recovered from his injuries from when he helped drive away the Peace Spawner.

      To think the bastard escaped almost unscathed.

      “Dismissed,” Titus said. “Remember, keep this secret. We must ally with this wandering master magician, not antagonize him. He’s the first master magician in history to not take control of a sect or organization of his own. To be unassociated is the biggest gift we’ve ever received from Wanda.”

      “Maybe it would be better if he married into the kingdom?” the woman asked with a giggle. “He’d feel an undying loyalty, no?”

      “He’s not marrying Nuwa, so get that out of your head,” Titus said, his voice almost a growl.

      The elf boy and human woman looked at each other and then burst into laughter. The old headmaster glared at them, before sighing, letting the young adults have their fun.

      “Simon, Luna,” he said. They looked at him, hopeful. “Don’t mess this up.”

      Both elite students almost fell backward, appalled that the headmaster would imply that they’d let their competitiveness get in the way of the recruitment. Titus only smiled.

      As he started toward the exit, he couldn’t help but wonder again about this mysterious Raider. A master magician that spooked his arrogant nephew toward the path of atonement. A man with the might and will that could potentially contend with the Black Knight. The fact that he didn’t exist in any of the databases, ones that had information of every sect, organization, and even secret groups and cults of the kingdom. Intelligence their enemies could only dream to have, which spoke of the Academy of Ascension’s might and influence. With a master magician employed, they would be literally unstoppable. Students could train or commence magical research for years in peace, as just the knowledge that a master magician resided in the academy would scare off potential threats.

      Headmaster Titus had to do whatever it took to employ Raider, though he shuddered, wondering if Luna’s idea was the only way. He’d rather let the school go under than allow his daughter to marry against her will or to someone he didn’t approve. Perhaps if he was lucky, they’d crossed paths already without even looking in each other’s direction.

      Even that lech, Ramon Thunderblade, failed at his attempts to seduce her, as the girl was on a level of purity that someone who thought with only their lower half could never comprehend. Nuwa could wield small fragments of the heavens because of it.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Elric stared at the shadow messenger, his face expressionless. After a minute of thinking, he spoke.

      “You overheard them speaking about a Raider and tried to identify him through the level one record base and still failed to find anything,” the prince said. He sighed. In all his thirty-five years of living, he’d never heard of something like this. Foreigners were easily identified through magic, their mannerisms, clothing, accents, currency, or even nation-specific magic use. The kingdom of Treyval had special magicians known as Bright Dust Shamans, after all. The church referred to them as heretics since they worshipped the Mindus instead of Wanda. Yet this Raider appeared to be a native. Or rather, no one knew since he hid his appearance.

      “I believe Raider is but an alias,” the shadow messenger said. “But… it’s strange. Aliases shouldn’t be a problem for magical identification. It is possible that they’re telling the truth about him being an unassociated master magician.”

      Elric shook his head. “I doubt it. Master magicians don’t pop into existence. It takes many years of intense training and acquiring the right spiritual treasures and herbs, which by then, a sect or academy would surely notice the genius.” He stood from his chair and walked toward the window. “Perhaps the headmaster will recruit this mystery man. If he does, find out about him. If he really is a master magician, then try to recruit him into the court magicians, of course, without getting us all killed.”

      He turned back to the shadow. “Master magicians are dangerous. Some of them are walking deities, and the last thing you’d want to do is gain the gaze of one.” Elric shook his head. “It is a miracle that this unassociated master magician hasn’t simply walked into the capital, slayed the Lord Ruler, and taken the throne by force. It’s what I’d do.”

      The shadow messenger chuckled. “What if he’s like the others? Prefers to remain in the shadows at the top of a powerful sect.”

      “The three others are keeping each other in check, maintaining a balance,” Elric said. “Now, enough of this. Hide all trace of this conversation from your mind. We cannot allow Ling to know anything regarding to this.”

      “Yes, Prince!”

      As Prince Elric vanished, he wondered if he should write Raider into the competition for the throne. Chaos like that could result in bloodshed but would guarantee Ling didn’t win.

      Then again, he didn’t enjoy the idea of losing his own shot at the throne.
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        * * *

      

      While we closed in on our home, I went over the items I received.

      

      [Bracer of the Heavens. Item rank: AAA. Item quality: Superior. A bracer capable of blocking very powerful attacks, magical and physical. You may use its essence to give your potions a minor boost. It is imperative to raise the price by 30% for any boosted potion.]

      

      My mouth began to water, as we were already at a good start. My metaphorical hunger for loot growled for more. More! Okay, I’ll calm down. But the addiction of actual good loot felt like magical drugs.

      The item itself was a golden bracer and really didn’t seem that special, aside from the massive pressure it emitted. Somehow it fit perfectly.

      

      [Special Ingredient Brochure. Item rank: S. Item quality: Excellent. Looking for a specific ingredient? Tell the brochure. It will reveal to you and your party the nearest location and route.]

      [Poison Creating and Antidote Kit. Item rank: BB. Item quality: Amazing. Create up to A-ranked antidotes and up to C-ranked minor poisons. No, you don’t have to be a malicious poison user, but can turn a profit. Perhaps you may be able to create something new or useful, but don’t try to introduce pesticides. Alchemists have already done it.]

      [Legend of the Philosopher’s Stone Book. Item rank: S. Item quality: Extraordinary. Potion Makers and Alchemists are bitter enemies to the end due to a philosophy war hundreds of years ago. Potion Makers rallied for magic-based drinkable potions and also ways to enhance mana cultivation. Alchemists rallied for science-based solutions and more practical items that didn’t risk customers to the dangers of magic. Potion Makers wanted to perfect magic to make it usable for everyone. Alchemists wanted magic banned. In the end, the groups split ways. However, there was a third, silent faction. Alchemists that wanted to combine magic and science through the use of a forbidden super item known as the Philosopher’s Stone. This group called themselves Red Alchemists or Sons and Daughters of the Philosopher’s Stone. They continue to search for any piece of it in hopes to one day make it whole again, for it may grant their wishes of immortality, give them the ability to transmute any metal into gold, and to burst into a magician rank never before seen.]

      [Philosopher’s Stone Fragment. Item rank: SSS. Item quality: Exotic. Fragment of a frighteningly powerful stone.]

      

      My eyes nearly popped out of their sockets as they widened. Shit. Borderline cultists searched frantically and desperately for a mythical object and the system passed the hot potato to me. What a dick.

      If there was anything that could put everyone around me in danger, it’d be the fucking philosopher’s stone.

      And fuck, I felt like my consciousness split into two as they went to war with each other. Half of me was overjoyed to have an exotic item and one as powerful as this, suited for my class. The other half tried to chuck the stone as far away as possible while we were miles in the sky.

      Well… the system made the choice for me, preventing the philosopher’s stone from being selected. I didn’t even know I had an inner inventory. Or rather, some kind of… soul space… until the system revealed it.

      

      [Cannot be removed from inventory. The Philosopher’s Stone Fragment has soldered to your soul space. Collect all fragments to summon it.]

      

      Oh fuck. That happened. Knowing my luck—or misfortune, depending on one’s perspective—the system planned to hand me these things on a silver platter, just watch. How the hell would I get better at my class with so many distractions? If you could call this terrible situation the system pulled me into a mere distraction.

      On the other hand, the philosopher’s stone felt like the end game of all alchemists and even potion makers. I knew damn well that using it would have an awful cost. But what if I simply hid it from the others, kept them from using it to take over the world or whatever the cult planned?

      Sense finally returned to me, as if both halves of myself came to an agreement. Collect the pieces whenever I spotted them, then seal it off. The system could get me the fragments, but I knew better than anyone that it couldn’t control me.

      In almost every story, the philosopher’s stone ate the user’s soul in exchange for whatever they planned to do with it, and it never worked. Not a single good ending that I could recall. To think it was actually real.

      I knew one day I’d have to interact with an alchemist, but honestly, I hoped it was to purchase items. Not getting dragged into whatever bullshit that happened hundreds of years ago. Just what could this mean?

      This soured my excitement for my other gains, such as more gold and silver, some platinum coins, the twenty thousand spirit coins, and of course the most important thing of them all: the magic brochure. Combined with the guidance system, finding the ingredients should no longer be a pain in the ass, unless they were dungeon exclusive. In which case, we’d still have hours of traveling by foot.

      The alchemist book seemed interesting and included some basic recipes. In fact, the utility potions were probably as close to alchemy as I’d get before they got powered by mana to fulfill their purpose.

      I could understand both sides, potion makers and alchemists. One side wanted to have magic work for humanity. The other side reasonably believed it to be too much of a danger, especially to everyday people. A clash of ideas.

      I snapped out of my thoughts as we neared our home. Three figures were exiting the town to walk toward it. A man, a child, and… a fox? The potion of eagle sight helped me to notice Wolverine staring right at them, his posture not exactly aggressive, but prepared for anything.

      Cheetara, on the other hand, was looking at us, eagerly spinning around and waving. Suddenly she jumped, landing right in my lap, and snuggled into me.

      “I missed you too, Cheetara,” I said.

      She hopped into Milia’s lap a moment later, also giving her some love.

      “Hi Cutie,” Milia said. Cheetara meowed. “Yes, of course I missed you.” She hugged the kitten, gaining a purr in return.

      I whistled. “Wolverine. Come here, boy!”

      I hopped from Beakwing and accepted the embrace of my wolf, who damn near immediately lost interest in the approaching trio.

      “Tonight’s a good night for some family time, right Beakwing?” I said moments after everyone landed.

      The giant eagle-like magical beast let out a noise of joy and approval.
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      I was so ready to get back into the lab to not only test a few things, but add new products to the shop. However, the approach of the two newcomers and their pet reminded me of the quest I had almost forgotten. The distant sound of thunder signaled an approaching storm. So much for family night.

      

      [Quest. Host. The opportunity for your shop to increase its ranking to D has arrived. Do not shun Alexander. Be careful of battling the driver. Reward: Shop rank increase quest and 1,000 spirit coins. Do not fail.]

      

      A sudden winking of power drew my eyes to a water bowl just a yard or two away. Why was it outside? The pets were free to enter and leave the house at their own leisure. Most importantly, the power that emitted from it reminded me of… potion making. I looked at the kitten and back at her water bowl, which now only had normal water with its power lost. The laughter burst out of me, and the others looked at me as if I lost my damn mind.

      “Cheetara,” I said. The kitten abandoned Harmony instantly, landing on my shoulder. Was my ultimate apprentice this kitten the entire time? What in the world…? She watched me almost daily in the lab; however, I wasn’t sure what fusing her power into the water actually did. It’d require a study! If the kitten was even up for it. Things for later.

      The elicrone Milia named Lady Feathers walked over to me, also staring at the bowl as if astonished. For some reason, Wolverine moved away from her. Not that I could blame him. The mana turkey gave me the creeps. However, she radiated no aggression and never attacked anyone. The same went for Sir Bright. Except he didn’t give me the internal shivers.

      I wasted no time scanning the newcomers. To my relief, they emitted no hostility whatsoever.

      

      [Analysis.]

      Alexander, former owner of Alexander the Magnificent’s Hall of Treasures, and ex-resident of the Kingdom of Cremlin. Reincarnation of Yomi the Pirate King.

      Magician rank: sealed. Untrained.

      

      Ripley, son of the Midnight Dragon.

      Dragon rank: SS.

      

      “You pierced through most of my S-ranked illusive spell gem like it was nothing,” the cloaked man said, his voice like a top hat wearing nobleman from TV. Eyes full of surprise, he raised his arm to reveal a bracelet. A yellow gem was mounted on a band above it. “This bracelet hides my identity too, creating a second layer of defense, but I’m sure you can see why.”

      He gave the boy beside him somewhat of a lazy smile. “I think we’ve found the owner of this nice establishment, and right on time, too. You certainly don’t want to be a child alone in the countryside on the Crimson Moon holiday. The dragnats would waste no time devouring you like a quick midnight snack.” Ripley turned back to me with a sharky smile, deciding not to hide it for some reason. That or I was the only one who could still see through his disguise. “Nice to meet you, master magician. Have we caught you at a bad time?”

      The boy probably didn’t enjoy the frown on my face as I took in their appearances.

      Ripley was still the same. A black-haired man seeming to be in his late twenties or early thirties with pointy ears, and tinted glasses no doubt hiding eyes that would attract attention. The boy, on the other hand, appeared to be a ten-year-old blond with gray eyes that seemed to stare at me with aged weariness. Not something one should see from a child, right?

      Fuck, this world was so confusing.

      The confidence that the driver showed in the vision was replaced by uncertainty, despite his monstrous power. Maybe the reason why was because his gem suddenly exploded, its dust launching into my aura before I could so much as react. However, instead of enraging pain that would no doubt make me attack the dragon, I felt… peace? Something within me snapped. Less than a breath later, I felt an overwhelming surge of energy pour through me, threatening to topple me over like a balloon reaching its limits. The entire area lit up as if we were greeting the golden approach of the sun.

      Another moment later, all of that aura retreated to surround me. It was at that moment I realized I broke through. Just like that. I actually began to worry that there wasn’t much of a struggle to get through these realms.

      Could it be because the mortal core was a joke in comparison to the dense gold core? Maybe, maybe not. Then again, wouldn’t everyone be overpowered demons running around without a care in the world? However, it definitely meant my encounter with these two was important enough to initiate yet another string of coincidences. Like this guy conveniently having just what I needed to power up. Did I have some kind of luck stat or was this the rest of my reward?

      

      [You are entering sainthood…]

      [Mana cultivation will be far more difficult from this point on.]

      

      Ah. System throwing a new wrench, but as long as my potion making wasn’t disturbed, I should be fine. If I were going to compete against alchemists one day, then I needed as much of an advantage that I could muster.

      

      Nate Sullivan

      Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician** Third class: Unknown.

      Magician rank: 1st realm of the Saint.

      Class rank: Established.

      Ability: Can make up to SSS, divine-grade potions, and blighted potions.

      Power: Low World-breaking Strong.

      Defense: Low Absolute Titanium.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Awakened. This is a middle stage.

      Physique rank: C.

      Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 16%.

      Shop Rank: E.

      Heavenly attunement rank: E.

      

      What the hell was a blighted potion, holy shit!? Questions for later. My experiments were going to be interesting. Just me, the kitten, and discovery… I guess.

      Ripley took a good step back, almost as if he was uncomfortable, though the dark power within didn’t allow me to relax. I didn’t know much about the Midnight Dragon except from the snippets given to me by the hero’s party and what everyone else knew. He had a son that just happened to be the driver of the Alexander within my quest. Not to mention, Alexander and the man killed in the vision were one and the same. Yomi, the pirate king. Or former pirate king, since the other guy stole the title. No wonder why his eyes felt older, almost as if I could have a beer with him.

      Concentrating on the two before me felt both difficult and not, as this didn’t feel like a simple realm upgrade. My aura essentially devoured all of the Axem’s presence over the forest, replacing it with mine. Maybe my Divine Master Magician class was behind the drive of the so-called heavens, their messenger, the trials, the vision, and now these two.

      “I scanned everything about you,” I finally said. “There’s a hell of a lot to take in. So what do you want from a random potion maker like me? Being a master magician doesn’t mean I’m suddenly everyone’s tool or glimpse into the universe’s secrets.”

      Ripley’s grin widened, before he gestured at the kid.

      “I’ve heard a lot about your shop from the townspeople,” the kid began. “I’ve traveled a long way and will be living in Kyushu. I may not look it, but I’m quite good at running shops. Or, so I’ve been told.” He took a deep breath then bowed. “Please allow me to be your apprentice! I can help raise the rank of your shop and bring you more customers.”

      “Deal,” I said without hesitation, which gained a confused look from everyone around me, especially my soon-to-be wife. But her eyes widened, as if everything dawned on her.

      “Be here tomorrow morning, ready to work and train,” Milia said. “Chenzu wouldn’t mind teaching you a thing or two about working on a farm.”

      “Are… are you sure?” Alexander asked as if he couldn’t believe my words. “There’s no test I have to pass? You’re like thousands of times more powerful than my mother, who could fight dragons with her bare hands. It can’t be this easy.”

      “I… have to agree with the young master,” Ripley said. “I was preparing to fight in his stead. Maybe a test of enduring the strikes of your power, climbing mountains to search for a divine revelation, kowtow to a person in town, endure your killing intent for a set amount of time without passing out. It would’ve been significantly more difficult given that you decided to turn into a… mutated super saint. Now I understand why you were able to easily peek into the lines of my fate. By the way—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it, don’t make a habit of it, but watch your words,” I said. “I don’t take threats to my life kindly.”

      I strained to keep my new aura under control, knowing that allowing my presence to attract even more attention could spell trouble for everyone with me. The system basically made me skip a training arc.

      “Why would I threaten a master magician?” Ripley asked, confused. “I don’t have a death wish. Perhaps the shadow guarding my fate was an overconfident man, but I’m a bit more cautious. I’m only here because the kid hired me.”

      “I doubt that’s all,” I said. “You could probably take me. But given your identity, you’re in hiding as well.”

      Ripley laughed. “Who better to hide behind than the forming mountain himself? Of course, I don’t expect the shielding to be free. I also cannot stay in town right now. There are matters in Wingston I must attend to.”

      “You’re a terrible hire,” Alexander said, his voice a deadpan.

      “It can’t be helped,” Ripley said. “My gem’s gone. And look at him. He’s certainly going to attract trouble, getting me involved in something that may force me to rely on you humans again. No thank you!”

      I glared at him, but the dragon man’s finality to get the hell out of town shone even through his tinted glasses.

      “Before you go, how about staying for dinner, Sir Ripley?” I said. “There’s no point of hiding yourself from us.”

      Ripley frowned. “At least turn off your saint aura. It’s unsettling, to say the least. Have some manners, will you? Sheesh, barbarians, you humans are.”

      I gaped at him, but sure enough, there wasn’t a single mote of fear in this guy. The confidence didn’t return, but he acknowledged me at least as his equal.

      The battle between Ripley and I would not happen. Yet. Hopefully never, but I didn’t know what this guy planned. All I could feel was a darkness, perhaps what one would call a sinister aura.

      “Welcome to the shop, by the way,” I said to Alexander. I introduced him to the teenagers. He looked surprise at me having three apprentices already, and even nodded appraisingly at their auras. Except Mandi’s. The unorthodox small pressures that her gadgets gave off seemed to make him a little uncomfortable. Opal shown no restraint, flying around him, asking him hundreds of questions on the fly.

      I turned to the golden fox.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Mazu. S-ranked spirit beast.]

      

      “All be with the forest, Master Magician,” it suddenly greeted, startling me a bit. I didn’t expect it to talk. Judging by the voice, I assumed the fox was a male. There was definitely cunning and wisdom in that voice, making me wonder of the spirit beast’s age.

      Wolverine and Beakwing snorted, as if amused at my reaction. “Thank you for allowing Alexander to apprentice under you. We don’t have much remaining money after that crook overcharged us, forced young master to buy a house, and—”

      “Of course this isn’t going to come without a condition,” I said. “Aside from helping me rank up the shop.”

      “So it is a test, after all,” Ripley said, perking up.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I think we found the battle maniac,” I said. “Milia, prepare the blueberry pie ingredients.”

      “Yes!” Milia cheered so excitedly that everyone, including the beasts, turned to look at her. She blushed. “Oh my, I’d better leave you to your devices. There should be some blueberries in the cold storage.”

      “I am not a battle maniac, I’ll have you know,” Ripley said. “I’ve prepared for a master magician’s trial for years.”

      Chenzu glared at him. “Then remove your disguise. I can smell you.”

      “Enough,” I said. “The test is simple.” I smiled at the worried kid. “Tell us about yourself.”

      I introduced him to everyone, from the apprentices, to Milia, and Chenzu. He told us about himself without bringing up his past life. Given what he went through, discovering his loved family were a bunch of fanatical demonic cultists and his big sister trying to tie the knot with him, I let him off.

      “Lady Zenna’s a powerful court magician, someone that may turn out to be a bigger thorn than you think some day,” Mazu the fox warned. “Accepting Alexander is also accepting that risk.”

      I shrugged. “Unless you left a note telling her exactly where you are, there should be no way she’d find you in this Kingdom in the middle of nowhere.”

      Mazu gave me a thoughtful look. “I cannot convince Alexander to return, so I’m willing to watch over him until fate runs its course.”

      Wolverine barked twice. Mazu looked at him and then sighed. “You’re wise for a cub. Do pray that you never experience the things I have.” The golden fox laid on the ground and closed his eyes. “Wake me up when you’re ready to go back. It still amuses me how many empty houses this place has for an F-ranked town. It is a pitiful sight.”

      “You’re a rude mutt,” Opal said as she flew up to Mazu.

      “It is only the truth, fly,” Mazu replied without missing a beat. “Only this farm is worth anything, and even more so now that saint aura has warded off that oppressive aura from before.”

      “Ah, the Axem’s aura,” I said. “Or rather, the aura of a certain dungeon. It’s probably going to take over again soon.”

      “A dungeon, you say,” Ripley said. “Isn’t that a little too powerful for a dungeon? I’ve never felt energy so strong, yet I sense that it’s hours into the depths of the forest.” He eyed me. “You were cultivating under these terrible conditions, but you should know that comes with a drawback. If your saint aura really does wear off somehow, then you’ll want to clear that dungeon as soon as possible. If you wait one hundred years, it may grow powerful enough to make this place unlivable. The inhabitants inside will be forced to leave their home.”

      “We’re working on it,” I told him. “It’s going to take a little more preparation time. I could go along and get myself killed, but who’s going to train Alexander. You?”

      Ripley snorted. “There’s no compatibility between me and any humans. Perhaps my father, but that’s not a story I want to get into after coming back here.”

      My eyes widened, realizing the hero’s party were in town. His father’s slayers! Oh shit. They wouldn’t stand a chance as this guy could contend with and probably kill me without so much as using his aces.

      Even with the likelihood of it coming to a draw, we’d end up destroying everything around us and attracting every magician within hundreds of miles. I think.

      “You may want to get going,” I said. “Alexander is in good hands.”

      “Right,” Ripley said. “I shall return either in some days or even a week. Wingston is far more interesting than this town.” He turned to Alexander. “Make sure the stable boy doesn’t do anything weird to my horses.”

      I stared flatly at the dragon man.

      “Hey, you humans are weird,” he said. “Flexible, too flexible and weird. Do you have any idea how many sheep I saved—”

      “Just go,” I said, chuckling. “Sheesh, man, and I thought I was unfiltered.”

      Ripley let out a laugh before two bat-like wings burst from his back. The others gaped as he launched into the sky.

      Beakwing started to charge magic out of surprise, but I held up a hand, calming the griffin.

      “Let him go, Beakwing. He’s no threat to us,” I said. After he left, I sighed. “Well, it seems like shit has come back to bite the hero’s party in the ass.” I turned to the apprentices. “Anyone want to hop on Beakwing and summon the hero’s party for me?”

      “Weren’t you going to invite that guy to eat blueberry pie?” Mandi asked.

      “Things changed,” I told her. “And that’s why we need to warn the hero’s party. Thanks for volunteering, by the way.”

      “Wanda’s flailing bubbly butt,” Mandi muttered as she miserably got on Beakwing. “Don’t eat all the pie.”

      I laughed, waving as she took off, the wings from Beakwing nearly blasting everything around. I turned to Alexander.

      “Alright, how do I upgrade my shop?” I asked. “I’d really like to drop the E-rank. It’s grating my nerves.”

      “The number of sellable assets is probably the easiest way to go from an E-rank to a D-rank,” Alexander said. “Simply selling potions won’t do. Perhaps sell materials. Even a few high-ranked plants will help.”

      “Do you… have any idea why there’s a random magical ranking system?” I asked, deciding to get the obvious out of the way.

      “I believe it’s something the world leaders set up many years ago,” Alexander replied. “It encourages competition, allows them to keep track of shops to tax, so on. This system was formed from a gift of Wanda.”

      Just like the cube. I guessed that much, but wanted to confirm with the number two shop owner himself. Or at least former number two. He was more than happy to give that up in exchange for his freedom.

      “I can give you some items to quickly rank up, but it won’t get you to C,” Alexander said. “It’s kind of a pain and is different for everyone.”

      “We’ll worry about that later,” I told him. “For now, let’s rank up. I’m ready to make special purchases.”

      Alexander nodded. “Are you sure… you’re okay with taking me in? Just some strange kid with secrets.”

      “You’re fine hiding here, Yomi,” I said. “Or did you think you could hide such a thing from a master magician?” I waved off his hardened expression. “I don’t care about your past life, Alexander. You came all this way. But if you’re going to be my apprentice, put your heart into it like those three. We won’t go easy on you just because you’re a kid.”

      Alexander smiled. “I’ve never heard of a generous master magician before. Honestly, I came here expecting to be blown away for daring to intrude on your premises. Ripley insisted on coming along to judge your character and some other cryptic nonsense that I don’t get. I don’t get him.”

      I shrugged, turning toward the shop. It was finally time to get the shop rank increase! I planned to dive into the brochure either later or the following morning.

      [Quest completed.]
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      “I have a lot of things I’d like to sell,” Alexander told me. He turned to me after marveling over Heaven’s Tears for five straight minutes. “A few thousand spirit coins, a bit generous for a priceless item like this. Mother has an entire safe full of spirit coins. Wanda’s dancing round jiggles, if only I’ve grabbed some before leaving. I have none…” He slumped. “Why wouldn’t a master magician possess a treasure of a potion like this? Now I’m more than confident that you’ll progress through the shop ranks as long as you work hard enough for it, Master Nate.”

      “Just call me Nate, or Sir Nate,” I said, waving off his words. “I’m your teacher, but in the end, everything you learn from me will present options that require a choice to be made. Not an order to be followed.”

      Alexander’s eyes widened as if the concept was foreign to him. After making a second, I put the blueberry pies into the oven, feeling my fiancée’s excitement. Her reactions were why I didn’t mind the tedious task of making a pie from scratch. Thank God I learned this from Grandma. Videos wouldn’t help me in a world without modern technology or the internet. Some people may freak out at such an idea, but the notion of casting spells from their hands or wands like Potter himself should snuff away the regrets over time. In my case, it beat working at Home Depot or my second job in the stuffy office with a boss that didn’t want to be present.

      Relenting, the kid continued. “I’d like a percentage of any of my donated items sold. Perhaps five or ten percent.”

      “Only five or ten percent?” I asked.

      “Think of the rest as… what my father calls an investment,” Alexander explained.

      “That’s one hell of an investment,” I said. Wolverine hopped into my lap, seemingly losing interest in whatever conversation Chenzu, Harmony, and Lucas were having with Mazu the fox.

      “It’s standard,” Alexander said. “A merger between merchants, or perhaps acquisition would be more accurate.” A look of pride flashed in his eyes. “I wasn’t number two for nothing. I will do my best to keep the shop on track for the top five, but it will be up to you to steer the vessel.”

      “You have yourself an agreement,” I said. “You get ten percent of each sale of your items, plus as my new apprentice, all the benefits that come with our rise. You’ll make the value back in no time.”

      “Your protection is far more valuable than any merger,” Alexander said honestly. “This aura alone is worth tens of millions of gold.” He looked at me, eyes of revelry. “I’m honored to be here. I never thought the quiet life would work for someone with a past life like me, but… you’re right.”

      As he took out items from his storage ring, I noticed the quest completed prompt.

      

      [Quest completed. Reward 1,000 spirit coins. Congratulations, your shop’s rank has increased to D.]

      [You now have access to more options on your MMABS.]

      [You have gained a D-ranked shop damage shield. Increase the shop’s rank to increase its protection. This shield also protects the safe, not that it is needed due to the dryad’s spell.]

      [Unfortunately, until the town this shop is attached to is upgraded to E or above, your farm cannot be considered a safe zone and will not gain any divine protection nor offensive capabilities. With the town sitting at a pathetic, awful, downright embarrassing F-rank, you will receive no local high-tier customers. Upgrade this town, or it will be impossible to build a legacy as a proper potion maker.]

      

      Man, the system really could lay on being dickish, perhaps even more than the nobles at times. Fortunately, the mayor and I were currently working on the town’s terrible situation. I expected to see the ranking increase within a few weeks at most. How we went from there would be up to our combined creativity. Lucky for us, we now had a kid with the wisdom of some old pirate king.

      I took a look at another prompt, deciding to dive into working on such a potion in the morning. Something within my very being warned me that this wouldn’t be so easy as the others. Not that the others were a walk in the park, if I counted my numerous rounds of trial and error.

      

      [You can now increase your class rank. To do so, create 1 complex potion. Potion of Minor Luck.]

      

      Mandi returned an hour earlier than the hero’s party. Fortunately for her, we had just taken the pies out of the oven and set them for some brief cooling. Alexander worked on labeling his donations, from D- to B-ranked spiritual herbs, to spiritual spices that I’d probably purchase myself to use with Flavors, to dried plants, alchemic solutions, and even golden A-ranked statues, all of these items he believed to fit in within the theme of a potion maker’s shop. He even had high quality, magic-protected bottles meant for complex and even higher difficulty potions. I had the apprentices help sort and label things, while Milia and Alexander determined the prices. Chenzu polished the golden items, enhancing them with a mysterious blessing he refused to tell us about, but the items seemed more radiant and alluring to the point that I wondered if I really should be selling them.

      We had long since cleaned up after the dungeon run. I allowed the apprentices to go home to change. They spread that info to Mandi. I summoned Yukihara to keep Opal company until the redhead returned.

      “So are you going to tell us why you summoned us?” Ronica asked. “If it’s for some pie, then you have won my heart and stomach, yet again.”

      Nuwa and I simultaneously rubbed our foreheads, already feeling the headache of the cheerful twerp. But she did have a point. I called them over here and they likely had other shit to do. Ramon looked very uncomfortable, but it was thanks to him that Nuwa stopped bugging me the moment she arrived. Feeling my saint aura, she immediately peppered me with questions, eclipsing even Opal’s speed, and I was sure one of them involved dissecting me to see how my body worked. Thankfully, the hero calmed her down. Even stopped the nun from staring as if I was a piece of the heavens themselves. The goody two-shoed girl had no ill intentions, however. The entirety of the hero’s party did grow visibly irritated when I introduced Alexander as my newest apprentice. He wanted to remain incognito, so I didn’t mention anything regarding his old shop. They already knew about his arrival, but figured he was some noble’s exiled son being taken care of by his attendant.

      Unfortunately for them, this was no mere attendant.

      “The driver was someone he hired who was willing to take him from lands far away into this kingdom,” I told the party. “But you should know that this person’s very dangerous. Ironically, he wants to use me to hide his identity, but… his identity is the reason I wanted to give you a heads up.”

      “What do you mean?” Ramon asked, his voice nervous. “We’re all the way out here. Wait, did someone figure out—”

      “No, not that,” I interrupted. “If any of that got out, the Red Star would probably warn you. Her network and influence seem to be decent enough. This is something different. Remember the Midnight Dragon?”

      I kind of felt bad for them when I saw the mix of emotions that swirled in their expressions, but the most surprising was the flash of a guilt. At some point, they had all agreed to never talk about their experience again.

      Never talk about how the world dumped the responsibility of facing the monster onto them.

      “There’s no such thing as necromancers, right?” the hero asked, pale.

      “Dude, I have no idea,” I said. “The Midnight Dragon hasn’t been brought back to life… or rather, karma has a sick and perhaps humorous way of doing things, depending on how you look at it.”

      “And?” Iris asked, on the edge of her chair. She’d end up falling into Milia if she leaned over any further.

      “The driver is a man named Ripley,” I explained. “Not even the kid knows this, but he’s the son of the Midnight Dragon.”

      Icy silence covered the room as they stared at me. And, of course, fear emerged in some of those eyes, complimenting the power and stories of the dead dragon.

      “He’s strong, very strong,” I said. “A double S-ranker too, which means no one here can beat him. Not even me.”

      We all found out the hard way through the fallen angel that the SS-rank took the S-ranking and lit that shit on steroids. If the power increase was that much, I dreaded ever running into an SSS-ranked or beyond monster.

      “Luckily, he seemed content on mutual benefits,” I continued. “He didn’t come here to cause trouble, but is rather in hiding, probably due to his father’s infamy.”

      “We… we didn’t want to fight the Midnight Dragon,” Ronica suddenly blurted out.

      Alexander looked at her, his eyes filled with pity.

      “But he lost control and killed so many people,” Ronica continued. “We couldn’t stand by, even if he was our friend.”

      “Friends…” Chenzu said, eyes wide.

      Iris nodded.

      “Our only choice was to put him out of his misery,” Ramon said after staring at Ronica for a bit. “I dealt the final blow, gaining some of the dragon’s essence in the form of hero’s soul. To keep kingdom officials from plotting against all of us, I took the blame for slaying the dragon. But rather than toss me in prison, the church seemed elated. Turns out they secretly hated the dragon. We became the hero’s party against our will, as the church sang praises and spread the news of our deeds.”

      “But you saved a lot of people,” Mandi said softly. “That has to count for something.”

      “We did what had to be done,” Ramon continued. “But the price to pay for gaining hero’s soul, after slaying the first hero of the kingdom, was enslavement to that very kingdom. We were sent on numerous journeys, tasked to show the people we were worthy of being their heroes. We did our job, eliminated threats, and I even trained the hero’s soul. But…” He turned to me. “We fought, and you dismantled me like I was just a pesky pebble standing in your way. The hero’s soul I possess has a long way to go before it’s useful. That or it’s but a mere imitation.”

      “I do not believe the hero’s soul can be easily imitated,” Mazu said. “You are recognized as a hero, as the number of lives you saved that day and more on your numerous journeys adds up. Perhaps the karmic payoff isn’t ready to manifest yet. How long have you been here?”

      “Over a month, why?” the hero asked.

      “A month and somehow this kingdom’s monarch, he who calls himself the Lord Ruler, hasn’t so much as glanced in your direction,” Mazu said. “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to remain hidden from the influence of a monarch?”

      “Monarch,” I said softly. For some reason, the word in this case gave me the impression of more than just a king or queen, but someone with enough power to truly demonstrate what it meant to be a magician. “Are monarchs and master magicians related?”

      I thought back to the master and apprentice trial and how the heavenly messenger tested them. He didn’t impede the teenagers with his pressure, but encouraged them to give it their all to protect their master. These messengers would do the same for whatever monarch resided in the heavens.

      But what did this seemingly stray thought mean, and what was the correlation between it and our current situation? Maybe I was simply overthinking things.

      “Monarchs can be master magicians, but you’re wrong about the Lord Ruler, Mazu,” Kelvin answered. “He is not a monarch.”

      “What?” the fox said, eyes wide. “Why do you not have a monarch ruling your land? It is very curious that this kingdom has not been devoured by another.”

      “People hesitate when it comes to a kingdom that has three master magicians, powerful sects, academies,” Iris said. “Even the elven kingdoms prefer to stay on friendly terms than take that risk without being absolutely certain that those confirmed master magicians won’t blow them away. The biggest concern to many is the knowledge that the Peace Spawner was born and reared in this land. The only people that may be crazy enough to risk angering his cult is probably the Astral Empire.”

      “Ugh, not them,” Mandi said, and I could practically feel her hatred for Gaston, the Astral boy she was almost forced to marry.

      “The Lord Ruler and the emperor are good friends,” Maxus said, but the worry in his eyes raised my alarm bells.

      “To answer your earlier question, master magicians can choose to become monarchs by establishing a domain, but most don’t want to be responsible for entire kingdoms,” Kelvin explained. “Some simply don’t want to deal with the pain of forming a monarch’s core. Two cores is twice the exhaustion. Twice the power expenditure, in some cases.”

      I only stared at the man, shaking my head, before smiling. “At least that’s not something we have to worry about. We just barely lucked into getting a D-ranked shop.”

      “Oh, I knew I was forgetting something. That is to congratulate you,” Ronica said. “Truthfully, I was beginning to worry for Milia, putting up with—ow!”

      Nuwa placed the rolled-up paper back into her storage ring.

      “Back on topic,” Ramon said. “The Midnight Dragon.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” the elf woman said. “But I think we’ll be fine. If he’s actively searching for us, then he would’ve found us long ago. If he still wants to fight…”

      “Let’s hope not,” Alexander said. “Ripley’s… odd. But I don’t think he’s that bad.”

      Ramon stared at the kid, probably determining if he was naïve or wise. In the end, he couldn’t decide, having never met the mysterious driver.

      “We’ll worry about this later,” I said. “I just wanted to give a heads up. To friends, you know.”

      The hero’s party nodded or smiled.

      “We appreciate your generosity,” Kelvin said.

      “Another debt, but we’ll repay it someday,” Maxus said. “Right, Ronica?”

      The twerp pouted but nodded in agreement. “Of course. I can’t risk this food source.”

      I glared at her for a bit before chuckling. “For now, who wants pie?”

      “I do,” Milia blurted out. “I’ve waited long enough.”

      I laughed, pulling my dryad fiancée into a kiss, before giving her the first and largest slice of the pies.

      “You really do love your blueberry pies,” I said. It made me wonder if her family would react the same way. “Say, Alexander, do you know of any other way, besides a bank, to upgrade a town from F to E?”

      Harmony glanced at the kid, curious and likely hopeful that any insight could help her father.

      “A bank is one of the easiest, but it would still take some time to arrange things and get started,” Alexander said. “Not to mention hiring security to keep bandits at bay. You should probably consider going to a major city, maybe copy some of their ideas. Perhaps you’ll find someone willing to run an adventurer’s den or even a guild. Either one of those two should push the ranking to E. The population increase should pull in some higher tier merchants too, I think.” The former number two shop owner scratched the back of his head sheepishly as all eyes rested on him. “Just snippets I caught from all kinds of people.”

      Naturally, Alexander didn’t elaborate, not willing to give even a hint of his origins to the hero’s party.

      “The nearest city is two weeks away by horse,” I said. “That should be a week by griffin. For now, let’s focus on the shop.”

      “If you do decide to leave, we’ll keep an eye out on things here,” Ramon said. “I think it’s best for us to hide a little longer until the capital finds something else that interests them.”

      “I’ll check on the mayor’s progress before making a decision,” I said. “The ranking of this town is important, especially for the business.”

      Alexander nodded in agreement.

      I picked up Cheetara.

      “You four better push harder, or you’ll be outdone by my secret ultimate pupil,” I said, prompting a laugh from everyone.

      They believed me to be joking. Cheetara meowed knowingly.

      “They have no idea, Cheetara.”
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        * * *

      

      Within the city of Wingston, a figure stepped out of a manor, cloaked in a Dao-infused darkness. It was a woman with long black hair and glowing green eyes, marking an expressionless face. She tossed a head into the middle of a street. In the morning, someone would be greeted to a thrilling sight of the Astral boy. He had to be the reason why her Black Cross disappeared. There was no way they’d suddenly flee, especially with her secret curse implanted in their hearts.

      It took the woman some time to get here by flight, but despite tracking down the last known location of the curse, there simply was nothing.

      She didn’t care how much her idiotic father welcomed those accursed Astral bastards, she’d slay them all if it meant keeping out empire scum. He, apparently, was too busy playing the game of houses to realize that the moment the day of succession came, they were all doomed. The emperor’s son would surely return to expansion, absorbing as many kingdoms as possible and utterly destroying any resistance. Allowing an Astral boy was beyond stupid!

      Ling sighed.

      There was a city two weeks from here. Perhaps they really did break their curse. How else would the trail end here without anything?

      Ling knew there was a backwater four days away, but she doubted the Black Cross would hide there. Not enough people to blend in with.

      She rose into the air, eyes still on the village and the backwater town. F-ranked. Disgusting. Something about that area felt weird. Perhaps she’d investigate some other time. She had people to do these things for her anyway.

      “I will find you, Ramon,” she vowed. “Just you wait.”

      She had no idea that her Dao caused the hero to have nightmares that night due to the close proximity.

      He was very lucky she had her interests aligned with the city. And shopping. She wouldn’t get that from a dying town.
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      Hello, you amazing anime, light novel, fantasy, and manga fans. I’m Alvin Atwater and I would like to take the time to thank everyone who read and support the series. Please consider leaving me a review on Amazon.com. It helps keeps the series alive. Finishing it is a huge goal of my writing career.

      In the meantime, I will get back to work as this series is very fun to write!

      I can be found at https://www.AlvinJAtwater.com , Twitter (@Alvin_Atwater), https://Patreon.com/syr456 , https://Facebook.com/Syr456.

      Here are some other interesting Facebook groups if you enjoy the LitRPG or Progression fantasy genres:

      *Team Stone Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/ATSteamstone

      -LitRPG Books: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/

      -Gamelit Society: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

      -LitRPG: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup
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