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      Last time on Rise of the Cheat Potion Maker, our peace-loving hero, Nate, faced quite the assortment of challenges. From ranking up the town of Kyushu, to his shop, and to responding to an emergency in Wingston—which, with the power of an incredible potion, Nate managed to face off against the Lord Ruler, king of Merridon, Maximus Truestorm himself. The point wasn’t to win, but to help Mandi’s mother, Gwendolyn, also known as the Red Star and lady in charge of the small city of Wingston. He became a friend of the kingdom and a contender for the throne. At least his alter ego, Raider, had.

      What else happened, you ask? Well, the hero’s party became Nate’s disciples. His followers and students. The apprentices are that, and direct receivers of the potion maker’s knowledge, so important that the disciples were directed to protect their junior magicians.

      Helping the town of Kyushu required things that only the closest big city, Whirl-Waters, possessed. This invoked quite a fun journey until a sudden attack by the Peace Spawner himself threatened to cull an entire large town. In order to save the thousands of people, Nate and the others had to work together, pushing everything they’d learned to the limits.

      Potions were the solution to solving the problem, curing the miasma infection. However, they still had to fight hellspawn, monsters that spawned during this poisonous event.

      The team pulled off what almost seemed impossible, a feat deemed Heroic by the system. They cured everyone without a single death.

      This performance did not go unnoticed by the heavens or, of course, any other being that may have sensed the culling event.

      Now the journey continues, the large city of Whirl-Waters soon approaching.
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        * * *

      

      Nate Sullivan

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

      Magician rank: 11th realm of the Saint.

      Class rank: Inspired.

      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: 48%.

      Shop Rank: D. [Rank-up quest awaiting…]

      Merchant License: D. [You will find getting C-ranked and above merchant/large store trades, contracts, and opportunities incredibly difficult on your own with this license.]

      Heavenly attunement rank: B.

      Lord Ruler Select as Raider; Friend of the Kingdom of Merridon.

      Forest attuned. [Step into a forest and feel…]

      

      “Harmony, what’s that on your arm?” I asked, eyes wide. “Holy shit, is that a Dao tattoo?”

      The teenager looked at her arm, confused. Her eyes widened. “What is this? Who did this? It wasn’t there a minute ago?” She glared at Lucas, who currently sat beside her. “Did you do this?”

      “I didn’t do it,” Lucas, the half-dwarf teen, defended.

      “It’s not an inking,” Milia said, laughing. “It’s a Dao embedding.”

      “You didn’t feel any pain?” I said as I showed Harmony the top of my right hand. The tattoo was a dragon wrapping itself around the sun. It reminded me of my potion summon, Aku, now that I thought about it. “Mine felt like it was being imprinted with fucking fire.”

      Harmony’s Dao tattoo looked like a full moon cracked in half, with golden magic flowing out of it. I didn’t even know they could show up in any other color than black. Milia and I were right on the money about the girl. She truly held the potential to become something fucking amazing. If only I could call her father right now and inform him. He’d be proud of his young woman. Okay, he likely still saw her as his little girl. It made me more aware of the responsibility I carried as her teacher.

      Not that I stopped being aware for a moment. The same applied to Lucas, Mandi, and Alexander as well. Alexander may have had a past life as a pirate king, but he still was reborn to new parents, a family that he said he loved, and a kingdom the kid didn’t truly want to abandon.

      “Do you not feel the power coursing through it?” I asked Harmony. “You were silent for a couple of hours. Maybe you reflected on something that brought you a revelation, a feeling you cannot easily explain.”

      Harmony’s eyes widened. “I see…”

      “Are you able to figure out the name of your Dao? You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to.” I lowered my voice so that Milia couldn’t hear. The dryad woman still wanted to guess it after all. “Mine is a crafter’s Dao, the Dao of Creation.”

      She closed her eyes. A second or two later, the tattoo flickered a bright white. “I… think Wanda gave me the name,” Harmony mused, her eyes opening. “The Dao of… Dreams.”

      

      [The Dao of Dreams is a Dao almost as rare as the Dao of Creation. You must continue to guide your apprentice as she searches for her path, which no one can interfere with. Her intentions to follow your footsteps are pure, but walking your path is difficult, even for a god.]

      

      “A rare Dao,” I said softly. “Damn, kid, I already knew you were headed for greatness, but this is nuts.”

      “You did?” Harmony asked, her eyes seeming to sparkle.

      “Don’t take that for more than what it is,” I said. “I’m not going to start babying you.”

      Chenzu, the beastkin with wolf ears and a tail, shook his head.

      “So what do I do now?” Harmony asked me.

      “Meditate. Instead of taking in mana, focus on your Dao. Only you know the catalyst that created it in the first place. Think about what you’ll do going forward. How you will improve. Perhaps think on the consequences of your actions. What’s the end goal for pulling in copious amounts of mana and soaring through the realms? What are you trying to accomplish?” I smiled at the kids. “You four are no ordinary, immortality-wishing magic users.” I waved off Mandi’s protest. “I know, your core hasn’t formed. Or has it?”

      Harmony thought on my words for a bit longer before closing her eyes, falling back into meditation.

      I opened the clan menu, running through my head what this could mean for us in the big city. What should we do through the name of a newly established clan? Ultimately, that simply didn’t matter right now.

      

      [Clan: Potion’s Will. Rank: C. Clan standing: Hidden. Sects: Off. War: None. This is a peaceful clan… for now. Peace bonus: 22%. Crafting fame: 77%. Combat fame: 50%.]

      [Saviors of Fire Stone. Relationship: S.]

      

      The past couple of days served as a wakeup call to improve myself, whether it was reacting to sudden situations or learning more about the world I’d be living in for… centuries.

      “Just remember, cultivating mana isn’t a race,” I said to the apprentices before laying back to relax. Milia made sure that was on the lap pillow. I did not resist, and the others were used to the dryad’s romantic antics by now. That made me wonder if the rings I ordered were good enough. They should be delivered to me anytime now.

      What if… I asked Lucas to make a fresh pair, perhaps allowed him to put a unique spin on it? With advance payment, the kid would certainly have no reason to not treat himself.

      “He’s right,” Milia said after kissing me. “Anyone born with the spark, a magician, will live for centuries. Even beyond the initial few, the higher you raise your rank, the more your mana increases your lifespan. Overdo things without a plan, and you may accidentally revert your age. You don’t want to end up like a child. I know of a few who suffered that fate. One woman… girl, lost her betrothed because of it.”

      Alexander snorted.

      “Lucas, Alexander, I’m going to up your training,” I declared after a few moments of silence. “I’ll ask either Maxus or Kelvin to rotate with fine-tuning things. You did a great job in the town. We’re going to improve that.” I glanced at Mandi. She looked uneasy, as if expecting me to say something negative. “I’m starting to think you don’t need magic, but your mother said something about your core being a late bloomer. She’s expecting me to wake it up, so that’s what I’m going to do. Hopefully we’ll find something not too crazy or expensive in the city.”

      “Do… a…” Mandi’s words fell.

      “Don’t get all speechless on me now,” I told her. “Although… I can’t exactly call you a beginner. When you unlock your core, I’d recommend remaining on the path of the gadgetmancer.”

      “Of course she will,” Opal said, flying up to my face. “She’s got dreams bigger than even mine and I don’t know how that’s possible.” She flew into the redhead’s hair.

      I shrugged. “No pressure, Mandi.”

      Mandi laughed.

      As the sunset slowly emerged and we prepared to activate the camp, a screech blasted through the air. Hostile aura and killing intent radiated from seemingly all directions.

      Beakwing abruptly lurched forward, pouncing on a three-foot-tall pink creature that emerged from the woods. It looked like a cross between a goblin and a snake. Pointy ears, face of a goblin, glowing yellow eyes, body of a snake, but with two stubby feet to finish out its appearance.

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      [Forest Oblay. Type: Demonic Beast. Rank: D. Affinity: Earth. Territorial.]

      

      “Ah, I get it. We’re in their territory,” I said, though without stopping Beakwing from gobbling up its snack.

      “I can sense hundreds of them approaching,” Iris, the white-haired elf woman, said. “No, thousands! Wait, perhaps even more.”

      “Yeah, fuck that, the sun’s dropping and it’s getting late,” I said. “They’re D-rankers, but numbers are another thing. They’ll overwhelm our golems too.”

      Twenty more of the demonic beast creatures emerged from the forest. Ramon unsheathed a staff, which flashed with electrical mana.

      “Should we really let them run us out of our camp?” he asked, smiling. “Or will you make this a training opportunity?”

      “Eh, the others were right. You are a training freak,” I said, prompting a giggle from Nuwa.

      “There’s a nest hosting millions of them underground, about five fields away,” Milia said. “This fight isn’t worth it.”

      Ramon cleared his throat as he sheathed his staff. “Millions, you say. Did you know strategic retreats are a classic and effective method of training?”

      I stared at the former hero, then sighed.

      “Let’s just get the hell out of here,” I said. “In the morning, I’ll be amplifying your training too. All disciples.” I turned to the twerp. “So, Ronica, about riding your horse. Or—”

      “I’m fine with riding it,” she said. “I just needed a day’s break. Thanks for letting me rest on the griffin.”

      I nodded. “Any time.”

      Abruptly, a bolt of purple mana jolted out of the forest, striking my griffin with the force of a speeding car. The magic hurled him backward.

      

      [Beakwing is now stunned for the next 10 minutes. Good luck!]

      

      More mana emerged, striking the horses, though Ronica managed to defend hers in time. Not that it mattered. One of the Oblays lurched itself at the petite woman, only to be struck by her pink lightning, drained of its energy.

      “Oops,” Ronica said cheerfully. “I think it wanted to hug me.”

      “If that’s how you react to people hugging you, remind me to stay as far away as possible,” Lucas said.

      Ronica dove into the half-dwarf with a hug. “Be careful. You wouldn’t want me to zap you.”

      “You really don’t,” Ramon said, which brought a look of nervousness to the half-dwarf’s eyes.

      “Perhaps my words were unnecessarily rude,” Lucas said, smiling sheepishly, blush faint.

      “Good boy,” Ronica said, patting on his head. “It looks like we’ll be getting along just fine.”

      The poor teen and his attitude and nervousness around women was as pure as things could get. He was raised by his blacksmithing master, Nia, to be someone composed of honesty, likability, and to be hardworking. The talented seventeen-year-old’s silver knuckles were still in perfect condition, unbreakable to my super strength, and unblemished by the foes I punched with it. Speaking of which…

      “Change of plan,” I announced, while eyeing the increasing numbers of the pink reptile creatures. “Stand back and I’ll take care of this.”

      The others quickly moved away as I exerted my aura and killing intent. “We were leaving your territory, but you decided to be little assholes. So now you’re going to face the consequences of attacking us unprovoked.”

      One of the creatures suddenly exploded into goo as I spread my pressure, mostly as an emphasis of my annoyance. We were about to make dinner, after all. Iris even promised to take Harmony hunting while teaching her more of the bow.

      Suddenly, the little fuckers turned around and hauled ass, screaming at the top of their lungs, somehow overcoming my aura. Well, after three more exploded into purple mist.

      “No, wait! Just let me punch one of you.”

      They ran away faster.

      “I swear if it turns out they’re sapient creatures capable of understanding our language, I’m raiding that base and demanding the queen kowtow.”

      Maxus laughed. “Unfortunately, they’re not. Although, I’d pay gold to see such a show.”

      Iris rolled her eyes. “You’d pay to see anything strange. Remember that time with the centaur woman—”

      “Don’t you dare bring that up or I’ll agree to train your brother,” Maxus said. “Don’t think he won’t use that opportunity to wreak havoc in your kingdom.”

      “Hmrph!” Iris folded her arms. “You would hold that over my head.”

      Maxus simply shrugged, smug. “You stick to your end of the truce, and I’ll stick to mine. Neither of us will have to worry about that little demon.”

      Shaking my head, I said, “Let’s get the camp going. Now is a good time to open up some chests.”

      “You have more chests?” Nuwa, the blonde healer, asked.

      “Just a few more,” I said, feeling just a bit smug. I glanced at the apprentices. “If I find some things I don’t want, make sure you guys have the contribution points ready.”

      Ronica pouted. “They’re so lucky.”

      “If I find anything that suits you lot, I’ll arrange something,” I said. “Maybe we’ll end up with a new bow that Iris can’t resist.”

      The elf chuckled. “I don’t think I can ever part with my Heavenly Kiss. My late sister made it for me.”

      I nodded, feeling a new appreciation for the weapon Iris had always carried with her. It made me wonder about the others of the former hero’s party turned disciples.

      I activated the pyramid, eager to see my earnings.
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      You know, there was nothing funnier than watching Milia attempt to teach Mandi how to cook. She wanted to learn, and a motivated Opal wouldn’t take failure for an option. Yeah, the little pixie woman made the mistake of declaring herself the taste tester. Yukihara joined for the suspicious reason of ‘supervision.’ Flamie didn’t want to manifest, though it didn’t vocalize those words.

      Though I wasn’t actually sure if the wisp could talk.

      Iris, having taken Harmony and Lucas out hunting with Ramon providing the light, had brought back… mostly vegetables they found, but also some rabbits. Ramon, having joined in at some point, carried what looked like a cow-sized brown and white chicken thing. The excitement on his face said everything. Mystery meat should be good this night.

      I glanced at my loot. A Potion Maker’s chest, two S-ranked, and an SS-ranked. I opened the first S-ranker.

      A large tome emerged from it. To be more specific, a spell book with fiery designs all over it. Yukihara flew over, scrutinizing the book.

      

      [Spell book analysis. Rank: F. Type: Offensive. Ember/Fireball. *Upgradable*.]

      

      “You don’t need this,” the fairy commented.

      “Is that a spell book?” Ronica asked.

      “Not just any. Apparently, it’s upgradable,” I said. “An ember, fireball spell’s contained within.”

      I paused to see the entirety of the former hero’s party stare at me. “What?”

      “Do you have any idea how rare an upgradable spell book is?” Kelvin asked.

      “Meh, everything’s rare in this world. Anyway, Lucas, this one’s yours since you don’t have a spell book.” I passed the tome to him.

      Ronica showed the surprised half-dwarf teen how to bond with the book. I was already opening the second S-ranked chest, satisfied with the first. Anything that helped my apprentices directly helped me. The more they could defend themselves while I wasn’t around, the better. Hence why Harmony was basically my star student. She made me feel as if I should be sending her father a report card with straight As across the board.

      No, seriously, train someone for a long time. If they put anything you’ve taught them to use, your teachings succeeded, and you should feel proud. Any slight deviations could be corrected or put to creative use.

      A metallic-purple orb floated from the second S-ranked chest, landing in my hand.

      

      [Town Influencer Orb. Item Rank: S. Item quality: Special Extraordinary. Your clan as a whole can now keep an eye on the town’s health, something that only the lord or appointed ruler can do. Should you decide to become its lord, you will be able to exert influence over Kyushu. Until then, no town points or stats will be available for display. Yet.]

      [Showing Kyushu’s current health…]

      

      Kyushu

      Type: Small town. Kingdom of Merridon owned.

      Political leader: Mayor Henrick Rue.

      Benefactor: Gwendolyn Wingston, Red Star.

      Hidden Benefactor: Lord Ruler Select Raider. You should be deeply honored for having this high-level benefactor, Kyushu. It is extremely recommended making him lord of the town.

      Rank: E. [Warning! It is highly recommended to rank up or risk angering your benefactors.]

      Funding: 89%.

      Potion Maker: Yes. [System notice. A town without a potion maker is better off not existing.]

      Guards: E-ranked town guards. [Good for basic bandits. Good luck when it comes to raiders, high-level bandit groups, mercenaries, enemy armies, demonic beasts, hallows, rogue sects, demonic sects, dark academies, cults, and the like. You’d better pray.]

      Guard commendations: E.

      Guard evolution: Political leader does not have a Special Guard Cube, which is a gift from Wanda. As a result, your guards will remain mortal. Progress the town to a C-ranked small city to enable options for the captain of the guards.

      Projects: In progress. Will slowly drain public funding. Benefactors, nobles, royalty, trading partners, and other factors can help increase funding. If funding drops to 0%, operations will halt, but don’t panic. Your ranking will start to decrease, putting a nice smile on the face of rivals that want to see your town fail. See, somebody’s happy. If funding drops into the negatives, then you will have to file bankruptcy. In that case, you’ll be forced to work off the debt in the mines, a slav—worker ship, or as a kingdom-contracted soldier. Most certainly not a meat shield.

      Shrine: No. [What is wrong with you?]

      Deity: Wanda. Dictated by the Kingdom of Merridon’s Church.

      Chapel: Yes, though in secret and against the urging of the hero’s party. [The chapel makes up for not having a shrine.] Led by: Nuwa Yhandrus, the Goddess Healer.

      Chapel funding: 80%. [Starving out your devotee isn’t a good idea.]

      [You cannot examine further information without being a high-tiered lord, high-tiered noble, royalty, or very famous.]

      [System notice. The Lord’s information may be a glitch. May not. It is available until the Lord Ruler Select title is gone.]

      Kingdom standing: Not very competitive with other towns.

      

      Nuwa’s eyes widened. “Another gift from Wanda!”

      I sighed, annoyed with the system’s billion attempts at trying to get me to become this town’s lord. It simply wasn’t happening. Besides, I rather respected the mayor. He even listened to our suggestions when it came to increasing Kyushu’s ranking.

      However, a few things did catch my eye. Special Guard Cubes, Shrines, and unique buildings contributed toward ranking up the town, but also pushed toward establishing its legacy. A reason for people or tourists to travel there.

      I smiled at the town’s funding being put to use. Mayor Rue was a good man. However, he couldn’t relax, not just yet. The town’s rank was still E. E for ew. While it no longer magically attracted bad luck, such as being attacked by the Crimson Sect hidden demonic factions, assassins, wraiths, pissy government officials, rogue magicians like Buff McGoo, or an organization of nobles running a shadow government and conducting a massive fraud operation, Kyushu was still just a small town, a part of a duchy.

      Fuck, the Lord Ruler or someone seriously needed to tell the dukes to pull their heads out of their asses and do their jobs.

      I opened the Potion Maker’s chest, the third out of four. A glowing blue scroll rose from it. When I unrolled it, my eyes widened. This recipe could either get me in some serious trouble, break the unfairly controlled market, or attract far too many magicians, potentially thousands, to Kyushu.

      

      [New listing added: Humble Sage’s Mana Potion.]

      [Drinking a small vial of this will replenish your mana and if you’re compatible, replenish your Sage Mana by 1%. Warning! This is an extremely valuable potion. Magicians could make an attempt on your life or blackmail you for the recipe. This is a complex potion.]

      

      Two small vials of glowing blue liquid also floated from the chest.

      

      [Two free samples. Warning! You have not recovered all of your lost mana from the Peace Spawner’s Culling. It will take days to fully replenish your main and reserves. It is recommended to drink one of the potions now.]

      [Humble Sage’s Mana Potion. Item rank: SS. Item value: Special Extraordinary. While it is not close to the pinnacle of potion making, its SS ranking is there for a reason.]

      [Instructions will become available once you began creating it.]

      [This potion can only be made inside a D-ranked or above magic lab.]

      

      “Well, that’s one to keep secret,” I said as I pulled the scroll into my actual inventory or soul space, rather than a storage ring. Since I was nowhere near ready to dive into complex potions just yet, the lab requirement didn’t bug me. In fact, it simply bought me more time.

      So, the play here was simply to train more in the craft—especially with complex potions—while upgrading the lab over time. Once again, the system had a weird way of looking out for me a few times. Just a few. When it wasn’t being sadistic.

      Nuwa pouted. “You’re not going to tell us?” Her eyes glistened as she attempted to lay on the innocent puppy dog gaze. Which didn’t work on me, of course.

      “It’s only a potion recipe, but some day, you may get to try it,” I said. “As long as I don’t blow myself to bits trying to make it.”

      Harmony frowned. “It’s another recipe that requires you to do weird magic, isn’t it?”

      “A complex-level potion, yeah,” I told her. “I’m keeping this one a secret for safety purposes.”

      “I don’t think anyone would want to try to create something that could explode at any time,” Lucas said. He turned back to the campfire.

      “Once I acquire the books and properly learn how to take on complex and perhaps advanced potions, we’ll end up moving onto the inevitable rabbit hole of the question of why we’re making the things in the first place.”

      “I think we’ll be fine,” Milia said. “You created an antidote of some sort for the half-vampire boy without a second thought. It’s safe to say that none of us will risk making anything unless it has a purpose.”

      I nodded. “You’re exactly right.”

      I put one of the samples into my inventory and downed the other. Then I cursed myself for drinking it so fast instead of enjoying it. It tasted like a fine wine that I couldn’t afford. The feeling of my mana restoring itself… well, explaining that felt impossible. Like becoming whole again and more. I wasn’t sure what Sage Mana was, but if I had to guess, I… felt more a part of the land around me, nature, than just a moment ago.

      “Anyway, I guess that’s it for now,” I said, trying to ignore the stares. They probably guessed whatever I consumed had something to do with my mana. My presence, after all, had returned to full strength.

      “Are you not going to open the last chest?” Mandi asked.

      “Ah, let’s do that,” I said. “The potion caught me off guard.”

      I opened the SS-ranked chest. A necklace with a baseball-sized golden amulet rose from it and landed in my hand. A large blue gemstone at the center of the charm glowed briefly, almost in greeting.

      

      [Sorcerer’s Amulet. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. The path of a sorcerer shall reveal itself to you. The strands of fate for the legendary golden potion maker have wrapped themselves around your soul. This amulet has automatically soul bound to you and cannot be undone, except by you.]

      

      Wait, there were sorcerers in this world? What was I talking about, of course there would be. Like witches, they were a different classification of magician, maybe with their own set of spells. However, unlike witches, no text nor person had mentioned them. The only other things I could recall from the ranks were warlocks and arch magicians, which obviously referenced the classic bastard of any opposing RPG opponent: arch magus. In fact, arch magicians were the strongest, right before the final realm called Universe Roamer. I assumed that was simply another way of saying demigod.

      “Wanda’s glazing bottom, what is that?” Iris asked. “Something about that amulet… feels strange. Perhaps unsettling.”

      For some reason, both the twerp and Milia stared at the charm with wide eyes. Toss in a little confusion too, and I just had to say something.

      “Are you two familiar with this thing?” I asked.

      “What’s the description of it?” Milia asked, her voice revealing curiosity, fascination, and something else. Maybe nervousness?

      “I… It’s just an amulet,” I said. “No big deal.”

      “What’s the description of it?” Milia asked, her eyes now locking with mine. “Your appraisal ability may just save your life.”

      Hearing that, I wasted no time explaining things. “It’s called a sorcerer’s amulet, whatever that’s supposed to mean.” I knew a sorcerer to be no different than any other spellcaster from the stories, so I felt no red flags. The disciples, Milia, and even Chenzu didn’t share the same sentiment by the end of the description.

      “Nate, do you have any idea what a sorcerer is?” Milia asked. “In the context of our land.”

      “Aren’t they just magicians?” I replied. “They’re not mentioned anywhere, no one talks about them, but I know of them from stories.”

      “I’m starting to think that you’re some kind of prophet,” Iris said with a sigh. “Stories shown to you by Wanda are sometimes reality for us.”

      I waved off her comment. “There are plenty of adventure books across the world.”

      “Oh, I’m sure, and the nobles able to afford them are reading comfortably in their chairs,” Iris said.

      The quirky smile ended up curling across my face.

      “If you want, I can let you borrow some of mine,” Mandi said, her voice almost shy.

      Iris sighed. “I don’t mean you, Mandi. Besides, that strays away from the point.”

      “We were talking about sorcerers,” Milia said, her voice almost deadpan. “Back on topic. Sorcerers aren’t around anymore, thank Wanda. At least no one has yet confirmed the Peace Spawner to be one.”

      “I’m lost,” I said. “What’s wrong with the sorcerers?”

      “Sorcerers have always ended up as… dominators. Conquerors. Overlords. At least according to the restricted history books,” Milia said.

      Opal flew up to her face. “Why do you know what’s in a restricted history book, Milia?”

      The dryad flinched slightly. “The reason will be revealed when my family arrives. Now, can we stay on topic, please?”

      The pixie woman gave her a skeptical look, then folded her arms as she flew back to Mandi’s shoulder to sit. “I’m watching you, Milia.”

      The dryad continued, though not without first smiling sheepishly at the pixie. “A sorcerer appears maybe every dozen generations or even hundreds of years, and they bring the power of calamity with them. The overlords conquer and rule the land with an iron fist, plunging it into darkness. Sometimes this rule can last for years, until—”

      “Are you seriously about to explain every hero tale out there?” I asked. “Besides, this thing may be called a sorcerer’s amulet, but instead of going into the hands of a sorcerer, it’s being given to me. If Wanda’s behind it, then she probably has a reason or doesn’t care if it sits in my storage ring collecting dust.”

      “Objects can’t collect dust in a storage ring,” Ronica said.

      “Don’t be a smartass,” I said, gaining an innocent smile from the twerp. Turning to Milia, I pointed out something that felt obvious. “If we’re going to talk about the evil sorcerer that’s killing people, then look no further than the dickhead who tried to cull a town for no fucking reason.” I shook my head. “Now I truly understand why the world’s afraid of him.”

      “How do you know for sure it was the Peace Spawner?” Mandi asked.

      “Well, for starters, I saw him,” I said. “He was unscannable, even with my second stage analysis skill.”

      The party looked at me and I just wished sometimes that I knew how to keep my big mouth shut.

      “Anyway, that stew’s starting to smell really good. I’ll go fetch us some glasses for wine.”

      I started into the main building without giving anyone a chance to ask hundreds of questions.
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      The night emerged in the form of a beautiful starry sky with a slightly cool breeze tickling my face at times. We ate and chatted and laughed in the company of the campfire.

      It turned out the weird giant chicken mystery meat that Ramon called a Trimeland Fowl tasted pretty good. It reminded me of duck and maybe a little pheasant. This was one of the former hero’s favorite foods according to Ronica. They were also not easy to hunt, but that wouldn’t be a problem for the disciples.

      To go with the fowl, I made hashbrowns with some of the potatoes Iris and Harmony brought back. It was amusing watching the disciples down them, asking for more, and where I came across such a recipe. Milia made her best tea, the golden cherry on top of the nice meal.

      “I guess I’d better store this thing already,” I said, only to freeze when nothing happened. “Huh?”

      I tried again, but felt… an aura, a mana bubble of resistance that even I couldn’t overcome. I gaped at the powerful sorcerer’s amulet, wondering just what the hell Wanda had gifted me. If one could call it that. “So, turns out this thing is even more of an unknown than I thought. Is this normal for some items?”

      “Hm? What are you talking about?” Maxus asked.

      “The amulet’s refusing to go into the storage ring,” I told him.

      “That’s most certainly not normal,” Mandi said.

      Milia gave me a blank glare before shaking her head. “Why on Gaia’s green plain would Wanda allow something like this in one of her reward chests? I suppose the ring is just much too weak to contain it.”

      “I guess you’ll have to settle with keeping it in your pocket,” Ronica said cheerfully. She gleefully sipped more tea, sighing blissfully. “This is so wonderful. You really are a gem, Milia.”

      “Yeah. I’m definitely not going to attempt to put this in my soul space,” I said as I pocketed the amulet. An anti-dimensional exotic object, a risk whether left behind and buried or in my possession. I’d have to find a way to gather information pertaining to sorcerers. Also, what the hell was a golden potion maker? Considering the system rarely ever laid it on thick when it came to my class, this had to be something noteworthy.

      “The fact that you have a soul space ability is so unfair,” Iris said.

      “Perhaps you’ll learn the technique someday,” Chenzu said. “An insight after observing Nate long enough.”

      “Not sure if it works that way,” I said, chuckling. Then again, learning magic in video games sometimes required you to simply press C and be like, “Unholy fire!” Not that I was simplifying real life into a button press. Insight had no logic that I could understand. Where did it come from?

      That night, instead of going to bed like everyone else, I waited at the edge of the camp, half-watching the golem patrol, and thinking on the Dao of Creation, but also Harmony’s Dao of Dreams. She accomplished this on her own. It wasn’t like the time I declared her my disciple, which increased her an entire realm for some unexplained reason. The system hadn’t offered that to the others and wouldn’t tell me why.

      Yukihara, who currently floated next to me, spoke. “I’ve balanced the blood lightning within and converted most of it into usable mana. But the ritual isn’t so easy. One does not simply become a C-ranked spell book. So, I’ve decided that it’s best that I remain in physical form. Experience what it means to be more than just a book, to be the vessel of the world’s mana. I must call upon a new spell. I cannot afford to waste time in the dreamscape.”

      “I’ll have some faith in your findings,” I said, eyes still locked on the forest beyond. The night vision potion allowed me to see easily. Though I questioned if I truly needed it with the ability to sense mana and disturbances.

      “While I’m happy to take a historical step in evolution, may I ask why you’re pushing for it quickly?” the fairy asked.

      I said nothing for a good while. “That’s a good question. Why bother with this when the endgame is without fighting?”

      I felt a familiar snuggle, turned slightly, and pulled Wolverine into my lap. “Maybe it seems quick, but honestly, I just want to be strong enough to ward off anyone that threatens us. Not that I’m sure if I’m going about it the right way. Getting too strong normally attracts trouble, at least in the stories.”

      Yukihara giggled. “Forget the stories and stick to what you know about this land. You’ve set a goal for prosperity for your future family, your apprentices, and now disciples.” She landed on my knee and waggled a finger at me. “I suggest you keep at it. If any obstacle appears, tackle it with what you know, or let someone who can handle it do it. Unless you’re aiming to become this world’s hero.”

      I looked at the fairy with new respect and chuckled. “You’re definitely not wrong there. And no, I’m not this world’s hero. If Ramon doesn’t want to do it, the kingdom will probably pick out a successor. Eventually.”

      A branch snapping in the forest took me back to the reason why I decided to go on watch. They were finally here with their queen. Wolverine growled as he stood.

      “Figured this would happen,” I said as the aura of blood lightning sparked around me. “I think I could use more monster samples. Perhaps we could do a little nightly harvesting after this, eh Wolverine?”

      The wolf barked in response, his blue aura bursting into life.
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        * * *

      

      Lucas watched in awe, fear, and wonder as Nate blasted, punched, and kicked his way through thousands of monsters without slowing. He was like a storm of death, destruction incarnate, with a will that dominated anyone or anything that got in his way.

      The half-dwarf thought of Nate’s determination back in the B-ranked dungeon, pulling off what appeared to be the impossible all while risking his life. If not for Nuwa’s fast reaction, the man could’ve died. Or crippled himself.

      Despite the close call, he still faced down the Peace Spawner’s culling without showing even a shred of fear. Just hearing the mention of the Peace Spawner, that he’d actually appeared so close, made Lucas’s guts feel like bubbles. Nate assured him the town couldn’t be culled again, but the half-dwarf mentally vowed to not visit Fire Stone in the future. Not while the Peace Spawner was still wreaking havoc.

      Abruptly, he stopped that line of thought, eyes narrowing. Those were the thoughts of a coward, not someone of dwarven blood. He should be out there fighting with his teacher, training, gaining battle experience, not sitting around like a pampered little baby. He would not be sidelined. There would come a time where Nate wouldn’t be around to protect him. If Lucas couldn’t fend for himself, even a little bit, then why waste his teacher’s time?

      Sure, he understood they were a crafting clan. However, crafting clans should never allow themselves to be trampled over. Nate believed fully in standing up for the right things.

      Wanda’s ass, Lucas should be doing the same thing! He wanted to protect their friends too!

      That was when the insight struck the young half-dwarf like the crash of a hammer hitting an anvil, the release of a massive spark engulfing him.

      He found himself at the peak of the Beginnings, skipping over the eleventh layer entirely. The insight overwhelmed him momentarily. When he opened his eyes, they lit with determination. But also calculation.

      These were still D-ranked creatures, which meant going out there to get surrounded while still at the realm of the Beginnings wasn’t a good idea. Wait… He wasn’t at the realm of the Beginnings. His power—far more fluid than it should feel—gave off a refined aura.

      He closed his eyes and sensed the fiery mana that roared within him. This wasn’t the Beginnings. This was the first realm of the Novice! The next step of his path.

      He still wasn’t sure how Harmony remained an entire realm ahead. Perhaps she was just that gifted. Even Lucas wondered what she’d become. She spent all of her childhood with a broken core, at the mercy of magicians that bullied her hometown.

      Lucas’s blacksmithing master, Nia, only discovered the spark a month before the bandits attacked. The half-dwarf himself hadn’t known. He assumed any minor abnormity was due to his bloodline.

      With a look of determination on his face, the half-dwarf crawled out the window of his room and leapt to the rooftop. Eager to test his new level, he activated the spell book gifted to him by Master Nate.

      It floated to his side. There, he felt a further expansion of power like never before, as if the book itself was a second core. He trembled but forced down the incredible feeling to focus. The reptilian swarm was ahead.

      “Let’s see how they handle a little fire.”

      Lucas pulled the golden hammer Nate gave him. He smiled at the modifications he made to it in secret. Well, not in secret. Mandi and Opal helped a lot with their knowledge of runes. Focusing on a pink creature, he channeled fire mana through Raham, pointed the named magical hammer forward, and unleashed the spell. “Ember!”

      The inspiration for the design came from Ramon’s lightning sword.

      Ember wasn’t amazing by any stretch, but enhanced by the runes Lucas worked so hard to embed into his hammer, the fireball tripled in size and speed. It crashed into his target and set at least six monsters next to it on fire.

      “Yes!” Lucas cheered.

      On the same mana charge, the half-dwarf unleashed twenty more instances of Ember. There would be a fiery scene if the creatures hadn’t burned surprisingly quickly and faded into ashes. A tiny force of mana expelled from their ashes snuffed out any remaining fire, as Lucas had planned.
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        * * *

      

      I was too distracted with chasing down the queen and her top minions to tell Lucas to stop slinging fireballs so close to the forest. However, he seemed to have thought of the risks, because the magic evaporated the moment it defeated its target. Good thinking, kid.

      I wasn’t expecting for the queen, twice the size of the others, to be fast as fuck. Unfortunately for her, it wouldn’t be enough. Wolverine hit the creature in the back with a Sunlight Flash. I finished it off with a Dragon Magic Burst, ending the main threat of the battle and the command structure. Or so I thought.

      The Oblays went berserk as they screeched at the air, mouths wide and dripping with purplish venom. Suddenly, the demonic beasts exploded into glowing gold ashes. If that was it, I’d call it a day and explain the freaky story to the others in the morning.

      The ashes lurched to the dead queen so fast, I barely had time to react. The pieces merged and grew. Soon, I found myself staring up at what appeared to be a massive, pink, dragon-like creature with two legs ending in talons, spikes running down its back, massive wings, and a long tail.

      I say dragon-like due to a key detail. Two legs. My fantasy senses were tingling, along with the nervousness of having it roar at me with the intensity of a building-sized megaphone.

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      [Oblay Wyvern. Type: Magical Beast. Rank: S. Affinity: Earth. Aggressively hostile.]

      [Mini-Boss fight. Begin!]

      [Warning, dragons and their cousins should not be treated like ordinary magical beasts or demonic beasts.]

      

      A fucking wyvern! The giant fucker hopped toward me so fast, I barely had enough time to dodge its attempt to chomp down at me. I also evaded the spiky tail as I continued running.

      “Alright, Yukihara, let’s see how she likes blood lightning,” I said.

      “It should be okay; they’re not as powerful as dragons or immune to magic,” Yukihara said.

      “Dragons are immune to magic?” I asked as I charged my attack.

      “Not particularly, but they have a very high resistance to most spells. Shouldn’t someone of your caliber know this already?” Yukihara asked.

      “Well, yeah, but things in real life… Never mind,” I said as I sped up my running, the furious wyvern hopping toward me. Apparently, crawling wasn’t its style. But every time it hopped, it shook the ground. If not for my super strength or whatever mana system in the background that kept me grounded, I would’ve lost my balance with some of these close calls.

      I heard it suddenly inhale and knew it was my chance.

      Spinning on it, I unleashed the blood lightning right into its maw.

      Well, the only thing I did was piss it off. Wolverine’s Cosmic Sunlight Flash following that only made things worse.

      

      [System notice. Pay attention to its affinity. Lightning magic is weak to Earth.]

      

      Well… that’s a new one.

      Its orangish eyes became bloodshot red as it roared, signaling its hatred of pain or tiny creatures daring to fight back. A tail seemed to manifest from nowhere, knocking Wolverine and I away like its toys.

      I stood back up, facing down the monster with a smile. “I guess I should take this a little more seriously.”

      Abruptly, an eagle-like screech caught my attention. Beakwing’s magic, in the form of two giant twin mana beams, smashed the wyvern onto its back.

      The griffin landed near it, rage burning through its eyes, deep red aura radiating from it. It was like I was staring at a giant bird on fire.

      Beakwing’s attack didn’t stop there. With a massive claw, it slashed right at the wyvern’s throat. The wyvern didn’t take kindly to being interrupted and tried to fight back. However, griffins were on par with most dragons. Wyverns were simply not. Maybe more rare variants could, but not this one.

      Beakwing ruthlessly slammed another massive sharp claw on its throat and ripped. Savagely. The wyvern had no time to even whine. If the aggressive bastards even did such a thing.

      Just like that, I had new materials.

      “So… what kind of crazy potions can I make with Wyvern material?” I wondered aloud as I pet a purring Beakwing. “Good job, buddy. You certainly gave that thing a reminder of who the real apex predator in the area is.”

      Wolverine barked in agreement. Yukihara landed on the wolf’s head, observing the fight’s aftermath.

      

      [The sorcerer’s amulet has absorbed a bit of the wyvern’s essence. While wearing the amulet, you will feel far more confident and inspired when creating potions using wyvern ingredients. As an Inspired Potion Maker, this could be important.]

      

      After loading up as much as possible into my storage ring, I headed back to the camp, ready for a good bath and maybe a quick night snack.

      I needed answers regarding these things combining into a wyvern; questions for Milia in the morning.
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      In a land of endless darkness, Ramon walked. Trees of blood vanished, replaced by green sprouts. Eventually, the darkness that once plagued this place disappeared too. A pale blue sky revealed a once-dying plain as a beacon of rebirth. Sprouts, flowers preparing to bloom. And most noticeable of all was the missing corpse of the Midnight Dragon.

      He’d never forget the pain of that fight. He and the others, before they formally became known as the hero’s party and were forced into training, bravely stood up to their friend who lost his sanity due to an unknown curse, spell, or something. He wasn’t sure if the Peace Spawner was behind it or not, but always suspected it. Peace Spawner, or the Inquisition.

      Ramon would never forget the Midnight Dragon’s brief return to sanity. His words.

      “Please… end it… Hurry, before I lose control again.”

      The others—Kelvin, Iris, Ronica, Nuwa, and even Maxus—couldn’t do it. Most were completely out of mana and beaten down badly. Ramon’s mana pool was larger than the others, leaving him with the energy to carry out the deed. He didn’t want to, but the dragon insisted. “Now! Hold down your weakness, mourn later. What is happening to me will not only kill the population here, but even dragons will be affected. The all too short time that I’ve known you revealed an interesting insight into humans. For that, I will grant you the hero’s soul. You must train it. And find the one… Gah! Do it now!”

      With the ability granted to him igniting without his consent, he summoned his staff. The knowledge of forming a weapon burst into his jumbled thoughts, taking over. The sword of lightning appeared for the first time, a symbol of heroism. A curse to Ramon who would give up everything to go back in time and stop himself from accepting that academy invitation.

      As the giant black dragon bowed deeply, Ramon climbed to the top of its head and plunged the sword through. The ruthless, untamed lightning of the blade killed the creature nearly instantly.

      Ramon let himself fall to the ground, almost hoping the sword would take him too. But the fall wasn’t high enough to so much as inconvenience a magician, let alone one as talented as the young man.

      There… he began to weep. The church appeared, having caught the final attack, and from there, history was written. Written by the bloody victors. The snakes in the shadows.

      And Ramon couldn’t do a thing about it.

      Abruptly, his eyes snapped awake and only briefly did the pain of the dream touch his heart. No, the pain never left.

      He carried the hero title for the Midnight Dragon… Alder. Then let all of that go after Master Nate showed him that life wasn’t about following one set path. They didn’t have to be the hero’s party if they didn’t want to.

      They’d ran away from the capital, after all.

      “I won’t let them control us,” Ramon said. “I won’t let them take our lives.”

      Nate and Ramon had started off on the wrong foot, to put it mildly. While the master magician eventually forgave his earlier actions, Ramon still felt guilty about putting the entire party in danger.

      Master magicians were known to be absolutely ruthless. At least according to the rumors. He doubted anyone witnessing them outside of their sects and not meditating would live to tell the tale. Right? Wanda’s jiggling ass, how was Master Nate not overcome with such a maddening of power?

      How did one become like him? Both a master magician, but a lower realm at the same time. Though one would have to look extraordinarily hard to see through the vast plains of power.

      Ramon sat up, his eyes picking up the night lights of the camp provided by Wanda’s gift and the glow of the golem patrol. The noise from earlier woke everyone, but by the time they were out, Nate had already taken care of the problem. He said he’d explain in the morning, but Ramon really wished he knew.

      That sound… it was familiar. Almost like the roar of a dragon. Of course, if it were a dragon, they’d all be fried. Dragons were SS-ranked monsters at minimum. If his old friend fought with full control of his mind and intentions, well, there wouldn’t have been a fight. They wouldn’t have been able to get close to him unless he allowed it.

      So who cursed Alder? As much as he wanted to blame Ling, not even she could’ve gotten anywhere close to an SS-ranked dragon at the time. Magic wouldn’t work.

      The mystery only drove Ramon toward a determination to find out who ruined his and the others’ lives.

      Still…

      They managed to find a place in Kyushu, and guidance and wisdom from someone willing to protect them. After Nate took on the Black Knight for the former hero’s party, and gotten injured doing so, Ramon fell into more guilt.

      Despite the people cheering the party on, not many truly cared. Even after years of training, running around and solving their problems, fighting many, many monsters, stopping demonic beast hordes, and being dogs for the Lord Ruler, the church, and even the Inquisition, no one gave a Wanda’s ass to ask if they’d perhaps like a break. How about a stipend increase?

      The hero’s party were perhaps like the Lord Ruler’s elite knights, only with an adventurer stamp smothered across it. But unlike the army, they didn’t get the choice of whether they wanted to be in the party or not. If standard adventurers caused problems, sometimes the hero’s party got blamed for it.

      He knew they’d have to confront the Lord Ruler, the church, and the Inquisition for their freedom one of these days, but until then, they had to get stronger. They had to become as wise and internally peaceful as Master Nate. Ramon also had to follow Nuwa’s teachings to become a better person, though old habits died hard.

      If Mandi and Harmony weren’t fellow disciples, which obligated him to view them as sisters in combat, he’d probably flirt with them on a daily basis. That was, if he wasn’t making any progress on maturing for once. Iris was right, after all.
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        * * *

      

      I woke the next morning feeling refreshed and ready to go. After meditating on the Dao of Creation and pulling in mana indiscriminately, I headed into the lab to do a quick check of inventory. Seeing that all was good to go, I pulled everything back into the storage ring and joined the others for breakfast. Ronica and Harmony cooked a soup that was Kelvin’s recipe, involving leftover fowl, vegetables, spices, and a bitter fruit they found in the forest. They created a meat-free version for Milia and Iris, though Mandi ate that version as well.

      Nuwa and Lucas handled feeding the horses, pets, and making sure their water needs were good to go. The healer inspected each of them with a critical eye, the half-dwarf timidly assisting.

      I explained last night’s events, patting Lucas on the shoulder for the will to participate, pushing for an attempt to catch up to Harmony.

      Cheetara meowed.

      “Wanda’s quivering bottom, you seriously fought a wyvern!?” Ramon said for the millionth time.

      Chenzu strung notes on his lute and sung in a folktale-ish manner. Yes, I was inventing that word because the English language was like a burst pinata. “Down! Down! Down! With his bare hands. Down! Down! Down! He took a wyvern out! No, he wasn’t drunk, no magic juice. No, he wasn’t drunk, that wyvern, a noose. With a mighty fist, no sword, no stab. With a mighty fist, hole-in-the-gut, a jab.”

      The others, living it up at my expense, fucking joined Chenzu in the chorus. It was too amusing not to smile and laugh and just be glad to be alive.

      “Down! Down! Down! With his bare hands. Down! Down! Down! He took a wyvern out!”

      He ended the song with a good minute of showing off his raw skills, but also refreshed us with his support magic. Mostly for effect.

      This made me think. There were three support classes. Yes, I was counting myself. Okay fine, I was boosting the numbers. The potion maker, the healer, and the… bard.

      I say bard, but Chenzu was likely more than that. Magic through music felt overlooked, despite being so powerful. Maybe I could whip up a potion to help my beastkin friend advance.

      After breakfast, I taught the apprentices and disciples about affinities. In fact, no one appeared to know. If lightning was weak to earth, then fire would be weak to water, wind to lightning, and so on. These were guesses based on games I’d played, but made sense with the new information provided by the system. I received questioning looks, Ronica being the one asking how I knew. I let the answer remain a mystery, keeping them focused on remembering these important details.

      Lecture done, Milia and I trained them for an hour straight before dismissing everyone to shower and clean up the camp. Even Chenzu participated. Wolverine and Cheetara battled him for the top spot, but student of the day went to Kelvin. Honestly, that didn’t surprise me, given the strength of the dark man. He was too humble to draw anyone’s jealousy, though Ronica still threatened to reveal a past embarrassing moment as petty revenge. Iris bonked her.

      Soon we were back on the mounts and moving again, the day beautiful. Smiles on their faces, determination to achieve their goals radiating in their eyes, the city limits drawing closer.

      Honestly, all felt right.

      However, I couldn’t take my mind off the events that kept happening around me. They could be all coincidence. But coincidence or not wasn’t the point.

      I had seen the Peace Spawner. He looked right at me, his words meaning far more than they should. “You do not belong here.”

      Did this motherfucker know? How? And what did that mean? Well, too bad I wouldn’t be getting those answers. I wasn’t stupid enough to summon him.

      There were many things weird about the scenario. Culling? Him not simply wasting the town himself or going after just the idiot who said, or rather chanted, his name. His power being undetectable, meaning it likely outclassed mine by a mile.

      The terrain and scenery made some changes as we flew and rode by, switching from mostly forest and grassy areas to more of a plain. Bodies of water such as lakes and rivers were showing up, Beakwing flying just low enough for us to see it all.

      One particular lake caught my eye, its fairytale-like, pristine qualities impossible to miss. There were tents a good way off from the lake for some reason.

      “I think I found our next campsite,” I said. “Beakwing, down to la—”

      A giant sea dragon suddenly burst from the lake. Yes, picture that dark blue monstrosity, roaring into the sky, reminding me of fucking real life Gyarados from Pokémon, but maybe more frightening. How? Four glowing eyes looked right at us. A mouth of sword-length teeth. “Fly next to the disciples, Beakwing.”

      Ronica waved cheerily at us when we soared parallel to them.

      “Did you see it?” she cheered. “It’s a leviathan!”

      “So… you guys just have random giant monsters in your waters?” I asked, voice nearly deadpan.

      “No, but this is a sign we’re getting close to Whirl-Waters,” Milia replied. “This particular leviathan’s a friendly dragon.”

      “You call roaring at us friendly?” I asked.

      “I’ve never heard of a friendly leviathan,” Harmony admitted. “Not that I left town much.”

      “It’s not exactly safe to travel without mercenaries,” Lucas told her. “Especially that far east.”

      “No kidding,” Harmony agreed with a chuckle.

      “Seriously… Let’s just—”

      “Is that a hint of uncertainty I hear?” Milia said, interrupting me, raising an eyebrow, playful grin on her face. “Are you saying you don’t want to pay a visit to Henry? He’ll be quite sad to watch a master magician riding a griffin not acknowledge him within his own domain. Oh, he speaks our language, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      “He’s a talking sea dragon,” I said flatly.

      “Yes,” Milia said cheerily.

      “We have to see him!” Ronica said. “Aren’t you excited, Nuwa?”

      Nuwa flinched, seeming as if she was about to cry. “He’s kind of scary.”

      “You mean to tell me you’ve never visited Henry?” Ronica asked the poor healer. In fact, the blonde girl looked at me, of all people, for help. Ramon snickered. Nuwa swatted his arm, pouting. Kelvin smiled.

      Iris shook her head, chuckling. “I’ve visited the lake before, but never actually talked to Henry. My parents did.”

      Look, don’t call me a little bitch on this, but I was on Nuwa’s side. At least a part of me. However, the curious side of me won out. A talking leviathan wasn’t something one would speak to everyday.

      I could just feel my sister smacking me in the back of the head for being reckless. She’d also be quite proud of how I miraculously saved Fire Stone from some psychopathic dark lord magician’s culling.

      Abruptly, I heard… a voice. It sounded sophisticated, cultured, and obviously offended.

      “Oh, I’m sorry not everyone can be tiny little humans. Am I not good enough to be a part of your two-legged association that you would dare fly away without presenting yourself, Master Magician Nate? How preposterous. Has anyone taught him any manners? What about you, Milia, hmm? Should I speak about your wonders? A diamond hiding herself.”

      We looked at Milia. She glared at the faraway sea monster whose voice somehow projected without actually being that loud. He also sounded eerily like a human nobleman.

      “Well, I think the decision has been made,” I said, chuckling. “Let’s go speak to the gentleman. I’m feeling honored now.”

      “Now that’s more like it, human anti-disaster boy… Or is it the complete opposite? Who knows,” Henry said. “Get over here. I don’t have long before I must depart.”

      “Alright, Beakwing, take us over there to the scary leviathan dragon,” I said. Cheetara actually gave me the side eye! She let out a meow-howl of protest. Any cat owner would know that sound all too well.

      It was as if she said, “Are you crazy? That thing’s scary. Why would you want to go over there?”

      She panic-ran in circles, before hopping into Milia’s lap to curl up, almost as if for protection.

      I stared blankly at the dryad. She burst into laughter.

      “It is okay, Cutie, Mother will protect you from the scary-scary.”

      Wolverine barked once, tongue lolling.

      “Maybe we should stop for lunch?”

      He licked my cheek, tail wagging. Beakwing snorted, almost as if it contained humor.

      The presence of Henry the leviathan hit like a truck as we got closer to the giant. Beakwing was the size of a house. Henry had to be at least five times his size.

      “Is his name really Henry?” I asked.

      “For your information, my first friend gave me that name, thank you very much.” Henry scoffed. “And here I thought you were finally showing some manners. Do you hate excellent names or something? Sheesh, talk about being a picky human.”

      “Oh, don’t be so stuffy, Sir Grumpy,” Milia said to the leviathan.

      We landed at the lake’s shore, taking in the plains of blue-green grass around it.

      “Is that what humans call it? Ahem, anyway. Welcome, puny little insects—I mean, honored guests. I am the Leviathan.”

      He paused, as if waiting for a reaction.

      “You’re not the Leviathan. You’re Henry, a leviathan,” Milia said.

      “Why do you always have to crash the fun, Milia? You’re just like that other Starbreather dryad little lady… one of your sisters. The one who thinks she knows everything.”

      Milia smiled sadly at him. “She can be a handful. She’s eighteen now.”

      “I don’t care if she’s six billion. Keep that demon away from me,” Henry said. He cleared his throat as Milia giggled. “That being said, welcome, guests. Welcome, Master Magician Nate. If you’re wondering how I know you, it is because I know all things.”

      “Uh, thanks for the invite,” I said, trying not to flinch when all four eyes locked onto me.

      “Go ahead, you can scan me,” Henry said. “I can see it in your eyes. Your desires. Well, maybe not. I cannot believe I’ve found a master magician that does not care for power. The world must be getting close to ending or rebirth.”

      “Hi Henry, do you remember me?” Ronica cheered. She tried to pull Nuwa close, but the healer quickly hid behind Kelvin.

      “Of course I do, little flame,” Henry said. “You’re as energetic as ever.”

      I almost gaped, trying to fathom the situation. Milia scolding a giant sea dragon that could gobble us all up in one swoop. The fact that they knew the giant in the first place. As if things couldn’t get any more unsettling, the analyze prompt pushed things to another tier of weirdness. Oh, the demonic voice entered my head again.

      

      [Dragon Analysis.]

      [You are in the presence of a dragon king… Show respect!]

      [Shallas, also known as Henry. Type: Leviathan. Rank: SSS. Affinity: Water, Vortex Energy. Friendly. The 9th Leviathan.]

      [The tales of leviathans exist for a reason. You stand in the presence of one of the most powerful of their kind and the only one present in this plane of existence.]

      

      “Now, introduce yourselves, so that we can have a proper conversation before I depart. Oh, and I… may have a potion request for an injured human friend of mine.”

      He nodded to the left and glowed briefly. A tan woman with jet black hair became visible just a few meters from us. She was panting and covered in injuries, holding herself with a long staff that had an octagon-shaped pink gem on top.

      Mandi’s eyes widened in clear recognition. So did the disciples.

      “What in Wanda’s rolling bottom is the Battle Saintess doing here?” Mandi asked.

      “That’s not the Battle Saintess,” Ramon said, his voice disbelieving. “That’s the Love Saintess!”

      Nuwa was the first to take off toward her.
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      I watched Nuwa summon her spell book and prepared to dish one hell of a healing spell when the Love Saintess held up a hand, shaking her head.

      “Do not waste your magic, Goddess Healer,” she said. “I’ve been cursed. I’m good as gone.”

      “But Saintess… you’re hurt,” Nuwa said. “What in Wanda’s world happened?”

      

      [Quest. Give the Love Saintess a healing potion. Boost it with the Bracer of the Heavens. Accept? Yes or no. If you do not accept this quest, the Love Saintess will perish. No one will say it is your fault, but you certainly will be judged.]

      

      System, I’d think you’d gotten to know me by now, I thought as I took out a potion. Boosting it felt like a waste of mana, but I did as the system instructed. I was sure Milia or anyone else who had health potions on them would’ve stepped in if I didn’t.

      “Magic’s useless,” I told the teary-eyed blonde. “Give her this.”

      The Love Saintess looked as she was about to collapse at any moment, barely hanging on. Nuwa practically forced the potion down her throat. The immediate effect caused the woman’s head to jerk in my direction, eyes wide.

      

      [Quest completed! Reward: 5,000 spirit coins. Number of spirit coins: 310,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 15.]

      

      “I… can’t scan you, but I can feel the saint aura,” she said softly. “What branch of the church are you from? Or are you from a sect? No… you’re with…” She looked at our group as if noticing everyone for the first time before turning back to me. “This is a lot to take in. But who are you?”

      “Just a friendly potion maker. My name’s Nate,” I replied to her. “Never mind that. What happened? And why were you invisible, especially with those injuries?”

      “I shall explain,” Henry boomed. “Now, Clan Potion’s Will. Come. May I ask you to be the escort of the Love Saintess to my old friend’s city, Whirl-Waters?”

      

      [Quest. Escort the Love Saintess to Whirl-Waters. Reward: Unknown.]

      

      The Love Saintess continued to stare at me in bewilderment, likely hoping to break through the protection of my bracers. I scanned her instead, gaining a glare.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Rin Movingheart, Love Saintess. Race: human. Friendly. Magician rank: 2nd realm of the Saint.]

      [Saints and Saintesses hold critical missions across the world. However, even some of the most charitable people, such as the Love Saintess, have enemies.]

      

      “First, I shall address the invisibility,” Henry said. “She’s being pursued by…” He paused at the saintess’s critical gaze. “Fine, if you wish to keep that a secret, not like I care of human matters, but I suggest you consider your company. Don’t give me that look. Someone who does not fight will need these—”

      “Saintess, who’s pursuing you?” Nuwa interrupted. “By Wanda’s honor, please tell us.”

      Rin shook her head. “I do not wish to get anyone else involved in matters pertaining to my duty.”

      Milia continued to glare at Rin, until the saintess finally sighed. “Not even you, Milia. Especially not you. If you were injured—”

      “Very rude to interrupt the Leviathan, little girl,” Henry said, annoyance in his voice. “I see you don’t like it either, judging by that look.”

      “I think I’m perfectly fine taking care of myself, now let Henry explain things,” Milia told Rin. “We’ll decide if it’s too dangerous or not after getting the story.”

      Rin glanced at the disciples, then Harmony, and then turned her gaze back to the dryad. “Shall we trade stories for stories, like the past?”

      Nuwa gazed at Milia. “You two know each other?”

      “She’s an old acquaintance.” Rin scrutinized Milia a bit. “Shall I assume this is going to be a long story? Did they meet your family then?”

      “Not yet,” Milia told Rin. She linked her arm in mine. “But it is indeed a long story. We shall share over dinner.”

      Henry cleared his throat. “Shall I assume you have accepted the responsibility of escorting the Love Saintess to Whirl-Waters?”

      I selected yes on the prompt.

      “Yeah, we’ll do it,” I said. “We’re heading there anyway.”

      “Good, good. Very well, on to introductions then,” Henry said, voice upbeat.

      Cheetara meowed loudly at him from the dryad’s arms. Giggling, Milia handled the introductions, starting with the kitten much to everyone’s amusement, all the way to me. Rin’s eyes widened upon hearing about the engagement.

      “Saintess—”

      “Please, just call me Rin,” the Love Saintess told Nuwa. “We are not strangers, after all. Unfortunately, you may not enjoy my explanation of the events that led me to this… predicament.”

      “It is why I asked them to escort you,” Henry said. “Something is stirring up in your capital. More ears should hear the truth.”

      Rin suddenly turned to Ramon. “Could this be a job for the hero’s party?”

      My disciples grew silent, eyes filled with coldness or guilt.

      Rin looked at them with concern in her eyes. “You’re not headed back to the capital, are you? This must be a really long story.”

      She turned to the giant leviathan. “You do not act without reason. What is your goal, summoning them, requesting that they get involved with this conflict?”

      The sea dragon king fixed us with the four-eyed glare and for once, I was actually glad to see someone else shudder under that gaze. So much was happening at once, and I stood there attempting to piece it all together in my mind. Not that everything had to be connected.

      “If you are not with them, if you choose to walk there alone, you will die,” Henry said after a long minute. “You are the descendent of my old friend. That buffoon spoke much about his family and, in his old age, spoke often of his children’s children.”

      “You’re speaking of an actual old man magician,” I asked. “How long ago are we talking?”

      “I am not subjected to the narrow passage of time as you young humans are,” Henry continued, “so forgive me if I honestly felt like it was just a week ago before a betrayal led to his assassination.” He sighed. “That is beside my point. There is a reason why the Love Saintess is famous.”

      “It is not by choice,” Rin interjected. “I am but a messenger for Wanda, and a volunteer worker, living on donations.”

      “Are you? Does saint aura not pour from you like the breath of a storm? I will never understand your opposition of fighting, but I can at least respect it if you give me a reason to,” Henry said. “As the ninth leviathan, I can see many things, sense even the pull of those who do not belong in this world. I can sense the strings of fate and the links of karma, though I cannot interfere with them. Just provide obvious warnings like looming death.” He glared at Rin, causing her to flinch. Cheetara hissed at the giant sea dragon and snuggled tightly into Milia’s arms. The dryad petted the adorable kitten, smiling. “The Love Saintess is a blessing for any town that she visits, but her charities are always a massive spark of conversation, sometimes leading to ill-treated workers rebelling. Or, in the case of the small kingdom of Liyik, a rebellion against the corrupt king. Her push to travel the land and help as many as possible sadly caught the anger of some powerful enemies. Even on her own side, one recent act of disobedience has put a bounty on her head for capture. Those particular individuals are not enemies you want to face in combat. But hiding Rin among your group should be sufficient.”

      “What would change when we take her to Whirl-Waters?” I asked. “What’s stopping them from just hunting her down within the city?”

      “They were ordered only to capture her in secret, subject her to questioning out here in the middle of nowhere,” Henry said. “That is all I will say on this matter. For anything else, you will hear it from her. It is best to listen to the tale yourself, especially with this level of danger. I should probably point out that flying above the skies with that griffin and sheltering her with a camp gifted by Wanda influenced my decision to reach out to you more than anything.”

      “Good to hear honesty,” I said.

      “Perhaps I should inquire about a glaring issue,” Henry continued. “I may be water bound, but I know many things. I do not know, however, why the hero’s party is traveling with you. Yes, I do know you’re the hero’s party, even if you never met me.”

      “Just another long story,” Maxus said. “Not something as important as protecting the Love Saintess. You do know what will happen if she dies, right?”

      “Oh absolutely,” Henry said. “One of the nine saint pillars will collapse, and your population will panic. Trust me, I’ve seen it before. Humans have a tendency of treating everything like prophecy or sign. An omen of death. Though in this case, it is probably true. I will probably, a big probably, destroy the capital. Or not. I have eventually gotten over the rage of my oldest friend’s betrayal.”

      We stared at the giant dragon.

      “You humans are bad at humor and jests,” Henry said. “The only leviathan that attacked humanity was the first. Well, that wasn’t an attack. You humans got caught in between a battle between a mighty dragon king and a deity.”

      “A dragon joking about destroying humanity. Now I’ll add that one to the mental scrapbook,” I said, chuckling. Milia playfully swatted my arm.

      Henry looked at the sky. “It seems I am out of time.” The giant dragon began to fade. “Take care of the Love Saintess. In return, you shall have my gratitude. As for you, Nate Sullivan, I’d like to speak with you again soon. Don’t worry, I know where to find you.”

      “A giant dragon showing up like Godzilla isn’t a good idea. No offense, Henry,” I said. “But I’m going to assume you’re taking human form.”

      “Perhaps,” Henry said. “It has been a while. Milia, do make sure you have tea around.”

      He vanished, leaving us standing there in awe. With him suddenly not blocking out the sun, the lack of shade brought me back to reality.

      “Did I really just have a conversation with a fucking leviathan?” I asked.

      Mandi patted my shoulder. “It’s a first for me too. You didn’t even tremble, but it took me at least ten minutes to stop being scared.”

      Nuwa pulled Mandi into a hug that immediately annoyed her when she followed up with, “Oh, don’t worry. Big Sister Nuwa will be here to protect you.”

      Mandi struggled out of her grasp as we laughed. “First off, we’re the same age. Second, you were more scared than me. Don’t think I missed your flinches every time Henry spoke.”

      “Oh Mandi, you silly girl,” Nuwa said.

      Mandi glared at her.

      Stopping the bickering was a giggle. We turned to stare at Rin. She cleared her throat.

      “May I recommend setting up camp elsewhere?” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Riyol the Manslayer grinned wildly at his necromancer companion. Magicians like this were extremely rare and dangerous, but despite being a mortal, the man enjoyed the thrill. At any time, the woman could simply kill him and there wouldn’t be a damn thing anyone would do about it. Probably for the best. After all, with him gone, the slayings would slow; the fun, the thrill evaporating into a safer world of boring. A world that Riyol did not want to exist in.

      “Do you have any idea why our client insisted we revive him?”

      The woman capable of obliterating Riyol with just a thought didn’t even glance at him and continued forward as they entered Wingston in the dead of the night. The nightshift guards were a tricky sort, especially with the occasional magician. Riyol’s guts churned, and he just stopped smiling, despite death lurking across every corner. Literally.

      The necromancer finally spoke when they’d snuck just to the side of the eastern gate.

      “I’ve located his spiritual energy,” the necromancer said, her voice carrying no emotion whatsoever. In fact, she had been this emotionless the entire time, making even the bandit king wonder what kind of Wanda’s hell she went through to end up as a necromancer, of all things. “Our employer wants a grand tier ritual, so it will take some time.” She bent over and began drawing symbols onto the dirt.

      “While you do your job, I will do mine,” Riyol said. “Try not to scare everyone off while you’re at it.”

      Riyol let out a breath when he was far enough away from the magician. His inner terror converted to thrill, to the point that he almost felt blasted on fairy dust, poppy, or even the most illegal ground-up fallen angel wing. Okay, maybe not that far. His excitement really should be reeled back a little, aside from the random thoughts of the Red Star suddenly appearing and blasting him into ashes. He wondered if his lust for gold would finally lead him into the jaws of doom.

      After waiting for a pair of non-magician guards to pass, he snuck into an alley, made his way through a few more turns and blocks until, at last, finding what appeared to most as an ordinary house.

      He knocked four times and waited. Moments later, a man on the other end spoke.

      “My wife’s tired. Come again later.”

      “That’s a shame. I hope she’ll be able to drink again,” Riyol recited.

      The door opened and the guard let him through. The silly password phrase had to be exact, or the answerer would simply leave. That, or the person knocking could find themselves in an unpleasant situation.

      Riyol made his way through a hall and into the inner tavern. There were a few patrons having a drink, smoking a pipe, or chatting in hushed voices among peers. No one spared him a glance. They’d look only at someone suspected of being tied to the kingdom, its knights, or any goody-goody.

      He sat in front of the bartender. Noticing him, the older man leaned over, eyes impassive.

      “What in the Wanda’s hell brings your crazy ass to these parts, Riyol?”

      Riyol grinned, smacking a gold coin on the table. “Tell me what you know about someone who calls himself Raider.”
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      When Rin spit out the rum Chenzu offered her, not because it tasted bad, but because she was really terrible with alcohol, we burst into laughter. With camp set up late that afternoon, we decided to proceed with simply getting to know each other better. And what better way could there be than watching someone not known for drinking anything other than water and fruit juice glare murderously at the beastkin?

      The Love Saintess may have been a small woman, likely due to traveling everywhere on foot or horseback, but she was still a magician at the realm of the Saint. However, her pouting and gentle demeanor prevented her from being intimidating. Not that she exuded any aura. That would certainly pull in some fear.

      I actually found myself in support of this person, mostly due to her dislike of fighting. At the same time, I also understood where the leviathan was coming from. Her extreme pacifism could be more of a hinderance than anything. Fortunately, she wasn’t powerless, but a support class.

      “Good forms on those exercises,” I told the apprentices, “but I want more aura control. Like this.” I expanded my visible aura just a few inches from my body. Rin narrowed her eyes at me. “Keep it partially out. Mandi, you can start flying now with Opal. Opal, get her back on the ground if you sense anything.”

      “You got it, Sir Nate!” Opal cheered and soon, she and the redheaded brat were off in the air to practice.

      “Alexander, push harder. Your mind must overcome your body. You know that better than I do.”

      Alexander smiled before returning to panting, but to his credit, sped up significantly.

      Lucas and Harmony, on the other hand, continued to duke it out. The cherry-haired half-dwarf refused to back down over a realm difference. Harmony’s aura was more potent as well, reminding me that she had talent. One day, she wouldn’t be classified as some ordinary magician, that, I could feel.

      “Disciples, I think you’ve had enough of the two-hour death struggle against my aura,” I said as I removed my targeted killing intent from them. They nearly dropped, each panting. “Rin’s about to explain everything. Since you know her, you may want to hear this.” I thought for a moment, realizing this wasn’t the right time. “Actually, everyone needs to be aware. We’ll talk over dinner.”

      “So you don’t see them as just kids,” Milia said, smiling.

      “Oh, they’re still brats,” I said. “But they’re my brats. They all showed their worth during you know what.” I smiled at Milia. “Eventually, they may surpass us.”

      “Probably because you’ll be too busy raising a family,” Ronica said, prompting the beastkin to let out a hearty laugh. He strung a few humorous notes on his lute at our expense.

      I could feel the heat on my face, but I tried to play off the embarrassment as if I was cool. Don’t you dare bring up my past The Home Depot employment. Or that time my sister smacked me in the back of the head for spilling strawberry milk all over the kitchen floor after she mopped it. Okay, that was back in the teenage years, so it didn’t count.

      “So, can anyone explain the whole saint system?” I asked. The system had already given me the saints and their missions prompt, but I just used that to change the subject.

      Rin gave me a skeptical look.

      “Have I mentioned that he’s from another land?” Milia asked.

      “From where?” Rin asked, voice going up in pitch.

      “A land far away,” I said. “Very far away.”

      “It’s a long story,” Milia said, “but he’s not ready to tell anyone else.”

      “Anyone else? Well, at least you know,” Rin said. She giggled. “He will certainly find some great amusement from your origins, Milia.”

      Milia blushed. “I… hope so.”

      “From the look in your eyes, you seem to already be aware that saints and saintesses have a duty to serve the people,” Rin began. “I don’t care where you’re from, everyone knows that. Right?”

      “Yeah, I’m aware,” I said.

      “There are nine of us with titles so far,” Rin continued. Her voice suddenly went from sweet and calm to excited. “Wait. If you’re asking… does that mean you’re interested in joining our ranks?”

      Nuwa looked at me with uncomfortable interest. I glared at them.

      “No thank you,” I said. “I think I forgot to mention earlier, but we run a potion shop. We’re traveling to Whirl-Waters on business matters.”

      “I see,” Rin said. Her expression shifted in concern. “So why is the hero’s party with you? Henry mentioned something about you being a clan.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to give out any of that information,” I said. “Besides, who cares? Let them be.”

      “Everyone cares,” Rin pushed. “They’re the hero’s party, after all. Right, Ramon?”

      Ramon glared at Chenzu’s bottle of rum, but due to my age restrictions, he couldn’t have any. Unfortunately for him, I intended to keep it that way.

      “Now isn’t the time for that discussion,” Ramon said. “We’re on a mission to escort you to the city. We need to know what happened.”

      “Like Sir Nate said earlier, that’s a conversation for dinner,” she said. “He wishes everyone to be present, after all. It is fine if you have no intention of telling me, but as the Love Saintess, I am here for you. Speak with me any time. And with your mind out of the gutter.” She grinned at Ramon.

      The former hero turned disciple didn’t take the bait, waving off her quip. “I’ve gotten lectured enough by Nuwa, so I shall decline the invitation.”

      I wouldn’t put it past Ramon to have attempted to flirt with the Love Saintess. Chenzu grinned at him.

      “I’m afraid I must decline too,” Iris said. “My focus will be your safety in the name of our clan.”

      The elf woman took another sip of her rum, letting out a small sigh of bliss. Ronica didn’t bother looking at the saintess, her focus on Mandi flying around. There seemed to be a longing in her eyes, not at the girl, but… flying? I wasn’t one hundred percent sure on that. I mean, who didn’t want to fly around?

      “You’ve been around my hometown, right?” Kelvin said. “I left too early before my wife’s letter came in.”

      “Ah, you are wondering if it is safe enough for your family to leave?” Rin asked bluntly. “I’m afraid the Lord Ruler’s spies are still watching.”

      Kelvin sighed. By the lack of rage, I figured he’d known of this for a while. It made sense. The hero’s party went missing, so watch their homes. I hated that, but that kind of thing was normal for any law enforcement.

      “Kind of overkill on his family’s privacy,” I said.

      “They’ll only watch for some time,” Kelvin said. “I send the letters by spirit bird and not to my home, but to a mailing office so that it cannot be tracked. Unfortunately, the costs add up, as my wife have to release any bird tagged by the Lord Ruler’s spies.”

      “They’re probably watching my family too,” Nuwa said.

      “If they are, they’re playing a dangerous game,” Maxus commented. “Considering who your parents are.”

      The healer simply shrugged.

      “With a saintess for a mother, spying on them will most certainly offend the church,” Rin said.

      “Saints can get married and have kids?” I asked, surprised.

      “Not all of them have the time, but yes, they can,” Rin said. “Well, except for the Soul Saint, but he’s… kind of… strange.”

      Nuwa gaped at the saintess.

      Rin smiled sheepishly. “What? I can have thoughts on people,” she said. “He’s not bad or anything. He’s also very handsome, but his obsessions and supposed words of wisdom, as they call it, will make you question his sanity. He also declared himself for Wanda’s disposal only, whatever that means.”

      “That’s…” Nuwa paused.

      “Strange, isn’t it?” Rin said softly. “Not something one would expect of the first saint.”

      The chatting grew silent after a while, then a question flowed to mind.

      “Wait, I don’t sense Henry in the lake anymore. What gives?” I asked.

      “Oh, he’s able to appear in any large body of water,” Rin explained cheerily.

      “Really now,” I said. “That makes sense. There’s no way a giant like that wouldn’t attract more attention if he lived in the same lake for hundreds or even thousands of years.”

      “He likes to spend most of his time in mermaid waters,” Rin said, almost with a sigh. “It’s a bit irritating when they treat him like a pet. Or worse. Fall for his human form.”

      “Hey, scary world-destroying, downright terrifying, piss-in-your-pants giant dragons need love too,” I said, which prompted Chenzu and Kelvin to burst into laughter. Rin joined in. Milia giggled.

      “I don’t know why I find that phrasing so amusing,” Chenzu said after a minute. “That’s at least three songs of fun.”

      Nuwa pouted. “Vulgar language around the saintess…”

      Rin shook her head, wagging a finger. “No formality. It has been a while since I’ve sat with such good company, even surrounded by old friends and a sister of faith like yourself.”

      “But…”

      Rin patted her shoulder. “Let go of your nerves. You should take a page from the book of the others. Do something silly. What’s the most humorous thing you’ve done in your life? You are only nineteen, yes? Surely the church hasn’t turned you into a boring devotee yet, no?”

      “She’s trying,” Ramon said, shaking his head. “Only to question her purity—”

      Nuwa nailed him in the face with a slice of bread. I was actually impressed at the force behind it.

      Rin sighed. “Come on, child, out with it. It is time for your silly confession.” She grinned. “I’ll go next if you want.”

      Nuwa stared at the Love Saintess for a bit longer before relenting. “The silliest thing I’ve done in recent memory is dress up as a member of the Cheat Force.” She flinched, before delivering me the guilty smile.

      I waved off her concern. “It’s fine. Rin knowing isn’t a big deal.”

      “The Cheat… Force? What’s that?” the saintess asked, confused. “What’s the silly…?”

      “You should show her,” Chenzu said, his amused eyes locked onto me.

      “Maybe later,” I said, but the saintess would not let it go.

      “Please! I wish to know now. What has my sister in faith gotten herself into that’s so silly? I will not be able to eat without knowing,” Rin said.

      “You’re laying it on too thick,” I said, which made the sly woman grin. “Anyway, don’t worry about it.”

      “Just one showing. You don’t have to give me any details. Milia, help me out here. Your betrothed is being mean.”

      Milia sighed, her head laying on my shoulder, and I could tell she didn’t feel like putting on the cloak either. A cold breeze brushed throughout the center of the camp, reminding us of the approaching autumn.

      “How much should I charge her? We’re certainly not about to do this for free,” I said, which brought silence and then Milia’s fit of laughter. The disciples, knowing my antics so well, also fell out into laughter, Ronica included. Rin looked at them with concern. Iris wiped a tear from her eye.

      “Even for the most mundane of requests, Nate does nothing for free,” the elf said.

      I frowned. “When you put it that way, I sound a bit… I mean, you’re not wrong for the most part, but that could’ve been phrased like, Nate offers brilliant and competitive services all the time. One hundred percent customer satisfaction. Something like that.”

      Iris giggled. Maxus smirked.

      “Fine. What if I give you a blessing?” Rin asked.

      Nuwa’s eyes widened. “Hey, that’s not fair.” She looked at me and I could’ve sworn her voice was partially demonic. “Do it.”

      Iris bonked the blonde healer with a rolled-up piece of paper.

      “I’m afraid that won’t suffice for a payment, but nice try,” I said. “Besides, do you really want to show your junior healer there an example of using your powers for personal gain?”

      I was messing with her at this point, but Rin still pouted to everyone’s amusement.

      “Let’s just show her already,” Ramon said. “She’ll never stop asking.”

      Rin chuckled. “Like when you couldn’t stop asking me to dine with you when I visited the capital. Wind-Minister Jast was not happy when you dared try to buy food for the precious Love Saintess.”

      Ramon blushed furiously as the disciples snickered at his expense. Ronica snorted.

      “Let’s just start with explaining what the Cheat Force is, after you swear to secrecy,” I told Rin.

      “I swear not to reveal any of your secrets and especially if you don’t reveal mine. It is common courtesy, after all,” Rin said. “And a swear between two saints.”

      “Deal,” I told her.

      

      [System notice. This is an oath between two saints. Wanda has heard.]

      

      I explained the Cheat Force and why it existed, had everyone show her their cloaks, and got a reaction I wasn’t expecting. Starry eyes. Yes, the super famous and apparently beloved Love Saintess actually fangirled.

      She also wanted to join, but Nuwa reminded the overly excited woman of her duties.

      “You should create special moves!” a starry-eyed Rin said as I stirred the pot of stew, glaring. She struck a pose that made me wish I could rewind time and stop myself from agreeing to tell her anything. Maybe Thanos was right.

      When we were all seated and eating, I used the opportunity to end Rin’s endless ideas of bringing the Cheat Force worldwide with her as its newest member. After all, she was getting dropped off at the city and we were going to scatter like dandelions in the wind.

      “I think now is about the perfect time to tell us what’s going on,” I said. “Who’s pursuing you and why?”

      Rin flinched at Nuwa’s gaze, then let out a sigh of defeat. “You’re still on about that.”

      “You say that after bugging him nonstop regarding the Cheat Force,” Milia said.

      “Very well, listen carefully. I swear on Wanda’s bottom it is the truth. You may judge it on your own.”

      The playful person from earlier vanished. Eyes filled with intense anger and even hurt, the woman speaking to now was undoubtedly the dutybound Love Saintess. “Let’s cut straight to the heart. Nothing hurts more than being betrayed by an organization you’ve dedicated your entire life to. In my case, the church. This may surprise some, but they sent the Inquisition after me.”
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      “The church and the Inquisition have fallen into corruption and a lust for power beneath the Lord Ruler’s gaze,” Rin began. “There are at least two, perhaps more, factions. I do know of the pope’s side and that of the Inquisition’s Primal Eye. I turned down the offer to join them, as they called it, and what do I get for years of service to the church? An order to persuade me or take my saint’s crest by force!” She wiped away tears that dropped. There was a lot of rage within that gaze, which made the pacifism all the more confusing. She could essentially nuke her enemies but didn’t.

      “Crest?” I asked. “Never mind, keep going. Sorry for interrupting.”

      “You are right to ask. Perhaps if you know a little history, it will help you understand what it means to desire a saint’s crest for oneself. You’re familiar with mine, Love. The crest is granted to us by the Holy Lands, which is where the current nine pillars reside. Walking through is a highly risky test. If Wanda determines you are worthy, the land will grant you a crest and you become a titled saint. The church, or sometimes the royal family, will grant you a mission. But if you are not, then something horrible will attack and perhaps devour you. The crest is embedded within us, and so to desire it is to either enslave us or kill us entirely in order to extract it with a forbidden item, likely the Urn of Souls.”

      We sat in silence as the meaning of what she said sank in. To be hunted by the organization she believed in probably for her entire life destroyed her reality. The truth of things often did so.

      “There’s no way—are you sure the pope has anything to do with this?” Nuwa asked, her voice filled with uncertainty. “He’s… he’s elderly, after all. The others could be taking advantage of his weakness.”

      “You don’t know,” Rin said.

      “Know what?” Nuwa asked. Even Milia looked intrigued.

      “Pope Ester stepped down months ago. His magician son took his place.”

      Nuwa’s eyes widened, then hardened.

      “How in the Wanda’s world did that prick get selected?” Ramon snapped.

      “What in the blazes is going on with the church?” Maxus asked, his normally calm demeanor slightly unhinged. The rogue shook his head. “He should still be serving in the dungeon for what he attempted to do to Duke Brackston’s daughter.”

      Rin’s expression darkened further. “As I’ve stated earlier, the church has fallen into corruption. Or at least allowed some in. Not everyone agrees with this decision, not even Pope Ester. But Pope Ester’s sick, his time potentially running shorter by the day. I’ve heard some high nobles with strong ties to the church and the Inquisition insisted that the son had changed and should take up the mantle due to his bloodline.” Rin grimaced. “How obvious that gold and platinum, perhaps even spirit coins, exchanged hands to put that monster in charge.”

      “Why didn’t the ministers block this?” Kelvin asked. “Surely they all didn’t…”

      “The ministers do not have authority over matters regarding papal successions, and especially if the Inquisition’s Primal Eye is there mediating himself.”

      “The Primal Eye’s duty is supposed to be neutrality,” Maxus said.

      “That is why I believe they split into factions,” Rin said.

      “Are we not going to talk about the most glaring issue with Pope Ester’s son?” Ronica asked, silencing everyone. “You know, his blatant support of the Peace Spawner and even the Astral Emperor’s son. He’s as rotten as it gets. You’re telling me they let that dragon turd take the mantle of the pope. Why wasn’t there an uproar?”

      “I am most certain there was,” Rin said, “but plenty of people were either silenced, threatened, given false assurances, outright falsely accused of crimes, or kicked out of the Inquisition or church entirely.”

      “Hold on, do you think they kicked the half-vampire siblings out, maybe threatened them if they told anyone?” I asked as I took in the mess of a situation. Sheesh, no wonder why the Love Saintess didn’t want to involve us. Fuck, as much as I kind of wanted to walk back everything, I knew damned well this information was just too important to not know. The Leviathan himself set our paths together due to this situation being extreme.

      “Nimni and Paul are no longer in the Inquisition?” Rin asked. “What kind of…? Nimni’s a beloved friend of mine. I’m glad she’s at least no longer around such corruption. I do worry about her family. They have unfortunate customs.”

      “That is why she’s taking her brother and moving in with a cousin somewhere in the north,” Milia told Rin.

      “Ah, I think I know who you’re talking about. In that case, she’s in good hands. That cousin’s a kindhearted person with the means of protecting them,” Rin said.

      “So with all of this happening, what does Whirl-Waters have to do with any of this?” I asked, deciding it was time to dive into the meat and potatoes.

      Rin stared at the campfire for a good minute before finally answering. “We’re hosting a secret meeting, some of the other saints and I,” she said. “The Soul Saint may be there. I’m certain he recovered from his injuries by now.”

      “The guy was injured? How?” I asked out of curiosity. Cheetara meowed from my arms as if engaging in the conversation.

      “He helped drive off an attack, perhaps even a culling from the Peace Spawner,” Rin said. “It was some time ago, but he insisted on being healed naturally because the potion makers around couldn’t meet nearly unreasonable quality standards. The Lord Ruler called his survival a miracle. Unfortunately, Queen Cerial believes he left the Soul Saint alive to wound his pride further. Most magicians would rather take a warrior’s death over being utterly shamed.”

      “But he isn’t,” Nuwa said. “He’s a hero.”

      “A real hero. Unlike me,” Ramon said.

      “Cut that out,” Rin snapped. “The Midnight Dragon victory may be your largest, what you’re known for, but your party has saved many lives. Over time, you saved more people than some kingdom armies.”

      “That’s not really the point,” Ramon said. “Let’s… just stay on topic.”

      “No, all of you have been acting strange whenever I bring up the hero’s party,” Rin said. “What’s truly going on? Why are you not at the capital? Are you fleeing corruption too?”

      “Fleeing corruption,” Iris said softly, perhaps to herself. She looked at the other woman. “You could say that. The capital’s an epicenter of misfortune, so we resigned.”

      Rin nodded. “Not that you would want to return with the church in such a state of disarray. It is fine if you don’t want to tell me what happened, but I do wish for you to hold onto your heroic beliefs.”

      Ronica grimaced. “Are you sure there were heroic beliefs in the first place? Many people don’t know this, but we didn’t choose to become the hero’s party. We were forced into this, being shaped into the Lord Ruler’s tools. Even after what happened in my homeland, they didn’t care.”

      Nuwa placed a warm hand on Ronica’s shoulder. She gave the healer a half-smile.

      I couldn’t help but be baffled at everything, from what Ronica kept to herself, to the chaos at the church, which was supposed to be Wanda’s domain, to the hero’s party.

      I finally spoke after the silence grew too heavy. “I know there isn’t much I can say as an outsider, but if the burden of what you know gets to be too much, do talk to me before you do anything. I’m here. That goes for all of the disciples and apprentices.” I turned to look at Harmony. She smiled sheepishly. I patted Alexander on the shoulder, gaining a nod. “This invitation is open to you as well, Chenzu.” I pulled Milia close. “Should I say it again, Milia?”

      “Trust me, I know and will never forget,” Milia said, smiling. “But should you know that I’m here for you too. We’re here. Do not think for a moment I haven’t caught a few doubtful looks.”

      I chuckled. “Yep. Even I’ve got internal problems to work out.”

      That night, I found myself wondering about the first thing I’d make in my new magic lab. Milia snuggled into me tighter. I gazed into curious golden eyes.

      Even at this stage of courting, marriage was never one hundred percent guaranteed, though Milia and I would be fine. Try spending nearly every minute of the day with someone. You will certainly get to know them.

      “There is so much I can learn from you,” she said.

      “Really, now. I was thinking the opposite. There’s so much I want to know about you,” I told her.

      Milia’s blush made me lean over and kiss her.

      “In due time. There is still more I’d love to learn about you as well,” she said. The dryad knew there were things I purposefully didn’t tell her. Explaining modern Earth wasn’t something that could be done out of the blue.

      Abruptly, there was a small knock on the door.

      “Sorry for disturbing you,” Rin said. “I was wondering if you could sell me a potion to help me sleep. Wait, don’t open the door if you two are—”

      Milia opened the door to glare at her. She smiled sheepishly. “Forgive this Love Saintess. My crest sometimes makes me assume the most romantic, passion-exploding, sweating bod—”

      “What’s this about potions and sleeping?” Milia interrupted again.

      “I can’t sleep,” she said. “Do you have anything that could help?”

      “I do have sleeping potions in stock, actually,” I said. “I hope you brought some silver.”

      I pulled out the sleeping potion, trading it for the silver. “It’s a small vial. You can take a bit or the whole thing. You’ll still be up fine in the morning.”

      Rin bowed. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, smiling.

      She turned around, starting back to her room.

      “No—no funny business,” I heard Opal call from Mandi’s room. “As the spirit host, I would most definitely be angry at having to hear that.”

      “Don’t you start,” I told her, prompting a giggle from Rin.

      Despite the day being full of gloom for the saintess, we managed to keep her laughing and hopefully helped her forget.

      As I turned around, internally debating about packing my storage ring with ingredients from the area, a random thought shot into my mind. Did Andros’s family ever receive that letter? Hopefully, the crazy princess hadn’t sent them off to the dungeons or execution.

      Ramon and the others knew where they lived, so it wasn’t too hard to get a messenger to head to the capital. I even paid with some of Andros’s gold.

      Wolverine, asleep at the corner of our bed, awoke when Cheetara entered the room, abandoning Harmony. She probably said her good night meows. The kitten sometimes even hung out with Alexander, though she undoubtably spent the most time on my shoulder or in Milia’s arms.

      She wasn’t angry about the bath from earlier either, often playing in the water and splashing some in the sunlight wolf’s face.

      The next morning began with a bit of Iris grumbling at Maxus for not allowing her to attempt cooking. I silently thanked the rogue and took my seat at the table. The twerp cheerfully voluntold Mandi to help her serve food and after the amusing show, we were seated and eating.

      A tired-looking Rin groaned, her cup of coffee depleting probably faster than she’d like. Milia, Chenzu, Kelvin, and Harmony also got a cup of the coffee I made. Nuwa did shortly later after she got volunteered by Mandi to do the dishes.

      Unfortunately for her, I had her join the blonde disciple.

      “It’d be some good sisterly bonding,” I said to the pouting girls.

      It was a little strange those two of all people seemed to be at each other’s throats, also known as becoming the best of friends through the power of chores.

      “We’re skipping the morning training to make up for a little missed time,” I declared. “But that doesn’t mean skip out on meditation during the flight.”

      “I love this,” Chenzu said.

      I gave him a skeptical look. “You mean the coffee, the twerp’s porridge, or…?”

      “Yes to all of those, but also your motivated training regime,” Chenzu said. “We took no losses back in Fire Stone, but you’ve turned things up as if we did. It is different from Milia’s too.”

      I shrugged. “It’s simple. They’ve gotten better, so I increased the difficulty. Check it out, now even Alexander can use a magic bolt. Alexander, see that tree?”

      Milia gave me a look that didn’t exactly carry a warning within, but could totally end up with someone getting scolded at any moment.

      “Fire a magic bolt around it,” I finished.

      Alexander, having finished his food, smiled. “Aye!” He aimed both hands forward. “Magic bolt!”

      His hands shimmered and a light blue ball of magic rushed from his palms, soaring past the tree I pointed at and crashed into a bush. The man hiding inside jumped out at the last second.

      “It’s not very polite to be spying,” I said. The grin fell off my face as I stared coldly at the intruder. “You’d better give me one good reason not to fuck you up.”
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      The man dressed in what I can only describe as dark blue ninja wear took off in a blur, tossing something behind him. Seconds later, it popped, bursting into a thick cloud of smoke. Beakwing flapped his wings, creating a strong gust to send it away.

      We weren’t just standing there, of course. After downing a speed potion, I took off after the man.

      However, no matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t catch up to him.

      

      [Warning! Your light speed potion will not be enough to catch the alchemist. He has consumed a royal grade agility potion.]

      

      “An alchemist?” I said softly. “Well, thanks for warning me, system.”

      I recalled the system’s message about alchemists that used magic and science. But why would a Red alchemist be randomly in the woods? If this guy turned out to be one of Rin’s pursuers, then this could put the desire for the Philosopher’s Stone right in line with the Inquisition.

      Just then, my danger senses spiked, and I found myself dodging a trail of grayish magic which ended up drilling through several trees. The attack didn’t end there. A potion bottle rushed in an arc toward my direction.

      Not only did I catch it, but I forced it into my storage ring. Whether it intended to explode or not no longer mattered. I’d examine it in a bit.

      “Red alchemist—damn, I didn’t want my first meeting with one to be a fight,” I said to the wide-eyed man in the blue outfit. “Are you going to do this the easy way and answer my questions, or will you continue to waste my time?”

      He answered my question by summoning his spell book. It resembled that of an F-ranker, only twice, perhaps even thrice the size. An E-ranked?

      I tried to analyze him but received an annoying prompt instead.

      

      [Analysis blocked by rare artifact.]

      

      Unsheathing a wood wand, he took aim and yelled, “Clapping Wind Tunnel!”

      “Too slow,” I said as I appeared next to him. The backhand almost sent him flying, but two vines snatched the man from midair. “And detained. Nice catch, Milia.”

      I offered her a high five. She gave me a strange look, awkwardly placing her hand against mine.

      “I’m not familiar with this gesture,” she said, then smiled sheepishly.

      “Yeah… homeland stuff. It’s called a high five. You slap it… Never mind, I shouldn’t pollute this worl—land’s culture any further. Let’s just go check out spy man.”

      I felt a tiny hand smack mine. “Like this?”

      I laughed at Opal. “Yep. You only offer it for awesome things. But maybe it’s probably not approp—”

      “Mandi! High five!” the pixie cheered loudly, interrupting my attempt to walk back my earthly gesture.

      Mandi glared at me.

      “I sighed. We’ve got a long way to go to teach you lot how to have fun,” I said, then started after Milia.

      The captured man swore and struggled, but there wouldn’t be a damn thing he could do against the dryad’s command of the earth.

      “He’s not of the Inquisition,” Rin said when she caught up to us. “Much too weak. The Inquisition members they’ve sent after me are all in the Saint realm.”

      “Then…” I paused to look up at the now-terrified man. Milia removed anything that covered his face.

      The pointy ears revealed someone of nonhuman nature. Orange hair as bright as the evening sky, freckles on his face, light tan, short, and a runner’s build made up the alchemist’s general appearance. His wand had fallen to the ground earlier as he got snatched up by my fiancée’s vines faster than the speed of sound.

      Iris frowned.

      “Is that an elf?” Ronica stated what was potentially obvious.

      “Let me down!” the elf captive finally yelled after getting over his initial shock. “This has been such a rubbish day.”

      “Ma’kan, is that really you? What are you doing here?” Iris asked coldly. She narrowed her eyes.

      “I live in these parts,” the man spat. He shook a fist at her. “Of course, you’d know that if you weren’t such a hissy type. Your jealousy of wood elves never ceased to amaze me.”

      Iris shook her head, annoyance and amusement in her eyes. “Why in Wanda’s world would I ever be jealous of a wood elf? You’re quite full of yourself, despite being the one all tied up. And there’s no way you live here.”

      “Pfft, as if you know where I live. What are you doing here with these strangers? Planning to have them take over our markets too?”

      “Ma’kan, what are you even talking about?” Iris asked, her voice tired. “Milia, let him up. He’s an idiot, but a harmless idiot. An old classmate.”

      “You call summoning what I’m guessing is an E-ranked spell book and tossing an unknown and possibly explosive potion at my face harmless?” I challenged, though amusement was also in my voice.

      “It is not a spell book, but an alchemy book. And that potion is incomplete. Just water and herbs. For someone who cannot be scanned, unable to hide his saint aura, and is fast and strong, you sure are clueless,” Ma’kan said.

      “That’s not common knowledge, idiot,” Iris said. “Now take us to where you’re living or we’re going to make you regret spying on our camp.”

      Ma’kan sighed. “Fine!” He muttered some choice words under his breath about life elves. “Follow me. The village isn’t far from here, obviously, but you’ll have to explain to the Hunting Chief why you’re in these parts.”

      “Sure, and we’ll let him know you attacked our friend unprovoked,” Iris said.

      The two elves glared at each other.

      Ramon shook his head. “You never told us much about your old friends.”

      “Friends? With a life elf?” Ma’kan turned his glare onto Ramon. “I’ll give you a break, lad, since you’re human. But if you consider traveling one day into the beautiful woodlands, try learning a few elven ways. And how hissy—”

      Iris bonked the man on his head. “I feel so sorry for your wife, having to put up with you. Hrmph! Start walking.”

      Ma’kan glared at her once more before turning around, beginning the march north.

      “You forgot your wand,” Ronica said cheerfully.

      “It’s not my wand,” Ma’kan said. “I found it on the ground before I arrived here. Just snap it and toss it to the side.”

      “Nothing’s making any sense,” I said. “Why bother summoning your alchemy book?”

      “Because it contains battle spells, sort of,” Ma’kan replied. “It was mostly to scare you. But you turned out to be… a bit too much. And you ganged up on me with your friends. I think you’re even forest attuned, you cheater.”

      “Quit whining already, we don’t have all day. We’re leaving soon,” Iris snapped.

      “You are? Oh, thank Wanda,” the wood elf said.

      Ma’kan sped up his walk. Despite Iris knowing him, I still kept my guard maxed. I did use this opportunity to take a quick peek at my stats.

      

      Nate Sullivan

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

      Magician rank: 11th realm of the Saint.

      Class rank: Inspired.

      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: 48%.

      Shop Rank: D. [Rank-up quest awaiting…]

      Merchant license: D. [You will find getting C-ranked and above merchant/large store trades, contracts, and opportunities incredibly difficult on your own with this license.]

      Heavenly attunement rank: B.

      Lord Ruler Select as Raider; Friend of the Kingdom of Merridon.

      Forest attuned. [Step into a forest and feel…]

      

      What did it mean to be forest attuned? I was also heavenly attuned, but once again, the lack of knowledge prevented me from taking advantage of what could be additional abilities. Right?

      “What’s your story, bud?” I asked Ma’kan. “You’re a Red alchemist, right?”

      He flinched.

      “That’s an interesting question. Since when did you get into alchemy?” Iris said. “You couldn’t enter a room without stubbing your toe on the corner of every table.”

      “For your information, I took an apprenticeship for some time from a friendly alchemy group that passed by,” Ma’kan said. “It allowed me to be more than just a magician destined to be the Hunting Chief’s bodyguard. Ever since I became an alchemist, people started respecting me.” He gave Iris a smug look before frowning. She rolled her eyes. “It seems like my luck ran out to run into you again.”

      “Why do life elves and wood elves hate each other?” I asked Ronica in a loud whisper. The two elves glared at me.

      Ronica shrugged. “Who knows?”

      “The feud is quite old,” Milia said. “You’ll never get a straight answer from them because not even they know anymore.”

      “And for your information, I’m not a Red alchemist, even if by definition, I do not wish to be associated with some cult. Wanda’s ass, I know not what it truly means to be a Blue…or is it Gray… alchemist, not that this ridiculous divide between the factions is helping.” Ma’kan huffed. I nodded in agreement with his words. The divide also made my learning more difficult than it should. “Are you perhaps interested in becoming an alchemist, snowball head? And no, I’m not accepting apprentices, especially from someone who’s friends with a life elf. Did you know she once stole a honey cake off my plate during a lunch break?”

      Before the two could start arguing again, I spoke. “I’m interested in knowing more about them as a potion maker.”

      Ma’kan stopped, turning to me, eyes wide. “P… potion maker? You’re a potion maker. Why didn’t you say so? We don’t have a potion maker in our village, and the nearest town is days away. If you could sell us some health potions, the Hunting Chief would be more…”

      The wood elf paused. “What are you lot doing out here?”

      “That is none of your concern,” Iris said. “Besides, someone as out of touch as you wouldn’t truly care.”

      Ma’kan sighed. “Well, you’ve got a point there.” He looked at me. “Sorry to disappoint you if you’re looking for a devoted, well-learned alchemist. I’ve only been at it for less than a year.”

      We walked in silence for a bit before I spoke.

      “By the way, I recommend your village train professional scouts. Hiding in a bush isn’t going to stop vicious groups from gutting you like a fish. Your aura practically screamed. You’re lucky it was just us.”

      Ma’kan nearly missed a step and quickly changed the subject. “Never mind that. With you being a potion maker, this changes everything. We could seriously use your help. We’re still waiting for our travelling party to return from Fire Stone, but with you here, the Hunting Chief’s sons will be fine. He’ll pay anything. Wanda’s flailing rear end, if only I knew how to make a simple health potion!”

      I considered giving him an earful about spying and attacking earlier—I planned to tell off the chief, after all—but a new prompt caught my attention. The rewards made my mouth water.

      

      [Quest. Heal the Hunting Chief’s sons. Rewards: Remote upgrade to the MMABS, spirit coins.]

      

      The MMABS, or Magical Master Area Building System, was a red cube that created possibilities. I’d simply purchase a building, tool, or even something as ridiculous as a mountain and upon confirmation, it’d spawn my purchase into existence.

      Cheetara, hopping into my arms after ditching Mandi, meowed and tilted her head, questioning what was probably the glimmer of profit in my eyes.

      “Wait a minute, did you say Fire Stone?” I asked as I snapped back into reality and took notice of everyone else’s looks.

      Thank fuck we saved every single person in that town, or we’d be delivering some terrible news.

      “Yes, Fire Stone. What about it?”
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      Grinning, Ripley silently commended the necromancer for keeping up such a prolonged ritual. She was an amateur, of course. Necromancers practically didn’t exist anymore, but those who were worth their gold would have completed a resurrection in a matter of seconds. Her lack of emotions appeared to work against her. That, or this was simply the only method she knew.

      “Are you going to finally do something about this, or should I?” Anzu asked. “She’s been at this for Wanda knows how long. Her companion’s too slippery. The people I sent after him lost his trail.”

      “You won’t catch the Manslayer that easily,” Ripley said. “I do wonder if he’s retiring or has a target in mind. Perhaps he could’ve been hired by someone from the capital and is out looking for Nate.”

      “Nate isn’t important enough to be have that kind of attention,” Anzu said. “Even his shop is sitting at D-rank. It is too soon for him to catch anyone’s eye.”

      “Then what if he’s here for you?”

      Anzu laughed. “Oh please. No one is that foolish.”

      She aimed a hand at the necromancer. “I think allowing her to bring back Andros is not the entertainment you’re seeking, dragon.”

      “Andros? Oh, that’s right, I’ve only briefly heard something about the Black Knight.”

      “So you don’t know of Nate’s heroic deeds yet, I see,” Anzu said. She unleashed a meteor-sized ball of red fiery energy at the unsuspecting necromancer. “Perhaps I shall explain it over a little spirit wine. You’re purchasing it, of course.”

      They both turned upon noticing something unexpected. A powerful shield surrounding the necromancer woman.

      She turned to look at them, eyes still uncaring, unfearful. A red magical circle appeared behind her.

      “Rise, come forth Black Knight. Return from the hells to take vengeance. Dark Resurrection!”

      The necromancer woman chanted that with no emotion, thrusting a wand into the air, orange magic pouring from it like a spray of a volcano.

      Ripley’s grin only widened. Finally. He always wanted to fight a legendary necromancer. He glanced at the sky, only to see just one crimson moon.

      The time of the double approached. A once in a lifetime event that every dragon on the planet would meditate to. If all went well, he would set his path toward becoming a dragon king.

      The ground began to shake, the orange energies congealing into one central location. Anzu was about to interrupt, but Ripley placed a hand in front of her.

      “Interrupting unstable energy’s always a bad idea,” he said.

      Anzu’s eyes widened. “So that’s why you watched her every day. I was beginning to think you were crazy.”

      Ripley laughed. “In hindsight, I should’ve invited you earlier, but I wanted to be sure. Killing an innocent human could draw me into a battle with that master magician. And believe me when I say I want to be alive to witness this Axem with my own eyes.”

      “By the way, I heard someone tried to attack the shop the other day,” Anzu said. “They couldn’t break through the damage shield.”

      “Indeed. Then they were dealt with by a fox, a cow, and a bird,” Ripley said, his grin widening.

      As Andros formed, Ripley took notice of the other magicians in the town finally coming to investigate. After all, it was only early afternoon. He was counting on this to prevent the woman from escaping, but also more eyes to catch that slippery Manslayer if he was still in town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      You know, scanning made no sense, at times. Yet, I scanned Ripley, son of the Midnight Dragon, very easily, despite his numerous powerful protections. Ma’kan, a wood elf trying to get into alchemy, carried something that I wanted to duplicate and pass around to my apprentices and disciples.

      As we neared the village, Beakwing high in the sky on watch, Ma’kan continued to speak, his voice becoming depressed. We decided to not say anything about what happened in Fire Stone. No need to draw any further attention to ourselves. We also agreed not to tell anyone Milia was a dryad. Iris especially insisted that they were more forward than the life elves, though Kelvin gave her the side-eye.

      “Everyone’s destined for great things, and I’m stuck here forever. I volunteered to scout out the disturbances, your group, because I wanted to feel like more than the town’s alchemist.”

      I patted him on the shoulder. “Destiny’s a prick. Keep it simple. If you want to do something, just fucking do it. I’m sure after you’ve played out your adventurer fantasies for a bit, you’ll find your calling.”

      “Your first trip should be to Kyushu,” Ronica blurted out. “Perhaps in a month, and bring lots of gold. Stop by Nate’s shop, give it your support. You’ll need a reliable shop to purchase potions from before your next dungeon crawl.”

      I gave the twerp a crooked smile. “A weird time to advertise, but you’re not wrong.”

      Ma’kan only nodded solemnly, though deep in that gaze may have been a flicker of resolve. I didn’t have the energy to care much, honestly. However, someone calling themselves a Blue alchemist could be worth keeping as a contact for future endeavors.

      The first thing that greeted us was the sight of a gate the size of a building. Two guards glared down at our group from a raised wooden platform. They were mortals, armed with standard swords and dressed in light leather armor.

      “They’re friendlies, not hostiles,” Ma’kan announced.

      “We said check the source, not bring them,” one guard said. Shaking his head, he waved us through. “As long as you don’t cause trouble, you won’t hear from us. Enjoy your stay.”

      I wasn’t expecting to see much in this forest-surrounded place, but the moment the gates opened, we were introduced to a colorful assortment of buildings, shops, and a half-naked drunk wood elf woman shoving booze down her husband’s throat. He begged her to stop, saying she’d won the drinking game already, but she refused to have an easy challenge. She chased him back into the tavern.

      “Don’t mind them. Some people are bad at keeping their private games and married life locked in their homes. Come, follow me.”

      The other wood elves were just carrying out their days, their clothes similar to what one would find in Kyushu, only favoring more greens, blues, and grays.

      The buildings were either spheres, a few standard shapes, or massive trees made into homes. The boring log cabins that I expected were nowhere to be found. Wood elves weren’t the only people that lived in the village. Many fairies flew around, some chatting with elves, some shopping, and one even playing a lute while doing a dance in front of a crowd of children.

      I glanced at Iris. She grinned.

      “This is normal for an elf-dominated settlement,” she said. “Even the wood elves can admittingly not be boring. Sometimes.”

      Ma’kan snorted.

      “Maybe you should hide here, Rin,” Ronica whispered.

      The Love Saintess shook her head. “The meeting’s location cannot be changed.”

      Opal, sitting on Mandi’s shoulder, stared at the fairies flying around, citizens of the hidden village. Hell, I even noticed a few tiny floating areas accommodating them. One we passed was a trapezoid-shaped building the size of a hat floating in midair, protected by a powerful mana bubble. Fairies flew in and out periodically.

      Finally, after minutes of walking, we approached the biggest, widest tree home of them all.

      “Wait here. I shall retrieve the Hunting Chief,” Ma’kan said. He glared at the two armored wood elf women guarding the home. “I sure hope you’re getting paid extra.”

      “Of course we are,” one of the guard women said. “Else I’d be drinking and watching Marnia’s drunk ass harass her husband.”

      Ma’kan sighed. “The only reason why they haven’t thrown her out of the tavern is because she keeps attracting business.”

      “And the hopeless perverts,” the guard said.

      Ma’kan rolled his eyes. “Wearing nightwear doesn’t suddenly make her comparable to you or the Hunting Chief’s daughter.”

      He continued past the giggling guards, both magicians far stronger than him. And while they were beautiful, I couldn’t blame the wood elf man for trying to stay on their good side. If they barred him, there wouldn’t be a damn thing he could do.

      Iris glared at Chenzu, sensing somehow that the beastkin planned to chat the guards up. The steel plate armor didn’t deter the smiling man with wolf ears and a tail.

      Suddenly, a voice boomed from the giant tree home.

      “You dare bring a fraud into my village! Do you have any idea how much gold I lost with those silver tongued bandits? Being tricked so much while my sons are dying is no laughing matter. Guards, deal with him. Then toss him into the dungeon.”

      Twelve guards rushed out, surprising even the two that stood with us. They surrounded us, wands, staves, and spears pointed.

      “Hold on, are you serious?” I asked.

      My danger senses sparked just a moment before a spear rushed toward my face in slow motion. I caught the weapon with one hand, snapping it in two and tossing it to the side.

      The guards froze, then began to back away.

      As I debated what to do next, I examined them. All the guards were wood elf men and women, each powerfully built, and a moment ago, eager to follow orders, likely rarely getting action. Feeling the headache coming on, I glared into the Hunting Chief’s house.

      “So before so much as talking to us, he ordered our deaths,” I said to the others. “Maybe Iris is onto something. You know what? Fuck this, your sons can remain in their condition. Let’s go, everyone. I’m sorry we walked all this way for nothing.”

      “You said what about my sons!”

      I sidestepped another spear before stopping to stare at a dark man with a runner’s build and eyes as fiery orange as the evening sun. Based on his fancier attire, I figured I was either staring at the Hunting Chief or his elite. I scanned him just to be sure. He gave me the time, being shocked and knowing damn well he made a mistake.

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      Ta’var Rangerhood. Race: Wood elf. Hostile. Magician rank: 2nd realm of the Lesser Dragon. Spell book: F.

      

      “You know, I’m starting to think masking my powers is backfiring more than I intended,” I told Milia.

      “Well, it is not as if we get invited into villages only to be treated like criminals,” Milia said, venom in her voice. The Hunting Chief actually flinched.

      “First, I get attacked by Iris’s old friend, then almost get two spears to the face,” I said. “Yeah, fuck wood elves.”

      “Wait! He’s blinded by his own desperation,” Ma’kan said. Then, to everyone’s surprise, actually fell at my feet, head on the ground. “Please, I beg you. His sons aren’t as rash as the Hunting Chief or the guards who didn’t think to follow their own protocol to ask the watch about the intruders.”

      The two female guards that were in the circle with us glared furiously at their coworkers.

      “Glad to know you trust us,” the guard woman that Ma’kan talked to earlier said. “And in case you’re wondering, they caused no trouble.”

      The Hunting Chief, having realized he fucked up and feeling the aura I allowed to slip, dropped his spear and joined Ma’kan on the ground.

      “Please forgive this Chief. We were scammed three times by groups claiming to be healers. I jumped to conclusions.”

      Nuwa glared at them. “Wanda does not like assumptions that could’ve led to someone’s death.”

      Rin actually joined her in the scolding. “You must confine yourself to the seven-day trial of repentance!”

      Wolverine barked at them a few times furiously.

      “Yes, of course,” Ta’var said. “You, who speak the words of a saint, may you petition Wanda and Gaia for us, may she forgive our imperfect souls.”

      Rin flinched, having realized she let the moment rouse her, but of course not without good reason.

      “If it were anyone else, you’d probably be dead right now,” I said bluntly. “I don’t know what is with the people of this land and coming to violence before so much as talking. For that, I will be charging you for my potions.”

      Ta’var the Hunting Chief nodded. “It is only fair. Please, you and your friends follow. If there’s anything I can do to settle this grievance, do tell. I will deploy every resource at my power to accommodate you.”

      “We’ll worry about that later,” I said. “Take us to the kids.”

      We followed Ta’var, though I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t salty about being attacked earlier. The large home had a fancy wood décor of polished floors, wooden vases on pedestals, some paintings, the works. There were a couple of maids and butlers, as well as fairies flying around. One big takeaway from this ordeal so far was the integrated coexistence between wood elf and fairy.

      “Would you like a treat, honored guests?” asked a wood elf man with enough rippling muscle to make even Chenzu annoyed. He seemed to be in his early twenties. I almost wondered if they stuffed him into that suit.

      I kept moving, seeing him offering the dishes to the women only, though I did see Chenzu snatch one first out of spite, followed by Ramon giving the handsome wood elf a smile of death.

      “These are really good,” Mandi said after devouring a few bites of what seemed to be crispy, bite-sized honey cakes.

      Milia stuffed two into my mouth.

      I chewed, the stubbornness radiating within, though the display did get some giggles from her.

      “Yes, sure, be all romantic in front of all of us,” Rin said.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Ronica said, her voice nearly deadpan.

      “As long as they’re cute, I don’t mind,” Nuwa said.

      “Then stop trying to hug him all the time,” Ronica said. She glared downward for some reason, but I stayed far away from that conversation. Lucas’s blushing served as a good enough of a warning.

      Finally, after another turn, we reached a nursing room. Two tired-looking doctors peeked out upon the Hunting Chief’s knock. Both wood elf women stepped aside, allowing us to enter. The four sickly boys ranged from what seemed to be a three-year-old all the way to maybe a ten-year-old.

      “We’ve tried healing magic and medicine, but nothing works,” Ta’var said.

      “What happened?” Nuwa asked, her eyes filled with worry.

      “They were playing out in the woods and got attacked by a withercat. One cut from its tiny claws is all it takes for the venom to seep into the skin.”

      “It’s not venom, but a curse,” Rin said. “Withercats are undead. Is there no one capable of purification here?”

      “Well, you’re in luck,” I said, pulling out basic holy cleansing potions from my storage ring. “Our clan’s got you covered. I’m doing this for them, not you. When your children are sick, the last thing they need is their parents losing all will and reason. You have to keep your cool. Hopefully the party you sent to Fire Stone will bring back plenty of supplies for situations like this.”

      I gave each of the kids an entire vial, just in case they had been in this condition for a while. The doctors assisted, making sure they were able to drink without choking. The effect was immediate. Despite being called a basic potion, there was nothing basic about the miracle liquid. I assumed the withercat being a relatively weak creature meant the venom was a slow killer or relied on incapacitating its victims.

      The Hunting Chief, seeing his sons awake after God knew how long, broke down, falling to his knees, crying as he held them.

      

      [Quest completed! Remote upgrade to the MMABS, 10,000 spirit coins. Total spirit coins: 320,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 15.]

      [Your clan’s crafting fame has increased to 80%! Wow! New achievement. Saviors of the future!]

      [Clan: Potion’s Will. Rank: C. Clan standing: Hidden. Sects: Off. War: None. This is a peaceful clan… for now. Peace bonus: 22%. Crafting fame: 80%. Combat fame: 50%.]

      - Saviors of Fire Stone. Relations: S.

      - Saviors of the Future! Hidden Wood Elf Village, Star Oak. Relations: S.

      [You may now build remotely using the MMABS. There may be some options that will require your presence, however.]

      

      We take easy quests! Especially if it means curing children.

      I motioned to the others to follow. “Let’s give them their privacy. Ma’kan, expect a bill. I’m most certainly not a charity.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked when we were far away from the Hunting Chief’s room.

      “Yeah. We really have to go,” I said. “We’ve lost enough time. I do love your village and would love to visit again.”

      Ma’kan bowed to us deeply. “You’re more than welcomed here.” He looked at Iris. “Yes, even you. We’ve had our differences, but it was in good fun. It was nice seeing you again. I’ve heard some rumors about a crime-fighting elf with white hair slaying some dragon. I hope that’s not you involved in such dangerous matters.”

      Iris shrugged. “Who knows? But don’t you worry about me. You just take care of your family.”

      I passed the wood elf a few health potions. “A free sample. Remember our clan’s name. Potion’s Will. Keep it secret for now.”

      “Absolutely,” Ma’kan said.

      Beakwing landed right in front of us, startling all nearby village onlookers.

      “Let’s make sure the camp is completely cleaned up and we’re out,” I said. “We can’t have Rin late for her meeting, right?”

      Rin chuckled. “It’s okay. You lot may be used to it, but I’ve never seen a potion instantly cure someone of an undead curse. So please don’t be mad at me for still taking it in.”

      Milia’s bright smile greeted her. “Welcome to Potion’s Will.”

      Rin pouted adorably. “What will I witness next?”

      “Hopefully nothing,” Harmony said. “Iris says the city is much closer now. Beakwing and the lightning horses are far faster than we gave them credit for.”

      There wasn’t enough space on Beakwing, but we crowded him anyway and took the disciples back to their lightning horses. After cleaning up the camp, we were off again.

      I wasn’t too worried about the bill. I had made ten thousand spirit coins, after all. If anything, that Hunting Chief should thank Wanda for covering his expenses.

      Iris believed we were actually ahead of schedule, so I decided to push ahead for the final stretch.

      I did not expect to feel a massive surge of aura behind us three or four hours later. Judging by the paleness of Rin, we’d managed to slip by the Inquisition without incident.

      And every single one of them was at the realm of Saint. These people were not fucking around. What had the Love Saintess gotten herself into?

      Her pacificism was certainly not going to help with any confrontation.

      “Well, that was close,” I told Kelvin through the ring. “How far did you guys veer?”

      “A hard left,” Kelvin said. “We sensed them leagues away and went far around them. The Inquisition will be as much trouble for us as it would be for Rin, given our situation with the capital. Honestly, Nate, we were a little lucky to having gotten through their mana chokepoint without being detected. It expands for hundreds of leagues in a circle.”

      I sighed, wondering if Wanda cloaked us as thanks for curing those kids. Rin’s relieved expression confirmed our safety for now.

      Hopefully we didn’t clash with them in the city or really, anywhere.

      Hopefully.
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      As the next couple of days passed, things remained relatively quiet. Milia and I trained the disciples and apprentices in the mornings and again for potion making an hour or two before we set up the camp for the evening. Chenzu joined in all of the physical sessions, expressing his displeasure with his undesirable performance during the Peace Spawner’s attack. He also talked about his personal failures during the Black Knight fight. Rin meditated, seemingly uninterested in any of our training, though she did practice a few support-based spells. She even shared notes with the beastkin.

      Eventually, we found ourselves less than a day away from the city, according to Milia. There were a few villages and a town or two we mostly passed, stopping only to restock a few supplies.

      The scenery itself changed from mostly forest and grassy areas to plains with the occasional lake or river, prompting Alexander to start reminiscing a few tales of the seas. That served as a good bit of early afternoon entertainment.

      Eventually that gave way to farms, suburban communities and small towns, populated walkways and actual roads, lone carriages, merchants, merchant convoys, and even adventurers riding exotic mounts such as giant lizards with wings of glass or bull-like creatures with green fur.

      “We’re approaching the city! Look!” Harmony said cheerily, pointing at what I could only describe as a massive Edo period or medieval metropolitan area surrounded by shimmering waterfalls. The water poured down into nothingness. The buildings were what one would expect. I even noticed a neighborhood of manors, leading up to a castle.

      “Let’s land over there,” I told Beakwing. “We’ll walk in line. We have to pay a toll to enter, right?”

      “Yes. The disciples will have to pay for their horses. Luckily for us, we’ll send Beakwing off on his own. I don’t think he’d enjoy the barns here,” Milia explained.

      “I heard they’re overpriced,” Chenzu said, which was all I needed to hear to comply.

      

      [Whirl-Waters. Rank: B. Type: Large city.]

      [System notice. Philosopher’s Stone Fragment detected. Unable to generate quest. You are on your own with this.]

      

      “Civilization at last!” Ronica cheered when we landed next to the disciples.

      Ignoring the system’s annoying attempt to send me on a wild goose chase, I greeted the others. We wasted no time getting in line and allowing an excited Beakwing to go hunting. He joined a giant half-bird, half-lizard in the sky. Smaller birds followed them.

      Wolverine howled his farewell. Cheetara copied him, giving a howl that many cat owners would probably be familiar with. She hopped onto my shoulder afterward.

      “Is this your first time in a big city?” Ramon asked Lucas ten minutes into the line. “What about you, Alexander?”

      “No,” Alexander replied, though he didn’t elaborate, his eyes wandering over our surroundings. From people in line, to a nicely decorated walkway of statues depicting a man practicing water magic, to what was obviously the Leviathan.

      “It’s a first time for me,” Lucas told Ramon.

      “You’ll love it,” Ronica said. “One bump into someone in a hurry and you’ll be told off as they keep moving. The best food stands. People that know how to party. Ooh, and honey cookies for days. Whirl-Waters has that spicy candy that makes you feel as if you’re breathing dragon fire.”

      “You didn’t have to open with a negative thing about being in the city,” Nuwa said. “Besides, you forgot to mention the singers, the plays, and the chapels.”

      “No one comes here for the chapels,” Ronica said.

      “Says you. You’d better be careful with your words or Wanda may hear you,” Nuwa quipped back.

      Ronica stuck her tongue out at the blonde healer.

      Iris bonked both of them. “Don’t draw attention to yourselves,” she said. “We’re already walking on thin ice.”

      “Pfft, as if someone would recognize us way out here,” Ronica said, waving off the elf’s comment. They were in their cloaks, hoods on, but that wouldn’t have any effect on anyone who recognized them.

      “Don’t jinx it, twerp,” I told her.

      “Jinxing, as you call it, is perhaps her calling card,” Kelvin said. He grinned at Ronica’s glare.

      “At least Mandi agrees with me,” Ronica said, moving over to her fellow short and petite woman.

      Mandi, staring at an elderly man selling what looked like bite-sized snack cakes, flinched as she was drawn back to earth.

      “Try not to drool,” Ronica said.

      “I—I wasn’t staring,” Mandi defended feebly, blushing.

      We had to be close to a bakery because, damn, the bread or whatever they baked smelled amazing. I couldn’t blame the redhead for eyeing the merchant.

      I glanced at Milia, but she turned away from the treats before I could catch her. Eventually, it was our turn to stand before the guards.

      “Do you have any contraband? We will charge you to hold it,” a guard said, his voice gruff.

      “No,” Milia answered.

      “Are you associated with any cults? Do not lie. We’ll know. We do not tolerate any Peace Spawner supporters here,” he said.

      “Absolutely not,” Milia replied.

      The man looked at me and chuckled. “Judging by that hint of murder in your eyes, I take it you’ve been a victim. I would say it gets better, but there isn’t enough ale in the alehouse to make that statement true. Now, that’ll be twelve silvers for the entire group.”

      Rin paid the silvers before I could so much as think about my storage ring.

      “Now don’t get lost, Alexander,” Nuwa said as we were allowed through the massive iron gates of the city. He quickly moved away from her the moment she tried to hold his hand. Ronica laughed at her.

      I ignored them as I took in my first big city of this world. The first thing that blew me away ever since we stood in line was how the surrounding waterfalls made no sound whatsoever.

      As I gawked and walked, guided by my dryad fiancée, I realized I was wrong about treating this as a generic medieval city.

      From the plethora of many types of people and races, to buildings of many shapes and sizes. Some were as tall as four stories. Ahead on my left seemed to be a giant spoon… which turned out to be a building made of magic. People walked in and out, carrying on with their days. There were some fairies of all sizes, including human, and some pixies, but not even close to the amount that lived in the hidden wood elf village.

      “Should we check into the inn first?” I asked. “I think we could stick around for a couple of days before making the return trip.” I gazed at the eager apprentices. “I’m not going to baby any of you. But do make sure you’re back at the inn by the morning. Unless you’re with Chenzu, Milia, Kelvin, Maxus, or Iris.”

      “Hey, why didn’t you say my name?” Ronica asked.

      “I’ll have you know, Nate, I am quite responsible,” Nuwa said, hands on hips.

      I stared at them blankly. Maxus laughed.

      “It’s up to seniority to look out for the brats,” I said. “And your pouting isn’t helping your case.”

      “You hear that, Iris? He’s calling you old,” Nuwa said quietly, but that didn’t escape the elf’s ears. She bonked the adorable healer.

      “What will you do?” I asked Rin.

      “Huh?” she asked, as if surprised to be leaving us. “Oh, I still have a few days until the meeting.” She chuckled. “On foot, I would’ve made it just on the day of, unless the Inquisition captured me.”

      Nuwa frowned, the shock at the Inquisition’s audacity to attack her precious Love Saintess flashing within the depths of her gaze.

      “I’ll check to see if any of the others have arrived,” Rin continued.

      “It just dawned on me that the nine saints will be in this city,” Ramon said as Rin bowed to us.

      “It’s strange,” she said. “We’re usually spread across the kingdom, or the world, fulfilling Wanda’s mission.”

      Nuwa hugged the shit out of the saintess. “We’re going to miss you.”

      Rin hugged her back, then patted the younger woman. “It will not be the last time we meet, trust me. I’m sure the winds of fate and Wanda’s will bring us together again, perhaps over this blueberry pie Milia boasted about.”

      I looked at the dryad. The adorable woman smiled guiltily, pulling a laugh out of me. Had I ever mentioned that it took going to another world to find someone this amazing?

      

      [Quest completed. Escort the Love Saintess to Whirl-Waters. Reward: 50,000 spirit coins. 5 heavenly spirit coins. Gold and silver coins. Total number of spirit coins: 370,100.

      Heavenly spirit coins: 20.]

      

      I strained to hold in my excitement after receiving such a massive payout. Twenty thousand spirit coins almost seemed like the maximum amount the system awarded, for the most part. It was quite rare for it to award more.

      “Will you be at a chapel later?” Nuwa asked Rin.

      “Perhaps a smaller one,” Rin said.

      “Or instead of that, you could meet with us for dinner,” Kelvin told her. “The best place I’ve eaten here is run by an avian adventurer named Nester.”

      Rin smiled. “Just give me the time.”

      “Around sunset,” Ramon said.

      As Rin walked away, I felt a vibration or maybe a pinging sensation in my pocket. However, when I pulled out the sorcerer’s amulet, it stopped, presenting me with a prompt.

      

      [The sorcerer’s amulet has absorbed a bit of the city’s ambient essence. While wearing the amulet, you will feel far more confident and inspired when creation potions using ingredients filled with both neutral and elemental mana. You may even dabble with spiritual and soul mana, though the risk of your creation exploding increases some. As an Inspired potion maker, this could be important.]

      [Perhaps you may find yourself on the path of the sorcerer without even knowing…]

      

      At least it wasn’t a prompt forcing me to search for the Philosopher’s Stone, I thought as I pocketed the item.

      “Alright, lead the way to a good inn,” I told the twerp.

      “Right this way! And they do great breakfasts. It would be a dealbreaker for me if they didn’t,” Ronica cheered.

      As we walked, I couldn’t help but wonder about the purpose of the sorcerer’s amulet. Why was it absorbing mana… or essences, whatever that meant? Deciding we had more important things to do, I pushed that thought to the side.

      There we walked, gawked, almost bumped into people, and even stopped to watch a bard woman play a beautiful song for coins in a tip jar. Luckily, she had plenty of moved listeners tossing silvers and some gold.

      Ronica eventually led us to a large inn where we booked our rooms and finally set off into the big city. I gave the teenagers one final warning before letting them go. I didn’t for Alexander, as to not insult him. He always appreciated my viewing of him as an adult.

      

      [Quest: Big City Times. You have come to Whirl-Waters with a mission to improve the town of Kyushu and gain benefits for your shop, as well as learn higher levels of alchemy. Now is the time to finally fulfill this!]

      [Complete the following objectives in no particular order: 1. Buy an alchemy book. 2. See the merchant’s guild leader. (Note: ranking up your license to C before doing so will make life so much easier. Try observing a fellow D-ranked merchant license holder if you’re interested in seeing what it’s like to have little respect to your name.) 3. Secure contracts. (Optional, for you have already secured contracts on the way here.) 4. Check with Chenzu in regard to getting additional help for Kyushu. 5. Confront the nine saints. (Optional. For now.) 6. Shop for Milia, the pets, and your apprentices. (Optional and ongoing.) 7. Check out the potion maker and alchemy shops in the area. There is a shop with the rank of twenty somewhere around here. 8. Reveal your clan. (Optional.)]

      

      The system would generate a quest, but at least it served more as a to-do list and most of the absurd things were optional. Otherwise, I’d simply ignore it. It knew by now that it took too much energy to generate fucks to give.

      Milia intertwined her arm in mine and pointed at a cream cake stand, eyes starry. “Now!”

      Chenzu snickered. “I’m going to check out a few shops for upgrading my lute.”

      “Do we really have to split up?” Nuwa asked.

      “There are too many places to see, and Nate only wants to stay for a couple of days,” Harmony said. “It’s probably for the best. Though Milia has the right idea.”

      “I know of a blacksmithing shop you’d like,” Kelvin told Lucas. “Would you like to go?”

      “Absolutely,” Lucas replied.

      “I guess I’ll be wandering around,” Ramon said, gaining Iris, Ronica, and Kelvin’s suspicious stares.

      He waved them off and started walking away.

      “Let him have his fun,” Chenzu said.

      “As long as he stays out of trouble, he can do want he wants,” I said, then gave everyone a quirky smile. “But just in case, keep an eye on him. If he ends up being chased down by someone with a broom while naked, well, it’s going to look weird for our clan.”

      Everyone laughed.

      “I heard that!” Ramon said, glaring, which only increased the laughter.

      

      End of Phase 1…
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      In the center of a void powerful enough to shatter realities, a manor of magic floated. Meditating in the master bedroom was Ares the Peace Spawner.

      He opened his eyes to take sight of a clean room, but an empty manor. Ah, the graciousness, the incredibleness of solitude. Solitude pushed him toward power and unreal mana.

      Perhaps Ares hated people too much? No, they were either tools, little pups, cultivation resources and fuel, or research participants.

      That fact wouldn’t be changing any time soon, though he did recently begin utilizing a cult that worshipped him for unimpressive reasons.

      Worshipped him for the falsehoods, half-truths, and blood-spilling opportunities.

      Some opportunities were drawing closer, including the next double crimson moon.

      Ares dropped that thought as he recalled his impulse to cull a town the prior week. His lack of sleep and extended exposure to void mana caused his mind to play tricks on him. He believed he sensed a fragment for just a bit. Perhaps he had.

      However, there exploring the town was an oddity. An interloper that did not belong in this world. If that was it, Ares wouldn’t have cared. He’d welcome interlopers, hoping that they’d destroy the world so it could be reborn.

      This interloper… there was a thread of frightening familiarity in him. He just happened to also share Ares’s features of white hair and red eyes.

      Though Ares’s natural features had mostly become mana by now, through a body reforging normally only possible for gods.

      The interloper’s potential was frightening. He contained within him a power that could match or even overwhelm Ares. How a being like this existed without reforging his body to hold that kind of mana stood as another puzzle.

      Who was he? What family did he belong to? Did he have god blood within him? Was he trying to achieve the way of the sorcerer? Ares believed himself to be edging closer to the lost era of a wizard or even the brutal warlock.

      There were too many questions, too much to research. Perhaps one of these days, he’d harvest his soul to find out.

      Unfortunately, as much as Ares wanted to investigate the interloper, his agenda was too full to worry about him. A saint master magician. He’d probably retreat to a sect eventually, and get out of Ares’s hair.

      Ares probably could’ve killed the interloper, but so much distracted him, so many questions. And with Wanda’s eye watching, he left.

      Although the annoyance at not spotting the Philosopher’s Stone fragment fueled that decision.

      “Even I have to be careful with that one,” Ares said in his adult human form. He shifted from his original shape to that of a child to conserve energy, then thrust a palm forward. The blue portal manifested like a mini ocean of reflected sunlight and water. He stepped inside and found himself in an abandoned city.

      Once abandoned that was, as the cult now occupied it. He made them clean every bit of it. Any temple declared in Ares’s name would not be a dirty wasteland.

      The voice of the cult’s recruiter, Mimi, shouted, “Presenting Master Ares the Peace Spawner. Stand by!”

      He motioned at the approaching woman that overly worshipped him and creeped everyone out, and an Astral duke that was surprisingly reliable, despite his wife cheating on him with the Red Knight.

      “Greetings, Master Ares,” Mimi said after bowing deeply.

      “Your excellency,” Arch Minister Zaster said after bowing.

      Ares didn’t care about the cult’s rankings and titles, but he decided to just let them keep to this system if it meant getting any job he ordered done.

      Their main goal was to join him in paradise as he reformed the world in his image. Ares wasn’t sure where the hell that nonsense came from, but their hopes still meant a step toward using them. Apparently, people could only believe his power was that of a god and hoped they’d benefit from it. Somehow, hundreds of idiots decided to follow this random path, thus birthing the cult of the Peace Spawner.

      Ares shifted to his form of darkness, one of his favorite shapes.

      “We will be moving out soon,” he said, only to stop as the insufferable cult gawked at him in awe.

      Deciding that form was a mistake, he shifted to an elderly man and glared at them. “Pay attention.”

      His voice came out demonically, the raw hatred bottled up, pouring out in the form of unstoppable sound mana. Fifty-eight collapsed, blood exploded from the ears of some, despite his voice being no louder than a giant church bell. In his normal voice, which came out elderly in this form, he spoke. “The job I have for you will begin a conquest. Those whom I informed know what I’m looking for.” Ares froze as another thought came to him. “Zaster Astral, I need you to send a crew to investigate someone for me. Don’t engage him directly, he’s a master magician. He and I share the same traits, white hair, red eyes.” He glared at the skies. “Someone’s in the mood for pranks, perhaps Wanda?”

      Ares did not miss the widening of Zaster’s eyes.

      “Oh, you know of him? Do explain.”

      Mimi shot Zaster an envious gaze. “Master Ares, I volunteer myself to go find this mystery man. I’ll even bring him back for you.”

      The hungry look from the recruiter worried Ares, so he shook his head. “You have another job. Let the underlings handle the scouting for me.”
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      After watching an interesting dragon man fight a familiar necromancer, Ling swooped in and took control of the situation, personally arresting her old acquaintance. The princess didn’t want them to tear up the damn city. Repairing it would come out of her tax money, after all, when she took control.

      The surprise at seeing Ling made the necromancer woman freeze, wondering about her fate. Apparently, she had the confidence to defeat the dragon man and… Ling paused. Wasn’t there a woman here a moment ago? she thought.

      By now, she knew that servants were scrambling to go inform the Red Star of Ling’s appearance. The princess did not feel like interacting with her. She had too many personal tasks to complete, with new ones being added almost daily. Now she had to ‘ask’ her old acquaintance why she took a job from her brother. Only Meyster would be this obvious, choosing the cheapest assassin options as possible. The necromancer’s appearance meant they were attempting to use a grand tier spell to resurrect Andros. However, if things were that easy, funeral courts would go out of business, the heavens and hells would shut down, and the land would be overcrowded with old monsters.

      Andros wouldn’t appear, but something else. Something very powerful, living in an imitation of his old armor. A False Black Knight could spell the end of the entire region.

      “Wanda’s rumbling bottom, I’m surrounded by idiots,” Ling said. Not that she was guilt-free. She’d done plenty of terrible things in the pursuit of protecting the kingdom. Now she just wanted to settle down, create the ultimate family, and rule over the land that was her birthright. “Let’s go. I think you and I shall talk in the village just a couple of days from here.”

      The necromancer looked as if she wanted to protest, but only nodded.

      “Good. We certainly don’t want to make the necromancer’s numbers even fewer. There’s probably just two of you left, anyway.”

      Ling’s green eyes glowed briefly. That prompted powerful magic to manifest around the other woman, creating an impenetrable bubble of imprisonment. A recent spell Ling learned and found quite useful for situations like this. As the princess flew off toward the village, the bubble followed her. “I cannot blame you for taking the job, Terria. Necromancers live tough lives, especially after the church declared a witch hunt on all of them, but that’s no excuse for attempting to kill my people with a False Black Knight. You’re not exactly a great necromancer, you know.”

      Terria remained silent, despair dawning deep within her gaze, just like all the rest of Ling’s prisoners.

      “Don’t give me that look, I just want to talk. We’re old friends,” she said cheerfully. “If you were struggling for coin, then you should’ve answered the call of my bounties.”
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        * * *

      

      In the diner of the third backup safehouse provided by someone who owed him money, Riyol the Manslayer shook his head at the failure of his necromancer companion, but her true purpose had been served. Almost. She had to draw all of the city’s attention to herself, lure out the biggest fish in the city, and secretly mark them. Unfortunately, she nearly faced death with an unmarkable dragon. A dragon! One of the most powerful beings in the world. The only reason why Riyol knew was because his listening stone picked up the word from the adventurer’s den owner next to him. He had no idea dragons could turn into very convincing humans. At least, he believed so. The man’s features were magically protected by the cloak he wore. Only powerful magicians would be able to see through it, that much he knew.

      As if things weren’t bad already, a new woman appeared, her strength also overwhelming. His necromancer partner, whose name he didn’t know, looked terrified. He found out why a moment later when she whispered to the listening stone, “Princess.”

      “Wanda’s ass, I don’t understand this place anymore,” he said as he swallowed his third ale. He’d gained much intel on Raider, but nothing that wasn’t already common knowledge. He needed a way to summon him.

      Fortunately, hope wasn’t lost for the Manslayer. The fun wouldn’t be ending, for he awaited intelligence from a servant that lived within the Red Star’s manor. Sometimes gold had a way of influencing those who knew too much. Along with alcohol. Riyol would say a pretty face, but given the scar that ran diagonally along his, seduction was virtually impossible.

      He didn’t believe himself to be ugly, just riddled with the features of a hardened warrior. He’d taken down many foes, after all, using dirty tactics to defeat magicians.

      He faced a big problem, however. The necromancer was supposed to be his magical support. With her gone, the job would be nearly impossible if Raider turned out to be a magician. The rumors of him defeating the Black Knight and even coming to blows with the bloody Lord Ruler of all people almost made Riyol consider quitting this suicide mission.

      But a part of him lived for the most impossible tasks. He failed plenty in his days, but usually gathered the intel needed, which served as equal value to the gold paid to him.

      Shit, Riyol would fight anything for gold. Life was tough, food had to be placed on the table. If someone offered him a million gold to assassinate the Lord Ruler, he’d…

      Well, he’d kill that person for trying to get rid of Riyol with such a stupid job.

      Frowning, Riyol glanced at the fourth glass of ale. Before he could reach for it, he saw someone familiar walk through the door. Unfortunately, the servant stood with someone. A daughter of the Red Star. He recognized the girl as Yani. And she was aiming a glowing hand right at him.

      Well, Wanda’s ass. The servant had betrayed him. The Red Star had a tighter lid on them than he thought.

      “I will get you back for this betrayal, servant,” Riyol said.

      Fortunately, Yani wasn’t as strong as other magicians he’d faced before. He released five smoke bombs that negated all magical senses and took off. Yani’s magic blasted his safehouse to pieces, but that didn’t matter to Riyol anymore. He used the safehouses for these exact situations. Betrayals from risky quarries. That was why he kept as many secret exits in the safehouses as possible.

      Riyol had one more person that he was sure wouldn’t betray him. Thankfully he hadn’t paid the gold first, or else he’d have to break into the Red Star’s manor to get it back.
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        * * *

      

      Ah, the endless big city. Whirl-Waters felt like a never-ending party, honestly. A lot of the design, city art, and architecture revolved around Rin’s ancestor and the Leviathan. A part of me wondered if he was going to pop up at some point.

      Our current group was Milia, me, Wolverine, and Cheetara. After Milia dragged me to a few must-see places, stands, and eating establishments, we started toward the merchant guild, only to get sidetracked by a traveling stage play group the dryad loved.

      I was in no rush to get to the business side of the trip, but also the dryad’s cheeriness felt contagious. In a world without TV, a stage play felt like a gift from heaven.

      The actors took their roles very seriously, using magic for special effects. Get this. They chose to perform the story Chenzu told over the campfire. The tale of the girl and the hallow lord.

      A violin player set the scene. The story began with a girl who no one believed could use magic. Eventually it led to the scene where she confronted the hallow lord with her iconic wand and magic bow.

      At the end of the play, everyone clapped, and we departed, though more people were flooding the area for the next show. I noticed Harmony, Iris, and the twerp walking in the other direction.

      “Where’d Nuwa go?” Iris asked.

      “With Mandi I think,” Harmony replied.

      I turned to Milia. “That play was fucking great. The actors made me feel like I was there in the girl’s world.”

      “Absolutely,” Milia replied excitedly. “That’s why they’re my favorite troupe.”

      “She eerily reminds me of someone,” I said. I didn’t elaborate, but Milia’s smile widened. “Let’s find one of those adventurer’s places for some spirit wine before we check out the merchant’s guild. I also want to buy Wolverine and Cheetara some snacks.”

      Cheetara meowed excitedly from my shoulder. Wolverine’s tail wagged into overdrive.

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Milia said as we started toward a food stand. “I want to send a message and a memento to Mother while we’re in the city.”

      I nodded, pushing away the butterflies of meeting my future dryad mother-in-law. “Oh, and let’s try to find a magic chef.”
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      Milia seemed a little fidgety as she sent the letter off to her mother. She gave me a questioning look when I glanced at the sky.

      “What?”

      “Just checking to see if the bird was going to ascend to the heavens or something,” I said, and while that got a blushing fit of giggles and a kiss, I just so happened to be serious, even without showing it. But the bird continued south. Although Wanda could live on the planet, for all we knew.

      The avian postal lady gave me a thumbs up and a wink before I realized that sounded like a corny pickup line.

      After leaving, we headed for an adventurer’s den rumored to have a magic chef. They were actually called guilds, unsurprisingly, and three of them competed for customers in Whirl-Waters.

      “There’s the Starlight Guild, the Occult Research Guild, and the biggest being the Ocean Guild, supposedly formed by Sir Whirl-Waters himself using a water dungeon core to fund it,” Milia explained.

      I halted, having almost walked into a giant puddle. The city was littered with fountains and mini ponds as a staple of its design. They weren’t half-heartedly placed either. Cheetara seemed to be having the time of her life leaping over them.

      “Sorry about that,” a woman’s voice said, somehow unmuffled by the water.

      A pink-haired mermaid emerged from the puddle. “We’re working to restore the barriers around the water domains.”

      The mermaid woman was wearing a kimono that somehow repelled water. I didn’t stare, despite the design being mesmerizing. It had swords, each different, all over it.

      “It’s no problem,” I said, moving away. “Good luck with the repairs.”

      “Thanks!” she replied.

      We had really just casually talked to a mermaid in the middle of the city. Neat!

      And just like that, Milia and I were off again.

      “You know, you were right about the city being noisy,” I said to the dryad as we turned a corner, still a way from the Starlight Guild.

      “It is why we should never take the peace of our home lightly,” the dryad said.

      Wolverine barked in agreement, tongue lolling. Milia giggled. “Woofy agrees wholeheartedly.”

      Milia and I stopped abruptly as we saw it, a lonesome shop with a small vegetable garden in front of it. The sign read, ‘The Power of Love and Alchemy.’ In smaller lettering, it read, ‘Please buy from here,’ with a heart and a smiley face drawn next to it.

      I walked over and peeked through the window. A teen girl—or likely, a young woman—gazed eagerly back at me, her The Adventures of the Handsome Lord Ruler book at the edge of the counter.

      I did an about-face and started to walk away. The door burst open, and I felt someone holding my leg.

      “Wait! We’re open! Please buy here. I’m going to starve.”

      “False alarm, Milia, let’s go find a real alchemy store,” I said as I struggled to pull my leg away from the crazy, whining shop owner.

      “Please!”

      Wolverine made an embarrassed noise. Cheetara meowed at me, as if saying, “Stop messing around.”

      With a shrug and a sigh, I turned to glare at the girl with azure hair on my leg. The thin woman appeared to be in her early twenties, wearing glasses. Her clothing consisted of a pink shirt and baggy trousers. Wolf ears and a tail revealed her beastkin heritage.

      “Do you sell alchemy books at this shop?” I asked.

      “I do,” she said as she leapt to her feet, puffing out her chest in pride. “I’m… kind of an alchemist, actually. I have stuff for potion makers too. I’m not really a magician, so don’t worry about any rumored Red Alchemist oddballs coming in here. Um… not that I would mind them, you know, so if you are one, my home is your home.”

      I stared blankly at her and then the piles of books on the counter. They were all about kings, princes, heroes and, for some reason, handsome orcs, sweeping their lovers off their feet for a tale of romance.

      “I don’t remember this place. Have you been in the area long?” Milia asked as we followed the young woman into the shop.

      “Less than a year,” the girl replied. Her tail wagging made this situation feel a bit awkward. Was she in front of the door simply because of instinctual excitement? Don’t get me wrong, it was kind of adorable, but also a little sad. She had no customers. “This shop originally belonged to Papa, but he retired and gave it to me.”

      “I see,” Milia said.

      At least the place seemed somewhat organized. It had a pleasant scent of flowers and perhaps cinnamon and spices in the shop. I even noticed lamps using unknown glowing liquids for lighting. The wolf girl briefly vanished into the back, returning with a stack of books.

      “We have more on the shelves, but these are my favorites,” she said. “There are some even to teach others.”

      She tried to hide her romance books, poorly, and the shirtless artwork of some muscled guy. Milia grinned at her. She smiled sheepishly.

      Seeing a series of alchemy books, starting from the basics and moving into the advanced goodness, including diagrams, symbols, and gates, I immediately set them to the side.

      My objectives of this trip were still the same. Get the alchemy books, find Kyushu additional help to rank up to D, as it was still in somewhat of a danger zone, get acquainted with the merchant’s guild, and establish a few business connections. Afterward, we’d return to give it all we had in the shop.

      The winter would come and go and then I’d be facing my greatest opponent: the mother-in-law. What? You know I’m right.

      “Sir Nate! Nate-Nate, Sir Nate-Nate-Nate-Nate-Nate!”

      I turned around in time to catch Opal before she crashed into my face.

      “How did you know exactly where to find me?” I asked.

      “I didn’t, but I saw Woofy enter and here you are,” Opal said.

      A blushing Mandi peeked into the shop, only to get pulled in as Nuwa entered.

      “Sorry about that, Nate, I didn’t intend to cause a scene. But you know how she is,” Mandi said.

      “So what’s the big fuss?” I asked, ignoring the wolf girl’s tail wagging. Even Chenzu didn’t do so, at least not in front of me.

      Opal flew around my head at what seemed like supersonic speed. “Mandi found an old acquaintance who can help Kyushu rank up! Harmony knows her too! She and her husband agreed to move to Kyushu if Harmony helped with housing. They only require an escort, because it’s dangerous to travel without mercenaries.” Opal stopped to shake her head. “Mandi is the only respectful human to have adapted flying into her daily life.”

      I clapped. “Fuck yeah, good job! The more help we can get for Kyushu, the better.”

      “She said she’s a teacher and her husband’s a magic chef,” Nuwa said.

      “But,” Mandi said which dropped my smile to a frown.

      “There’s always a but. How much do we pay?” I asked.

      “No, that’s not it,” Mandi said, shaking her head. “She wants to meet the entire group. Feel assured. Know what kind of people I’m traveling with.”

      “That’s because she was surprised Mandi changed so much. She was a shy little girl that—”

      Mandi quickly covered the pixie’s mouth with a finger. “We were going to tell you later, but Opal couldn’t contain herself.”

      I did a quick lap around the shop to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, Nuwa and Mandi waiting with Milia. The beastkin shopkeep gave Wolverine a head pat.

      “You’re a good kid,” she said to the goodest of boys.

      “Ah, so you’ve found the alchemy books at last,” the healer said.

      “Are you here to buy too?” the wolf girl asked excitedly.

      “No, I’m afraid Nate’s doing all of the buying,” Nuwa answered. “He’s got some studying and teaching to do.”

      Her ears drooped, but my subject change restored the mood. After all, I wasn’t here to window shop and thanks to all of the dungeon earnings, the assassin, the Black Knight, and significant shop revenue, I could easily afford the pricey tomes. Unfortunately, there didn’t appear to be a spell book equivalent for alchemists, making me wonder if the wood elf had pulled a fast one on me.

      “Anyway, I’d like to buy all of these books,” I told her.

      She cheerily hurried behind the counter, gingerly accepting my gold for the books.

      She bowed. “Thank you so much for being a customer. It’s been so long.”

      “What. So long? Pfft, then how do you support yourself?” Opal asked, flying up to her face.

      “Well… with what’s left of my measly savings,” the wolf girl said. “This gold should hold me over for some time. I will try to improve things here.”

      “This shop’s pretty good,” I told her. “Why not go around and pass around some flyers? Get the word out. You can’t stay cooped up in here.”

      The wolf girl nodded. “You’re right. It will still be difficult to compete with the others in this city.” She sighed, nearly deflating. “Very difficult.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “I’m Kimmy,” the wolf girl replied.

      “Kimmy,” Milia said, as if testing the name on her lips. “Know your limits. If you must take on employment to save up the gold necessary to buy things to improve the appearance of the shop, I encourage you to do so.”

      “That’s… That’s a great idea,” Kimmy said. “Perhaps I can theme it after…” She stopped herself, blushing, and hinting at an embarrassing idea. Likely something to do with romance books. She’d do fine.

      

      [Quest objective completed: Buy an Alchemy Book.]

      

      We talked with Kimmy a bit more in regard to running a storefront, introducing ourselves and Kyushu shop status in the process. Ultimately, I established another business connection. Her shop’s rank was E, dropped from her father’s respectable C after he retired. She tried everything to restore it, but many of the regulars simply felt things weren’t the same and ended up moving on.

      After saying goodbye to Kimmy with the promise of meeting again in Kyushu, we started toward the restaurant Ramon wanted everyone to meet up at for dinner. They even allowed spirit beasts inside, paid them respect. The Love Saintess awaited us in the main eating hall.

      “No, I didn’t show early,” Rin lied, blushing.

      Ramon stared at her skeptically, before shaking his head, chuckling.

      “Glad you could make it,” I said. “Are your… friends in the city?”

      “Only one,” Rin said. “She’s currently drunk.”

      “So that’s why you’re here early,” Ronica said.

      “Saints aren’t supposed to drink,” Nuwa said, pouting.

      Rin gave the naïve blonde a sad smile. “Perhaps when your mother arrives, we can talk to her about enforcing the drinking rule. Not that the Battle Saintess would listen.”

      Nuwa paled as if she had just now remembered her mother was a saintess.

      “Remember that time Ramon tried to flirt with Nuwa’s mother, but she mistook that as an interest in her really long lectures?” Ronica said, laughing. “She took him to what had to be a deathly boring eight-hour sermon. It is quite shameful, really, that Ramon learned nothing.”

      “Gah, you be quiet!” Ramon scoffed, glaring. “She was giving me all the signals.”

      “Let that be a lesson to you when it comes to messing with people’s wives.” Kelvin laughed. “Nuwa’s mother is far sharper than you think.”

      Maxus frowned. “She made me and Iris go too. Ramon complained for at least five of those hours. How’d you two get out of it?”

      “A magician does not tell her secrets,” Ronica said, voice smug.

      “I was assisting a few royal builders with loading materials on a wagon,” Kelvin replied. “Ronica was probably just hiding at a friend’s home.”

      “At least your mother sounds nice,” Mandi said to Nuwa.

      Nuwa sighed. “She is. Until it’s time to train.”

      “Heh?” Mandi said, blinking.

      “Mother was a demon when she taught me magic,” Nuwa said, voice tired.

      Chenzu was the last to arrive to the dinner and just in time for the waitress to take our order. The disciples didn’t bother wearing their hoods, deciding they’d at least relax during the meal. They were probably also counting on me to do something should anyone see them. Pfft, I’d just play the Love Saintess card. Surely she’d scold anyone that pestered us.

      “How was your time around the city, Chenzu?” I asked.

      He grinned. “I’ve got some really good news. I found someone who’d like to run an adventurer’s den in Kyushu.”

      “Really?” Milia asked.

      “Someone actually agreed to do that in Kyushu?” Harmony asked.

      “Yes, but with conditions,” Chenzu said.

      “There’s always conditions,” Lucas said.

      “Always,” I agreed.

      “The town needs to be ranked D or above. I told him we were working on it and his services would make things much easier,” Chenzu continued. “Also, he wants to know what houses are available on the market to purchase, as well as any benefits provided by the mayor. I can find someone else, but he’s actually experienced with this sort of thing. He’s a retired A-ranked adventurer.”

      “The conditions aren’t too bad. I’m sure we’ll explain things and hype him up about competing with a tavern that has lousy ale.”

      “Speaking of the wonders of a drink, he’s a brewer! Ale, wine, and even the hard stuff,” Chenzu said, eyes starry, gaining an unimpressed sigh from Rin. Nuwa glared at him briefly.

      Finally, after what felt like a goddamn eternity, the amazing servers appeared with our food. Cheetara and Wolverine had their own smaller table, though they sat in our laps during the wait.

      Smiling faces, delicious dinner, laughter, and strengthening bonds.

      I couldn’t wait to make these moments even better.
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      In our inn room that night, I activated the MMABS and its portable function while twirling my alchemist’s wand. Milia, intrigued by the interface, tuned in, awed. The kitten slept peacefully in her lap. Wolverine, on the other hand, appeared to be meditating. Yukihara was eating the rest of my berries, as if I didn’t notice her, and reading a tiny book.

      We called Beakwing before turning in to make sure he was okay. In the end, I ordered him a barn, despite him seemingly becoming boss of a small gang of fellow flying mounts and birds.

      The prices were not kind and they considered raising it further, but one glare from the griffin changed the stable company’s mind.

      

      [Escorting the Love Saintess has been noted by someone or something of higher power.]

      [Random option selected to be discounted. F-ranked mana tower. Good job!]

      

      [MMABS.]

      [Portable function enabled. You may remotely build; however, some functions and additions may still require your physical presence.]

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

      

      I selected the Buildings option to see the discount.

      

      [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: 100,000,000 250,000 spirit coins, D-ranked town.

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

      8. C-ranked Wizard’s Tower Upgrade. Price: 100,000,000 spirit coins. A-ranked mana tower. B-ranked shop.]

      

      You know, system, it’s not much of a discount when you add a requirement, I thought.

      I considered purchasing the magic lab but held back on account of wanting to be the first to see it. Tom and Lady Feathers wouldn’t be stealing that moment from me.

      Speaking of the elicrones, if the river froze over in the winter, I’d have to come up with a water heating solution for them. They swam almost daily. Or perhaps bathed too? I wasn’t one hundred percent sure how the mana birds worked.

      I purchased the E-ranked Wine Cellar for ten thousand spirit coins. Milia, in my lap, practically squeed, especially when the description appeared. Yes, a squee.

      

      [E-ranked Wine Cellar. Item quality: Enhanced Extraordinary. This is no ordinary wine cellar. You may pay spirit coins, create, and bottle wine using any ingredient of your choice. You can select an option: choose to age it naturally, or pay spirit coins to accelerate the process for up to sixty years. It will be costly and B-ranked wine bottles and below may break or explode. A maintenance cost will be automatically deducted per failure. Currently only E and F-ranked spiritual wine can be brewed, providing some benefits.]

      [Warning! Do not overconsume spiritual wine. It is something meant to be consumed with moderation and perhaps on special occasions.]

      [To upgrade, pay 300,000 spirit coins, 10 heavenly spirit coins, and 1 bottle of Angel Tears.]

      

      This wine cellar turned out to be way more than I’d ever hope for. Ten thousand spirit coins might have been a small fortune for some, but after reading the description, I understood why.

      “I cannot wait to get home!” Milia cheered. “The first thing we’re going to try is making some orange spirit wine. I know the recipe. I don’t know about aging it. Perhaps I could ask Mother to lend… Uh. Maybe not Mother. If I have to endure her lewd comments, I’ll be too ashamed to so much as even go outside.”

      I laughed at my adorable dryad fiancée’s pout. “I think I’ll even be able to make mead with it.”

      Should I introduce soda to the world? Nah. Interfering too much with their natural progression wasn’t my style.

      

      [Number of spirit coins remaining: 360,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 20.]

      

      Seeing both spirit beasts asleep, I wrapped my arms around Milia’s waist. “Are you ready to give me the nightlife tour of this place?”

      She gave me a quick kiss. “It’s going to be so fun. Let’s dress up. I’d like you to wear the suit I made for you.”

      After kissing each other’s faces for a few minutes and getting too close to a passion that would piss off our sleeping pets, we dressed.

      Yukihara yawned, turning into reddish energy that absorbed into me. There, I felt it. She’d be ready to rank up soon. We just needed a push. Hopefully something that didn’t involve blasting people.
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        * * *

      

      Wolverine awoke from meditation to see Cheetara playing with a ball of yarn. Best Buddy and Mistress Milia were gone, but the sunlight wolf could simply follow their scents or presences at any time.

      “Hey, Big Brother Woofy, should we bring the others a keepsake?” the kitten asked as she rose.

      “A keepsake?” Wolverine asked.

      “There has to be something here that they’ll like. Come on, let’s go!” Cheetara said. “We especially have to bring Lady Feathers something back.”

      With a jump and a twirl, she pushed down the door’s handle and the two trotted out of the inn room.
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        * * *

      

      Mandi soared like an angel through the moonlit sky, Opal at her side, the two enjoying the breeze. She and the pixie had just left Harmony’s room, also saying their goodbyes to Nuwa. The healer, despite being as pure as one could get most of the time, took Mandi to some place where muscled men wrestled and punched each other’s faces. She called it some kind of fighting arena. Mandi found it strange that Nuwa liked such a thing, until she noticed the blonde nearly drooling and murmuring if she could maintain her purity at least twice.

      The redhead wasn’t a fan of the brutality.
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        * * *

      

      “You know, I was skeptical at first, but that sweet pepper bread was amazing,” I told Milia.

      “See? Don’t dismiss it without trying it,” Milia said.

      “Peppers and bread don’t usually go together,” I said. “At least not where I’m from.”

      Milia and I closed out that portion of our date with a dinner before stepping back out into the cool night air. We had a couple of hours of fun, from musical taverns and being taught how to dance in this era by an avian lady, to wine tasting, to just exploring the massive city. We couldn’t possibly cover the entire place by foot, as it ran on for miles, reminiscent of an Earth city.

      “Hey! Get outta here, ya drunk,” a guard said as he kicked a silver-haired man out of a high-end tavern. The man—who seemed to be in his early thirties, wearing black and gray robes and trousers—grinned at the annoyed bouncer.

      “Come on, it was just a jest. Besides, my soul and body belong to Wanda and I’m at her disposal,” he said.

      The guard’s eyes narrowed. “You fecking drunk. This isn’t some rundown tavern that will put up with pathetic drunkards jumping on stage to interrupt our guest singers. You were warned twice. Now go home, or I’ll summon the others to toss your ass into jail for disturbing the peace.”

      The guard turned, starting back into the building, muttering, “Bunch of good for nothings. I hate this job.”

      We stared at the man who stood up and dusted himself off, carefree smile on his face.

      “What a rude establishment. They’re lucky I don’t give them a bad rating. Hmph!”

      “Look at the bright side,” I said. “There are plenty of taverns around here willing to allow you to get as wasted as possible.”

      The gray eyes of the man locked onto Milia and I before he grinned goofily.

      “Their buttons aren’t as fun to push as the nobles’,” the man said. Something about his words earlier sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I heard them before. He tied his long hair into a tail. “I’d better get going. A lady friend of mine will scold me if she catches me in front of a tavern.”

      He started walking away… normally, as if he wasn’t drunk moments ago. Weird. Something about that guy felt off.

      “Odd. But there’s no way that guy was a magician,” I told Milia. Magicians were generally dicks. That mortal guard would be pink goo if he attempted to toss one out onto the street.

      “He did have sort of a presence to him,” Milia said. “Should we follow and scan him?”

      “Nah. He’s not bothering anyone. Outside of the taverns,” I said. “Le—”

      “Let’s go. I’m too curious not to try,” Milia said, grabbing my arm and pulling.

      Unfortunately, the silver-haired man had vanished by the time we gave chase.

      “Poof, gone like a magician,” I said, smiling, gaining a playful swat and a giggle from Milia.

      When we rounded a block and headed back to the inn, I noticed a multitude of things. First was an old man in worn out clothing, shouting out, “Take heed, for the natural disasters are upon us. Eventually, the hallows will devour us all. Wanda’s protection will not last forever. The hero’s party is running out of time.”

      “Shut up, you old goat,” another old man said. He nodded at his younger friend. “Ever since he heard that bard’s tale, he hasn’t shut up. Perhaps someone really did slap him with some fairy dust.”

      A guard walked over. “Let’s get him to the clinic. We can’t be known for having public drug addicts.”

      “The natural disasters! The Peace Spawner will kill us all. Ares the Peace Spawner will destroy—”

      A fist from the guard knocked him out. While most people carrying about their day didn’t hear that, Milia and I clearly did and we froze, shocked. But nothing happened.

      The guard sighed. “Wanda’s ass, I told my wife not to believe in those superstitions.” He carried the old man away.

      “Well, that happened,” I said, looking at the clear night sky. “No storm?”

      “We’re fortunate this time,” Milia said. “Sadly, we can’t be everywhere to punch someone attempting to bring madness and chaos upon an innocent population.”

      As we made our way toward a circle of nobles surrounding a man boasting about something, I searched for any signs of a storm or being of darkness.

      Honestly, I considered just taking Milia, gathering the others, and getting the hell out of here, but sensing nothing out of place confirmed that that guard working a night shift deserved a pay raise.

      “And I said to the alchemist, the only thing your so-called science is going to get you is liquid that tastes like ass,” the noble said. He was a dark man with bright green eyes and a short afro. Dressed in robes that reminded me of watermelons, this guy gave off the same asshole vibe as the rest of them. Only he just happened to be a magician. He was a potion maker.

      “You see, there’s a reason why we keep it simple, call ourselves potion makers,” he told his yes-men friends. Well, there was one lady at his side, her eyes closed, with an aura far stronger than the potion maker’s. Her posture revealed her to be his bodyguard? No, that couldn’t be right. Magicians never had bodyguards.

      Yet, the hooded woman looked as if she’d rip the head off anyone that got too close to the man at her side. She could be his wife, I supposed.

      “Hey, you over there, staring at us,” the noble potion maker suddenly said. “Don’t be afraid, we won’t hurt you. We care about our mortals. As long as they’re paying, that much is obvious.”

      “Let’s vow to never become like that,” I said to my fiancée in a low voice.

      “A necessary vow,” Milia agreed. “That woman next to him is kind of scary. Like a cobra preparing to strike.”

      The woman suddenly opened her eyes and gave Milia a vicious smile before returning to meditation.

      “You’re selling potions, right?” I asked, allowing the friendly shopkeeper within to give these people a chance. “I have gold to spend.”

      The noble potion maker grinned, but it carried mockery and cruelty, like the smiles you received from a grade-school bully. Hoping I was reading things wrong, we walked over. His friends allowed us into the circle.

      The noble potion maker presented us a table with three rows of small vials. There were three colors. Clear like water, green, and blue with some spots of clear, as if the water didn’t mix well with whatever he put into the concoction.

      

      [Potion Maker’s Insight activated.]

      [Potion Maker’s Insight (Medium). 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 detect whether a potion is real or not.]

      [No potions detected. The bottles all contain water, dye, and toxins forming the dye capable of stunning the unsuspecting consumer.]

      

      “Damn, I really hoped I was getting to meet another potion maker,” I said. “We’re kind of rare out there in the wild.” I shook my head. “It’s all fake, Milia.”

      “What did you say, mortal?” the noble fake potion maker said. “I think it’s time we had a little talk in the back alley over there. Don’t bother shouting for the guards. They won’t help you.”

      He held up a hand, revealing a small rotating ball of blue light.

      I rolled my eyes to his surprise. “If that’s supposed to scare me, then you must be a fake magician too.”

      The man looked as if he considered attacking, his posture saying it all, but froze when the woman beside him vigorously shook her head.

      “I cannot scan him, but… something’s wrong.”

      I simply started walking away, Milia at my side, and there was nothing the scammers could do about it. We found a group of guards around the corner and ratted them out, though warning them about the magicians first.

      Snitches get stitches, I got it. But I really wanted that scam ring to pay for getting my hopes up.

      Fortunately, there were plenty of shops around with alchemists and potion makers occupying them. A city or town was essentially worthless without one, according to the system.

      We made it back to the inn without further incidents and no sign of a storm. The pets were asleep, adorable as ever.

      Tomorrow, we’d wrap up the business portion of this trip.

      “Hey Milia, what do you think that old man meant by natural disasters?” I asked as she snuggled into me.

      “Oh, he’s probably referring to the seven natural disasters,” she said.

      “The what?”
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      Asper still felt shaken as he left the jail, his assistant having bribed the guards to release him. She sensed something from the mysterious man but found him impossible to scan. What could that mean? He didn’t come across as a magician to Asper.

      But the look of disappointment in that man’s eyes. The fearlessness of his green-haired wife. Those two couldn’t be normal.

      Asper’s assistant was just a low-level member of the cult, like him. If only Riyol hadn’t abandoned them to take on a job from some high-level noble as he claimed, they wouldn’t be in this situation.

      He followed the woman all the way to their inn room, closing the door quietly behind them. She let down her hood, revealing the pointy ears of a dark elf. He fell backward onto his bed, letting out a sigh.

      “Cursed Wanda, do you think Recruit Mimi purposefully gave us the wrong description?” Asper asked. “Liam, you know what this means, right?”

      Liam shook her head. “Arch Minister Zaster said to expect that, but if you bothered listening to me, you would’ve realized the guy you tried to rip off with your stupid bottles of water—”

      “They’re not bottles of water!” Asper snapped. “I was thinking about adding the mana, but wanted to see if I could save on costs.”

      “Really now? You’ve just about got us both thrown in jail,” Liam yelled. Her eyes glowed a bright orange, a warning.

      Asper sighed. “Forgive me.”

      Liam’s expression softened after a few seconds. “Just know that Lord Ares is a real alchemist. A Gray Alchemist. You’re playing a dangerous game, pretending while in his service. You either commit and finally learn, or he’ll probably eat your soul.”

      Asper gulped, knowing she was right. After all, they’d witnessed two cullings recently. There was a rumor of a third one that failed, but a low-level cult member like him wouldn’t dare question the higherups. He just wanted the opportunity to become as powerful and noteworthy as Lord Ares. He wanted to be a monarch in the new, reborn world.

      “Now, as I was saying,” Liam said. “Did you really not take a close look at the guy? How were you not terrified?”

      “It was late and the lighting wasn’t great,” Asper said. “I’m not as powerful of a magician as you, so forgive my night vision’s mediocrity. Also, he couldn’t be scanned!”

      “White hair, red eyes, roughly the same height as Lord Ares,” Liam said. “I almost fainted when I noticed him. That’s why I ran when he left. I needed to collect my thoughts.”

      “You call disappearing with rogue magic running?” Asper asked.

      “That is not the point. We saw the man Lord Ares wanted us to investigate,” Liam said. “We came to this city for supplies and planned to make our way to Fire Stone. Who would’ve known we’d encounter him here, of all places? It has to be a blessing from our lord. Remember to thank him while meditating tonight.”

      Asper sighed. “Perhaps we should complete the job first, before interacting with mana connected to Lord Ares. Do you have a plan?”

      “Heh?” Liam said. She smiled sheepishly. “Isn’t that your thing? You love creating schemes, no?

      “Cursed Wanda,” Asper said. “This is all Riyol’s fault.”

      “Are you still on about that? Not everyone relies on the cult to advance their personal plans, you know.”

      “Doesn’t that just defeat the purpose of a cult,” Asper said as he pulled out a new set of clothes. “Turn around. I need to change.”

      “Are you scared of girls, Asper?” Liam asked, amusement in her voice.

      “Just turn around or I’ll kick you out,” Asper snapped. “I do not have time for any games.”

      The dark elf rogue rolled her eyes. When he was sure she wasn’t looking, he slipped gold, platinum, trinkets, and even spirit coins into a storage ring not assigned by the cult. Sometimes rules were meant to be broken if it meant earning a little coin on the side. What the cult didn’t know would be his rise to fortune. How else could he pull off being a noble around these parts without drawing suspicion?

      “I’ve got an idea,” Asper said after changing into fresh robes. Liam shot him a blank glare, likely still miffed over the casual dismissal of her as a woman. Not that Asper gave a damn. Gold was his true love. Besides, he had the higher rank. She’d either follow his orders or explain to Arch Minister Zaster why not.

      Receiving promotions, extra allowance, and access to special mana cultivation resources from their leader’s vault would be pulled away from her, defeating one of the main purposes of entering the cult for most people. The drive for power and to become like Lord Ares, to one day obtain an engraved title. Peace Spawner being one of these sacred titles.

      “What’s the idea, Sir No-Fun?” Liam asked as she sat in a nearby chair, crossing her legs.

      “Have you ever head of Raider?”

      “That stupid rumor of a mystery hero? There’s no way some random person could possibly defeat the Black Knight, especially when he’s on a rampage. Either the Lord Ruler himself too—”

      “Just listen,” Asper said, then smiled at his companion. “We could pretend to be Raider. Tell the man he has a destiny to meet… the hero’s party. Portal him back home.”

      Liam started to palm her head, feeling the headache. “How are you ranked higher than me again? That is the stupidest— The nearest portal is about half a day away. How are we going to keep him from getting suspicious within a matter of hours? Hmm? Are you perhaps okay in the head? Cursed Wanda, I really should quit this cult.”

      “I like this idea,” Asper defended. “We could hire someone to ask him if he knows about Raider. If he does, then perhaps convincing him to come with us shouldn’t be a problem. What else are we going to do? If he’s as strong as you think he is, then what? Do you want to return to Arch Minister Zaster without our mark, after boasting how much we deserve a promotion?”

      The skinny dark elf shook her head, folding her arms. “Only an idiot would be fooled by that. A child. Obviously.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Asper said. “Besides, it’d be funny if he does fall for it. Either way, our purpose to get some information out of him may be served.”

      “You won’t get information out of him. You’ll rouse suspicion,” Liam snapped. “Do you even know why I was assigned under you? I’m a rogue. I—”

      “You were a trainee,” Asper said, chuckling. “You were kicked out because your father slept with the headmaster’s wife. While dealing with his fallout, you decided you’d have higher ambitions and joined this cult.”

      “That’s not all of it, and I joined because I had nowhere else to go,” Liam said. “My brother ran off with a former princess, after all.”

      Asper sighed. “Let’s just do it my way for now. You’ll be amused, right? How many times have I made you laugh on this trip?”

      “Only because you’re a scheming idiot,” Liam said. “Fine! But I’m not doing the talking.”

      “You never do the talking,” Asper said. “Which is good. You’re pleasant when you’re not arguing with me.”

      “Go fall in a void,” Liam spat.

      Asper chuckled. “Glad you agree with me.”

      The dark elf shot him a murderous glare. The man simply shrugged.
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        * * *

      

      Milia fell asleep without explaining the natural disasters, leading me to believe that maybe they were just hurricanes, earthquakes, and the usual things that happened on Earth. Why there were seven of them would be anyone’s guess, but instead of pestering the dryad about this, I’d just look it up in a library.

      Ah well. If I was being honest, giving a fuck about them cost way too much energy.

      The minute I shut my eyes, I found myself floating over the endless ocean of golden mana again. I tried to will the dream’s sky to sing The Sound of Silence, but it didn’t humor me.

      Mediating and dreaming probably wasn’t uncommon for those with the Dao tattoo. There was a lot for me to learn, mysteries behind it to uncover. I even had questions about the brat’s Dao of Dreams.

      I laid back, hovering just above the golden ocean, eyes on what was now a night sky filled with the cosmos. My body felt very close to breaking into the twelfth layer. Somehow I just knew it. The peak of being at the Saint realm awaited me.

      I opened my eyes, deciding that sleep wasn’t possible just yet. Rising out of bed, I kissed Milia, tossed on some light clothing, and went out for some night air, Wolverine at my side.

      Things in the city had calmed down somewhat. The festivities still went on. Nightshift workers came and went. People crept through the night, whether sneaking to affairs, or planning assassinations, who knew? Well, hopefully not the assassination part. There shouldn’t be a need for that. I liked Whirl-Waters, scammers aside.

      Honestly, there was nothing like a good nightly walk with my best buddy. Cheetara stayed behind to snuggle into and watch over Milia. Beakwing would appear in an instant if I called him, not that I planned to interrupt his well-deserved rest. The trip had been long, after all. Even the king of the skies needed sleep.

      

      [Beakwing’s evolution continues to progress.]

      

      Before I could get giddy and maybe run to the griffin’s private barn, a beautiful song slipped into my ears. I turned to the source and saw a mermaid on bench, singing and gesturing at me to walk toward her. Her pink eye color glowed brilliantly.

      

      [You are unaffected by the mermaid’s charm.]

      [Wolverine cannot be charmed.]

      

      Wolverine began to growl, especially when the words of her song went from sweet, loving, and romantic, to tragic, tears, battle, and the enemy capturing unlucky bystanders.

      “You know, the beginning of your song was amazing,” I said to the mermaid, “but the second half, it’s not bad either. It speaks of tragedy, pain, and what war does to people.”

      She stopped singing abruptly to stare at him.

      The mermaid was dressed in an outfit I assumed was meant to be seductive and hugging the skin, but honestly could give off a different impression for the right pervert.

      If Milia was here, there would probably be a battle going on. She didn’t outright say anything aloud to them, but the dryad had muttered quite a few choice words about the mermaids popping out of the mini-lakes or ponds in the city. The dryad implied that she had a violent history with the water maidens.

      “How did you…?”

      Once again, I questioned the validity of hiding my powers. Then remembered the danger of attracting attention, especially for the others.

      I blinked. “So, you care to explain why you were attempting to charm me?”

      She fell down to a bow. “It wasn’t intentional! I just wanted someone to listen to my song! They kicked me out of the noble tavern and refused to pay me.”

      “And so you’re charming random people on the street?” I said, skeptical. “You clearly looked as if you were gesturing at me to move toward you. Were you about to drown me?”

      The mermaid looked at me, then wilted, just like someone who lost everything. Her voice came out depressed.

      “They call us siren mermaids because of that old story, and we’re rarely welcomed anywhere,” she said. “I’m truly sorry for my song; that wasn’t a gesture to call you over. I was singing to myself before noticing you. I thought you were enchanted by its effects. With just one jolt of mana, the effects are easily broken.”

      I continued to stare at her with a quirked, skeptical smile on my face. No, I didn’t instantly believe her words, but upon thinking, they didn’t sound made up. In that voice was someone down in the gutter. Unfortunately for the mermaid, there wasn’t anything I could do about it.

      Then the idea hit me. Profit. Don’t look at me like that, you knew this was coming.

      “I tell you what, I’m willing to forgive the enchanting me thing,” I said. “There may be a way to save your singing career.”

      The mermaid’s eyes shot onto me. “Wanda does not take kindly to those who mock others when they’re down. My misfortune may be now, but your karma will come like a knife in the night.”

      “I’m not mocking you,” I said. “There may be a way to save your singing career. I know of a beastkin that could help you, if you’re willing to travel.”

      The hope in those eyes almost made me feel a little bad for doing this in the name of profit. But I wasn’t a charity. It took getting whisked away to another world in order for me to get out of a hopeless life.

      “Go to the tavern closest to the city gates tomorrow. I think it’s called the Rings of Drink. Ask for Chenzu. Tell him Nate sent you. Of course, if you try anything—”

      “Thank you!” the mermaid said, bowing again, tears running. “I thought after losing my only job, my life was over. I’d be forced to live like the wild ones, separated from civilization.”

      “Before you go over the moon, make sure you hear Chenzu out first,” I said. “Besides, you’re not supposed to instantly trust me, right? What if—”

      “You have Wanda’s halo in your soul. Of course I’ll trust you. I just didn’t want to be mocked…” Her voice trailed off.

      “What’s your name?” Nate asked. “I’m Nate and this is my best buddy, Wolverine.”

      Wolverine barked.

      “I’m Abbi,” she replied.

      After parting ways with what I hope would be Kyushu’s future superstar, Wolverine and I headed back to the inn room, where I finally fell asleep.

      The next morning, after washing and secretly giving the twerp credit for choosing an inn that utilized mana to form hot water, we met with the others at a diner.

      Harmony glared a bit longer at a guilty-looking Lucas. “Seriously, I can’t believe you were tricked out of your money.”

      “I told you it was just a couple of gold coins,” Lucas said. “I’ve should’ve seen the signs. I am not used to the deceptions of the people around these parts. It’s a lesson learned.”

      Harmony shook her head, stabbing deeply into her mystery meat.

      Frowning, I asked, “Who scammed you?”
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      It turned out Lucas was suckered into buying a so-called adventurer’s hammer of miracles only for it to break within the hour.

      Kelvin shook his head. “If only I was there with you. You don’t usually find many false item vendors out this far.”

      “No. The McStealyfaces are usually clustered around the capital,” Ronica said.

      Wolverine took one sniff of the broken hammer then growled. I patted Lucas on the shoulder.

      “Before we begin our business things for the day, let’s go get your refund,” I said.

      “I’m coming!” Ronica cheered. “If he doesn’t comply, then it’s zap zap.”

      “Alright then, let’s go, twerp,” I said. “Chenzu, you’ll meet with the mermaid. Mandi, Harmony, bring your friend and her husband. Alexander, Iris, Ramon, Kelvin, check out the shops around and tell me of anything interesting. I’ll be relying heavily on your shop expertise, Alexander. Milia and I will be talking with the merchant’s guild. We were supposed to do that yesterday, but plans got a little derailed.” The dryad gave me a knowing smile. “Everyone else, make sure you’ve bought everything you need. If we don’t leave tomorrow, it will be within a couple of days.”

      Before I took my first step toward the door, Ronica said, “Wait. Shouldn’t we shout something like, Potion’s Will go!” In what I assumed to be in a mystical voice, the twerp said, “Or be like, Potion’s Will, dismissed! Or follow your destinies!”

      Iris and I bonked Ronica and then we were off, following Wolverine, hunting down Lucas’s bastard scammers. Cheetara rode on my shoulder, refusing to miss out on the action.
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        * * *

      

      “Make sure to give them the one-two, one-two, Big Brother Woofy! No mercy! How dare they steal from our clan!” Cheetara cheered.

      “Exactly, Disciple Cheetara Cutie,” Wolverine replied. “To dishonor any of Best Buddy’s apprentices is to dishonor us. We will recover Apprentice Lucas’s gold and teach this no-good thief what it means to feel fear.”

      Cheetara giggled. “And if I have to blow them up, I will.”

      “Just try not to set the city on fire, young disciple. Remember what I taught you—”

      “Control,” Cheetara interjected. “I’ll never forget your wise words.”

      “I know you won’t,” Wolverine said with a chuckle.
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        * * *

      

      The goodest of boys led us to a somewhat secluded shack on the eastern side of the city. I was about to peek through the window when Cheetara fired a mana beam right through the door, blasting it to pieces. Hell, she turned the splinters into ashes too.

      Now normally, I would’ve considered bringing a guard or two, but I really didn’t have time to hunt them down in a city this large. We simply had too much shit to do. Maybe if they were nearby like the previous night, but that wouldn’t guarantee they’d follow a group of strangers all the way to a shack like this. Ronica zapped him.

      “Agh! Wanda’s fidgeting fecking bottom, what are you doing, you bunch of crazy fools!” a man exclaimed. He quickly pulled up his pants.

      “Dude, I didn’t need to see that,” I deadpanned.

      “That’s my line,” the twerp said, but before she could make a joke, I motioned for everyone to surround him.

      “I was changing!”

      “Yeah, sure you were,” I said.

      The pudgy man froze when Lucas entered the room and then grimaced.

      “We can do this the easy way and you give my young apprentice a full refund, or the hard way. And trust me, I have a special hate for scammers.”

      The image of the electric currency salesman smiling briefly appeared within my memories before I slapped that thought away.

      “And don’t try to deny it,” Lucas said as he set the shitty hammer parts on the main room’s table.

      Wolverine’s growl went to a vicious bark before he unleashed a non-lethal Sunlight Flash that bashed the scammer into a wall.

      “We don’t have all day,” I warned.

      I’d never seen someone move so fast. He accidentally gave Lucas two small bags of gold, but a traveling fee was the least he could do.

      I raised my aura slightly. “If you scam any of mine again, I will come for you. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes! Please don’t hurt me.”

      I smiled angelically at him. “Good to know we’re on the same page.” I turned around, leaving him with some preachy, cliché parting words. “You may want to try honest living for once. Else you’ll find this place surrounded by guards, probably sooner than you think.”

      As we left the area, I could sense him hastily packing his things in order to flee the city.

      When we were a block from the shack, I stopped and turned to the redhead. Seeing the uncertainty in my apprentice’s eyes, I knew I had to at least say something. Getting scammed in front of your friends and loved ones was even worse than in private, where one could hide that miscalculation or misjudgment.

      “Don’t be down. It honestly happens to the best of us,” I told Lucas. “Just remember to watch out for those who have a… way with their words. If it’s too good to be true, question it. Ask others about it. Be skeptical.”

      Ronica stared at me, and it almost seemed as if my words resonated with her too. The system decided to insert itself into this moment as soon as the kid nodded, his eyes filled with determination.

      

      [Secret quest completed. Retrieve Lucas’s gold and restore his morale. Reward: 10,000 spirit coins. Wow, there may be hope for you, after all. You’re becoming a little attached to your apprentices. Here, take a complimentary special potion recipe. Number of spirit coins: 370,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 20.]

      

      You see, system, this is why you’ll never win me over, I thought.

      

      [New listing added, Potion of Wind Droughts. Warning! This is a blighted potion.]

      [As soon as this vial explodes, it will release desert heat with a radius increasing up to a certain amount of mana you apply to this. This potion could be used to destroy lives for the unprepared. Quite the tool for world domination, if used properly. Perhaps a certain amulet could help with that? This is a complex potion.]

      

      Or, system, it can provide emergency warmth for an unexpectedly harsh winter, I thought. I could’ve sworn I heard a chuckle on the wind.

      

      [Potion of Wind Droughts. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Extraordinary.]

      [Item grades range from F and max out at S. Item quality types are: garbage, awful, poor, okay, average, good, very good, excellent, amazing, incredible, superior, extraordinary, and exotic.]

      [Instructions will become available once you began creating it.]

      [This potion can only be made in a magic lab of any rank.]

      

      Upon regrouping with the others, Milia and I started for the merchant’s guild. I took a peek at my current quest list. Or what I felt like should be called in this case, the system generated to-do list.

      

      [Complete the following objects in no particular order. 1. Buy an alchemy book. 2. See the merchant’s guild leader. (Note: ranking up your license to C before doing so will make life so much easier. Try observing a fellow D-ranked merchant license holder if you’re interested in seeing what it’s like to have little respect to your name.) 3. Secure contracts. (Optional, for you have already secured contracts on the way here.) 4. Check with Chenzu in regard to getting additional help for Kyushu. 5. Confront the nine saints. (Optional. In progress.) 6. Shop for Milia, the pets, and your apprentices. (Optional and ongoing.) 7. Check out the potion maker and alchemy shops in the area. There is a shop with the rank of twenty somewhere around here. 8. Reveal your clan. (Optional.)]

      

      How could I possibly rank up my license to C fast enough? I should, at the very least, understand why the licenses were needed in the first place, as well as their benefits.

      Considering the size of this quest, the reward had better be worth it. My eyes widened at option five. It changed to ‘in progress.’ Before that, it had stated, ‘for now.’ In a city of a thousands, anyone could’ve been the saint.

      “Milia, did we run into anyone…?” I paused and wanted to facepalm so hard as the realization struck like the smash of a hammer. It had to be him. His words, we’d certainly heard them from Rin.

      Holy shit, we encountered the fucking Soul Saint. How strong could this guy be if we weren’t able to scan him? Uh oh, the nobles unknowingly kicked him out of the tavern. Probably for his own good, but also it’d be funny to see their reactions when they found out.

      “What is it?” Milia asked. “Oh, and the guild’s ahead.”

      “Nice,” I said. “Did you know the silver-haired guy last night was probably the Soul Saint?”

      Milia’s eyes widened. “Are you sure? Did you scan him? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t,” I said. “I only realized it after thinking about the words he said. Given how he looks, I can probably guess Rin’s the lady friend. She probably likes him, but the man devoted his… I guess soul or something to Wanda? You know how diehard religious types are.”

      “I’m not sure if Wanda wants that kind of dedication,” Milia said.

      As soon as we approached the guild, the guard standing next to the door sneered at me.

      “We’re not giving tours today,” he said in a gruff voice. He looked the part too, a man seeming to be in his forties with a build capable of bench-pressing ten of me. If I didn’t have super strength.

      I flashed my license at him. “I know this isn’t exactly impressive, but I’m new. I’d like to get set up with the guild. I’d also like to meet the leader, if possible.”

      His expression switched from deadly to neutral. “Take the hall, second office on your left. The receptionist will get you started. A D-rank for a new merchant isn’t half bad. You’d be given access to the dragon turd quality of service if you showed me an F-ranked wood card.”

      I frowned. The guard simply shrugged. “The guild master’s way. I don’t make the rules. Now get moving.”

      He smiled and bowed to Milia. “Please enjoy your stay, pretty lady.”

      Milia laughed at my grumpiness all the way to the receptionist office. Waiting for us was an older woman who at first looked as if she didn’t want to be there until she took a sip of her coffee. And it was the Starrigon brand too, signaling the possibility of her being loaded, had friends in high places, or hell, all of the above.

      I nodded. “They may be pricks, but the coffee is great.”

      The receptionist burst into laughter. “That may be the biggest understatement I’ve heard in a while. Now sit, you and your wife, lad. Registration’s simple now. We’ve got a gift of Wanda that will handle everything. As long as you have your license, of course.”

      She held out a metallic green cube. “Just hold it beneath the device.”

      I followed her instructions. A beam of white light flickered and out came a hologram of my license, as well as my shop’s name and how long I’d owned the license.

      

      [Your shop is now officially registered with the merchant’s guild.]

      [Rankings for your shop will now increase faster. With guild sponsorship, you now have access to its benefits, including insurance. Not that you need such a thing, due to the systems purchased by the MMABS. You are also now protected from kingdom-imposed taxes and difficulties.]

      [It is recommended to upgrade your messenger spirit bird system to send and receive messages faster to other guild-sponsored shops.]

      

      “How is this possible? You’re new and ranked D,” the receptionist said. “Well, I am unsure if it will stop the guild master from treating you like every other new entrée. Are you sure you want to meet him?”

      “Is he really that bad?” I asked.

      “He’s a noble. Do I need to say more?”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Show me the way.”

      “Strange. It says your fee is lowered to just a gold per month due to Wanda rule number… S? What is going on with this thing?” the receptionist said as she tapped the green cube a few times. “Well, it’s in charge of the show, not me. That will be one gold. Normally, it’s an annual fee of either one hundred fifty gold, sometimes more, or five percent of every sale.”

      I paid the coin while doing my best to hold in a smile. If Wanda wanted to give me a discount, then who was I to complain?

      “Follow me please,” the receptionist said. She led us to a room in the back. “Wait here.”

      She entered the room, shutting the door behind her.

      Moments later, she returned and waved us through, smiling sadly at us. “The guild master is ready to see you.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “He’s a good friend of Duke Starrigon. Don’t badmouth them in front of him.”

      She walked off.

      Milia and I only looked at each other and then walked in.

      “A hidden clan my device is unable to detect,” came the voice of the noble. “Rank D licensed, despite never working with a guild before. A discount given to you by the gift of Wanda, a device that can never be wrong as it was bestowed by the goddess herself. Any more suspicious and you may attract the Inquisition. Or worse, Wanda’s Witnesses.”

      An elf man with a short beard, dressed in expensive robes, turned around to scrutinize us. A bit on the chubby side, with some smile lines, a sharp, gray-eyed gaze, and as mortal as one could be, made up his general appearance. Floating at his side was a large, ethereal, spherical shape with large eyes gazing at us. At first, I thought it was a balloon or bubble with googly eyes, but the aura around that thing gave me pause.

      “You’ve never seen a puff sprite before?”

      The creature made a squeaky, half-squealy noise that immediately pulled in the starry eyes of my dryad fiancée.

      Okay, fine. It was adorable, but it still kind of looked like a bubble with large anime or googly eyes. Its eyes showed friendliness. Its mouth was very small, and I assumed it could retract it into invisibility just for appearances.

      “It’s a first time for me,” I said.

      “I see,” the guild master said. “How sad. Anyhoo, you’re the first to be brave enough to want to greet me on the first day, instead of cowering in the background, hoping to raise your rank above C before I notice. But I always know, thanks to Wanda’s gifts. Normally I’d make a D-ranker’s life miserable for daring to waste my time, but you’re not wasting my time, are you?”

      “I—”

      “My name’s Guild Master Lufeng, but you may call me Lu. Don’t call me Lu Lu. I get enough of that from a mean adventurer named Anzu,” he said.

      I chuckled. “I’m Nate. This is my betrothed, Milia.”

      Seeing the ‘meet the guild leader’ portion of the quest list checked off by the system, I allowed myself to relax. The puff sprite floated toward me and then into Milia’s arms, rubbing against her.

      “Ah, Sally Lu likes you. You’ve passed my secret test,” Lu said. “Lucky you. Low license rankers make great verbal punching bags. But first, Sir Nate, Lady Milia. Tell me about yourselves. What kind of a gig are you running? There is no way some brand-new startup would acquire a legitimate, Wanda’s magic-infused license so fast, and without any guild finding out.”

      I smiled. “I’m glad you asked. Allow me to tell you the tale of the potion maker, a little town called Kyushu, and—”

      My favorite duo walked through the open door. “And my adorable pets, Wolverine and Cheetara.”

      “Sun… sunlight wolf,” Lu said, eyes wide. He gaped at us. “Sally Lu, cancel my upcoming appointment. Sir Nate, tell me your story.”

      The sorcerer’s amulet began to pulse like a heartbeat, which gave me the creepy feeling of it listening in on my words. I felt like this exotic item was about to become a really big part of my life very soon. It just refused to stick to the background.

      That made me nervous. Just what was with this thing?
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      Nate Sullivan

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

      Magician rank: 11th realm of the Saint.

      Class rank: Inspired.

      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: 48%.

      Shop rank: D. [Rank-up quest awaiting…]

      Merchant license: D. [You will find getting C-ranked and above merchant/large store trades, contracts, and opportunities incredibly difficult on your own with this license.]

      Merchant’s guild sponsored.

      Heavenly attunement rank: B.

      Lord Ruler Select as Raider; Friend of the Kingdom of Merridon.

      Forest attuned. [Step into a forest and feel…]

      

      We ended up leaving the guild building on good terms with Guild Master Lu. Sure, the elf noble was a hard ass with most new merchants, but from what I heard, he also went out of his way to help them get established. Though under the guise of not wanting the guild to produce embarrassments. Whatever floats your boat, old man.

      After we told him how the shop came to be, he promised to visit Kyushu. He winced at not having a merchant guild shop there and, for some reason, decided to waive fees for life for as long as we kept a shop location in Kyushu.

      The next task on our list was to meet up with this acquaintance of Mandi and Harmony’s and her magic chef husband.

      We found the twerp and Alexander and collected them, but just as we rounded the block to go the restaurant, a sight caused us to stop. A man in a mask and his hooded associate stopped in front of us. He… struck a goofy pose then pointed at me. Ronica burst into laughter. As he tried to talk, the twerp laughed harder and over him, holding her sides.

      “This is too much,” she laughed.

      Angry, the masked man yelled, “Is this how you treat the rising hero, Raider!? He who defeated the mighty rampaging Black Knight!”

      Ronica’s increased laughter was probably heard halfway across the city by now. I blinked, regretting my decision to take inspiration from the Power Rangers. I hadn’t done much, and word spread this far out already. This place was further away from Wingston than the capital. No one should be believing rumors, right?

      His shorter assistant seemed to be making herself as small as possible, embarrassed to be there and getting laughed at outright.

      “I’m sorry, who are you again?” Ronica asked as she attempted to control her laughter. Milia and Alexander were smiling. The amusement made its way onto my face.

      “As I was saying,” the annoyed masked man who believed he was fooling us said. “I’m known as Raider, and this is my assistant. We felt a strong destiny emitting from you, and I offer you the chance to join our forces. Leave behind your material possessions so that we may—”

      Ronica burst into laughter again and I strained not to join in with her. Milia didn’t hold back.

      “I can’t,” Ronica said. “This is rich. Let me guess, he’s going to owe you some gold for these services too? You two are obviously the crooks we were warned about.”

      A vine shot out of the ground, yanking off their masks. I grinned at them. The man from last night and the woman, an elf? Perhaps dark elf.

      “I know Raider,” I said. “Don’t try to ruin his good name.”

      “Should we be surprised the guards let them out for a bribe?” Milia said.

      “Nope!” Ronica cheered. “Luckily for you, I’ve got the names of the guards who were on duty last night.”

      Not knowing if Ronica made that up, I just let her have that one. It wouldn’t be surprising if she was far more informed than she led on.

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      Asper Wells. Race: Human. Hostile. Magician rank: 5th realm of the Highcore. Spell book: F. Cult of Ares the Peace Spawner, rank: D.

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      Liam Darkblade, fallen princess. Race: Dark elf. Hostile. Magician Rank: 1st realm of the Saint. Spell book: E. Cult of Ares the Peace Spawner, rank: E.

      

      My eyes widened at the scan and right there, I knew shit was far more real than I realized. Oh fuck, they were after me. As much as I wanted to whine and bitch about getting myself into shit, I now had a true confirmation that the Peace Spawner actually noticed me.

      He likely sent these two out to scout, because they weren’t a match for us. The Saint-realm dark elf could be trouble for the others, but that didn’t matter. I had the element of surprise on my side. A brokenly overpowered scanning ability. Absolutely no one would be able to identify them as cult members. I knew, but they didn’t know I did.

      These fuckers couldn’t get away.

      

      [Super Skill: Ultimate Identifier, stage: 2. Ability to identify everything, including its quality, ranks, people, so on. Improved identification of sentient races, along with additional details. Congratulations! It is not often a skill like this is ranked up by the few lucky enough to obtain it. Standard scans will never compare to it!]

      

      Liam realized something, but she was too late. I appeared in front of her, jamming the sleeping potion down her throat. Its SSS effects knocked her out immediately.

      Not only was she a cult member, but also a fallen princess. I needed to be sure what that meant, but before asking my fiancée, I started toward Asper.

      I needn’t have bothered. On top of his head, Cheetara lightly tapped once, and Asper fell into unconsciousness. The kitten was clean and smug about it too, jumping back to my shoulder after seeming to say something to Wolverine. He barked an approval. Don’t ask me how I knew that, I felt it.

      “Was that a one-hit KO? Well, damn. Good job, Cheetara,” I said with a laugh.

      Now, the people around us were giving us looks, but at the same time, this was the big city. I waved them away.

      “These two scammers are bad news. They’ll be off to the guard in a bit. Preferably one that doesn’t accept bribes.”

      And just like that, the surrounding people ignored us again, some laughing at our words, knowing damn well they were true.

      “Let’s get them somewhere private,” I said. “I’ve got so many questions. Maybe some of you know.”

      Milia effortlessly carried both cultists with her vines.

      I continued to hold in my anger and worry. Being targeted by someone I couldn’t scan felt… unsettling.

      I allowed the fact that he was stronger than the Lord Ruler to sink in. Was I fucked? If the Peace Spawner targeted me, I was as good as dead and there wouldn’t be a damn thing I could do about it. Then again, shouldn’t someone like that have a million other things to do? How did they know I was here? So many questions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Big Brother Woofy, what’s a damn?” Cheetara suddenly asked as the group followed Best Buddy toward an alleyway.

      Wolverine blinked at the kitten. “What? Are you referring to something that blocks water? Beaver creations.”

      “Is that what Father means? That doesn’t make any sense,” Cheetara said.

      Wolverine sighed. “It’s probably a human no-no word. Don’t use it. You’re too young.”

      “What about KO?” the kitten asked. “Is that a no-no word?”

      “I… admittedly don’t know what that means. He said one-hit KO. Maybe something related to that in his mystical wisdom?”

      Cheetara tilted her head. “Father’s language truly is beyond us, but one day I will become as strong as him.”

      “I do not doubt that,” Wolverine said with a chuckle.
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        * * *

      

      As we neared the block of Kimmy the beastkin’s alchemy shop, I was reminded of the convenience of phones or at least walkie talkies. This would be the perfect time to make phone calls or send messages everywhere, to all clan members and even the Lord Ruler. Too bad technology didn’t exist. I had to do things the old-fashioned way.

      “Milia, what’s a fallen princess?” I asked.

      The dryad flinched. “Where did you hear that term?”

      “Let’s just say I had an insight pertaining to the dark elf,” I told her.

      “A fallen princess is someone disowned by their royal family, or chose to leave themselves,” Milia said. “Her family would have to accept it, though. Not many want their family’s blood freely spreading. There’s also the chance that her family believes she’s dead.”

      Suddenly Milia carefully inspected the dark elf. “I wonder… if she’s… We’ll have to ask for her name—”

      “My scan got it. It’s Liam Darkblade,” I said.

      “You can get so much from a scan,” Milia said.

      “Kind of, but I’ve only upgraded my scanning ability recently,” I told her.

      Milia nodded.

      “If you’re wondering if I scanned you to ruin your surprise, I didn’t,” I said. “Not that it’d give me that much information. If I hadn’t had an insight by now, it’s not going to happen.”

      Milia tried and failed to hide her visible relief. “The Darkblades are the royal family of Atguard, the dark elf kingdom. They’re one of Merridon’s biggest allies.” Milia used her vines to carefully check the girl’s pockets. “I don’t see a travel permit. If she’s spotted by any noble that knows her or the Darkblade family, she may be questioned and reported to the Lord Ruler. He’ll inquire the capital of Atguard. Runaways aren’t uncommon, but fallen princesses are.”

      “And how do you think her family will feel when they found out she joined the fucking cult of the Peace Spawner?” I asked.

      Milia’s eyes widened.

      “Yeah, they’re both cult members, specifically here for me,” I said. “I don’t know if they’re able to track me, or maybe guessed I was headed in this direction, with city travel being somewhat obvious.”

      Milia wrapped them both with magical vines, eyes filled with righteous fury.

      “Liam won’t remember me, but we met once as children,” Milia said, her voice still cool. “I am disappointed to see that that kind girl has turned herself into Peace Spawner fodder.”

      “You’re actually on point there,” I said. “She’s just an E-ranked cult member.”

      “Your scan can detect that much too?” Milia asked. “Gaia’s green plain, I must double my efforts so that I could at least walk behind you.”

      I waved off her comment. “You’re doing amazing. What I have is nothing more than an enhanced scanning skill. Maybe something equivalent to a middle-level scan? I couldn’t so much as scan the Peace Spawner, nor the undead.”

      Milia still seemed skeptical at the casual dismissal of my scanning ability, but didn’t push for answers.

      “So, is there anything special about this guy?” Ronica asked as she tapped at him with her foot.

      Suddenly Asper woke up and yelled, “Ares the Peace Spawner, I, your servant, request your help!”

      

      [You are being confronted with an overwhelming sense of dread…]

      [Divine quest generated: Stop the Peace Spawner’s summoning. You have 15 minutes to take Wolverine to each point of fate and allow the wolf to dispel the call. If the call is dispelled, Ares will not receive the summon notice.]

      [Follow Wolverine! Protect him from the hellspawn.]

      [WARNING! Failure of this quest will result in the deaths of the entire city and everyone in it.]

      [Less than 15 minutes remaining…]

      [Seven points remaining. Summoning chance: 100%.]

      [This will count as a BOSS fight.]

      [System notice. You must kill Asper. Objective completed!]

      

      A magician guard that was nearby removed his glowing sword, remotely. He looked at the sky, pale, as it began to darken. His appearance wasn’t surprising since people watched us the entire time.

      “Holy Wanda, we’d better pray,” he said, his voice nearly a whimper as he sat on the ground. “Even if I were to run out of the city, I’d still be in range of his notice. We’re doomed.”

      “No, we can stop this. I received insight… which I wonder why Wanda wasn’t kind enough to give us last time, but we’ll get into that later,” I said, annoyance and some frustration in my voice. “Wolverine, it’s up to you. Take us there.”

      “Do what you want, madman. I’m just going to pray to Wanda,” the magician said.

      Wolverine barked once and launched into motion. I followed, Cheetara on my shoulder.

      “Milia, make sure the dark elf doesn’t make the same mistake. We need our questions answered,” I called back to her. “Take her into Kimmy’s shop. Ronica, Alexander, go warn the others.”

      “Right!” they said and took off.

      I set the prompt options to not remind me every goddamn five to ten minutes like last time. Hell, I bet if someone read my life in a book, they’d say something like the quality of the writing died and the editor should be ashamed for allowing that through. Pfft!

      Minutes into the run, Wolverine stopped in front of a mini pond that had green water. I checked the prompts.

      

      [Less than 11 minutes remaining…]

      [Warning, your death is imminent…]

      

      Wolverine lit up like a star and howled.

      

      [Wolverine has connected to the winds of fate.]

      

      The green water suddenly bubbled viciously. I backed away as something leapt out, landing just a few meters in front of me.

      It let out a half-gurgle, half-bark. It looked like a twisted, hellish version of a lurkerman from the C-ranked dungeon..

      And it was strong. I took a quick inventory of my potions.

      “Fucking hellspawn already,” I muttered. “I really hate these things.”
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      [Absolute World of the Mythic Alchemist’s Wand. Item rank: S. Item quality. Exotic. This wand can only be used by just one master magician not born of this land. It is indestructible and cannot be thrown away. One spot in your inventory/soul space will always be reserved for this wand. It will automatically reflect any magic intended to destroy the wand or tribulation from the heavens, and they cannot impose their will on you, nor anyone considered a lover, friend, or family. You may use this wand to help create diagrams anywhere. Diagrams created with this wand will always be stable and not explode. Warning. This is a crafter’s tool, not a combat tool. Leave that unruly mess to the barbarians; however, it can be used to defend all that you love. Just try not to destroy your lab with it. Warning! A Magic Lab is required for this tool to create super diagrams.]

      

      Despite the wand not being meant for battle, I needed to test something. As I flooded it with energy, something felt off. Maybe the balance between the wand and the mana?

      I pushed through anyway. If it could cast during the hectic time of curing that half-vampire boy from the B-ranked dungeon, then it could help me conduct the test here.

      The Dragon Magic Burst came out in the form of a beam, which did jack diddly squat to the hellspawn.

      Wolverine continued to unleash waves of unknown power and honestly, it almost distracted me. I wanted to watch my best buddy do his thing. Like, when and where did he get this kind of power?

      Then it clicked. That time when someone tried to summon the Peace Spawner on Kyushu. Did Wolverine cast this mysterious ability to cleanse the entire area?

      I looked at the kitten. She seemed to be cheering him on. Maybe…

      “Cheetara, fire at the hellspawn. Make a hole through its chest. This will be a part of your training.”

      The kitten did so without hesitation and while the fish monster tried to dodge, its momentum from running toward us worked against it.

      Unfortunately, Cheetara’s attack only knocked it back. Still, that bought us the time we needed. Wolverine’s magic finally engulfed the area, and a prompt confirmed his success.

      

      [Six points remaining. Summoning chance: 86%.]

      [Less than 8 minutes remaining…]

      

      Knowing we had very little time to spare, I finally allowed my temper to flare.

      I debated disguising myself as Raider, but too many eyes were already on me. Not that I should reveal my location to the Lord Ruler and his daughter.

      Before I could unveil my red aura to the world, a massive spear fell onto the hellspawn, stealing the kill. Good. Steal as many as possible, I had too much shit to do and didn’t feel like dealing with the Peace Spawner’s cullings. Seriously, fuck that guy.

      “You haven’t checked for their weaknesses.”

      A woman yanked the spear from the dissolving creature. “But seeing that you’re pushing back the Peace Spawner’s summon means you know and dealt with this before. That alone is worthy of a story and explanation.”

      I could tell this person wasn’t just a magician, but something stronger. However, the timer worked against me. I didn’t have the luxury to tell a story.

      She did have a point, of course. I failed to actually scan the hellspawn, check for its affinities. It could be as resistant to my attacks as the giant wraith, after all. Most of their affinities were darkness, which I still lacked the ability to counter, but one would never know when newer weaknesses came into play.

      “There is little time to waste,” I said. “Wolverine, go!”

      Wolverine, still coated with his power, became a blur and I followed. The woman easily kept up with us, her massive aura just barely contained.

      The tan woman seemed to be in her late twenties, maybe around Milia’s twenty-eight years, with jet black hair, purple eyes, and a viciousness about her that even the dark elf couldn’t match. She wore what seemed like light magical armor.

      My eyes widened when I recognized the unique signature of the saint aura. Heh. You know what, I was actually starting to like the saints now. Why? Because they were helping instead of watching me do all the work.

      In fact, the moment we found the second area around what appeared to be a park, the saintess immediately jumped into the fray with the four hellspawn. The were ugly crosses between thorny vines, camels, and hell.

      Darkness for fur, eyes like voids of endless eerie light blue, four vine tentacles growing from their backs which they used as weapons, seven legs, and razor-sharp teeth, all surrounded with a gassy black aura.

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      [Loping Espan Monstrosity. Type: Hellspawn. Rank: Void. Affinity: Darkness. Super Hostile. Miasma monster.]

      

      “Heavenly Piercer!” the saintess shouted as she unleashed a massive ray of light from her spear. Of course, I wasn’t standing around with my head in the clouds. There wasn’t time to hide my cards either, especially since the creatures seemed to take very little damage from my Dragon Magic Burst.

      Sometimes magic for me just felt useless.

      I poured a drop of the summoning potion onto the ground, applying as much mana as possible to its activation. Aku the dragon manifested, not from the ground this time, but from my Dao tattoo. Yes, any observer watched a fucking dragon come out of my wrist and there wouldn’t be a damn thing I could do to hide that.

      Or so it would seem. There were screams in the distance, signaling the manifestation of more hellspawn and points of fate for Wolverine to cleanse. Distractions all over the place.

      “Aku, you know what to do,” I said to the giant dragon who looked like a golden Shenron or a Chinese Dragon.

      “Yes, Master!”

      “What in the Wanda’s bubbling?” the saintess exclaimed as she stared at me, eyes wide.

      Aku unleashed golden divine fire. It didn’t outright kill the strong creatures, forcing me and the saintess back into the fray.

      Silver knuckles equipped, I started with a three-fist combo into a camel’s face, then spun-kicked… Fuck.

      It didn’t budge.

      “You’re an arrogant little human, believing he’s a match for us. VOID SHIFTER!”

      I died.

      Okay, I didn’t, but I sure as shit wanted to when the blast hit. It felt like getting burned, suffocated, and stomped all at the same time. All I saw as the camel monster opened its maw was purple and black.

      Aku weakened them, but not by much.

      “Alright, I’m clearly being too careful,” I said as I allowed my red aura to blast at maximum. I felt murderous as true killing intent poured off me in waves until it was almost liquid.

      Cheetara’s killing intent blasted as well, even though she dodged the attack by leaping off my shoulder.

      First, I dropped all defensiveness, pushing right into the hellspawn’s guard and delivering an uppercut with all the strength I could muster. Its head exploded.

      Not done, I blurred toward the remaining monsters, raining my fury down onto each of them, fist by fist.

      Wolverine’s howl finally cleansed the area.

      “Let’s move! This is going to be close,” I said, taking off behind Wolverine, ignoring the stunned saintess.

      It didn’t take long for us to find the next point. Wolverine wasted no time unleashing his special ability while the saintess and I dealt with the hellspawn mutants, part greenish cow, part mushroom, part… something with multiple mouths and teeth all over its head. If these things were designed by some kind of deity, then my question was, why? Just why?

      I blamed Florida.

      Don’t ask me why, these just seemed like the type of creatures you’d see coming from that place. Somehow, a basic purification potion sent these things on a trip of agony. I didn’t even intend to use it, but as I went for healing, I accidentally flung it from my storage ring, cracking and spilling the contents over two of the cow monsters.

      All in all, it was smooth sailing and rough fights.

      We repeated the hellspawn assaults a few more times, our battles joined in by other magicians in the area. Some of them seemed to know the saintess that decided to follow me.

      

      [1 location remaining. Summoning chance: 14%.]

      [Less than 3 minutes remaining…]

      

      Wolverine started the process, but I didn’t see a single hellspawn in the area. No giant wraith, no horde. It seemed like we had taken all of them down. It could’ve been so much worse if Ares manifested in the area and culled it.

      I frowned when a new prompt flashed into view.

      

      [Hellspawn remaining: ?]

      

      Now why did that seem familiar? The mysterious saintess began looking in the direction we came from originally.

      That was when it clicked. And only one person could be the cause of this.
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        * * *

      

      Milia and Ronica were sitting very far away from the magician guard’s handywork with a sleeping potion-influenced dark elf. Neither of the women wanted to be near a disgusting corpse. The guards responsible for picking it up were taking their sweet, sweet time retrieving it. Honestly, Milia and Ronica would’ve left if the opportunity for Nate hadn’t presented itself. They were to simply wait here, as the city lord wanted to meet with the people that stopped cult members from causing too much trouble.

      “Ew, why is it twitching?” Ronica asked.

      “What…?” Milia paused as she looked at the corpse. It was indeed twitching, then it shuddered as crimson aura surrounded it.

      “You see, I want to zap it, but I don’t want to— Ew!” Ronica fired her pink electrical magic at the body.

      However, something strange happened. Asper jumped to his feet, dodging the magic. Or… whatever unholy horror that possessed him. Eyes of glowing purple, miasma aura, and a twisted grin confirmed the woman’s suspicions.

      “Ronica.”

      “I know,” she replied, her voice uncharacteristically serious.

      “You two, come hither, join our great lord in paradise! Of course you’ll need to die first.” Asper dashed toward them, his movements somewhat jerky.

      “Here he comes,” Milia warned as she unveiled her aura, green mana sword summoned. At her side, Ronica also unleashed her aura and even killing intent, which electrified the area around the duo.

      Good thing she’d sent Alexander off to gather the apprentices, though her true purpose was to get him to spend time with them. The former pirate king instantly pointed that out and admitted he’d watch over the lasses and lads. It was hard to believe someone that polite was one of the most ruthless pirates many years ago.

      Together, Milia and Ronica rushed forward. Milia skillfully swung her katana with a hand empowered with years of battle, practice, and frustration. Ronica, flanking the hellspawn, stabbed forward with what was a standard short sword at first glance, until it exploded into a form of pink lightning.

      Asper blocked both powerful strikes with his bare hands; however, the defensive maneuver didn’t come without cost. The hellspawn’s poisonous aura slightly receded, but before Milia could try to capitalize on that fact, she found herself backing away, barely avoiding a massive pillar of purple-white magic. It slightly grazed the side of Ronica’s sleeve as she too moved out of its path. Thankfully, only the shirt took the damage.

      The magic drilled through the bottom of two buildings, collapsing one shop entirely. Fortunately, no one was inside. Unfortunately, a man fell to his knees, meters from the building, hopelessness in his gaze.

      Milia truly felt bad for him, but she tossed that thought to the side to focus on actually destroying the monster responsible for the tragedy. With a thought, the dryad expended the mana to command the earth to open up beneath Asper.

      He didn’t fall. In fact, the hellspawn didn’t follow the laws of reality.

      Milia felt even more disgusted by this creature. Hellspawn were related to hallows and often considered the same thing. However, hallows were far, far, more powerful, and thankfully couldn’t exist in the mortal plane.

      Milia’s eyes glowed as she blurred, changing her next attack. Ronica summoned her spell book.

      Asper chuckled. “Ah, you must feel special, but did you know that I am able to utilize a spell book as well?”

      Milia and Ronica halted as they watched in horror as the hellspawn summoned the original Asper’s spell book. It looked to be entirely made of bone, nothing like a typical tome, especially that of an F-ranker.

      Milia aimed both hands forward and released a flurry of energy balls. “Heaven’s Stars!”

      Ronica pulled a spell from her book, took aim with her wand, and shouted, “Phoenix Storm!”

      “Void Cutter!” Asper chanted.

      The collision of power began, the massive pink lightning storm, divine energy balls, and its opposition of a wall of darkness.

      The area shook and the aura and pressures of the magicians affected everyone nearby. People were either rooted in their homes or wondering what was happening. Perhaps ignorance truly did mean bliss.

      “What? You expect me to just stalemate with you two, who are beneath me?” Asper asked, laughing. “Behold what a void spell book is capable of. Of course, you y’umans can’t use them.”

      The air began to warp, and space twisted around the hellspawn. “Grand tier magic. No… this body isn’t ready yet. Well, it is not as if I need apocalyptic magic to defeat the likes of you two nuisances.”

      He vanished, then reappeared in front of Milia. Her arm nearly moved on its own as it blocked his punch. Ronica blasted him backward with pink lightning.

      However, Milia realized the feint too late as the geyser of darkness slammed down on both women from above.
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      “When faced with the threat of looming death, look inward, and ignite the divine seed within.”

      “Your forms are off. Do not force the strike. Flow with the strike. Become the strike. This weapon must become more than just an extension of your body, but judgement itself.”

      “You are a rose, a forest, the plain of Infinite Roses. You must balance gentleness with ruthlessness, Milia. What makes you special isn’t the royal bloodline, but the conviction within.”

      The words of her master flowed through the dryad’s mind as the above darkness from the sneak attack prepared to end her life. Or so it would if Milia wanted to let some insignificant creature of darkness possessing the body of a low-ranked cult scum reap it.

      Her golden eyes glowed as she switched from the gentle aura of Gaia to the ruthless aura of Wanda. The color of it matched the crimson of her killing intent, and her pressure began to push down on all surrounding them.

      She suddenly vanished, then reappeared behind a shocked Asper, her eyes as cold as ice. Her blade blurred and the hellspawn just barely blocked it.

      “Reaperess’s Call,” Milia said coldly.

      This was a new skill she learned after that hellish struggle to keep the Peace Spawner from culling the town of Fire Stone. She didn’t know its name at first, until a lucky break of insight during meditation. Suspiciously after she had a secret longing for more romance with her lover. What? Being spoiled could be addicting, though it did sort of reinforced the ‘spoiled princess’ insult a bit.

      A literal spoiled princess.

      As much as Milia wanted to dabble more in that thought, the ruthless battle warrioress wanted its due. While she felt Nate’s presence drawing closer, an insignificant creature like this didn’t require his attention. It didn’t require Milia’s either, but she couldn’t allow it to do as it pleased.

      Asper tried to run, but a sword-like vine burst from the ground, plunging through him and carrying him to the skies. A breath later, he exploded into purple flames that scattered into the wind. The vine shaped itself into a scythe just briefly before sinking back into the earth.

      And at last, the dryad felt herself on the brink of a breakthrough. She couldn’t stop her body from rising into the air, taking a meditative lotus position.

      However, the evolution thankfully lasted only moments, but with it came a fantastical display. Lights, songs of the heavens, doves, and the overwhelming feeling of peace. It may not have been at Nate’s impossible levels, but the dryad path was still far above many, and far from ordinary.

      The saint aura surrounded her at last… No, it wasn’t saint aura, but something similar to angel aura. Dryads couldn’t be saints. Dryads had special champions that appeared every millennia or so, called Destiny Seeds, but Milia knew she wasn’t such a thing. She also didn’t carry the arrogance to dare pretend to be one.

      Her race finally reached the SS dryad rank. Dryads were one of the few beings that tracked both race ranks and magician ranks due to being able to wield spells and natural dryad-exclusive abilities.

      So essentially, she was an SS Saint dryad, not that she planned to say that aloud. It was kind of an embarrassing mouthful. Still, she internally cheered at finally breaking through after being stuck in a bottleneck for so long. She rejected Nate’s offer of a Yin Yang pill, as they weren’t meant for her kind’s consumption. Not without the infusion of Gaia’s blessing. While she never met her, Milia doubted Gaia would approve of anything outside of natural mana cultivation.

      When the winds of evolution faded, Milia floated back to the ground. By this time, Nate arrived with the pets. Ronica finally stopped staring with wide eyes and grinned, giving Milia a thumbs up.

      The growing storm of the Peace Spawner’s summoning receded back into nothingness, at least for now.

      Milia knew it was only a matter of time before they would be forced to deal with it again.

      She allowed Nate to scoop her up into an embrace and a kiss. He went straight to her upon his arrival, asking about her condition. Which confirmed that he still hadn’t scanned her.

      Gaia’s green plane, did she love this man.

      She still felt nervous about the royalty reveal, but by now, he had to suspect something. Right? Now all they’d have to do was survive the family encounter itself.

      She could already feel the headache coming. Especially when it came to her mother, though her youngest sister should help keep things in control. If she wasn’t busy insulting everyone’s wits.

      Fortunately, the dryad portion of the tradition would prevent her mother from getting drunk, out of respect for their late father.
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        * * *

      

      Mazu watched the disheartened flower nymph, Muiy, pet Lady Feathers. Despite trying to tell her otherwise, she convinced herself that her Guardian Milia and her new friends had left forever. Fortunately, most of the residents were fully aware of the potion maker’s current mission. They swore to protect the forest while their guardian was away.

      Eventually, he was finally able to convince her to settle down, that Milia and the others were soon to be on the way back from the city. That reignited the girl to tend to the gardens, ask the land to adjust the grass height, and to add pink flowers. She created an ambient aura of peace without even realizing it.

      That afternoon, Lady Feathers visited the golden fox or rather, disturbed his lounging. He yawned, peeking up at her.

      “What is it, bird? Can’t you see I’m trying to nap?”

      “I’ve heard something important from the flower nymph,” Lady Feathers said.

      Mazu sat up, though the laziness still hadn’t left his bones. Without any duties, he was free to hunt, eat, and lounge around. The only thing that prevented the golden fox from allowing himself to get fat was the desire to cultivate, train, and not let Wolverine leave him behind. A sunlight wolf was a rarity, but a genius wolf cub… well, that could be a result of an indirect message from the heavens.

      “Are we under attack? I could use some excitement,” Mazu said.

      “No,” Lady Feathers replied. “Mistress Milia’s Guardian Day is coming up in some weeks. They should be back by then.”

      “And why would I care about something like that?” Mazu asked as he laid back down, closing his eyes.

      “One, you’re being allowed to live on this land,” Lady Feathers said. “But two, if we can find any rare seed for her to plant, she’ll grant us a special blessing. That blessing will boost our mana cultivation tenfold! Even a lazy fox geezer like you could break through and increase his lifespan.”

      Mazu jumped to his feet. “I’m not old— I mean, what? A special blessing. What are we waiting for? Let’s go find a seed.”

      Lady Feathers fluttered her wings. “You’re in a good mood now. Does that mean you’ll bite me too?”

      Mazu sighed. “Why must you make everything weird, bird?”
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        * * *

      

      [Quest completed! Unknown success. For showing the world (and maybe the heavens) that a summon could actually be stopped, you received the following rewards: 1 unlocked divine chest. 1 S-ranked chest. 1 defender’s chest.]

      [Your experiences were observed by the sorcerer’s amulet. System notice: The amulet is beginning to shift from partially dormant to fully active. You should remember this while you are studying alchemy.]

      [Milia’s breakthrough has been embedded into the spiritual room; however, it requires an upgrade to contain such a powerful array of experience.]

      [MMABS quest generated. Before upgrading, make sure all of your apprentices and disciples, as well as Milia, have meditated at least twice in the spiritual room. Reward: *Rare Apprentice System Upgrade*.]

      

      The system basically using me as a guineapig seriously didn’t sit well with me. Get my wolf involved, and I felt like that was pushing things too far. Luckily, the summon halted. While most people were distracted from either being too far away or running for their lives, certain individuals spotted me. And I felt them converging in my direction from afar.

      All nine saints were in the city. Rin knew us, probably spoke favorably. Still, getting involved with kingdom affairs wasn’t what I came here for.

      Rin likely told the others my lack of interest in joining their ranks. But magicians being forceful wasn’t out of the question.

      I glanced at my quest log.

      Almost all of it was full except for the optional quest of revealing our clan. Searching for the ranked twenty shop was on my mind, but not required for me to complete that portion of the quest.

      Shit, the system didn’t run my life… but I had gotten this far with the quest. Revealing our clan to the saints would give me the one hundred percent needed for the hidden reward. There lied a hidden objective too, but Rin served as a reminder that not everyone was an asshole.

      The system knew why I came to this city. Not to be a hero, but to bring further profits to the shop.

      Except that I keep ending up doing the hero’s job anyway. He’d be paying for that later with training.

      The desire and thrill to open the chests flooded me as we walked. Especially the divine one. Every cell in my body begged me to drop all activities to open it, even in front of the city people. However, I managed to keep everything under wraps.

      “Let’s get to Kimmy’s,” I told everyone. “They’re coming. A conversation like this shouldn’t be out in the open.”

      “I think it is a bit late for secrecy now,” Ronica cheered. “You’d better hope some important noble didn’t spot you and Wolverine.”

      “Don’t jinx it,” I told the twerp.

      The beastkin woman was surprised to see our return, judging by her expression. She quickly hid away some books under the guise of bringing out more chairs.

      By this time, we had already gathered the others.

      Opal and Yukihara flew around the shop, though the pixie did try to pretend as if she knew the place well enough to give the fairy a tour.

      “So Milia, that fight, holy cow,” I said.

      “That aura, it’s amazing,” Harmony said. “She’s a saint now.”

      “Well done, Milia,” Iris said. “I’m truly happy for you.”

      The others expressed their words of congratulations.

      “So… holy cow? That’s a thing?” the twerp asked a minute later.

      While she probably deserved a bonk for that, I only cursed the system. Idioms! Why didn’t it translate everything?

      “You really shouldn’t take his homeland’s dialect too seriously,” Kelvin said to the twerp. “He does say holy shit sometimes too. It is clearly something not literal.”

      Ronica simply shrugged. “You can’t expect me to understand his cryptic phrases. Besides, there may really be a holy cow out there created by Wanda, maybe with some magical purpose.”

      Nuwa looked on with interest, only for both her and Ronica to gain a bonk from Iris.

      “Don’t encourage her, Nuwa.”

      Nuwa pouted. “I didn’t say anything.”

      Mandi and Harmony giggled at the exchange. Ramon only looked tired and irritated.

      Maxus chuckled. “So what were you saying about a fight?”

      “Well, Milia kicked ass and broke through. I only caught the last bit of it. Aku wanted to cover the damn place in flames.”

      The dragon, which shrunk to its tiny form to ride my shoulder, looked embarrassed. “Anything to fight for the mistress.”

      Milia laughed, petting the dragon.

      “So yeah. Milia’s awesome. Also, we’d better thank Wolverine here,” I said as I petted my wolf. “Did anyone know beforehand that he could expel a Peace Spawner summon?”

      Wolverine let out a short howl of victory. Cheetara meowed and raised a paw into the air, as if giving the sunlight wolf a woot. Yes, the kitten did that.

      Kimmy looked as if she was going to blast tea from her mouth into Lucas’s face, maybe even cartoon-style, but she downed her drink first before exclaiming. “How is that possible!?”

      She wasn’t the only one exclaiming surprise, just the loudest and most expressive. “Who are you people, really?”

      “You’ll find out when our guests come in,” I said. “They saw just about everything. I fought alongside one of them too.”

      “It is fortunate that this city isn’t terrified of magicians,” Harmony said.

      “Most cities are used to them,” Ramon said. “Magician guards, travelers, adventurers, you know. Kyushu just happened to be unlucky. Low-ranking towns and villages tend to attract trouble.”

      “Including you lot,” I said, laughing. Milia grinned, giving me a playful swat on the arm.

      The former-hero-turned-disciple shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      As we waited, I almost considered tossing all caution to the wind in order to open at least one chest. But they were close now. And holy damn, I could feel them, all nine.

      Hell, not all of them were human.
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        * * *

      

      Arial, Battle Saintess, needed a drink. From sudden energy spikes that summoned hellspawn, to a man and his wolf somehow stopping a Peace Spawner summoning. In fact, she hadn’t known what was happening until the Soul Saint mentioned it in passing.

      She stopped herself from glaring at him for being so casual with this situation. There wasn’t a day he took being a saint seriously. Or really anything. Him ending up as the most powerful of them felt like a cosmic joke.

      In the end, she decided to confront the mystery man, following his mana signature. The others, except for the Love Saintess, had the same idea.

      Turned out she knew not only the man, but his entire party.

      Time was short for the saints, especially with the Inquisition quietly declaring war on Rin—and by association, all of them—but this matter, it just couldn’t wait.

      She couldn’t scan him for some reason, but the Soul Saint would do so with his high-ranking ocular ability. His saint aura couldn’t be missed. Nothing could mask it.

      Arial couldn’t deny the hand of the heavens in this matter.

      How long had the mysterious man and the wolf known of the secrets to disrupting the Peace Spawner’s summonings?
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      I glanced at an item I owned called Wanda’s Lost Heavenly Spirit Pocket Watch for the time, as the saints were just feet from the door. A little after lunch. Not ideal, honestly, and staying for another day or so was likely going to happen.

      I glanced at our unconscious dark elf fallen princess guest on a mat. Her restraints with Milia’s vines looked… a bit wrong. Because of her small frame, it almost seemed as if we’d bullied and tied up a middle schooler. Rather than hand her over to the mayor like I originally intended, Harmony suggested the saints instead, which we all agreed was a good idea. A cult member was far above my paygrade, but knowledgeable people like them should know what to do with her.

      The princess title made things complicated, but at least it wouldn’t be our problem.

      Cheetara meowed something to me while curled onto Milia’s lap. Everyone looked at me when I responded to the cat.

      “It’ll be in a bit, after we talk to the saints. We’ll take you to that fancy tuna restaurant, okay?”

      Cheetara meowed cheerfully, jumping to my shoulder, licking my cheek. Milia giggled.

      “Having seen it a few times, I still need Wanda’s mercy and purification, as I am doused with envy,” Nuwa said. Mandi gave the pure blonde girl the side eye, but deep within that gaze seemed to be an agreement. Opal laid across her head, Yukihara having returned to the book to consolidate her gains. And maybe hide from the saints. Not that it would matter. The saintess that followed us had seen her.

      “What?” I asked. “Cheetara’s hungry.”

      Wolverine barked, his tail wagging. I gave the goodest of boys a head pat.

      Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Kimmy’s ears perked up, signaling the approach of a customer. The doors opened, but rather than an overwhelming pressure that could force even my apprentices to their knees, a soothing aura flooded the room.

      All nine of them entered, five men, four women, and not all were human. Rin gave us an apologetic smile, but she’d warned us yesterday that this could happen if we stuck around too long. What we didn’t expect was the saints showing up early.

      The leader radiated a power that reminded me that just because they gained the title of saint didn’t mean they were required to stay at that particular realm.

      I scanned him this time. Or so I tried, only to receive an unexpected prompt in return.

      

      [Your ultimate identifier skill cannot pierce the treasure blocking it.]

      

      The silver-haired man gave me a carefree smile, though it didn’t carry the smugness I expected from it. When they all piled in, closing the door behind them, he spoke. Or at least opened his mouth, but Kimmy beat him to the words.

      “I’ve never had so many customers before!”

      The saints showed their characters when I could immediately tell how bad they felt for her. However, the problem wasn’t the shop. The books and the stock were great. Kimmy just had very little experience when it came to competing. She’d do better in a low ranked town. Milia already told her such, though I wasn’t sure if she’d actually move due to sentimental reasons.

      “We’ll make a few purchases,” the leader said, “but after this meeting. They were expecting us, after all.”

      The way he spoke kind of reminded me of Kisuke Urahara from a show called Bleach, or maybe that guy who was always a lover, not a fighter. Though the Soul Saint’s reputation drove home a different point. One should never underestimate him.

      He scrutinized me before letting out a sigh. “If I had your vast display of—”

      “You do and you won’t,” Rin interrupted, rolling her eyes. “Your habit of hiding from the world is worse than his.”

      The Soul Saint coughed. “I’ll have you know I’m a very busy person. As the Soul Saint, it is my job to manage our operations.” He added very quietly, “Whatever they are.”

      Which gained the scrutiny of Rin and the saintess that battled the hellspawn with me. A saintess that was obviously Nuwa’s mother walked toward her daughter. The two hugged. Finally, a noble family that got along.

      Then she began a long string of questions that only a mother that babied her child too much would ask. The normally naïve healer got annoyed surprisingly quickly and reverted to somewhat of a rebellious teenager. The scene was hilarious.

      “I can see why Ramon tried and failed,” Chenzu said in a low voice, snickering.

      The Soul Saint ended his bickering with Rin and the other saintess with a clearing of his throat. I expected his demeanor to become serious, but he continued to speak with a vibe so relaxed, one could easily forget that with a wave of his hand, most of the room would be knocked to their backs.

      “I’m Aidyn Lightborn, leader of our ragtag—” He cleared his throat at Rin’s glare. “Our, eh… group of saints.” He smiled. “Let’s just skip the tension, shall we? We saw your amazing fighting back there and my scanning’s capable of piercing treasures that aren’t ranked high enough, so you cannot hide your might from me. At first, we were confused. I’ve never seen anyone disrupt a Peace Spawner summon. You were running all over the place. The sunlight wolf released strange magic tied to the winds of fate. As the saints, we have no choice but to sit and hear your story.”

      I stared blankly at him.

      “Ah, you’re wondering why you cannot scan me,” Aidyn said. “I’d gladly remove this necklace, but it’s a bit complicated. There’s an old wound that may cause some trouble.”

      “Huh?” Mandi asked. “What are you talking about? I don’t sense anything.”

      “Good. It means the treasure is doing its job. It’s something gifted to me by the Blizzard Queen, after all,” Aidyn said, smiling proudly at the golden necklace that seemed simple in appearance. However, staring at it too long even made me wince internally. “She’d be quite angry if something of hers didn’t operate as intended.”

      “A monarch gifted you that, you say,” Chenzu mused. “Well, you are the Soul Saint with that kind of favor. Which could be both a blessing and a curse.”

      Aidyn laughed, a knowing in his mirth.

      “She wanted him to marry her daughter,” an older saint said with a laugh. He was a dark, bald man wearing dark blue robes, giving off the vibe of a monk. I scanned him.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Ian Eleon, Saint of Wisdom. Race: Human. Friendly. Magician rank: 10th realm of the Saint.]

      

      “He managed to weasel out of that proposal,” he continued as if I hadn’t rudely scanned him. “I can’t imagine being the shrine-son of a monarch.”

      Shrine-son meant son-in-law in this world. From what I read, it had something to do with the heart of the world symbolized as a shrine. Far too complicated for my understanding and I definitely didn’t want to be lectured by Nuwa on it.

      “What happens if you take off the necklace?” Alexander asked. He didn’t realize he drew a curious gaze from Nuwa’s mother. I practically felt the aura of amusement from Milia, who noticed.

      “Should I take it off right in the middle of this room, lad, my soul energy would manifest and from the wound, the poisonous mana of an old nemesis of mine would pour. Given that it’s going to take another decade for this necklace to purify that mana, the last thing you’d want is for the youth of this room to be exposed to it.”

      I nodded, hearing the truth, but somehow a pain within the depths of that voice. Just a look in his eyes showed that he clearly wished he didn’t have to wear the treasure. In fact, he tucked it back into his shirt.

      “The Soul Saint doesn’t show it, but the necklace is a reminder that nobody’s safe in this world,” the saintess with the spear said. Her eyes moved from me to Milia and then widened… almost as if in terror—or respect—as she clearly noticed her for the first time. She looked like she was about to say something but changed her mind for some reason.

      At least I think she looked at Milia. I only caught the end of the brief exchange. There were a lot of people in this room, after all.

      “Well, I suppose if you’re willing to reveal that much in introductions to strangers, the least I can do is introduce everyone in return. I’m Nate,” I began. I kept my tone light, but the saints felt this encounter to be this important. Or just overly curious. “This is my betrothed, Milia.”

      The spear saintess actually stumbled, drawing all attention to her. I scanned her, just to see if I could acquire any hints to understanding what the hell was going on. Unfortunately, I got nothing.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Arial Shimmers, Battle Saintess. Race: Human. Friendly. Magician rank: 10th realm of the Saint.]

      

      “These are my apprentices, Harmony, Lucas, Mandi, and Alexander. Seeing as you’ve gazed at them enough, I will confirm that I took in the former hero’s party as my disciples. We’re a hidden clan.”

      Aidyn’s eyes remained wide for a while longer before he nodded. “I see. Well, who’s going to doubt the word of a master magician? Nothing’s done without reasons, that I can tell.”

      By now, Nuwa’s mom was back to listening to the conversation, though like most of the others, hadn’t commented on it.

      Since they were all staring at me as if I was a priceless display at a museum, I easily set aside the discomfort. Mostly because a business opportunity of an insane magnitude developed. Too bad it came with some risks.

      “Must be nice, escaping from your troubles,” another saintess said, a nonhuman. Her voice contained just a hint of disapproval and disgust. And while normally I wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about some random lady’s comment, I could tell the former hero’s party felt that in their souls. Some of their anger briefly sparked. The saintess in question was a woman with bright, dandelion-colored hair, pointy ears, orange eyes, two crystal-like scales on her face and a few on her neck, dressed in a flowery kimono that matched her hair.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Shikah Amesty, Flame Saintess. Race: Half-dragon. Neutral. Magician rank: 6th realm of the Saint. Dragon rank: S.]

      

      I wondered why the system sometimes showed the spell books, and other times didn’t. Maybe they had to summon or equip them? This at least revealed further proof that they weren’t here to fight. Not that there would be a point to said conflict.

      The system also seemed to be picky at showing last names as well.

      “Shikah, is it?” I said, letting her know I scanned her. “Don’t do that. Antagonizing my disciples, especially when you don’t have a full understanding of their stories, is a direct insult to what our clan stands for.”

      I allowed my aura to rise. “This isn’t a schoolyard or playground.”

      The half-dragon glared at me, only to change her glare to the Soul Saint when he burst into laughter.

      “See what I must put up with daily?” he asked.

      “Do not try to act as if you’re the one who’s not a handful,” Shikah snapped. “Besides, can you spot the lie in my words?” She turned to me. “It is but an observation, master magician. I do not wish to offend your clan.”

      She bowed. “I’d like to hear their story so that I may understand. I am not known for taking kindly to those who run away from responsibilities without explanation.”

      “I’m sure the Inquisition would say the same thing,” Ronica said.

      I expected the half-dragon to blow her top, burn down the place in anger, but she simply shrugged. I still placed her as the one with the bad temper due to the look in her eyes and her snappy mannerisms.

      “The Inquisition does not have the authority to order us, nor can they demand things of the Love Saintess against the laws of the saints,” Shikah said, her voice filled with distaste.

      I noticed wilted plants that Kimmy neglected on the side spring back to life, now filled with the ambient saint aura in the room. Though Milia was the one who secretly revived them. She’d probably scold the wolf girl later.

      “Wanda’s ass, Shikah, why don’t you feckin’ throw us more off topic? The master magician isn’t the only one who has other things to do today,” a new voice spoke, this time being the dwarf. I scanned him too. He sat at the peak of saint and holy damn, one could feel it. A maxed-out Saint was no joke.

      Shikah scowled at him.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Radan, Tinker Saint. Race: Dwarf. Neutral. Magician rank: 12th realm of the Saint.]

      

      “If you don’t mind, Master Magician Nate, what made you accept the son of Elreta and Mia as an apprentice?” Radan continued, ignoring the half-dragoness’s muttering, half of which cursed him to the dragon’s jaws. Whatever that meant.

      “You know my parents?” Lucas blurted out, standing from his chair, nearly knocking it over.

      The dwarf, a brown-haired man who looked to be in his forties, with eyes blue enough to seem as if they would start glowing, fitting for his presence, nodded. He wore a simple black tunic and pants, as if he planned to get back to work after this meeting. Judging by his tone, maybe he was, though I wasn’t sure where. The city being so large and noisy.

      “There are virtually no half-dwarves on this side of the kingdom,” Radan said. “You probably don’t remember me. You were a wee bee runt when I last saw you. Nia’s a friend of every dwarf and half-dwarf in these parts. Do give her my regards the next time you see her.”

      “Do you know what truly happened to my parents?” Lucas said.

      Radan frowned. “I’m afraid I do not know, lad. There are just the rumors. Nonsensical speculation. Do know that they were good people. An adventurous, tall dwarf and a brutally tough, loving, and caring, short human woman. They were your parents. They were making a name for themselves in the dwarven kingdom before the disappearance. Perhaps the king would know, but if you’re going to make a trip to the monarch as a half-dwarf, you’d better train yourself in strength, the arts of mana forging, and grow a Wanda’s-forsaken beard already.”

      Lucas bowed. “Thank you for the information.”

      Radan sighed. “Of course Nia would raise you to be honest instead of ruthless. To think that woman refuses the proposal of every dwarf that—”

      “And you want to complain about me getting off topic,” Shikah snapped.

      Aidyn, the Soul Saint, cleared his throat. “Anyway, about how you pulled back the Peace Spawner’s summoning.”

      Kimmy eyed us with magnified interest.

      “Are you questioning a master magician?” I asked, deciding to be just a little cryptic. “Or will you have faith in Wanda or whoever? If your conviction is high enough, and you’re not a prick, perhaps she’ll lend you the power as well.”

      “Wanda lent you the power?” Nuwa’s mom asked. Her daughter gazed at me with starry eyes and now I regretted trying to use Wanda’s name to sound all mysterious and get out of explaining something I didn’t understand myself.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Awa, Saintess of Conviction. Race: Human. Friendly. Magician rank: 2nd realm of the Saint.]

      

      “That’s not the point,” I quickly said. “What happened is something I fail to understand myself.”

      The other saints were the Sword Saint Theo, and a dark elf man called Storm Saint Vamir. Rather than talk, they studied me and the entire party.

      Aidyn glanced at a pocket watch and then at the others, shaking his head. “That’s a matter between us and them. We’ll risk the death of the youths should we get them involved. Go to the meeting place. We’ll begin discussions in half an hour.”

      “Take the dark elf fallen princess with you,” I said. Vamir picked her up with mana.

      Some of the saints wanted to protest leaving, but Aidyn actually gave them a rare serious glance containing real power. All but Rin started to shuffle out. Arial, the Battle Saintess, glanced at me, then Milia before shaking her head and walking away, muttering, “I’ll be getting myself a drink before that meeting. Don’t start complaining, Awa. I’m not in the mood for it.”

      Awa glared in her direction before turning back to Nuwa. “I think we all should have dinner tonight. There is a lot happening and I’d like to know.”

      “Dinner will be on the saints, of course,” Aidyn said. “Though you could increase your will and love for Wanda by—”

      Rin bonked him. “Don’t try to trick them into paying for our meals. Not that it would work.”

      Harmony laughed. “Especially when it comes to Nate.”

      I gave the cheeky teenager a micro-glare, which only widened her smile.

      “I will send a messenger here in the evening,” Aidyn said. “Rin will make sure the city lord provides our meal.”

      Rin flinched. “Huh?”

      Aidyn continued without missing a beat. “There is a lot to talk about. Perhaps you’ll sell us the information.”

      I waved away his comment. “Your questions will be answered if they aren’t imposing. As for my disciples, they’re free to answer only if they want. The Flame Saintess should—”

      Aidyn nodded in agreement before I even finished the sentence. “Like I said, I have to put up with her daily. And sometimes Rin refuses to let me hide behind her for comfort.”

      The petite saintess glared up at the tall man. He simply shrugged.

      Aidyn bowed. “With your leave, I look forward to talking more with your clan. Please do call upon the saints if you need anything. Especially you, Nuwa. Your mother’s worry is more than we—”

      Awa cleared her throat before leaving calmly, Aidyn and Rin following, after bowing. Nuwa glared at Chenzu, who stared at her retreating mother briefly. He smiled sheepishly.

      “Be careful. Homewreckers suffer the worst from Wanda’s vengeance,” Nuwa said.

      “Sorry,” Chenzu said. “That was unbecoming of me.”

      “It is okay, as long as you understand,” Nuwa said.

      “Her father’s a headmaster,” Kelvin said. “Vengeance would be certainly painful.”

      I wanted to ask if Milia knew the saints, but seeing as the moment passed, I decided to drop the subject until later.

      It was actually honorable to see that they didn’t want to involve us in their war with the Inquisition. The teenagers wouldn’t stand even a ghost of a chance, and Milia only just reached the first realm of the Saint, judging by her saint aura. Or was it something else? It felt similar, but different, perhaps more refined?

      “Alright, everyone, you’re free to do whatever until dinner,” I said.

      “They… didn’t buy anything,” Kimmy said.

      “Take another look at your desk,” Milia said.

      The wolf girl’s eyes widened at a small pouch, which Aidyn had placed before leaving.

      “He bought a romance novel,” Milia said, shaking her head.

      Kimmy nearly fell. “But they weren’t for sale.” She sighed. “Wanda’s rumbling bottom, that guy.”

      We burst into laughter.
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      Aidyn let out a silent breath of relief as he dismissed a meeting that consisted of mostly arguing. They were righteous arguments, but unpleasant noise, nonetheless. He allowed his mind to shudder just a bit, not just on the thought of the saint master magician, but one more person. Arial, the Battle Saintess, recognized her too.

      “She’s betrothed,” he said, his voice in disbelief. “She’s actually in love. The master magician is both lucky and unlucky at the same time. Lucky because the dryad’s going to be a great wife. They’re notoriously picky about who they marry. For him to have even a ghost of a chance, there must be something golden about his character.”

      “Unfortunately, she’s the daughter of a monarch,” Arial said, which froze the entire room. “And that monarch.”

      “What?” Rin asked, eyes wide. “S… she is? Uh oh. Poor Nate. Poor Milia. She fell in love but must find it incredibly difficult to tell him. What if he flees?”

      “No, I highly doubt he’d flee. The dryad wouldn’t have chosen to marry someone cowardly,” Aidyn said. He leaned back in his chair, scratching his chin. “Wanda’s blessed bottom, I hardly recognized her. The last time I’d seen her was a decade ago, when the monarch invited Arial and I for blessings.”

      “He really has no idea that he’s marrying a monarch’s daughter,” Rin said, bonking Aidyn with a rolled-up map for his chosen swear phrase. He only gave the Love Saintess a mischievous smile.

      “You’ve gotten yourself reeeeal cozy with them, seeing as you don’t address them with honorifics,” Arial said with a smile at Rin.

      The other woman only rolled her eyes. “That’s how they want to be addressed. Besides, if you spent time with them, you’ll find them quite pleasant. It is a… bizarre group. Even more than ours.”

      “Anyway,” Aidyn said with a cough, “we’re getting off topic. We’re saints, not gossipers. Maybe she did tell him, who knows? She may not know that he’s more than just a master magician.”

      “I still cannot fathom how he’s able to be a saint and a master magician,” Shikah, the Flame Saintess, said.

      “It is because the formation of his core is special,” Ian, the Saint of Wisdom said. They all turned to the older man, who mostly observed the meetings. Even the Soul Saint was curious about his insight. “He’s a master magician with the total accumulated mana of a saint. Almost as if he only recently began training with magic, as if he’d been born with the body and core of one, but fate has sheltered him until he was needed. I wonder if he’s one of those kind of master magicians.”

      “You’re referring to a legendary universe roamer? Sir Nate may have been born chosen by fate, but he’s not on that level,” Awa, the Conviction Saintess said. “Still, for my Nuwa to follow him… he’s certainly something we should keep an eye on. Perhaps align ourselves with.”

      Shikah frowned. “And get ourselves involved directly with a monarch? Have you lost what’s left in your head?”

      Awa waved off her sentence. “We’re saints with a duty to Wanda. A monarch could summon us any time to provide blessings over the land. Unless they’re Milia’s mother, and it’s the other way around.”

      “Gaia’s descendants are indeed something special,” the Saint of Wisdom said, chuckling. “How will the master magician fare upon meeting them?”

      Aidyn nodded. “To come across such an interesting group on our mission. This is no doubt orchestrated by Wanda. Awa, Vamir, make sure you keep an eye out for the signs.”

      The dark elf nodded, though Aidyn noticed he did not seem as convinced as the others. Even Shikah saw the light, setting aside her bad attitude.

      The Storm Saint wasn’t the only one skeptical when it came to the odd group. Sword Saint Theo had his reservations, as well.

      “Do you think Milia bloomed a forest?” Arial laughed, gaining a glare from Awa. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s a joke.”

      “It is inappropriate and unbecoming of a saint. So is your drinking,” Awa said flatly.

      Arial rolled her eyes. “If wine wasn’t supposed to be enjoyed, then Wanda would make it impossible for it to exist.”

      “That is not how the order of life works,” Awa lectured. “No deity has the time or desire to lock down one’s free will.”

      Arial yawned. “Don’t try to lecture another saint. Just because you’re full of conviction does not mean, deep down, you don’t carry the desire to have a little fun. You wouldn’t be married with a child, after all.”

      Awa didn’t reply, but her expression did soften. Her soft spot for her daughter would be a weakness if not for the direct protection of fate itself. At least, that was how Aidyn felt.

      “I think it is time you stop hiding your find, Awa,” Vamir suddenly said, causing the mother of Nuwa to flinch. “Surely you don’t plan to keep the information to yourself as the Conviction Saintess.”

      Awa gave Vamir a glare that could melt volcanos. Or that was what Aidyn felt, since her neutral expression didn’t change.

      “What else did you sense from him?”
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        * * *

      

      As Cheetara wandered the streets to kill time after devouring the tuna her amazing father bought for her, she caught wind of a terrifying scene. A band of mortal kittens huddled against a wall while a wilderbeast growled at them.

      Well, she didn’t know anything about the creature, except that it was probably someone’s loose pet. It looked like a greenish-yellow monster with bloodshot eyes, drool dripping from its mouth as it growled, and instead of a tail, it had a metallic spike.

      Sensing the thing’s killing intent, the kitten burst into action, vanishing from her spot and landing in front of the monster.

      “You’d better turn around, or else my claw may just slip.”

      The ugly thing blinked before a guttural chuckle poured from its lips like the sound of Father’s coffee grinding. “Oh? The little kitty is going to do something? Or are you volunteering to be my meal?”

      “That’s a demon badger,” a male orphan kitten said from behind Cheetara. “We’re doomed. You shouldn’t have come here.”

      Cheetara sighed. “Not what I wanted to see after meeting city kittens for the first time. Maybe Big Brother Woofy should train all of you too. No, no, I could do it! You’re mortals, but if you learn how to protect yourselves, then perhaps we’ll meet again one day as warriors at the top of the predator chart. I… think that’s what Father called it. No idea what a chart is.”

      “Enough of this stalling. I’ll devour you, you unhinged furball!”

      The demon badger dashed toward Cheetara, mouth open, revealing row after row of terrifyingly sharp teeth.

      But regardless of its level of viciousness, it was still just a mortal beast. With a light swat, her eyes not even on her opponent, but the kittens, Cheetara bashed the badger. Its eyes widened as the mana-touched force rocketed him thousands of fields away.

      Little did the kitten know, the demon badger met its end midway, put out of its misery by something that poisoned its mind.

      The band of five kittens stared at Cheetara, mouths agape, eyes wide.

      “Oh wow… she’s a legendary one!” one of them whispered. “Before Caretaker was taken away, he told me the story of the legendary cat. The Bastet.”

      “I’m not a bastet. My name’s Cheetara,” Cheetara muttered. “Now, gather yourselves and follow me. I still have tuna left over.”

      “Tuna!” the kittens said, awed. “The legendary meal provided by a legendary. Bastet Cheetara, we’re not worthy.”

      Cheetara sighed. “Before we eat, I must unpoison your mind. Uncle Beakwing said we’re only kids. We should be allowed to play and enjoy our lives. Then we’ll eat tuna.”

      “Yay!” cheered her new followers.
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        * * *

      

      Soaring just hundreds of meters in the sky, enjoying his domain, a griffin chuckled. Seeing the little miss was in no trouble, he undid his projection technique and flew away.

      A new skill learned from the first struggle against the Peace Spawner, it allowed Beakwing to essentially clone himself. The clone itself was just an astral projection made of mysterious mana and wind, but carried his might and will.

      It’d crush anything that threatened his loved ones. Though the little miss needed no such assistance. She was no ordinary child, after all.
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        * * *

      

      Harmony and Mandi were on their way to retrieve their associate who was a teacher with a magic chef husband. I took that time to study up a little on my alchemy, as well as meditate. That was what you’d like to hear, right? Included in that was upgrading a lot of things, and discussing the history of a city I knew nothing about, as if somehow hearing a thesaurus worth of things in a span of an hour or so was a simple thing.

      Well, there would be plenty of time for studying and upgrading things on the way back home, or at night at the inn. While waiting on our guests, the rest of the clan either wandered the city to handle errands or shopping, or even caught a show or two.

      If they didn’t get it out of their systems now, they’d end up returning to Kyushu full of regret. We were, after all, building up that town, aiming to rank it up from a meh E to a less meh D-ranked small town. Maybe even medium town. I also needed to upgrade the home quite a bit so that Milia’s family would at least be mildly impressed upon visiting.

      Based on Milia’s endless knowledge, attire, skills, really everything, I assumed they were at the very minimum a noble dryad family.

      Speaking of nobles, a new question came to mind as Milia and I relaxed around an outside bar-like area. The drinks were free because they recognized us through something the city lord said, but didn’t go into specifics. We were treated like feared celebrities.

      “There’s something that I’ve been meaning to ask in regard to monarchy,” I said, which caused Milia to flinch.

      “Huh? What about monarchy?” Milia asked.

      “The Lord Ruler’s at the first realm of the King. Why isn’t he considered a monarch?” I asked.

      “The Lord Ruler is much stronger these days than when he ascended to the throne, which was suddenly due to his father dying of illness—or a curse, according to the whispers,” Milia began. “His hold of the kingdom is through many layers, from alliances to the Inquisition, the saints, and even the sea between Merridon and the Astral Empire. A sea supposedly containing one of the seven natural disasters, whatever that is. He broke through some time before you appeared. However, to become a Wanda-recognized monarch, he must reach halfway to the peak of King, at a minimum. He’s essentially the weakest of the world rulers.”

      “Any reason why the sects and the master magicians aren’t simply seizing power?” I asked in a lower voice while doing my best to process the information. The Lord Ruler and weak did not belong together in the same sentence. That douche canoe destroyed an entire city block with a single attack without so much as breaking a sweat.

      “Aside from sects preferring to be neutral and untouched by any government, the royal family is rumored to contain legendary weapons capable of dealing with the sects should that happen.”

      “And they couldn’t just use them on the Peace Spawner?” I asked skeptically.

      “Even if they could summon a knight or the Inquisition in time to confront him when he appears at a random location or responded to a summon, the weapons simply don’t work on him. The Soul Saint would know since he was a part of the small squad that wielded the weapons to drive out Ares when he culled some of the capital. Since then, it has been a race to gather power without relying on weapons.” Milia folded her arms, and we sat in silence for a moment, watching the lively city. “Something my old master always said was that as we get stronger, so do our adversaries.” She sighed. “But I much prefer your view of not getting involved in deadly matters.”

      “So do I,” I said with a chuckle. “Unfortunately, fate or Wanda seems to have it out for me.”

      Milia laughed. “Perhaps.” She kissed me.

      “So, let’s say he reaches the sixth realm,” I continued. “Then what?”

      “He may attempt to evolve into a monarch,” Milia replied. “Someone of his stature should have plenty of legendary treasures sitting around to assist, as well as a secret spot to go into seclusion. If he passes the trial, you’ll feel it.”

      “Wow, I’m not sure if that’s even publicly known information,” Ronica said as she was making her way toward us with Iris, Maxus, Lucas, and Alexander.

      “She’s well-educated,” Alexander said. “I’ve heard this information before from Mother, when she talked about the War King.”

      “Even so,” Iris said softly.

      “I’ve been meaning to mention this, but I don’t think your mother is the witch Master Nia knows,” Lucas said. “At least, I don’t think so, considering she’s a hermit.”

      Alexander shrugged. “Who knows? Mother does leave to seclusion a lot, and she does know Nia, that much I’m sure of. She likes to keep friendly with a lot of women doing what some would call non-standard jobs.”

      Milia frowned. “Blacksmithing isn’t really non-standard. Let that poisonous knowledge drain from you this instant.”

      Alexander held up his hands playfully. “Not my words, lass, just hers.”

      I laughed, pulling my fiancée closer. Wolverine appeared by my leg, tail wagging, tongue lolling as he panted.

      Eventually Harmony and Mandi returned with a wind elf woman and a human man. The teacher and her magic chef husband were finally here. The teenagers of course told me of her race, as well as any customs.

      Ramon and the others were headed this way, including Chenzu with the information on Abbi the mermaid.

      With all of the pieces moving into place, our important errands in the city would finally be reaching completion. Although I still needed to go outside the city to get those apples. Finishing each quest felt as important as the errands in the city. I didn’t want to bring all of them back to Kyushu, though I could just ignore them. Still, the completionist within refused to allow me to back down now. And tonight, the three new chests would be opened, especially the divine one. The cells in my body screamed at me to open it, witnesses be damned. Potentially concerning? Maybe. Ah well.

      I glanced at my active quests as everyone walked over.

      

      [Active quests:

      -Absolute World of the Mythic Alchemist’s Wand Gathering. Gather 2 Lilyfire plants, 4 Quad Snapper herbs, and 2 Rust Apples. Use them to make the potion in the next step. Use pure water from your fountain. You may find the apples growing around the outside of Whirl-Waters.

      -Create a complex blighted potion. Reward: **Exotic Chest**.

      -MMABS quest. Before upgrading, make sure all of your apprentices and disciples, as well as Milia, have meditated at least twice in the spiritual room. Reward: *Rare Apprentice System Upgrade*.

      -Big City Times. [Near completion.]

      -Upgrade Yukihara.

      -Forest attunement: spend half a day in the forest with Milia.

      

      That last quest wasn’t there before, right?

      “Where’s Cutie?” Milia asked.

      Wolverine immediately took off, presumably to retrieve the kitten.
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      The wind elf gave a polite bow before taking a seat at the arranged table, though not before making brief eye contact with Iris. Green curly hair, matching eyes, and an easygoing vibe already placed this person as a winner in my books. That also included her husband, a handsome magician man that looked to be in his early thirties. Short dark blue hair, light blue eyes, and a general runner’s build. Due to being a magician, he’d live as long as the elf while also maintaining his youthful appearance. If they were actively cultivating mana, each realm increase meant a significant boost in lifespan.

      Their names were Nora and Terrance Lightwoods. Or Sir and Lady Lightwoods.

      After the introductions and further explaining Kyushu’s situation, the Lightwoods agreed to relocate. The wind elf understandably wasn’t a fan of city life, her desire to resonate with nature nearly palpable. Terrance came from a small F-ranked town. Our E-ranked abode wouldn’t bother him.

      Before the meeting ended, I showed Terrance the fruit harvested from the C-ranked dungeon. By now, Wolverine had returned with the kitten. She gave a victorious meow for some reason. I petted her.

      

      [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.]

      

      “Ah, not something you see often outside of the capital,” Terrance said. “I can make an amazing dish for your spirit beast friends over there, but as for benefits for us, well, I’m probably a few years off from being that skilled. Perhaps once I’ve broken through, if I could break through to the next realm, I will receive the insights necessary to consider myself a Superior Magic Chef.”

      “It’s no problem,” I said, then gestured at my pets. “They’re the reasons why I’d like you to turn the fruit into something palatable. I’ve got a lot of these things and more magical and spirit beast pets back at home.”

      He nodded. “Their evolution is just as important. I could make something they’ll love.” He froze, thinking to himself for a moment, before light dawned in his eyes. He patted a fist against his palm, grinning. “You know, while they enjoy that, if you can find some fresh spiritual herbs, I could whip up a nice drink using some of the fruit. Ooh, ooh! Mix it with a bit of rum and honey. Perhaps a little lemon. Uh, those may be a bit expensive to get. Gaia Apples. No, those are even more expensive, but it’d taste like heaven…” He paused. “Oh, sorry about that.”

      Nora smiled. “When he gets new ideas, he’ll go off on a tangent for a bit. Usually at the end of it is something worth waiting for. After maybe one or two experiments.”

      “Hey, I managed to get the fireboar dish right on the first go,” Terrance said, laughing. “Spiciness aside.”

      “Spiciness aside? If not for that ice crystal, I would’ve been gagging for at least ten minutes,” Nora said after a snort. “That was spicy enough to rival even the Phoenix Fire Mountain.” She pouted.

      “Well, we didn’t suffer as much as the outhouse,” Terrance quipped, which earned him a playful swat from his wife.

      I couldn’t hide the smile on my face, realizing that these two were exactly who I wanted in Kyushu.

      However, I did notice a slight flinch from Ronica at the mention of Phoenix Mountain. It was only a moment, a tiny moment, but a tinge of raw sadness entered her aura. Really, the only reason why I could make that kind of guess was due to the heaviness, but also the previous times she somewhat cracked.

      I had, however, promised not to be nosey of her past. She could tell us whenever she was ready, or had put it behind her. Whatever suited her.

      I decided not to ask about Phoenix Mountain, figuring it was some kind of volcano. There were some libraries in the city, far cheaper to enter than Kyushu’s. Reading up on a few things, including this particular location, wouldn’t be a bad way to kill some time. Asking the system wasn’t an option, since it’d simply ignore me.

      An hour or two before our scheduled dinner with the saints, I watched Mandi and Opal pick apples from a tree that was multiple stories high. What? I sure as shit wasn’t climbing that, the system be damned. Why do that when I had pupils that could fly? I was sitting, by the way, with Milia using me as a lap pillow this time. The dryad called it a special test and challenged me to use mana to keep my mind clear. It worked, even with a bit of her teasing before she finally fell asleep.

      By cycling mana and keeping to somewhat of a meditative state, I could essentially prevent the body from being inappropriate. Mana meditation was a spiritual journey for magicians. One must separate the mind from the flesh, become one with the world, something like that.

      I examined the description of Mandi’s exotic-quality wings. Gifting her with those saved lives. If she hadn’t blasted that wraith in its face with the runes, we would’ve seriously been fucked.

      

      [Wings of the Lady of Gadgets. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. Extra (due to being of Exotic quality): Modifiable, super resistant to magic, physical, and celestial damage. Can only be equipped by female beings and while it can be modified to fit a male, for most, it’d look awkward, less elegant, and will be difficult to operate. This device enables one to fly! The device is partially autopiloted until the user has a firm grasp of how to maneuver. A gadget pixie is important to teach the user how to properly move without autopilot and also to fire the Zax Mac Joust armor-piercing lasers. Word of advice; don’t be a target of those lasers. Warning! The device requires an E-ranked mana gathering device to charge efficiently. An F-ranked device is insulting to the original creator of this masterpiece. Her hatred of men was an unnecessary thing to channel into this device. No, Wanda isn’t the original creator. This is a gift from Wanda.]

      

      “Hey, Mandi,” I called to the petite eighteen-year-old. She and the pixie landed, their bag a quarter of the way full. Sure, I only needed two rust apples, but bringing a few extras to see if I could make the barely edible things into something useful wasn’t a bad idea.

      

      [Rust Apple. Item rank: F. Item quality: Poor. Is it really an apple? Apples are delicious, filled with hope. The barely edible Rust Apple is a sad defect that even squirrels treat as a dare. Perhaps if you have means to refine these into something useful…]

      [Item quality types are: garbage, awful, poor, okay, average, good, very good, excellent, amazing, incredible, superior, extraordinary, and exotic.]

      

      “Is there any particular reason why you don’t use the laser function?” I asked.

      “The what?” Mandi asked.

      “Oh—Oooh! He means your hidden ace,” Opal said, then she seemed to deflate. “It costs too much power. Even with the mana gathering device. The wings take too long to regain their full luster. The hidden ace uses almost all of the mana for one attack. Maybe if we could find some kind of mana storage gem to…”

      She began muttering to herself, but the point was made plain and clear. The lasers used too much power, putting the redhead at risk, especially when airborne. At least with our current setup.

      I nodded. “Fair enough. We can’t have you falling from the sky like a dropped apple.” I gave the pixie a micro-glare. She smiled sheepishly.

      “I would demonstrate the mana attack, but with recent events, I’d prefer to conserve as much power as possible,” Mandi said.

      “I do have the mana gathering device with me, you know,” I told her. “Even if the charge is slower than you’d like, it’s better than nothing. You can show us the laser functions later.”

      

      [Quest task completed: the gathering. Now you must find a lab, preferably a magic lab, before the new potion recipe is revealed to you.]

      

      My eyes widened at the thought of a new recipe. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t get to continue the quest further while in the city.

      An hour and a half later, we found ourselves headed to the largest mansion in the city.
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        * * *

      

      Arthur, leader of Inquisition Group Silver, frowned as they approached from the east of Whirl-Waters. There wasn’t any other place that little wench could be hiding. She was chosen by the new leader of the Inquisition to serve at his side. It was fine to deny such a privilege, but to steal the mark of authority automatically meant a declaration of war. And Arthur didn’t care about their feelings or concerns. If Pope Ester’s son, Anos, was granted the title of Pope, so be it. The strong led the strong and the weak crumbled. It was the way of life, the way of order.

      The Inquisition was once just a sword of the law.

      Soon, they would become the law.
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        * * *

      

      Isabella frowned after hearing the report of her spy maid. Strangers coming into the city to cause trouble, nonsense rumors of the saints, and chaos itself before a brave hero saved them all.

      Steam nearly blasted from the young woman’s nose. Was it the legendary and handsome Ramon Thunderblade? The hero himself. An unreliable report did speak of rumors pertaining to the hero’s party, but almost everyone claimed to see them on a near-weekly basis.

      Isabella stood, allowing her sinister aura to rotate around her like a beacon of Lady Death. She was, after all. A promising genius, nurtured by her master, the Hidden Witch of the Wilds.

      Isabella would be this generation’s greatest one day, her talents slowly reaching social circles by the dozens. The nineteen-year-old girl was capable of shaking the heavens, paving her own way, destroying all that opposed her.

      Surely winning her duels counted, right? Her master said something about magicians and bloodshed attracting each other, but Isabella didn’t believe such a thing.

      In fact, she was secretly terrified of getting hurt, but who wasn’t? Magic could cripple practitioners in many ways, from delimbing to soul destruction. Such horrible things, they were terrifying to the young woman.

      Still, as the upcoming shining star of Whirl-Waters, she needed to push forward. Be the strong so that the weak would huddle behind her as their goddess.

      “How sure are you about the brave hero?” Isabella asked, her dreamer side overriding her magician half, something her master often scolded the young woman about. She couldn’t help it. Someone as great as her could only marry a hero or a prince.

      Maybe a tough and handsome man would make her his cultivation partner.

      “Young Miss… your nose is bleeding.”

      Isabella accepted the cloth, quickly wiping her nose. With a cough, she continued. “I will go investigate.”

      “You probably won’t have to go far,” her spy said after peeking outside for a bit.

      “Huh? What are you talking about?” Isabella asked, scowling at her.

      “Your parents have invited a large group of strangers for dinner,” the spy continued. “Among that group, I do recognize one of them.”

      “Who?”

      “The Soul Saint.”

      Isabella glared at the older woman, whose eyes gleamed with desire. She was a magician too, which meant despite being at least forty mortal years, she held the youth of her twenties. That phenomenon mostly happened to those who discovered the spark early.

      “Wait, this group. I think it may be every single person of the rumors— Oh wow, Mistress, Ramon Thunderblade’s here too. And he’s still unmarried.”

      Isabella frowned. “This is quite suspicious. What’s happening? I didn’t expect for the rumors to actually bear any truth.”

      The spy sighed. “I’m afraid the Soul Saint hasn’t disclosed much. I guess you’ll find out soon enough, since your mother is summoning you for dinner. The future talent and disciple of she who’s hated by the church shouldn’t hide away in her room.”

      Isabella nearly fell. “I-I’m not ready.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” her spy said.

      “Sh-shouldn’t I make a grand entrance? I am the disciple of—”

      “Just get changed already,” the spy maid snapped.

      Isabella’s eyes widened as she felt the dreaded cough that cost her the chance to be by her master’s side take root.

      Perhaps she really was just a dreamer. The blood on her sleeve and the frantic gaze of her maid seemed to reconfirm that her fate was to just die.

      She pretended, which helped eased her mind. However, reality was as cruel for her as those who sweat in the fields for the crown.

      Maybe she should pretend to be the lost disciple of the world’s greatest adventurer next?
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        * * *

      

      Aidyn had the audacity to say, “You’re late.” Only to get bonked by Rin.

      “They’re early,” she said.

      Everyone had already bathed and changed into nice clothing. Sure, I could’ve asked them to be bastards, but there really wasn’t a need for that. Aidyn was nice enough to invite us to a free, fancy meal. It wasn’t like I found any way to convert spirit coins into gold, allowing me to afford giant feasts without gaining everyone’s suspicions.

      Besides, I loved the suit Milia made for me. Even cleaning it wasn’t hard due to its magical nature. At my side, her arm linked in mine, the dryad wore her favorite fancy white summer dress with shoes that matched her hair.

      The hero’s party, used to dining with nobles, also wore an assortment of fancy robes and dresses. Even the twerp had her hair done nicely. Not that they neglected fashion. They were still once the hero’s party and brats.

      Harmony and Mandi were nobles. Chenzu was a man of many mysteries and carried robes for even Lucas and Alexander.

      Alexander had a suit but refused to wear it. It was one of those bound to get ‘he’s so cute’ comments. No longer the man of testosterone that he used to be, the women’s innocent compliments would certainly embarrass the man or wound his pride. The robes were seen as more dignified in this world. The martial artist and magician aesthetic combined.

      Wolverine, my best buddy, and my adorable favorite kitten were invited too. That, of course, was a part of my condition for agreeing to the dinner. They were spirit beasts, but more importantly, Wolverine saved the damned city. Not me. He did. I emphasized that to the saints as they led us to the mansion.

      I’d be damned if Wolverine didn’t get the credit he deserved. Hell, I didn’t know he could do such a thing. The minute the system mentioned a Peace Spawner summoning, I damn near panicked. The first actions I’d have taken, if it wasn’t a system-monitored event, would have been to get my loved ones out of here. Assuming I wasn’t informed on how to rebuke the Peace Spawner’s dick move spell.

      Waiting for us at the door were the city lord, an older man with a nice mustache, and a striking woman, presumably his wife. They were surrounded by maids and butlers.

      “Blessed Saints,” the city lord said, bowing. “And the mystery hero clan that saved us all. I thank you for attending this feast. May it be to your liking.”

      “So many strands of fate,” the city lady said. “And we’re the lucky city to host all of you.” She knelt down to Wolverine. “Sunlight wolf, Woofy, was it? And Lady Cutie.”

      I shot Milia a micro-glare.

      She nodded toward Harmony, smile wide. “I told Harmony to introduce them,” the dryad said with a giggle.

      The blue-haired teenager laughed, leaving me no choice but to let them have this one. Wolverine and Cheetara’s cheeriness only added to the fun.

      I stealthily scanned the city lord and his wife. Sir Hal and Lady Sharian. Both were magicians, though not strong ones.

      “By the way, what happened to the dark elf girl?” I whispered to the Soul Saint.

      “She’s being taken care of by a servant. We decided we’ll give her some guidance. Luckily for her, she hasn’t killed anyone. She’s brand new and hadn’t so much as received a brand yet.”

      “Like most runaways, she’s confused,” Shikah the Flame Saintess said, though she cast just a minor glare at the former hero’s party.

      As we were being seated, Lady Sharian called for her daughter, someone named Isabella. Soon, we were greeted by the sight of a noble girl seeming to be around Harmony’s age and her maid, likely in her twenties.

      Then again, they were both very weak magicians. However, something about Isabella felt off. I wasn’t sure how to explain it beyond just a feeling of someone… fading. Like their life force draining by the second.

      She put up a cheery front, but seemed… tired? Weak?

      What was going on here?

      I think the worst part about this had to be the fact that no one else seemed to have noticed. Or pretended this was normal, perhaps due of Isabella’s wishes.

      We had a lot to discuss, or maybe nothing at all, depending on how everyone felt. Even if Isabella left the dining room, I’d still feel the wrongness.
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      “I’m just a potion maker,” I explained to the city lord. “You can call us a hidden clan of crafters.”

      “Somehow, I doubt things are that simple,” the city lord replied. “But a potion maker, you say. I’ve never heard of one leading a clan.”

      The city lord wanted to know everything. First, they recognized Rin as a supreme honored guest due to her ancestor, Whirl-Waters himself, and offered her a mansion. It was almost begging. In the end, however, they had to respect the Love Saintess’s wishes.

      After adjusting to the presence of all nine saints, he somewhat fanboyed and went on a questioning spree. His wife did keep him from getting out of line with some questions. Their daughter Isabella hadn’t left either. She wasn’t keeling over, thankfully, but seemed starry-eyed. Now, I wasn’t going to pretend to be dense or stupid. I began to understand another reason why the saints decided to have the dinner here. Obviously through talking with Rin, they learned all about my potion making.

      However, I was equally annoyed that they were sort of in a wait and see mode. They were saints, somewhat of a charity. Unfortunately for them, I did nothing for free. Not that I knew what to do here. I wasn’t a goddamn doctor. I certainly didn’t know what was going on. What the hell did they expect from me?

      All that aside, the food was on another level. Even on Earth, I’d never been to a massive banquet of fancy and exotic dishes. Hell, most of it was exotic to me as a nonnative. From unknown and delicious meats, some of them purple for some reason, to various seafoods, vegetable dishes, and honey-based desserts.

      “A blueberry pie would go great with this meal,” Milia mused after the conversations fell into a good moment of silence. “Oh, and I’d still like to try your cinnamon bun recipe soon too. Perhaps we could find the ingredients here.”

      “Those little berries are difficult to find, perhaps can only grow in certain dangerous forests,” the city lord said. “I don’t think anyone’s going through the effort of making a pie out of them any time soon.”

      “What’s a cinnamon bun?” Isabella asked with interest.

      I held my grin as Milia successfully changed the subject. Aidyn didn’t show it, but I could practically feel his irritation. They were taking a roundabout way of trying to get as much information as possible from me. Or rather, they wanted secrets. On the other hand, I used this as an opportunity to advertise the shop, Kyushu, and business opportunities. Carefully, of course. There were things I couldn’t give away, nor could I be linked to Raider. He wasn’t on the wanted list, but the alias was considered a Lord Ruler Select for some reason.

      “I don’t know, Nate hasn’t made it yet,” Milia said, then pouted playfully.

      I explained to them what a cinnamon bun was. Even the city lord, his wife, and daughter had clueless expressions on their faces. And for the first time in a while, Aidyn’s interests ventured off to something that didn’t involve his schemes.

      Ladies and gentlemen, we found his sweet tooth.

      “I’m certain I could send servants to bring the ingredients,” Hal, the city lord, said. “We have the best of the best chefs too.”

      “That’s fine with me,” I said, glad to not be the one making the dish. Sure, it wasn’t that hard, but what was the point of being a guest if you were the one doing the cooking? Chefs aside.

      Best of all, I didn’t have to worry about the pain and woes of trying to acquire cinnamon. It was nearly impossible in Kyushu, and even terribly expensive in Wingston, assuming they had any in stock. I took modern living from Earth for granted, that was for sure.

      “What’s the name of your clan, if you don’t mind me asking?” the city lady, Sharian, asked after her husband set off to rally the chefs. The saints looked on with interest, though Awa, Nuwa’s mother, talked with her daughter.

      I thought for a moment, but considering we already told Rin, who blabbed everything else to her comrades, I figured telling the city lady wouldn’t hurt. We advertised almost everywhere for business.

      Sure, I was still mostly in hiding as I adjusted to the world, its vastness, and how it worked. This was just one culture and kingdom, after all. Chenzu once told me of a small nation that touched noses for greetings. I made a note to never go there. Hey, Mufasa’s warning to never go there was right, after all. How about that.

      “We’re called Potion’s Will,” I told Sharia. “I’d like to ask you to keep it secret for as long as you’re able. We’re still just a new shop.”

      The city lord nodded as he returned from the chefs. “That is fine. I’ve heard about your up-and-coming status from Guild Master Lu. He’s a strict and sometimes insufferable bastard, but his positive words for you made me agree to this dinner.”

      “Not that you’d turn down serving the saints,” city lady Sharian said with a chuckle. “Isabella, you’re unusually silent today. Is everything well? Your master has only been gone for two months.”

      “That was real?” she asked, eyes wide and from those words, the city lord’s wife paled.

      “Perhaps you should return to your quarters and rest, yes?”

      Isabella shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      “I think your mother’s right,” Hal said nervously. “You should get some rest.”

      Ramon looked like he wanted to volunteer to help the girl to her room, but I gave him a look and shook my head. The parents were clearly aware that something was wrong with their daughter. Judging how the saints stared at her with pity, they did too. Awa tried to steal a few glances at me, but I noticed them all.

      I didn’t like the implications, but common sense did bring me to one conclusion. They poured money into summoning as many doctors as possible only to be told there was nothing to be done.

      Still, I wasn’t a doctor, and I doubted a health potion could do anything. Also, they were rich. I’m pretty sure they paid for access to even royal grade potions.

      I accessed the system menu anyway just to observe what was available to me. While this ordeal wasn’t my responsibility, I could still sell the means to ease the girl’s pain. Listen, everyone in this fucked-up world suffered one way or another. I wasn’t going to suddenly bankrupt myself to become a charity. Even the saints had limits.

      

      [Potions unlocked:]

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

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

      [Mid-tier Special potions: Water Spirits.]

      [Complex self-use potions: Minor Luck, Angel Summoning, Basic Holy Cleansing, Humble Sage’s Mana Potion, Wind Droughts.]

      [*Grand-tiered Simple potions: Storms.]

      [Utility potions: Lighting/Lamp.]

      [Misc potions: Flavors, Basic Purification.]

      [Blighted potions: Steam Blast.]

      Other:

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

      

      “Severe mana poisoning,” Nuwa suddenly said. As if being released from a spell, I suddenly noticed the waves of Nuwa’s healing magic, smothering Isabella. “I can’t… break through.”

      “We’ve already tried with the nation’s best healers,” the city lady said.

      “I told you, I’m fine,” Isabella said. “I only coughed once today. There isn’t a need to get hysterical in front of guests.”

      Long purple hair, gothic clothing, and the gray eyes of her father made up the brat’s general appearance.

      For once, I didn’t have to turn to Milia for answers, since I’d read up on mana poisoning. That was important for a job like mine. Severe mana poisoning stood in a different category and the healers of the world recognized it as a true disease. It was virtually uncurable, killed slowly, and I believe it in fact made victims question reality. In fact, they’d essentially become chuunibyous.

      Yet…

      Yet my brain’s gears began to turn, ideas without any system help, flooding in from countless hours of experiments or reading potion descriptions over and over again to get a better understanding of what I’m meant to control. I’m no saint, no goody-goody. Just a realist, but also a dude with maybe one luck stat higher than your average Bruce. And yet I still wanted to help, to not look away, even with an idea I wasn’t sure would work.

      Obviously not for free. Otherwise, my apprentices could forget about getting paid.

      “Cheetara,” I said. The kitten meowed as she abandoned Harmony to land onto my shoulder.

      Mana poisoning went away on its own, but severe mana poisoning acted as a natural disease. One that continued to breakdown the body until ultimately killing the victim. I couldn’t possibly have a surefire solution. After all, numerous experts likely dove into this subject and every single one of them failed.

      What I had was mere guesswork at best and also hope that the system would reward this with some extra spirit coins.

      “Sir Hal, tell me everything that happened that led to this,” I said.

      “But—”

      “Don’t worry about any of the experts you’ve hired,” I interrupted the city lady. “Most of them were likely quacks who wouldn’t so much as blink in your direction without getting paid first. But don’t get me wrong, what I have in mind is mere guesswork. I won’t accept payment for it upfront, nor will I waste my time against Isabella’s wishes. But I need details of what led to the poisoning.”

      “My master… I remember now. She set off to find help, but every letter she sent was a notice of failure. She’s one of the greatest minds I’ve ever known. If she couldn’t find a cure, if the healers couldn’t, nor even a doctor with a highly-renowned potion maker husband, why should I trust you to do what they couldn’t? They weren’t conmen.”

      Aidyn, who was smiling, spoke before I had the chance to reply, likely as a precaution against my potential ‘fuck it then, I’m out’ response. Not that I planned to say such a thing to a dying person. Especially since she was right to be skeptical. It’d be weird if she wasn’t. Her parents were desperate enough to allow me to keep talking.

      “Our friend Nate has something none of the healers your parents hired have. Awa can sense the mechanisms of Wanda swirling around him.”

      Their eyes widened in wonder, no doubt soaking up the words of the great Soul Saint.

      I sighed. “My creation attempt has nothing to do with Wanda or other church-related things. It will also depend on your body’s ability to process new mana.”

      “You can’t process mana with severe mana poisoning,” Isabella said. “It cracks the core, allows impurities to infiltrate…” She paused to cover her mouth with a large cloth, turned away, and coughed.

      “Not without some help,” I said without missing a beat, “but I won’t get your hopes up. It’s just an idea. I doubt you’ll find what I’m making anywhere else. It could also be dangerous.”

      I stood, full, and done with dinner.

      “Come find me or send a messenger if you’re willing to take the risk. I’d prefer to have a lab to work from, but any decently ventilated room will work.”

      I started outside, Milia at my side, though stopped. “Ah, the cinnamon buns. I’d better make sure the chefs get it right.”

      Everyone nearly fell. Aidyn and Kelvin burst into laughter. Milia, on the other hand, nodded twice, eyes filled with determination, as if I spoke the truths of the universe.

      “We can’t have them delivering an inedible husk,” she said.

      Harmony pouted. “You ruined it. You looked like a noble knight heading out to slay a hallow. Now you sound like a baker’s son.”

      “A baker’s son with the ability to produce blueberry pie and this mysterious cinnamon bun is far more valuable than a brute with a sharp stick,” Milia said.

      I stared at everyone blankly, unsure at whether to be amused or annoyed at how quickly they dismissed me looking cool for once.

      “If you don’t mind, Lucy, take Nate to the chefs. They’ve already been tasked to gather the ingredients,” the city lord said to Isabella’s personal maid. She gave the sick girl one more concerned look before bowing to Hal, then nodding at me. “Isabella, Sharian, to the back with me.” He nodded at everyone. “Please continue the meal. We apologize for the interruption.”

      “It is not a problem,” Aidyn said. “As saints, we are happy to witness fate conjure blessings. And don’t worry, Nate, the cost is on us. Platinum coins and a personal favor.”

      “Is Isabella your lover?” Ronica asked, eyes sparkling. Isabella missed a step. I caught just a moment of a micro-glare from Rin, confirming that she did have something for the Soul Saint.

      “No, I’m afraid my soul and body belong to Wanda and I’m at her disposal,” Aidyn said.

      Rin shook her head, no doubt tired of that line. “What a mess.”

      As Milia and I followed the maid, I began to sense only what I could describe as being on the verge of… something. A major insight?

      The feeling, the mysterious energies, they rested just outside my reach. My Dao tattoo began to glow.

      My eyes widened, knowing that in order to create a cure that shouldn’t exist, I’d have to once again risk using the tattoo. However, on the bright side of things, I had more control over it.

      It was possible that a breakthrough or evolution of some kind awaited if I went through with my planned experimental cure.

      Still, a part of me still felt uneasy. If what I created didn’t work, then I’d be putting the girl in danger.

      Well, if the description given to me by the system was off even a little, I’d simply discard the mixture. There, danger avoided.

      Even the Dao of Creation shouldn’t be riled up.
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      The city lord’s daughter visited us about an hour and a half later, eyes filled with determination. She also seemed a bit hesitant, maybe standoffish. Not that I could blame her. If the best solutions money could buy failed, then what could this random stranger do?

      By now, Milia and I finished our cinnamon buns, washed our hands of any sticky frosting, and just relaxed at a quiet outdoor bar that evening. The teenagers and disciples were either back in their rooms to rest, or out and about. I babied no one. Also, they realized they’d better have as much fun as possible because after we left, it’d be back to training. Perhaps making it more difficult to either make up for lost time or to take in any breakthroughs.

      “I take it you’re willing to give it a shot,” I said.

      Isabella hesitated, before speaking. “What could you possibly gain from helping me?”

      A valid question. In this world, she’d assume I was doing so for her hand in marriage or to curry serious favor with her father.

      “That’s a good question,” I said. “Why should I bother with this? Maybe the answer will come to me after successfully ridding you of that mana poisoning.”

      Isabella stared at me for half a minute, searching for something, before finally nodding. “I will trust you.”

      I stood up from my chair, doing my best to ignore the glowing Dao tattoo which almost seemed as if it was a weight on the world itself. The air around my wrist seemed to shift and form a haze.

      “That’s all I can ask for,” I replied. For a second, I considered taking the Yin Yang pill to push the breakthrough. But this… this revelation didn’t feel like any ordinary advancement. The system was also silent, meaning that I was pretty much on my own.

      Still, I glanced at the description of the pill once more for confidence. Would it be a mistake to use one now or save them all for later profits?

      

      [Yin Yang Pill. Item rank: S. Item quality: Extraordinary. Pill type: Mana. Pill potency: Heavy. Balance the hidden Yin and Yang energies within you, creating an equilibrium that will flood all of your meridians, breaking you into the next four realms or, if you’re at the wall, you will rank up instead. Warning: the value of this pill can only be measured in spirit coins. Do not sell it for gold.]

      

      Perhaps I could include this into the mixture. It had to have come to mind for some reason, right?

      “My father has a lab prepared for you,” Isabella said. “Please follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella wondered if the man was secretly a heavenly knight sent by Wanda to save her. Sometimes even the greatest of a generation, of a universe, could use a hand during grim times. The heavenly knight even brought his angelic wife with him for the ride, though a part of the girl kind of wished he was doing this for marriage. After hundreds of failures, he succeeds and requests her hand.

      Then she’s granted the title of…

      Isabella strained to keep her mind from wandering. She desperately fought to stay in reality, even if it continued to crumble around her. Even if blue became green and red became purple. For the first time in a long time, real hope returned to her.

      “The mana poisoning,” she said halfway during the walk, “first manifested during a training session with my master.”

      She strained to hang onto reality, begging for her mind to not twist the facts. “I took on an unknown dark forest beast that we later found out was actually a hallow fragment. It struck me with a spear of darkness. Such a thing wasn’t out of the ordinary. Adventurers, trainees, and even the most skilled get injured at times.”

      She sighed, her willpower pushing to its limits, to the point where she believed she’d collapse at any moment. However, Isabella had to make sure the man at least knew of her stupidity. “My master’s task was simple that day. She only wanted me to retrieve a copper fruit, used in blood medicines and certain alchemic powders. I thought the training was too easy that day, so I ignored her warning, wandered off the path in hopes that I could perhaps find a demonic beast to spar against. The hallow fragment vanished after piercing me…” She paused, realizing she jumbled the story. Sir Nate gestured for her to continue. “The injury itself would’ve healed with a potion, but we just happened to be at a town the Peace Spawner decided to cull that day. We were too close and some hellspawn mana seeped into my wound. It turns out that I had a bit of natural mana poisoning from wandering off into a restricted part of that forest. At its center, there’s a tree supposedly tied to death mana. Or perhaps decay mana. The recipe of hallow damage and hellspawn mana forced the minor mana poisoning that would’ve went away on its own into severe poisoning. Had my master not been able to slow it down, I’d have perished that day.”

      Isabella felt as if she’d collapse at any moment, but a gentle hand on her shoulder brought her back into reality. It was Nate’s wife and her kind smile.

      Just a bit more hope flooded into the girl, though she blocked off as much as possible. If he failed, she wouldn’t feel crushed nor surprised. It’d be the natural order of things, that if the best of the best couldn’t do so, then no one could.

      Still, a part of her wanted to be optimistic.
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        * * *

      

      After Isabella took us to the lab in the back of the mansion, I dismissed everyone except Cheetara. I did hesitate at the idea of creating a Dao of Creation-infused potion inside, but in the end decided to just roll with it. I wasn’t that beginner anymore.

      I pulled my chemistry set and cauldron from my storage ring, deciding to ignore the fancy beakers and tools the city lord provided. The item descriptions reminded me of how valuable they were.

      

      [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.]

      

      Although, if there were potion making sets and magic cauldrons beyond these, I wouldn’t say no to adding them to my collection.

      Cheetara gave me a questioning meow. Perhaps one that said, “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “In a moment,” I said, petting the kitten. “You’re the heroine of this one. Without you, this is probably going to be impossible.”

      The starriness in the kitten’s eyes was all the motivation I needed to push forward. If I hadn’t discovered Cheetara’s hidden ability, I’d be far more hesitant about trying to create what was essentially a custom potion. Sure, this would probably be cheating, but what the other potion makers didn’t know wouldn’t kill them. Someone’s life was on the line, and I also wanted to be paid. Platinum coins. The saints were loaded! Even I’d struggle to get even one of the coins. Okay fine, I wasn’t really just doing this for the money.

      I wondered if the desire to help people on a whim would be considered an exploitable weakness. This was probably a part of the reason why I never offered free services. I could never travel with the saints, relying on donations.

      However… if I couldn’t save one girl, then what good would my name be in the future? It sure as shit wouldn’t pave our way for the shop to break into the S-ranks.

      It took only a bit to fill the cauldron with the appropriate amount of water. The city lord had purified water waiting for me, some in magic-cleansed buckets and others in large glass bottles. Perhaps this expense was but a drop in a well for him.

      “Alright, Cheetara, it’s your go.” I passed the ladle to the kitten. “Without your mana, we can’t make it.”

      Cheetara nodded and gave me a determined meow. Once again, I just felt it. The Dao tattoo’s glow brightened, as if yelling to begin its part. Explaining its existence to people wasn’t easy, so I mostly kept my hands in my pocket when I was at the outdoor bar with Milia.

      Honestly, I didn’t want to send the dryad away, but without being totally sure what would happen, I decided to keep minimum people in the room. So just the kitten and me.

      “Focus, Cheetara,” I said. “Give me just a bit of your mana. Like you did many times before, only intense this time.”

      The kitten’s eyes suddenly glowed and waves of super strong aura poured off her, pushing me back a little.

      “Not that intense,” I said, laughing. “But that’s enough. You did really well. Far beyond my already high expectations.”

      The kitten leapt onto my shoulder and licked my cheek. What we stared at was a cauldron of glowing water. I actually didn’t know what to call it, so… supercharged mana water, I guess?

      My Dao tattoo seemed to hit a critical point as its glowing was too bright to look at. In fact, it served as our main light source. I didn’t bother with the magic tech lamps the city lady provided.

      That was when the world cracked.

      The golden ocean manifested in front of me, covering the walls, the windows, the floors, and pulled my soul within.

      I was no more.

      And then I was everything. Cheetara let out a cat howl, pawing my shoulder. That helped me snap out of losing myself. My reflection appeared briefly in the ocean that imposed itself over the world.

      In it, I barely recognized myself. Glowing eyes, some mist pouring from my lips, and hair flickering between normal and a weird fire-like form holding the color of the ocean.

      But the reflection vanished, and my vision cleared as I was finally allowed to focus on the goddamn cauldron.

      I unsheathed the alchemist wand.

      It took some extreme effort to properly form the Blank Gate and also the Gate of Mana. My heart bashed against my chest like a crazed ex. I knew that if I fucked this up, well, Cheetara would at least be able to avoid the destruction. The massive headache didn’t help things either.

      I placed some of the leftover basic holy cleansing potion from when I healed the half-vampire on the Gate of Mana and basic purification onto the Blank Gate.

      Honestly, I truly had no idea what I was doing, but somehow it felt right. Both bottles began to glow. I activated the Dao of Creation for the first time in a while as I stirred the supercharged mana water in the cauldron.

      Then I… willed the liquids within the bottles to change. To become catalysts, ingredients to a potion that didn’t exist. Something that could devour mana poisoning. I took out a normal health potion to represent the component that would restore the victim back to pristine condition.

      The poison simply needed to be removed safely. Oh, who was I kidding? None of this shit was safe.

      The Dao tattoo pulsed at my mental command to create, and the liquid within the cauldron began to bubble a paint-like blue. Feeling something… instincts telling me to add the bottles, first, I tossed in one Ying Yang pill, then poured in all three potions.

      And that was the mistake I made. I shouldn’t have poured in the health potion, not just yet. To my relief, no explosion came.

      Instead, an awful gas oozed out of the magic cauldron before I could place the lid on it in time. Blackness overtook me after minutes of agonizing bone pain.

      No… I wasn’t unconscious, but rather blinded by the fumes thicker than a bad morning in San Francisco. The pain simply ceased to be. The Dao pain.

      I clenched my teeth as I wrestled back control of the chaotic tattoo. Thoughts of everything I’ve been through since the start of the trip came to mind.

      I’d avoided the Dao tattoo far too much, to the point that it came to this.

      However, meditating on the Dao, summoning Aku, learning more about the golden ocean of mana, and the system’s automatic mana cultivation shone at this moment. Every gear in the machine pushed toward its functioning.

      To my relief, the black smoke began to retract rather quickly, back toward the caldron. The gates, magic circles for Red alchemists and potion makers, shifted from a pale white color to the gold that matched the ocean. I willed dried herbs from the storage ring into the mixture, not to add any value except to be vessels for my Flavors ability.

      Cheetara never left my shoulder, though she made several surprised meows and noises.

      Just when I thought the worst of it past, I felt it. The full force of the Dao of Creation pushing back, its aim to crush my will entirely.

      It was a pressure, almost like a force pushing against my mind, perhaps trying to explode it. I expelled mana in waves to keep things under control.

      “Enough!” I roared, my voice sounding… different. Perhaps like the roar of an ocean, maybe even Poseidon himself. “You are mine. I’m in control. Let go of the chaos and be calm.”

      Abruptly, there was a popping sound.

      The smoke flickered for a bit. A second later, it changed into a golden haze.

      

      [Your Dao has evolved from Awakened to Enlightened. A high stage.]

      

      I felt my realm pushed to the peak of Saint.

      But there was so much energy. Too much energy from mana and whatever the hell the golden ocean was made from, which I felt certain wasn’t ordinary magic.

      The worst part of this had to be the pain, from my bones to my head. Attempting to create something that doesn’t exist had its price, and to be fair, mine could’ve been far worse. Cheetara probably saved my bacon, honestly. Passing out during an event like this could prove detrimental.

      The upside of this was that I felt the difference between an Awakened Dao and an Enlightened Dao. They were miles apart, to the point where I wondered if I could glimpse into the truth of the universe itself, from this world to Earth, to the heavens where Wanda lived.

      I tried to move, but an unknown force rooted me in place. And this wasn’t be the first time I attempted to do so, just the first conscious try.

      That was when it clicked. Just a fragment of meaning came to me, but it was enough to close my eyes and push into a meditative state. Cheetara somehow sensed that and didn’t wake me.

      With all of that excess energy rampaging in my body and soul, causing nearly unbearable physical pain, I willed it toward a metaphorical wall.

      At first, there was resistance and pushback. So much resistance that I almost considered rage quitting magic all together and being like, “Fuck this.” But the true me wanted to be able to at least save one girl. Especially after pulling off a damn near impossible Heroic rating with the Fire Stone culling.

      It took what felt like an hour of effort and probably some sweating, but the resistance finally cracked. Then crumbled. With the dam of energy, I directed it toward the new rift of freedom.

      Before I could tell it good riddance, the energy changed and became my mana. My eyes widened as I was bashed into the next realm.

      All windows of the room exploded violently, and the city shook. Super winds raged around me, but thankfully just briefly. The magic cauldron and even my chemistry set somehow held in place. Sensing that the mixture within simply needed cooling, I stopped my magical heating.

      I checked my stats. I had to after all of this trouble. We still had ten minutes of cooling anyway. Cheetara meowed sadly.

      “I’m okay, Cheetara,” I said as I scratched beneath her chin. She rubbed against my cheek. “Let’s just hope my next evolutions won’t be as unnecessary as today’s.”

      

      Nate Sullivan

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

      Magician rank: 1st realm of the Higher Dragon.

      Class rank: Inspired (enhanced).

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

      Power: Middle World-breaking Strong.

      Defense: Middle Absolute Titanium.

      Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Enlightened. This is a high stage.

      Physique rank: C.

      Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 49%.

      Shop rank: D. [Rank-up quest awaiting…]

      Merchant license: D. [You will find getting C-ranked and above merchant/large store trades, contracts, and opportunities incredibly difficult on your own with this license.]

      Merchant’s guild sponsored.

      Heavenly attunement rank: B.

      Lord Ruler Select as Raider; Friend of the Kingdom of Merridon.

      Forest attuned. [Step into a forest and feel…]

      

      [Your Higher Dragon realm has forced a skill evolution…]

      [Your Dragon Magic Burst has evolved into Dragon’s Destruction Beam. Because of your attempted early activation of this skill before learning it, your skill will now become Dragon’s Savage Destruction Beam.]

      [Due to the exposure of dragon-based magic and an unusual breakthrough, you now radiate both Saint and Dragon Aura.]

      [System advice. You may want to keep the aura suppressed. Attracting dragons may be a human fantasy, something they fancy, but dragons are feared for a reason. The might of a dragon is true in this world. Luckily for you, dragon deities that could detect you from anywhere left the plane eons ago. The reason why can be found buried in dark history books.]

      

      The mysterious third class still remained as an unknown, but with the golden ocean manifesting as a hologram into the real world for the first time, I’d eventually put the pieces together.

      Having finally grinded through the Saint realm, I could at least hope I’d be strong enough to deter threats like Princess Ling.

      It wasn’t like I’d invited them to impose on my peaceful life.

      I still doubted I’d be able to do much against the true body of the Axem, and definitely not the Peace Spawner. The Lord Ruler wasn’t exactly an enemy, but I wouldn’t put it past him to suddenly have an excuse to gun for my life.

      Such as finding out the identity of Raider. That applied to Ling and the Lord Ruler’s elite guards too. No one would connect Potion’s Will to Raider… right?

      I pushed all of those thoughts to the side. Now wasn’t the time to let my mind wander. I had a bad habit of doing that and sometimes while stressed.

      The realm increase healed all of my injuries, putting me back into pristine condition. If cultivating mana was still possible for mana poisoning victims, I wouldn’t have gone through all of this. Money wouldn’t have been wasted on worldwide experts.

      “I know I just stood here keeping you waiting, but let’s see what we’ve cooked up here,” I said. “It’s cool enough.”

      After dismissing the gates with a wave of my alchemy wand, I pulled an empty potion bottle from a storage ring and filled it with the mysterious glowing pink liquid. My eyes widened at the description.

      “Well now. Give me a high five, Cheetara!”

      Yes, Cheetara got it.

      “This grade…”
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      [Elixir of Cure. Item grade: Divine. Item quality: Dao of Creation-infused. Level: Complex. A special type of potion capable of curing even the most stubborn effects, injuries, diseases, and any mana-related damage that most conventional items can’t. This item is one of a kind, its value unmatched. Will fully restore all health and mana without any downsides. You can only consume one per day. Any more will result in dangerous potion sickness.]

      [It goes without saying that a potion like this will attract attention.]

      [Your actions have been noted by someone of higher power…]

      [For receiving a Heroic grade under the gaze of the heavens, preventing a culling, and forming an Elixir, you have received 6 merits.]

      [You cannot hold more than 5 merits. Your extra merit was converted into 1 Fate emblem.]

      [Warning! A Fate emblem cannot be held by a human. System inquiring…]

      [Wanda has volunteered to hold your emblem for you… This does not count as deity interference.]

      [Form a dense gold core to gain access to your emblem. System advice. You now have access to a special shop in which you can spend the merits. However, if you choose not to, all newly gained merits from this point will only show up in your normal spirit coin or heavenly spirit coin rewards. In other words, use them or lose them. Don’t think for a second it is possible for a human to receive a Fate emblem, much less a second.]

      

      Seeing the dark sky outside, I yawned. “I’m going to bottle up the rest of this before we go.”

      It took only a minute to do so and getting five extra bottles pushed me into high spirits. The tiredness kept me from feeling over the moon, however. Also, noticeable scratches and tiny dents on my cauldron meant that it could only handle so much. I’d have to order another soon.

      After making sure everything was nice and tidy to the best of my abilities, I turned to leave the room. There was a crowd outside my door, leading away into the vast halls.

      From little kids, some petting Wolverine, to maids and butlers serving food, to my crew, some nobles I didn’t recognize, the city lord, lady, and Isabella. They were having some kind of celebration outside my door.

      As much as I wanted to scold the city lord for running his mouth, I’d bet a platinum that one of his servants was responsible for this. It didn’t take long to catch the eyes of Isabella’s personal maid. She averted her gaze, though held skepticism and resentment in it. Well, before she looked at me. Something about that look changed.

      Well, there wasn’t much to say beyond the name of our clan. I gave out no vital information, so it shouldn’t be too big of a deal. It seemed more likely she pulled together this show to see me fail spectacularly.

      I finally realized the room was quiet, everyone staring at me. My dragon aura was pulled in and hidden, masked by some of the saint aura I purposefully released.

      I held up the bottle of the elixir, which drew all eyes to it. Unfortunately, due to the preexisting damage, Isabella would have to drink an entire bottle instead of a vial.

      I had already given it a taste. Flavors gave it a lemony tea flavor but no bonus effects.

      It turned out I couldn’t use both the Dao and the Flavors ability on a custom potion. At least not at my level.

      “What you’re about to see will require an oath to our clan, from all of you,” I said. “Word of this cannot get out.”

      The city lord’s eyes widened, then he relented, knowing the implications of what could happen should a miracle potion get out to the world.

      “How will I know it’s not a poison?” he asked.

      I chuckled. “I didn’t come here to get arrested. I created something that the world isn’t ready for just yet. Once I can put a price on it, then we’ll see. If there weren’t so many people here…”

      The city lord briefly glared at Isabella’s maid, before nodding. “Guards, secure the exits. Everyone will take the oath.”

      “I just so happen to have a judge’s scroll,” Aidyn said after everyone swore to our clan. He pulled a rolled up tan paper from his storage ring. It practically hummed with power. “This scroll recorded all who swore an oath in the presence of Wanda’s saints and if someone breaks it, everyone written will know. Then the curse will descend. Wanda hates deceivers, after all.”

      I offered the bottle to Isabella, who hesitated before gingerly accepting it. The effects were immediate the moment she finished the elixir. Color returned to pale skin. She almost dropped the bottle as her eyes widened and her aura exploded into life.

      She began to shake. The tears of joy fell hard.

      

      [Secret quest completed. Defy the impossible odds and use your unique situation to heal Isabella. Reward: Soul Saint’s favor x1. 400,000 spirit coins. 100 heavenly spirit coins. You already received the merits. 1 traveler’s chest.]

      [Total number of spirit coins: 770,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 120.]

      

      Her family surrounded Isabella with hugs and tears. I joined Milia and the others to give the people their space.

      “Well, I can’t say I’m surprised that you pulled off this miracle,” Chenzu said. He seemed like he was going to say something else but cut his words short as the saints approached. They knew nothing about the dragon magician state, after all, and didn’t need more information that could accidentally link me to Raider.

      “You’ve passed Wanda’s trial,” Awa said. “I can sense it. You should step onto Wanda’s holy lands to claim your crest and become a titled saint. You could easily rival even the Soul Saint someday in achievements.”

      Aidyn shook his head. “I’m not some sort of achievement hunter, you know.”

      I waved away the words of the Conviction Saintess, Nuwa’s mother, then turned my gaze toward the glaring dwarf. “Spit it out, man. You’re not one to hold back.”

      “I’ve been stuck at the bottleneck of Saint and while I can’t scan you directly, I can tell you’ve broken through, lad,” Radan, the Tinker Saint said. He scratched his beard, his glare changing into a puzzled look. “I suppose it only makes sense after doing what I felt was impossible. Severe mana poisoning is rare and is a death sentence. That girl was too stubborn to die.”

      Aidyn smiled sadly. “She perhaps only had days left. I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of messaging her master. I told her a mysterious stranger cured Isabella, but she may find out about you and appear at your shop.”

      “I’m sure she’ll have plenty of money to spend then,” I said. The half-dragoness, who spent more time glaring and frowning, actually laughed, causing her comrades to look at her in disbelief.

      Her nice expression returned to its mean spirit. Secret achievement, make the most spiteful person in the room laugh. Accidentally accomplished, I thought.

      Shikah harrumphed, folded her arms, and looked away.

      “As Nate would say, you really have that stick shoved far up there,” Ronica cheered, and I almost missed a step. Because Aidyn, of course, had to be the one that started laughing, the laughter rushed out of me as well, followed by everyone else. Awa covered her mouth with a sleeve, but not even that could hide her giggling. Ronica didn’t laugh at her own words, only shrugged, knowing they were as true as they could be.

      So Awa had a sense of humor, after all. Perhaps like mother, like daughter?

      Shikah only scowled, but there wasn’t much she could say. Any further bad attitude would only prove the twerp right.

      It took a bit to finally leave. The city lord and his family attempted to get us to stay as long as possible and I had a sneaking suspicion that they probably thought I was a new saint. I made it quite clear that wasn’t the case. Potion’s Will, our hidden clan, should be the name they remembered.

      Before I left, the Sword Saint, Theo, gave me some parting words, his voice full of grit.

      “Traveling and saving these cities without trying to make a grand show out of everything is something only a true selfless hero would do. You seem intent on rejecting what you could be. You may be hiding from the scans of us.” He shook his head. “But your presence and weight on this world may insist on a different course.”

      I chuckled. “I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong impression of me. I’m no charity, and I only move when there’s profit. I just happened to be in the area. If I have the means of helping, I do so. But playing hero, no. Leave that to whoever the church wants to sucker into that position.”

      I started to walk away, but Isabella running out of the house, breathless, stopped me and the crew.

      She bowed deeply. “I wanted to properly thank you, Sir Nate.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, then turned to walk away. “Do try to be careful the next time you travel through a dangerous forest.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella’s eyes were virtually starry as she watched them walk away. The people that not only saved her city, but her life. She would never forget them. Where did they live again? The small town of Kyushu. She made a mental note to add that into her schedule for a few visits a year.

      She was always a kind person and, in reality, a timid girl, not the arrogant genius magician the mana poisoning deluded her to be. She’d honestly had little confidence in herself until the Potion’s Will clan appeared.

      She wondered if it was possible to join them some day. She’d certainly need to get stronger, that was for sure. Isabella was probably one of the weakest magicians in the kingdom. She took a breath, remembering the front of confidence she used in attempt to impress her master and also to question Sir Nate’s validity.

      “You’re too young to be falling in love,” Theo said as he turned around to walk back inside.

      Isabella rolled her eyes. “As if I have time for such a thing.”

      With the mana poison delusions gone, she realized she had no desire to waste time on boys. Sure, if the handsome Soul Saint asked her for a dinner date, she wouldn’t say no, but with her head back to normal, the girl remembered that the Love Saintess secretly loved him. Secretly being the gentle word, as it was quite obvious.

      Perhaps Isabella would fall in love some day, but it sure as Wanda’s buttocks wouldn’t be with another woman’s husband. She didn’t want to be some homewrecker. Karma had an interesting way of getting back at people like that.

      She looked back at Nate. “How much do you know about him?”

      She was speaking to another person that walked out after Theo left.

      “Too little,” the Soul Saint said. “Too little, child. He’s the leader of a hidden clan that was unknown to even us saints, took the hero’s party in as disciples, and is marrying someone more important than the both of us.”

      Isabella’s eyes widened, but when she turned to ask for a deeper explanation, Soul Saint Aidyn was gone. He wasn’t in the house either.

      Eyes filled with determination, she decided she’d train harder. She wondered if she should make Harmony her rival for some reason, then shook off the idea.

      She didn’t want to be reminded of her delusions anymore.

      Smiling, the daughter of the city lord motioned for her maid to follow and started toward the library.

      “He’s not mad,” she told Lucy.

      The spy maid shrugged. When they were in the library, Isabella felt a flicker of familiar magic and turned.

      The disguise dropped, prompting the young woman to bow. Her master had a bad habit of waiting until Lucy or any of the servants had run off on some chore, before taking their form using powerful illusion magic.

      “Just hug me already, girl.”

      Isabella threw herself into her master’s embrace. The Hidden Witch of the Wilds was actually her grandmother.

      However, powerful magicians lived for centuries and so as a result, she had a three-hundred-year-old grandmother that looked to be in her early thirties.

      “I missed you.”

      Her grandmother kissed Isabella on the forehead. “Well, it seems like taking a trip to the Falls of Purity wasn’t a waste, after all. I owe a friend of mine an apology for laughing at her. She believed in Wanda’s artifacts, and I didn’t. To think I’d return to find you cured. I didn’t believe it at first, but my scanning doesn’t lie. Will you explain? Or did some magical light strike you after I cried on that statue?”

      Isabella’s master was known to be one of the most ruthless magicians, especially among the special classes known as witches. Yet, she carried a soft spot for her granddaughter, even if she didn’t always show it.

      Isabella eagerly told her everything that wouldn’t break the oath. She’d never want to betray that man, anyway. One day, she’d repay him, that she vowed. Perhaps if he opened his clan… Then again, becoming a witch like her grandmother meant that she wouldn’t have time for things like clans. Probably.
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        * * *

      

      “Before we call it a night, and maybe open some chests, has anyone found the rank twenty shop?” I asked. “I hadn’t gotten the chance with all the shit going on.”

      “I have,” Alexander replied.

      “Then lead the way. Everyone’s free to do whatever. But remember my rules.” I gave Harmony’s forehead a playful poke. She glared briefly before shrugging. “Milia, are you coming?”

      “Of course,” she said. “I certainly don’t want to retire for the night and miss your reaction to seeing the shop ranked twentieth in the world.”

      I gave her a playful smirk. “You know damn well I’m going to be so jealous.”

      We both laughed.

      Iris glared at us. “I’ll be coming too.”

      “Anyone else?” I asked.

      “I’m in,” Lucas said.

      “As will I,” Ronica cheered. “I’m not tired yet. I’m also curious to know what Iris is going to buy. Perhaps—”

      “Don’t start going on a delusion of me buying expensive things from a shop like this,” Iris interrupted. “And no, I’m not going to buy you any creampuffs.”

      “Ah, come on,” Ronica said as she snuggled into Iris. “It’s a tradition.”

      “It is not! You can just snatch a few from Nuwa’s box again like you did last time,” Iris said.

      Nuwa’s eyes widened. “So that’s why I felt like I had less than I bought.” She pouted. “I almost considered making that poor shopkeeper go on a three-day repentance trial for trying to swindle me of my coin.”

      Ronica smiled sheepishly. “It was only two. Iris ate two as well.”

      “I did not,” the elf woman snapped.

      “Alright, enough, let’s get going,” I interrupted their bickering.

      “You’ve caught a few unruly gazes, so don’t start fighting,” Mandi quipped. “I’ll be retiring for the night.” She knelt down to pet Cheetara and Wolverine. The kitten gave her a cat hug. Wolverine licked her cheek, gaining a giggle. “Good night, everyone.”

      Milia, Lucas, Ronica, and Iris ended up following Alexander with me. Fifteen minutes later, we found ourselves in front of a large shop that looked to be made entirely of silver. To my surprise, it was still open with a few people standing in line or picking items from a shelf. A redheaded elf glanced around as if to make sure no one was watching, placed what appeared to be a red eggplant into her shopping basket, and then hurried into line.

      Ronica patted Iris on the shoulder. “You’re a good kid, Iris.”

      That earned her a glare from the older woman. The twerp grinned at her. Milia laughed.

      The moment we stepped into the shop, the prompt I was hoping for appeared.

      

      [Quest fully completed: Big City Times. Outstanding! Bonus rewards added. 75,000 spirit coins instead of 10,000, 20 heavenly spirit coins instead of 2, 2 S-ranked chests instead of 1, 1 A-ranked chest, soul space expansion, and 1 pet chest.]

      [Number of spirit coins: 845,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 140.]

      [You can now add more items into your internal inventory/soul space.]

      

      The place looked okay, but it was far plainer than I expected for the number twenty shop in the world. A wooden interior with silvery edges virtually everywhere. Pottery and plants dominated the displays.

      Eh. This felt kind of mediocre on the surface. That could only mean the inventory had to be impressive enough to not get bonked down to a lesser rank.

      “I’m not impressed,” Alexander said ruthlessly. “Given some time, I’ll make sure you surpass this place. The inventory may be great, but it can’t last forever under pressure.”

      “Anyone interested in shopping here?” I asked.

      “Not really,” Milia said. “I was hoping for something elaborate enough to make your jaw drop for our amusement. But it’s barely better than that C-ranked shop from Wingston.”

      I turned. “I’m headed back. I was just curious.”

      That night, I had a dream of the city on fire.
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        * * *

      

      End of Phase 2…
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      Queen Cerial froze as Ares strolled past her, not in his form of darkness, but in the form of himself, a white-haired man with glowing red eyes. He stopped by the entrance of her room.

      “How does it feel to be indirectly funding change to this world?” Ares chuckled. “That’s what you’d like to hear, right? Even if his methods are ruthless, the end goal would be something idealistic and acceptable. Don’t be naïve, Cerial. This is a cruel place, and I’m just another standout magician unsuppressed by any governing figure, striving for the pinnacle of mana cultivation. Sure, I may burn down this world in the process, turn it all into fuel for my own benefit. Small details like that matters not in the long term. My offer to be saved still stands. But, of course, you know what will happen if you utter a word against me.” Ares turned to her, smiling cruelly. His voice became demonic. “I will make sure you hear all of the screams as I devour each of them. Every cry of agony. Every curse of your name and of Maximus’s. Every plea for help. Every child’s scream. Call it cruel if you want, but isn’t that just the sound of war?”

      Cerial’s expression changed from fearful coldness and acceptance to eyes widening.

      “Don’t be surprised that I knew the entire time,” Ares said, voice upbeat. “The war from the past that destroyed my original homeland, killing all with the Crimson Moon Asura bloodline. The original Lord Ruler’s genocide. You found me and took pity on a vessel you could pour your guilt into. Of course, I didn’t have the energy to waste holding that against you, Maximus, or even that former lover of yours. In the end, I didn’t have to lift a finger, for that monarch died of his own making.”

      Ares frowned upon realizing he hadn’t heard a mana call from that useless cult in days now. If they were half as competent as they pretended to be, the idiots would’ve had the information he requested to him by now. Something had likely happened.

      Cursed Wanda. Who would be foolishly acting against him out in the open like this? Perhaps the monarchs had set aside their politics to bring Ares down. No, that was too unrealistic.

      It wouldn’t matter what level of power or realm Ares achieved when it came to monarchs. They held control of as many legendary weapons and items as he did, perhaps far more due to their vast wealth and resources.

      He needed them to continue their rule as he culled town after town and searched for the Philosopher’s Stone fragments. Lawlessness would make his job messier, annoying.

      No. This wasn’t adding up. It couldn’t be those shamans. So who?

      He glanced at Queen Cerial. “Do try to muster some kind of dignity to deal with your own Inquisition backstabbing you. And remember, I won’t offer salvation again. Accept my deal and join the cult. You’ve still got perhaps a year left to decide, unless your wish does manifest, and someone actually pulls the impossible, stopping me. Or are you hoping the monarchs stop bickering? Ha! Really, the only reason why I’m offering to save you is just to repay a trickle of karma from a dead past. Not that it matters. I’ll soon be devouring karma.”

      Ares vanished and then reappeared above the town the cult currently occupied. When he spoke, black flares of the void itself ripped through the sky and they all heard his voice.

      “What is taking that request so long?”

      Recruiter Mimi, bowing, looked up to him. “We lost communication with two promising members. Further investigation brought word of an Inquisition group possibly responsible. They’re moving in on the city of Whirl-Waters, but they’re the only hazard we can think of that will be—”

      “You can say what you truly believe. That the man who I’m requesting information about has ruthlessly slayed those two due to their lack of power and incompetence,” Ares said. “I can hear the words of your heart. It is an interesting place of lunacy. Zaster.”

      “Yes, my lord,” the older man said.

      “Return to your lands and govern as duke for some time. If I need anything during that time, send a message by the most secretive way you know. Don’t be foolish enough to say my name. I will cull you without a thought. Keep an eye on the Astral Empire, its dukes, and the emperor’s son. The time home will help clear up any suspicions, so do stay at least a year.”

      “Yes, lord!” Zaster chanted.

      “As for you, Mimi, it’s time to prove your worth. Go to Whirl-Waters. Whether you find the two, avenge them, or provide me an interesting bit of information is all up to you. You could lay waste to the place if you have the power, for all I care.”

      “Yes, my lord! I’ll descend like a goddess of flame. But… your excellency, why not just cull the city?” Mimi asked. “Wouldn’t that save on time?”

      “Because it has nothing of value,” Ares said. “It sits not on a leyline and my time is too valuable to waste fishing in pitch black waters. Now, get to work. Return here as soon as you find something. Also, I’ve heard about the Manslayer’s desertion. Don’t bother wasting resources on him. We need not anyone who isn’t serious about salvation.”

      The cult members, hearing that awful word from him for the first time, grew fire in their eyes, backs straightening, and purposes reformed. Cursed Wanda idiots.

      Ares glared down at Fire Stone again using his treasure of Nation Sight, a special amulet within his soul space, only to realize he had been blocked from ever culling the town again by some mysterious force. Failing was already a major surprise, which was why he wanted to learn how the man stopped it. From there, he’d redesign his culling ability, form a way to make it unstoppable. However, an ability this great had limitations and drawbacks.

      Ares had too many other things on his plate. There would be no point to having minions if he had to get his own hands dirty.

      “If it turns out a monarch is behind this interference, I may just have to consider creating a nation of chaos anyway,” Ares thought.
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        * * *

      

      As Princess Ling and her new and potentially unwilling necromancer sidekick, Terria, left the inn in the large town of Fire Stone, her sense of danger flared.

      She knew it wasn’t the necromancer foolishly attempting to attack her. Her mind sensed an arrow that didn’t care if it pierced her or delivered its message. She caught it with two fingers, pulled the paper tied to it, and snapped the projectile in two.

      “Wanda’s bubbling bottom,” Ling said. “I do not have time for that Manslayer’s games. I left him alive to see if he could find Raider, but Raider has been missing for days! Did he flee the kingdom? That cowardice doesn’t sound like him.”

      She looked at the necromancer. “He doesn’t know that you’re an old acquaintance of mine. Like a lost little sister.”

      “I’m older than you,” Terria said softly.

      “Details, details,” Ling said waving off her comment. “I’ve bought you pretty dresses, gave you money, hired you to be my personal guard, and pulled your family out of the slums. Being indebted to me as a little sister is far better than what that scummy Manslayer’s about to get for pretending as if he’s rescuing you. I know my cheap idiot brother hired him, instead of a proper magician, but now he’s being a pain in my ass instead of the target’s. I… don’t think my brother is foolish enough to send anyone after me, much less mortals. Then again, he’s odd.”

      She caressed Terria’s cheek. “And I’m certainly not about to give you up. You’re beautiful! And loyalty from you will help protect my kingdom. You do remember what I told you those years ago, right?”

      Terria nodded. “You’ll do whatever it takes to protect what’s yours, even if it means doing the most unladylike things. Such as getting your hands bloody.”

      “Good! If we don’t take charge of things, we’ll get run over and end up like the girls who are stuck having babies, doing chores, and pulling their hair out.”

      “But… isn’t that what you’re trying to do?” Terria asked, confused.

      Ling could feel the other woman’s emotions continue to return to her. Loyalty from a legendary necromancer… Wanda truly was smiling down at the princess.

      “Oh, that,” Ling said, then blushed a bit. “I want children. Always wanted some, but their father must be the one, and powerful enough to pass on his might to them. Strength above anything. With the strongest family, the father included, the world would idolize us. The kingdom will always adore us. You’ll be part of that too, of course. But for now, too many other things are interfering with my plans. My father’s meeting with the dukes is coming up soon and word will begin to spread. A massive gathering like this will certainly bring out the vultures. I want to use that as an opportunity. But first, return to the Manslayer and make sure the body is tattooed with the Inquisition’s mark. If he’s seen, we’ll—”

      Ling’s sense of danger forced her to dodge six more arrows. All coming from the Manslayer. These weren’t ordinary arrows.

      “Go,” Ling said. “These attacks are getting old.”

      She rose into the air and began to fly toward the direction of Whirl-Waters. It wasn’t a destination she was headed to in particular, but rumors of Inquisition in the general area bugged the young woman.

      Hopefully the curse within Terria’s heart wouldn’t trigger. That would mean she’d attempted to betray Ling.

      Ling didn’t want her risky investment to end up as pink goo.

      Abruptly, a silver ball manifested out of nowhere and exploded, releasing special smoke the princess was all too familiar with.

      “You have underestimated me, Manslayer,” Ling said. “I doubt you’d comprehend facing a magician you cannot take down with your tricks. I’ve long since built up an immunity against anti-magic dust and it is one of my favorite methods of torture.”

      She thrust a palm in a seemingly random direction and squeezed. Everything flattened in that forest, revealing a surprised Riyol in plain view. “Look at you. You look like one of my librarian’s plotlines going to waste.”
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        * * *

      

      Riyol saw his life flash before his eyes as he realized he failed. Using the search for Raider as a coverup and leaving false clues for this bitch to follow almost worked. He was promised a helpless princess in his hands. And while snapping her neck and robbing for what had to be a lot of gold came so close, he did not count on anyone being immune to anti-magic dust. It was impossible! There needed to be a way to restrain magicians should they become too much to handle. Anti-magic powder served as the surprise strike.

      The original plan involved reviving Andros, but Riyol’s employer was a cheap goat and hired a rookie necromancer for a few silvers. The princess took his magician partner away from him, too.

      How could someone temper themselves against a powder that rendered all magic, mana, and anything related to mana on their person useless? The woman before him truly was a monster. He looked at her as though looking up to a giant with glowing red eyes, and just knew for the first time in his life, he’d bitten off more than he could chew.

      But he couldn’t die like this. Not without getting back at his employer.

      “Prince Myster hired me to kill you using Raider as a cover. He’s obsessed with killing you and will stop at nothing. But of course you won’t listen, so go ahead, finish me off. I’m just a talking mortal anyway.”

      Suddenly the princess appeared in front of him. If Riyol didn’t feel the urge to shit himself, he would’ve shamelessly took a deep whiff of what had to be expensive perfume and imagined some unruly things.

      Something he hadn’t thought of that ever since he became an unorthodox assassin.

      “Good information, but unfortunately for you, I don’t care,” Ling said, which made the man pale. He took off in a sprint, even if it was useless. “Goodbye. Perhaps you’ll learn in the next life to not pester me with these minor things.”

      Ling sent a giant beam meant to incinerate all in its path. She didn’t bother to look at what was likely going to be a long line of destruction.

      She failed to realize Riyol fell into a hole.

      This close encounter served as the shock the man needed to consider retiring. Now he kind of regretted abandoning his friends back at the cult.

      But cult life just wasn’t for him. He wasn’t a magician, only a mortal assassin. But also someone they’d make sweep floors.

      Despite the dangerous situation he lucked out of, he found himself smiling. Perhaps he should complete the decoy job.

      But what if Raider was stronger than Princess Ling and also held immunity to anti-magic powder?

      Wanda’s ass, he needed to get as far away from this place as possible. Perhaps that village or whatever was beyond the village east of Wingston.
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        * * *

      

      As Muiy watched a young boy get chased by a chicken for sneaking onto the farm, she couldn’t help but miss Lucas. Despite her lack of knowledge of anything outside of the forest, the half-dwarf was kind to her and quite patient.

      “Do you think Nate will make blueberry pie when he gets back?” she asked a fairy hovering next to her.

      The fairy’s eyes narrowed. “He should try making a pie out of other things. He’s lucky blueberries are possible to get in our home forest. Word in the trees say that they’re rare elsewhere.”

      “Oh, that means we’ve been eating luxuriously for free,” Muiy said. She checked the garden to make sure all was perfect, then everything else. Her friends would never have to worry should they leave.

      But…

      What was the outside world like? Was it possible for Muiy to experience it?
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      The first thing I did after the morning activities was find a decent field far enough outside the city to open all of the chests I earned. The others naturally wanted to know what the hell I was up to, so they followed. I considered putting Mandi on air lookout but changed my mind, figuring the occasion wasn’t really that serious. Also, with the Big City Times quest done, we’d probably leave today or tomorrow.

      There wasn’t enough room in the inn to take out all of my chests, especially the large ones, and doing this in the middle of the city would invite an unwelcome, curious, and potentially scheming audience. So in a field, by a forest and outside of public view, including any farms, we held a breakfast picnic. Translation: if you want to watch me, bring your breakfast with you.

      Of course, nothing was stopping them from eating after this event.

      I examined all the chests I stockpiled, the excitement of loot running through me. The others were eager too, not only because I was selfless, but also due to the thrill. Who didn’t love loot?

      I arranged them in order, from the single A-ranked chest, to the three whopping S-ranked chests, to the defender’s, traveler’s, pet, and lastly the divine chest.

      Wolverine began to practice with his dagger, and he was noticeably better than before. Hell, it even seemed to bend the air around it. Cheetara trained with him. Beakwing soared above us with the other flying creatures, likely pets of adventurers and travelers in the area.

      As much as I wanted to just watch, perhaps all day, I turned and flipped open the A-ranked chest. A pink necklace floated out, which I immediately passed to Ramon. Kelvin, Maxus, and even freaking Lucas snickered.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “This would suit Nuwa better.”

      “Real men can wear pink,” Ramon said, “but it’s probably for the best that she gets it. She can’t heal herself.”

      In truth, the apprentices were my first choices, but the former hero’s party needed powerups too. Also, in terms of immediate danger, they’d be right there fighting.

      “Wait. Does this city not have an adventurer’s den?” I asked. During the hellspawn event, there were other people fighting. At first I thought it was mostly saints; however, there were only nine of them.

      “No, I think this city’s den is a half hour or so north of here, in a small holding town,” Kelvin explained.

      “It kept getting rowdy from what I heard,” Ronica said. “Especially with the magician adventurers. You know how people are, terrified of us. So the city lord had no choice but to ban it in order to calm the unrest of the locals.”

      “A shame too,” Chenzu said as he continued to polish his lute.

      “I see,” I said as I read the description of the necklace given to Nuwa. The sometimes-excitable healer bowed her thanks. She loved hugging and would’ve tried that without seemingly any self-awareness, but we’d long since lectured that habit out of her. Ramon was the most thankful, being worried of some unruly douche canoe taking advantage of the blonde girl’s nature.

      

      [Necklace of Mending. Item rank: A. Item quality: Extraordinary. A necklace that passively heals the injuries of its wearer. It drains the user’s mana to do so.]

      

      That was a difficult item to give up and Ramon being the strongest of my disciples made him my immediate first choice, mostly to protect his juniors. However, he still technically had more adventuring experience than I did, and his suggestion made sense. Nuwa’s healing saved even my life in the B-ranked dungeon. If she got hurt, we’d all be fucked.

      Milia summoned Flamie from her D-ranked spell book, but the wisp still didn’t want to mingle with anyone. It shied away from Yukihara and Opal. The dryad sighed.

      It served as a real reminder that Milia didn’t see Asper as a worthy enough opponent to summon her spell book, wiping the floor with him after getting slightly serious. To think someone like this was actually going to be my wife. It suddenly made me aware that her family could contain serious power. Maybe. But if they were as peace-loving as the dryad, I’d be fine.

      “Now we’re getting to the good stuff,” I said as I opened the first of three S-ranked chests. The empty A-ranked chest vanished into the ether.

      

      [Shattering Sword of the Graceful Wind. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. An earth mana-enhanced katana capable of unleashing forest and wind attuned dense sword light. This item will automatically create a soul space for its contracted wielder. It can be stored in the soul space or into the user’s mana, should the wielder have an attunement with earth, forest, or wind. It can also be used to create a mana shield. Warning: this is recommended for advanced sword users.]

      

      Yes, Milia was the pick for what came out of the second chest. She was a sword master and the description practically screamed, ‘I was made for Milia, I was made for Milia.’

      “A… are you sure, Nate? I can sense that this is a very high-ranked sword,” the dryad said without immediately accepting the blade. “You do know that even S-ranked items are extremely difficult to come by for almost everyone without your luck. With this—”

      I interrupted her with a kiss. “It’s a gift. Besides, a sword master like yourself is perfect to wield it. The only thing it will do is collect dust in my storage ring.”

      “How can it collect dust—”

      Lucas bonked Nuwa, reminding her that it was just a figure of speech. Ronica smirked at the pouting blonde. Iris sighed, snatching her brochure of the town back from the half-dwarf. He gave her an apologetic smile.

      Milia finally accepted my gift and I earned myself a warm hug and a kiss along with the heartfelt thanks. Her fingers were shaky as she examined the craftsmanship of the magical weapon. However, she more than earned that.

      The system gave me the chests, but in the hellspawn event, we all worked together. If I selfishly hogged everything, including items I couldn’t use, well, for one, I would have no right to call myself a teacher over my disciples and apprentices, but also, with no upgrades for the others, if something powerful attacked, we’d get fucked. My team wouldn’t have any hidden aces or advantages.

      I opened the second S-ranked chest. It released a gemstone the size of a bottle cap, which floated toward me. Before I could do anything, the sorcerer’s amulet suddenly shot from my pocket, rising into the air to collide with the gem. It released a haunting light and a pressure that shook even the soul within my body.

      I released the breath I held when the bright glow subsided half a minute later. The red gem was now a part of the amulet. The entire thing came with a slight name change as presented by the prompt.

      

      [The Awakened Sorcerer’s Amulet has absorbed anti-magic essence.]

      [Awakened Sorcerer’s Amulet. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. The path of a sorcerer shall reveal itself to you. The strands of fate for the legendary golden potion maker have wrapped themselves around your soul. This amulet has automatically soul bound to you and cannot be undone, except by you.]

      [Essences: Wyvern, elemental mana, anti-magic.]

      [This may end up as one of the most powerful amulets on the planet.]

      [Anti-magic Essence Shard. Item rank: Unknown. Item quality: Near-Exotic. Pure concentrated anti-magic. Something like this isn’t normally possible. This reeks of an experiment done by someone of high power, perhaps even a deity.]

      

      “Let’s just pretend that didn’t happen,” I said as I pocketed the sorcerer’s amulet. Some of the others had their mouths open mid-question.

      Once again, there were way too many risks when it came to wearing this thing. What would it do to me? What if it triggered the wrong set of nobles, which could lead me to the undesired scrutiny of the Lord Ruler. I wasn’t even going to pretend like I was strong enough to face that guy. He wouldn’t fall for the same trick twice, that was being blown away again by blinding wind and escaping because the Lord Ruler was utterly unprepared for the ploy.

      Before anyone could react, I opened the last S-ranked chest.

      Floating from the third S-ranked chest was a cloak that almost bent space around it. I shamelessly put it on, not because I read its effects just yet, but because I liked the design. Black for its main color with various symbols across it. It almost reminded me of wizard wear. Though these symbols were far more sophisticated. I actually could recall some of them from the alchemy book.

      I analyzed the item.

      

      [Alchemist Sorcerer’s Cloak. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Exotic. Increases your hidden and mental defenses significantly. Decreases chances of alchemic failures. You can now make sorcery potions. Warning: sorcery potions are now considered a Potion’s Will secret. However, they are also a secret of the Bringers of Dawn sect. If they find out, they will either forcibly marry you into the sect or kill you, as well as all members of your clan. System advice: create sorcery potions only when you’re confident at defeating an elder magician or use them immediately. No evidence, no foul.

      Yukihara may now summon a version of this cloak, as well as your first apprentice, Harmony. These two are the only people of your party compatible with it. They will receive half as much protection but cannot create the potions without first learning from you. Note: this item is upgradable.]

      [Will you accept Yukihara and Harmony under the cloak?]

      

      I selected yes and watched as both the fairy and the teenager suddenly gained glowing-eyed gazes like the last time they received a prompt or whatever Wanda showed other people.

      “Wanda’s bottom, what is this?” Harmony asked as she summoned an identical cloak to mine, her voice in awe. “This… It’s like yours.”

      Yukihara zipped around us. “It doesn’t affect my wings. It’s almost like an illusion, but I can feel the defensive power.”

      “Where’s mine?” Ronica blurted out, eyes starry. “I bet I’ll look good in it. Even the Soul Saint won’t be able to keep his eyes off me.”

      “You really are shameless,” Iris said with a sigh.

      Ronica grinned at her.

      “Only Yukihara and Harmony are compatible for now,” I said. “I think I have to upgrade it first before I can cloak anyone else.”

      “Damn,” Ramon said.

      I chuckled. “Besides, this is an alchemist cloak. I think the apprentices will eventually become compatible if they start practicing as much as Harmony.”

      Harmony practiced her potion making daily and didn’t allow this trip to deter her.

      I recalled what I knew about the sects of Merridon. There were roughly fifty public sects and among them were the five most powerful known as Wanda’s Chosen, Bringers of Dawn, Valkyrie Sect, Waterfall Sect, and the biggest bastards to Kyushu, the Crimson Sect.

      Another thought struck, which made me wonder if it was related to the Bringers of Dawn Sect. System, why am I receiving sorcerer-related items in these chests? Is the universe telling me to become a sorcerer and take over the world or the sects?

      What exactly was a sorcerer? Milia said they were overlords, but there had to be more to it. Milia’s limited knowledge on them only brought me to the thought of the villains in some fairy tales. The usual evil sorcerer gunning for world domination, some stupid giant crystal of crazy power, the works. It ended with a defeat by a hero.

      The system was a dick, but I highly doubted that, after all of this, it’d be leading me to a childish fate like that. Should I put on the sorcerer’s amulet in order to test it? The thought made me nervous. This would be the first item to actually intimidate me.

      Anyway, floating out of the defender’s chest was a small metallic sky-blue badge.

      

      [Powerful Defensive Badge. Item rank: A. Item quality: Excellent. A one-time use badge that will trigger a special force field around its user. Blocks up to King-realm strikes.]

      [System notice: Ronica’s magic can exploit this badge, making it infinitely reusable. Has a cooldown after three consecutive uses. Perhaps if you learn more alchemy, you’ll be able to transmute it into something greater.]

      

      “Twerp, this one’s going to you,” I said. “Normally it’s a one-time use thing, but with your magic, you’ll be able to exploit it, get around the single-use nonsense. Otherwise, I’ll have a reason to be pissed at the system for wasting one of the chests.”

      The former hero’s party stared at me, then gazed at Ronica.

      “Ronica, did you know?” Iris asked.

      The twerp shook her head. “Expendable badges are usually one time use items and that’s it. They’re hard to find outside of the capital, especially with the shortage.”

      I nodded. “Let’s test it. Use it to block my attack.”

      Ronica quickly hid behind Iris. “It’s okay, I’ll take your word for it. Thanks for the badge.”

      “No, I think this will be a perfect time for a training experiment,” I said. “We need to make sure this thing isn’t a dud.”

      Iris moved out of the way, smiling at the petite woman. Ronica briefly scowled at her before sighing, returning to her cheery persona.

      “If you kill me, I’ll become your curse,” she said.

      I shot her a micro-glare, gaining a smile, before she did as instructed. A strong bubble of magic surrounded her and remained for a minute.

      “Recharge it,” I ordered. “That is, put mana into it. It can only be yours. I think your brand of electricity may have something to do with the elevated number of uses.”

      Ronica nodded, skepticism on her face, but she filled the badge with her mana. It worked. A new and arguably more powerful force field burst into life to protect her.

      I shot a surprise weak beam of magic in her direction. She nearly squeaked but calmed as the force field did its job. Not that I aimed directly at her. I conveyed that thought with a flat stare.

      Ronica shrugged. “You never know with really high-ranked people.”

      “See, she can be cute,” Iris said, laughing. “Maybe you’re right. The Soul Saint will come to pull you into his embrace.”

      This time, it was Ronica’s turn to bonk Iris, though she had to jump to do so, extending the life elf’s laughter. She pulled the angry twerp into an embrace. “Entertainment at your expense is to die for.”

      Ronica wiggled herself out of the elf’s teasing arms, pouting. “Don’t think I won’t tell Nuwa that you were considering going to that—”

      “I yield, I yield,” Iris said, covering the twerp’s mouth, laughing.

      Nuwa was currently occupied with a semi-blushing Lucas, offering him pointers to improve his magic. Kelvin chimed in a few times, reminding the teen that it was okay to not be perfect at casting. Practice would smooth out the crinkles.

      “Keep that badge on you at all times,” I told Ronica. “See if you can extend it to shielding an entire party.”

      “You can’t with these,” Ronica said, her voice almost in a deadpan.

      “Maybe not now, but that’s why you have Mandi, a gadgetmancer, to modify it,” I said.

      The redhead nodded. “I’ll be happy to try.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Opal said, eyes starry. Then she crashed into Ronica’s face.

      “Wanda’s flailing bottom, ow!” the twerp snapped, peeling the pixie off. “You’re going to end up becoming an arrow to someone’s face one day if you don’t discard this habit. It’s only funny if you do it to Nate.”

      She only said that last bit because I was currently laughing at her. Milia shook her head, smiling.

      “Lady Ronica! Ronica-Ronica-Ronica, Ronica!” Opal said without missing a beat. “We could turn this into something extra, super amazing! We’ll make it modifiable too.”

      The pixie began muttering to herself and Mandi about the details of their next major project.

      “Don’t forget you’re getting paid for it,” I called after them. “So do give Ronica something worth her money.”

      “What do you mean, my money?” Ronica scoffed.

      I beamed at the twerp. “I could cover that for you, as part of the clan. All you have to do is use it to protect the team.”

      Ronica blinked, then sighed. “You’re no fun.”

      “What?” I asked as I turned for the next chest.

      “You were supposed to say something dirty and get slapped by Milia,” Ronica said. “Men are pervs, after all.”

      “That coming from one of the biggest pervs here,” Iris said. “Mistress Pay with Her Body.”

      “Ronica’s jokes are quite tame, almost for kids, compared to Rose’s,” Mandi said.

      “My jokes aren’t—”

      “They are indeed childish,” Nuwa said, which started up Iris’s laughing again.

      “We’re having too much fun. Something’s probably going to happen now,” I said as I opened the traveler’s chest. The naïve healer gave me a look that signaled a joke going over her head.

      A flaming sword floated from the chest, drawing the eyes of everyone. Ramon gaped.

      “Well, would you look at that, Lucas,” I said, causing everyone around to nearly fall. “Since this is no ordinary flame sword.”

      The prompt containing the description unfortunately dismissed itself when I briefly sensed a cluster of serious power entering the city. None of them were below the level of Saint.

      “Did I really just predict this shit?” I snapped.

      Milia sighed. “They decided to make their move.”

      “We should get Mother and Rin out of there!” Nuwa said, her voice nearly panicky.

      “The saints aren’t stupid,” I told her. “They’ve got something planned. Let’s just make sure the city doesn’t burn. No innocent deaths.”

      “That may… Well, perhaps it is possible,” Maxus said. “It won’t be the first time you’ve done it.”
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      Honestly, I wondered if I should ignore the situation, sit back, finish opening the chests while the saints handled everything. The Inquisition were technically government officials, which meant if we confronted them directly, our clan would be put at risk. Maybe Kyushu too.

      I used that and also the overwhelming power to convince the others to stay back while I investigated. Shit, there was no need to risk their lives for petty politics. Milia hated the idea of me going in alone, but eventually relented after I let a little of my Higher Dragon realm aura slip.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “Just be prepared. And remember, above all, this is a city of thousands.” My gaze landed right on Nuwa. “Will you trust me?”

      Nuwa bowed. “Absolutely, Master Nate.”

      “Will you trust me?” I asked everyone.

      “Yes!”

      I turned down another city block, blurring, but not toward the Inquisition—I wasn’t in a gambling mood just yet. However, just as I reached the general area of the city lord’s street, I stopped, nearly bumping into a woman. Or rather, she blocked my path.

      At her side was a cheerful Isabella. The polite daughter of the city lord bowed.

      “See, I told you he’d be here,” she told the mystery woman, smiling.

      It went without saying that this woman somehow demanded attention, but also at the same time, didn’t. Something within warned me about recklessly scanning this person. A thin line of trust, a test, which might lead to interacting with her in the future. Whether it could be gaining something to help the town, or Isabella. Perhaps she and Harmony may meet again some day as this generation’s biggest talents or something like that. Both brats held a similar vibe, perhaps a determination to get stronger.

      I could see why Isabella chose to wear gothic dresses. She clearly wanted to be like this mystery woman.

      “Well, it seems like I was worried for nothing,” I said, but froze when Isabella gave me a guilty look.

      It clicked. The identity of this person. “Do you think leaving at a time like this is a good idea?”

      Isabella’s master, a woman who looked to be in her late twenties, finally spoke after eyeing me up with an uncomfortable gaze. It wasn’t a predatory examination… I thought, but something I’d get from a mother? I guess.

      “Sir Nate, I’m called Saye, though some may know me of my title, the Hidden Witch of the Wilds,” she said. “I wanted to thank you for saving my disciple. I’m afraid you cannot marry her at this time, for her training is something that cannot be interrupted. But if you must insist, you’ll have to settle for me instead. You’re a tad young—”

      “Grandm—Master!” Isabella snapped, blushing furiously. “I’m sorry, Nate, she’s only joking. She’s aware of the gist of things outside the oath.”

      Saye snorted. “You’re no fun. I was only going to bed him.” She glared at me. “The least you could do is play along and act flustered.”

      I chuckled. “The minute I play into a joke like that, my betrothed would suddenly appear behind me.”

      After laughing, Saye changed the subject before I could. “It is good to meet you before we depart. I cannot allow this child to be subjected to the aura of the witch hunt.”

      “I keep telling her the witch hunters aren’t here,” Isabella said. “But—”

      “Always assume the witch hunters are present, for they and the Inquisition are one,” Saye said. “Until you’re strong enough to walk as freely as I, you must avoid them. But do not fear them.” She turned to me. “There may be a reason why the saints waited in this city for the witch hunters. Perhaps a trap?”

      “I figured,” I said. “It wouldn’t make sense otherwise.”

      “Aidyn’s a clever one, that he is, but even he shouldn’t underestimate the power of them,” Saye said. The gothic-dressed woman with dark hair bowed. I returned it. “Until we meet again.”

      “Goodbye, Sir Nate, and thank you for everything,” Isabella said.

      A strange fog covered Saye and her disciple. About a second later, both women were gone.

      “Take this scroll as a part of my thanks. You helped my disciple, so I shall help one of yours. Maybe your blue shining star,” came Saye’s voice. “Perhaps one day we’ll be customers of your shop. Spirit coin only matters between people like us.”

      Suddenly, a light manifested into my grasp. It morphed into a black scroll.

      

      [Hidden Burst Movement Technique. Item grade: Royal. A very valuable scroll dedicated to high-speed movement utilizing mana and becoming one with the wind.]

      [While this is an extremely high-level technique, you do not need it. However, not every one of your apprentices or disciples is ready for it. They must prove themselves worthy. Perhaps this could go into the contribution reward pool?]

      

      I stowed away the scroll. Now really wasn’t the time for this, not with the Inquisition strolling through as if they owned the place. I could sense them and a public disturbance coming from one of the gates. They were headed this way, ready to impose upon the city lord’s domain.

      Isabella was a young noblewoman and a prime target for bandit-like men. This world forced marriages, flaunted corrupted officials that demanded beddings with daughters to compensate for their grievances, and the shit list went on. Saye did the right thing in terms of getting her out of there.

      On the flip side, Saye may have done the right thing for Isabella, but people were still left behind to take the Inquisition’s wrath. The only thing saving Isabella’s family was the fact that they were not the targets.

      I sighed. Just what the hell was I doing? I could take the others, leave, and no one would blame me. I didn’t show up to this damn city to be some freedom fighter. Hell, I turned the hero’s party into my disciples.

      Still… watching from a distance…

      I allowed just a bit of anger to enter my veins. Anger at myself for forgetting that I should be a little selfish too.

      The saints were not only valuable allies, but if anything, we somewhat wanted the same thing. Peace. Even if they had a hidden objective, I needed them alive.

      Character spoke volumes. Aidyn couldn’t cure a random girl, so he brought someone he hoped could. Even if it was in a roundabout way designed to just fuck with me.

      I masked my saint aura with draconic aura.
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        * * *

      

      Arthur marched Inquisition Group Silver right to the doorsteps of the city lord’s mansion. He decided not to hide this matter, nor become a cloaked blade in the night. There wasn’t a need for a powerful squad of authority like theirs to handle this in secrecy anyway. What could these weaklings do to him?

      The symbol of authority the Love Saintess stole from them must be recovered, even if at the cost of every soul in the city. They didn’t have time to be stuck playing these games.

      “This will be the last time these damned saints get in our way,” Arthur snapped.

      There were many oddities this year, such as the hero’s party being disobedient enough to break the promise of the Lord Ruler and abandon the capital. If something happened, they could be easily blamed, and the Inquisition brought in to force a confession. Regardless of the truth.

      Another oddity, of course, was the situation they were in at this moment. The saints moving against the church and any of its vassals catered to the theme of disobedience, instead of falling in line like true servants of the pope.

      Wanda’s ass, Arthur had better things to do and as much as he’d enjoy slaughtering the saints, his group would become the ones in charge of replacing them.

      Wanda’s forest was a pain in the ass. Who knew how long it would take to train a worthy enough puppet to obtain the title? With those titles under Inquisition control, no one, not even the Lord Ruler, could challenge their rise in power.

      Too bad that wasn’t going to happen. Arthur would rather just blackmail them. But wouldn’t they try the same with the pope’s sigil, the symbol of authority?

      The sigil didn’t mean much to Arthur personally, but retrieving it practically guaranteed a pay increase. Why did the saints take it? Were they planning to use it or attempt to delay the inevitable? Something felt… off.

      Arthur’s eyes widened.

      Without the sigil, the royal family could use that as an excuse not to acknowledge the new pope.

      So why didn’t the saints just run?

      Did they… did they lure Arthur and his group here? Waited for him…

      The moment he realized they were potentially stepping into a trap, the saints emerged from the mansion, the Soul Saint himself leading.

      Arthur frowned, barely restraining his aura. “What kind of trickery is this? Never mind. I’ve had enough of this chase. By order of the Inquisition, turn yourselves in and hand it over. Perhaps the bishop may spare one of you from the questioning.”

      The saints had to be either incredibly foolish or overconfident to believe themselves capable of taking on the Inquisition, that Arthur knew. He and the others had mana-fused steel swords drawn, ready to do what must be done.

      Aidyn’s relaxed smile only grew, angering Arthur. As if Arthur had come all this way for nothing. There was no way the Soul Saint would underestimate him, right?

      “Inquisitor Arthur Starrigon, a family member not of the main branch, but a Starrigon nonetheless. Do you truly know the purpose of the Inquisition, why it was created? They answer to mostly the Lord Ruler, but also the pope. They are only supposed to appear to catch criminals, question them, and send them to trial if they are found guilty. The real Inquisition does not care for power.”

      “And what do you know about being in the Inquisition?” Arthur snapped.

      “Far more than you think,” Aidyn said. “Ever wondered how we even knew such a sigil existed? People have seen the pope’s mark, that’s for sure, but only a few know that it’s a symbol of authority. Ever wondered why a seemingly random group of people were in Wanda’s forest?”

      “What are you talking about?” Arthur asked. “How long do you plan to stall?”

      He motioned for his men to tighten up their surrounding formation and a few others to guard their rears just in case the saints hired adventurers or bold magicians to commence a cowardly attack. There were only fifteen with Arthur. The rest of Group Silver were running other tasks or marching back to the headquarters to report to the Royal Inquisitor.

      “I’m sure you heard of the story of Candidate Group Nine, no?”

      “It’s a legendary group that help build the foundation of the third generation of the Inquisition law. What does that have to do with the danger you’re in?” Arthur asked.

      “You still don’t get it, do you? But your ignorance is proof that Pope Ester would never approve something that meant betraying the saints,” Aidyn said.

      Arthur sneered, gripping his sword tightly. “Arrest them!”

      For the first time in a while, Aidyn unveiled his aura. “You made a big mistake, targeting Rin for your scummy proposals. As a saint, she in fact has the authority to take that sigil in Pope Ester’s stead, for he is too ill to make a decision.”

      “His protectors are the saints, not the arch ministers of the church, nor the Inquisitions,” the dwarven saint snapped, his aura rising too. “You were certainly paid into that position to not know that much, lad.”

      Arthur’s anger had finally climaxed and with his newfound rage, he charged Aidyn. “You dare look down on me, you charity-givers! You are years too early to think yourselves able to take on the Inquisition.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment Milia felt the enormous powers of the saints and Inquisition clash, she knew the timer for the city’s destruction had begun. A battle of this caliber was simply not something meant to happen within city walls, within the range of mortals. Anyone nearby would be halted, damaged by the killing intents and auras. Soon, people would perish.

      Milia wanted to run into the city of thousands to push for a rescue effort; however, she stayed put. She’d trust in Nate. Of course, that didn’t mean she had no way of watching the commotion. She floated in a lotus position, eyes closed, and allowed her aura and connection to the earth to help her follow every magician in the city.

      The battle between the Soul Saint and who Milia assumed to be the leader of the Inquisition raged fiercely. Aidyn’s power was just amazing, but the Inquisition leader was no slouch either.

      What did Nate plan to do to stop this? Their realms…

      Suddenly, the lead inquisitor summoned his spell book, an E-rank. Odd. Milia would’ve expected him to have something stronger. That meant this person was perhaps the equivalent to a captain?

      However, the chaos only worsened. The rest of the Inquisition followed through with summoning their spell books, forcing the saints to do the same, except for Aidyn. Milia’s eyes widened, realizing he couldn’t. His injury still hadn’t fully recovered after all this time. It was also likely the Soul Saint had a D-ranked spell book, but the force of summoning that, if he could, would certainly reignite the old wound.

      “First Sign of the Lightning Arrow,” the lead inquisitor shouted as he aimed his hand at Aidyn.

      The Soul Saint looked unconcerned at first, until the inquisitor turned his hand toward the mansion. Toward Rin. He grinned and even more as Aidyn’s eyes widened, realizing the mistake.

      “Oh, what? It is foolish of you to think the Inquisition will not claim its target,” the lead said as he unleashed magic strong enough to erase Rin.

      “No!” Aidyn snapped, his voice showing weakness for the first time.

      Milia, watching in horror, knew there was nothing she could do and prepared to disconnect her senses, for she did not want to hear the screams of her friend. All of the other saints were busy fighting for their lives, except Rin, of course. Instead, she provided support to the others, boosting them with strength and defense-increasing magic. With an advantage over the Inquisition, the saints were pushing them back. That would soon be over.

      That was when someone landed from atop of a building, in front of Rin, a forcefield surrounding him. With the Ring of Forcefields capable of blocking up to two King-realm attacks per day, the Inquisition lead’s magic dissipated without much fanfare.

      Nate’s expression was cold but determined. Milia only knew that because her special senses allowed her to see through the mask.

      Raider examined the battle zone in the mansion’s front yard. “I am Raider, a friend of the kingdom. Stand down.”

      Power emitted from those words mixed with whatever gift of Wanda that controlled such titles.

      The Inquisition lead’s fingers twitched, only to stop at the booming of Nate’s voice.

      “Make one move, Arthur, and you’ll regret resisting the pull of that gift.”

      Thick red aura surrounded her lover and in those eyes rested concealed fury. Had he arrived even a second later, Rin would’ve been turned into a large pile of bloody ashes.
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      Arthur couldn’t believe his eyes. At this point, who hadn’t heard of Raider, a mysterious figure that spawned from nowhere to defend some town against the entirety of the Black Cross? He needed to go to the questioning! The truth of what happened remained behind tight lips. They didn’t want assumptions or secondhand guesses from the Red Star or her citizens, but from the cloaked man himself. One of the Inquisition’s spies within the Lord Ruler’s personal guard informed the group leaders that he even fought the Lord Ruler himself, living to tell the tale. However, his intentions of escaping meant he stood no chance whatsoever. If he was an actual threat to that paranoid bastard, would he make him a friend of the kingdom? No… perhaps it’d be the exact opposite, to encourage his contribution.

      Raider stood as one of the Inquisition’s biggest unofficial targets. If Arthur could apprehend him, he’d be promoted, that was for sure. No one more days commanding men on long chases like these.

      But why was he here? Perhaps passing through? Unfortunately for him, this was where his little journey would end. The guards and officials would perhaps decide not to attack the so-called friend of the kingdom, but the Inquisition weren’t bound to this law.

      “By the order of the Inquisition,” Arthur said, “you will be coming with us, Raider.”

      “Do you really think you can take on the both of us?” Aidyn asked and that truly made Arthur pause. Raider, who no doubt was far stronger than before, would tip the battle in their favor.

      Arthur took a step back. Without his direct subordinates, his number two and three, they’d be slain outright. He hadn’t gained this position by being foolish. Still, he did not want to travel all this way to return empty-handed and humiliated. “Defying the Inquisition will put you at odds with the law. But if you hand over the sigil…”

      “No,” Aidyn said coldly. “Tell him to decline the pope position or the Lord Ruler will make him.”

      “That is not something I’m in a position to do, and I most certainly won’t be taking any orders from you. Consider yourselves under the condemning eye of the Inquisition,” Arthur snapped. “We will be back in full force with a warrant to detain you for the questioning. You too, Raider. Even if I have to hunt you down myself.”

      Arthur turned and started to walk away. “Inquisition, retreat. We cannot win.”

      “Are you sure, Lord Arthur?” one of the men said.

      “With the warrant approved, we’ll have our full force—”

      Arthur didn’t finish that sentence as he quickly unleashed as much power as possible, triggering the second technique of his E-ranked spell book. “Second Sign of the Shining Lightning Wave!” He laughed as the blinding light covered the entire area. “Perhaps next time, try not letting your guard down against the might of the Inquisition.”

      There would be no way they’d survive that surprise attack. On top of that, he recently broke through into the realm of the Higher Dragon, a significant boost of raw power compared to Saint. The difference would be from here to the capital.

      Arthur’s eyes widened when he heard the Raider’s voice.

      “Dick move, Arthur, dick move,” he said, “but quite predictable since you didn’t bother unsummoning your spell book. Unfortunately, you’ve tried to kill a saint and the friend of the kingdom unprovoked.” Raider looked at Aidyn. “If I’m not mistaken, that is cause for an arrest and trial.”

      “You two, to not understand the gravity of your situation,” Arthur said, his voice dark. However, the chance to command an all-out attack never came.

      With overwhelming power, Raider vanished and reappeared instantly inside Arthur’s guard, delivering a punch that not only dented Arthur’s B-ranked armor, but sent him flying.

      He hit the ground hard, spitting out a mouth full of red, his breathing becoming quite difficult and painful. What in the Wanda’s ass…? This power!

      Arthur only briefly spotted Raider pouring mana into some kind of pocket watch. In return, it created a gap in power so wide Arthur wouldn’t be able to retaliate, no matter what he tried.

      As the darkness closed in on him, he wondered if there could be any other way to gain power aside from promotion within the Inquisition. What could he do against monsters like these without their organization trusting them with special items of their own to inflict terror?

      The grunts and yells of his men being knocked out confirmed a humiliating defeat. One he’d most certainly have to pay back to Raider someday. If he didn’t get banished from the Inquisition first for failing miserably.
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        * * *

      

      “Raider, huh,” Aidyn said to me. “I can feel the gift of Wanda confirming your friend of the kingdom status. Dragon aura…”

      “I am only passing through,” I said as I slowly sank into the shadows, something this city never saw me do as Nate. I made a slight hand gesture, hoping the saint leader would get the memo. Because you know, we were out in public.

      I also attempted to alter my voice behind the mask using mana. It didn’t exactly work. I wouldn’t easily get the grit that I needed. A little practice may work out for the future, if I felt like pursuing this route.

      I tried to change the subject. “Do think carefully before allowing the inquisitors back into their ranks.”

      “Are you sure you’re just not Nate?” Aidyn said, smiling, knowing damn well he likely scanned me, breaking through my defenses. “I don’t know how you’re radiating a completely different aura, which should be impossible, but you also pushed back the Peace Spawner’s summoning. So there’s that.”

      “How foolish,” I said, gaining Aidyn’s confused stare. Since he wanted to be like this, I had no choice but to put on little theatrics. Rin looked as if she was trying her hardest not to facepalm. Either Aidyn was messing with me, or he’d tried to expose me publicly without realizing the consequences of doing so. “To push back a force like that will no doubt pull its attention. Perhaps try again when speaking of things that cannot happen.”

      Aidyn placed a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s see what’s behind the mask, then. Surely you wouldn’t mind.”

      I chuckled. “I have no time for such silly games. But perhaps in the future, when the eyes of all are closed to what is to be shown.”

      Aidyn reached for my mask. “It’s fine to tell us.”

      “Saint, perhaps I should again emphasize the fact that there are consequences for every action one makes,” I said as I caught Aidyn’s hand. He grinned. “Provoking Raider is unwise.”

      And just like that, I vanished.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, that just happened. Should we take a trip to Nate’s inn room, perhaps to confirm something?” Aidyn asked. “I wonder if he’s aware of the gravity what it means to be known as a friend of the kingdom. Does he even know if he’s a contender for the throne?”

      “Aidyn…” Awa said. “Rin. Are you okay?”

      Rin continued to stare at the spot Raider vanished, a bit annoyed, excited, and speechless. But she couldn’t give her friends any details, not of the Cheat Force nor of Raider. She’d sworn to secrecy after all. But oh, she so wanted to join the Cheat Force!

      So much happened this day, from things not going exactly as planned, to finding out Arthur Starrigon was actually at the peak of Saint before breaking through, to nearly meeting her end only to be saved by Nate.

      She owed that man a debt that couldn’t be repaid. Rin was almost killed before she had the chance to lay out her feelings for Aidyn. Of course, doing that while at war with the Inquisition probably wasn’t such a great idea. Life wasn’t a stage play.

      “Let us just focus on getting the guard to take care of the Inquisition,” Rin said.

      “Anti-magic handcuffs are nice,” Arial the Battle Saintess said.

      “You know, Raider dropped a great hint,” Aidyn said. Rin looked at him, hoping a little common sense returned to the trickster. It hadn’t. “Let’s send word to the Starrigons about Arthur’s unprovoked attack on the saints.”

      “That’s evil,” Radan, Tinker Saint, said with a chuckle. “I’d drink to that.”
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        * * *

      

      I emerged from the ground at Ramon’s side. He yelped, gaining everyone’s stares.

      “Don’t just slink out of the ground like that!” he said, pointing a shaky finger at me.

      “Kelvin didn’t so much as flinch,” I said.

      “That’s because he’s better at hiding his surprise,” Ramon said.

      Ronica finally stopped laughing at the former hero, wiping a tear from her eye. He glared at her and Iris, who hid her giggles poorly.

      “Seeing that you’re back with hardly a scratch on you, I presume everything went well,” Milia said while still examining me. Nuwa blasted me with healing magic anyway.

      “Everything went well, stop wasting your mana,” I said. “I was nothing more than an assist. Well, Raider was.”

      “Are you sure revealing that to them was a good idea?” Maxus asked.

      I shrugged. “We’re pretty far past that, since we told Rin. But… I’ve been thinking. What if Potion’s Will absorbed the entirety of the saints?”

      Opal burst into laughter, slapping her knee. “You are such a jokester, Sir Nate, and I thought my ideas were pushing the boundary. You want to invite all nine saints into the clan. What if they find offense to such an invitation? Well, except for Rin. Let’s pray to Wanda that she doesn’t make joining the Cheat Force her condition.”

      Cheetara made a sound that gave me the impression of her being annoyed with Opal. Which would be par for the course.

      “They’re going to be… what’s a good way to describe them…? Outer members,” I said, ignoring the pixie. “They come to Kyushu whenever they feel like relaxing. Or perhaps even retire. Don’t give me that look, Nuwa. I’m sure you’ll be happy to have your mom back home and safe.”

      “M… mom?” Nuwa said.

      “It’s a word from his land that means mother,” Milia said.

      “I see,” Nuwa said. “I’d love to have Mother. Back with Father. But the saints have an important mission…” Her words trailed off.

      “Saints for allies and clan members is the level of ambition I should expect from you, Nate,” Chenzu said. “I support this.”

      “As do I,” Milia said. “I’m more stunned that I hadn’t thought of this.”

      “Well, no one thinks of recruiting the saints,” Maxus said. “They carry out sacred missions and charities. We’ve worked with them a few times.”

      You know, I didn’t care that the system didn’t reward me or give me a quest to save Rin’s life. I think I proved at least a little bit that I wasn’t a heartless twat and sure as shit wouldn’t let our newest friend kick the bucket.

      “While we’re here, let’s open these last two chests,” I said after a few moments of silence. Everyone had stopped whatever training, conversations, or meditation they were doing the moment I appeared.

      I had already stowed away Raider’s cloak and mask.

      Wolverine at my side and full of head pats, I turned to the pet’s chest. Seeming to sense that bestial power within the container, Beakwing landed, and Cheetara leapt onto my shoulder. Despite this potentially being a disappointing item, they were still excited to see what was inside.

      I opened it.

      Three bands of light rose from it until turning into… pet collars with tags. The collars vanished and appeared around the necks of Wolverine, Cheetara, and Beakwing. The pets began to sniff, inspect, and even make noises of victory. Everyone’s smiles brightened, even more so when I read the description.

      

      [Supreme Collar of the Divine Beast King. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Supreme Extraordinary. A collar that slowly awakens the divine energy within those it sees compatible. All stats boosted significantly. The chosen become unaffected by negative magical effects. However, they are not invincible. Pet owner will now be able to sense their life force during combat.]

      [While pet evolution is incredible, remember, it cannot be rushed. Evolution is tied not only to their age, but their personal mana cultivation and dreams.]

      

      I blinked out of the prompt when I felt Cheetara’s cat hug. I accepted the kitten into my arms.

      “A… are all three of them on the path to becoming divine beasts?” Chenzu asked, mouth agape.

      “Maybe,” I said as I carefully inspected the collars. Wolverine’s was a midnight black, Cheetara’s a light purple, and Beakwing’s a stormy gray.

      I took a swig of water from my flask before turning to the divine chest. As if sensing my attention, the golden chest began to hum with unknown mana, its touch on the world seemingly heavy.

      Suddenly, I received a prompt.

      

      [A new offensive spell page has been unlocked in Yukihara.]

      [You can now use Blood Lightning Dart Rope.]

      [List of pages unlocked with spell book, Yukihara.]

      [Spell book: D-rank. Yukihara.

      -Blood Lightning. Page type: Offensive. Element: Special; Blood Lightning.

      -Blood Lightning Cage. Trap your enemies, prevent them from escaping! [Requires a large amount of mana.] Page type: Restriction. Element: Special; Blood Lightning.

      -Blood Lightning Dart Rope. Launch a speared rope made of blood lightning at your opponents or an object. You may even help allies with it. You can toggle its damage mode on and off at any time. The longer it’s active, the more mana expended. Warning! You will need a mana potion to maintain this skill for long durations. You may overcharge this for a small explosion. Page type: Offensive, Utility. Element: Special; Blood Lightning.]

      

      Either I was due for another skill anyway, or staring at the divine chest while in its… strange glowing state granted skills.

      Did it update my UI as well? Page type and Elements weren’t there before.

      Excited beyond anything, I finally opened the divine chest. An… angel crawled out, falling flat on her face.

      “Finally! I thought I’d be stuck in there forever!” She glared at me. “You kept me locked in there for more than a day.”

      Opal and Yukihara flew up to the angel, who was about Harmony’s height. How the hell was she able to fit in the chest? You know what, I should stop questioning the logic of this world already. Magic.

      The angel’s ranting continued. “I don’t know why they felt the need to present this event in such a manner. That’s the last time I’ll ever volunteer for something again.”

      She stretched and winced, rubbing her back. “Going to be feeling that one for a bit.” She stretched her massive pale wings and yawned before addressing me. She pulled a scroll from her pocket, muttering, “I swear, if this is another one of her embarrassing pranks where I boldly declare I present you with child, I’m going to pull out my hair.”

      We all continued to stare at her dumbfoundedly.

      What would’ve happened if I opened this chest in front of everyone? Well, that would always be an unknown. The system knew I wouldn’t. Hell, no one with common sense and the desire to not get mugged would open a chest like this in front of people.

      “She kind of reminds me of you, Nuwa,” Opal blabbed while flying up to her. “Only with white hair.”

      Nuwa only stared.

      The angel shamelessly read directly off the scroll.

      “I, Asia Icewing, was given the honor to present to you three choices. Pick your prize. A C-ranked spell book, something impossibly rare in this world, just like the Lord Ruler you probably envy or…” She paused for dramatic effect, despite sounding bored. “Or a magic cauldron. It’s called the Cauldron of the Dragon Heart.” She glared at me. “You don’t look like someone with enough brain to brew apple juice from boiled tea water. How certain humans get this is just beyond me. Anyway, choice number three is called the Sword of Life.”

      The angel pointed at me, then gave a thumbs down. “Now, mortal, pick. So that I can go home.”

      I stared blankly at her. White hair, gray eyes, a fancy silver and white dress, and two golden bracelets around her wrists made up her general appearance. Aside from the wings.

      Putting the rude angel out of my mind, I focused on the prompt that appeared, asking me to select my prize.

      

      [C-ranked spell book.]

      [Cauldron of the Dragon Heart.]

      [Sword of Life.]

      Two could be eliminated right away. Still, I shouldn’t take the selections lightly.
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      “Now choose,” Asia the angel said. “And don’t keep me waiting all day. I have a Master to go complain to.”

      

      [C-ranked spell book.]

      [Cauldron of the Dragon Heart.]

      [Sword of Life.]

      

      Just because I wanted to make the impatient angel wait, I analyzed her.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Asia Icewing. Race: Angel. Neutral. Angel rank: Heavenly, S. Resonance: Dao of Creation.]

      [Angels are typically known as great messengers of the heavens. Legends say simply seeing one meant incredible fortune awaited.]

      

      Wait a fucking minute, why did they send her here instead of simply treating this like any other chest? Have you seen the amazing items that came out S and SS chests? I glanced at the prompt again then at the angel.

      “You better not be leering at me,” Asia said, but not to me. She pointed her scroll at Ramon. “Your actions are quite known, hero’s soul possessor. I will not tolerate it.”

      Ramon nearly fell. “I… I apologize if it seems that way, your holiness.”

      Asia frowned. “Salty cosmos, don’t start with the honorifics. I’m only a messenger, not a deity.”

      She looked at Milia, her eyes flashing with emotions and stars. “You deserve better.”

      I nearly missed a step. “If angels are this rude, then the heavens are in trouble.”

      “Or in Nate speech, you’ve got a stick shoved so far up your—” Nuwa interrupted Ronica with a bonk and a frantic headshake, while covering the twerp’s mouth. The words seemed to have gone over the angel’s head, or she didn’t hear them.

      “I’ve got questions,” I said, deciding now was the best time to learn something.

      “And why should I care?” Asia asked as she stepped on something that looked to be a cross between a grasshopper and a worm, crushing it into goo. “Uh. Why do mortal planes have bugs? They’re so icky.” She turned her glare back to me. “I’m sure even a feeble brain such as yourself can understand that there are restrictions…”

      She froze, likely because my carefree expression gave way into the cold I usually reserved for bandits that committed atrocities. The red aura manifested around me, mixed with unleashed extreme killing intent.

      Listen, childish insults didn’t bug me, and while I could roast the angel, now wasn’t the time. I needed to remind them that I wasn’t this system’s bitch boy, not a slave to it, not an errand guy, not the hero, not even a contractor.

      Rage began to seep into me as I glared down at the now-nervous angel. The sky darkened, lightning crashing as if the heavens dared me to attack one of their own. Milia remained at my side, also staring coldly at the angel.

      “I think I’d better rephrase this,” I said, my voice coming out dangerously. “You can throw all of the insults you like, but let me make this clear. I’m not a slave of the heavens. If they can’t help me, then I won’t help them. Do I make this clear?”

      The angel nodded frantically, eyes damn near teary. I looked up at the sky. “Go ahead. Strike me, and I will let the Peace Spawner do as he pleases. I will watch as he burns the entire world down.”

      The sky instantly cleared up, replaced by quite the beautiful day. Flowers began to bloom around us. It was a bizarre apology, but the fact that they did so was good enough. And surprising, given how ruthless the heavens were in some of the stories. “I’m not even asking for much. I know the heavens won’t do the work for me, but the least they could do is show just a little respect. I have no plans to take anyone’s bullshit, not even from the heavens. My life and the lives of those standing around me aren’t some game.”

      

      [Tribulation cancelled. You have passed a hidden dark trial. Holding the World Hostage.]

      [For such a display of bravery, whether it was a bluff or not, your disposition with the heavens has risen.]

      [Your disposition with Wanda has dramatically increased. You have been granted a boon! She’s getting scolded for being amused.]

      [Your disposition with the Heavenly Emperor remains at neutral.]

      [Your disposition with your Ancestor has increased! He continues to be amused. You have been granted a boon! Your ancestor isn’t in the heavens, but can somehow sense this…]

      [The Heavenly Emperor has approved the boon. Your disposition with the Heavenly Emperor has slightly and begrudgingly increased. Perhaps Wanda talked to him?]

      [Warning! With this much attention from the heavens, it is recommended to lay low for some time until their eyes return to other matters. Three days of normal activity is the minimum recommended.]

      

      That was a lot to take in, including the ancestor part, but I filed that away for closer study later. And the boons? What were they?

      Yukihara gave the trembling angel a look of pity. “Now that brings me back. Being inside a storage ring does that to you.”

      The hero’s party were staring at me with awe, instead of worry or fear. When I saw the golden color of my aura, the sigh finally came out. They were too good at salvaging a situation, making it look as if I was indeed their bitch boy. Their hero.

      Knowing there wasn’t a thing I could possibly due to these higher beings, I reeled back the killing intent, allowing Asia to relax.
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        * * *

      

      Asia took a deep breath and desperately tried to settle down her trembling. The worst part of all of this was that this whole thing could’ve been avoided. She took her anger out on him. Or so she thought.

      To think this entire thing was just a part of a trial. Asia was supposed to be stronger than most humans on this planet, far stronger actually, yet the man before the angel terrified her. The master magician types were always scary, so combining that with him being heaven’s chosen only made the effect so much worse.

      Yet… she really was just a lowly messenger. Her superior’s pranks were lighthearted and driven from boredom. Asia knew for a fact she had nothing to do with this sudden trial, which also included the angel being locked in a box and a pocket dimension.

      She scanned his abilities. One particular potion caught her attention. Angel summoning. With a thought, she bound herself to it.

      Normally, only angel shadows responded to special summonings, as most had duties to attend to. They had little time or desire to fight in mortal conflicts. Shadows were also significantly weaker.

      If she had the power to do so, she’d goad him into getting the C-ranked spell book, then kick out its spiritual inhabitant. But the summoning should do. If the higherups didn’t want to tell her anything, then she’d study the chosen through her own means. Perhaps teach him some things out of spite.

      His clan was interesting, containing a dragon’s mortal chosen that was the hero’s soul possessor, a scary monarch’s daughter that was a cousin to her kind, a fated heroine potential chosen, a glorious sunlight wolf also known as divine beasts, a rare half-dwarf, and so much more.

      She glanced at the one called Ronica, sensing the old turmoil within. Just what were the heavens planning? Or rather, fate.

      Asia cleared her throat. “Congratulations for passing the trial and my mean acting.”
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        * * *

      

      I narrowed my eyes at the innocently smiling angel. “Acting?”

      Asia continued without missing a beat, ignoring my suspicious glare. “Before you pick your prize, I will answer a few of your questions if I can, and on one condition,” Asia said. For some reason, there seemed to be pleading in the angel’s eyes.

      Now what the hell’s going on?

      “What’s the condition?” I asked, my voice tired.

      “Do not mention what you see in that angel summoning potion to the heavens,” she said. “Also, try to make it as soon as possible. You will not regret doing so. Just remember, what happens is voluntary, but maaaay or may not be exactly legal. Not that you seem to care much about heavenly affairs. There will also be a few limits.”

      My eyes widened, knowing exactly what she hinted at, but what brought out the change? Milia softly squeezed my hand, excitement radiating from her. She figured it out too.

      I nodded. “First question. Why was I brought here?”

      “To be the change this world needed,” Asia said, waving her hand. “I thought that was obvious. If you’ve only got basic questions, then I feel like a fool for being worried. If you’re wondering why you specifically, well. You probably know why. You’ve felt Wanda and the universe’s impressions, read the insight. The answer to that is much too large for this setting. Next question.”

      “Can I invite my family to my wedding?” I asked, deciding to ignore her push to the next question.

      Asia froze and the pity in her eyes served as the answer I already knew.

      “Any particular reason why they can’t use their almighty heavenly magic to just bring them here? You know, for even just a week.”

      “I’m afraid the higherups have rules against this,” Asia said. “If travel between worlds and dimensions were allowed freely, numerous places would be enslaved or destroyed in an instant. Order lost. I’m sorry, but I doubt even the Heavenly Emperor would make an exception.”

      A flash of extreme anger ran through me briefly before I let it all out in a sigh.

      “Well, it was worth a try,” I said. “That’s why I’m asking these questions.”

      “What do you mean by between worlds?” Ronica asked.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. My mood was soured and I didn’t want to so much as expend even a little of it on the others. Who wouldn’t be pissed in this situation? Everything I did and they couldn’t give me one thing I actually wanted. A chance to see everyone again. This felt no different than being dead.

      But life wasn’t fair, so I didn’t complain. As much as the human within wanted to, I moved on. “Last question for now. Why won’t the heavens do something about the Peace Spawner? End this now.”

      “That’s an excellent question,” Maxus commented.

      “Because they cannot interfere with mortal affairs,” Asia explained. “If deities and incredibly old monsters were allowed to move freely in the mortal planes, the balance would shatter and all would descend into chaos. Are you sure there isn’t anything else you’d like to ask? Why you weren’t simply given this common knowledge is beyond me.” Her voice was a bit annoyed at the end, so I pretended to think for a good minute, testing the angel’s patience.

      “It really sucks about the family not being able to see the wedding,” I said, a hint of unpleasantness in my voice. “I wonder what would happen if I decided to become a bystander when the Peace Spawner attacks.”

      Asia flinched. She couldn’t tell if I was bluffing or not. I had leverage. “Wait! Even if the gates cannot be opened at this time, I’m sure my master could show the wedding event as a dream to your relatives. If they possess any magic, it will be as vivid as possible.”

      “It’s something, I guess,” I muttered. “It would be a hella shame not being able to introduce Milia to Pops, and my sister, and the runts, but as long as they know I didn’t jump off a bridge, I’ll take it.”

      I turned to the prizes floating in the air, each giving off a wave of power that hadn’t lessoned since this treasure drama began. Each had their advantages. A C-ranked spell book would potentially give me a boost of power, or maybe not. It didn’t specifically state what spell I’d receive. Even if I gave a damn about fighting, the quest to upgrade Yukihara was right there.

      “I’ll pass on the book,” I said, which gained the critical gazes of the others. “It’s not what I’m looking for to be my second book.”

      “You don’t need it when you have me,” Yukihara said from my shoulder. “Perhaps if it were a B-ranked or something less of an unknown.”

      “Get the sword!” Ramon said, his eyes flashing with greed or maybe that of a child wanting a new toy. Iris glared at him.

      “No,” I said simply. “I’ve got a better idea. The cauldron is radiating more mana than both the sword and the book.”

      Milia nodded. “This selection was obvious from the beginning. At least the apprentices knew. Ramon, you’ll be running laps later under Nate’s aura.”

      Ronica snickered. “Don’t worry, I’ll cheer you on with wine and laughter and Chenzu’s beautiful music.”

      Chenzu laughed. “If you insist.”

      “You know, one day your cruelty is going to kill me through the power of heartbreak,” Ramon grumbled.

      The disciples strained to hold in their laughter, especially with Asia staring at them.

      Kelvin shook his head, chuckling. “Holy presence here and you two are still knuckle brains.”

      “Oh, can it, you,” Ronica said.

      Asia cleared her throat. “So… are you saying that you choose the cauldron?”

      

      [You’ve selected the Cauldron of the Dragon Heart as your prize. Is this your final choice? Yes or No.]

      

      I selected yes.

      

      [Cauldron of the Dragon Heart. Item rank: SS. Item quality: **Heavenly**. A cauldron made for someone who commanded a dragon or even walked the world as a dragonoid. It can handle almost any ingredient, including the mana dragonroot. Made from elder dragon scales, its durability is nearly infinite, making it perfect for mana-based potion solutions. That is, alchemy and high-intensity potion making. Automatically upgrades any low-quality potion to SS quality or above, though don’t make a habit out of feeding the cauldron low-value ingredients.]

      [Note: with an Enlightened Dao, things may get interesting…]

      [Quest: Aku’s Completion. With a dragon-based cauldron on hand, you can now create a potion capable of evolving Aku from an incomplete Dao dragon to a completed form. Utilize the brochure to find the ingredients. Use your Dao when creating the potion. Make sure it is inside a magic lab.]

      

      “Why would I get the sword when I just received one from the traveler’s chest?” I asked Ramon. “Lucas.”

      I pulled the mysterious flaming sword from my storage ring and analyzed it.

      

      [Shifting Blade of the Flame Walker. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. A special dwarven sword that can change into a dwarven hammer, a spear, or pickaxe with just a thought and a little mana. Not the most compatible item for humans.]

      

      After reading the description, I handed the blade to the trembling hands of the half-dwarf. He bowed deeply.

      “You’re just… giving that to him?” Asia the angel asked. “But that’s a really valuable sword.”

      “Yep, it’s a gift, from teacher to apprentice,” I said. “I don’t hog all the rewards to myself. This sword was obviously made for him, and the only price is Lucas putting it to actual use.”

      Asia only stared at me, clearly debating something internally.

      Ignoring her, I turned to Harmony. “I think once I get Nia to repair my other magic cauldron, I’m giving it to you. Be careful though. You may get a little overwhelmed by the mana that—”

      “Are you sure it’s okay for me to have it?” Harmony asked while hugging the shit out of me.

      I shimmied my way out of the kid’s death lock.

      “Yes, yes. Sheesh, I fear the day that mana gives you full super strength,” I said.

      “I’d like to have the cauldron now. Don’t worry about repairs. We can drop it off at Nia’s on the way back.”

      “You could ask the blacksmith here,” Kelvin suggested. “He’s dwarven too, so you know he’s the real deal.”

      Pulling it from the storage ring, I passed the cauldron to the overly excited Harmony as well as some gold. “Use that to pay for the repairs. If they don’t take forever. We were supposed to leave today or tomorrow, but I want to see what the saints think of my proposal first.”

      Asia looked at the sky. “It seems like they’re calling me back now.” She spread her wings and rose into the air. “Until next time. I wonder what I will witness when you summon me back.”

      Opal stuck her tongue out at the angel. “Don’t come back!”

      The angel glared at her. “Why, you disrespectful little—”

      She vanished before finishing that sentence.

      “Try not to antagonize the angel,” I said. “She’s going to be quite useful later.”

      “You really are strong, Nate,” Milia said softly. I turned to look at her. “If only I had such mental fortitude. I’d probably wilt if I were sent to another world and told I could never see my family again. Are you… really okay?”

      I pulled her into me. “I’ll be fine. Thanks for asking. It’s not like I’m alone in this world, right?”
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      [Your sorcerer’s amulet has absorbed the essences of the heavens.]

      [Heavenly aura. Your sorcerer’s amulet can no longer be corrupted by darkness. Try equipping it to begin the path of the sorcerer. Auto-equipping may occur if you keep the amulet in your pocket for too long…]

      [Note: remember, darkness-based creatures and people will feel the intensity of your aura and may shy away from you. This does not include miasma monsters like hellspawn.]

      

      Later that day, I decided to relax in the inn. Everyone else scattered in the city to either have a little fun, grab a snack, or in Milia and Iris’s cases, complete any additional shopping. They all agreed that I needed to relax after running around for the past couple of days. Wolverine stayed behind with me, napping in my lap. Cheetara left with Milia and the elf. The saints hadn’t showed up just yet, but a messenger from Rin told me to expect them.

      I figured I’d meditate a bit and sort out my gains. That’s what you’d like to hear, right? For once, I actually did, though I considered simply taking a nap instead. However, meditation in this world as a magician could be a substitute for that sometimes.

      Meditating with an enlightened Dao without realizing what I was getting myself into first took me for a trip. I filled up my mana reserves significantly faster, for one. I even considered asking the system for an always-on UI in the form of a health and mana bar, just so I’d have something to access, theorize.

      Even if it’d listen to me, in battles where opponents could wipe entire city blocks with a handwave, the last thing I needed was a distraction.

      Anyway, there were actually quite a bit of changes to my stats.

      

      Nate Sullivan

      -Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician**. Third class: Unknown.

      -Magician rank: 1st realm of the Higher Dragon.

      -Class rank: Inspired (enhanced).

      -Ability: Can make up to SSS, divine-grade potions, blighted potions, sorcery potions.

      -Power: Middle World-breaking Strong.

      -Defense: Middle Absolute Titanium.

      -Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Enlightened. This is a high stage.

      -Physique rank: C.

      -Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 49%.

      -Shop rank: D. [Rank-up quest awaiting…]

      -Merchant license: D. [You will find getting C-ranked and above merchant/large store trades, contracts, and opportunities incredibly difficult on your own with this license.]

      -Merchant’s guild sponsored.

      -Heavenly attunement rank: B (enhanced). [Perhaps if you were to luck into a heavenly spell book, you’d be able to use it…]

      -Lord Ruler Select as Raider; Friend of the Kingdom of Merridon.

      -Forest attuned. [Step into a forest and feel…]

      -Boons: 1. Wanda: Unknown. (Your realm isn’t high enough to understand it.)

      2. Mysterious ancestor: Unknown. (Your ancestor deliberately hid this from you until a certain event.)

      

      Maybe a bit of changes was an understatement. From sorcery potions being a thing for some reason, the heavenly attunement rank receiving what felt like a random enhancement, and the list went on. Pfft… Okay, fine, after all of the things I just went through, it most certainly couldn’t be random. And hey, I finally received somewhat of a clue to the benefits of being heavenly attuned. I knew there were likely more benefits that the system wasn’t going to tell me about, but something was something.

      Perhaps the most glaring thing added to the non-expanded stat menu were the boons. I felt like I was almost under-leveled for everything, though to be fair, I hadn’t existed in this world for very long.

      Still… I soared through the ranks blazingly fast, reaching areas that mortals may never get access to. Unfair as fuck, I agree. But that had to count for something. Yet, any specifics to Wanda’s boon wasn’t showing up to me. Just like how I couldn’t keep whatever a Fate emblem was due to not having a dense gold core.

      System, after all of this, are they really not going to show me what these boons are? I thought.

      The dickish system ignored me.

      I glanced at the other alarming boon. Sure, having this world’s god grant me one was already something insane. So who was this mysterious ancestor? Is he… like Wanda, some kind of deity? Or maybe a really high-level magician. I had so many questions.

      One thing I learned through the flurry of prompts was that Wanda wasn’t the only big shot. Either this Heavenly Emperor was her husband, father, or perhaps a deity from a neighboring universe visiting his friend. These people cursed and praised with Wanda’s name after all, not the emperor.

      Apparently both she and the mysterious ancestor found my display hilarious. Fucking hilarious. However, my words weren’t a bluff. The heavens probably sensed my mood.

      I glanced back at the menu. My class rank had an enhanced tag as well. I briefly wondered if I could deck out my entire loadout this way.

      Now the main reason why I was even bothering looking through the system menu was due to the excruciating task of creating an angel summoning potion. Don’t worry, I sure as shit was not going to recall all of that at this moment. That was too much. Before I could even begin, I needed to fetch the ingredients.

      Asia had answers to questions that bugged me since the day I arrived. She answered the most pressing. Of course, it felt kind of weird having the system accuse me of holding the entire world hostage. Hell, even the angel said my questions were common. Things that anyone in my position would ask.

      I didn’t plan to go back to Earth permanently, but if I could introduce my damn soon-to-be wife to my family, while in the process of letting them know I didn’t let the depressing mundane life drive me to game-overing myself, then yeah. My worries would be clear.

      One of the most moving things was how Milia stood by me, even under the enormous pressure of the heavens.

      As cheesy as this sounded, I knew I found what people called The One. Most people would’ve abandoned me and who could blame them. Getting struck down by the heavens wasn’t something any ordinary person wanted to happen to them on what was supposed to be a fun day.

      Sighing at the thoughts, I glanced over the angel summoning potion ingredients via the menu.

      [Potion consists of the following ingredients. 1. Ultra-condensed holy water. 2. A-ranked wind mana-infused spiritual herbs. 3. A-ranked light mana-infused spiritual herbs. 4. 1 blessed potion of any kind. 5. Fairy dust. Make sure to have two sets of this.]

      

      I could at least get the fairy dust from Yukihara. I thought.

      “Hey, Yukihara,” I said, causing the fairy snoozing on my head to flinch awake. “I hope you didn’t drool on my head.”

      She floated downward and flew up to my face, glaring. “I do not drool.”

      I grinned at her. “Sure you don’t.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “That was sarcasm, wasn’t it? You don’t believe me.”

      I waved away her comment with a smile. “Is it possible to lend me some fairy dust?”

      “I’m a spell book. A fairy spirit is what some would call me,” Yukihara said. “I couldn’t produce real fairy dust, even if I tried. You could ask Opal.”

      “Pixies produce fairy dust?” I asked, confused.

      “No, but she’s acquainted with the fairies of the forest. She’ll get more than even Milia could.”

      “Somehow I doubt that, given that Milia’s the forest queen,” I said.

      “But Milia’s also busy with other things. I’m sure you’re not going to send your wife on a fetch quest,” Yukihara said.

      “Fair point. I mean, I’d just go with her,” I said.

      Yukihara landed back on my head. “Why do you need fairy dust anyway?”

      “It’s an ingredient for the angel summoning potion,” I replied as I carefully stood up, though I needn’t have bothered. The fairy didn’t budge.

      So many things blurred through my head, from the angel encounter to the heavenly quality of my new cauldron. I didn’t know there was anything past exotic. What gives, system? I thought.

      

      [An item can only have the heavenly quality if it was made in the heavens.]

      

      The new cauldron hummed with so much mana that I decided to keep it in the storage ring until I needed to whip something up or practice potions.

      To help calm my raging thoughts, I focused on three key factors that would help with the angel potion’s construction.

      

      [Potion Maker’s Insight (Medium). 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 detect whether a potion is real or not.]

      [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.]

      [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.]

      

      Maybe I could use the insight to shortcut my way through making this potion. Or not. Shortcuts sometimes led to explosions. As for cultivating high grade mana… this was something no one had ever talked about.

      System, what’s high grade mana and why the hell should I care about it? I thought. It thankfully replied.

      

      [There are a few areas in the world with high grade and even royal grade mana in its air, but these places are either coveted by monarchs or hidden in brutal places such as the Ruthless Outerlands. There could be even higher tier mana hidden away in S-ranked or higher dungeons.]

      [For high grade earth and forest mana specifically, try cultivating in such a special location within the dryad kingdom.]

      [System notice. A shame that you didn’t choose a hero class. An opportunity like that would certainly gain you the ability to fly around the world, shouting out your name as its new savior.]

      

      Yeah, no, that doesn’t sound like a good time, I thought. System, how many times are we going to have this conversation?

      The system didn’t reply.

      Abruptly, someone knocked on the door.

      “It’s unlocked, come in,” I said.

      Chenzu and Mandi entered.

      “How are things in the city?” I asked.

      “Everything’s back to normal,” Chenzu replied. In nearly a whisper, he said, “We should visit the Festive District tonight. Sneak away from Milia and the others, perhaps bring Ramon and Lucas. It will put some courage in him. Lovely dancing ladies, drinks, music. As long as you stay away from the brothels, you’ll be fine.”

      Mandi spoke over him, probably annoyed with his whispering. “We received an invite to visit a cayow berry farm. Are you interested? They’re really delicious, but expensive and hard to find. To think there was a farm near Whirl-Waters.”

      “Now Mandi’s idea sounds far more harmless,” I said. “Who invited us?”

      “The Battle Saintess,” Mandi answered simply. “She approached me earlier. I think all of the saints are going.”

      “I see. Well, it seems like we’ll be well-acquainted with them no matter what,” I said. “When’s the meetup?”

      “Tomorrow morning,” Mandi replied as she petted the sunlight wolf. “The farm’s only a ten-minute walk from the city. Oh, and the saints voted to keep the fallen dark elf princess in a bid to save her.”

      “Ah, so they decided to not throw her in jail,” I said. “Well… should they butter her up and change her ways or something, maybe she’d answer questions about the cult. Yep… definitely former Inquisition.”

      “Inquisition candidates,” Chenzu corrected. “Very talented outer members. Think of the Inquisition as a sect. Sort of.”

      “It’s no wonder the Lord Ruler can’t control them, not that it’s uncommon for church forces to strive for power,” I said.

      “That’s only the gist of things when it comes to the church,” Chenzu said. “Speaking of holiness, here comes Nuwa. Poor Kelvin, can’t convince her not to bug you.”

      I shrugged. “If it weren’t for you and Kelvin, people would begin to have questions pertaining to the brats that keep coming to my room.”

      Opal rose from Mandi’s head to stick her tongue out at me. “If they can’t see your annoying romance with Mistress Milia, then they’re as blind as Wanda’s rear.”

      “Someone’s jealous,” Chenzu said, giving the pixie an evil grin.

      “Don’t start, bard,” Opal snapped as she landed on Mandi’s shoulder.

      The knock came just as Chenzu sensed.

      “You know, this isn’t the biggest room around,” I said. “I can’t have everyone in here.”

      Chenzu opened the door, allowing in Nuwa and Kelvin.
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        * * *

      

      “Psst, hey lass, we know a good place where you’ll make lots of gold,” a man said to Harmony in a hushed tone.

      Harmony’s neutral expression remained, annoyance rising within her core. She just wanted a Wanda’s forsaken strawberry sweet cake! They were on her mind all day, ever since she first laid her eyes on them. Sure, it would certainly cost her a week’s wages and she didn’t have access to her reserve at home. But all should be fine!

      “What do you say? I’ll even buy you those sweet cakes,” the man said. He held up a golden card. “I’ll make you famous. The beauty of Festive District. And the only thing you’ll have to do is sway your hips and wave as the drunken idiots pass by.”

      This man had guts, Harmony would give him that. The only people that fell for this were those who had nothing else to return to, very little, or were facing tragic desperation. They became prey to scum like this, commissioned to brothels.

      “If you’d like to keep a limb, I suggest you back away from me,” Harmony said coldly. “That’s your only warning.”

      A tiny red aura briefly flickered around the young woman, though she hadn’t noticed.

      “Is she giving you any trouble, my lord?” asked an older, rough-looking woman. She licked her lips. “I could just taste the gold you’d make us.”

      “She will need… a bit of persuading, Mucy,” he said.

      Suddenly, Harmony felt the aura of the older woman. A magician. She simply ignored them, continuing forward in the long, sweet cake line.

      If only they weren’t so expensive, I’d bring back some for Nate, Milia and the others, Harmony thought.

      “You wench! You dare ignore House Mistress Mucy,” the man said.

      “I will make you suffer, bitch,” Mucy said, aiming a hand toward… empty air. She froze as a hand fell on her shoulder.

      “How much will it take for you to spare this old woman?” the sweating lady said.

      “All of your gold,” Harmony said cheerfully. “Buy my friends some strawberry sweet cakes. Otherwise…” She nodded her head at the scum man who quivered in fear next to a large smoking hole.

      Needlessly to say, she most definitely made Nate and Milia’s favorite list that evening. Mandi nearly cried, wishing to become blood sisters.

      Chenzu, despite being suspicious, silently ate while seeming to be amused. He muttered something about prices, but left it at that, especially at the sight of Harmony’s angelic, not-at-all-sinister, smile.

      Little did she know, the legend of the blue lass who could destroy worlds was born and sung that night in a tavern.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, you. Hey! Yes, you, Reddy.”

      Lucas turned to regard a surprisingly stunning woman, rudeness aside. She wore a strange, expensive dress that almost made the young man think she came from the… special district Chenzu mentioned earlier. Nothing that royalty wore, but it seemed like something from a different kingdom.

      Lucas just left the blacksmith in a great mood too, learning as much about his dwarven heritage as possible. The Tinker Saint surprisingly joined them, offering a… colorful version of wisdom to the half-dwarf. He didn’t seem saintly at all!

      “Uhmm, sorry, I didn’t know you were talking to me,” Lucas said dumbly. Why would someone as pretty as this spare even a passing glance at him?

      The mystery woman smiled warmly. “Don’t belittle yourself or people like me will eat you up.” She grinned at Lucas’s blush. “Now, if you don’t mind, could you point me to a good inn? I just arrived at this city a few minutes ago.”

      “I know the perfect inn,” Lucas replied. “Follow me.”
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      “Big Brother Woofy, where are the twinkles?” Cheetara asked. The two spirit beasts sat outside the inn, mostly to take in the city, the cool night air, and to let Best Buddy rest. Or was it to get a break from his and Mistress Milia’s so-called flirting? The sunlight wolf would never understand human mating rituals. Just get it over with already. Was marriage something they were supposed to eat first? Perhaps it would be a pie. Mistress Milia loved blueberry pie, after all.

      “They are up there,” Wolverine told his kitten disciple. “It is a night of puff-puffs and also the lights of this big town make it harder to see.” He stood. “There are big puddles all over. Peer into one. You shall see the reflection of the above and maybe when the puff-puffs clear, or what Best Buddy calls clouds, you may get a glimpse of the great ball of the night. My cousins of the night will howl to it.”

      The kitten did. “There’s a fish person way under. She entered a… house?”

      “Ah, a mermaid,” Wolverine said. “I wonder if this is the only place in which they coexist with those on land.”

      “Chenzu said we’ll have a mermaid friend of our own,” the kitten said after sniffing the puddle a bit.

      Wolverine yawned. “Sure will.” He looked around. “Say, where did those kitten followers of yours go?”

      “Hopefully training somewhere on the other side of town,” Cheetara grumbled. “They won’t acknowledge the power of your training.” She gave a cat’s version of a pout. “They keep calling me the Bastet. I don’t like it. It sounds close to an insult, for some reason.”

      Wolverine chuckled. He froze when Lucas returned to the inn, guiding a woman. His superior hearing listened in on their conversation even after the heavy door closed.

      “You have my gratitude,” the woman said when they were inside.

      “Room for two?” the innkeeper, a man, said.

      “J-just one,” Lucas stammered. “I already have a room.”

      “I jest, lad,” the innkeeper said. “I didn’t suddenly forget your face. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone you’re actually smooth, not shy.”

      The mysterious woman laughed. Wolverine would’ve figured she felt unthreatened due to the honesty radiating from Lucas, but something about her… seemed off. Although he didn’t feel particularly motivated to start investigating every single individual in the city. No wolf had time for that!

      “What’s the matter?” Cheetara asked.

      “N… It’s nothing,” Wolverine said as he laid back down. “My nose will tell me if something’s wrong.”

      “Lucas bringing back a mate is most certainly something to be mystified about,” Cheetara said. “Then again, perhaps we misjudged him.”

      Wolverine shrugged, wolf-style or perhaps it was more of a mental shrug. “Perhaps.”

      “Come on, Big Brother Woofy. I sense that Uncle Beakwing’s back.”

      Wolverine’s tail wagged as he stood. “That’s Disciple Beakwing Wingy.”

      Cheetara giggled. “Come on!”

      “Right behind you,” Wolverine said, following the kitten. “Perhaps he’s got some interesting adventures to tell us.”

      “I wonder if he’ll convince the others to stop calling me a Bastet,” the kitten said with a huff. “You know, I wonder what Uncle Beakwing’s friends thought of his new collar.”

      “A better question is, could they withstand its aura?” Wolverine said. “No mortal beast will want to be around us otherwise.”

      “The kittens were fine,” Cheetara said. She sped up her rooftop to rooftop run, Wolverine easily keeping up with her. They were approaching the griffin’s rented barn quickly. The city lady ended up upgrading it the prior day to a noble spiritual barn, though the griffin didn’t want any servants.

      “Well… I suppose they were trained by you, one of my best,” Wolverine said. “You honor me, little disciple.”

      Cheetara giggled. “Thank you, Big Brother Woofy.”

      “By the way, keep an eye on that woman,” Wolverine said after a thought. “She’s disrupting the natural fate in the air. I hope she’s not feeling so down enough to call the Peace Spawner to end her life.”

      “No one deserves to go like that,” Cheetara said softly.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, before I got started with anything in regard to the day’s agenda, I finally took a look at the apprentice contribution system. The new update still reigned, in which the system took over point distribution, but still left me to most rewards outside of dungeons. Over breakfast, Lucas asked me about purchasing the heavenly blacksmithing tools. Harmony figured all of the gifts given should probably cost points, but I waved that notion away and reminded the cheery teenager that she earned anything I gifted her. The brats also wanted to know how the hell was I keeping up with everything.

      “The red cube,” I reminded them as I summoned it from the storage ring. No one was around currently but our party. “Now, give me a sec.”

      I accessed the system menu.

      

      [Apprentice Ranking System. Detecting apprentices… 4.]

      [Harmony Rue, Mandi Wingston, Lucas Fireborn, Alexander Demonblade.]

      [For every approved feat your apprentices accomplish, they will be awarded contribution points.]

      [Due to changes, the System will reward the contribution points in your stead.]

      [Your spirit coin awards have changed and will be based on the progress of your apprentices.]

      [Congratulations for actually being a good master. Sometimes one can surprise us all. You received 50,000 spirit coins. Total number of spirit coins: 895,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 140.]

      [All apprentices currently have the Potion Maker’s Apprentice class.]

      [Harmony Rue. Magician rank: 7th realm of the Initiates. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 58. Affinity: earth, wind, and fire mana. Dao of Dreams. Spell book: F. Unique: Your essence.

      Mandi Wingston. Mortal. Apprentice rank: S. Points: 62. Affinity: n/a. (Potential: fire.)

      Lucas Fireborn. Magician rank: 6th realm of the Novice. Apprentice rank: S. Points: 53. Affinity: fire and earth mana. Spell book F. Type: Offensive. Ember/Fireball. *Upgradable*.

      Alexander Demonblade. Magician rank: 4th realm of the Mortal. (Partially unsealed.) Apprentice rank: S. Points: 66. Affinity: water and wind mana. Spell book: none.]

      

      Before my eyes could widen at Harmony’s drastic changes, the beastkin pulled my attention.

      “Perhaps they’ll have an opportunity to earn more points at the farm?” Chenzu suggested. He stabbed his fork into something called trimp meat, which was a bird that fucking fought with boars. I had some on my plate as well, along with veggies, and a breakfast mini meat pie that the inn man’s son insisted we try. He was a five- or six-year-old kid that now wanted to be like Maxus, wearing a cloak and using mystical dark powers.

      The rogue played it up for the kid, reminding us that he was in fact a married man with a family of his own. Something that he didn’t talk about much. They were alive and well and were likely on the way to Kyushu. As soon as the Lord Ruler finally stopped sending men to watch over them. Fortunately, the Lord Ruler didn’t send troublesome guards, just scouts that hid in the shadows taking notes or probably napping.

      I pushed aside the thoughts and devoured my breakfast.

      “I’ll give you the blacksmithing tools for ten contribution points,” I told Lucas. “Don’t get used to such a hefty discount.”

      “Thank you, Sir Nate,” Lucas said.

      “Since we’re going to do some morning training, I’ll hand over the tools out there,” I said. “Unless you want to clutter up the place and make the innkeeper kick us out.”

      “Training? I thought we were going to the farm,” Ronica asked. There were no whiners, but nobody seemed to look forward to the training, aside from maybe Alexander.

      “I’ve heard there was a Starrigon coffee merchant coming through today,” the innkeeper said when we were wrapping up our breakfast. “The merchant likes to talk about their origins, so don’t reject his offer to make some coffee on sight. You’ll need it if you plan to sit through that. If you do, you may just find yourself with another business connection.” He motioned at a waitress to collect our dishes.

      “Thank you for the advice,” I said.

      I left a tip of silver coins on the table as we headed out.
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        * * *

      

      A woman yawned as she slouched past the inn’s diner.

      “Mistress, may we interest you in some breakfast?” the innkeeper asked.

      The woman shook her head. “No time. I have to look for someone today.”

      Before they could inquire further, she was out the door.

      The innkeeper looked at the serving girl. “Any idea what’s up with that one? She came in with Lucas last night.”

      “She did? Lucas didn’t—”

      “Not like that,” the innkeeper said, laughing. “The lad was being neighborly, bringing us a new paying customer.”

      “I see. She seemed quite tired. Perhaps this fellow she’s looking for is a cheating lover?”

      “Or it could be a lost relative,” another serving girl said with a glare.

      The innkeeper shrugged. “As long as she’s not trouble, I wish for the best.”
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        * * *

      

      [You award Lucas with the heavenly blacksmithing tools for ten contribution points!]

      [You received 1,000 spirit coins. Total number of spirit coins: 896,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 140.]

      

      [Lucas’s items:

      -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.

      -Shifting Blade of the Flame Walker. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. A special dwarven sword that can change into a dwarven hammer, a spear, or pickaxe with just a thought and a little mana. Not the most compatible item for humans.

      -Heavenly Blacksmithing Tools. Item rank: S. Item quality: Extraordinary. A special ring containing all tools required for powerful blacksmithing, from anvils, to portable spiritual flames, this is worth a small fortune to a dwarf. Requires a good forge.]

      

      After a good workout session, which everyone participated in including myself, we switched to magic training. I especially harped on the former hero’s party, pointing out every weakness that I detected. Milia brought out more inconsistencies.

      “You’re much better than you were before,” I said. “You shook off most of the poison from the capital.” The disciples smiled or held looks of pride. “Let’s get cleaned up before heading to the farm.”

      I turned to the sunlight wolf and kitten. “Good job today, you two. I’m proud of you.”

      As we made our way to the inn, we caught sight of Abbi the mermaid, sitting on the bench relaxing, and tugging at a few strings of a lute.

      “Good morning, Abbi,” I called to her.

      The mermaid smiled and waved. “Good morning!”

      “How’s the progress on your moving situation?” I asked.

      “If not for Chenzu telling me everything about Kyushu, including the location of its bodies of water, I would be a bit hesitant. Singing is my dream, but without water to rest in, it’d be impossible to chase.”

      “I’ve got a solution to your water problem even in town,” I said. “Around the show area, we’ll just build a large swimming pool. We could even hire people to maintain it, keep it clean.”

      “Sw… swimming pool?” Abbi asked.

      “It’s sort of a giant container that holds water,” I said. “Or manmade pond.”

      “Oh! I see. They’re kind of like the water spots around Whirl-Waters,” Abbi said. “They too have to be maintained and kept clean. It’s done by magic.”

      I nodded. “We’ll add one to Kyushu, so you can relax before or after a performance. But I’m thinking of one on a larger scale, at least for your home. I could punch—”

      Milia cleared her throat, gaining a sheepish smile from me.

      “I’m thinking of more than just opening up the earth,” I told her. “We have to make it look good too.”

      “Almost all mermaid home construction is done by magic,” Milia said. “Even the heating during the winter. They do have magic within that makes them immune to cold.”

      “The heat bubble around our home also prevents blizzards from burying us,” Abbi said with a giggle.

      I nodded. “I learn something new every day. So, when are you leaving Whirl-Waters?”

      “Within a day or two… or at least within the week,” Abbi replied. “Chenzu and Mandi helped me arrange things with a transport guild, as well as mercenaries to guard us on the journey. All of my things are packed and loaded on their wagons. I can’t afford a storage ring.” She shrugged. “But others are joining the convoy too, likely to stop at other towns.”

      “I think the magic chef and his wife are on that convoy as well,” Chenzu told me.

      “Were they able to arrange housing that fast?” I asked. Harmony gave me a blank stare. “Oh right, they are your friends.”

      “There’s also plenty of room at the inn,” Ramon said. “Though far more empty houses than inn rooms.”

      I nodded, recalling how many people had left Kyushu over time, long before I arrived, due to the corrupted minor nobles and their enormous taxes.

      “We’d better get going,” I said after some time. The mermaid was great company and emitted an aura of peace, similar to Milia’s. I offered her a ride, but she declined it. The trip of adventuring offered her a little time to get her head together, create songs exclusively for Kyushu.

      That, in turn, gave us a little more time to set up a good place for her to perform.

      There was just so much to build in Kyushu. Of course, nobody ever claimed a town could go from F to even C rank overnight. I intended to do something not even the Lord Ruler had done. Achieve the S rank. How? Fuck if I knew, but I chose to push Kyushu, and damn it, I would.

      After everyone was cleaned up, we started toward the farm via Mandi’s directions. The guards gave us no hassle and went as far as to remind us that we did not have to pay another toll to reenter.

      They clearly knew our deeds by the looks they gave us. The clan status served as more proof that nothing went unnoticed.

      

      [Clan: Potion’s Will. Rank: B. Clan Standing: Hidden. Sects: Off. War: None. This is a peaceful clan… for now. Peace bonus: 35%. Crafting fame: 90%. Combat fame: 66%.

      -Saviors of Fire Stone. Relations: S.

      -Saviors of the Future! Hidden wood elf village, Star Oak. Relations: S.

      -Preventors of Culling! Saviors of Isabella, Whirl-Waters. Relations: S.]

      

      Now, the trip to the farm would serve two purposes. One, to learn. The second, to make the saints Potion’s Will members. At least the second purpose would’ve been that.

      Last night, I realized why Aidyn was buttering us up. Or me up. He wanted to know if I held the ability to cure his old wound.

      I potentially did, and I wouldn’t be leaving that farm until that potion was shoved down his throat.

      Even if he didn’t join the clan as a result, having someone who survived opposing the Peace Spawner at full power again should be a good thing. He no doubt couldn’t cultivate with the injury, failed to find help, but for some reason, I tipped him off on being a potential chance… Obviously due to the Isabella cure.

      I bet this wasn’t his idea, either. He would’ve remained suffering with the injury had Rin not insist on asking me for help. The messenger she sent yesterday clued me in to her intentions.

      If I cared for arranged weddings, I’d do so between those two. However, aside from my modern-day thinking, they were the most famous of the saints. Maybe two saints couldn’t wed for whatever fraternization reason.

      Soon, we approached the farm, a place that made mine look quite pathetic in comparison. Opal and Yukihara flew above, awed at the organized rows of trees, which I assumed harbored the cayow berry.

      However, even before those trees, there was one more much closer to us, far larger than the others. Which were basically plum trees.

      This one was like an oak or any large tree you’d find in the woods. As we drew closer, we caught sight of the saints waving at us from beside it, Rin running toward us, cheerful.

      That was when Milia froze, her gaze on the tree. She gave it a nod. A powerful voice emerged from it… though in our minds. The tree actually bowed.

      “Welcome to our farm, honored dryad. Protector. I am moved to have you here in this neck of the woods. What brings a wonder such as yourself all the way from the homelands?”

      “It’s a long story, sir treant,” Milia replied. “For now, we are here to relax and enjoy the berries with our friends.”

      “I see,” said the treant.

      Holy shit, we just met a fucking treant, I thought.

      “Well, allow me to offer my welcome to all of your company. It is an honor to have you and the saints here, but also Wanda’s chosen. Please enjoy as many cayow berries as can fit in your bellies. They are in season, after all.”
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        * * *

      

      Mimi sighed as she munched on her honey cake. To think that she woke up late! Her actions would be so shameful to the great, wonderful, delicious Lord of Darkness. She wanted to find Reddy and thank him for the save the prior night, but having not seen him on the way out of the inn, the woman placed that matter to the side.

      She stopped, eyes filled with annoyance, as the city bustled with life. Then she pouted. “Where do I start looking!?”

      Sighing, Mimi had to face the fact that she took this job without devising a single plan. She thought of her lord’s creamy white hair, dreamy cold red eyes that screamed of murder, and a handsome face.

      Sadly, he rarely took on his true form. What a waste.

      Still, this was Mimi’s chance to prove herself. Being promoted all the way to number two, from just being a standard recruiter, proved that her hard work would be always noticed by him. With him, her cultivation would become unstoppable.

      When she reached a good way into monarch, Mimi would find Ling and imprison that bitch in a personal world of endless torture.

      She almost laughed in glee in front of everyone just thinking about it. It wasn’t because Ling had the audacity to lust for her master.

      No, her hatred for Ling was for a legitimate reason.

      Just like how Ling took everything from her, burned it to the ground, Mimi planned to do the same. She didn’t care if the princess claimed she was doing it to protect the kingdom.

      It took years of seclusive cultivation to burn away all sorrow from her mind. Ling probably did the same.

      Many would call them both crazy.

      Mimi didn’t care. It wouldn’t matter anyway, as she had long since sold her soul to the cult for a shot at avenging her lost ones. Ling aside, she’d soon take the arch minister position from Zaster. Become its Arch Priestess equivalent. Their lord would be better off with someone as loyal as her by his side anyway.

      “Just you wait, stupid royal family,” she muttered in between the final honey cake bites. “I will have my revenge. I will kill you all.”

      Revenge was fine and all, but honey cakes and sugar came first. Not that she could afford to buy much, but that was beside the point! She most certainly wasn’t misusing the allowance the lord gave her. She wasn’t!
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      [The nine saints are Soul, Love, Sword, Battle, Storm, Conviction, Tinker, Flame, Wisdom. Perhaps there is something missing?]

      [Would you like to join the nine saints? Yes or no? Your title will become Saint of…]

      [Offer cancelled. Conflicted with third class not being unlocked.]

      

      I was going to reject it anyway and you knew that, ya dick, I thought to the system.

      “We’re glad you could make it,” Rin said after greeting us. “Please, right this way.”

      “Glad to see everyone’s well. Where’s the farm owner?” I asked.

      “The human owners, Sir Roland and his family, are inside. We’ll meet them shortly. You’ve already met the treant owner.” She smiled at our surprised reactions.

      Well, a treant owner kind of made sense… right?

      “Actually, before we do that, I’d like to speak with all of you,” I said.

      Rin nodded, then waved the other saints over. The treant walked away using its… roots, stopping at the edge of the forest and then sat. From there, it became indistinguishable from any other tree of its kind.

      Pulling out a hidden elixir I kept behind for studying purposes, I flashed it in front of the others. It was a smaller vial than what I gave Isabella, but it would be enough. Aidyn’s eyes widened. “You know, if you wanted help, you could’ve simply asked. The worst I can say is no.”

      I glanced at Rin, who averted her gaze, blushing.

      “It is a lot to ask of you,” Ian, the Saint of Wisdom, said. “Yes, this arrangement was a stray thought, but our Love Saintess, being as sweet as she is, wanted to at least propose the idea over a brighter scene.”

      Shikah snorted. “I have to admit, such an idea hadn’t occurred to me. Not that I’ve known you long.”

      “Are you saying you’d actually cast aside your pride to ask?” Ronica cheered, gaining the Flame Saintess’s mini glare.

      “Of course I would,” Shikah said. “They most certainly would do the same for me. Without the saints, I have nothing to return to except…” She closed her mouth, shaking her head. “I don’t owe you my story, short step.”

      Ronica shrugged. “It’s not like I wanted to listen to it anyway.”

      I let out a sigh, keeping my developing comment about being surprised that the hero’s party didn’t have an angry one in their group to myself.

      Milia chuckled, kissing my cheek. “I think they’ll get along quite fine, yes?”

      I stared tiredly into those amused eyes. “I wonder.”

      Milia laughed.

      “I will give this to you,” I said to Aidyn. “Normally, I’d charge for it, but this is important. I don’t exactly plan on going after the Peace Spawner—that’s the job of the Lord Ruler and the people stronger than me scattered across the kingdom—but seeing how his influence can strike anywhere, I need to be prepared to fight or at least fend him off. Perhaps as payment, you can tell us what you know about him, maybe pass on some survival tips.”

      “You don’t need to pay an entire priceless elixir for that,” Aidyn said. “Name your price. I’ll even pay it in spirit coins, the most valuable currency in the world.”

      I shook my head. “I also have one more proposition, but it isn’t tied to this elixir. You’re free to turn it down.”

      Aidyn’s eyes seemed to beam with mischievousness and curiosity. “You proposing something is…” He looked thoughtful at me. “Let’s hear it.”

      “I’d like to invite you to Potion’s Will, perhaps as outer members,” I said. “You’re free to still do whatever you want. You’re the saints, after all. I think at some point, we’ll—”

      “We accept your proposal,” Aidyn interrupted, eyes fiery with determination. “However, we’d like to become inner members eventually. Is this possible?”

      I nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “Would that allow me to join… them?” Rin asked, her eyes filled with stars. She seemed to force herself not to strike a pose, somehow. I decided not to answer that.

      I held out my hand to the Soul Saint. He accepted the handshake.

      

      [The saints have joined Potion’s Will… +10% peace bonus.]

      [System notice. Remember that idea of taking three days off from the heavens’ gaze? Make it six.]

      

      I mentally rolled my eyes at the system. Whether the heavens saw or not, I didn’t care. It wasn’t as if I planned to commit crimes. I also still had no fucks to give in regard to being the system’s white knight.

      

      [For recruiting the entirety of the saints, you have earned the quest: Path to Grand Tier Magic.]

      [Learning spells from a spell book isn’t easy. Your body must have the mana for each page, and while there are scrolls out there that can help you shortcut this process, doing so naturally will allow you to wield each spell at 100% effectiveness. This is highly important for utility spells you may acquire for potion making or alchemy, farming, or any other craft. Do make sure this knowledge is passed to your apprentices.]

      [Extreme warning: grand tier magic is the most destructive or exotic magic among the power-based tiers, which include: silver, gold, and of course grand tier. There is a reason why it is not often used. It is excessive. Even the monarchs are aware of this.]

      [Quest: Path to Grand Tier Magic. Rank: S. Objective: confirm the spell book to unlock the next objective. The confirmed spell book will be imprinted with the new spell. Must be D-ranked or higher. Objective: defeat the upcoming mini-boss.]

      

      Putting the prompt to the side for later viewing, I passed Aidyn the elixir. What upcoming mini-boss?

      “No promises,” I told him, “but I really hope it does the trick. I worked really hard on that.”

      Aidyn bowed before opening the vial and downing the contents without so much as a questioning sniff. The other saints leaned forward watching.

      At first, nothing happened other than a barely visible aura of white surrounding the Soul Saint. Then his eyes widened, and he pulled off his necklace, tossing it to me.

      “Agh!” he yelled.

      A massive cloud of pure darkness erupted from his mouth, forming into some kind of… giant shadow creature with pointed ears, a broken muzzle, and three human mouths, each with pouty, grinning lips.

      This served as a reminder that everyone was right to be downright terrified of the Peace Spawner, especially if he could seal fucking abominations inside of people. I felt a wave of pity for the Soul Saint who endured this thing’s torture for who knew how long. It took a potion that didn’t even exist just to give the man back his life.

      

      [Mini-boss fight, begin!]

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      [Sealed Darkness. Type: Hellspawn. Rank: Void. Affinity: Forest. Super Hostile. Miasma monster.]

      

      Oh, so this was the upcoming mini-boss, I thought.

      We all dodged the giant shadow claw that pounced down, Milia pulling Aidyn out of the way using vines. The Soul Saint seemed to still be out of it, recovering. The elixir likely expended most of its energy expelling the miasma monster.

      “Lucas, I need you distract it with one of your fireballs,” I said. “His affinity is forest. I’m pretty sure that means he’s weak to fire.”

      Lucas didn’t hesitate as he summoned his spell book. Unfortunately for us, the shadow creature didn’t plan on standing around. It didn’t appear to have any intelligence, else it would’ve targeted Lucas ruthlessly. Instead, it went for the one closest to it. Me. Because of fucking course it’d be me.

      

      [Sealed Darkness’s Soul Saint Aura… Warning! Danger!]

      

      Knowing the tone of that prompt, I thrust a palm forward, trapping the creature inside a blood lightning cage. Some of the saints’ eyes widened at my casual use of the spell, likely knowing who else used this element.

      Thankfully the cage held, though the drain on my mana was quite significant. We’re talking a third of it just to hold this big fucker.

      I wanted to give Lucas a chance to do something, but when it threw its massive body at the cage, I had to strain just to keep the spell active. The creature was the size of a whale, by the way. Being that large, it cast a creepy shadow upon us.

      “Sorry, Lucas, not this time. I can’t hold on. Flame Saintess, you ready?”

      “Of course,” Shikah said, having pulled out a wand from her storage ring. She also summoned an E-ranked spell book. “This will make a hole in your cage, so dwarfling, I’ll need you to shoot your fire in after mine. No matter how weak it is, it will do.”

      Lucas nodded, his power charged and ready to go.

      Rin cast strengthening magic on the Flame Saintess as the half-dragoness thrust her wand forward with an incantation. “Tidal Flame Strike!”

      Her aim with the giant arrow-shaped flame was true. But…

      “Foolish half-breed dragon,” the Sealed Darkness said. “Do you really think that pathetic attack can stop me? Do you think this cage will hold me forever. When I break out, I’ll crunch on all of you until your blood becomes nothing more than the texture of tree sap!”

      The blast of angry aura and wind from the creature almost knocked us all away, snuffing out Lucas’s feeble ball of Ember. I just barely remained standing, holding onto Milia, who held onto the apprentices and as many people as she could with vines. It was kind of a good thing I had a recent realm increase. Without that, most of us would be flying.

      “Shikah, once more,” I said. “We won’t let him out.”

      “Such confidence from a mortal,” the monster said. He bashed against the cage again and again, weakening my hold ever so slightly.

      “Mandi, toss the appropriate runes inside,” I said. “If you can throw far enough.”

      “I can’t,” Mandi said.

      “Try anyway,” Milia said. “I will guide the runes.”

      The redhead nodded and did as instructed. Shikah’s flames hit this time, followed by Lucas’s fireball, then finally Mandi’s runes. The Sealed Darkness roared, its voice dark, demonic, and filled with enough hate to fill an Olympic swimming pool.

      “Disciples, make sure your juniors get to safety,” I said. “And don’t argue with me.”

      Harmony let her objection fall in silence and thankfully retreated with the others as far away from the fluctuating cage as possible.

      “I can’t hold on much longer,” I told the people that stayed behind, who wouldn’t leave no matter how much I urged. Milia, Chenzu, Nuwa, the pets, and all of the saints. Everyone summoned their spell books, including Milia. Flamie took the form of a cutesy fireball, quite the shy little wisp. Milia also unsheathed her new sword. If Lucas was strong enough, maybe he could’ve dealt with this creature entirely with fire being its weakness. I scanned the book again. Despite its name, its element was actually something called silver wind. A powerful storm-based book.

      

      [Flamie. Rank: D. Type: War fighting and control. Silver Winds.]

      

      The saints were gaping at her, then they looked at me, as if noticing Yukihara for the first time.

      “What?” Yukihara snapped. The fairy, having long since gotten comfortable with me, was currently sitting on my head. She took flight back over her spell book.

      “How did we… never notice the spell book?” Rin asked. Aidyn was still down, but further away from the battle, recovering. Awa attended him. I figured she had access to some form of healing magic like her daughter.

      “Should I give the grail a test run?” Milia asked.

      “Nah, not on this thing, unless absolutely necessary,” I said. “But I think we’ll be fine.”

      The grail that Milia received was great, but I didn’t want her to waste its once per day use here. It was strong, but not that strong. Just a deadly mini-boss.

      

      [Grail of the Holy Forest. Item rank: AAA. Item quality: Extraordinary. Activate to increase the power and defense of the holder and its allies nearby. The boost lasts for one day, perfect for a dungeon dive. If the holder of this item has an affinity with a forest, the boosts are increased significantly. Any liquid added into the grail will be purified if the holder applies mana. This will also work on poisons.]

      

      “The Peace Spawner’s one frightening guy,” I continued, gaining nods from everyone.

      “He’s feared for a reason,” the Sword Saint, Theo, said as he allowed his aura to intensify. “Now. Any time you’re ready to release the cage, you may do so. I have sword light waiting.”

      The dark elf Storm Saint shook his head, his aura also ravaging around him, his E-ranked spell book flickering with power. “The things that Aidyn suffered alone. He never told us about this.”

      I felt the cage began to give. If I strained to repair it, I’d drain my mana, leaving only less than ten percent.

      “I’m letting it go,” I said. “Get ready and strike it with everything you have.”

      I looked at the weakened Sword Saint. He wasn’t at the King realm just yet, and likely held this level before the Lord Ruler broke through. A quick scan revealed him a good way into the Higher Dragon. There were more things on his analysis.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Aidyn Lightborn, Soul Saint. Race: Human. Friendly. Magician rank: 8th realm of the Higher Dragon. Special enhancement: Saint Leader. Wanda’s Disciple.]

      

      The moment the cage burst open, we charged the Sealed Darkness. The Flame Saintess’s attack struck first. Or rather missed, because the creature wasn’t stupid enough to stay in the fire arrow’s path. Theo’s sword light, however, hit true, followed by Milia’s silver winds, the Storm Saint’s lightning, Cheetara’s Shining Realm Crushing Blast, and Wolverine’s Cosmic Sunlight Flash. All boosted by Rin.

      I readied what was supposed to be either a finisher or a heavy hitter.

      Suddenly, the shadow monster vanished, then reappeared in front of the retreating disciples and apprentices.

      One of its mouths tripled in size, preparing to bring itself down on Mandi.

      “Fuck! No!” I snapped.
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      Time seemed to slow as the magic gathered in my hand, when suddenly, Harmony imbued an arrow. It ran off my own essence or something similar, I could tell. She aimed her bow, just a wooden one Iris gave her, with the mana arrow nocked, and let it sail.

      Her aim was true, incredible. Almost unnatural, if it wasn’t for magic. Or Iris’s training; I wasn’t sure. The shadow creature squealed, giving Mandi plenty of time to run, tossing a few fire runes behind her, dealing more damage with its weakness in mind.

      

      [Having its weakness exploited multiple times, the Sealed Darkness’s defenses have shattered.]

      

      Speaking of which, the life elf also shot her own fire-imbued arrow.

      While I was happy that I’d trained the brats without babying them, they still weren’t ready for fights like these. Not quite yet. However, the way the apprentices handled themselves made me proud. One day, I’d make it so that they could crush monsters like this with overwhelming force, preventing further profit interruption.

      Harmony downed what I assumed was an energy potion as she dashed away from the shadow creature. The Battle Saintess’s spear sailing through the air, striking the creature in the face, was the first renewed attack from our side. Milia’s amazing new sword came next, along with the silver wind of Flamie.

      I fired my Dragon’s Savage Destruction Beam, blasting off a section of its face.

      Unfortunately, despite everyone’s attacks, not a goddamn thing worked. The shadow monster, even with its magical defenses gone, simply shook off the damage like a demonized pet of Chuck Norris. In fact, it reformed its blasted bits.

      The system took this perfect opportunity to remind me why this thing was stronger than us.

      

      [Sealed Darkness’s Soul Saint Aura… Warning! Danger!]

      

      It unleashed a wail from one of its mouths, forcing us to cover our ears. The howl carried some serious power, blasting everyone away, some people even dropping their weapons. Mandi and Alexander were thankfully still running during the heightened battle and took less damage, though they were still laid out. Opal was crawling toward her, calling Mandi’s name.

      “Fuck this,” I snapped as mist began to pour from my mouth and at last, I pulled out the sorcerer’s amulet. There wasn’t much choice. I felt kind of hypocritical asking Milia not to test the grail in the middle of this battle, when I was doing the same with the amulet. Still, I didn’t want her once-a-day use item to be wasted. For some reason, I hadn’t shaken off the dream of the city burning. It felt like a warning that we had another major problem to deal with. Or Whirl-Waters did and, as usual, we would just happen to be around. That grail’s power was a hidden ace.

      I put on the amulet and immediately felt the change.

      

      [You have embraced the path of the sorcerer.]

      [You are awakening to the sorcerer within.]

      [Will you conquer this world and make it yours? Incorruptible… Do you have something else in mind, Lord Sorcerer?]

      [You cannot be corrupted by the sorcerer’s amulet… yet.]

      [Essences available at your disposal: wyvern, elemental mana, anti-magic, heavens.]

      [Corruption delay: 1 of 100%. Due to the heavenly essence’s absorption adapting the incorruptible trial, the time limit has been removed. It will be up to you to learn of the pros and cons for utilizing or relying on the sorcerer’s amulet. However, as a sorcerer, the path to the golden potion maker is not only possible, but inevitable. If you stay alive.]
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        * * *

      

      Lucas wiped the blood from his lip as he struggled to stand. When he saw Master Nate’s sudden burst of power, all doubts of whether or not they’d get out of this battle with all of their limbs intact vanished. Something about him changed, though physically he seemed the same.

      His bizarre red eyes seemed to carry more clarity, wisdom. His hair whiter. His aura, more pure. What really drew the half-dwarf’s attention was the amulet around his master’s neck. Its golden glow.

      Then Nate began to cast. The magic no longer felt as if it came from just a magician, but something far greater. An evolution that felt heavier, stronger, and more real than just a standard, general magician. A special variant. It had to be, like his Master Nia’s friend.

      Special magicians were extremely rare, and even rumored as lost due to the flames of war. Their powers had subtle differences, though Lucas wasn’t entirely sure what that meant. His only reaction with Nia’s friend was getting creeped out by her aura, the unsettling atmosphere she gave him.

      Lucas shook himself, focusing on the grand display of magic from Master Nate. His betrothed, Milia, stared at him in awe, though unlike Lucas, she didn’t stop attacking the shadowy monster.

      Motivated by the dryad, Lucas unleashed his fireballs while still running with the disciples.
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        * * *

      

      The power of the amulet felt overwhelming, maybe too much for me. I was beginning to slip, lose myself.

      No, I thought. This is still just some random shadow creature placed by a larger threat. Now isn’t the time to lose control.

      I wrested control of myself with everything I had. Forcing my eyes open, I aimed a hand forward. At this point, there wasn’t a choice but to acquire a combat wand. The alchemist wand would be for dealing with my crafting, but the combat wand, well, it’d be there to help me control sorcery.

      Yukihara donned the cloak and a miniature version of my own aura blasted around the little fairy.

      

      [You have learned the ability: Sorcerer’s Sight. While meditating, you can travel to nearby areas in a spiritual body up to several days away. The system isn’t suggesting spying… You will be able to recall yourself back to your body instantly. You will still be aware of the world around you. This is an Arcane tiered ability. A gift from the amulet for resisting sorcerer’s corruption.]

      [You have learned Sorcery Spell Number 1: Titan Blade of Destruction. Elements: Fire and Void. Backlash: 0-4%. Your rank is high enough to use this spell with little to no backlash.]

      [Potion companion: Sorcery Potion of the God of Endless Tools. To unlock this potion, use this spell three times. Each use without establishing a proper foundation will increase backlash chances.]

      [Yukihara isn’t a sorcerer’s spell book. As a result, you cannot learn any further spells until you acquire one. Too bad. You will not be learning formations today. Perhaps Asia could help? Having someone from the heavens interested in you isn’t so bad, after all. Having the ability to wield two spell books is a unique special ability. To switch spell books, a normal magician must unbind themselves from their current book and rebind to the new book.]

      

      Alright, system, too many prompts. Jesus, I thought as I unleashed my newest spell upon an unsuspecting shadow monster. A portal opened in the sky and out came a glowing sword the size of a skyscraper. Seriously, it was made of pure lightning-like energy with an aura that bent space around it.

      And just like that, the shadow monster was bisected as the titan blade fell upon it like a meteor. The crater left behind wasn’t too wide, but the depth seemed endless. The others gaped at me.

      

      [Secret quest completed. Save the Soul Saint.]

      [Your disposition with the saints has maxed out. You and your own will be treated as one of their own. Like loved family.]

      [You have received blessings from all nine saints. +100,000 spirit coins. Total number of Spirit coins: 996,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 140.]

      [Keep this up and one day, you’ll begin to rival the wealth of even sacred emperors.]

      

      Aidyn dropped into a deep bow and did something I wasn’t expecting. He wept. We stayed silent, giving him the time to calm and collect himself. To receive his life back, honestly, I couldn’t help but be happy for the man.

      “You have given me my life, my soul, back, removing the damnation from it,” Aidyn said. “Gone are the nights of excruciating pain, torment. I will remain loyal to you, even beyond the grave. I, Aidyn Lightborn, swear fidelity to you and I will protect our clan, Potion’s Will, even if it means my death. This is my word and, above all, my honor.”

      Even the other saints gaped in surprise, but they nodded in approval.

      “Get up, man,” I said. “Stand. I only did what was right. The moment I realized the truth of your condition and the hidden plea from Rin, I decided to accept the invitation here. If I can’t use my potion making skills to save people, what good are they?”

      “And you saved many,” Milia said. “You are truly an inspiring person, Nate, even if you do not realize this.”

      “What was that incredible power?” Shikah asked. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Was that… your ace spell? It wasn’t quite grand tier, but held the intensity of one. You… you may be able to defeat the Peace Spawner with such a thing.”

      “It’s incredible, but Sir Nate must still recover his lost mana before committing to such a task,” Ian, the Saint of Wisdom, said. “The mana that will revert him back into a full master magician. Or so I assume.”

      I waved off his comment.

      “Let’s not make this about me,” I said, changing the subject. I was too drained to explain anything related to the sorcerer’s amulet at that moment. “Instead, let’s celebrate Aidyn’s recovery and our newest clan members.”

      I shook the Soul Saint’s hand. “Welcome aboard. And congratulations on the recovery.”

      “You truly are different from the other master magicians,” Aidyn said.

      “I never asked, but are they that bad?” I asked, somewhat afraid of the answer based on how dickish most magicians were.

      “There are three others in our kingdom, aside from you, and a few scattered across the world,” Aidyn began as we started walking toward the farm. “No kingdom has more than one, except us. Not that it means anything. They tend to stay out of mortal affairs, as they call it. There have been master magicians that obliterated unwanted guests who just wanted advice or discipleship,” Aidyn said. “If you so much as get a glimpse of one, you may collapse from the feeling of their disdain, their disgust of mortals and anyone within the lower realms.”

      “They have a nasty obsession with power that makes even monarchs seem tame,” Milia added.

      Aidyn nodded. “So when we said you’re different from the others, we truly mean it. They rarely talk to lower beings, even us saints, those who are chosen by Wanda, the goddess responsible for granting us the power to protect ourselves from monsters.”

      “I see,” I said, taking in the new information. It all made sense now, though I suspected as much. Master magicians were supreme assholes and were likely responsible for this world’s ‘might is right’ philosophy.

      It took a bit of time, but Aidyn explained the ruckus to the farming family that couldn’t leave their home due to being terrified of the evil they sensed outside, as well as the clashing auras that fought against it.

      From there, we were finally introduced to a berry I most certainly wanted added to our garden. It looked like a light purple raspberry the size of an apple. The texture was crunchier than I expected, but I greatly enjoyed the mix of sweetness and tartness.

      They served a wine made from the berries. The apprentices looked to me, and I nodded.

      “It’s a celebration,” I said. “As long as you don’t get silly drunk, you can have at it.”

      “My Nuwa would never get drunk,” Awa said as she took a sip of the wine. She let out a sigh, blushing faintly. “That’s quite heavenly.”

      Nuwa giggled. “Try not to get drunk yourself, Mother.”

      “Heavenly’s an understatement,” Arial, the Battle Saintess, said after sampling her cup. “I prefer hard stuff, but wine like this is nice occasionally.”

      “It is an honor to have you all here,” the farmer said. “Please enjoy.”

      The farmer’s son, a boy who seemed to be roughly Harmony and Mandi’s ages, stared at Milia a little too hungrily. But an eighteen-year-old farmer kid didn’t bug me too much. He seemed especially pained by Milia’s tone with me. A familiar, intimate tone that only a married couple could share. Of course, an argument would probably show that too, but we were far away from that.

      As we relaxed, I couldn’t help but think back on the powers I obtained just from putting on the amulet. My hesitation was right. Had I put it on too soon, I would’ve risked corruption.

      A cold realization struck me at that moment. What if this was a common thing for anyone coming into sorcerer powers? Then again, not every amulet should be corrupted, right? Except maybe they were. This one came as a reward… right?

      Fuck, maybe that hallow from the forest had a point. Wanda was either ruthless in her methods or simply not as friendly as the world thought. Then again, perhaps she didn’t have control over the makeup of the amulets. Well, I wasn’t about to worship this world’s goddess, anyway. Her gifts had purposes. I was not at liberty to accept them all.

      The farmer’s son struck up a conversation with Nuwa, though kept the topic light and also failed to pull Iris in. The elf drank her wine silently, though the concerned glances she gave me finally made me speak.

      “If you’ve got something to say, Iris, spill,” I said. “Being a disciple isn’t the same as being a child.”

      One of my arms was around Milia. The farmer’s wife fed the pets some treats and even introduced them to their own hound. While it was a female hound, Wolverine, being a juvenile, didn’t succumb to any canine instincts.

      Though I wasn’t entirely sure if wolves and dogs mated. Well, there were wolfdogs, I supposed.

      “It’s nothing,” Iris said.

      I decided not to bother pushing for answers, enjoying the wine and snacks instead. The farmer and his wife packed us a good basket of berries, which I immediately placed into the storage ring for safe keeping and preservation.

      I thought about the shadow monster’s parts I had scooped into vials before we headed into the farmer’s home. Either shadow potions, or perhaps something useful for Kyushu’s defenses?

      We ended up leaving that afternoon.

      “I could go for a pizza right about now,” I said halfway to Whirl-Waters.

      Milia’s eyes gleamed with a familiar look of excitement and stars. “What’s pizza?”
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        * * *

      

      Mimi pouted as she stared at her empty coin purse. She’d left too early to receive her stipend. No… She didn’t want to admit it, but the woman spent too much of the small allowance on the journey and most of it renting the inn room for days.

      She felt her stomach grumble, having not eaten a thing all day. The evening approached. Even worse, she hadn’t seen a sign of the person she was looking for! She’d never be able to in a densely populated area like this. He could be anywhere.

      Mimi couldn’t go back, not without bringing shame upon the entire cult.

      “Need food,” said the exhausted woman. The smell of street food danced through her nostrils and wouldn’t go away.

      Things wouldn’t be so bad if it wasn’t for the cultivation method she practiced in order to speed her advancement through the realms. It required a tremendous amount of food intake and energy, something she had as a cult leader.

      Well, some of it was edible. Most of it carried enough poison to destroy a wagon’s worth of Lord Rulers.

      Just as Mimi felt her body finally give in and collapse, someone caught her.

      “Are you okay?” a man asked. “Fuck, lady, this would be the worst place to faint.”

      “F… food,” Mimi managed to get out.

      “You’re from last night,” a familiar voice said. Reddy. “Sir Nate.”

      “It’s fine, Wolverine,” the man said. “Let’s get some food in her. We’re waiting on the pizza to finish baking. Knowing a magic chef has its benefits.”

      Tears began to flood into Mimi’s eyes.

      No, she shouldn’t get sappy over receiving an act of kindness. She knew this would certainly lead to karma unzipping Pandora’s box to finally return in kind all the negative karma she’d gathered over the years.

      But that was the flavor of revenge. After losing everything and being tossed to the brothels by the royals, why wouldn’t she sell her soul to the cult?

      Snakes as they were, Mimi became twisted in pursuit of power.

      She could barely see the people through blurry eyes, but let them take her to the place of eating. If Reddy wasn’t there, she’d certainly be worried. Perhaps even turn the scum into ashes, blowing her guise as a visitor.
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      Making pizza was actually quite easy and honestly, I wish I would’ve introduced this first, over the blueberry pie. Not that the pie was that hard, either. Just time-consuming. Yeah, try living a life without Google. I’m waiting. Of course, if you’re a Nineties kid or earlier, then it was a matter of ‘if you know, you know.’

      We were currently in the dining room of Nora and Terrance Lightwoods, the teacher and magic chef that accepted our invitation to work at Kyushu. The convoy would likely be taking off in a few days, but having most things absorbed into their shared storage ring, the couple was ready to go. The shared item reminded me that the rings were quite costly. No ordinary person could easily afford them.

      Along with the two variants of pizza, cheese and sausage, Terrance served us spiced sweet rum. They gave me blank looks when I asked about pepperoni. Unfortunately, this was something that I wouldn’t be able to make on short notice, since, you know, cured meat and all.

      We of course invited Abbi, Kimmy the beastkin, and the saints to try the pizza. The woman, Mimi, ate in silence near Lucas, seemingly too exhausted to contribute to the conversation or look anywhere else except at the ‘strange’ food on her plate.

      I couldn’t scan her, but she did give us her name and even admitted to being a magician, though without further elaborating on that. With Wolverine seeming to not like her and even Cheetara uncharacteristically unfriendly, Mimi jumped on my number one ‘keep an eye on, probably the next problem’ list.

      Which was a shame. She was almost as adorable as Milia when it came to devouring the pizza.

      I kept my suspicions hidden for now. Nope, there was no need to verify anything when a spirit beast as amazing as the sunlight wolf had me covered.

      Whatever treasure she wore also blocked scanning her aura too, making it nearly impossible to accuse her of anything. Still, I’d keep an eye on her, or at least let the pets do so, for the safety of the others. Mana was convenient that way. Otherwise, it’d be a little weird to be staring at another woman in front of my damn would-be wife.

      While taking another sip… okay, gulp of the rum, I happened to glance at my stats. What I saw came as a complete shock. Something that shouldn’t be… a thing. Four classes?

      

      Nate Sullivan

      -Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician**. Third class: Unknown. Fourth class: **Sorcerer**. You have reached the class limit.

      -Magician rank: 2nd realm of the Higher Dragon.

      

      So many questions rolled through my mind, as now I just felt more confused with the system than ever. Every time I thought I got the hang of things, the universe crapped out a new mechanic.

      Advancing to the second realm aside, the fourth class being sorcerer made sense. Though a part of me thought that maybe it’d be the third class, that the ‘unknown’ status would finally reveal itself.

      The main class would always be potion maker, which was why the system allowed it to be ranked up. Currently it sat at an upgraded version of Inspired.

      Deciding now wasn’t the time, I stopped focusing inward and returned to mingling with the others. Not all of the saints could stay long. Instead of arranging things with the capital to arrest the Inquisition detail, they were going with a duke that they knew and trusted.

      “Lady Milia! Milia-Milia-Milia!”

      Milia caught Opal with a single hand before the pixie could crash into her face. The scene seemed so outrageous that I burst out into laughter. Even Mimi giggled.

      “What is it, Opal?” Milia asked. She looked as if she debated on dunking Opal into her glass of rum or not, which only made the scene so much funnier.

      “The beauty products lady said she discovered the secret to making every man fall at your feet,” Opal continued. “It falls out of my many, many, many calculations, but surely you would know the answer.”

      “Are you saying I don’t?” Iris asked, raising an eyebrow. Seeing that many people wanted the elf’s hand in marriage, I could understand why she’d be a little annoyed at being dismissed by the pixie.

      Opal chuckled nervously. “You were my next choice.”

      “I don’t like that implication,” Nuwa said, smiling angelically at the tiny woman.

      She quickly flew into Mandi’s hair. “Forget I brought it up! I asked Mandi first, but she called that merchant lady a fraud.” Opal peeked out, stuck her tongue out at the teasing women and then hid back in her friend’s hair.

      Yukihara, floating above Harmony’s head, sighed. “That’s my best friend, everyone…”

      I smiled at the tired fairy.

      Later, I was the first to leave the pizza party or at least say the usual phrase of, “It’s getting late.” Everyone tried to get me to stay, but what fun would that be when nothing could get me drunk? Even if I didn’t fully understand myself, my body was still that of a full master magician. Add sorcerer on top of that.

      “Only mana-brewed drinks could satisfy you, but unless you have a mountain of platinum and spirit coins, and a master brewer willing to so much as let you take a whiff of the prized booze, you’re kind of out of luck,” Kelvin said. “You’d have to drink perhaps a whole keg to finally feel something.”

      “Which we don’t have,” Terrance the master chef said. His wife was asleep in his lap, having passed out half an hour ago.

      “I must get going too, back to the inn,” a quiet voice said.

      We turned to the woman who mostly kept to herself and spoke to Lucas.

      “Have a good night, then,” I said.

      She finally turned to look at me for the first time. Earlier, she only stared down in sadness. And you could feel that depression, which was why everyone left her alone, though still gently offering her food and drinks. We left it to Lucas to help the woman open up.

      My suspicions were up, guard maxed to the point of paranoia, sure, but everyone knew by now that I preferred to handle things peacefully if possible. You couldn’t blame me for being paranoid. Remember the assassin? I sure did.

      But now wasn’t the time for a ‘woe is me’ party. This world’s truths and the way it operated became clearer by the day.

      She seemed to have noticed everyone at the same time but, for some reason, when she looked at me, she flinched very subtly. In fact, there seemed to be confusion in her eyes. The gaze also became terror, sorrow, terror again, and then… reverence? Why was she blushing like that?

      Ah fuck, I wasn’t a qualified doctor or psychiatrist, nor therapist to deal with potential crazies, the depressed, so on. Then again, maybe she simply couldn’t handle her alcohol.

      Wolverine’s sudden warning growl confused everyone, but the wolf didn’t get up. He wouldn’t show his next move. Cheetara, on the other hand, had few fucks to give and gave her a kitten’s growl while taking a stance full of killing intent. In fact, Cheetara’s killing intent was so strong that even I could feel it down to the depths of what I could only describe as my soul.

      “W… who are you?” Mimi asked.

      “That’s an odd question, on account of the introductions,” I said. “You’ve given us a name. But as you can see, my spirit beast companions kind of want to kill you. So… yeah. What the hell?”

      Lucas looked a bit confused, but knowing Cheetara and Wolverine for some time now, he stayed still.

      “It is probably my defensive treasure,” Mimi said after some time. She revealed a bracelet with an emerald embedded into its center. And it emitted an awful aura. “When you’re a woman traveling alone, sometimes terrible items like this are needed for protection. Maybe it is even more off-putting to them than it is to you.”

      I kept a skeptical gaze on her for a while longer, but given how awful the aura felt, the accusatory ground was swept from beneath me. Without any evidence of really… anything, Mimi honestly was just a stranger.

      Not that I was actively going around the city to point fingers at people. Wolverine and Cheetara never acted like this. So I’d keep my guard up, maxed until I finally got some reasonable answers and my pets calmed down.

      Milia didn’t appear to buy the potential bullshit either, but like me, she didn’t say anything. In fact, Chenzu, who’s eyes were joyous, was now suspicious, icy. He suddenly looked somewhat badass now. One move from the woman and she’d be subdued.

      “I’d better get going,” Mimi said as she stood. “I’m used to reading the atmosphere and can tell when I’m unwanted. Thank you for the meal. I have never felt kindness before.”

      She quickly left.

      “Keep an eye on her,” I ordered. “Let the saints know too. Something’s off, but I have too little information to understand.”

      “I didn’t like the look she was giving you,” Milia said. Normally that would’ve gotten herself a teasing from the twerp, but even she agreed.

      “Maybe it was a drunken impulse,” Mandi said. “No one as pretty as that would just throw themselves at some random man.”

      Harmony coughed, giving the redhead the side-eye. “She does look like someone who would have a guard or two, or perhaps a butler.”

      “Not that young and pretty gals can’t travel alone,” Chenzu said.

      “We have Anzu as proof of that,” Mandi reminded us. Opal lazily floated from her hair, eventually settling with a spot on my head. Yukihara was already there, having made that her favorite sitting area for some reason.

      “I’m not public transportation,” I scolded them, but the two ignored me.

      “I’ll go notify the saints,” Nuwa said. “I’m supposed to meet with Mother later tonight, anyway.”

      She hurried out before Iris could say something to her.

      Iris frowned. “Wanda’s flailing… She’s such a pain in the rear. I bid everyone good night.”

      The elf left, hurrying after the healer.

      For a moment there, I considered using my newest skill to spy on the potential threat.

      

      [Sorcerer’s Sight. While meditating, you can travel to nearby areas in a spiritual body up to several days away. The system isn’t suggesting spying… You will be able to recall yourself back to your body instantly. You will still be aware of the world around you. This is an Arcane tiered ability. A gift from the amulet for resisting sorcerer’s corruption.]

      

      I ended up tossing the idea for now. Whether I had this ability or not, I wasn’t about to use it without enough proof to justify spying on a woman in her room. Perhaps if I sensed her sneaking off somewhere.

      “Let’s clean up for now,” I said, deciding that cleanup would help ease my mind while I thought about what to do next while in the city. It was well past leaving time. We had a business to run, after all, and money wasn’t infinite.

      Though I made a killing in spirit coins. I was rich! If I ignored the MMABS.

      “You know, I’m kind of surprised you aren’t drunk, Ronica,” Chenzu said in the middle of cleanup.

      “I prefer something better than just rum, even if it was a custom recipe,” Ronica said. “Besides, Sir No Fun Nate said not to get silly drunk. Why are you asking?” She smirked. “Hoping you could take me to bed? Perhaps Ramon can let you know how easy I am.”

      Chenzu bonked the petite woman before handing the rolled-up paper back to Mandi. “For someone who’s hard to get, your mind sure hits the gutter fast.”

      Ronica stuck her tongue at him. “I was only kidding.”

      Ramon grimaced, clearly reminded of something unpleasant. “Don’t try.”

      After all was good and clean, we said our farewells to the Lightwoods and headed out. As we walked, I couldn’t help but recall the prior conversation with the Tinker Saint before he left the pizza and booze party. Unlike most dwarves, Radan attempted to… refine his speech, though every now and then, a curse would slip out.

      “Thank you, lad, for taking good care of the boy,” he’d told me. “He looks up to you, almost idolizes you. Sees you as a path toward becoming a man. Most people would sell out a half-dwarf, especially when they have the spark. But you didn’t so much as consider such a thing. Wanda’s a— You may not be aware of how we react to those who take care of our own, but your actions will be known by every dwarf. Should you ever need anything, you know where to find us. Should you ever enter the dwarven kingdom, you’ll be welcomed everywhere. Like Nia, we won’t forget. Especially when it comes to that boy. His parents were famous adventurers of their time, and it is a shame they disappeared. But any adventurer will let you know of the dangers of travel or of dungeons. The boy will have to meet with the dwarven king. Hopefully, he’ll be given the truths that even the rest of us don’t know.”

      I patted Lucas on the shoulder. “Remember, kid, you’ve got more potential than you think. Remind me of your progress with your blacksmith potion making idea.”

      Lucas’s eyes lit up. “I will not let you down, Sir Nate.”

      “Is pizza something one can eat often?” Alexander asked me.

      “It’s something that should be eaten in moderation,” I replied to the kid. He seemed to deflate. I noticed Milia slump too, and couldn’t help but grin at her. “There are many kinds I’d like to make for you eventually. But… You know what? As a trade, how about introducing me to the treats of this wor—land to me too?”

      “Absolutely,” Milia said, her eyes shining again.

      Alexander nodded in agreement. “Aye. That sounds like a fair trade.”

      “Perhaps one day, I’ll introduce you to the taco,” I said, mostly in an offhanded comment. There was even a gleam in Kelvin’s eyes. Milia would never let me forget.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Namis Lumethorn, second son of Baron Yager Lumethorn, glared down at his cup of oomug. The foamy, cinnamon alcoholic drink seemed to bubble as it slid into his stomach, almost as a compliment to his foul mood.

      “I cannot believe Isabella left! And according to the rumors, it was because of some saints and nobles and their peasant pets.”

      “Should we teach ‘em a lesson, boss?” asked a large man at Namis’s side.

      “Perhaps some other time. My father wants me to show some pity to some peasants and protect them on a merchant convoy. I’ll have to declare my love to Isabella some other time.”
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      The next morning, I joined Milia in meditation, focusing on the Dao of Creation, before getting ready for the day. This would be the final day in Whirl-Waters. Chenzu managed to convince me to at least take a peek at the Festive District. Milia declared that she would be joining and dared the beastkin to say otherwise.

      He wasn’t stupid.

      I used sorcerer’s sight earlier when Mimi left the inn this morning. Instead of plotting some nefarious scheme to destroy the city, she… begged for work. Eventually, an older lady took her in to work at an antique shop. Or at least I assumed it was.

      That left me with a clue. If she worked for someone, then they sent her all the way to the city with little to no money. How could an elite accomplish anything without the funding to make things happen? Even the dark elf and her late partner had the money to bribe guards.

      Unfortunately for Mimi, this didn’t prove her to be innocent of anything. It just made me nervous. Someone who hid their strength and riled up my pets, only to cop out with a shitty emerald excuse. As if we were dumb enough to fall for that.

      However, until she made a move, this person was just some random stranger that honestly wasn’t worth our time. Lucas did seem to be interested in her. Like most teenage boys, his eyes were susceptible to the opposite sex. The bratty girls weren’t free from it either, as the Soul Saint got a few stares. However, to give credit to all of the apprentices, they were focused on what was taught to them, as well as creating things on their own.

      Harmony, for example, went from being terrified of magicians to fighting and even defeating a hellspawn. Something that most people thought to be impossible or incredibly difficult for someone at her realm level. Kids. They grew up so fast.

      “Remember, today’s the last day here,” I reminded everyone at the restaurant table. The saints, having joined us for breakfast, looked at me.

      “After finishing up things here, we will come to Kyushu as well,” Aidyn said. “But… you’ll have to take either Rin or me with you.”

      Rin looked at him, surprised.

      “I could go, as Brother Nate’s right hand. Perhaps Saint Knight,” Aidyn said, “but despite having not known him for very long, I can tell that he wouldn’t be so keen on the idea.”

      “I don’t think I’ll get away with pissing off the heavens a second time, so let’s just avoid turning the leader of the saints into a butler,” I said. “Besides, I healed you in hopes that you can continue doing good without the hindrance of that injury. Or, well, really doing whatever you want. I’m sure it will turn up some kind of profit, even if it’s not in gold. Just don’t become a pain in my ass.”

      Aidyn, having only heard what he wanted to hear from the sentence, bowed deeply. “You really are different from them. A rare, good soul. If there’s anything I can do to help your causes, please let me know.”

      I gave him a thoughtful look before a question came to mind. “How do you grow a small town into something lively? A place where people will want to visit and spend their gold. A place that isn’t labeled with an F or an E-rank. We’re working on building Kyushu, but I’m afraid I may be missing something.”

      “Ever heard of the Kingdom Shard?” Aidyn asked after taking a sip of his imitation coffee. Yes, they had imitation coffee at this small restaurant Harmony found. It was made from wheat seeds and dullroot, and while it somewhat tasted like coffee, it just didn’t hit the same. However, it was several times cheaper, affordable by the average citizen of Whirl-Waters, though only served in a few restaurants.

      “No, I haven’t,” I said. “Milia?”

      “It sounds familiar, but…” Milia said, then shook her head.

      “I suspected you wouldn’t. Few do. They only know it as a gift of Wanda that controls all of the systems in town, from records, to rankings, banks, and other things,” Aidyn continued, gaining an “Oh!” from both Milia and me. “By becoming the lord of a town, you will gain access to this system. Lords have far more power than mayors, so you will have to sign off on every decision, among other pits of responsibility—”

      The others sighed or groaned when they saw me opening my mouth to reject. Honestly, it felt weird that they were completely unaware of a system like mine, but vaguely knew of or heard rumors of the gifts of Wanda. Of course, I figured not all of them provided visible interfaces in the way that I received them. Also, so few people got to interact with the gifts, since they controlled many systems and were heavily protected by either government officials or something beyond. That explained why Milia was fascinated by the MMABS every time I revealed it. That, and the cubes were very rare.

      “Yeah, no,” I said. “I’m not qualified for such a position.”

      “But—”

      I spoke over him. “Maybe I should make it more clear to people. I don’t have the training. I don’t know the land or hardly anything around it. I’d run the town into the ground, having no idea what to actually do. Not that I’m interested in politics, or houses, as some would call it.”

      “It’s no use,” Mandi said. “He won’t budge on that. He’s also a big supporter of keeping our current mayor in power.”

      “Even though Mayor Rue isn’t qualified either,” Ronica cheered.

      “Perhaps there can be a compromise,” Aidyn said. “Whether you like it or not, Kyushu will end up belonging to your upcoming clan, especially if more people express interest in joining. Like Isabella.”

      “Isabella’s interested in our clan?” Harmony asked.

      “She mentioned it,” Aidyn said, “but it’s something that will come after she trains for some time under her master.”

      “Sure hope her suitors don’t follow her,” Chenzu muttered.

      “Ah, you know about that?” Aidyn asked with a chuckle. “Poor girl. She’s sweet and dislikes arrogant noble boys. She’d be a perfect match for Lucas.”

      Harmony snorted. “She may be beautiful, but Lucas isn’t fragile enough to fall for every girl he lays eyes on. He’s got grand goals and doesn’t have time to be caught up in some silly suitor battle.”

      Lucas coughed, obviously as surprised as the rest of us at the blue-haired teenager standing up for him. Or it could be something else. Harmony wasn’t mean to any of her fellow apprentices, but the way she outpaced Lucas had to be intimidating.

      Mandi sighed. “Harmony is right. We’re too busy for romance. For now.”

      “For now?” Harmony asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I was only teasing,” Aidyn said, his voice deadpan. He grinned at Alexander. “When you get old enough, they’ll probably be protective of you too, child.”

      Alexander shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      He was completely unbothered at being called a child by those who didn’t know his secret. With an exception being Nuwa. We hadn’t gotten around to telling the disciples yet, only dropped hints. They didn’t treat Alexander like a child, anyway. He often gave off a mature aura, the aura of Yomi the Pirate King.

      “What compromise are you suggesting, saint?” Iris asked Aidyn.

      “As I was saying, Kyushu will eventually be considered Potion’s Will territory. You’ll end up as somewhat of a warlord over it. That, or people will start coming to you for answers. You’re not a noble, after all. You are approachable. There’s no way around it if you’re intending to remain in Kyushu. Even near it.”

      “I—”

      “And sure, you probably want to be left alone, but given the rumors of you saving this city and some strange ones appearing this morning from Fire Stone merchants, you’re somewhat at a point of no return. You’re rising as this heroic potion maker, or something like that.” Aidyn chuckled at my grimace. “My compromise is to start small. If you hadn’t already. Educate yourself about the kingdom, starting with the land around you. Take control of a little at a time.”

      “Are you asking me to usurp the mayor I gave my support to?” I asked.

      Aidyn raised his hands playfully. “No, but from what I’ve heard, he’d happily give you his own support. He also isn’t exactly qualified for his position.”

      “He’s more qualified than I am,” I said. “A captain of the army, who actually knows this land, and everything he does is for the people he’s serving.”

      “One day, you may be put into that position, whether you want it or not,” Aidyn said. “As the leader of a clan, you may become the only authority figure nearby. The guard may turn to you for advice or hope, who knows. But… if you want to raise the rank of Kyushu, prevent tragedy, try—”

      “He could always be a shadow lord,” Sword Saint Vamir interrupted as he entered the restaurant, having overheard some of the conversation.

      Mandi huffed. “A shadow lord doesn’t have any power, no authority. They sit in the background with the title, feasting like most fatty nobles.”

      “Yeah, again, no,” I said. “I’ve started this journey as a potion maker, and I’m fine with sticking to my own lane. Not everyone’s cut out for, or even wants, ruling responsibility. I also find it very odd that people are willing to give someone they’ve known for so short a time complete controlling roles.”

      Everyone flinched.

      “The mayor with decades of military and leadership experience, or someone who’s only been around for a couple of months and is asking the most basic questions as to not trip and fall on his face. Who the hell’s fit for the position of mayor?”

      I glared at them.

      Milia sighed. “Aidyn, Nate has a point. While he cannot see what we can, he is correct in the realm of time. He hasn’t been in the Kingdom of Merridon for very long, and he comes from a very distant nation.”

      “Oh,” Aidyn said. “Well, that explains quite a bit. He could become a lord and mayor, but without Merridon blood, he’d have to prove himself in other ways. Like saving lives.”

      The disciples smiled, though some suddenly found other places of the restaurant more interesting to look at when I glared.

      “All I ask is for you to give it some thought,” Aidyn the Soul Saint said. “Becoming a lord will gain you access to Wanda’s gift and there, you will be able to influence the town in ways the mayor cannot, unless he has permission from the Lord Ruler. Hearing the town fell from a D-rank shows that he clearly does not. Just give it a little thought. A potion maker as a lord isn’t such a bad idea. Being a clan leader is a great start.”

      I said nothing as I finished the last of my breakfast.

      “Sir Nate, perhaps after you finish up for the day, you and the others should meet me at the forest clearing,” Aidyn said. “I’d like to introduce you to an old friend of mine. I do not intend to be a half-hearted member of the clan, so it is only fair that you see the full extent of my power, before it was sealed away by the lord of darkness.”

      After eating, I decided to go to Kimmy’s first, before going to the Festive District to order a few things. Last minute shopping was like that sometimes. The angel summoning potion had shot up to my main priority, but I needed a little luck to find all of the ingredients. Minor luck would affect the roll of the chests and improve them. At least, that was what I hoped.

      Kimmy told me something shocking. “That’s considered to be a blessed potion, so don’t treat it lightly, okay?”

      “Really now,” I said. “I didn’t know that. Thanks for the tip.”

      Kimmy smiled. “Not a problem. If you find yourself back in these parts, please visit the shop. I hope to show you some drastic improvements.”

      “Will do,” I said, then left.

      Returning to the inn, I prepared to dive into meditation to spy on the suspicious woman with sorcerer’s sight, but ended up tossing away the idea when I noticed her sitting at a table alone, staring blankly into a mug of cheap ale.

      You know, I just wasn’t sure what to think. I could follow the usual easy way out and just dismiss Wolverine and Cheetara’s odd behaviors. But, in fact, she was even more suspicious than usual, not by her actions, but lack thereof.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, deciding on a different measure. “Need an ear to talk? Even if it’s some stranger.”

      I sat a table away just so the person wouldn’t feel uncomfortable. Milia stood in the hallway where I asked her to wait, just in case she needed to send the woman on a trip to the moon. I made sure a few others clearly saw me with my fiancée to prevent rumors.

      Mimi looked up at me, eyes widened in surprise. How zoned out was she?

      “It seems you’re way too curious, Sir… Nate, was it?” she said. “Please, sit closer. Surely, you’re not rude enough to sit so far when a gal offers her story to the ear that’s willing to listen. Perhaps you will have wisdom to offer and maybe answers to a question or two.”
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      At the Lord Ruler’s long meeting table, in a room secured with S-ranked defensive barriers, five dukes sat, waiting on the man himself to arrive. Well, four dukes and one duchess. The sudden news of Duke Abam Linus being assassinated by a member of the Peace Spawner cult practically forced Duke Landus Kordell to sleep under heavy guard. Linus’s wife had no choice but to ascend to the province’s throne, as their sons were too young otherwise. That’d also make them potential targets for the mystery assassin. Someone capable of taking on a man at the peak of the Lesser Dragon.

      Landus felt bad for Sea-Yeon. She probably saw an assassin at every corner or worse, the Lord of Darkness himself waiting to devour her. As if things weren’t insulting enough, she was ordered to cover up the crime, keep it secret among the high nobility. Such a pitiful situation and the Lord Ruler probably didn’t care.

      Despite the pity, the duke had his own problems. In this mindset, he understood Maximus Truestorm. However, the mess in Wingston was still his daughter’s fault. Princess Ling had killed the son of an Astral duke. Before that, the Black Cross attacked the small city, only to be defeated by Raider and his so-called Cheat Force. That same man survived a fight with the Lord Ruler and was granted the title of friend of the kingdom. His heroic actions were one thing, but he had to have impressed Maximus some other way. Perhaps words he said, perhaps it was a test to see if he was truly a friend or enemy of Merridon. A title like that couldn’t be given lightly and had to be approved by the gift of Wanda. His heart proved his innocence. Otherwise, the Lord Ruler wouldn’t have left the area until he turned his corpse into ashes.

      Duke Landus Kordell let out a sigh of annoyance at being called all the way to the capital on such short notice. Judging by the faces of the others, including the duchess, they were thinking the same thing. What in Wanda’s rippling rear did the Lord Ruler want?

      A maid served them pineapple spiritual wine, something that even made dukes raise an eyebrow when it came to the price. He hesitated for a moment, but after seeing Duke Starrigon drink it without a care in the world, he followed suit. It was not like the Lord Ruler could suddenly turn them into his dogs just because he served ludicrously expensive wine. He was never someone to show off his wealth.

      “Queen Cerial approaches with grace,” announced a guard.

      An enticing woman with hair as dark as midnight and eyes as green as emerald entered the meeting room, wearing a royal dress. Following her was the royal advisor, a man by the name of Monroe. A man who heavily favored Prince Lixin for succession.

      For the Lord Ruler to suddenly add Raider to that competition, even as a joke, seemed odd for a man that no longer carried a sense of humor.

      The dukes and duchess all rose to their feet and bowed.

      “You’re as lovely as ever, my queen,” Duke Tomlin said. “It is an honor to have you in this meeting.” He meant his words, being one of the few that supported her. Kordell liked Cerial, but remained indifferent when it came to support.

      She’d win him over if they did something about their wildcard of a daughter before she grew to be even more powerful.

      “The Lord Ruler approaches with might,” a guard announced.

      The Lord Ruler himself, dressed in fine black and silver robes, marched into the room, all sons following. The princes were Lixin, Elric, Myster, Fang, and Han.

      Han’s presence felt surprising, as he spent his time lusting after women and abusing his father’s name to get whatever he wanted. He was the youngest son at eighteen. An arrogant, but talented brat, a genius after his sister, Ling.

      “Glad you could make it,” the Lord Ruler said after taking his seat. “There is a lot to talk about, but before we discuss the church, I’ll let you report first.” He glanced at all of the surprised dukes. “You want my direct attention. Well, here it is.”

      “Lord Ruler, you’re too generous,” Duke Byoke said, bowing. “There is a rumor that spread to my province, Byoke, through the whispering wind. A desperate rumor. I dismissed it at first. But then… I received more gossip last night—through the whispering wind, again—from my nephew currently in Whirl-Waters. Most of the rumors revolved around one person.”

      Duke Kordell swallowed, having heard the same rumors. He held his tongue, curious about Byoke’s next words.

      “A man named Sir Nate performed miracles. He dispelled the Peace Spawner’s attack on Fire Stone, prevented it in Whirl-Waters, cured the city lord’s daughter from severe mana poisoning—”

      “That’s impossible!” Duke Henry Starrigon snapped, standing, his eyes wide. “Are you certain?”

      “It is what is flowing from Whirl-Waters,” Duke Byoke said.

      “Your wordplay isn’t funny,” Duke Starrigon said.

      Byoke shrugged. “I’d like to meet with this Nate, especially over the rumor that he even cured the Soul Saint of his… unfortunate old injury.”

      This time it was the Lord Ruler’s turn to stand up in surprise, hand slamming against the table.

      “All of this sounds suspicious,” Maximus Truestorm, the Lord Ruler, said. “Like the Raider sightings.”

      “There was one of those too,” Duke Byoke said. “It is a good thing you brought up the church. After all, Inquisition Group Silver was spotted fighting with the saints, and they almost won. Until Raider showed up to defeat them all.”

      Duke Starrigon frowned. “That one most certainly sounds false. Group Silver is made up of mostly Saint-realm magicians. When the Lord Ruler mentioned testing Raider, he was but a Lesser Dragon. If many years have passed, then that rumor would be believable. But days, weeks? Let’s not get caught by every rumor wave out there.”

      Kordell snorted, gaining a glare from Starrigon. “You should be happy about rumors. Hearing that your eldest daughter went out of her way to clean up Drew Starrigon’s mess. She is more than just a rose, but an example of what it means to be an upstanding citizen of our kingdom. Be proud.”

      The tension drained from the Starrigon duke’s face, clearly pleased with his daughter. “You are right. Let us get back to important matters. I, too, would like to meet with this Nate.”

      Byoke chuckled. “He’s mine, of course. He’d make a great son of the Byoke province.”

      “Whirl-Waters is in my province,” Duke Kordell reminded. “Nate’s already mine and I have plans to invite him to the leading city soon. I’d like to see what kind of man he is.”

      “I’d like to meet him too,” Duchess Sea-Yeon suddenly said. They looked at her, as if remembering she was there. She gave them a predatory smile. “Perhaps he’d make a fine son for me too.”

      Seeing that she wasn’t making any jokes about replacing her husband, Kordell could tell she still hurt within. However, she was still a magician, a decently strong one. Being a magician came with centuries of youth. Then again, Sea-Yeon probably preferred not to be shameless in front of both the Lord Ruler and Queen Cerial. If she poured herself onto this Nate, he’d have a hard time refusing. The man of miracles would make the province of Linus famous. Which would mean fame ripped from Kordell.

      “What this Sir Nate does is unimportant right now,” Kordell said, though by the look in the eyes of the dukes and the duchess, the race to invite the potential man of miracles to their province had kicked off. He wouldn’t be surprised if the duchess tried to wed him or Tomlin shamelessly introduced him to his precious daughter, the ice flower. Before the ice flower turned him into a block of ice. “No one even knows of his family name. Please, Lord Ruler, continue.”

      He bowed. Kordell needed to get his invitation out to Sir Nate now. Besides, Kordell would at least let Nate continue doing as he pleased. It’d only empower his province. Perhaps he’d be granted the first title of Heavenly Duke.

      At the same time, all of the dukes and the duchess let out hidden auras of whispering wind. The order to prepare a public invitation or to find this Sir Nate with no known family name. The miraculous potion maker.

      “Very well,” the Lord Ruler said. “Let’s get to the point. I want you to keep an eye on the church and the Inquisition.”

      The dukes gave him a hard look. Even the duchess seemed uneasy at the implications. To go against the church meant to be perceived as going against Wanda. To go to war with them would essentially destroy their own kingdom.

      “Just keep an eye on them,” the Lord Ruler continued. “I know what you’re thinking. But I need you to listen to me. Someone within… has gained a considerable amount of influence and is using the pope’s son as a puppet. I want you to send your best rogues to find out who. I suspect it’s someone within the Inquisition, perhaps even an Arch Minister. If we don’t, then before you know it, your province will be consumed. It is why I believe the rumor of Inquisition Group Silver attacking the saints in Whirl-Waters to be true. But I doubt Raider has anything to do with that. My spies in Wingston have heard nothing of him for weeks, even when a necromancer attacked and tried to revive Andros’s spirit.”

      Duke Starrigon flinched. “She wouldn’t have brought back Andros, but something worse. Perhaps even a hallow fragment, had she not been stopped.”

      “As frustrating as she is, Ling did follow my orders and put a stop to it,” the Lord Ruler said. “A cursed sword is still a weapon.”

      Duke Kordell swallowed. So now the Lord Ruler wanted to acknowledge how much of a problem that little monster of his was. He looked at the princes, wondering which side he should vouch for to take the throne. Absolutely no one wanted Princess Ling to win. All of them were strong, but she was… dangerous. Unstable. Unreasonable. Frightening.

      Perhaps if she had a weakness, then the dukes would at least have a way to defend themselves in case of a rampage. If only something could finally be done about her. No assassin, not even the Throat Eater, not even an insane Manslayer, would accept a job involving Princess Ling.

      The Lord Ruler needed to wake up and destroy her core before it was too late. He’d suppressed the hero’s party; why not do the same to an actual monster? Still… Kordell could see just a hint of emotion in his eyes from calling his daughter a cursed sword. But it was true.

      Kordell shook off the thoughts in case his expression of indifference decided to betray him.

      “There is quite a lot going on, from the Peace Spawner’s attacks, to the succession battle here, to the day of succession within the Astral Empire,” Queen Cerial said. “Not to mention the rumors that we know. We will need to work together for the good of our people and this kingdom. Perhaps this rumored miracle potion maker may be another hero or blessing.”

      Some of the dukes looked uncertain.

      “Calamity dances around the kingdom. The color of the energy is a dreaded poison purple. That is what Wei said.”

      Kordell’s eyes widened. The Lord Ruler never talked about his eldest daughter. The daughter who could see the energies of the world.

      Even the empire had tried to arrange a wedding with her. In the end, she fled with her lover, a prince of the dark elves. Childhood friends.

      Some believed it to be a benefit of the kingdom, having the raw power of the dark elves as allies. Others were furious with Wei, believing she made Merridon enemies of the Astral empire. Kordell sat in the middle. He couldn’t blame Wei for being selfish, but also couldn’t support someone fleeing their duties.

      Of all the colors… poison purple. From internal fighting to potentially staring down the Empire’s maw. Merridon could be facing destruction if they didn’t hurry to solve its problems.
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        * * *

      

      Mimi still felt dead from the message of abandonment by the cult. Or rather, lack thereof. When the woman reached for the magic of the cult in attempt to contact them, urge them to reconsider bothering Nate, for he was a master magician, she felt nothing.

      Mimi wasn’t a fool. For that to happen, one would have to block access to the cult’s magic. The lime green power did not come to her, nor did she have any left over. She was now just a magician without any special advantage, though not weak by any means.

      Perhaps… could this be a test by her lord? Humph! This was too far, even for him. Mimi had given her life to this damned cult.

      How dare they test her undying loyalty? She’d make them regret it! Mimi was tired of this pathetic cult underestimating her. She only wanted to follow the Peace Spawner for power. But her thirst for vengeance only grew.

      This. This was taking too long.

      She could’ve gone back. Returned to being the obedient recruiter and second after Zaster. But they blocked a leader of the cult from returning. They believed her to be a weakling.

      However, Mimi hid her vast strength for a reason.
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        * * *

      

      To make a long story short, Mimi kept everything mostly vague. She spoke of a girl with nothing to lose, joining hands with others, for a special mission, dubbed world peace. The others gave her a home, but in her mind, there was still a desire for vengeance against the person who took everything from her. On a mission of world peace and harmony, the girl was sent by a church to find someone. In the middle of a city. However, the length of the journey had given her some thinking time. She’d never be able to find this mystery person, nor could she return without shame.

      Suddenly, Mimi stopped talking, her eyes flashing with fury, almost as if she just remembered something cruel and painful. Maybe the person who took everything from her?

      “You’re a master magician, no?” she asked quietly. “I have a proposal. If you help me, I’ll let you kill me. Or do whatever you want, for my purpose will be complete.”

      I stood, feeling the crazy vibes and alarm bells so strong that I unconsciously began to gather my mana. She didn’t even flinch.

      “Undying loyalty,” Mimi said. “I have been betrayed twice. I have nowhere to go. But if I could kill her, then I don’t mind paying for my sins. Ever since I joined them, I’ve done many horrible things for the sake of vengeance. Moment by moment, it seemed as if sanity would slip away from me. But when I remember the sword sticking out of my father’s throat or my baby sister on fire, darkness soaked back into me, becoming a shield from the madness. But I do hear their cries. Their whispers. Begging me to avenge them. Begging me for justice.”

      Her aura suddenly blasted so strongly, I was brought to my knees.

      “H… holy shit,” I just barely got out as I strained. She stood, staring down at me with pity, not the coldness I expected.

      “You look just like him, only without a shred of evil,” Mimi said. “You were the one that was meant to come into my life first, but fate dealt me a sorrowful hand. Now, Master Magician Nate…” She licked her lips. “Why wouldn’t you want this power at your disposal? Of course, if you’re not able to stand, I won’t need you. But… you’re a master magician. You’ll eventually accumulate the mana needed to properly evolve. If I rushed that, I’d risk breaking you… So. Will you stand? Or die. Or shall I set this city ablaze?”

      She grinned.

      “Everything burning. Just like how she did us.” Mimi giggled, which turned into laughter that morphed into sobs. She pulled a sickly gray wand from thin air, aiming it at the hall. The familiar electrical sensation of mana being pulled out of the atmosphere made me sweat.
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      Knowing time was running out for us, I called upon the power of the sorcerer. Or so I tried, but nothing happened under the immense aura. That of someone within the Higher Dragon realm, with a level far above mine, loomed over me, her wand preparing to incinerate the hall.

      “You have one choice, Sir Nate,” Mimi said cheerfully. “Come with me. Surely you don’t want your wife to—”

      Milia’s vines burst from the ground, wrapping around the woman’s arms. With her concentration momentarily broken, the woman’s immense pressure diminished just enough for the rage within me to dig deeply into what it meant to be a sorcerer. The amulet glowed brightly.

      I stood, to the woman’s surprise, though that also could’ve been due to the amulet.

      

      [Milia has proven herself worthy of donning the cloak. Will you accept her under the Alchemist Sorcerer’s Cloak?]

      

      I quickly selected yes just to get rid of the prompt, only for another to replace it. For the first time, I pierced through the treasure blocking my analysis of Mimi.

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      [Mimi Holland, Former Recruiter of the Peace Spawner Cult. Race: Half-blood elf. Neutral. Magician rank: 8th Realm of the Higher Dragon. Spell book: D.]

      [BOSS fight, begin! Danger!]

      

      “You were a recruiter for the Peace Spawner’s cult,” I said. “Were you trying to recruit me for revenge on the cult? Did they destroy your homeland?”

      I was buying time, of course, for Milia to slip away through the shadows to warn the others, including the saints. She knew I’d be fine after breaking out of the aura hold.

      She broke out faster than I did, reminding me that I had the best fiancée and should be proud.

      Mimi burst from the vines, frowning. “I don’t like the cold way you’re looking at me. Allow me to correct that.”

      “Let’s take it outside,” I said as I calmly walked out. “I’m sure you’ve got a lot to tell me about the Peace Spawner’s cult. Maybe you’ll be willing to tell me who he is?”

      I dodged to the side as a flaming… no, a lava sword nearly gutted me. Stalling didn’t work twice.

      “You think you’re in a position to make demands of me?” Mimi asked with a mocking chuckle. “Do you think you’re worthy enough for my secrets? Ha! The arrogance! I suppose I’m arrogant too, to not think how my façade of insanity looked to the cult. Perhaps that is why they betrayed me. If I capture you, do you think they’ll take me back?”

      “So you want to go back now?” I asked, shaking my head. “And to think I almost sympathized with you for losing everything. For watching your loved ones get slaughtered.”

      Tears fell from Mimi’s eyes before they hardened and began to glow. “You think you can sympathize with me? You haven’t tasted the iron of death, have not watched the horrors of a massacre. We were a peaceful village, ignored by all of the nations until they came. I did what it took to acquire power. How dare you judge me!”

      Mimi vanished, only reappearing seconds later in the spot I previously stood. I knew not to stand there unless I felt like dying.

      Thrusting a palm forward, I accessed Yukihara’s newest page.

      “Page three coming up!” the fairy said, appearing on my shoulder.

      I shot the Blood Lightning Dart Rope, willing it to wrap across Mimi’s legs, and pulled. She didn’t expect it. No one would expect this. So as a result, she slammed flat on her back, the breath seeming to be knocked out of her.

      I was reminded at that moment that anything labeled a boss fight by the system couldn’t be taken lightly. Securing these people or beings wouldn’t be happening in one attack.

      A burst of flaming aura that almost seemed brighter than the sun covered her body. The surrounding people that stopped in awe to watch or scream finally ran.

      Mimi jumped to her feet and dodged my savage dragon beam. Her wand shot up to level at my chest. Before I could react, a fireball exploded in my face.

      

      [Alchemist Sorcerer’s Cloak has reduced the damage.]

      

      I slid backward, still on my feet. The cloak fluttered, appearing by either an unconscious summon or an automatic defensive spell. Well, it didn’t matter.

      Knowing damn well I wouldn’t have the time to crash a titan blade on Mimi, I dashed toward her, hands filled with blood lightning. As much as I didn’t want to kill, I at least had the common sense to know that it was either me or her. That fireball or whatever was meant to melt even the bones inside my skin.

      Intense pain still rattled me, but I was already halfway done with the bottle of God Flame Potion. I threw the empty glass vial at her and began with the first kick. She blocked it with an arm and countered with flaming claws that raked across my face. They also exploded.

      I felt the metal within the weapons, but not the fire nor the explosion. Her eyes widened, clearly having never encountered something like this. But it was too late for her to react.

      I unleashed the blood lightning in my hand, sending the woman backward. She recovered instantly.

      Holding a hand, she created a fucking building-sized fireball.

      “I’ll burn it all down,” she said, not in an insane voice, but coldly. “Surrender or witness the birth of a city of fire.”

      I didn’t lower my hand, my mana building.

      “Fine, if you don’t want to listen, then I can result to dirtier tricks. Siren Charm!”

      Her eyes flashed pinked.

      

      [You cannot be charmed.]

      

      Mimi’s eyes widened. “Wh-what are you?”

      At that moment, my titan blade crashed down on the woman. Well, that was what I wanted to happen, but she was still a top ranker of the Higher Dragon realm. She dodged the giant sword and took only the shockwave of its sorcerer magic. It sent her flying backward, but not even close to being out of the fight.

      “Cry. Embrace the world, Bloodring,” Mimi chanted. Appearing at her side at last was the D-ranked spell book. On top of it floated a crimson snake with two glowing, leafless trees sticking out of its back like wings. The trees crackled with flames and gray lightning.

      Mimi’s eyes glowed, her aura whipping around her like the very fire she summoned. Her hair shimmered from its dark to the same fiery red of her spell book.

      It was an impressive display. Beauty, death, and insanity. Almost like Ling. Though she lacked the ruthlessness. I would know, having barely survived against her as Raider. Milia saved my bacon though.

      I felt a sense of danger before diving forward just in time to avoid an axe the size of a fucking building. It crashed like TNT onto the ground but strangely left no crater. It changed back into the snake and vanished, reappearing above Mimi’s spell book less than a second later.

      Fuck. A snake that changed into an axe that almost moved faster than my senses could keep track of, even with the sorcerer powerup.

      I didn’t stand a chance at my current level. This gave me Andros vibes.

      “Milia, now!” I said through the ring. Had I mentioned we got the ring back from Kelvin? His group only needed it during the travel, to function as a walkie talkie just in case something happened while we were in the air.

      The dryad appeared briefly at my side to activate the grail. With the power increase being immediate, I also activated the Heavenly Spirit Pocket Watch. Both of these items had something in common. Only one use each. However, the pocket watch’s limitation felt worse. It lasted just a few minutes.

      

      [Grail of the Holy Forest. Item rank: AAA. Item quality: Extraordinary. Activate to increase the power and defense of the holder and its allies nearby. The boost lasts for one day, perfect for a dungeon dive. If the holder of this item has an affinity with a forest, the boosts are increased significantly. Any liquid added into the grail will be purified if the holder applies mana. This will also work on poisons.]

      

      “Aidyn’s at the farm, but Rin sent a message through whispering wind. He’ll be on his way soon,” Milia said as she returned to the shadows.

      The energy surging through me would likely be too much for most people; however, I wondered if it’d be enough.

      “You know, I didn’t expect to be attacked when I asked if you were okay,” I said. “You’re a reminder to mind my own business. I thought you were a friend of Lucas’s and lent an ear.”

      “Perhaps if you were anyone else, you’d be fine, but do not feign ignorance,” Mimi said. She frowned cooly. “You know I’m here for you. Now, you can be a good boy and follow quietly, or I’ll drag your body back along with me.”

      I knew I couldn’t stall any longer, especially when the snake vanished. I bolted, refusing to be a stationary target. With her wand, Mimi unleashed bolts of gray lightning that I knew I had no inherent protection against.

      I pushed everything into dodging and waited. When she paused to gather more mana, I launched toward her, only to jump to the side as a giant axe nearly cleaved me into two with an overhead strike. A shockwave rocketed me backward so fast that I nearly lost the breath from my lungs. I grunted when my back slammed into a building.

      “Fuck,” I said weakly. “I’m supposed to be making gold, not fighting pointlessly.”

      I tried to stand, but someone pulled me up and off into the air I went. Mimi aimed a hand, intending to finish me, when Milia suddenly appeared from the shadows. She unleashed as much power as possible in a fearsome green beam of mana, only for Mimi to shrug it off like it was nothing.

      She couldn’t catch the dryad in time, a good thing too, because her retaliatory strike was a fist to the ground that created a crater at least thirty feet deep and wide. Fuck, if she and Ling could take each other out, life would be easier for many.

      Thanks to Milia’s distraction, I managed to pull myself together. I finally breathed in and out, taking advantage of the enhanced strength provided to me by both the grail and the pocket watch.

      Before I knew it, I appeared at a surprised Mimi’s side with a fist coated in raging blood lightning. It may not be an official attack, but that would be known as the Blood Lightning Fist.

      Then another and another and another, until the sixth strong fist bashed my opponent several feet backwards.

      I couldn’t rest due to the giant axe almost bisecting me from above. The grazing I felt burned like hot coals, taking a little of my life force with it.

      Suddenly a bolt of gray lightning jolted toward me, but thanks to my heightened sense of danger, I tilted my head to the side, allowing it to pass by harmlessly.

      Unfortunately, I found myself on the defensive again because of that fucking giant axe. Even worse, the heavenly pocket watch was beginning to run out of juice. With just the grail alone, taking on an eighth realm would switch from brutally difficult to nearly impossible.

      “This goddamn snake axe,” I snapped.

      Mimi reappeared roughly ten yards in front of me, fiery aura blazing. I allowed my familiar red to contest hers.

      “You are a stubborn one,” Mimi said. “But you’ve managed to keep the city from burning. You’ve even made me take you seriously, summon my spell book. For that, I commend you. But now…” She grinned. “The gate to the cult and all of its magic has returned to me. He has given me another chance.”

      Eerie green magic surrounded her, reminding me of the fires of Scar from The Lion King. Space bent around Mimi.

      Using the bracer of the heavens, I blocked the first test fire of green magic and immediately regretted it. The sensation of a flash grenade going off in my face sent me on a trip to the ground.

      “It is amazing you’re even standing through my aura,” Mimi cheered. “Now be a good boy and stay still. I’m going to open a gate to the cult. Once the lord finishes speaking with you, I’ll bring you back.”

      She raked a finger across open air, creating a portal. On the other side appeared to be a small town of temples. I felt an unsettling, ominous presence emitting from it. My instincts screamed at me to get up and find shelter, run out of the city and away, let it burn for all I could care.

      I chuckled. “Will you, now?”

      Her eyes widened, but it was too late. The titan blade, fully powered by the last of the heavenly pocket watch and Milia’s grail, crashed upon her, fully shining. It took so much out of me that all of my red aura vanished.

      I had to take a Humble Sage’s Mana Potion to keep from collapsing. Had the system not provided two samples, I’d have been out like a light.

      

      [Humble Sage’s Mana Potion. Potion level: complex.]

      [Drinking a small vial of this will replenish your mana and, if you’re compatible, replenish your Sage Mana by 1%. Warning! This is an extremely valuable potion. Magicians could make an attempt on your life or blackmail you for the recipe.]

      [Humble Sage’s Mana Potion. Item rank: SS. Item value: Special extraordinary. While it is not close to the pinnacle of potion making, its SS ranking is there for a reason.]

      [Your saga mana has been replenished.]

      

      I had her…

      I blinked, noticing the giant axe blocking the sword. Some blood oozed from Mimi, but other than that, she was completely unscathed.

      That goddamn snake!

      Mimi aimed a hand at me. “To answer your question, yes.”

      Time seemed to slow as the green power gathered in her hand, preparing to eliminate me. Maybe being a sorcerer wasn’t good enough. I needed the time to break into the secrets of this class, learn and train.

      Abruptly, twin white mana beams, a Cosmic Sunlight Flash and a Shining Realm Crushing Blast struck the woman, pushing her back. The portal grew from the size of a basketball to that of a trampoline.

      Milia’s flurry of golden energy balls struck. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a wick of damage done.

      “I’d better take care of these pests before we go,” she said as she aimed her hand.

      “No you fucking don’t,” I said as mist poured from my mouth in waves.

      With my full weight, I tackled her to the ground and called upon the blood lightning rope in attempt to restrain Mimi.

      She blasted me off with ease, but I was up on my feet, ignoring the excruciating pain and the blood running down my lip. Hell, I probably had bruises all over and a cracked rib or two.

      My hand trembled and I found it difficult to concentrate on the opening mechanisms of the storage ring. Still, I pushed through the fuzz until finding myself a health potion. Mimi stared at me in amazement as I gulped it down, restoring myself to a fully unharmed condition.

      “That… that’s impossible,” Mimi whispered. “No potion could possibly have the quality to work instantly. Health potions like that are supposed to be a myth.” She shook her head. “No wonder the lord wants to meet with you. You’re an anomaly.”

      Mist continued to pour from my mouth as my anger became something else. A venom or a dagger, I wasn’t sure. I just wanted to end this, leave this damned city, and get back to my peaceful life.

      I got pulled into this shit for being nice. But not everyone could be a customer or a business opportunity. Daggers waited around every corner—this was something Milia once said.

      The portal grew.

      And this time, I saw people in black robes marching over from afar to investigate. We had maybe five to eight minutes at most to close it.

      “Wolverine, can you close that portal?”

      “If you think I’ll let you, go ahead and try it,” Mimi said, eyes glowing. “Be my guest.”

      The mist continued to form.

      I pulled the dragon summoning potion from my pocket and swallowed it down as the rest of the pocket watch wore off. The world and I combined in strength, even stronger now, it demanding a high price. I’d gladly pay it.

      

      [Dragon Magician State…]

      

      “You should’ve just left when you had the chance,” I said as Mimi’s eyes widened.

      She began to back away. “Please,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. She dropped to a kowtow. “Forgiveness.”

      I aimed a hand at her. Fuck, was I going to kill her in front of all of these people? In the dragon magician state, the answer would be yes. The power began to fill my hand. I talked to stall a bit.

      “Since you didn’t burn down the city or kill a single person somehow, your life will depend on your answer. Who is the target of your revenge?” I asked.

      “Who else would it be?” Mimi snapped. “Princess Ling.”

      My eyes widened. “Last time I faced Ling, I just escaped with my life. I’m stronger now, but if she’s as monstrous as the rumors say she is, then… Then again, you could probably take her, being in the eighth realm. Listen, I’ll need you to get that cult off my back. Tell them to forget about me. That I’m not interesting. No more Peace Spawner summons near me. Do you hear? If you do that, I’ll look the other way.”

      Mimi nodded.

      “Make it an oath,” Milia said, her voice cold. My dryad fiancée knew an opportunity when it emerged.

      Mimi’s eyes widened, but when she saw me raise my palm, the fight drained out of her.

      The people on the other side of the portal steadily grew closer.

      “Hurry up or I’ll be blasting you and this portal to the moon,” I said.

      “I swear my life to you, my fidelity. An oath that my only enemy is Princess Ling. I’ll—”

      “To think you were this pathetic,” a chilling new voice said. “The Hallow Wizard was right, after all, about closing you off from the cult. I entrust you with one job and you finally show your true colors. An obsession with revenge to the point of swearing yourself to the very man I ordered you to capture. It turns out he was holding back the entire time.”

      A sphere of the most ominous darkness I’d ever fucking felt in my life appeared in front of us. Mimi remained pale and petrified.

      “I used the cult, but if you think I don’t have my own allies, you’re sadly mistaken,” the voice said, almost compassionately or maybe sad. Another portal opened in front of everyone that hadn’t run away. In it were the wails and screams of… something. More chills crawled up my skin. “The same portal you open to follow your trash-discarding orders. It’d be a fitting punishment for betrayal.”

      We needed to get the fuck out of here.

      And sure, some would say not to abandon Mimi. I would reply, ‘Get real.’ We were enemies. Her massive power could be weaponized, but only if she were alive.

      The sphere of darkness formed into the familiar humanoid shape I saw in Fire Stone. Instantly, the sky darkened, bringing the afternoon to an evening and slowly darkening further.

      

      [The hellspawn are beginning to form…]

      

      Well, fuck.

      I aimed at the Peace Spawner and the portal and unleashed everything I had, beginning a fight I had no business being involved in. The mist poured from me faster.
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      “Oh?” the Peace Spawner said as my golden fireball struck him and the portal, but missed Mimi. Not that I aimed for her specifically. But if she died in the blast, I honestly wouldn’t have had time to care. Not with the being they called the Lord of Darkness staring down at me with glowing red eyes.

      My intense burst of magic did destroy the portal to the town and seemed to set the Peace Spawner ablaze, but the hellish portal of demons remained.

      Mimi, snapping out of her shock, tried to run, but a tendril of darkness grabbed her and off into the portal she went before we could so much as react. Her screams of terror seeped out of the portal, followed by struggling, and then crunching, shrill screaming, gurgling, slurping, and then silence. The hell portal winked out.

      I… fought a wave of nausea. Just like that, someone was eaten. Not seeing it, but hearing everything like the best goddamn ultra-HD audio, seemed even worse than actually being able to observe the event.

      “Don’t feel bad for her,” the Peace Spawner said. “She’s thrown hundreds of people in there for the cult. All on a hidden quest to avenge a land destroyed by the rage of war. It is a fit of karma for her to be the first I personally tossed in there.” He chuckled darkly. “I don’t think I’ve introduced myself.” He glanced at me, Milia, and the pets. And behind the corner.

      My eyes widened. Don’t tell me. Fuck! Harmony was the most hardheaded person I knew. She should be hiding or fleeing the city as Milia ordered, not be here of all places.

      “I think it goes without saying that you need no introductions, Peace Spawner,” I said, doing my best to ignore the annoying mist that came from my mouth as if I was infinitely exhaling cigar smoke. Or was freezing cold. I’d long-since asked Milia about it, but she had no working theory either. “What do you want? You went through the trouble of arranging the death of your follower for this meeting.”

      Stall tactics, you like them or love them. But I had to think of something, or we were all fucked.

      I couldn’t tell, but it felt like the darkness smiled. “I am called Ares, with the title of Peace Spawner. Now that I’ve scanned you, Nate, as I’ve said before, you do not belong here. I thought you had no ambition, that you wouldn’t be a hindrance. That you would fall in line like the others. But that is not the case.”

      There was a lot to take in there, however, the killing intent emitting from the Peace Spawner snapped me into focus.

      Like before, he was impossible to scan.

      “Milia, run to safety,” I said softly. “Don’t go into the shadows. You’ll be consumed. Get Harmony out of here.”

      Milia’s eyes widened and she turned to the corner where the terrified teenager was definitely standing. With the Peace Spawner’s overwhelming presence, it’d be very easy to miss an apprentice.

      “Nate, this is madness. You can’t face him alone,” Milia said, pleading and terror in her voice. Her hands trembled. “Either we flee together or die together.”

      Her eyes were stubborn and determined and no matter what I’d say, she wouldn’t leave me. Even with the Mimi fight, she stayed nearby.

      The Peace Spawner, a being made of darkness, calmly observed not only us, but the entire area. His aura felt unsettling and, dare I say it, evil. This wasn’t a childish fairytale or superstition, but true wrongness. If he was once human, the traces of his former being no longer existed. Above all, I just knew that there stood a true magician. Maybe even a master magician.

      We needed to get the fuck out of here.

      A mermaid suddenly popped up out of a pond, her eyes blazing with hatred.

      “You— You— Begone, Lord of Darkness! You are not welcome here.”

      Other magicians in the city emerged, some of them stronger than even Mimi. From adventurers to lone travelers.

      That was right. We were in a city, not alone. Then I felt just a tiny bit of the Peace Spawner’s real aura, directed solely at me. It winked out my dragon magician state.

      My heart slammed against my chest even faster.

      “What could you possibly want from me?” I tried to say, but the Peace Spawner held up a hand before I could get a word out. He shook his head.

      “Ignorance is no fault of yours,” he said, ignoring the growing army of opposition.

      There were plenty running away and yelling at people to get ahold of themselves. But then there were many that refused to abandon me. “He saved our city. He saved Isabella!”

      “That mist. Heh. Remember the warning I gave you,” the Peace Spawner said. “I’ll give you three choices. Leave it all behind to become my disciple, or I can return you to your world. The third choice is… Well, let’s not think about that, shall we?”

      I tensed, but the Peace Spawner spoke before Milia, and before I could so much as think about running. “Fleeing won’t do you any good. If you believe you can escape, then turn your back on me.”

      He raked a finger across the air, opening a large portal. My eyes widened at what I saw. M… My sister was asleep on the couch with her two children.

      Energy began to gather into the Peace Spawner’s hands. “You’re taking too long to answer. How about a little motivation? An ultimatum. Come with me or watch your family die.”

      He pointed a finger at an adventurer who could somehow move under the intense weight of absolute evil. Suddenly, a beam of darkness pierced through the adventurer’s heart… an elf man that only wanted to protect me.

      He fell backward, eyes open in confusion. A substance flowed from his body into the Peace Spawner’s form.

      “A noble soul. Now that was delicious,” the man of darkness said.

      My fist smashed against the Peace Spawner’s face, blasting him across the city block before I knew my hand moved. The portal winked out.

      The mist covered everything as I finally absorbed the peak of my rage. Then I heard screams as more beams emitted from the Peace Spawner’s direction.

      Magicians began to fall one by one, and even when they tried to fight back, it was no use.

      One beam struck very close to where Harmony was hiding, blasting the teenager out of her spot. A few beams even destroyed a building or two.

      “You didn’t like when I opened that portal,” a voice said.

      Appearing in front of me was the being made of darkness. Not like a hallow fragment, but like black fire. The thought of him nearly killing my sister finally triggered something within.

      And again, I snapped, the mist flowing so fast, it covered everything.

      

      [You are awakening your third class…]

      [Class awakened: Heavenly Demon.]

      

      I didn’t care for the prompt. Even if I stood no chance against the Peace Spawner, I wasn’t about to go down without a fight. He crossed the line with me personally now, threatening my sister and killing the adventurers around me.

      Those who…

      I roared.

      

      [Warning! You cannot control the active powers of the Heavenly Demon class.]

      

      “Now this is interesting,” the Peace Spawner said. “You inspired them to come to their deaths. And when they died, you obtained otherworldly power. But will the power of Earth be enough for you to dare challenge me, ancestral brother?”

      

      [You are being confronted with overwhelming power…]

      [Warning! This may not be a fight you can win. System recommendation: hasty retreat.]

      [You are in the overwhelming presence of Ares the Peace Spawner, the Lord of Darkness.]

      [Overwhelming Boss Fight, begin!]

      [Life and Death. Survive!]

      [You learned Heavenly Crushing Palm.]

      

      “This presence,” the Peace Spawner said as I activated the palm. Milia taught me plenty of palm techniques, so triggering a magic one was quite easy. The anger of my new class made me fearless. At least for the time being.

      My palm connected with the fucker, only to do jack shit. Or so I thought. The darkness shuddered as I pushed him back a few feet. I continued the assault, landing three more palms before getting batted away like an annoying fly. Blood leaked from my nose, lip, maybe my head too. The only thing keeping me going was raw anger, the mist, and the final class.

      “That may not have done a lot of damage, but damn, did it feel good,” I said, my voice… sounding strong somehow.

      The Peace Spawner chuckled. “Oh-ho, is that an iota of pride? I can respect your attempt to fight m—”

      His eyes widened as the titan blade crashed down on him from above. He roared demonically, creating a shockwave so strong that everyone was blown back ten feet. Harmony, thankfully, was back behind the building. She hadn’t left, unfortunately.

      “Sorcery. That’s… You’re a sorcerer,” the Peace Spawner said, his voice full of awe. He laughed demonically. The glowing red eyes glanced around, before returning to me. “Now I can’t kill you, not now. It will feel like a waste. You’ll just succumb to corruption and grant the world a great show. You will become my disciple, perhaps a pawn, but for now, I’ll let you think about it. You’ll learn the ugly truth of this world and of Wanda.”

      “Peace Spawner!” yelled Ramon, who arrived with his party. “Everyone, seal him.”

      With a lazy wave, the Peace Spawner blasted them several meters away. They didn’t get back up. “Hmm, something about them seems… familiar.”

      My eyes widened. The former hero’s party were so insignificant that the Peace Spawner didn’t so much as remember them. And, apparently, they knew of a way to seal the bastard and didn’t bother telling me. Okay, that wasn’t their fault, but mine.

      Suddenly, the darkness vanished and standing before me was a man with white hair and red eyes. I felt my heart drop at the implications, but pushed that thought to the side. I’d deal with it later.

      He shifted to the form of a child, floating in midair. Raising a hand slightly, waves of energy began to manifest. All while he carried a calm, borderline cheerful expression.

      “Really, killing you serves no purpose for me yet, but before I go and allow you to succumb to corruption for my entertainment, let me show you the difference between us. Perhaps form a grand tier spell that will create a new landmark. When you’re ready to become my disciple, perhaps you can meet me there.”

      I felt it, his Dao tattoo, a moment before it glowed on his wrist. Something that… directly opposed mine!

      That mana. Where did I sense it before? My eyes widened, recalling the meteor. But could I truly fight it directly?

      Well, if I didn’t do something, he was likely going to kill everyone here just to make an example out of us. He had the power to do it easily.

      Gathering the remaining mana within me, I charged a savage dragon beam and strained until my Dao tattoo finally glowed. There, I was able to infuse the attack with the Dao of Creation.

      The Peace Spawner’s eyes widened, but it was too late.

      The beam struck him with the force of a titanic explosion.

      “Flamie, lend me the power of calamity,” Milia said, and a second later, she unleashed everything she had at the lord of darkness. I felt Harmony’s magic join in. Soon, every adventurer, magician, and mermaid did the same. Even Chenzu’s lute played a tune of desperation.

      The disciples, having recovered at some point, joined the fray. I felt the smother of Nuwa’s healing magic and nodded my thanks.

      “Insects that sting together are still nothing more than insects,” a kid’s voice said from the smoke. “They have a place in this world, but at any given breath, they could be squashed.”

      Immense aura and wind burst into existence, blasting away the smoke, revealing a completely unscathed Peace Spawner.

      The reminder of being in too far over our heads showed through the kid’s smile. The only reason we were alive was because he allowed it.

      This was who the Lord Ruler, and most of the world, was terrified of. And who the other master magicians selfishly let terrorize unchallenged. Something felt off with that.

      “There is no need to hide, girl,” the Peace Spawner said. “Crying and wishing you listened to your master will not save you.”

      He waved a hand and Harmony appeared in his grasp, held by the throat. “Let’s make an example out of you. Die.”

      The mist finally stopped, having covered the entire area. Harmony’s words from the past entered my mind. “Thanks to you, I now have the power to protect the town, my friends, and my father. That’s all I want. To see them happy.”

      That was when I saw red. The world began to crack.
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        * * *

      

      Ares knew his time grew short. The Soul Saint was no longer a threat to him, having been removed from cultivating for years; however, the crafty saint still contacted the monarchs. Whether they’d show or not was a risk that even the Peace Spawner wasn’t willing to take. Not when he needed them for the rest of the fragments.

      “Let’s see. Squeezing your neck to a pulp should be fun.”

      Ares snapped out of his thoughts and dropped the struggling girl when he took notice of a change, his eyes wide.

      Heavenly Demon… In this world? That was impossible. The ultimate defier of the heavens couldn’t be a human. A dragon like that couldn’t exist in a world dominated by mana.

      Nate’s transformation, or perhaps pushing the hidden mists to their limits, bringing out the dangerous power within. All to save this girl?

      His hair lengthened slightly and glowed. His eyes shined like embers. His aura became white fire. Fangs emerged, blending with his teeth, giving him a vampiric or demonic look.

      Ares’s ancestral brother being the mythical heavenly demon explained a lot, though the Peace Spawner doubted the baby magician knew. Through no fault of his own.

      Nate vanished, surprising Ares. He couldn’t track his movements? How could he not track this weakling’s movements?

      A fist of snow-white fire met his gut. The Peace Spawner wheezed. What? How? Just how?

      A sense of doom pushed him into action, and he effortlessly dodged the heavenly demon’s fireball.

      Ares teleported into his guard, only to jump back, sensing the hot flames of magic before him. It contained a Dao that opposed his own.

      That could only be the Dao of Creation. But wasn’t this Dao said to be impossible to obtain? What kind of mental discipline did this dragonling put himself through to summon its caress? Who are you?

      For a moment, Ares wondered if entertainment wasn’t worth it and if he should accept the risk of killing this ancestral brother.

      Still, a disciple like this under his control would…

      He paused to gaze at the sky, eyes wide. A giant dragon made of fire as pale as emptiness itself fell upon him. The immense power washed over him and with it came a draining sensation that worried Ares.

      A sensation that threatened to turn him mortal.

      He used everything to block the invading energy and, with his free hand, opened an escape portal. If the monarchs decided to show up, Ares did not want to be caught in a weakened state.

      For the first time in a long time, the Peace Spawner felt impressed and a little afraid.

      So, Nate was not a pup, but a true master magician after all. He simply had no idea how to control his immense power.

      But there was nothing to be done. Ares would have to send someone to track him down and either kill or kidnap him.

      “The victory is yours, Divine Master Magician, who defied the heavens so much that it turned him into the heavenly demon. However, you’re not ready. Your lack of knowledge makes fighting you pointless. But mark my words, ancestral brother, this isn’t over. If the race for the Philosopher’s Stone doesn’t bring us together, the fight for the ancestor’s inheritance will. Whether you want it or not isn’t a choice of ours. He may not appear if I kill a pup.”

      Ares leapt into the portal, closing it behind him.
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        * * *

      

      [Secret quest completed. Survive to live another day after fighting an impossible opponent. Reward: Heavenly Demon’s Cultivation Manual. 100 heavenly spirit coins. Total number of heavenly spirit coins: 240.]

      

      As the juice ran out of me, I collapsed. The mist vanished, along with the golden ocean in the sky. The blackness from sheer exhaustion threatened to overtake me, but I fought it.

      Aidyn appeared at my side to help Milia lift me to my feet. Silence stretched almost into eternity.

      “What are you waiting for? Let’s clean up,” Shikah the Flame Saint snapped. “Help the injured. Some look to be dead, but I can sense their life force. Healers or potion carriers, assist the survivors.”

      That forced everyone into action.

      Meanwhile, Milia and the saints took me… somewhere, perhaps back to the inn or the city lord’s mansion. Not that it mattered, since the exhaustion of touching a power I didn’t understand overcame me.

      

      End of Phase 3…
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      Riyol the Manslayer found himself entering a small farm, having travelled for days. Finally! He could kill a few chickens or even a cow or two for something that wasn’t jerky or meager rations. After having a lucky break with Princess Death, he journeyed nonstop, passing Wingston, and marched into the deep east where Raider had to be hiding.

      Not that he cared that much for the job anymore. He still wanted his gold and the chance to be rich enough to never starve again. However, after encountering the princess, he wondered if her brother would pay him the rest of his money. Of course he would. Riyol may be mortal, but he’d killed plenty of magicians in his lifetime, through dirty means. Poisons, in their sleep, the list went on. Direct confrontation was for fools, anyway.

      Quite a few things caught Riyol’s attention. A house—which he’d rob—a shed, some kind of ruby brick building, a tower, and even a fancy fountain. What kind of a place was this? Some lord most certainly owned this.

      If there were no guards around, he’d either abandoned it or left on business matters, unguarded. Did Riyol just strike a lucky gold horde? It was worth ignoring that village two days away in favor of keeping forward on his journey.

      He decided to start with the shed. Perhaps it would contain something to help him break into the house without causing too much a fuss. Fortunately, the town was at least ten or fifteen minutes away.

      The moment Riyol touched the shed, a monotone voice greeted him.

      “Access not granted. Thief detected. Prepare for extermination.”

      Riyol dove to the side as a giant beam of red mana nearly cut through him.

      “Wanda’s ass, what the hell is going on? Is this a cursed shed? Why is there a cursed shed?”

      Seeing another beam charging, Riyol got up and ran toward the house. He burst through the door, slamming it shut, and panted. The door shuddered but held.

      One look around and he realized this was a shop. Shops had safes! He struck gold! He had to find the safe!

      With Riyol’s experience, it took only minutes. He cared little about anything else in the shitty-ranked shop.

      “Wait… what if there’s another safe in the shed?” Riyol said softly. He shook his head. “No, it’s probably some stupid ornate sword or useless combat staff.”

      The moment he touched the safe in a back room, he regretted it. His hand rebounded painfully due to a damage shield. A vine snaked from the side of the metal box, aiming directly for his heart.

      Riyol dashed out of the back room, only to see more vines growing from the floors.

      “Wanda’s ass, how could they possibly afford a ward of this caliber?”

      He hurried outside, closing the door behind him, and jumped forward, dodging a red beam of mana. The shed was still active. But how? What kind of witchcraft could this be?

      He rounded the corner to get out of sight of the demonic shed, only to run into a girl. She had pink hair, a flower crown of some sort, and skirts that matched her hair.

      One would think Riyol would fall into the fairytale cliché of lusting after the young woman. Bandits of every tale did, after all. But the first thing that came to his mind was…

      “Witch!”

      Terrified, he pushed everything into running. It had to be a witch. Snake-like vines, a murderous shed, wards, and a damage shield. That would be no mere girl, but something capable of eating his heart from his chest.

      Many witch tales were like that.

      He couldn’t have made it this far just to be eaten. Not when he stared down the raw power of that bitch, Ling.

      He ran toward the town, passing by what appeared to be confused elicrones and their chick. Perhaps he should be grateful no one saw him enter the house. Witches were especially spiteful when it came to disturbing their territories.

      So he bolted toward the town, ignoring even the passing of a golden fox and a calf that followed it.

      Riyol thought about returning to Wingston, Raider’s last known spot, then shook away that idea. Kyushu was just an E-ranked town, according to the information missive. He could gather some bandits through his name alone, and create a temporary hideout until the man was ready to unleash his most drastic plan.

      He thought about hiring someone to deal with the witch but didn’t want to begin losing money on this job.

      “I should probably do something about the mayor,” he said softly.
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        * * *

      

      “Mother, are we really going to see Milia?” a young dryad woman of eighteen years asked. She set her tome on a nearby table.

      The dryad queen smiled. Though she had a youthful appearance, the woman had lived a very long life. “Ellia… Hmm… we’re leaving tomorrow. I must see her lifestyle for myself and observe this lover of hers. Tell only the dryads to get ready. There are plenty of trees in her forest to turn into a temporary home. We’ll set up the wedding then and there if he’s worthy.”

      Half an hour after the news spread, a servant fairy rushed into the royal library, bowed deeply, and then spoke. “Your Highness, Fairy Prince Ashard is demanding to let him accompany us on this trip.”

      “Of all the disrespect—”

      Ellia’s eyes narrowed as her mother burst into laughter, interrupting a flower nymph maid. She could practically feel the monarch’s desire to test Milia’s betrothed.

      Ellia felt a little bad for her big sister, but not that bad. She had plenty of things to criticize, analyze, and to categorize, until determining if this man was right for Milia or someone they should send away.

      Fairy Prince Ashard failed her test due to his arrogance, but there wasn’t much she could say when it came to arranged marriages set up by monarchs. Other than being crushed like a bug for daring to speak out against them.

      Fortunately, Ellia was a scholar, perhaps the world’s youngest. The kingdom would hesitate to send her away.

      “Let him come,” the monarch said. She floated from her golden chair in the library, her smile reminding Ellia of Milia. “Make sure her master comes along too. I’m sure that ancient tree would love to see her. And if she hasn’t made any progress with her training, well… That will be another interesting show.” She caressed Ellia’s head. “Make sure you get the winged mounts ready. I want to get there as soon as possible.”

      Ellia let out a soft sigh. “Well, Milia’s most certainly going to be surprised.”

      “But not as surprised as her human betrothed,” the dryad queen said, amusement radiating from her voice.

      Ellia’s eyes widened. “H-human? Do you think we’ll get to see a half-dryad—”

      “No, they’re near Kyushu. Kyushu follows the tradition of the Wanda’s purity challenge. That means they will not have a child until after marriage.”

      Ellia pouted, a little disappointed. Then again, it wasn’t as if she had a mate of her own to brag to her big sister about.

      But she could criticize him harshly. No half-measured or brute should dare marry a Starbreather!
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      Nate Sullivan

      -Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician**. Third class: **Heavenly Demon**. Fourth class: **Sorcerer**. [You have reached the class limit.]

      -Magician rank: 12th realm of the Higher Dragon.

      -Class rank: Inspired (Enhanced).

      -Ability: Can make up to SSS, divine-grade potions, blighted potions, sorcery potions.

      -Power: Supreme World-breaking Strong.

      -Defense: High Absolute Titanium.

      -Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Enlightened. This is a high stage.

      -Physique rank: B.

      -Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 54%.

      -Shop rank: D. [Rank-up quest awaiting…]

      -Merchant license: D. [You will find getting C-ranked and above merchant/large store trades, contracts, and opportunities incredibly difficult on your own with this license.]

      -Merchant’s guild sponsored.

      -Heavenly attunement rank: B (Enhanced). [Perhaps if you were to luck into a heavenly spell book, you’d be able to use it…]

      -Lord Ruler Select as Raider; Friend of the Kingdom of Merridon.

      -Forest attuned. [Step into a forest and feel…]

      -Boons: 1. Wanda: Unknown. (Your realm isn’t high enough to understand it.)

      2. Mysterious ancestor: Unknown. (Your ancestor deliberately hid this from you until a certain event. Inheritance event?)

      -Heavenly Demon’s Cultivation Manual.

      [You spent your upgrade point.]

      [You now possess a Supreme Heavenly Demon Cultivation Manual, the only one of its kind.]

      [Your defense has increased to Supreme Absolute Titanium.]

      [You begin to consume evil mana.]

      [Incorruptible. Your mind and body have repelled the corruption.]

      [Your Ultimate Identifier skill has increased to stage 3.]

      [Super Skill: Ultimate Identifier, stage: 3. Ability to identify everything, including its quality, ranks, people, so on. Improved identification of sentient races, along with additional details. Congratulations! It is not often a skill like this is ranked up by the few lucky enough to obtain it. Standard scans will never compare to it! At stage 3, you can now scan undead and sense supreme treasures. You may also see heavenly spirits.]

      [Now that would’ve been useful during your recent show of defiance. Perhaps you would’ve noticed that you were surrounded?]

      [Congratulations for being pushed to the peak of Higher Dragon! The peak of a realm should not be taken lightly.]

      [Unfortunately, despite being the heavenly demon, you cannot ascend to the heavens at this time.]

      

      My eyes shot open.

      One glance around revealed a room far too fancy for me to afford with gold, unless I didn’t feel like paying my apprentices, the contractors, Chenzu, Milia, or supplying the shop.

      I flinched as the memories all came back to me.

      My defiance manifested. My desire to protect them… Milia’s vow that we’d either flee together or die together. The glowing red eyes.

      And then briefly, a man that could, in fact, be related to me, sharing the traits of white hair and red eyes, as well as calling me ancestral brother.

      A sense of warmth coated my chest as I thought about Milia’s words and the meaning of them.

      When I crawled out of bed, the first thing that caught my attention was the large mirror and the man that stared back at me. Long hair, more defined muscle, though somewhat of a runner’s build, and crimson eyes that seemed wise. A white aura outlined my skin like a haze or a fire. With a thought, it collapsed into me, vanishing.

      My body felt… lighter?

      Seeing my ridiculous advancement, fighting the Peace Spawner turned out to be the ultimate training session. One mistake meaning instant death, of course. But why did he seem agitated, almost as if he was worried about someone worse than him showing up?

      I couldn’t imagine anyone being that strong. It felt like fighting the Lord Ruler on three solar system’s worth of magical steroids.

      This wasn’t over, and now the Peace Spawner wanted blood.

      A sense of rage struck me. The white aura returned, my hair began to rise, and my eyes glowed. The golden ocean within my dreams flashed behind me once.

      I took a deep breath, calming down, which stopped whatever the hell was about to happen to me. I turned away from the mirror and spotted my shoes not too far away. Or someone’s shoes.

      Being dressed in a nice light gray robe with matching trousers, I figured this was appropriate enough to walk around in.

      The moment I opened the door, a butler bowed.

      “Good afternoon, Lord Nate. Please, right this way to the washroom,” he said. “The city lord has prepared a feast.” He gestured at another butler, a teen boy. “Go inform them that he has awakened.” He turned back to me. “Please follow me. We will provide fresh clothes too.”

      “Thanks,” I said, ignoring the question of how I got into my current robes.

      The butler took me to one of the biggest bathrooms I’d ever seen in my life. They even provided temporary toothbrushes and fancy mouth oil, fresh clothes, and the works. A maid waited there, but I told her everything was fine and sent her on her way.

      After I finished the morning activities and changed into the fresh clothing, a fancy white shirt and black trousers, I stepped into the hall. I’d have to assume Milia gave them my measurements.

      A green blur nearly tackled me to the ground as she hugged and kissed me. I pulled her close, extending the passion until we were nearly out of breath.

      “Please tell me I wasn’t out for another six days,” I told her.

      “Just two,” Milia said. “You weren’t in the best condition, having pushed beyond your limits while exposed to the Peace Spawner’s deadly aura.”

      “Two days, huh,” I said. “Well, it could’ve been worse. As for why I was able to resist him, it turns out my own Dao counteracts his.”

      Milia looked at me, eyes wide. “I know I shouldn’t be surprised. Come, let us get some food in you.”

      The warmth returned, my mind replaying words that could only flow from someone courageous and noble in the truest sense of the word. I felt something beyond respect, though explaining… felt impossible. I think I will stop hiding my power soon, as it seems to bring less peace.

      “Milia.”

      The dryad looked at me.

      “I love you.”
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      Everyone sat at the breakfast table, from my party, the saints, to the city lord and his wife. The pets had their own area, though they quickly abandoned it when they saw me. There were plenty of hugs, handshakes, and even a high five for Opal. Yukihara opted to sit on my shoulder.

      “Nice hair, Nate,” the twerp cheered. “Long suits you.”

      “He sure doesn’t look like someone that was out for a couple of days,” Chenzu said.

      It was in a ponytail now, courtesy of a maid’s insistence. I’d probably get a haircut later if I didn’t dig the son-of-a-duke look.

      After breakfast, we had a debriefing meeting.

      “So while weakened, not even the Peace Spawner himself is confident at taking on monarchs alone,” Aidyn concluded.

      I sighed. “That was much too close for comfort. I’ll take this experience and use it in some upcoming training. Maybe meditate on the fight.”

      The others looked to me to keep going, perhaps to understand my thought process. I did. “This will not be the last time we’ll encounter him. I want to be ready. Maybe give him a taste of his own medicine. I don’t want to feel powerless while he’s killing people or holding my apprentices by the throat ever again.”

      I forced myself not to look at Harmony as to not draw all gazes to the teenager. More than just an apprentice, the eighteen-year-old was also the second real friend I’d made in this world. I’d be damned if I let the Peace Spawner cut her life short.

      That went for all of them.

      “So… are you going to tell us what happened to you? If you can remember,” Iris asked.

      “Call it desperation,” I replied. “Pushing out everything I have with the desire to survive. I awakened something that was dormant within me. Within the mist.”

      Seeing their confusion, I simply shrugged. “I wish I could go into detail, but even I’m clueless on this. For now.”

      I looked at them. A mirror behind Kelvin showed the intensity in my eyes. In fact, they were glowing.

      “When I’m ready, I’m going to find that fucker, revert him back to a mortal. If he’s still alive, he won’t be after standing trial before the world.”

      I stood. “To watch a monster snack on a soul in front of me and being powerless to stop it… and then he had the audacity to speak with me casually. I’m sure you guys are more than aware of how twisted, how messed up that is.”

      “This is what the world endures when it comes to the onslaught of the Lord of Darkness,” Shikah the Flame Saintess said.

      “The last time the Peace Spawner retreated was when Aidyn, the Lord Ruler, and a few other brave magicians managed to back him into a corner years ago,” Rin said. “Despite not being as powerful as he is now, he still inflicted a terrible wound on Aidyn before finally being driven off.”

      “If Aidyn wasn’t the Soul Saint and highly skilled with his abilities, he wouldn’t be with us today,” Radan, the Tinker Saint, stated. The dwarf man folded his arms.

      I stood. “Everyone, prepare to leave within a few hours.” I glanced at Aidyn and smiled. “We’re even now. Had you not contacted the monarchs, we would’ve died.”

      Aidyn chuckled. “No, we’re not even. I still owe you a debt that cannot be easily repaid.”

      “Can we stop beating around the real subject?” Ronica asked, eyes starry. “Nate hasn’t put his bracers back on. He’s…”

      “At the peak of Higher Dragon,” Rin finished. “Not that any of us should be surprised. But… the rumored Raider was said to have been at Saint. How…?”

      “Good thing you’re a Potion’s Will member,” I said. “I will entrust you with this information.”

      I told them what happened, from what led up to the Black Cross attacking the city to my fight with the Lord Ruler.

      After a good bit of silence and letting the saints take that in, I spoke. “I’m going to check out the Festive District before I go, else I’ll probably regret it when Chenzu starts singing his stories. Coming, Milia?”

      “Sure. There’s this puff cream bakery I’d like to show you,” she said, standing with me.

      The Peace Spawner, however, wouldn’t be the only problem, I was sure. The Lord Ruler and Princess Ling needed to be dealt with as well. Ling to pay for her crimes, the dickhead himself to stand down for overlooking them.

      There would be no mercy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Aidyn watched Nate and his betrothed leave, he felt just a bit of hope fill him for the first time in a long time. The fire in Nate, his attitude toward the world’s Peace Spawner calamity, it changed drastically. Before, he hadn’t seemed like someone who wanted to get involved with any danger. Now he held the aura of a veteran that had been personally offended, even wounded by the Lord of Darkness.

      Despite the fight, this transformation felt…

      Well, Aidyn wasn’t sure what to feel, except for pride that he’d sworn to such a person. However, the Peace Spawner leaving him alive meant more trouble would be coming for the man, perhaps far more than he’d be able to handle alone.

      If it wasn’t more obvious that change approached the Kingdom of Merridon, then the rumors of every duke seeking to recruit that man should push that notion over the edge.

      “They’re such a beautiful couple,” Awa said.

      Rin pouted. “They most certainly are.”

      Aidyn tilted his head, wondering about the looks he was getting. “Let’s start packing. We don’t want to keep Lord Nate waiting when it’s time to go.”

      “There are some things I must get from the Festive District,” Chenzu said.

      “You sure you aren’t trying to find that vampire lady?” Mandi quipped.

      The beastkin rolled his eyes before disappearing from the meeting room.
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        * * *

      

      In the large, D-ranked town of Fire Stone, a man in a fancy cloak, covering his suit, drank spiritual wine. Rumors of the mysterious person by the name of Nate saving the town poured all over the place. Magmus beat himself up for not being around to help.

      Duke Kordell called him to the leading city of the province a day prior for important business. He used that chance to check on his daughter, who was married to a glass-producer.

      To think a town, of all things, would fall under the eye and onslaught of the Peace Spawner.

      The man, who appeared to be in his thirties, stood. He allowed the hood of the cloak to fall, gaining the attention of everyone

      “Lord… Lord Magmus!” a teen said, one who the man recognized as a potential recruit to the court magicians the moment he turned sixteen.

      Magmus waved a hand. “Tell Lady Vivi I’ll be away for a bit. There is someone I need to investigate.”

      “Be careful,” the teen boy said, bowing again. “Princess Ling passed through days ago, headed to Whirl-Waters.”

      “I see,” Magmus said, shuddering internally. Even if he wanted to crush that monster, as a court magician, he’d have to answer to her.

      He decided to investigate in the other direction, perhaps Wingston, that village, and Kyushu would have answers pertaining to this mysterious Nate.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you for everything,” a man said to me. We were currently in the Festive District, all of the attention set on us. I didn’t expect the celebrity… or rather, hero’s treatment.

      I helped him stand. “Don’t bow. I’m just a man like you.” I gave him a handshake. “I did my best, and I wasn’t alone in this. My betrothed here, every adventurer, the saints, former hero’s party. Give them your thanks too.”

      The idea of training up super magicians flitted through my mind again, and this time I embraced it. This string of coincidences, of good fortune, including surviving against the Peace Spawner against all odds, needed to be put to use. This time, there would be no beating around the bush. I will have my cake of peace and then, as I eat it, utterly destroy the Peace Spawner. I was so goddamn tired of the world being afraid of this fuck.

      I’d make him regret threatening my sister and her kids, and the others around me.

      Our party could become the first to end his literal reign of terror. No, it had to. How? Fuck if I knew, but I’d at least try.

      The party had the ingredients to make it happen.

      My fiancée was some kind of prodigy, the apprentices were geniuses, the hero’s party became my disciples, and now the saints joined our clan. Outer members or not, their level of influence outmatched even the Red Star’s.

      “Training’s going to be different, intense for everyone,” I told Milia as we continued walking. “I won’t let that thing threaten you or the others again, I swear it.”

      Milia suddenly stopped. I did so too, turning to look at her.

      “You’re including us,” Milia said. “You’re not declaring something like facing him alone.”

      “Oh, I’ll probably still face him alone if it comes to that, but this training isn’t just for him only,” I said. “We have to double our efforts. We have to become something that can make even the Lord Ruler open his ears to us, even if we have to smash his face into the ground to make him listen. We can’t keep letting his daughter freely wreak havoc.”

      I shook my head. “He left entire towns to fend for themselves, has no grip on the Inquisition and, as a result, even they’re walking around unchallenged, except by the saints.”

      “What brought this change of thought?” Chenzu asked as he walked up to us from a skewer stand.

      “Maybe it took seeing the guy himself almost destroy everything I knew and love,” I said.

      “I couldn’t see much into that portal, but I take it that woman and kids were relatives from your homeland,” Chenzu said.

      “It’s a type of portal that can only be opened near the caster’s target,” Milia said. “How he learned such an ability, I don’t know…”

      “Likely stolen from the personal libraries of monarchs,” Chenzu said.

      The Festive District was actually quite nice, though Chenzu let me know that they were even wilder before the Peace Spawner’s attack two days ago. Some considered leaving the city, but were reminded that no matter where they went, he could appear.

      He rarely, if ever, returned to cities twice. Honestly, I somewhat doubted that, despite the system saying he couldn’t cull a place twice.

      Hell, it wouldn’t surprise me if he infiltrated a powerful city such as the capital plenty of times for nefarious reasons. There would be no escape from him.

      The district had plenty of music, street performers, storytellers, tons of food stands, taverns, an adventurer’s guild, and upscale drinking establishments. On the flipside, it also carried a couple of brothels, shady bars, gambling areas, and so on.

      The apprentices joined us some time later, though I reminded them that I wasn’t their father when some looked to me for permission to explore the district. They had the common sense to either stay away from the shady areas or slap some faces.

      Later—after our last moments of city fun and goodbyes to Kimmy the beastkin, and the city lord and his family—we met up with the saints outside of the city.

      They still had to wrap things up with the captured Inquisition group. The dark elf fallen princess, Liam Darkblade, would be atoning by serving the saints. She agreed to this over getting sent back home or to the capital for trial. She was only given that opportunity because she hadn’t killed anyone.

      Of course, they weren’t bringing the dark elf to Kyushu, but to a manor safehouse maintained by a few butlers and maids. She’d be joining them, her magic remaining sealed.

      “Here’s to meeting again in Kyushu,” Aidyn said.

      “Damn right,” I replied, shaking his hand.

      “Remember the route we showed,” Rin reminded us. “It should get you back far faster. The path’s great for the lightning horses.”

      A pair of fierce-looking monkeys with fur as orange as fire hooted at each other from the rust apple tree. Thankfully they hadn’t been a problem for us, being away or asleep somewhere during our harvest.

      After the final round of hugs and handshakes between our party and theirs, we mounted our animals, though not before passing the communication ring to Kelvin.

      Off we went.

      The return trip would be faster.

      

      [Big City Quest Hidden Lining, completed. You’ve accomplished a lot on your first of likely many journeys, and whether you wanted to or not, made a name for yourself and the clan. Reward: 100,000 spirit coins. 50 heavenly spirit coins. Gold and platinum. 1 clan chest. Spirit coins: 1,096,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 290.]

      

      Holy shit, I reached one million spirit coins! Quite a profitable journey.

      Despite kicking ass, I still had seven active quests left to complete. Hopefully they’d at least be done by spring, before the wedding.

      Milia leaned into me, my arms around her. Telling each other the L word had an invisible magic effect somehow. No, I’m not about to go into detail. Perhaps if I were some kind of poet.

      I recalled our accomplishments. Abbi the mermaid, for our upcoming entertainment venue with potential harpy guests. Another teacher and a magic chef husband, all currently on a merchant’s convoy which would help supply the town. The alchemy books, as well as other books to help the apprentices. New business connections, including one with the merchant’s guild and their benefits. The guild master himself would visit Kyushu from time to time, which could only help us grow. He seemed to have confidence in us, for some reason. I wanted to prove him right. Perhaps he’d even come to love the idea of a cat making some of the potions.
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      As I meditated, connecting to this world and the flows of mana, I noticed that everyone had made significant gains of their own, the trip turning out to be more chaotic than expected. Thanks to the events alongside the training, the disciples were reaching the mid Lesser Dragon realm, some having gotten close to the peak. Ramon needed just a push to break into Saint. For some reason, I kept having the feeling that if we hadn’t met, they’d still be stuck at their bottlenecks. Highcore at most. The Lord Ruler’s trainers were a dirty lot.

      Whirl-Waters, despite being a B-ranked large city, didn’t have anything more than F-ranked spell books. They were kind of expensive, but I bought one for Alexander, as well as Mandi. Alexander’s seal was fully gone as he broke through from Mortal to the Beginnings. However, he wasn’t the only miracle.

      During the fight with the Peace Spawner, when my senses were heightened, I felt it. Having to avoid the collapsing buildings, escape the city, not get struck by a black beam of death, Mandi’s body began to take on a breakthrough.

      Her core had finally begun to form, though she didn’t know it. I made her meditate to get her used to the sensation. I also warned Opal not to interrupt her, but the pixie, to my surprise, joined the redhead in meditation.

      That, or napped.

      Mandi’s core wasn’t some ordinary core either, but… strange, based on her second affinity.

      [Apprentice Ranking System. Detecting apprentices… 4.]

      [Harmony Rue, Mandi Wingston, Lucas Fireborn, Alexander Demonblade.]

      [Potion Maker’s Apprentice class:]

      [Harmony Rue. Magician rank: 2nd realm of the Adjusting. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 1,058. Affinity: earth, wind, and fire mana. Dao of Dreams. Spell book: F. Type: Passive. Energy/Neutral. Unique: Your (Nate’s) essence.

      Mandi Wingston. Semi-mortal. Apprentice rank: S. Points: 1,042. Affinity: n/a. (Potential: fire and *radiance.)

      Lucas Fireborn. Magician rank: 1st realm of the Initiates. Apprentice rank: S. Points: 1,043 Affinity: fire and earth mana. Spell book F. Type: Offensive. Ember/Fireball. *Upgradable*. Utility: can forge enhanced heavenly items thanks to the tools.

      Alexander Demonblade. Magician rank: 1st realm of the Beginnings. Apprentice rank: S. Points: 2,000. Affinity: water and wind mana. Spell book: F. Type: Offense. Wind Spear. Special: knowledge of past life, Yomi the Pirate King.]

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

      [The dense gold core consists of: Crystal Saint, Divine Dragon, Crystal Divine Master Magician, Warlock, Arch Magician, Divine Arch Magician, Universe Roamer.]

      

      Yes, they were progressing nicely. But was I? I wondered if my own abilities were simply too lacking.

      

      [Abilities:

      -Super Skill: Ultimate Identifier, stage: 3. Ability to identify everything, including its quality, ranks, people, so on. Improved identification of sentient races, along with additional details. At stage 3, you can now scan undead and sense supreme treasures. You may also see heavenly spirits.

      -Dragon’s Savage Destruction Beam. Evolution of Dragon Magic Burst with enhanced power.

      -Potion Maker’s Insight (Medium). 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 detect whether a potion is real or not.

      -Heavenly Crushing Palm (Heavenly Demon Class attack.)

      Sorcerer Abilities:

      -Sorcerer’s Sight. While meditating, you can travel to nearby areas in a spiritual body up to several days away. The system isn’t suggesting spying… You will be able to recall yourself back to your body instantly. You will still be aware of the world around you. This is an Arcane tiered ability. A gift from the amulet for resisting sorcerer’s corruption.

      -Spell book: D-rank. Yukihara. [Upgrade awaiting…]

      -Blood Lightning. Page type: Offensive. Element: Special; Blood Lightning.

      -Blood Lightning Cage. Trap your enemies, prevent them from escaping! [Requires a large amount of mana.] Page type: Restriction. Element: Special; Blood Lightning.

      -Blood Lightning Dart Rope. Launch a speared rope made of blood lightning at your opponents or an object. You may even help allies with it. You can toggle its damage mode on and off at any time. The longer it’s active, the more mana expended. Warning! You will need a mana potion to maintain this skill for long durations. You may overcharge this for a small explosion. Page type: Offensive, Utility. Element: Special; Blood Lightning.

      

      Secret Abilities:

      Domain Claiming.

      Double spell books.

      Uncharmable. You cannot be charmed nor mind controlled.]

      

      I had a habit of thinking of Harmony as my kid sister. Maybe that was an involuntary habit from being known as a little brother for so long. Nevertheless, as her teacher, I needed to give her the push to exploit whatever the Dao of Dreams offered. Three affinities. What was I doing not going all-out with her training?

      Of course, in fairness, my approach brought all of this out to begin with.

      Several hours later, I opened my eyes from deep meditation.

      “Let’s call it a day and make camp,” I said into the ring, but loud enough for everyone on Beakwing to hear.

      When we landed, I performed some stretches while the pyramid unloaded.

      

      [Portable Camp Management System with Mini Lab. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Whenever you’re ready to settle down with your journey, this is what you’re looking for. Comes with an automatic campfire starter, you can spawn as many chairs as you need, you may spawn a cabin with multiple rooms if the space is there, or multiple royal grade tents. Automatic heating and cooling included. It also comes with basic sentry golems capable of taking out A-ranked demonic beasts and stunning S-ranked beasts. If you’re camping in a zone with SS, SSS, or above ranked beasts, then you’re probably in a land of chaos or not in this world. In that case, don’t camp or sleep. Warning: this is not a replacement for a home. It will be considered a clan zone. Opal, Yukihara, or Aku can serve as its spirit host. Not that you should need one. This is a gift from Wanda.]

      

      One palm forward created a wind strong enough to nearly bend the trees. I frowned. “Accept my apologies, forest.”

      I flinched, wondering why I said such a thing, then shrugged, turning around to join the others.

      Later, after annoying everyone by spoiling Milia, I announced the chest opening. Despite the fire raging within me, I couldn’t kill the mood.

      No, it wasn’t a pointless craving to destroy everything, but for the first time, a desire for as much power as possible to erase that fucker.

      “I’ve got a clan chest,” I told them as I pulled it from the storage ring. “Let’s see what we’ve got. Milia, first pick is yours.”

      “You’re really spoiling her today,” Iris said, pouting.

      I shrugged. “It’s fun.”

      Milia laughed.

      When the chest opened, a golden glow revealed an assortment of items. Some people were even paid gold and silver.

      I received two items in addition to the money.

      

      [Superior Tolerance Pill. Item rank: S. Item value: Superior. Increases your potion consumption tolerance drastically. Now you may consume more potions without worrying about the vulnerability of potion sickness. However, higher level potions may introduce more foreign mana or toxins into the body, so try not to go too crazy.]

      

      I swallowed the pill without hesitation before turning to my second item.

      

      [Heavenly Domain Jar. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Creates a heavenly domain the size of multiple fields. Perfect to surround a battle arena or any area intended to be used for training purposes. Perfect to surround a spiritual room as well. Training and meditating within increases gains and chances of even the highest levels of insight. It will rip away all darkness auras.]

      [Special reward: Interface World Map.]

      

      Seeing Harmony and Mandi currently practicing potion making and their personal crafts, I set the jar on the ground. With just a thought, it activated, filling the entire camp with… something. Heavenly aura perhaps?

      All eyes fell on the jar.

      “Don’t mind that, keep working on your craft,” I said, smiling.

      I briefly took sight of our magical golems patrolling, Yukihara and Opal flying around Beakwing, Cheetara and Wolverine playing—running through my legs, actually—the disciples and apprentices working on their craft, or talking amongst each other, or eating. Well, Ronica was eating and giving Lucas bad advice.

      “Do you regret becoming their teacher?” Milia asked.

      “Absolutely not,” I replied truthfully. “This new training I have in mind… It’s going to be rough. Thanks to this jar, progress is going to be significant. Are you ready to impress your family with your new strength?”

      Milia shrugged. “It’s not really just about strength. My sisters are… Mother is…” She sighed. “Thank Gaia’s plains we don’t have to worry about them until late winter.”

      For some reason, I got a strange feeling, but couldn’t pinpoint it to anything. Ah well, it was likely nothing. I did gaze around the area to make sure we weren’t facing an ambush capable of getting past our golem security.

      That night, I studied the fuck out of the Supreme Heavenly Cultivation Manual, switching between it and the alchemy books. Knowledge and power, that was what I needed at this moment.

      The manual itself began with a breathing technique that resonated with me. Or perhaps my heavenly demon class. In fact, I felt the strange power stir up within.

      “More,” I said softly as I practiced pulling foreign mana from the area using my hand as the manual taught me. “Not enough power… I will not be letting them punt me around anymore.”

      The exercise was to form the mana into a ball and maintain it as long as possible while rotating it.

      I practiced the palm technique afterward, then moved onto sorcery.

      Honestly, the way it worked all made sense to me now. In exchange for incredibly powerful magic, the caster slowly accumulated corruption. Enough of it warped their personality, made them go insane.

      This mechanic was actually common in the RPGs of home. Somehow, the system cheated me out of it.

      When I couldn’t spare even a drop of mana, collapsing to a knee, sweating and panting, I finally rested from training for the night. I trained it all. From the heavenly demon class, to the blood lightning magic, savage dragon beam, sorcery, so on.

      For some reason, the heavenly demon didn’t feel like a class, but a state of being. Like a transformation of myself that I couldn’t deactivate. The power of it felt just out of reach, ready for me to grab it at any time. In fact, a few times, I managed to spawn a little mist.

      But I was far from ready.

      I will catch up to them, I thought.

      The Lord Ruler, Ling, the Peace Spawner, even the ones I didn’t know such as the Astral Empire magicians.

      The thought of the Peace Spawner threatening my sister and her little kids almost made me lose control again, but I forced back the rage. I’d either train properly or not, there would be no in-betweens. There would be no half-assing this.

      This was the first time I felt the threat and, with that knowledge, it felt easier to be on the same page as the people of Merridon. This wasn’t about being some hero. No.

      It only took seeing, experiencing the threat to finally click within, and I wanted blood.
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        * * *

      

      As Ling flew through the night, her necromancer servant asleep while riding her cute Nether mosquito, she sensed it. A tremendous and strange power. It felt like magic but different. Off.

      Also, did she sense a little of Raider’s presence?

      Why would he be out here? Perhaps Ling was mistaken; however, she needed to investigate it anyway.

      “Terria, wake up,” Ling said. “I felt a mass of power a ways off the main path. Perhaps a day away? We’re going to see if it’s anything interesting.”

      Terria frowned. “A stray strand of power doesn’t sound very interesting.”

      “If you were awake, you would’ve felt more than some mere strand of power,” Ling said. Then grinned. “It’s not normal magic. Perhaps we stumbled upon the birth of a natural treasure?”

      Terria still didn’t seem convinced, but Ling didn’t care.

      Excitement at closing in on something big pushed her to fly faster, her mosquito pet just barely keeping up with her.
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      After a relaxing dip in the tub, I considered trading sleep for meditation. I was about to just go to bed when the image of Harmony being choked out flashed into my head. This wasn’t some guilt trip, but something else entirely. Almost like being in a dream as nothing more than an observer.

      The hatred of being powerless.

      For the most part, I'd stayed in my own lane since I’d been here. One thing that always seemed to grind my gears was getting targeted for nothing. Now, some of you may be laughing. “You should’ve chosen the supreme hero class.”

      Well, look what being a hero has done for Ramon Thunderblade. Did this class earn him money? Did it give him access to multi layers of power, including summoning?

      How could being a potion maker solve my current dilemma?

      The potions worked perfectly when I was in a situation in which magic was useless. However, I couldn’t just rely on them. The point of being a ‘cheat’ potion maker, as I once joked, was to walk the line in between a standard magician and someone who uses alchemical solutions to gain an advantage. To create and gain abilities that could be guarded by sects or royalty.

      Well, that didn’t matter right now. I needed to attend to our guest.

      “Some hours away, moving in this direction,” I said, with an unpleasant smile on my face. “She’s reckless, isn’t she, Milia?”

      “That she is,” Milia said as she opened her eyes from meditation. She hadn’t idly gone to sleep, nor waited for me in the bedroom. This was Milia we were talking about, after all. A powerful swordswoman, someone trained by a mysterious master she often alluded to. Someone whose alluring words were ‘we either flee together or die together.’ Someone who made no illusions that we were ready to take on the number one enemy of the kingdom, but also had no intentions of abandoning me, despite my wishes for it. Milia felt as powerless as I did, having decided to train on her own.

      “I’ll be back,” I said. “Be on alert and ready to restrain her if I haven’t for some reason. I’ve got a lot of questions for this brat, and there’s only one way she’ll answer if it isn’t willingly.”

      Milia’s eyes hardened and she nodded. “Perhaps blindfold her too.”

      “I can sense someone else with her,” I said. “Someone like that has friends?”

      “Doubtful, but it could be someone there because they have no other choice,” Milia replied. “A subordinate. In that case, I should come with you.”

      “No, that’s fine,” I said. “I’ve got an idea.”

      I donned my black Cheat Force outfit. “This probably won’t take long.”

      I dropped a bit of summoning potion onto the ground, summoning Aku. “One fight for peace becomes a war of variables.”

      I hopped onto Aku’s back. “High in the sky and toward the two incoming auras. You know what I’m talking about. Take me there and I’ll jump from your back for a little greeting. Oh, and when we get back to Kyushu, I’ll have a magic lab to spawn. You’ll finally become a complete Dao dragon.”

      “You are a legend, Master,” Aku said. “Thank you. It is an honor to achieve evolution.”

      “We will all evolve together,” I said. “I will never let something choke out one of my students again.”
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        * * *

      

      Milia’s eyes widened as Nate took off, his last words really hitting home. She felt the fire within, a change that almost threatened to burn away the Nate she fell in love with. But that wasn’t the case at all. He virtually spoiled her all day. He was himself, but different. He decided to take his training, mana, magic, and everything involved with fighting seriously.

      Seeing Harmony’s life drain in front of her hurt Milia dearly too, and even more so as she also was powerless to stop the Peace Spawner. Unlike Nate, she didn’t have a hidden dragon within.

      She pondered on his words of wisdom. One fight for peace becomes a war of variables. She didn’t truly understand what that meant, but it was eerily close to something her master would say.

      Milia returned to her meditation. She told Nate that she wouldn’t be left behind and, by Gaia’s green plain, she wouldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Ling couldn’t help but smile. The kingdom would soon be hers, she’d be raising a legendary necromancer, and soon, she would remove Raider from the battle for the throne. Or maybe not. He still showed no signs of actually knowing he was in competition for the crown.

      Perhaps she could give him an ultimatum. Help her build the ultimate family. Find her someone suitable, powerful, or do it himself. Ling honestly didn’t care as long as it pushed her toward the goal of complete domination.

      She could keep Raider as a toy or pet, but someone that powerful would require a lot of maintenance. He wouldn’t let down his guard, so poisoning him was impossible. He was immune to her Dao, so ‘suggesting’ anything to the mysterious magician wouldn’t work.

      Abruptly, Ling stopped as a giant white dragon launched from the sky, narrowly missing her. It crashed onto the ground before the young woman.

      “What in the Wanda’s jumping bum?” Ling said, barely holding her position as the shockwave of unknown energy passed over them. She turned to see Terria just barely hanging onto the nether mosquito, surrounded by her barrier. “Why would a dragon manifest and attack…? Wait, where did it go?”

      “There’s someone standing below,” Terria said. “A magician.”

      Ling frowned, then as her eyes widened upon sensing the presence, she felt… confused. This couldn’t be Raider. Yet a piece of him was surely there. The inability to sense his masked power frustrated the woman.

      “Greetings, Princess,” Raider said. “Do you mind having a little talk?”

      “You…” Ling glared down at the masked man, a crimson aura radiating around her. “Learn to watch where you’re going! I should kill you for daring to almost— Never mind that, how did you get here so fast?”

      “Ah, so you were planning to answer my invite?” Raider asked, his voice irritatingly calm to Ling. He should be frightened. She’d almost killed him last encounter. If it weren’t for those damned spiders. The thought made the princess shudder.

      “You’re being quite arrogant right now, Raider, and I only have a little patience to spare. I went through a lot of trouble to locate you. Now, tell me where the hero’s party is hiding and I may just look the other way.”

      “Are you really willing to just let me walk? Because that doesn’t sound like the voice that’s planning to let me go,” Raider said, his voice both calm and humorous.

      “You’re standing before your princess and you’re mocking me?” Ling asked. She sighed. “No. Calm down, Ling. It’s been a long night. Other than nearly knocking me out of the air, he hasn’t committed a crime.” She landed a few paces in front of him, Terria following her lead. Not that she had much of a choice.

      “Blah, blah, blah, that’s all I hear,” Raider said. “Let’s skip the nonsense and you’ll be the one answering my questions.”

      Ling’s aura exploded as the anger finally erupted. “I’ll cut down your arrogance!”
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        * * *

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      Princess Ling Truestorm, Youngest Daughter of the Lord Ruler. Race: Human. Aggressively hostile. Magician rank: Blocked. Spell book: D. Dao: Visionary.

      

      “Show no mercy, Crimson Harbinger,” Ling chanted.

      I continued to stand, half-amused, half-curious. To summon her spell book right away meant she felt threatened. As she should.

      The massive card-table-sized tome appeared with a girl in a grim reaper costume floating above it, equipped with a scythe. Deep red skin, black eyes with red pupils, fangs, and while the appearance of the fairy seemed to be a miniature teen, I knew damned well by now people shouldn’t underestimate book spirits.

      Ling laughed, nearly maniacally. “What? Are you scared now, Raider? I’ll give you one chance to apologize and kiss my feet. I may even let you be the father of my super family. How does that sound?”

      I flinched and if she could see through my mask, my eyes would’ve widened, before I burst into laughter. Even through the moonlit night, I could see her blush. Evil, but still naïve. If it wasn’t for the craziness, she’d be adorably innocent. Idiots would probably go to war for her.

      “You!” Ling unsheathed a black wand, thrusting it in my direction. “Laugh after this. Crimson Reaper Soul Lightning!”

      I started toward her, ignoring the red lightning. It harmlessly took a wide left, almost as if it had a mind of its own.

      “How!?” Ling rush toward me, her killing intent and mana-infused aura probably at its max. Who knew? She prepared some kind of mana-infused death punch, I assumed.

      I honestly didn’t have time for any more petty fights. Now was the time to train, pull in the power I needed.

      But as my palm headed toward her, the crazy princess suddenly retreated incredibly fast. But not fast enough.

      I appeared behind her, grabbing the woman’s arm. With a light squeeze, she dropped the wand.

      “Threatening my life was your first mistake, Princess, but luckily for you, you’re useful alive. So let’s go. And don’t give me any lip, or I’ll start breaking things.”

      “Why…?”

      I tilted my head questioningly as I tied her hands with the blood lightning rope which was infused with some of my heavenly demon… aura? Mana? Fuck if I truly knew what it was, but it felt very different.

      “Why am I so scared?” Ling asked, her voice quivering. “Terria, what are you doing…?”

      She only just noticed Terria over my shoulder, unconscious.

      “You know, Princess, you should be grateful,” I said. “You made it out of this without any injuries. Aside from this.”

      “Huh—”

      One karate job to the head knocked her unconscious. She bled, but I honestly didn’t care. A part of me was wondering why I didn’t just kill her. A little cold-bloodedness would be just what I needed to temper myself further, right? Preparation for the Peace Spawner.

      Instead, I placed a hand on her neck and with a little heavenly demon… magic, whatever, blocked all of her meridians, sealing her cultivation, rendering her mortal. That, or I just ensured she’d die eventually. The anti-magic handcuffs worked in the same manner. However, if not for the heavenly demon class, pulling this off would be impossible.

      I offered the same courtesy to the Terria girl too. Ling’s spell book spirit flinched before winking out of existence.

      “Alright, Aku, let’s get out of here,” I said after loading up my burdens. “We’ll toss them in Wingston jail before heading home. Gwendolyn will either hold them hostage or figure out what to do with them.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous to leave them alive?” Aku asked.

      “Yeah, you’ve got a point. I just don’t want to keep her in Kyushu. Maybe I shouldn’t toss this burden onto Mandi’s mother. If only a monarch or a duke would show up and do some kind of public trial, sentence them to pay for all of the lives they destroyed, then rot in a hellish dungeon. But until then, they’re powerless. If they don’t answer my questions… Well, I may accidentally make myself an enemy of the kingdom.”

      “You’re kind of late in that thinking, Master,” Aku said with a laugh. “Ruthless and to the point. Perhaps you could toss her to the dragon’s flames.”

      I chuckled at the dragon’s joke. “Either way, her end will be unpleasant. I will not let this bitch return to the throne. Perhaps afterward, I’ll deal with the Lord Ruler too. I’ve heard Queen Cerial’s kind, from Milia. Maybe she should rule instead.”

      “Perhaps, Master, but her sons are another matter,” Aku said. “At least that is what I’ve heard. Some may be stronger than Ling, hiding their strength; they could be more cunning than we anticipated.”

      “This is why we’re training, Aku,” I said. “In case of any emergency, we’ll be able to handle it. Now… if she doesn’t want to answer my questions, I’ll just break her fingers one by one. Or invite Hector to pay her back for ripping off his arm.”
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      When we were closing in on the camp, Ling’s Dao tattoo suddenly blasted into overdrive, creating a force that knocked everyone off Aku. Then I felt her meridians become active again. Pure Dao… I went very light on the infusing, as to not kill the brat, but as a result, I had to deal with this escape attempt.

      I figured a Dao tattoo user would have a special ability or advantage that no one else could have. Mine, for instance, enabled me to create potions that were otherwise impossible. Wait… who said I had to limit this to potions? This was a crafter’s Dao. What if I could infuse it to whatever my students created?

      No… the reason why I decided against doing that some time ago was due to the risks. If Lucas created a sword and it came to life to chop his head off, how would I live with myself? But the me now and the me then were different.

      I was enlightened, meditated on it so much, and while I still had much to learn, things began to click, little by little.

      So understand me when I say that when I grabbed Ling’s arm and infused it with the Dao, I didn’t meant for her clothing to turn into bikini armor. It shifted back into her fancy, probably tailor-made, robe, less than a breath later.

      Ling’s eyes shot open, glowing purple like lamps as she unleashed a pure Dao-based blast of magic that washed over me like a cool blast of air.

      

      [You are unaffected by the Dao of Visionary.]

      [You cannot be charmed nor receive mental suggestions.]

      [Your Dao of Creation will now reflect backlash onto the enemy Dao caster.]

      

      Well, Ling was able to escape my grasp after being blasted several meters away from me. Her partner didn’t bother running, knowing there would be no escape. That, or she didn’t have a clue what to do, being essentially mortal for the first time in her life.

      Honestly, I was sure I couldn’t infuse the heavenly demon’s power into everyone. There would be plenty of casters out there who were resistant. Thankfully, Ling wasn’t one of them. Sort of.

      As she gained her powers back, I understood the value of having the tattoo. This could be a fun little experiment, after all. Before I ran her through interrogation, I needed to use this opportunity as a training moment.

      A reeeeally strange prompt emerged.

      

      [Quest: Humble Thou Princess. Boss fight. What could be going on in the head of this person? Rewards depend on the outcome, including killing her outright. Perhaps you could provide answers to her open rant? Or put her out of her misery, as many others would prefer. She is the core of many problems. However, as you’ve thought, there must be more to this person. What kind of twisted game could fate be playing? Why does the Lord Ruler believe a cursed sword is still suitable for a weapon? Even in a vision of the kingdom burning down, you figured out she was the one behind such a thing. Killing the Lord Ruler’s daughter holds severe consequences that may impact you being trusted by anyone with royal blood.

      Her rampage is beginning…]

      

      So the answer would be to cripple her cultivation somehow. Very well then, System, I’ll accept.

      Since we were so close to the camp, I could feel the presences of Milia and the others, fully alerted and likely wondering what the hell was going on. I’d have to trade sleep for meditation anyway, I supposed. In fact, Milia approached, her stride confident.
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        * * *

      

      “Show no mercy, Crimson Harbinger!” Ling chanted as she flooded her body with the power of the Dao of Visionary. That’s right, she let her guard down.

      But… no… She simply hadn’t expected Raider to be significantly more powerful than the last time she encountered him. Only weeks ago, right? How was this possible? No magician should be able to progress at such ludicrous speeds.

      Yet as she looked at Raider, she couldn’t help but see a giant dragon the color of snow. Perhaps even colorless.

      “You could kill me, but who else will do this kingdom’s dirty work?” Ling found herself saying, almost as if she owed this… man some kind of explanation. The power of the Dao flowed violently and soon, it’d overflow, forcing her into a rampage. Not even he would be able to stop her. She almost killed her father once with it. The power of K—

      Ling’s transformation suddenly ceased when a vine wrapped around her neck, picked the woman up, and slammed her onto the ground. The earth itself absorbed half of her Dao energy. She’d have to focus all over again to charge up the rampage.

      Raider purposedly waited once, but she wasn’t sure if he’d wait again. Perhaps if she stalled by fleeing, Ling would complete the transformation.

      Focusing on Terria, she poured some of her Dao into the other woman, undoing her clogs.

      “Start attacking now, Terria,” Ling barked.

      Her necromancer subordinate wasted no time summoning as many low-level skeletons as possible.

      Ling summoned her tiger, ordering it to attack. Or at least she tried to, but the summon failed.

      “You really haven’t changed,” a woman’s voice said, freezing Ling.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Raider asked the newcomer. She also wore a mask and a green cloak.

      Ling’s eyes widened when the woman in green suddenly summoned a D-ranked spell book of her own.

      “Flamie, lend me the power of calamity,” she chanted.

      Did…? How was this possible? Not many should have anything beyond an F or even an E-ranked spell book. Not without the capital noticing. Wanda’s bum, this was getting out of hand.
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        * * *

      

      Milia’s golden eyes glowed through her mask. The glow shifted to a silver as pale as the moonlight as she summoned Flamie. Having increased her mana cultivation further, the dryad not only wanted to test herself against a fierce opponent, but also understand her enlightenment.

      Milia pulled off the mask so that Ling could see her smile. Of course, she wouldn’t recognize her. Milia’s childhood academy friend was her older sister, Wei.

      Milia had always gotten into scrabbles with Ling, though they were playful and innocent back then, often ending with the dryad and Wei having a laugh at the expense of their cute junior.

      The dryad and Wei were almost eight years older than Ling. Who knew the adorable talented troublemaker would… turn into a monster?

      But as she grew up, Milia’s innocent conflicts with her turned into prank wars that became dangerous due to magic. She and Wei spent more time trying to keep the little demon from harming innocent servants or plants than working on their academy assignments.

      Milia decided to deal with the preteen kid with a spider prank as retaliation from her injuring Wei with a newly discovered blood lightning spell.

      At first, she planned to use only illusionary spiders. Just little critters to follow her a bit, then disappear after a second. Afterward, she’d lecture her or even ask her own master to do so. Her master was responsible for retrieving Milia after a few hours of post-academy activities and could take the time to teach Ling.

      She accidentally conjured up real spiders instead, covering Ling in them. While it only took less than a heartbeat to command them to return to their home, that didn’t stop the runt from howling. It did end the prank war, however.

      Wei Truestorm wasn’t the only person Milia spent time with. Sometimes she visited other friends, such as those of the lamia clan, harpies, even an avian, beastkin, fairies, lyu, and the list went on. Some visits were political, unfortunately.

      She lost connection to most of them over the years, including Wei, one of her dearest friends. Milia wasn’t sure if she even received an invite to her friend’s wedding, especially with the news of her own arranged wedding being spread. Just thinking about that arrogant fairy made the dryad explode into a rage.

      She didn’t enjoy people looking down on her.

      With an explosion of mana, Milia launched toward Ling, who didn’t recognize her due to the years. The dryad wouldn’t give her any time to scan. She brought down her new sword as if intending to kill the brat, but wasn’t surprised when Ling twisted and dodged at the last second.

      “Green hair, vines. You’re a dryad!” Ling exclaimed. “Harbinger, lend me your strength. Crimson Exile Wave.”

      “Flamie, Calamity Winds,” Milia said, her voice calm, palm mirroring Ling’s.

      The skeletons perished around them as Nate finished them off without much effort. The necromancer woman hopped onto the back of a giant mosquito in attempt to flee, only to be struck down. A nether mosquito in this plane? Only one crazy princess could pull that off without any opposition from the Inquisition. She doubted they even knew.

      The forces of deadly offensive magic collided. If Milia’s spell book wasn’t made for war fighting, Ling’s spell would’ve quickly overwhelmed hers.

      “Wrap it up, Cheat Force Green. I’m ready to go home,” Nate said.

      “Home,” Milia said softly. She pictured a warm place that wanted her and couldn’t help but smile.

      The fight grew fiercer as the women fought with magic, hand to hand combat, and weapons, though Ling mostly stuck to daggers.

      Unfortunately, Milia felt her limits approach and a sinking feeling. She still wasn’t strong enough. Ling, on the other hand, aside from some panting, was virtually unscratched.

      “Are you done yet, dryad?” Ling asked, her eyes glowing brighter by the second, a deadly poison purple. “I think it’s time I show you the difference between us. Why my Dao makes me feared.”

      Seeing the power condense in the other woman, Milia knew Ling was beginning to rampage. Her out-of-control Dao state made her nearly untouchable, a tough fight for even her father. The arrogant girl, however, couldn’t easily trigger such a thing without being in a prolonged battle.

      “Yeah, no, we don’t have time for that,” Nate said as he appeared at her side. With a chop, Ling was knocked unconscious, blood running from her head.

      Milia’s eyes widened. Was there really that much of a difference in power between her and her lover? Between even she and Ling.

      “If you follow my training plan, you will never feel powerless again,” Nate said. He gestured at Ling.

      Milia encased her and the pitiful necromancer in vines.

      Nate placed his hand on both of their backs, infusing a serious amount of his own bizarre mana into both of them.

      Somehow that functioned as anti-mana, and whatever Ling had done to set herself free would not work again as easily.

      “The Wingston jail will be her place of residence for now,” Nate said.
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        * * *

      

      And so the sun’s rays peeked out and dawn smiled upon us as we continued onward with the journey, a breakfast of vegetable soup fueling us. Instead of taking off into the sky immediately, we soared alongside the former hero’s party on horseback. Opal had already passed silencing runes to them, which negated the sound of horses’ galloping for a short time.

      “Hey, I’m hungry too. Where’s my food?” Ling barked. “You may have blindfolded me, but I can sense your presences. I smell food!” She started crying again. “Please let me go. I wanna go home! I wanna go home! I’ll pay your ransom personally, I promise! I’ll give you Terria. Well, you can’t have her, she’s under my protection—but I’ll—”

      I finally found some cloth and gagged the princess. She continued to cry. Tears and even a little snot, she had no shame. The terror of the kingdom reduced to a… whining, crying mess.

      I looked at Milia.

      The dryad sighed. “This is who she is.”

      “This is who the Lord Ruler wanted to succeed him? What am I missing?” I looked at all of them. Harmony smiled sadly at me.

      Opal glared at the crying princess. “Just one push, and whoosh! She will accidentally fall off.”

      “You’re more evil than you look,” I said, chuckling.

      “I’m not evil, I’m practical,” the pixie said, puffing her chest up in pride. “Why’d you bring her?” She pointed at Harbinger. The grim reaper girl, who floated above her master, stopped reading her tiny book to regard the group for the first time.

      “Killing her carries consequences, but if you’re willing to do that, I will certainly be on my way to not be caught up in the destruction,” Harbinger said shamelessly. Ling stopped crying through her gag to look up at her tiny companion. Though she couldn’t see, she sensed her presence.

      Ling’s talents were crazy. Being able to sense and not feel muddled, despite the heavenly demon energy blocking out access to her magic. The only thing that kept everyone comfortable was the fact that it was too toxic to absorb. Yes, Ling tried it while I watched, knowing she would. The writhing turned into a lesson for the apprentices and disciples. Don’t just absorb any mana or unknown energy into yourself.

      “Any particular reason why her spell book isn’t unsummoning?” Chenzu asked.

      I grinned so evilly at him that he flinched. Ramon continued to stare dumbfounded between me and Ling. He even searched for guidance from Milia, but the dryad currently rested in my lap, my arms around her.

      None of the former hero’s party spoke aloud, only whispered, afraid of being recognized by their old acquaintance. Well, except for the twerp. Ronica simply had no fucks to give and spoke normally. Nuwa tried to shush her but was ignored.

      Though to be fair, Ling happened to be a big reason to why they left in the first place.

      “Ever robbed a princess?” I asked.

      “No, but consequences are a thing,” Chenzu replied.

      “She’s tied up and gagged. I think we’re beyond the point of return,” I said.

      “Why are you… so casual?” Chenzu asked.

      “That’s the question you have?” Ronica said. “I’m still wondering how any of this is possible. Ling’s a monster. Even more so when she goes all out.”

      “She’s got a pretty big weakness,” I said, waving off the twerp’s comments.

      “And that is?” Iris whispered. Ronica glared at her.

      “Simply don’t give her the chance to power up,” I answered. “Now, first, let’s disarm her.”

      “What more is there to disarm? You’ve taken all four of her rings,” Alexander said.

      Before Harbinger could shriek, my mana-infused hand pulled her into my storage ring.

      You’re probably wondering yet again why I didn’t just kill the royal family member and be done with it. There were too many consequences that wouldn’t go just to me, but set the entire kingdom and potentially its hidden monsters against the apprentices as well. They were only kids, after all. Killing mindlessly would only hurt their futures.

      I most certainly didn’t have time for that shit. Honestly, putting the princess in Wingston felt too close for comfort. Gwendolyn was most certainly going to be terrified.

      You know… I was going to enjoy that chaos. One day, Mandi would appreciate the payback I got for her. Harmony too.

      Ling screamed through her gag, tears and snot pouring.

      “Yes, it’s mine,” I said. “Does anyone know any water magic? She needs a good face washing.”

      “You’re amazing, Nate!” Ronica cheered. “Teach me how to do that, please!”

      “If I figure out the fundamentals, it will become a clan secret,” I said. “But you’ll have to prove yourself to earn it.” I patted Harmony on the shoulder. “Like Harmony here. She earned her cloak through hard work.”

      The blue-haired teenager giggled. “Thanks.”

      The fire and determination flooded not just in the apprentices’ eyes, but also the disciples’.

      “Milia and Yukihara earned one too,” I continued, gesturing at them. “This special cloak is awarded not by me, but… well, I honestly don’t know. You’ll have to prove yourselves to me and… I think Wanda?”

      I glared at Ling. “Mandi, your mother’s probably going to hate me for this.”

      The redhead flinched.

      Kelvin burst into laughter. “Ah, Nate, you truly are the best. You’re providing golden entertainment and the world is completely unaware.”

      “Wanda, please give Kelvin a cloak,” I said, chuckling. Unfortunately, the system didn’t reply. Being correct wasn’t enough to appease whoever or whatever awarded them.

      I shook my head. If Ling wasn’t a terror on the kingdom, she wouldn’t be in this position. I doubted I got all of her best things, aside from the spell book, which she’d just go to Daddy Dearest for another.

      Hopefully the interrogation yielded some decent results. Perhaps Maxus could help out with that.

      

      [Quest completed. Reward: SS-ranked chest.]

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In Anzu’s establishment, a young man in his twenties, by appearance, set his book down. That motion alone made Anzu freeze. Even when threatened by barbaric adventurers, that man never stopped reading, except to eat.

      “Is something wrong, Lance?” Anzu asked. Normally she wouldn’t give a damn about other people’s affairs, but with the reader, she had to know.

      He looked at her with intense eyes. “Lotus palm user,” he said in a powerful voice that did not match his voice. “I take it you are familiar with the heavenly demon?”

      There weren’t many adventurers in this morning. The few in were far enough and engrossed in their own conversations that she didn’t have to worry about eavesdroppers.

      Steeling her racing nerves, she walked over to her regular.

      “Yes. Why do you suddenly bring that up?”

      “After thousands of years, a new heavenly demon has formed,” Lance said, “and he isn’t a part of any sect, cult, or organization, except maybe of his own path. That is what the winds of fate are telling me.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Anzu asked.

      “Because your fate is tied in one of the many strings of this person,” Lance said. “I met him once. He was here with his wife. I observed him only briefly, but didn’t think much of it, except that it was strange that a master magician hid his strength. Now… I simply do not know.”

      “But you hide yours,” Anzu said.

      Lance smiled. “I’m going to take a trip, four days away. Not to interfere, but just to see him for myself.”

      Anzu sighed. “Please don’t pester Nate. And make sure to return safely. You’re the only customer that doesn’t irritate me.”

      Lance laughed. “Interesting things are about to happen in this region. You should start rejoicing. Perhaps allow that dragon chaser of yours to hold you.”

      Lance dodged Anzu’s broom a second before it manifested into her hands. As he walked out the door, he waved at the woman. “Until next time.”

      Anzu scowled at his backside. Just when she finally gave him a compliment. This was why she didn’t do compliments.
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      That evening, we stopped for camp. By now, Ling was silent. Her overconfidence secretly ticked me off. Not a single threat, no mention of her father, the kingdom guards, nothing. Milia had mentioned her secret elite force Poison Roses, but the princess laughed out loud and said, “Do you think I’d want a bunch of weak bitches near me? The only reason why I didn’t send them away was because I felt sorry for them. Weak, pathetic, and know nothing else, except assassin training. And they’re not very good at that.”

      “They are known for being quite skilled,” Milia said.

      “Ha! Even Raider could beat them with his strength from weeks ago with his hand tied behind his back. Even the academies could. It’s wasteful on the kingdom’s treasures, and if I live through this and gain control, I’m sending them to the countryside, as far away from me as possible. They can live among farmers or in backwaters, for all I care.” Ling folded her arms, pouting.

      “That is harsh,” Milia said, “but kind of surprising coming from you. I’ve heard rumors of the type of training you give the Black Cross behind your father’s back.”

      “Hmph! The pathetic weeds aren’t true elites, so treating them as such with the constant threat of death will not push them, prevent them from failing,” Ling explained. “They can’t so much as control their urges. As if I don’t notice a lone presence sneaking out to go meet up with some man to play bedroom games. That doesn’t sound like cold elites I need to me.”

      We tied Ling and her companion to a tree after force-feeding her oatmeal and giving her some water. That was her meal all day. Virtually prison food.

      The women were in charge of getting her to the forest for bathroom needs, though Ronica fed her and Terria a special pill often used to treat harsh stomachaches. It was a mana-based pill, typically used in isolation training, to automatically handle bowels. In other words, prevent them from shitting. However, there wasn’t one for water. Which was why a true isolation training area required a water source, whether it be some kind of cultivation cave, a thriving mountain, so on.

      Yes, they explained all of this during camp setup. The twerp was always chatty. Iris once said the only time she was silent, outside of meditation, was in the bath. Considering all of the things she likely had bottled up, Ronica likely gazed at the ceiling in thought.

      “What a weird day,” I said after deciding not to open my loot here. Just in case. If Wanda or the system gave something to Ling, I’d be forced to sell or destroy it. I wouldn’t be having a murderous menace in my party of peace. Fuck that. Ling was a disaster!

      However, being smart about the kidnapping of the king’s daughter was one thing.

      “Maybe dumping her on Gwen isn’t a good idea,” I told everyone around the campfire.

      “It was either apprehend her or let her kill all of us,” Chenzu said. I could tell he wanted to strum his lute, but held back as to prevent Ling from having any additional identifying features outside of presences.

      “Master Nia once said monarch authority supersedes all. If you were to take her to one of those, maybe they’d…” Lucas paused. “I don’t know. Politics give me a headache.”

      “You and me both, kid,” I said with a chuckle. “You and me both. Unfortunately, we don’t have time to go on another trip.”

      “We’d also need the monarch to actually agree with us,” Alexander said. “The War King, for example, would hand Ling over back to the Lord Ruler in hopes of gaining favor, perhaps toward the master magicians.”

      “Not great logic,” Ramon said. “Unless he believes master magicians actually care about people beneath their realms.”

      Ling being asleep and snoring softly was why Ramon actually spoke instead of whispering.

      “Ramon, disciples. Do you trust me?” I asked.

      “I do!” Ronica cheered.

      “I already know you do, twerp,” I said. “That, or you’re the only brave person among the disciples. In that case, the training may be becoming very deadly.”

      The disciples looked at me.

      “If you trust me, then speak freely. If apprehending Ling isn’t proof enough that I’m able to protect you, then leave.”

      I stood, eyes hard. “I have no use for cowards. Make your decision by tomorrow morning.”

      I turned and walked toward my cabin. “Opal, make sure the golems teach Ling a nice lesson if she somehow breaks from her restraints and attempts to escape. I really don’t want any bloodshed, but that’s why you’re in charge of this.”

      Opal saluted. “I doubt she’ll make any attempts. She was fed and is sleeping peacefully, despite being tied to a tree. Kidnappers aren’t typically this friendly to women.”

      “I swear if she gets Stockholm syndrome, I’m tossing her off Beakwing,” I said as I headed inside.

      “Stock… what?” Opal asked, confused.

      System, why are you the way you are? I thought, annoyed at the lack of translation. Milia joined me in bed moments later, snuggling close.

      Once again, I could’ve given Ling a place to sleep, but who the hell treated a serial murderer that way? Now I kind of understood how the guard felt transferring criminals back and forth to their destinations.

      Unfortunately, I held one with special privileges, incredibly arrogant, and whiny. Well, no one said justice would be an easy thing.

      “You should hold Ling in the Red Star’s jail,” Milia said. “The solution to the problem will arrive eventually.”

      She kissed me before drifting off to sleep. Controlling my mana to keep from getting exciting grew more and more difficult, and Milia knew it too. In fact, she opened her eyes to smile.

      “When people ask who’s the master that trained me how to resist charm, I’ll be like, ‘It was my wife,’” I said. “She also taught me how to fight.”

      Milia laughed. “If it makes you feel better, I received the same training. Well, except for the charm bit. I’m naturally resistant to it.”

      “Well, you are too charming to be charmed,” I said.

      We almost broke protocol in a face kissing session before finally calling it a night. The next morning, before getting up, I checked my active quests, only to be shocked at the new one added.

      

      [Humble Thou Princess, part 2! You have much to learn. And a lot of justice to dish out. Figure out what to do with the princess or just kill her, accepting all of the grave consequences. Legendary reward established.]

      

      A chime sounded in my head.

      

      [Legendary reward for quest completion: Training of your heavenly demon class. A new skill in this class is always a good thing. You will need it if you’re planning to become a golden potion maker and S-ranked shop owner. Chances of your ancestor appearing: increased! Chances of Wanda appearing to intercept him: inevitable. Warning! Wanda will kill you if you take any rule-breaking orders from him, even if you are mind controlled. Chances of your ancestor interacting with you directly: unknown. This typically doesn’t happen, as balance of the universe must be maintained.]

      

      The next morning after washing up and donning my Raider outfit, I woke the princess since nobody felt like doing it.

      “Hey, wake up, prisoner number one,” I said as if I was a drill sergeant. The brat jerked awake, only to frown upon realizing she was still tied to a tree. She looked haggard. I pictured the people she tortured and shook my head, feeling sorry for them.

      “I want a bath!” Ling demanded. “And remove this blindfold. You can’t treat me like this! I want to see.”

      With a flick of the wrist, the vines that bound Ling to the tree fell away. Before she could move, I lifted her up by the back of the shirt, tossed her over my shoulder and started walking, ignoring the confused, unblindfolded Terria.

      “Junior Cheat Force Blue, follow,” I said cheerfully.

      “W-why?” Harmony asked as she joined at my side, playing along. All the apprentices had cloaks and masks by now.

      “Perspective and a lesson,” I said, then beamed at her. “It’s called, Humble Thou Princess.”

      “Wanda’s spanking bottom,” Harmony said, seeming to shudder. “Wait, you’re not about to—”

      “See that lake ahead?” I interrupted, my voice still cheerful. “Ling wants a bath. I do have soap in my storage ring. So when I toss her in, you’ll be in charge of watching her.”

      “Why me?” Harmony whined.

      “Because you were the first out.” I laughed. “Just a second ahead of the twerp.”

      “Wa-wait, what do you mean about a lake ahead?” Ling cried, but it was too late. Removing her blindfold, I tossed her into the water, along with a bar of soap. She landed with a big splash.

      “Give her no more than ten minutes,” I said to Harmony, then turned to Ling. “You can keep the bar of soap. I have plenty.”

      I pushed my annoyance about that aside. I liked that deodorant soap. Alchemists worked hard on it. However, we had days on the road left, and there wasn’t a need for the bad body odor humiliation, or us being subjected to it. She’d have plenty of stabs at her pride soon enough when sitting in a dungeon cell or being interrogated.

      “Give me back my spell book! My rings! My food! My life! You’re the worst, Raider!”

      “Ah, lend her some dry clothes for me, Junior Cheat Force Blue,” I said offhandedly. “If she tries anything… Well, if you don’t blast her away first, the golem sitting over there will.”

      Both young women flinched upon noticing the rock creature at the edge of the lake. “Don’t worry, no one will be coming to invade your privacy. Lucky you.”

      “You…” Ling growled, but I stopped listening.

      I continued back to the main campground, whistling, spirits slightly better. The necromancer sat near Ling’s tree, eyes seemingly lost. “Terria, is it? How many people have you ever killed?”

      “Only one…” Terria said quietly. “A bandit.”

      She didn’t elaborate or give me any further details, but her words emitted truth and sadness. The bandit likely impacted her life in a way that set her on her current course.

      That seemed to point out this was her first time working with Ling or they were acquaintances, maybe through political or royal means.

      “Did you choose to become a necromancer?” I asked.

      “No,” Terria said simply. “One does not choose their powers. They are simply born. Not that I’m good at being a necromancer.”

      “I see,” I said. “While you’re no longer Ling’s subordinate, I’m afraid I can’t let you go. Not just yet.”

      She was with Ling, after all. Once Gwendolyn’s people cleared her, she’d be a free woman. If not, then the necromancer would face whatever dungeon time they gave her.

      “It is kind of you not to leave me in the middle of the woods, dead,” Terria said.

      I sighed. “Twerp, show her to the bath. She’s not the one in serious trouble.”

      “As you wish, Master Nate,” Ronica said.

      “I’m asking you because you’re strong. Not because I’m bossing you around,” I told her.

      Ronica simply shrugged, a nonchalant smile on her face.

      I sighed.

      “You should throw Ling in a lake more often,” she said.

      Milia just happened to step outside at that moment. “Do I want to know?”

      “You can listen to Harmony’s complaints for me,” I said, smiling.

      Milia glanced toward the lake a slight way off. There were plenty of woods to go around to give her privacy. I still let the men know anyway. Ling might have been a prisoner, but nothing more. Don’t be a pervert.

      “So Ramon, don’t,” I said.

      He glared at me. I laughed.

      “You tossed her into the lake like a wood elf,” Iris said, satisfaction in her eyes. “Now I wish I could’ve seen it. Poor Harmony, stuck on guard duty.”

      “You could always switch with her,” Kelvin said.

      “Wanda’s bottom, no,” Iris said.

      “So your answers?” I asked.

      The disciples smiled.

      “You were right,” Nuwa said. “We took everything you’ve taught us and acted as if it never existed.” She bowed deeply. “Please accept my apology!”

      The others followed suit, apologizing.

      “Heads up,” I said. “You’ve learned your lesson. Show no fear. Don’t let it control you. Don’t let brats like Ling drive you into a life of looking over your shoulder. Push away all the thoughts of shitting your pants. In this case, replace them with your trust in me. But do start working your way into trusting yourselves.”

      I gestured at the approaching Ronica. “The reason why I’m giving this reward to the twerp here is because of her courage and trust in her comrades.”

      Opal appeared on my shoulder. “She splashed water on me in the bath!”

      Ronica giggled. “It was a tiny splash.”

      “A tidal wave!” Opal flew off toward Mandi, muttering a string of comments and complaints.

      I handed Ronica a Yin Yang Pill, to the shock of the others. “Should I assume you’re familiar with cultivation pills?”

      Ronica bowed. “They’re very valuable and very difficult to obtain. Closely guarded, and production in this kingdom is mostly monopolized by those House Sigil bastards.”

      You know, I didn’t understand why the pill wasn’t called Yin instead of Ying, but then again, maybe that was an earth-exclusive term. Maybe association with this world’s mana had something to do with it.

      Earth, on the other hand, had the concept of Qi. Or, for some, Ki.

      “I doubt I’ll be able to get any more of these any time soon, so use it well, twerp,” I said, then turned to the others. “There’s going to be a reckoning with our training. I’m going to make sure you have no reason to be afraid of brats like your princess.”

      Ronica found herself a private corner of the camp, sat, took the pill, and meditated. The pill showed its worth. How couldn’t it with a description like this?

      

      [Yin Yang Pill. Item rank: S. Item quality: Extraordinary. Pill type: Mana. Pill potency: heavy. Balance the hidden Yin and Yang energies within you, creating an equilibrium that will flood all of your meridians, breaking you into the next 4 realms or, if you’re at the wall, you will rank up instead. WARNING: the value of this pill can only be measured in spirit coins. Do not sell it for gold.]

      

      After everyone was up, ready, and fed, we took off again. Ling, of course, received the blindfold treatment after getting out of the lake. I did not ask Harmony about any conversation she had with her.

      My mind glided back to the quest.

      Who the hell was this ancestor?
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      So for the next few days, there wasn’t much to our routine. Just traveling, cultivating, and training. The supreme heavenly demon’s cultivation manual guided me, from breathing techniques to movements and even martial art forms. Unfortunately for me, sparring with Milia without mana still ended up with me flat on my ass and her leaping on top to kiss me. She did say I’d gotten significantly better and helped guide my forms.

      In that traveling time, Ling continued to be a pain in the ass, making us suffer along with her without any real self-awareness. Complaints, whining, and demands for massages. Feeling those were a trap, none of the men volunteered, even with her restrained. After all, she’d broken out of my ensnarement once. Not that I’d let her do it again.

      Ling heard the former hero’s party voices and even called Ramon out. He ignored her, which pissed the brat off, eventually earning herself a gag every now and then until she finally started to read the room, per se. So yes, in other words, Ling was a spoiled brat, through and through.

      The area eventually gave way to more forest as we approached Wingston. We even passed Flutter Village. Cheetara tried to wave at some of the flying harpies. You have no idea how adorable that was.

      There was so much to do when we arrived back to Kyushu, which included explaining everything to the mayor. Yes, we sent a messenger bird, which cost a few silver.

      We also had to prepare a place for Abbi the mermaid to live, as well as the Olympic-size pool she’d use to perform in. The mayor would easily delegate the tasks.

      A new schoolteacher and her magic chef husband with a merchant convoy, now how would he feel about them apples?

      Seeing that I still had the ability to check Kyushu’s stats thanks to the Lord Ruler Select title, I did so. I also glanced at Potion’s Will status too, since it was now tied to the small town.

      

      Kyushu

      Type: Small town. Kingdom of Merridon owned.

      Political leader: Mayor Henrick Rue.

      Benefactor: Gwendolyn Wingston, Red Star.

      Hidden benefactor: Lord Ruler Select Raider. You should be deeply honored for having this high-level benefactor, Kyushu. It is extremely recommended making him lord of the town.

      Special: Potion’s Will Clan territory. Must be nice to be under this kind of protection!

      Rank: E. [Warning! It is highly recommended to rank up or risk angering your benefactors.]

      Funding: 80%.

      Potion maker: Yes. [System notice. A town without a potion maker is better off not existing.]

      Guards: E-ranked town guards. [Good for basic bandits. Goodluck when it comes to raiders, high-level bandit groups, mercenaries, enemy armies, demonic beasts, hallows, rogue sects, demonic sects, dark academies, cults, and the likes. You’d better pray.]

      Guard commendations: E.

      Guard evolution: Political leader does not have a Special Guard Cube, which is a gift of Wanda. As a result, your guards will remain mortal. Progress the town to a C-ranked small city to enable options for the captain of the guards.

      Projects: In progress. Will slowly drain public funding. Benefactors, nobles, royalty, trading partners, and other factors can help increase funding. If funding drops to 0%, operations will halt, but don’t panic. Your ranking will start to decrease, putting a nice smile on the face of rivals that want to see your town fail. See, somebody’s happy. If funding drops into the negatives, then you will have to file bankruptcy. In that case, you’ll be forced to work off the debt in the mines, a slav—worker ship, or as a kingdom contracted soldier. Most certainly not a meat shield.

      Shrine: No. [What is wrong with you?]

      Deity: Dictated by the Kingdom of Merridon’s Church. Wanda.

      Chapel: Yes, though in secret and against the urging of the hero’s party. [The chapel makes up for not having a shrine.] Led by: Nuwa Yhandrus, the Goddess Healer.

      Chapel funding: 80%. [Starving out your devotee isn’t a good idea.]

      [You cannot examine further information without being a high-tiered lord, high-tiered noble, royalty, or very famous.]

      [System notice. The Lord’s information may be a glitch. May not. It is available until the Lord Ruler Selectee title is gone.]

      Kingdom standing: Not very competitive with other towns.

      

      [Clan: Potion’s Will. Rank: B. Clan Standing: Hidden. Sects: Off. War: None. This is a peaceful clan… for now. Peace bonus: 45%. Crafting fame: 90%. Combat fame: 72%.]

      -Saviors of Fire Stone. Relations: S.

      -Saviors of the future! Hidden wood elf village, Star Oak. Relations: S.

      -Preventers of Culling! Saviors of Isabella. Rebutters of the Dark Lord. Whirl-Waters. Relations: S.

      

      Rookie numbers. Am I right, or am I right? At least the stats of the clan had risen nicely. Soon we’d be putting those to good use, whether through the merchant guild master discovering my cat’s potion maker skills or word of the apprentices’ talents making headway.

      Now that I thought about it, wasn’t I pretty much a shadow lord? No authority or power, but the mayor always took my advice. Ah, wait, that wasn’t a shadow lord, that was just an advisor.

      Hmm… What were they? Mandi said they had no power…

      But in reality, there had to be something. Or were they really there just for show, enjoying the festivities of nobility without actually contributing anything? If a town had a shadow lord…

      I sighed. I’d have to read up on Merridon political ranks later.

      As we approached Wingston, I glanced at the apprentices that were on Beakwing with me. I wasn’t expecting everyone in my party to suddenly be superhuman from a three-week trip like this. That’d be unreasonable. However, they most certainly had grown stronger. Mandi’s core was seventy-five percent formed. I told her that much around the thirty percent mark when she complained about being forced to meditate with no powers. Afterward, things were smooth sailing, Opal at her side.

      Speaking of which, the pixie ranked up from D to C, increasing her mana pool, control, strength, and all the things that came with reaching a new realm. Though she made it clear that she wasn’t an S-ranked being and to not count on her to engage in ‘brute games.’

      It was a late evening with nice weather. Rather than drag Ling all over the place, I asked Milia and Mandi to retrieve the Red Star. They didn’t mind, as it’d be that or watch Ling.

      Nobody wanted to be stuck with Ling.

      About fifteen minutes later, Gwendolyn appeared from a burst of flames and smoke. Her eyes widened at the sight of me. She looked unsure what to do. I gave her a half-smile. Half, because I really didn’t feel like getting into the noble formality bullshit. The Red Star knew it.

      Before she could speak, I held up a hand.

      “Do you have some anti-magic restrictions capable of keeping this one jailed?” I asked, then pulled Ling over my shoulder.

      “Watch the boob, you brute!” Ling snapped. “Who are you talking to? I order you to remove the blindfold this instant!”

      Gwendolyn looked as if she wanted to pass out. She even squealed softly, then gave me a helpless expression.

      “Do you?” I asked again, voice firm. The Red Star nodded. I smiled and my reply was cheerful. “Good! I’ll need you to take care of this one until I find a more permanent solution. And before you ask, no, we’re not killing her.”

      “I think that much is obvious,” Ling said. “If you wanted me dead, I’d be dead. Hmph! I told you we were willing to pay the ransom, but nooooo, he insists on kidnapping me. Give me back my life! My rings! My spell book! My food!”

      Gwendolyn, knowing very well of Ling’s famous childishness, simply sighed.

      “You can remove the blindfold if you want, when she’s in a holding dungeon,” I said, “but if you do, put on a hood and a mask.”

      “You can try to mask yourselves, I don’t care,” Ling said. “When I get my powers, I’m never coming back here again. You’ll never catch me, Raider.”

      “Shut up,” I snapped. “Jesus, aren’t you almost twenty? Why do you act like a five-year-old? If you act out again, I’ll gag you.”

      “Hmph!” Ling simply pouted.

      I wanted to toss her into a bottomless pit and move on with my life, but handling the menace to society intelligently would prevent her from ever roaming free. She was like an Eastern Harley Quinn in a way. Maybe worse.

      Gwendolyn motion for me to follow.

      “I’ll be back,” I told the others. “You’re free to grab a bite or two before we head back to Kyushu.”

      Since Wingston was a small C-ranked city, they had much better and sturdier jails than Kyushu. Ling scream, cried, complained, begged, and even swore to serve me if it meant not being tossed into a jail cell.

      I cheerily tossed her into one and slammed the door shut.

      “You’re where you belong,” I said. “Behind bars. We’ve got questions for you. Answer right and you may just get out of this. Piss me off and you may lose a limb.”
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        * * *

      

      Gwendolyn barely breathed in the presence of what was essentially a dragon among men. He even looked different, his posture strong. Muscles refined even before reaching the King realm.

      The peak of High Dragon was difficult to reach, after all, and could take years, decades for some.

      Nate’s white hair was longer, his red eyes wiser.

      He no longer looked like someone who rejected the idea of being a master. No, he looked like a young emperor.

      The rumors… oh, she definitely heard them as they spread like wildfire through messenger birds of the excited brats. However, the Red Star wanted to hear the truth from the man himself.

      She turned to a guard next to her and muttered, “Let the others know of the protocol when handling her. Don’t use her name directly. Always wear a mask or hood.”

      “Where am I? Am I in your stronghold, Raider? Will you ravish me like some kind of barbaric bandit?”

      “What kind of terrible stories have you been reading?” Nate asked then turned to Gwendolyn. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait! Please, don’t leave me in here! I don’t belong in here! I should be serving the kingdom. I’m—”

      “Perhaps you should’ve thought of that before torturing and killing all of those people,” Nate said, which silenced Ling. Beneath the blindfold, her eyes were likely wild, the realization striking her. “We could add some spiders in here as well.”

      “Raider, I do not take you to be the naïve type,” Ling suddenly said in a serious voice. “Perhaps you know my job after all, perhaps you don’t. I suppose if I’m going to be stuck in eternal darkness, it will not hurt to tell you. But once you know, you’d better keep a seal on those lips. Once you know, you will be bound to me by a secret that only those of royalty are allowed to know.”

      She held up her cuffed hands. “Perhaps I should stay in here in eternal darkness to atone for those who I let die.”
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        * * *

      

      Hearing serious words from the menace to society meant one thing. She was finally willing to talk. During the trip, we’d repeatedly tried to talk with her, but never got a serious reply. Opal warned us every time that without a motivation of fear or death, she’d never take us seriously.

      I wanted to hold the spider cards for later.

      But a deep, dark jail cell with a spider or two as a threat did the trick.

      “You should,” I said. “But go ahead. What could possibly justify your murders?”

      “Nothing justifies a soldier who is just doing what is commanded of her,” Ling said. “A secret contract between Father and the Inquisition. I grew up as their hound. My talents aren’t the only reason why I’ve become as strong and feared as I am, nor is it due to resources. The Inquisition is a dark place, that it is. And I am its child. I am the Right Hand Executioner.”

      Gwendolyn fell back onto a chair, eyes wide. She continued to whisper or mutter as to keep Ling from recognizing her voice. “They made a mere child the Right Hand Executioner. What in Wanda’s ass were they thinking? Why did the Lord Ruler…?”

      “What’s the job of the Right Hand?” I asked, though everything was beginning to click.

      “It’s simple,” Ling said. “Follow orders, no matter how gruesome.”

      “Right Hand executioner,” Gwendolyn said softly. “Well, that explains why she’s crazy. Any child growing up like that will have a loose screw.”

      “Gaston’s death, just an order from the Sanctum. Harden the hearts of the Black Cross, even if it meant killing their loved ones. Nothing else matters but the Inquisition and its orders. So go ahead, lock me away. The Left Hand Executioner will just fill in for me until they find a suitable replacement. To ascend to the throne, everyone must prove themselves with a bid of service to the kingdom. Who better to than I, whose life was sold to the kingdom? Of course, if you’re imprisoning me for personal politics, you should go after every noble across every kingdom. Surely, you’re not that naïve to believe otherwise. Poison, the game of houses, striking down rivals. My tales were spread because if a woman isn’t ruthless, she’ll be pushed down to her knees, forced to bow to insects.”

      “You’re not as innocent as you’re trying to present your case,” I finally said after a few minutes. “While your title does put many things into perspective, your attempts at my life and innocents will not go unpunished. I especially do not enjoy when someone raises a wand against me.”

      Ling winced.

      “Now that you’ve explained yourself, I will return with my decision, or someone to deal with you,” I said. “But for now, I will not be responsible for letting you loose, back onto the streets. Maybe you should be replaced with someone professional.”

      “There is no honor and professionalism in the world of the Hands nor their orders,” Ling said. “You be the sword of the Inquisition, the death axe, or die and be replaced. You try living that way, then come back to this cell with eyes full of judgement. I’ll listen to your righteous horse shit then.”

      I walked out without saying another word to Ling.

      “Make sure she’s taken care of,” I told the guard. “You can remove her blindfold, but treat her like a dangerous prisoner until I return. Keep all of this a secret.”

      Gwendolyn nodded at the guard. “You know how she is. It’s safer for us until Raider returns with a plan.”

      She turned to me. “Would you and the others like to stick around for dinner? I’d love to confirm the rumors.”

      “Not tonight,” I said. “We’re headed home. As for the rumors, decipher them based on common sense and what you see of me now. And be careful. Just in case I’ve made some unexpected enemies.”

      Gwendolyn sighed. “Do not believe for a moment that we’re not training here. We will be the outer walls for you, Lord Raider.”

      I chuckled before vanishing into the shadows. “Take care, and yes, your daughter is blooming, just as you predicted. Now she will become something you haven’t, an unstoppable force.”
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      “Big Brother Woofy, we’re almost home!” Cheetara cheered, her eyes practically glued to the familiar grassy road below. Her nose relished the scent of her father’s domain.

      “I’m looking forward to running around again,” Wolverine said. “Perhaps I will bark at a tasty to make it flee, or train with Elder Mazu in the forest. Best Buddy will cook burgers on the fire again.”

      “Home,” Cheetara said, her voice filled with longing and anticipation. “I wonder if Lady Feathers and Sir Bright named their chick.”

      “Mistress Milia named him Sir Colors,” Wolverine said.
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        * * *

      

      Riyol frowned again, wondering where everything went wrong. He was the only one left of his ragtag gang, having escaped the guards. It was all because of that bitch. To think Serina Starrigon, eldest daughter of that duke, protected this tiny town. Didn’t they say this was an F-ranked backwater not too long ago? So why? Riyol shook his head, downing more of the tavern’s terrible ale, piss water.

      Wanda’s ass.

      Not once did Raider appear, nor could he get any information in regard to his whereabouts. That could only mean his employer’s information was either flawed, speculation, or an outright lie. To think that skinny bastard would dare deceive Riyol the Manslayer.

      He was going to pay. So much suffering, so much time wasted, and for what? Nothing.

      And why would a big shot Starrigon guard the mayor of an E-ranked town of nothing, anyway? Could she be Raider or his accomplice?

      He wouldn’t be able to get close to her without being frozen solid. Those weren’t cowardly thoughts, just fact. Riyol had assassinated many lower leveled magicians in his lifetime, but he avoided any capable of entrapping him.

      Worse than death would be for them to make a public example out of him, tarnishing his name and reputation.

      “Wanda’s jiggling ass, it seems I may have to rely on that worthless cult, after all.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I briefly recalled Hector’s teary gratitude when I handed him one of the royal grade potions I snatched out of Ling’s storage ring. The brat traveled surprisingly lightly, but she had a few neat things such as weird, dissolvable pills, a strange rod with symbols I couldn’t began to fathom how to translate, books in a strange language, gold and a few platinum coins, a sack of spirit coins, and a fuck ton of food preserved by the storage ring.

      The food could be laced with anything, potentially made safe to eat by Ling’s aura. I’d be leaving it within the storage ring until it could be safely burned.

      “What do you mean advanced techniques?” Harmony asked Chenzu, bringing me back to the present.

      “That’s what Iris mentioned last night,” Chenzu replied. “She said you’ve improved with the bow, but now it’s time to learn how to use it for more than just hunting. You’ll need combat training and advanced techniques.”

      I nodded in agreement. “I wonder if she’ll teach you her Arrow Storm skill. If it’s possible to pass that on.”

      “Well, she did mention something interesting, if not a little disturbing,” Chenzu said, shaking his head. “Disturbing in a good light, I think.”

      “What do you mean disturbing?” Milia asked.

      Harmony frowned. “What’s so disturbing about shooting targets all day? If it’s the hunting, I’ve done that with Father in childhood. As long as you eat—”

      “Not that,” Chenzu interrupted. “In regard to your potential. You have a Dao tattoo and somehow adapted some of Nate’s… I guess aura?”

      “Dragon essence,” I corrected, then motioned for him to continue.

      Harmony gave me a questioning look.

      “She’s not entirely sure, it’s just a feeling, but if you’re able to harness the power of your tattoo, combine it with the essence, you may be able to form arrows capable of shredding even hallow fragments.”

      Harmony gasped. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Honestly, I’m not,” Chenzu said, “but I agree with Iris when it comes to your potential.” He strummed a pleasant note on his lute, providing everyone with warmth. “I think the timing of this is perfect, since Nate’s preparing to raise the level of the training.”

      I chuckled. “It will be brutal, make no mistake. Prepare yourselves. Even Milia will be training with you.”

      “Isn’t Milia your teacher?” Alexander asked.

      “She is, but even a teacher may still have much to learn,” I said. “What I’m going to teach isn’t available anywhere else but my head. Oh, and I’ll need to upgrade the spiritual room. We’re going to need far more use from it.”

      “I’m just glad we got rid of Ling,” Mandi said. “Wanda’s jiggly bottom, was she insufferable.”

      Milia laughed. Her voice took on a sad tone. “Unfortunately, that is what happens to someone born in a family that places power and magical prowess above love.”

      I shrugged. “Still no excuse to be a rotten twat. Her family seems to lack any real discipline.”

      Soon, our small farm came into view and Beakwing seemed to fly faster, eager to get back to our plane of peace. And we had greeters on the ground.

      Muiy the flower nymph, Lady Feathers and Sir Bright of the elicrones as well as their chick, Mazu the fox, Little Moo, and some residents from the forest, including that surfing panda.

      Beakwing landed near them, letting out a noise in greeting, like a king of eagles. All of them ran up to their fellow spirit and magical beast friends.

      I even watched Wolverine bow to Mazu in a greeting, almost like a student to his teacher. It clicked right then and there that that was exactly it. That fox needed a reward.

      A pink blur dove into Milia, hugging her, tears flowing.

      “We’re home,” the dryad said to Muiy. She eventually smothered Lucas too. His blush was bright enough to see even at night.

      The disciples placed their horses into the stables, though didn’t shut them. They were magical beasts, after all, and allowed to roam free, their intelligence remarkably high. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if they knew and understood our entire situation, as well as their role in it.

      “We need to reward the horses too,” I said. “And speaking of rewards.”

      I pulled out the SS-ranked chest. Our homemade lights provided plenty of illumination for the area. “Before we call it a night, let’s see what we’ve got.”

      I opened it without anyone objecting. They all knew it was a SS-ranked chest and this could be the last time they’d ever see one unless we cleared the S-ranked dungeon.

      A scroll floated from the highly valuable chest.

      

      [Scroll of the Wandering Druid. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. A scroll that contains a recipe of knowledge from the Wandering Druid herself. Think carefully before putting this away or selling it. You may never get another chance like this again.]

      

      Milia’s eyes widened. “That…”

      She paused, not elaborating.

      Aside from the scroll, there was quite a bit of gold, a lot of silver, a tiny bit of platinum, and some spirit coins. Combining that with the transporting fee I charged Ling netted me five thousand additional spirit coins.

      “Let’s split the money up,” I said. “This should make up for the missed time from work.”

      “Are you sure this is okay?” Nuwa asked, but I waved away her concerns, smiling.

      “A few months’ worth of pay, I’m guessing,” I said, petting Lady Feathers as she nestled into my side. “Let’s call that a reward for a job well done. Just don’t spend it all on honey cakes.”

      All eyes turned to Ronica.

      “What?” she said. “I told you, they were on sale. Who turns down a honey cake sale? A fool does.”

      We burst into laughter.

      As the chest vanished, I glanced at the scroll only to frown. For the first time since I’ve been here, I ran into a language barrier. The characters were seemingly all over the place.

      “It’s written in Elissh,” Milia said. “Why… would Wanda give you something like this?”

      “You know what this is?” I asked.

      “I can read it to you later, if you’d like,” Milia said. “But the why must wait until my family comes.”

      “I’m sure the why is simply because you’re smart,” I quipped, gaining a giggle from the dryad.

      “We’re going to head back,” Kelvin said, passing me the ring. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Should we open up the shop tomorrow?” I asked everyone.

      “I’ll be here by dawn either way,” Chenzu said. “I never thought I’d miss farmwork.”

      Iris laughed.

      “I’d like to come in tomorrow if you’re opening the shop,” Harmony said.

      “Let’s have a day of buffer and give ourselves some time to restock,” I announced. “Be here for training, perhaps around noon. By then, I should have quite a bit upgraded.”

      They all nodded or made confirmation noises and soon, they were on the path.

      Turning back to the house, I couldn’t help but be annoyed at not getting a quest completed prompt for Humble Thou Princess Two, but simply placing the menace into a Wingston jail cell only delayed things. It wasn’t suitable to be a permanent solution.

      I froze at the should-be-locked door easily opening.

      “Muiy, did you bust into our house?”

      Muiy shook her head. “I would never do such a thing.”

      “Mazu, you were out here the entire time,” I said, holding down my anger. “What did you see? Did Tom betray our friendship?”

      “No, he didn’t,” Mazu replied. “There was only one strange man I didn’t recognize that passed by a few days ago. His clothing was shabby—”

      “Oh, that man. He called me a witch,” Muiy said, pouting. “He screamed at me.”

      “Well, shit,” I said, entering the house.

      First, I checked the shop’s inventory, then the safe, our room, kitchen, upstairs. Nothing was stolen.

      Not a soul, other than us, was present, thankfully.

      “The wards were triggered,” Milia said. “He’s lucky to have escaped with his limbs, or his life.”

      I frowned. “I’ll get the security issue fixed. I’m not a fan of someone barging into our house while we’re away.”

      Milia nodded. “Muiy, where did he go?”

      The pink-haired flower nymph into the house. “He’s probably in town.”

      “He is,” Mazu said. “I don’t go into town, but the residents love to gossip and spread rumors they’ve heard. It is possible that he got into trouble with that Starrigon lass.”

      Milia and I looked at each other.

      “So she protected the town, after all,” Milia said.

      “I’m starting to think she actually likes it here,” I said with a chuckle.

      “My friends are calling me,” Muiy said. “I have to go now.” She bowed to Milia. “Thank you for coming back, Mistress.”

      Milia pulled the girl into a hug. I wasn’t sure if Muiy was a teenager or older than me. But now wasn’t the time to ask.

      Before she hurried off, she bowed to me. “I bid you goodnight, Lord Nate.”

      “Goodnight, Muiy. Thank you for taking care of the gardens,” I said.

      Her smiled brightened, her face flushing a bit as she bowed again. “A-always happy to help.”

      She turned and hurried off.

      “That child has gotten the praise she hoped to get,” Mazu said as he poked his head through the door. “I, too, will be off. Do praise the child more. Perhaps she could use it after waiting here for you every day.”

      The fox turned around and vanished.

      I shrugged. “Is she really a kid?”

      “Yes,” Milia replied, closing the door after Wolverine and Cheetara entered. “The same age as Lucas.”

      Before my bath, I went to check on Beakwing to make sure he was good to go. After some belly rubs, I headed back inside and into the lab.

      “We’ll have a magic lab tomorrow,” I said to Cheetara. The kitten meowed her response. “Maybe some other things.”

      A part of me was tempted to pull out the cube right at that moment and go on a shopping spree. I held back that urge. Not because it’d annoy Milia, but the daylight would make it so much easier to see the buildings construct themselves.

      I wanted to absorb every moment of it. Hey, I’d worked hard for it.
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      Sometimes Milia’s sleeping habits changed from normal to almost wild. By that, I’d awake up with her either snuggled into me or her legs spread eagle with me barely having any damn room, or on top of me, triggering the portal for my paralysis sleep demon. In this case, a tight embrace of my arm that I’d be worried about if I was mortal.

      I tickled the dryad until she let go.

      She probably had some things to say about my sleeping habits, which I’d be unaware of, but let’s not get into that.

      Kissing her got me pulled back down and five minutes later, we both laughed at the ridiculousness. I could imagine my old friends roasting me for using mana to push away certain desires and urges. Not that they’d understand the spiritual journey of cultivation. However, the anti-temptation wave of mana didn’t delete the desire, it just changed some of it into energy. The rest was stored somewhere. It may pour out during the wedding night, who knew.

      Though by now, I had decent control. Milia was probably a master, though she sometimes teased or joked in a way that tested me.

      Anyway, after a trip to the outhouse and then washing up, I met Chenzu out in the fields. Tom was there, a sack in his hand.

      “Sir Nate, it is good to see that you and the others arrived home safely,” he said, offering his hand, which I shook.

      “It’s good to be back, Tom,” I said. “Let me say, it was one interesting trip.”

      He passed me the heavy sack, which turned out to be a lot of gold and silver.

      “Your pets earned all of that,” he said. “Mostly the dark-feathered elicrone. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Cheetara was currently with Lady Feathers.

      “How?” I asked.

      “They defeated demonic beasts that came too close to the farm or the town, then sold desired meat to the local butchers. You know how mana-based animal meat is sought after by numerous magicians across the world.”

      “I see,” I said, smiling proudly.

      “Ah, Wanda’s buttocks, we could’ve made use of the meat ourselves,” Chenzu said, grimacing.

      “It’d take traveling and negotiating with nobles or, worse, magicians,” Tom said. “It’s not something I’d wish on anyone outside of being a B-ranked experienced merchant.”

      Tom patted my shoulder. “I’d better get back. Thanks for the opportunity. My daughter and I loved coming out here.”

      I smiled. “Feel free to stop by anytime. The shop will always be here. Oh, and tell your daughter I said thanks.”

      I placed a handful of gold into Tom’s hands. His eyes widened, staring at it. In a town like this, that gold was a year’s worth of pay and he knew it.

      “Perhaps both of you can buy yourselves something nice,” I said. “Or take a vacation.”

      “But you’ve already paid us so much,” Tom said. “I can’t accept this.”

      “It’s a gift, then,” I said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Just watch over us. I’m going to change this town for the better. Our trip turned out to be a success.”

      Tom stared at me for a bit, before nodding. “I look forward to it, Sir Nate. That, I truly do.”

      When he left, Chenzu and I finished up the rest of the morning farm activities. Milia joined in to help, as well as attend to the much more potent garden. But how? Then I remembered not only did it upgrade, but Muiy had taken care of it this entire time. The adorable flower nymph had certainly earned herself a blueberry pie and more.

      I pulled a brilliant metallic red cube, the size of a Rubik’s Cube, from my storage ring. The MMABS.

      

      [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 handle by a master magician and anyone he designates.]

      

      I activated it, glancing at my current options.

      

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

      

      I started with Buildings so that I could be reminded just how expensive these options were. Some of them had additional requirements.

      

      [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: 100,000,000 250,000 spirit coins, D-ranked town.

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

      8. C-ranked Wizard’s Tower Upgrade. Price: 100,000,000 spirit coins, A-ranked mana tower, B-ranked shop.]

      

      Without hesitation, I purchased the magic lab. I’d waited long enough. There were many other things to get done, such as the angel summoning potion. However, that couldn’t be created without the magic lab.

      During the return trip, I studied the hell out of the alchemy books in addition to the meditation. Some asked how you could balance all of that while still maintaining a healthy relationship. Easy. It simply required someone you were willing to always make time for.

      

      [Would you like to replace your current lab with the magic lab? Your building will still expand upon construction.]

      [You paid 150,000 spirit coins for the F-ranked Magic Lab.]

      [Total number of Spirit coins: 951,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 290.]

      [Magic Lab: a special lab that enables you to make potions that are otherwise impossible, all the way up to the highest level: mythical. You may use very high-level cauldrons and pill furnaces to their full effect. You can only use legendary pill furnaces in a magic lab. This is the perfect place to put to use high-ranked spiritual herbs.]

      [And more, but you’re not looking to see that stuffed into this description, are you?]

      

      Excitement only increasing, I entered the Forges options and purchased the advanced blacksmithing forge, having met the requirements. Unfortunately, anything after that was just impossible to buy. Seriously, system, what the hell?

      

      [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 + Satovian Forge. This price is reduced to 100,000,000 spirit coins if you possess a mana forge.]

      [Your Basic Blacksmithing Forge will be replaced with the Advanced Blacksmithing Forge. Are you okay with this?]

      

      I selected yes.

      

      [You paid 10,000 spirit coins for the Advanced Blacksmithing Forge.]

      [Total number of Spirit coins: 941,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 290.]

      [Advanced Blacksmithing Forge:A blacksmithing forge that surpasses the basics. Reaches acceptable standards and more. Will offer higher quality items.

      Must be upgraded through purchasing via MMABS only. Recommended to use for at least a week.

      .]

      

      Next, I checked 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.]

      

      System, what’s a mana striker device? I asked. No response. Because of course it wouldn’t tell me until I bought it. For a whopping one hundred thousand spirit coins, it had to be useful.

      However, I decided to wait. Usually, direct mentions or hints through other items helped me to decide what to purchase. The magic lab, for instance, was one of the most referenced out there. The airship required the purchase of the mana steam engine first.

      Even the Heavenly Forge hinted at buying the mana forge building first.

      

      [System notice. Perhaps the key to all of your problems lies within what happens after unlocking all of the options in your MMABS.]

      

      I mentally rolled my eyes. System, you just want my money.

      Before I continued, I asked the system a very important question. A smart question, you know, since I hadn’t confirmed my purchases yet.

      System, what’s the quest to rank up my shop? I thought. With the rank increase, I’d have access to more things to buy and tools to train my disciples.

      

      [Quest. The goal to C. It’s as Average as it Gets. Objective: Purchase something from the merit shop or sell 1,000 high value items within 1 week. If you fail, you may try again the next week.]

      

      Yeah, no. Sure, everything in my shop could be considered high value, but after taking the time to examine so much in the MMABS, I just wanted to get on with things. Besides, why wouldn’t I spend the merits I worked so hard for?

      Even the system, as dickish as it was, created this quest as a somewhat friendly reminder.

      With the items still selected on the MMABS, I accessed the merit shop.

      

      [Merit Shop. Merits: 5/5. Fate emblems: 1, held by Wanda. She must really like you. That may or may not be a good thing.]

      [Choices: 1. One random MMABS option unlocked. Repeat options are included, however. 2. All ingredients to make two angel summoning potions and a free sample potion. 3. The Sword of Anger and Despair. 4. Philosopher’s Stone Fragment Location. 5. The Potion of True Fear and Despair for Those Feeling Villainous. Comes with a Bonus of Evil. 6. Dragon Slayer Potion Recipe. 7. Cauldron of Raw Destruction. 8. Ultimate Refined Shimmering Fairy Dust. (Trust me, you don’t want to know where this comes from.) 9. 10,000 heavenly spirit coins. 10. 1 million spirit coins.]

      

      [Each option will cost a set of merits, perhaps even all of them, due to their value. Choose carefully.]

      

      I swallowed, reading the options again and again. Some people would roll the dice at option one. Not me. Since everything could be bought with spirit coins, there wasn’t a need to risk rolling and ending up with something I already had. Imagine another dungeon detector. Five merits on that? I’d be livid to say the least.

      Option three, the sword, was lame. Milia had a better named sword. If I decided to learn for some reason, she’d lend me hers. Option five sounded silly and weird. Option six had no use case and felt like a symbol of betrayal to myself and even Aku. It wasn’t guaranteed to work on a Dragon King such as the Axem. Option seven was nowhere near as interesting as the cauldron I just received recently. It also sounded like a free trip to blowing myself up. Fuck that. Option eight was another filler and no, I did not want to know where that fairy dust came from. Options nine and ten, while somewhat tempting, didn’t match the value of a merit. The system used them as filler.

      That left options two and four. Option two meant upgrading the spiritual room and being able to summon Asia the angel. A huge deal. Also, I should be able to get the angel tears from her too.

      Option four meant locating another fragment. To be fair, this wasn’t urgent, given that I owned two of them. Even if Ares the Peace Spawner found the other pieces, he wouldn’t be able to do anything without mine.

      Muwhuhuhwahwa.

      Asia had answers to many questions. I selected option two.

      

      [Quest complete. Celebrate the moment because your shop rank has upgraded to C! You’re on your way.]

      [You spent 1 merit.]

      [You received a merit for all the lives saved on your prior journey. Current merits: 5/5. Since you are currently in the merit window, please select another item.]

      

      Option two was now grayed out with a smiley face next to it on the menu. My eyes widened. I glanced back at option nine. Shit, when would I ever get that many heavenly spirit coins? Then again, aside from a few MMABS options, they had no real use just yet.

      I selected option five. What? It’s silly, but I figured this would make a great collector’s item. If the system didn’t want me to select this, why bother putting this on the menu?

      

      [You spent 1 merit.]

      [For discovering the secret to Ling’s behavior, you received 1 merit. Current merits: 5/5. Since you are currently in the merit window, please select another item.]

      

      Was the system holding back merits? That meant I could only have one fate emblem. Assuming all overflowed merits turned into fate emblems.

      Like option two, five was grayed out. I almost selected option ten but held back. The high tier items on the MMABS had ridiculous prices such as two hundred fifty million. One million meant nothing in the grand scheme of things.

      Still avoiding option four, I decided to waste… risk, this merit on option one.

      

      [You spent 1 merit.]

      [Random MMABS option received: E-ranked Battle Arena. Value: 400,000 spirit coins and appropriately ranked shop. Congratulations.]

      

      Not bad. That one actually made me nervous. Imagine two gadget pixies. I know, headache inducing.

      

      [For tapping into the strongest class, Heavenly Demon, you received 1 merit. Current merits: 5/5. Since you are currently in the merit window, please select another item.]

      

      After seeing the first grayed out now, I selected option nine this time without even the shred of hesitation.

      

      [You spent 1 merit.]

      [You received a massive payout of 10,000 heavenly spirit coins. Be highly wary of carrying this many at once. It goes without saying that revealing this level of wealth could attract critical attention, even more miles away. If somehow detected, master magicians and even stronger will come for you.]

      [Total number of heavenly spirit coins: 10,290.]

      [For creating an otherwise impossible potion that saved Isabella’s life, you received a merit. Current merits: 5/5. Since you are currently in the merit window, please select another item.]

      

      Well, holy damn, that was a lot to take in.

      I selected option six this time, figuring it’d be better to have some kind of defense against dragons. Or at least my disciples would.

      

      [New Mid-tier special potion recipe learned: Dragon Slayer. Free sample potion included.]

      [Dragon Slayer Potion. Item rank: unknown. Item quality: unknown. A war potion granting the user and their weapons a drastic power boost against any dragon foe. Pouring a drop onto the ground will summon a Dragon Slaying Champion. Combining it with an angel or fairy summoning potion could create something else…]

      

      I thought this would be it, but the same prompt came again, rewarding me for being discovering a weakness of the Peace Spawner. For this selection, I went with the million spirit coins.

      

      [Total number of spirit coins: 1,941,100.]

      

      Sensing Milia’s approach, I tried to wrap this up, but it gave me the same prompt again. This time, only one option showed up and exiting was impossible. In fact, it selected for me.

      

      [You spent 4 merits.]

      

      No, my merits! System, what the hell?

      

      [Philosopher’s Stone Fragment location added to your interactive world map.]

      [Quest: Retrieve the Philosopher’s Stone Fragment located in the Valley of Avians, Kingdom of Jasper. Requirements: Traveling permit.]

      

      I added a building upgrade to the order, hit confirm, and the magical self-construction began. That also included the battle arena a few hundred meters away, not into the forest, but within the vast grassland that was my domain.

      The system didn’t charge me for the expansion for some reason.

      Milia took a pause to briefly look around before continuing toward me, her eyes worried.

      “Are you okay?” I asked my fiancée.

      She leaned into me and in a low voice said, “I received a message through the earth. Mother is on the way earlier than expected. And she is close. We can only send earth messages from a distance of two days, three at most.”

      My blood froze until I almost became a metaphorical Jack Frost. Milia continued. “She’s bringing my sisters and, Gaia’s plain, I can’t imagine who else.”
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      “So we’ve got about a day or two to finish up the upgrades and make this place presentable,” I said. “Well, if it helps, the shop’s upgraded to C now. I hope your mom’s okay with average.”

      Milia stared at me for a bit, then sighed. “You’re not the slightest bit worried.”

      “I’m more curious than worried. You’ve avoided talking about your family and insisted on meeting them in person—”

      “So you’re ready to face the…” Chenzu strung a few ominous notes on his lute. “Dreaded Bonded Mother.”

      Milia glared at him. I assumed that meant mother-in-law in this world, which made me chuckle. It didn’t matter the world, some things never changed. Even outside of humanity.

      “Mother will… be overwhelming at first, but she’s kind. As long as she isn’t angry, but there isn’t any reason for her to be.”

      Milia laughed nervously. I glared at her. Chenzu patted my shoulder, sending his lute back to the storage ring.

      “Good luck, my friend,” he said. “I’m sure Milia’s mother will love you.”

      “She will,” Milia said, stating a fact. “You’ll understand everything when you meet her.”

      I glanced at the battle arena in the distance. Milia followed my gaze, her eyes widening a second later.

      “Yeah, we’ve got a new place to train,” I said. “Say goodbye to risking our yard.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Milia said. “I can worry less about the garden or forest taking damage from stray magic.”

      Milia was dressed in a comfortable pair of trousers and a pale blue shirt. Farm work wasn’t hard, just time consuming. That also went for garden work. Dresses weren’t the best attire for it, even for people as powerful as the dryad.

      The magic lab seemed to be taking its time constructing, but before I could ask the system what gives, a timer appeared above it.

      

      [10 hours, 34 minutes remaining.]

      

      This was supposed to be an F-ranked building, right? The system answered my thoughts.

      

      [Due to prior building containing significant use and traces of powerful magic, your magic lab is being upgraded to E.]

      

      A free upgrade! I’ll gladly take that.

      I selected the spiritual room.

      

      [Upgrade price: 150,000 spirit coins and 1 angel summoning potion. Would you like to upgrade?]

      

      I paid using the sample angel summoning potion.

      

      [You paid 150,000 spirit coins. Total number of spirit coins remaining: 1,791,100.]

      [Congratulations. Your spiritual room’s rank increased to E. To upgrade again, pay 150,000 spirit coins and 4 essences, except evil.]

      [Your amulet contains the essences. Would you like to pay 150,000 and some of the essences to upgrade the spiritual room to rank D?]

      

      I selected yes.

      

      [You paid 150,000 spirit coins. Total number of spirit coins remaining: 1,641,100.]

      [Outstanding. Impossible! Heavenly essence detected. Your spiritual room rank will increase to C instead of D. Warning! Make sure your apprentices are prepared for anything above C. Being overwhelmed will hurt them more than help.]

      [C-ranked Spiritual Room. Item rank: S. Item value: Extraordinary. Meditation in this room will greatly boost all Daos or connect those lacking a Dao. At C-rank, mana cultivation is increased by 20%. Chance for enlightenment at F-rank increases to 4%. Upgrade for increased boosts, enhanced, or added features. C-ranked feature: all seven meridians will receive boosts every fifteen minutes of meditation. Additional body enhancements now available.]

      [Upgrade price: 150,000 spirit coins and 1 phoenix feather.]

      

      “What in Wanda’s…? The spiritual room,” Chenzu said.

      “Yeah, it needed some upgrading,” I said. “Training will be brutal from here on out. A wimpy F-ranked spiritual room won’t do. I upgraded it to C.”

      “Do you have any idea how rare spiritual rooms are? The only ones with them are Sheenom monks and certain high nobility in the Astral Empire,” Chenzu said, then shook his head. “Never mind. This is… amazing.”

      “Hey Milia,” I said.

      The dryad turned to me, golden eyes curious. “Hmm?”

      “Your mom will be here in two days, right? Let’s see about making everyone as strong as possible before then.”

      “I admire your enthusiasm, Sir Nate, but—”

      “You’re not getting out of it this time, Chenzu,” I interrupted. “You’re powerful and hide your strength, but apparently the Peace Spawner can just pop up anywhere. You’ll need the strength to run. I’m not settling for bare minimum though. I want to crush him.” I felt my frown deepen. “That will be the last time I see anyone choked out, or my sister targeted from galaxies away, or adventurers that only wanted to help die because of me.”

      I offered a hand to Milia. “Our life of peace isn’t going anywhere. Potion making and alchemy can help us cheat an advantage over most of our foes. The hard part is finding all of the ingredients and getting them to work.”

      Milia placed her hand on top of mine with an expression that I couldn’t fully read, but the curiosity in that gaze hadn’t changed.

      I could hear the voices of the brats approaching. Perfect timing. The disciples would be joining in later.

      “Brutal training, running the shop, meditation in the spiritual room, expanding and fixing up our home,” I said, then smiled. “It’s not the greatest program, but a start is a start.”
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        * * *

      

      Fairy Prince Ashard glared down from his mount. He was a fit man with long, silvery hair, and green eyes that nearly glowed. In fact, his homeland had declared him the handsomest fairy alive. The surprise rejection and disappearance of his bride did more than damage Ashard’s pride. It downright confused him. A marriage between the dryad and fairy kingdoms would help significantly with their birthrate problems.

      Ashard would make sure Milia received a lecture from her master about duty and royal blood. Or maybe it should be given to the dryad monarch who simply allowed it, despite having the capability of easily tracking her down. He couldn’t understand their annoying culture. Beautiful, but questionable. He’d have to teach them, save them from their ignorance.

      Ashard’s frowned deepened as he thought about the words of one of the six royal dryad sisters. Milia had abandoned her duty to get hitched to some random man, likely peasant trash, insulting not only him, but both royal families. In order to clean this up, Ashard would have to kill the peasant.

      In fact, he’d splatter him into a pile of blood just to leave a message. They’d drag Milia back to the kingdom, lecturing her on the way. Perhaps she’d learn her lesson when they produced the first successor to either the dryad or fairy throne.

      Ashard, while not caring in the slightest about the peasant man, would not be hearing Milia’s excuses for abandoning the arrangement.

      His nervous attendant, in the mana-conserving size of just a few inches tall, continued to scan the area for threats. Ashard didn’t understand why fairies concealed their true forms, but it could help people underestimate them. However, the fairy would rather die than allow someone to see him in an inferior state.

      “Just you wait, shameless dryad. I’ll bring you back to your senses. You’re mine, and no one else will be having you.”

      Ashard licked his lips. “Mine. Whether we like it or not, we of royal blood bear the responsibility of carrying out our duties and serving our people. Childish romances with worthless peasants will only shame your family. But I have the strength to bring you back.”

      He opened his hand and closed it, allowing fierce aura to flow around him, its energy as impactful as the roar of an ocean. A smug smile curled across his face as he imagined that stubborn dryad submitting to him. His fighting ability was superior too.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s my book and I’ll teach its material to whomever I please,” I told them hours ago. Now all of them were currently struggling with the supreme heavenly demon breathing technique.

      Of course, I didn’t have time to grin evilly at them, going through a hardship myself. That was, the dreaded body fortification. Mana typically did this automatically. One couldn’t handle powerful magic if their body wasn’t cable of withstanding the flow of mana through the pathways.

      The Supreme Heavenly Demon’s cultivation manual had an even more intense version, likely due to its upgrade. So while meditating in the spiritual room, I focused on fortifying each body part that housed one of seven meridians.

      Both arms and hands, both legs and feet, the head, the heart, and lungs. The old me would have rejected this, perhaps even bitched about sitting in the spiritual room instead of enjoying life.

      The current me, while not enjoying the excruciating pain, wanted to make the Peace Spawner’s life as difficult as possible until finally killing the bastard. These weren’t the thoughts of a murderer or psychopath. These were the thoughts of a tiger or a dragon that was woken up forcefully and sought to devour the fool that dared disturb it.

      The fortifying intensified as my anger raged.

      And it wouldn’t be taken out on just the Peace Spawner, but anyone that threatened my loved ones and our home. There would be no mercy.

      Being passive had only handed me an unnecessary defeat from the Lord Ruler, the Axem, and at first, even Ling. Even the fallen angel would have beaten me, had I foolishly entered that dungeon alone.

      But one couldn’t win them all. One could just live to fight another day. I wanted to take an example from the dragons and do more than just live to fight another day.

      That was when the vision struck.

      No, this wasn’t just a vision, but something more, as if I was teleported somewhere. There, a man with a long beard, glowing red eyes, wearing a horned helmet, glared at me.

      I tried to analyze him but received a prompt instead.

      

      [You are in the presence of Yama. Your analyze isn’t high enough to glimpse someone like this. It is advised to learn of Yama.]

      

      Yama… Now where had I heard that name before?

      “After thousands of years, the heavenly demon returns, reborn and brought to this world by a troublesome ancestor,” Yama said, his voice powerful, but calm. The type of confidence that feared absolutely nothing. Someone who knew to be respected but seemed to be patient enough with me. Judging by his words, he was well aware of my situation.

      A deity, in my vision. “Interesting. You may not understand your true family line. Your mother’s a secret one, that’s for sure. In a bid to hide the bloodline, she even hid your earthly appearance. Too bad for her, Wanda owed your ancestor a favor and he used it to bring you home.”

      My eyes widened at all of that information. I had so many questions, but the biggest one poured from my mouth before I could so much as form a thought to warn myself to not agitate the god of death.

      “Do you know where she disappeared to?” I asked. “Years ago… We all assumed it was an accident while she was on deployment, but the government refused to give us any details, their excuse being national security. We had a funeral with no body.”

      Pops had to take care of us on his own. Even after a great time of mourning, he still never moved on.

      “Perhaps there was a reason why she never revealed your true family name,” Yama continued. His gaze went from the sky to me. “Unfortunately, your question is not something I can answer. Having pulled this level of spiritual concentration from just a mere C-ranked spiritual room is worth a celebration alone. I wish to teach you some martial arts, you who fight with unarmed combat. The dryad is skilled, and she is wise for drilling so much into you. However, those techniques do not make full use of the heavenly demon’s authority within. They will not allow you to achieve the legendary golden potion maker status either. A status that has not appeared for more than one hundred thousand years.”

      Of course the god of death would know all of that. But why was he telling me anything? Did he know my mom’s side of the family? Hell, I’d never met them.

      “You have the ingredients within yourself. The desire to master alchemy, martial arts, magic. The heavenly demon must be able to create the grandest elixirs with just a thought and the greatest ingredients. But even he must start somewhere. Even a reborn descendent can achieve his features.” Yami frowned. “But you’d be wise not to underestimate the Peace Spawner. Anyone who can take on multiple forms is doing so to converse vast amounts of mana in a bid to advance, perhaps break past Master Magician. Or, in his case, he could be attempting to form a void core. Whatever the matter is, you’ll need to get stronger, faster. For he isn’t your only major threat.”

      “It’s the empire, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. You’ll find out on your own,” Yama said. “The Peace Spawner’s a clever brat, but out there in the wider world await some old monsters. And I’m not just talking about the known master magicians. Your mother could be considered an old monster. A master of portal magic. After defeating your old family’s enemy, she left before their allies could assemble their forces for a counterattack.” He shook his head. “But now isn’t the time for old tales. If your mother told you nothing, there is a good reason for it. A life outside of the brutalities of magic is a dream for many. But you’ve been brought here by your ancestor, so that dream will not be given to your children. Learn these martial arts that I offer to protect them. Learn the companion magic, and study harder for your alchemy. You will tap into that old bloodline and the brat Spawner will become the least of your worries.”

      Seeing no harm, I nodded. This would be some serious hard work, but I’d take anything at this point. “How do I get started?”

      “First, I will warn you. In the outside world, only a day will pass. But this training will feel like a year. Perhaps even three or five. When you awaken from it, you will have the knowledge. Are you ready to learn the old heavenly dragon forms?”

      “I am,” I said without hesitation.

      “Very well, I will teach you,” Yama said.

      “Thank you,” I said. Yama’s bow made me immediately return it, having learned the courtesy from Milia’s training. “Should I call you Master Yama?”

      “The manners are honorable, but just Yama will do,” he replied. “After this training, you may feel the need to curse my name.” He chuckled. “Now, demonstrate your current forms. It will be time to break them from you. You will mend yourself, your mind, your heart, your body with the elder heavenly dragon forms. Incorporate that into your alchemy too, and you’ll truly become a… What did your memories call it? A cheat potion maker. In fact, take this recipe.”

      I flinched.

      

      [New potion recipe learned. Complex Potion of Flight.]

      [New gold potion recipe scroll obtained. Your rank is much too low to learn the mythical potion of the Ten Thousand Night Shades.]

      [To keep these rewards, you must learn the Heavenly Dragon Forms martial arts. These techniques belong to your family, and it is your responsibility to keep the forms alive. You have already accepted the quest and cannot turn back. Prepare yourself.]

      

      I showed Yama the forms Milia taught me.

      He nodded. “Prepare for hell. But first, let me demonstrate the heavenly dragon forms to you. Then you will start your life on this path. I shall also teach your mind a little about the world you live in, and why you should embrace and respect Mondra just as much as your birth world. After this training, it will be up to you to seek further knowledge. Seek out further training on the heavenly demon path.”

      My training with the god of death began. Painful and challenging…

      What an understatement.
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      Hell. Damnation, whether after death or alive. Do not ever describe to me what hell was until you’ve trained under Yama. Mundane is heaven.

      Under what was essentially time compression, I spent years training nonstop with the god of death. We were in an area of white grass, mountains, with a giant Chinese-style palace in the distance, the place where I lived.

      I actually began to wonder if I’d died, and he wanted me to succeed him. But our concept of the Grim Reaper’s job wasn’t accurate. He delegated soul collection to either his subordinates or his shadows. Shadows that were essentially duplicates of his consciousness or clones. Yes, Yama was unimaginably powerful. Why would he want a puny human replacing him?

      The first year was dedicated to the basics and the Heavenly Dragon Forms could not begin without the basics. The demon literally and figuratively broke Milia’s training out of me, shoved it into a corner. Its only use now was to serve as a cover to hide my true abilities.

      The amount of pain and difficult training made me question my life, my decisions, and just myself in general. Not all days were physical days, however.

      At the end of the week came the mental days. Lectures on many subjects, including the martial arts and mana theories and even leadership, intense studying. I was also forced to chat up Yama’s subordinates.

      They looked human, but their auras were powerful enough to threaten my enlightenment or even the soul itself. You probably already guessed they were unfriendly.

      I strained to operate under their vicious pressures. But over time, I overcame the gravitational challenge and even their hostility.

      I earned their trust through brutal sparring that often ended with a bloody arena. Yes, even in this form, I bled. It was as if my body was actually there. That was why I once thought I died.

      I missed Milia and the others, but pushed those emotions down as I trained. They were still in the real world, after all, unaware of my encounter.

      And I had so much to soak in. Like my mom and the family on her side—those who I took after. Where did that leave my sister? Did Pops know anything about her?

      The potency of these thoughts was exactly why I needed this training. Not that I recommended taking a beating from the god of death daily as a coping mechanism.

      The second year ended up being dedicated to incorporating magic and mana into my martial arts. One mistake meant starting all over at the beginning of a technique. Since my real body was meditating, I got to skip that, focusing on what it truly meant to wield magic, to interact with the universe’s mysterious lifeblood known as mana. Yama said that someday, I could land the opportunity to interact with the beacon of mana, a special tree known as Yggdrasill. There, I’d understand. I wasn’t sure how, but I trusted the god of death’s wisdom.

      His words also implied or hinted at the importance of me interacting with the tree.

      The third, fourth, and fifth years went by in a blink. One would think I’d forget Milia and the others; however, that simply wasn’t how the physical nor spiritual minds worked. The physical mind kept my memories in the real world fresh and on par with the correct time space. It also prepared to take in the information and muscle memory that my spiritual mind was about to dump to it.

      Or had already, thanks to Yama’s reforging of my body. The way things worked in between dimensions, especially during a special enlightenment event like this, was far beyond my ability to understand it.

      Speaking of body reforging, it turned out I was stuck at a bottleneck and without being able to take the Yin Yang pill, I had to overcome it like a normal magician. I broke through on the last day of the training.

      I’d learned so much throughout the years, including the original term for magicians. Mana cultivators. Mana and Ki were one in the same. Some places called it Qi, others Bad JuJu, forbidden essence, power, zeal, spirit, spiritual mind, soul power, you name it. The race for immortality, the power to bend the universe to one’s will. The one reason why some people were born with the spark was due to the major gods and spirits keeping the universe’s balance in check. There had to be some kind of fairness, so at random, someone would be born with the ability to interact with mana. How they went about it was up to their planet or civilization’s laws. The unbreakable oath for all deities not to interfere with mortal worlds was embraced. Of course, not all were happy with this pact, but the universe demanded balance and this way provided a hands-off approach.

      Anyway, the third year, every single day, I had to juggle between martial arts, magic, and potion making. One failure meant starting all over with the form, technique, or recipe. It also meant getting struck by Yama’s lightning if I failed twice in a row. The lightning wasn’t harmful, it simply refreshed the core, but in a quite painful manner.

      The negative reinforcement was actually borrowed from an elder of my mom’s side of the family. Or what they called the Old Family.

      The whole ordeal with my family made sense. It meant I wasn’t some random dude pulled from Earth to become a hero, after all. My ancestor, potentially an elder or even ascended being of the family, called upon his favor with Wanda. He wasn’t allowed to meet directly with me, being part of the non-interference pact somehow.

      The fourth year took all of the third year’s concepts and amplified them, while adding in snippets of heavenly demon training. I would still have to get the real deal from my ancestor, however.

      I also had some… what felt like was assassin training thrown in since year one, though I hadn’t realized it until the third year. At least it felt like it.

      The fifth and final year, I was almost unrecognizable. Did I mention sleeping was almost a death sentence? At any point, one of Yama’s subordinates could teleport from their rooms in the palace to attack me, if given the order.

      In this last year, I improved everything I knew, but also learned a death art from Yama. I wasn’t to use it unless absolutely necessary. Yama would smite me himself if I didn’t have a good reason.

      The skill was more of a gift and proof I learned something, as he felt confident my heavenly demon class and heavenly dragon forms should be more than enough to deal with most opponents. Overwhelmingly so.

      What have I become? A shining soul, a heavenly demon, a dragon. A man with a brighter future.

      I learned so much; however, Yama gave me important words that every person new to martial arts had to keep in mind.

      “Just because you’ve spent five years training does not mean you’re suddenly a match for every old monster out there,” Yama said. “But what you’ve become is someone who can no longer be pushed over like fragile pottery. All of your body has been fortified to King. Your mind has been opened toward Great Enlightenment. The next stage, Wise, will take years to reach. You’ll need to stay alive to experience it. If you plan to take the path to monarch, Nate, you’ll need yourself a better spiritual room, natural spiritual artifacts, a purpose and reason to be monarch. My advice is to avoid monarch at the King realm. No one wants a ruler that could be targeted by old monsters or master magicians.”

      On the last day, Yama and his subordinates saw me off. Each of them bowed once. I returned it.

      “Thank you for everything, Master Yama,” I said.

      “You are very welcome, Heavenly Demon Nate,” Yama replied. “You survived hell without a single complaint. My subordinates didn’t expect you to last all the way through the training. We’ve given you the skills to be an efficient master to your disciples. Don’t lose your light. Make it fierce. Be the dragon among men.”

      I bowed again.

      Then the enlightenment that felt like years ended and I found myself back in the spiritual room, awed. My mind really did adjust so that it didn’t feel like I was gone for years, but just a day. Which was the truth, in a sense. The feeling of missing the others vanished, though I still missed my sister, Pops, nephew, and niece. My sister’s husband, my brother-in-law, was a great guy, but there would be no miss-you between us. Just fist bumps at most.

      Notifications appeared in my vision. Taking my attention however was the pain in my body, which thankfully subsided. So much aura that almost felt alien blasted from me. I reined it in, focusing that energy on my meridians and pathways.

      Moments later, after all was stabilized, I finally took a look at my notifications, as well as my stat sheet.

      

      [Secret quest completed: Undergo Yama’s Training. Reward: Cheetara’s evolution available. Free rank-ups for D-ranked Shop Damage Shield. E-ranked Magic Lab. E-ranked Refreshing Fountain. E-ranked Battle Arena. E-ranked Special Lookout Tower. F-ranked Food Storage Box. F-ranked Sled. F-ranked Water Wheel System. E-ranked Mana Gathering Machine. F-ranked Messenger Spirit Bird System. E-ranked Feed and Hay Barn and Pig Housing. E-ranked Stable. E-ranked Shed. Basic Enclosed Cow Pasture. Basic Fowl Home.]

      

      As I accepted the rewards, I could hear the exclamations of everyone outside. Cheetara’s sorrowful meow as she scratched the outside of my door almost broke my heart. But I needed to get through these notifications so I could operate without being distracted.

      

      [For completing Yama’s training, you are recognized as an Honorary Reaper. Hidden boosts to all stats. You were granted Sacred Skill: Scythe Soul Reap. Under no circumstances should you use this skill unless you’re ready to explain to Yama why you did it. He will kill you if the reason isn’t valid. The purpose of owning this skill is to improve your ability to show restraint. Surely it wasn’t given to you as a way to surprise the Peace Spawner. The honorable Yama takes no sides in mortal conflicts, right?]

      [Yukihara’s upgrade is complete. Congratulations, you are now the proud partner of a C-ranked spell book. Seeing a spell book as more than just a tool, but a respected partner, says a lot about your soul. She enjoys spending time with you. Her favorite spot being on top of your head wasn’t a coincidence.]

      [You have unlocked a new page from Yukihara: Blood Armory.]

      [Blood Armory. Summon blood portals that unleash very powerful flying weapons to attack your opponents. You gain the ability to use any weapon you wield from the armory. Opponents will take tremendous damage from touching the portals. Continue to rank-up Yukihara to push this skill, increasing the duration and number of weapon portals. Page type: Offensive and Defensive, Versatile. Element: Special; Blood Lightning. Rank: C.]

      [Note: combining this with the Sorcery Potion of the God of Endless Tools could yield some interesting damage and results.]

      [You learned Sorcery Soul Cloak: your stats, realms, and abilities will always be hidden from outside scans unless you allow it.]

      

      Neat. I no longer had to rely on the bracers, which didn’t block high-level scans.

      I glanced at my stat sheet.

      

      Nate Sullivan

      -Class: Potion Maker. Secondary class: **Divine Master Magician**. Third class: *****Heavenly Demon*****. Fourth class: **Sorcerer**. [You have reached the class limit.]

      -Magician rank: 6th realm of the King.

      -Class rank: Seasoned.

      -Ability: Can make up to SSS, divine-grade potions, blighted potions, sorcery potions.

      -Power: Low Heaven’s Sword.

      -Defense: Low Supreme Dragon’s Scale.

      -Dao of Creation. Rank: Divine. Stage: Greatly enlightened. This is an enhanced high stage.

      -Physique rank: A.

      -Primary quest: Purpose. Progression: 60%.

      -Shop rank: C.

      -Merchant license: D. [You will find getting C-ranked and above merchant/large store trades, contracts, and opportunities incredibly difficult on your own with this license.]

      -Merchant’s guild sponsored.

      -Heavenly attunement rank: B. (Enhanced). [Perhaps if you were to luck into a heavenly spell book, you’d be able to use it…]

      -Lord Ruler Select as Raider; Friend of the Kingdom of Merridon.

      -Forest attuned. [Step into a forest and feel…]

      -Boons: 1. Wanda: Unknown. (Your realm isn’t high enough to understand it.)

      2. Mysterious ancestor: Unknown. (Your ancestor deliberately hid this from you until a certain event. Inheritance event?)

      - Supreme Heavenly Demon’s Cultivation Manual.

      -World Map Interface.

      -Honorary Reaper.

      

      Satisfied with my monstrous gains, I opened my eyes and stood.

      

      [Your powerful presence…]

      [With your class rank increased, your potion failure rate decreases. Your chance of successful special quality potions increases. As a seasoned potion maker, you’re quite comfortable with your craft. People will be less likely to doubt your creations.]

      

      I opened the door and stepped out. My robes fluttered in the wind. My aura seemed to mix with the soothing light of the sunset.

      They were all staring at me, awe and disbelief in their gazes. My fiancée, apprentices, disciples, friends. Wolverine and Cheetara immediately broke the silence, diving into me. Even if it was just a day in meditation, they were still children.

      “N-Nate,” Harmony said.

      “Wanda’s rumbling… Such pressure,” Chenzu said. “You were in there for an entire day.”

      Milia was already moving toward me.

      “It’s been a while,” I told them all, smiling. “But it’s good to be back. We’ve got a day left before the family arrives, right? I’ve got a new training plan, but don’t expect it to be usable right away.”

      I could feel them approaching. They would probably arrive tomorrow afternoon. Soon, everything Milia had hinted at when it came to them would be revealed.

      The only thing that felt weird, however, was my family potentially being worse. Or better, depending on the perspective.

      Milia’s warm hug and words of congratulations and praise pulled me back into the present.

      “I’ve got some stories for you,” I said to everyone as I held my dryad.

      “Will that explain what appears to be body reforging?” Milia asked.

      “More,” I replied. “So much more.”
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      Harmony felt like dying. She almost wished she’d never agreed to this training, despite the noticeable results. Everything hurt to the point that she sometimes whimpered quietly. Even Milia wasn’t spared from it, though she looked virtually unaffected.

      Harmony felt so jealous of the dryad’s years of prior training! For the first time in her life, she may have to accept one of Anna’s offers to massage her feet.

      No, Harmony couldn’t show such weakness. She forced back the tears and struggled to her feet. She also forced herself to not hate this Wanda-forsaken battle arena.

      Nate was finally serious—too serious—with their training. This was the first day!? Oh, Wanda’s broken heart, this was only the first day.

      No, Harmony. Don’t cry. You’re beyond that. You will become a fortress. You must learn to crawl first before walking with the best. Before walking with those two.

      Harmony grasped her wand, took in a deep breath, and faced Nate again.

      “Come on. Being on the verge of death isn’t so bad. You’ll grow significantly faster,” Nate taunted.

      Harmony forced herself to pull out her bow, only to find Nate beside her. She thought she was a goner. Doomed, but he simply shook his head.

      “Iris showed you how to properly hold, aim, and shoot a bow for combat, right?”

      Nate looked at the elf. She nodded. He continued. “Let’s make some adjustments in accordance with my own master.”

      Milia pouted. “Who is your master already?”

      “You’ll find out,” Nate said. “It’s a really long story.” He turned to Harmony. “You’re doing great. Keep it up.”

      He adjusted her arms and gave her pointers in accordance to this mysterious master that he never brought up until today.

      Considering the chaos of what they saw when he entered the spiritual room and Wanda’s presence manifesting again, Harmony had no choice but to assume Nate had encountered something incredible in a vision.

      “Mandi, don’t start slacking off now,” Nate called as he walked toward Alexander. The red-haired girl flinched. “Alexander, be prepared to block, or you’ll find yourself hurting even more.”

      After the most intense hour and a half of her life, the sadistic jerk finally dismissed them. Harmony and Lucas collapsed, nearly falling on each other. Nuwa struggled to lift a hand but smothered everyone with a wave of healing. Except Nate. If the young woman didn’t know better, she would’ve thought the blonde had attempted a curse. Despite not having such an ability. Even Milia was barely standing.

      Nuwa was a blessing. Nate smiled at them.

      “Ah, you’re all healed,” he said. “I guess my training wasn’t good enough.”

      Harmony wasn’t a big crier. She always held herself strong for her father, Anna, and her friends. This was just another challenge to overcome.

      She would not fall to weakness. That didn’t stop her from groaning with everyone else.

      “I’m kidding, of course,” Nate said, chuckling. “Meditate and consolidate your gains. Mandi, Alexander, stay back so I can give you some meditation pointers.”

      Opal hovered above the redhead, concern and pride in those eyes. Harmony could tell. She patted Lucas’s shoulder.

      “We can’t be outdone.”

      Lucas smiled. “That we can’t.”

      Iris muttered something about her feet hurting and Harmony couldn’t help but agree. But make no mistake, not a single person of this group was fragile. The complaints were a result of effective training.
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        * * *

      

      What a beautiful day, I thought after getting ready for the day, pleased with the training. The bath water was extra hot, but definitely not a small act of revenge from my fiancée. Her angelic smile greeted me, though behind it, I felt something ominous, like a curiosity that had grown all day until reaching the verge of explosion.

      The second upgrade of the magic lab thankfully didn’t have any additional construction time added and so before heading into the shop where some of the others were waiting, I finally got a good look at it.

      There had to be some kind of dimensional magic happening, as it was at least five thousand square feet in size. Like a massive apartment. But from the outside, one wouldn’t be able to tell. It didn’t alter the appearance of our house in the slightest.

      At that thought, the red cube suddenly vibrated in my storage ring before shooting out. Thank goodness I don’t keep these things in my soul space. I shuddered at the possibility of it bursting out of my chest.

      

      [New MMABS option unlocked…]

      

      The interface appeared in my vision.

      

      [Current options. Buildings. Tools. Garden. Forges. Equipment and Devices. Farm. Shop. Structures. Home Type.]

      

      I selected the Home Type option, curious. Not that I wanted to keep Milia waiting, but she knew my passion over the magic lab or at least how long I’d waited for it. Harmony entered, her eyes gazing at the tiled floors, nice windows, random floating volleyball-sized glowing orbs moving about that I should definitely inspect, the usual test tubes, my newest cauldron, and what appeared to be a safe, probably for much too valuable potions.

      

      [Home Types. Currently unlocked:

      1. Large Home. Price: sold out.

      2. A Lord’s Large Home. Price: 150,000 spirit coins. Construction time: 10 minutes.

      3. A Lord’s Manor. Price: 250,000 spirit coins. Construction time: 10 hours.

      4. A Mana-Infused Lord’s Manor with Shop Size Increase. Price: 450,000 spirit coins. 4,000 heavenly spirit coins. C-ranked shop. Construction time: 5 days.

      5. Mansion with Shop Size Increase. Price: 1,400,000 spirit coins. C-ranked shop. Construction time: 10 days.

      6. Mana-Infused Larger Mansion with Shop Size Increase. Price: 300,000,000 spirit coins. 5,000 heavenly spirit coins. B-ranked shop. Construction time: 1 month.

      7. Castle with Shop Size Increase. Price: 800,000,000 spirit coins. B-ranked shop. Construction time: 1 month, 15 days.

      8. Palace with Shop Size Increase. Price: 900,000,000 spirit coins. A-ranked shop. Construction time: 2 months.

      9. Supreme Mana-Infused Mega Mansion with Mega Store/Shop. Price: System error. Construction time: 3 months.]

      

      My eyes widened. You could shop for homes with this thing? Now I wanted to know if others had red cubes like this and why they weren’t at the pinnacle of all merchants. Maybe they were. It wasn’t like I traveled to other nations, much less the Astral Empire.

      “Hey Milia, look,” I called. Moments later, she appeared beside me, her eyes widening at the screen display. Harmony peeked over to look too. “Apparently home shopping is possible with this.”

      Stars appeared in Milia’s eyes, only to vanish as she frowned. “I feel like Wanda’s trying to tell us something unfriendly with these prices.”

      I put my arm around her. “Right? I still want to buy something, though.”

      “Do… Do you actually have the spirit coins to pay for any of this?” Milia asked. “If so, how?”

      “Accumulated rewards from Wanda,” I told her. “Should we get the mana-infused manor?”

      “I’d love to, but I don’t think now’s a good time,” Milia said. “Five days of construction aside, how will we explain it to the others?”

      “Yeah… you’ve got a point there,” I said. “Explaining a manor like this in a E-ranked town would certainly raise a lot of questions. What do you think, Yukihara?”

      Yukihara manifested on top of my head, feeling slightly more solid than before. Her aura bent space around her in a small outline, like a heat haze. I held out a hand for the fairy to land on and marveled at the changes.

      She had gone from adorable to fierce. Her eyes were a glowing violet, her hair white, her wings flickering with a purplish glow. It shifted to red a second later.

      “Yukihara… you’ve…” Harmony stared at the fairy, mouth agape. “What happened to you?”

      “She became a C-ranked spell book,” Milia answered, eyes wide. “I didn’t know such a thing was possible. Flamie, what do you think?”

      The wisp didn’t appear, but it did make some kind of a noise. Milia sighed, though in her eyes, she cared for her shy wisp spell book spirit.

      “I didn’t realize you had Flamie summoned,” Harmony said to Milia.

      “I can now bring him out nearly instantly by calling his name,” Milia told her.

      “Are you going to tell us what happened?” the twerp asked, peeking her head into the door. “Don’t make me beg for it.”

      Harmony tried to bonk Ronica, but she was already gone, laughing.

      “Oh Harmony, you’re more innocent than I thought.”

      “I’m not!” Harmony called after her, but the twerp had already returned to her conversation with Chenzu and Alexander.

      I chuckled at the pouting teenager. “Your questionable mind means my training wasn’t challenging enough. I hope you’re ready to endure the consequences.”

      I started toward the door, ignoring Harmony’s feeble protests just to mess with her.

      “You’re evil,” Milia said, giggling, before pinching Harmony’s cheeks. “Lighten up.”

      Harmony blushed then changed the subject. “So, the spiritual room? I’ll grow old waiting.”

      “That’s a long, long wait for magicians,” I said. “But have patience. It’s a long story and with it, I confirmed that hell and damnation is real. Hell, he even summoned giant demons, ordering me to slay them or die. Anyway, let’s not get off topic. I’ll start from the beginning of this freaky phenomena.”

      I told them everything, without going into the details of the techniques or spells I learned. Master Yama didn’t tell me to keep any of this a secret. In fact, he basically trained me into a master myself, a real one.

      “Five… Five years,” Milia said, squeezing my arm tightly, eyes worried.

      “It’s hard to explain, but returning synchronized me back into the real world. Well… something like that. So while I know I trained for half a decade, I don’t truly feel like I left for more than a day. In physical reality, I hadn’t. You can say I reached one of the most powerful enlightenments known to man,” I explained.

      “Do you know about the…?” Ramon paused to look at Milia.

      She nodded. “It’s not a secret. I told him what happened last time.”

      “Ah, strange visions and voices again,” I said, understanding dawning into my mind. “Make sure you meditate on those tonight, alright?”

      Everyone nodded or acknowledged the request.

      “How long do you think we have left until the merchant convoy gets here?” I asked Alexander. He didn’t flinch like the brats and calmly replied, calculations on how much money we could make out of this ordeal already shining in his eyes. Sometimes he’d even grin without knowing it, eyes dreaming of gold bars.

      “They’re about a week behind us, I’m afraid,” Alexander replied.

      “Good. Chenzu, how’s Abbi’s home coming along?” I asked.

      “…I cheated and asked Milia for help,” Chenzu admitted.

      I nodded. “That’s what I was hoping to hear, actually.”

      Milia’s command over the earth was our ace when it came to physical refinement. As long as the request remained within reason, and she felt like doing it. Usually, it was her stopping us from making fools out of ourselves, offering to command the earth with a thought. Like when I had to return the river back to normal.

      “So all of our focus will be on making sure we give Milia’s family one hell of a welcome,” I said. “I’m at least buying the lord’s large home.”

      Milia frowned, but as she looked around, there was no reason to disagree. “As long as you’re not spending beyond your means. This isn’t something we need.”

      “Oh, I’ve got plenty to spend,” I said. “It’s only ten minutes of construction. Not only will it upgrade the home, but the kitchen too.” I nudged her. “Blueberry pies will be easier to make.”

      Milia narrowed her eyes.

      “I’m thinking about buying that mountain too,” I continued, smiling at her. “Milia, how does your mom feel about holy mountains?”

      By this time, everyone was looking at me as if I’d lost my goddamn mind. I walked outside. “You guys may want to step out.”

      They hurried out as I confirmed the order for the house upgrade.

      

      [You paid 150,000 spirit coins.]

      [Total number of spirit coins 1,491,100. Heavenly spirit coins: 10,290.]

      

      “If there’s one positive thing about this, it’s that Nate asked for Milia’s opinion,” Nuwa said. “Mother said that’s the first sign of a happy marriage.”

      Milia coughed, her adorable blush being the only response to the healer’s comment.

      “Anyone else is still in shock that Nate received five years of training from the god of death?” Lucas asked, throwing up his arms.

      Everyone murmured or said their agreements.

      The twerp pouted. “Not fair. But if there’s anyone capable of making the impossible happen, it’s Nate.”

      I waved off her comment. “I don’t know about that. We haven’t gotten to the hard part yet.”

      “Is it more of your barbaric training?” Ronica asked. “Because I’m in.”

      Kelvin bonked her. Harmony patted him on the shoulder. He gave her a thumbs up. Iris shook her head.

      “The hard part is meeting Milia’s mother,” I told them.

      All of them turn to look at me.

      “What? Mother-in-laws are tricky,” I said.

      “Mother-in-law?” Maxus asked.

      “I believe it is his land’s equivalent to bonded mother,” Chenzu told him.

      Milia giggled, then everyone had a laugh at my expense.

      “It’s good to know Nate’s still somewhat normal,” Chenzu said.

      After the construction finished, we found ourselves staring at a brand-new three-story home. Muiy, who had come out of the forest in time, froze to stare.

      “Let’s go check it out,” I said.

      “All of this… so fast,” Iris said softly. “Wanda’s bottom, her gifts are just amazing.”

      “They really are,” I agreed. Milia’s hand in mine, she let me lead her in.

      We were introduced to an almost modern-looking house, a brilliant kitchen with a magic-powered oven, a better bathroom, and shower equipped with magic temperature adjustors. The three bedrooms were beautiful.

      The cube even upgraded Milia’s office, making it much larger, sorting everything, and gave her office furniture and storage space.

      Our furniture received the upgrade treatment too, becoming new, and several times higher in quality. The essence of a lord’s home, basically.

      “I know you were concerned about the costs, but even if I had less, I’d still want to get us the best home possible,” I said. “You deserve only the best.”

      Milia was in my arms.

      “Get a room already,” Ronica said. Iris tried to bonk her, but couldn’t overcome her giggles.

      Wolverine and Cheetara were quick to explore their new place, the elicrones following.

      Mazu sniffed around. “Truly impressive, almost as if the goddess painstakingly carved and created it all herself,” the golden fox said. “Eternal happiness to the two of you and, of course, Wolverine and Cheetara.”

      The kitten dashed toward me, excited. I accepted her into my arms. She snuggled against me.

      “Our home will grow over time, but Milia made a good point. There isn’t a need to rush things and draw attention,” I said.

      That night during some bedside chat, Milia tried to give me a pep talk in regard to her family, but she gave up, knowing that without all the details, no one could possibly guess how to act.

      “Like meeting any family, I’ll be respectful,” I told her. “Besides, it’s your mom, right? She’d be proud of your breakthroughs, accomplishments. And most importantly, happy to see her daughter.”

      “I’m supposed to be giving you the talk,” Milia said, then pouted. I kissed her.

      Tomorrow, the day would be here. This was exactly why I delegated all of Kyushu’s tasks to everyone who could help.

      I glanced at the quests. With Yukihara upgraded, Aku would be next.

      The next part of the alchemy quest was actually on hold with a prompt.

      

      [Quest: Meeting Your Lover’s Family. This quest takes priority over any other. Reward: ???, blessing to marry Milia. Beware of arrogant obstacles.]

      

      I wouldn’t be surprised if there were some arrogant people in Milia’s family. Well, I prepared plenty of dough and blueberry pie ingredients for this very occasion.

      System, did you really have to make this a quest? I thought. Well, free loot, am I right or am I right?

      If only things were that easy.
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      The next morning, I was up bright and early with Cheetara on my shoulder. The sound of a trumpet suddenly blasted the area.

      “Who the hell…?”

      A woman’s face looked at me from the sky, smiling.

      “Ah, found the area. We will be arriving in a few hours. Please make sure the forest is ready to accept the qu—and yes, I know you’re him.” She licked her lips, her smile almost maniacal. “If your blessing isn’t approved, I’ll take you without— Ow!”

      She turned to glare at someone out of sight. That person likely said something. “I am scouting.” She winced at whatever words were said to her, then sighed. “You’re no fun. Always stuffy and critical, as usual.”

      She turned back to me, her excitement returning as if it never left. “Three hours is what she calculated.” She winked. “Do make sure everything is prepared. Including the bedr— Ow! I’m allowed to make jokes.” She sighed. “Got to go now. Being scolded by a child is beginning to make me sober. Ooh, I hope we get to see a forest bloom—”

      The sky blinked back to normal.

      Cheetara freaked the fuck out and I wanted to join her.

      “Wow!” Chenzu said. “That was the most advanced scouting magic I’ve ever seen in my life. Milia’s family must contain some old monsters, teaching that. That’s almost god-level magic.”

      I looked at Cheetara as she finally calmed down. “I wonder if I should join you in the dance.”

      Wolverine thankfully strolled out of the house, tail wagging, and instantly uplifted the mood with his energy. Because he was the goodest of boys.

      “We’ve got less time than I hoped,” I said.

      “Apparently,” Chenzu said. “Go wake Milia. I’ll continue the farm work.”

      “She’s already up,” I told him, nodding toward the door. “There’s no way she wouldn’t have sensed that presence.”

      Milia strolled from the house moments later. She wasn’t in anything fancy just yet, but a cold realization struck me as she drew closer, her angelic eyes fixed on me.

      “Oh Nate,” she called innocently.

      “Oh no,” I said, dreading what was to come.

      “Surely you’re not planning on wearing that, are you?”

      “I’ll find something after helping Chenzu with the farm,” I said.

      Milia made grabbing motions toward me, her eyes starry. “Yesterday, I sent a message to a couple of stable hands that worked under Tom’s daughter. They were looking for paid opportunities. Oh, here they come now.”

      Sure enough, three brats around Harmony’s age or slightly older came into view. Two young men and a young woman. They looked the part too, and I may have seen them out in the Kyushu fields.

      Due to actually working, getting my hands deep into the labor of a potion maker, a shopkeep, and somewhat of a farmer, the people viewed me as one of their own. Milia too. So of course they’d come out to help in a heartbeat. Silver aside.

      I turned back to Milia, feeling her checkmate.

      You know, I don’t think I know any man that enjoyed being dressed up or, rather, stuffed into a suit by their wife. And I just knew if the dryad wasn’t satisfied, more outfits would appear, draining up as much of the little time we had as possible.

      I didn’t have time for that. Before Milia’s family arrived, I wanted to progress a few things, just a bit. The town would probably have to wait for now.

      “Don’t you dare try to escape,” Milia said, somehow closing the distance between us instantly, as if teleporting.

      I vanished and reappeared next to Beakwing, who stretched his wings.

      “I’m wearing the suit you made for me,” I told her. “Nothing else.”

      Milia’s eyes widened. She put down her finger meant to protest.

      The temporary farmhands gave me a thumbs up. I glared at them. Smiling sheepishly, they hurried to join Chenzu.

      “I’ll be back in a bit. I need to visit the town already and give Serina her booze,” I said.

      “Do you think she’ll be up this early?” Milia asked.

      “Good point,” I said, pulling her requested drink from my storage ring and passing it to the dryad. “Could you give this to one of the brats? Maybe Harmony. It’d be kind of weird if I do it, if you know what I mean.”

      Milia laughed. “I trust you with everything. But you’re right about perception. False rumors spread from town and village dwellers like the flurries of a mana blizzard.”

      I flinched at the thought of those evil blizzards. The ghost pain from Master Yama’s training surfaced just a bit. That damned reaper!

      “Speaking of blizzards, do you think we’ll get snow here?” I asked. We were in the beginnings of autumn. The chilly breeze that hugged us every now and then made sure to constantly remind us.

      Assuming this world even had such a transition and didn’t ram straight into winter.

      “Sometimes,” Milia said.

      I glanced at the trees, taking the time to admire their vibrant colors. Then noticed that none of the leaves fell from the trees.

      “They’re protected by my pact,” Milia said after following my gaze. “Mother and the others wouldn’t be too happy if they appeared without a healthy forest to temporarily live in.”

      Milia kissed me. “I’m going to get ready. Hurry back. Or… I’ll come find and stuff you in a suit myself.”

      I laughed.

      For a second, I considered just jumping from here to the town before remembering that I was supposed to be just a potion maker. Only a few people knew of my magical abilities. Imagine the panic if anyone discovered me to be a sorcerer, an entity that constantly ended up as the world’s overlord. To think all of that was due to the powers corrupting them.

      But it made sense. Crazy abilities had a price.

      “Wolverine, let’s go, buddy. I’ll get you a meat pie,” I said, though Wolverine was already in my arms before I got out more than four words. He licked my cheek. Cheetara on my shoulder gave us a cheery meow.

      We climbed onto Beakwing’s back and off we went.

      First, I stopped at the meat pie stand to make my order. After Wolverine, Cheetara, and I finished eating minutes later, we headed to the mayor’s house. Thank goodness that stand provided water and even berry wine.

      Before entering the mayor’s office, I glanced at the clan’s stats, wondering how we could get an achievement for Kyushu. We were in high standing with everyone but our own town. Then again, they simply weren’t ready for magicians.

      

      [Clan: Potion’s Will. Rank: B. Clan standing: Hidden. Sects: Off. War: None. This is a peaceful clan… for now. Peace bonus: 45%. Crafting fame: 90%. Combat fame: 72%.]

      -Saviors of Fire Stone. Relations: S.

      -Saviors of the future! Hidden wood elf village, Star Oak. Relations: S.

      -Preventers of Culling! Saviors of Isabella. Rebutters of the Dark Lord. Whirl-Waters. Relations: S.]

      

      To think we skipped many years, maybe decades, jumping from E to B. I felt so proud of everyone, and vowed again to help them achieve their dreams. They were my disciples, after all, and Milia was soon to be my wife. Chenzu, a great farmhand and friend.

      After informing the mayor of our approaching guests and that there were probably going to be a lot, I strolled through the town.

      “When’s the last time I received an exotic item?” I thought aloud. Exotic quality items were unique, impossibly rare, and probably shouldn’t exist. Like Mandi’s metal wings that allowed her to fly.

      I glanced at my quests, figuring I could complete one before Milia’s family arrived.

      

      [Quest: Aku’s Completion. With a dragon-based cauldron on hand, you can now create a potion capable of evolving Aku from an incomplete Dao dragon to a completed form. Utilize the brochure to find the ingredients. Use your Dao when creating the potion. Make sure it is inside a magic lab.]

      

      The ingredients. Well, fuck. Seeing there was no point in crying about it, I activated the brochure. There were four of them.

      

      [1. Found in the depths of the Wyvern Forest of the Dryad Kingdom: Kinkon Mushroom. Please don’t succumb to your human instincts and eat the mushroom.

      2. Found in the woods of Kyushu: Owl Fruit. There is said to be one tree left. You may want to plant some more.

      3. Dao-infused mana potion. The potion should be C-ranked or above.

      4. Dragon’s blessing. Do you know a dragon?]

      

      I wasted no time and entered the woods, searching until coming across a lone tree. On it dangled five fruits. Just five. Ouch. It was no wonder Kyushu no longer held the owl fruit festival Harmony once mentioned.

      We still needed to bring that back.

      

      [Owl Fruit. Item rank: C. Item quality: Superior. A delicious and sweet fruit and is said to be a favorite of Wanda’s.]

      

      A smile curled across my face. There were dryads coming, including a queen who probably had enough power to restore every forest on the planet. And probably more, given the fact that they could talk to people from the sky.

      Then again, maybe Milia could restore it herself and wouldn’t mind.

      

      [Quest: Owl’s Return to Glory. Two dryads are required to repair the town’s forest. Milia is one, but there will be another who will likely follow you around.]

      

      I flinched, realizing I should probably get those blueberry pies in the oven. First, I looked left and then right, seeing the coast was clear, other than Harmony coming out of her home dressed in a comfortable but somewhat formal dress.

      She may have noticed me.

      Picking up Wolverine and Cheetara and placing a hand on Beakwing, I called upon the Heavenly Demon’s Shadows. In an instant, we were back in the front yard. While I had no intentions of abusing this ability for short travels, I had to mess with the blue-haired brat.

      I would most certainly deny being in town this morning.

      Cheetara probably wanted to freak out but had no words… eh, meows for me, so she stared. I gave the adorable kitten a scratch under her chin, then pet Wolverine.

      “Let’s get ready for our guests before Milia rains fire—”

      Milia cleared her throat. We turned toward the house just in time to see her dressed gorgeously in what I could only describe as…w ell, formal, almost… royal attire. Knowing she made her dresses truly opened my eyes.

      Along with the dark green dress, her hair was done up in a brilliant tail.

      I stared maybe too long. The dryad’s smile brightened. She twirled once. I swallowed, wondering again about her family, because I really didn’t want to embarrass Milia or myself.

      “You really are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life,” I said, completely awed. “Hopefully I don’t embarrass you.”

      Milia walked over to me. “You won’t.” She kissed me. “Get ready. I can sense Mother’s approach. Judging how much faster they’re moving, the scout’s report has her really excited.”

      I quickly stuffed the new oven with blueberry pies before getting dressed. Milia’s senses had already extended to the oven, hyper-dedicated to making sure they were perfectly cooked without even the slightest of burns.

      Yes, the dryad was that adorable.

      I considered baking a few cinnamon buns afterward, but with the considerable effort of the blueberry pie, just didn’t feel like it.

      After dressing, I headed outside, figuring I could get something accomplished with the last hour remaining.

      

      [Quest: Path to Grand Tier Magic. Rank: S. Objective: Confirm the spell book to unlock the next objective. The confirmed spell book will be imprinted with the new spell. Must be D-ranked or higher. Additional note: the higher the spell book, the more powerful the spell.]

      

      Seeing as Yukihara was slowly growing in power, I no longer had qualms about giving her the grand tier spell.

      “Yukihara.”

      The fairy manifested on top of my head. “Hmm?” she murmured.

      “Let’s confirm you for our grand tier spell.”

      Yukihara fell off my head, landing in my hand, her eyes wide.

      

      [Would you like to grant C-ranked spell book, Yukihara, a grand tier spell?]

      [Select YES to confirm and complete the quest.]

      

      I selected yes.

      

      [You received your first taste of grand tier magic. WARNING, grand-tiered magic is EXTREMELY powerful, apocalyptic. Unlike gold-tiered magic, which is just below it, this level of power can destroy continents and even worlds if one isn’t careful. Sometimes it can destroy galaxies. Not all of it is destructive. There are healing variants that are forbidden due to breaking the life-death pact. Some of the healing spells can be worse than necromancy. Some could revert age. Never forget the danger of this magic.]

      [New dark page added to Yukihara. Grand Tier Magic: The Absolute Consensus of Utter Destruction, Version 9. Spell rank: Downright Chaos. Wield pure destruction to casually wipe away cities that annoy you. Damages souls. You may trigger this spell’s heavenly side: Absolute Consensus of World Peace, Version 6. Spell rank: Maxed. Pay all of your mana and some of your life force, as well as a random high-ranked item in your inventory to reverse time in a large radius, healing everything, banishing all evil, and summoning Wanda’s presence to judge. Think carefully before using this. In fact, it would be best never to use this spell, for Wanda may decide to smite you. There is no surviving her smite.]

      [In case you needed to be reminded of the difference between a C-ranked spell book and a D-ranked… Good luck! And yes, you were given this spell due to being a sorcerer. Only sorcerers can cast it!]

      

      Yukihara and I stared at each other in silence.

      If a C-ranked spell book could wield this kind of power, then everyone should be frightened shitless of B, A, S or even the heavenly variant. Assuming it existed. I wasn’t sure if I wanted it. Not that I’d get much of a choice with the system around.

      Before I could ask Yukihara what the hell happened, I felt numerous presences approach from the northwest.

      I looked to see many flying creatures approaching. The woman from earlier appeared in the sky again.

      “Hi-hi! We’re here. I hope you’re ready to receive my hug. You are marrying my sister, making you my bonded brother. Ow! You no-fun brat, I told you, I am scouting! And greeting him, so what? There’s nothing wrong with being friendly. I’m not the one he has to worry about.”

      The image in the sky vanished.

      Our guests on flying mounts of all kinds—from griffins, to flying horses, to creatures I had no clue about—began to descend. The amount of power I felt from them was insane.

      But none of that came even close to the woman I sensed in a chair made of golden tree parts and magic. She made the Lord Ruler seem like a child.

      Wait, was she some kind of queen? And… was Milia’s mother. I looked at the dryad, who smiled guiltily, then back at the figures above. Well, I could see why she’d be nervous.

      “This won’t change anything between us,” I told her.

      Tears burst into Milia’s eyes and she hugged the shit out of me. It made me realize just how much this had been bothering her.

      She had gone through a lot to conceal this, and most certainly knew I suspected her to be a part of a powerful family.

      Holy shit. If the Lord Ruler harmed Milia, he would’ve caused the destruction of the kingdom. Milia’s mother radiated a fierceness that even I couldn’t help but respect.

      Thank fuck I received training from Master Yama, or I’d be far more nervous than I was now. I’d be at the mercy of all of our guests.

      With my heightened vision, I could… sense a smile on the face of the queen in the flying carriage.

      I could also sense the rage of someone else… It almost reminded me of Yukihara’s presence, only masculine.

      Of course, if someone dared to be hostile toward me, well…

      I forced myself to keep Master Yama’s training under control. I couldn’t just bring down one of Milia’s family members. That woman in the sky, one of her sisters, seemed friendly enough, right? And dangerous.

      Cheetara, now sensing them, freaked out a little until noticing my calm. She was too adorable.
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      “Big Brother Woofy, what is happening!?” Cheetara exclaimed. She ran around in circles, then dashed into the sunlight wolf.

      “Calm yourself, Disciple Cheetara Cutie,” Wolverine replied. “Most of the flying-flying are Mistress Milia’s home pack. Her mother and siblings.”

      “Oh!” Cheetara replied, finally allowing herself to relax.

      “Oh my,” Lady Feathers said as she walked up to the duo. “It’s certainly going to be difficult to receive my reward from Mistress Milia with so many taking up residence in the forest.”

      “How do you know they’re going to the forest?” Cheetara asked.

      “They’re mostly dryads and fairies,” Lady Feathers replied.

      “Like Mother,” Cheetara said softly. “Wait, does that make them my grandparents?”

      Wolverine nearly fell over to the side, laughing.
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        * * *

      

      At least the pets were having fun.

      I wanted to analyze the group, but remembering plenty of advice and common sense, held back on that. Scanning people was potentially rude among the dryads, though I doubted the queen and her elites didn’t have protection against it.

      Milia bowed, clearly at her mother, as the entourage landed. She elbowed me slightly, but what she probably realized too late was that I bowed to no one.

      Master Yama’s training changed me to not so much as fear even a monarch. Five years nonstop. So believe me, it almost physically hurt to push away those habits to show respect to the dryad queen. Of course, I was quick enough, perhaps too quick.

      But that hesitation meant that I still had a long way to grow. Even shameful since I received what felt like assassin training. Assassins had to be diplomats, emissaries, shadow dwellers, and even bedmates, just to get closer to their targets. They were spies with killing intent, basically.

      “Raise your heads,” an angelic, but commanding, voice said from right beside us, but when we did, the family were just now descending into the forest. Some fairies that were flying that way cautiously flowed to our direction instead. Perhaps they needed permission to swarm us?

      A well-dressed man with angel wings that matched the color of his long silver hair flew toward us, followed by blue flying knights, swords out.

      The man himself would probably be desirable to any woman on the planet. I thought he was Milia’s brother for a second, but remembered there were no male dryads, and while they mated with fairies, dryads only birthed dryads. That applied to others such as demons, angels, so on, except humans. The genes compromised with a hybrid instead. The child would be dangerous to normal men, especially if not raised with morals.

      I knew most fairies could magically change their heights and plenty were even born human-sized, choosing to stay small to conserve mana, as well as cultivate faster.

      Muiy rushed from the forest, nearly diving into Milia as she exclaimed at their company, despite having been informed well in advance.

      Abruptly, I felt a killing intent coming from the fairies. However, that same intent emitted from Milia too. I glanced at her and, sure enough, she was glaring at the approaching man.

      “Helloooo,” a cheery woman’s voice said before she manifested from the ground beside me. Same green hair as Milia, only a little shorter, glistening pink eyes, same height and build as Milia.

      It was the woman from the sky.

      “PomPom!” Milia said, pulling her sister into a hug. I honestly wasn’t sure who was older and sure as hell wouldn’t be asking.

      “I missed you, Milia,” PomPom said. “How could you leave me with that little demon?”

      “Who are you calling a demon?” A green-haired young woman, likely the age of the brats, stepped out of the forest. She adjusted her glasses and then glared at me. She flinched, turning away to look at Milia. Or the chest of Milia, since she was being pulled into a hug.

      “You haven’t changed a bit, Ellia,” Milia said, giggling.

      “She was so eager to see you,” PomPom blabbed.

      “Don’t make me out like some child,” Ellia said, without denying it.

      PomPom gave me a goofy grin. “Sir Mystery Man. No wonder Milia’s letter gave off vibes of love. Too bad you’ll have to put up with four-eyes today, instead of me. I need freedom.”

      “You’ll be assisting Mother,” Ellia said, her voice a mix of quiet, strict, and maybe a bratty teenager hiding their true feelings. Which she clearly was, having just now let go of Milia and quite reluctantly too. My fiancée knew her sisters, so she was likely well aware of Ellia’s little act.

      The fate of the youngest. I knew that feeling too well, being the little brother and all. Well, at least I got to see that my sister and her little munchkins were doing good. Too bad the Peace Spawner replaced that worry with my friends here getting choked out or turned to ashes.

      “This is m—”

      “Wait until everyone gets here before you introduce him,” PomPom interrupted Milia. “Assuming he survives that incoming attack, capable of obliterating mountains. He’s probably going to destroy the house too and scoop you up to go back.”

      PomPom’s voice was all cheery and in anticipation, like going to a party. The extrovert of Milia’s family.

      I lazily turned to the fairy man flying toward me and then gave PomPom a confused look. Milia seemed as if she was about to explode, her killing intent just barely under control, likely trying to hide it from her mother.

      “Who is that?” I said, completely unperturbed by the dead man flying.

      “Oh, that’s right, she hasn’t told you anything,” PomPom said. “Such consideration. Now I really want to know how you wooed rebellious Milia.”

      “Hey, I wasn’t rebellious,” Milia said, pouting.

      Ellia adjusted her glasses, giving her big sister a strict, but sad look. “We were worried that you’d never return to the family, and tracking you is virtually impossible.”

      “Sorry,” Milia said.

      “You should be,” Ellia snapped, but couldn’t fake her anger, having returned to hugging who was clearly her favorite sister. That or she had really missed Milia.

      Now that I thought about it, Milia had discussed her with Henry, which meant they were quite close. Ellia cleared her throat as she quickly pulled away from her big sister, blushing and adjusting her glasses.

      Four more dryads came out.

      “Milia’s the fourth eldest of us,” PomPom told me cheerfully. “Here comes our eldest, Amaryllis.”

      One dryad marched ahead of them—no, ran—before pulling Milia into a hug.

      “I missed you so much. You’ve grown in beauty and power. I knew you had it in you—I’m so proud! Your betrothed will have trials. You too. Mother doesn’t appear to be murderous, but excited. It’s been a while too. Oh, and Ashard’s here.”

      “Yeah, we’ve noticed,” Milia said. “Knowing that arrogant prick, he’s going to attack.” She shook her head. “I’m not burying the ashes.”

      All five of her sisters looked at Milia, eyes wide, then at me, who sighed.

      The fairy man and his group finally landed thirty or so feet from us.

      “As rude as ever, to not greet me after abruptly leaving,” Ashard said. “Not only did you flee your duty like a child, you go and get yourself hitched to a peasant, as if your actions weren’t insulting enough.”

      I walked over to Milia and put my arm around her, which made Ashard’s eyes widen.

      “Any particular reason why you brought this guy here?” I asked PomPom.

      I sensed the queen now, watching from the forest, eager. In fact, her smile was wide.

      “After I kill this peasant, I will be dragging you back, and I’ll make a woman out of—”

      His eyes widened as he stared at me, confused and probably terrified. Master Yama always said I looked too comfortable with the silencing technique.

      Ashard made the mistake of dashing toward me and, sure, he would’ve been a challenging opponent for the pre-Peace Spawner Nate.

      But at the moment, he was nothing but a fly. So I flicked him away with a single finger. The minor force I exerted using one of Master Yama’s favorite techniques to fuck with beginner me hurled Ashard hundreds of feet per millisecond into the forest.

      I winced. “Shit, I hope I didn’t destroy too many trees.”

      Doing that in front of a bunch of dryads felt wrong.

      “Don’t insult us, as if we wouldn’t instantly repair your mess,” Ellia said. “Nice attack. Perhaps there is hope for you, after all.”

      I glared at the brat. She revealed a ghost of a smile, but quickly tried to hide it, blushing. Milia giggled.

      “You fairies may want to check on your boss and leave,” I said. “Send him a message. If he disrespects my betrothed or my land again, I’ll do more than just shatter his lungs.”

      Laughter emerged from the forest.

      “I love him!”

      Before I realized it, the awe-inspiring dryad queen appeared, surrounded by her two super-powerful elite personal guard. Thankfully, none of Milia’s sisters were huggers, despite Milia’s warning of being careful around them. They were nice people, as she said. Huggers made things look awkward, even though I’d never cheat on my betrothed.

      “Hmm, but you did cause some complications,” the dryad queen said.

      Ashard burst from the forest, aura surrounding him, his fairies failing to contain him.

      The queen continued. “I will test you myself. Viria, assist Ashard.”

      “Mother, no, this—”

      “Do not interfere, my rebellious daughter. Honor will show itself. If what he did wasn’t a fluke, then your meeting was likely destiny.”

      “Milia doesn’t believe in destiny,” Ellia said.

      The queen simply shrugged.

      “Don’t hurt Viria,” Milia said softly. “She’s my old master.”

      A green-skinned woman like one of Earth’s depictions of a dryad, with emerald eyes, and beauty that matched the queen, stepped out of the forest. Dressed in white and black silky robes and carrying a wooden staff, Viria, the Wandering Druid, stepped toward me.

      Ashard stepped at her side, drawing a glowing sword. “Your family has more respect than you, bitch. I will destroy all of this, pull you away from this pathetic peasant dream. You need teaching.”

      “And that’s strike two,” I said, my voice still calm. “I hope you can back your words.”
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        * * *

      

      Viria gave the queen a pleading look, begging her old friend to pull her away from Milia’s monster of a betrothed. She didn’t want to make an enemy of him.

      At first glance, she imagined herself ending the battle in just a blink. But the way he stood without any opening, the ease that he breathed, the deadly calm, and foreboding sense of utter doom emitting from the man spoke multitudes of volumes to the druid. Unfortunately, the queen of the dryads was having more fun than she’d had in years. She didn’t smite Ashard, not wanting to interact with mere children.

      Viria decided to disobey the queen. She would observe, not get involved with petty scrabbles. Perhaps the queen wanted her to take notes, learn of their new ally. Politics. What a pain in Gaia’s good plains.

      Viria needed a drink. Perhaps she’d talk to Milia’s husband herself, observe him carefully, doublecheck to make sure he was safe for her favorite student. A child between those two would most certainly birth a heavenly being…
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        * * *

      

      Ashard’s blood continued to boil as he questioned himself again and again, wondering if he stood in reality or a terrible illusion. This peasant being a magician surprised him.

      But just because he got lucky enough to catch the fairy off guard meant nothing. Just in case, he’d make sure Viria would be his shield. Her sacrifice would provide the opening he needed to destroy everything, the peasant and the home.

      Which was… much too large to be a peasant home. Well, it didn’t matter, rubble was rubble. The backwater town nearby could clean it up after they dragged the troublemaking, duty-abandoning bitch home. How dare someone reject him!

      His eyes widened when he noticed Viria stepping away and the queen not scolding her. Fine! He didn’t want such a cowardly bitch supporting him, anyway.

      He focused his mana, speaking to buy a little time to gauge his opponent that likely felt overconfident from mediocre magician powers.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait, that’s not a peasant house. You’re a lord,” the fairy man said to me, which gained the gazes of the others, from the dryads to the fairies, and the residents. “Well, it doesn’t matter. Stand down. This is a matter between royalty—”

      “Oh, shut the hell up,” Milia snapped, her rare use of the phrase learned from me speaking volumes about her anger. The words translated well, the same meaning coming across. “Worthless trash should know their place. You’re like a child throwing a tantrum, an immature boy who thinks he knows all but could barely take a step out of his backyard before succumbing to confusion. My betrothed and I are not amused with your circus.”

      The fair prince turned several shades of red and purple, his eyes murderous, his killing intent massive.

      Yawning, I glanced to the side, sensing the disciples leaving town, on the way here, Mandi and Opal with them.

      Opal was being very vocal about Nate’s farm becoming overcrowded, despite the vastness of the domain.

      “I love your fountain,” the queen said, as amused as I was with the prince. It kind of made me slightly uncomfortable the way she stared at me, as if searching for something. Mother-in-laws could erupt at any time.

      “Thanks, Your Highness,” I said to the dryad queen, deciding it was way more fun to show full respect to her than acknowledge the fairy prince’s existence.

      I never thought I’d get to speak to a real queen… or marry a princess. The queen at least seemed to like or tolerate me, perhaps approving the engagement. I relaxed. Getting attacked by a monarch wasn’t on today’s agenda.

      “I’d like a tour of your farm after this.”

      Ashard reddened. “Enough of this! I don’t know what kind of games you’re playing, but I’ll destroy it all. Don’t forget our alliance.”

      The queen shook her head. “Oath two. Whatever happens to you is your full responsibility. None of the blame falls on us.”

      Ashard thrust a palm at my house. Unfortunately for him, I appeared at his side, grabbing his wrist.

      This guy simply wasn’t worth using my techniques on. Aside from the silencing.

      “What are you doing?”

      That was the voice of an annoyed Yukihara as she manifested on my head, the size of a teddy bear.

      Ashard looked at her, his eyes wide and filled with confusion. He tried to pull his wrist out of my grip but failed.

      I stood still, debating what to do with him. “Your Highness,” I said. “What would happen if I tossed this guy into a cell with Princess Ling?”

      The dryad queen’s eyes widened. “Sir Nate, you have my favor, so there isn’t a need to damage it with bad jokes.”

      I stared at her.

      “You’re not joking, are you?” she asked, her voice almost deadpan.

      “No,” I replied.

      She sighed. “You do know that carries plenty of risk, much of which involves the involvement of my daughter.”

      “I had a few ideas, but with you here, I was hoping you’d take her off our hands,” I said. “Her meridians are still blocked, but I hoped you’d be able to figure out more complicated ways to keep her as mortal as possible. She’s recklessly killing people in the kingdom, and the Lord Ruler doesn’t care.”

      “Ah, that man and his soft spot for his daughter is the result of what happens when one is introduced to power too early,” the dryad queen said. “His father died when he was just a teenager. His mother wrote a terrible letter, declaring him Lord Ruler, before disappearing, never to be seen again.” She shook her head. “Tomorrow, take me to Ling’s cell. I’ll transport her to our separation chambers. How long should she serve?”

      “If it were up to me, it’d be forever,” I said.

      “Perhaps a century or so should suffice,” the dryad queen said. “The Lord Ruler’s daughter will simply be known as missing. Whatever she told her father last will be all he has to go on. She’ll never be found.”

      Ashard gave up on breaking free and had been swinging his sword at me as I conversed with the queen. The blade clanged as it bounced off my skin, protected by my Yama-trained aura. Or rather, my body was fortified to the King realm.

      “Let me go! And tell me, who is that on your head? What fairy clan is she from?”

      Yukihara ignored Ashard. The other fairies, mostly men with a few women, stared at her.

      I decided to stop hiding my aura, deactivating the Sorcery Soul Cloak ability.

      

      [Sorcery Soul Cloak: your stats, realms, and abilities will always be hidden from outside scans unless you allow it.]

      

      With just a tiny raise of aura and killing intent, Ashard went limp.

      “You’ve threatened everything I own and my betrothed, called her unruly names,” I said. With a quick jab to the face, I shattered his nose. “You were given a warning. You’d better hope your healers can handle what is to come. And let this be a warning to all peace breakers.”

      I poked a mana nerve, causing Ashard to collapse and convulse. I kicked him over to his fairy servants, shattering plenty of bone. “He’s very lucky I’m in a good mood, thanks to a kind queen and her willingness to remove a huge burden off our shoulders.”

      Viria only bowed, having made no threatening moves toward me. In fact, she’d stepped away from Ashard at the beginning, her intentions clear. The queen couldn’t order her to her death. Not that I’d hurt Milia’s beloved master.

      “I’m called Dahlia,” the queen said. “Monarch of the dryads. I am quite pleased to meet you and dying to know how you met my daughter.”

      “I’m Nate,” I replied. “Our meeting was… strange.”

      “I can sense something familiar in your bloodline,” the queen said as she examined me, but didn’t elaborate. Her two super-powerful elite guards nodded in agreement. One of them was actually a man with blue skin, glowing orange eyes, and a… dragon tail? Bat-like wings were folded, as he did wear a uniform of unknown material, which somewhat resembled normal cotton clothing.

      The other, of course, was a dryad seemingly the same age as Milia’s mother, sword sheathed to her side.

      Their stances had no openings. Enough said.

      “The blueberry pies are done!” Milia cheered.

      Everyone turned to look at her. Yukihara sighed and laid down on my head. Some of the male fairies leered at her. Others rushed to help Ashard into a carriage that went into the forest. And judging by a few whispers from the non-royal dryads, they wondered if he’d get close to Milia.

      “If he isn’t gone from my property in one hour, well, it will be up to you to roll that dice,” I said to the fairies. They moved faster.

      “Mother, you must try his blueberry pies,” Milia said excitedly.

      Queen Dahlia tilted her head. “I… suppose. Chassy, retrieve a slice for me, please.”

      A fairy maid bowed deeply. “As you wish, my queen.”

      As Milia magically retrieved the pies from the oven, the disciples, Mandi, and Opal arrived. I heard Harmony and Lucas further down, having left a few minutes late.

      “There is a lot we must discuss,” the queen said, appearing right at my side. “Viria, go catch up with your favorite student. Make sure her maid joins you.” She turned to me, eyes as mischievous as Milia’s. “Sir Nate, soon to be bonded son, give an old lady a tour, will you?”

      She looked to be in her late twenties, early thirties, but I forced myself not to roll my eyes. This was the result of dryad longevity, after all.

      PomPom cheerily waved at us and mouthed, “Good luck! And don’t die.”

      I held back a sigh. Thankfully, monarchs hid their massive power, or everyone would be feeling fucked, the party crushed into goo.

      “Sure, but I’d prefer it if Milia or my disciples came along,” I said. “It’d make explaining things easier—”

      “A private tour,” Queen Dahlia said, her smile brightening. “We need to have a discussion. I don’t accept engagements outside of arrangements easily. I must understand why I changed my mind without hesitation.”

      She motioned for me to lead. “Let us go. Begin with your farm and introducing yourself. You having disciples is more points.”

      Lady Feathers, Cheetara, and Wolverine followed us. I figured that was good enough. Queen Dahlia smiled at them.

      Just wait until she tried the blueberry pie.
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      Lance watched both scenes happen simultaneously. A fairy prince facing humiliation, who would either be forced to leave or attempt to go all-out in the name of revenge for his clan. He was likely going to do something drastic.

      One major rule that everyone should be forced to learn was to never provoke a reaper, much less one who was also the Wanda-forsaken heavenly demon.

      The heavenly demon, an inherited class from a brutally powerful family that kept to themselves. Lance wondered how she’d feel, if she didn’t already know, about her son being this powerful so fast.

      Now that I’ve seen him, I’d better get back to Wingston.

      Lance glanced at Riyol, the famous Manslayer. He considered removing the pathetic cult member, but the three public master magicians would likely sense his killing prowess.

      He had enough enemies and liked the role of observer.

      Unfortunately for Riyol, the wolf cub altered the winds of fate, preventing the Peace Spawner’s magic from manifesting in the town. He’d have to go into Nate’s domain.

      Lance chuckled and took to the air, satisfied with his findings.

      “Nate, you really are an amazing person. I do hope to speak with you as equals someday. Or perhaps never, for my own safety.”
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        * * *

      

      The conversation with the queen was actually quite lighthearted. She loved the farm. But when she suggested an upgrade path, I gaped at her.

      Queen Dahlia smiled. “If you think a monarch who’s traveled as much as I have wouldn’t recognize magic from some of Wanda’s treasures, then you’ve got a lot to learn.”

      When we eventually made it back to the fountain, Chassy the fairy bowed, presenting Queen Dahlia her plate.

      “I want you to call me bonded mother from here out, instead of Your Highness,” Queen Dahlia said, her eyes starry. She gave me… one of those smiles. You know the one that an adult gives you when they’re amused and you’re either a confused, annoyed, or quiet kid. Perhaps a joke went over your head.

      She plunged her spoon into the pie, Chassy watching it intently. One of Queen Dahlia’s personal guards, the dryad, seemed as if she’d drool.

      Man, what is with dryads and blueberry pie? I thought.

      Queen Dahlia’s eyes widened as she took a bite and swallowed. And then another and another until the pie vanished. She looked as if she was considering licking the plate.

      “Feel free to have as much as you like, assuming Milia hasn’t eaten it all,” I said, laughing. They looked at me, eyes glistening and glowing. “What? That’s a joke. There are a lot of pies in there.”

      “Are you telling me she gets to eat this every day?” Queen Dahlia asked softly. “Making a pie from blueberries… sounds quite tedious. They’re difficult to find, expensive, and don’t last very long, and as a result, no one bothers to acknowledge them. They only grow in few places in Merridon, this forest being one of them.”

      That put things into perspective. They were far more abundant on Earth, but quite scarce in Merridon and not even worth picking. The enchanted forest here wouldn’t let someone control the supply either, keeping things fair.

      Our solution was to freeze the berries using ice crystals. No one had thought of that, because the blueberries simply weren’t worth the trouble. And despite the recipe being simple, especially for chefs, it didn’t exist in this world.

      “No, I reserve the pie for special occasions and celebrations,” I said. “It’s not something meant to be eaten every day, on account of all the sugar.”

      Queen Dahlia looked as if she was about to pout, but instead nodded. “Very wise. Something like this should never be taken for granted. For you to bake this on our arrival, you honor us.”

      The dryads were adorable.

      The queen glanced at the plate once more then at me, her eyes filled with a new determination.

      “Let’s talk about how many grandchildren I want,” Queen Dahlia said. Milia just happened to be walking up and nearly fell. I almost did too, my Earthly ways unused to someone sounding serious with words this direct. “If they all learned to make blueberry pies and visited me—”

      “Mother,” Milia said, softly rubbing her temple. “Please keep your evil plans to yourself.”

      Queen Dahlia only shrugged. “Think about it.”

      “I’ve tried to make the pie. Nate’s pie is far more heavenly,” Milia admitted.

      “But you were trained brutally in all the skills,” Chassy said, genuinely confused. “How can you not make this pie?”

      See, Grandma? You really are unstoppable, I thought. Damn, I missed her. She was in her mid-seventies. Admittedly, the last time I visited her was six months before I got swept into this world.

      I hadn’t passed down Grandma’s exact technique. Yet. I only knew it through muscle memory, anyway. I wasn’t chef enough to start teaching this. Despite Milia watching, she couldn’t figure out the perfect recipe.

      Probably for the best. I wasn’t sure if she could resist making blueberry pie every day, for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

      Once again, the dryads were adorable.

      “You should have twenty grandchildren,” PomPom cheered as she joined the group.

      “How about we start with introductions?” I said, changing the subject.

      “That wasn’t a no,” PomPom said with a laugh.

      I glared at her and then the twerp. “An ancient master of mine once said that the apples of creation don’t fall far from each other.”

      Queen Dahlia’s eyes widened as she looked between Ronica and PomPom before bursting into laughter. “Aren’t you a bit too young to know any of that reaper’s sayings?”

      I gaped at her and knew I shouldn’t be surprised that a monarch would be familiar with Master Yama, but judging by her smile, she let that slip as a reminder that she knew far more than I ever would. And knowledge of the reaper probably connected us.

      I wondered if she knew my mom too, but tossed that notion aside. If she brought up the reaper, then there was a chance she’d bring up other things too. This was our first meeting.

      “Your master, huh?” Queen Dahlia said, but instead of continuing, she took a spoonful of a nice slice of pie that Chassy brought to her. Milia briefly glared at it and the fairy, as if mentally rationing it.

      I pulled my dryad fiancée close, though the amusement was likely never going to leave my face. The queen caught that tidbit too and made a show out of eating her pie.

      “Delicious,” she said. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m having quite a bit of fun on this trip. Introduce your family to your betrothed.”

      The formal introduction was the first step to an approved dryad pre-wedding, though Milia once said, in some cases, that’d unexpectedly turn out to be the real deal. She talked with her mother on the side, urging her for the ceremony and the Kyushu traditions.

      “Everyone, this is Nate, the owner of my heart and roots that hold me,” she said.

      Okay, fine, that probably made me blush. “Nate, these are my sisters, Amaryllis, Lily, Jean, PomPom, and Ellia.”

      Ellia adjusted her glasses, attempting to look indifferent, only failing to hide the blush. “This is my master, Master Viria. T—”

      “That’s all there is to it, we’re her lovable sisters,” PomPom interrupted. “Now tell us when the baby’s due.”

      Milia’s other sisters were a mix of amusement, Ellia’s annoyance, and Amaryllis’s maturity. Amaryllis gave Milia an apologetic smile.

      “That’s what I asked,” Ronica said, abandoning Lucas and Mandi to join the main group. I quickly turned to Iris to make sure… she was still with us. The starstruck elf shared a table with two of the fairy servants, Chenzu, and Maxus.

      I admitted that the relationship between the dryads, fairies, and the other beings they brought with them was interesting, vowing to do further research later.

      The queen motioned for them to bring her chair, which she sat on.

      “If there are no objections, I will approve this wedding through my personal oath, stand witness, and the ceremony shall be held either now…” She stopped at Milia’s pout. “Fine. Within a week. No more than a month. With this approval, the tradition of purity is complete.”

      “It’s after the wedding, Mother,” Milia deadpanned.

      “You’re no fun,” PomPom said, pouting. Milia grabbed the paper from Ronica’s hand, rolled it, and bonked PomPom. Her mischievous sister grinned.

      Wolverine barked once, panting. Jean petted him. Cheetara hopped onto my shoulder.

      Amaryllis stared at the kitten, her eyes glistening.

      “Would you like to hold her?” I asked the eldest sister.

      “Is it okay?” she asked, her voice almost awed.

      “Cheetara,” I said.

      The kitten gave me an adorable cat hug, then hopped into Amaryllis’s arms, giving her the same.

      The queen smiled. “Kind spirit companions cannot originate from owners of malice. How did you two meet?”

      A servant brought over a table and extra chairs. “Come. Sit and drink with me. My daughter has found herself someone of interest. Not once had his eyes wandered. That’s unnatural for a human.”

      “It is,” PomPom said. “It’s no fun at all if we can’t tease him.”

      Milia bonked her sister.

      “Ow, it’s only a joke,” PomPom said, smiling.

      “PomPom and Mother are the two you need to be worried about,” Milia told me.

      Amaryllis sighed. “I’ll keep PomPom under control.”

      “What about me?” Queen Dahlia asked.

      Amaryllis simply shrugged. “Milia’s your host. I’m just keeping this one from doing something as bad as sneaking into their room and drawing on their faces. Or worse, crawling into bed with them, creating a misunderstanding as wide as the two moons above us.”

      PomPom pouted. “Even I don’t have the guts to do that. Milia’s so strong now. Maybe five years ago, I would’ve thought a prank like that amusing.”

      “PomPom actually maturing?” Ellia pinched herself. “I’m not dreaming.”

      Now it was PomPom’s turn to bonk, and she directed that rolled up paper to the top of Ellia’s head.

      “I still need that, you know,” Ronica said, snatching her paper back.

      I laughed.

      “Come on, Mother, let’s finish the tour. And welcome to our shop,” Milia said warmly.

      An eruption of power came from the forest. No, the sky. That made me remember some minimized notifications I’d kept on hold for five spirit years.

      

      [New potion recipe learned. Complex Potion of Flight.]

      [New gold potion recipe scroll obtained. Your rank is much too low to learn the mythical potion of the Ten Thousand Night Shades.]

      [To keep these rewards, you must learn the Heavenly Dragon Forms martial arts. These techniques belong to your family, and it is your responsibility to keep the forms alive. You have already accepted the quest and cannot turn back. Prepare yourself.]

      [Congratulations, you can now obtain all the rewards.]

      [Congratulations, your realm is now high enough to attempt mythical potions.]

      [CRITICAL WARNING: the potion levels are: Simple, Complex, Advanced, and *Mythical.* Remember how you almost died creating a complex potion? Your lovable system does. Just because you received special training does not make you immune to the consequences of attempting potion making beyond your current capabilities or knowledge. Trying a mythical potion, for example, at the class rank of just Seasoned, with no enhanced tag, could result in destroying half the continent or perhaps inviting the void of space itself to consume everything. There is a reason why alchemy is of the most feared subjects in the universe. Recipes of the universe’s makeup.]

      [Potion Making Quest. Teach your apprentices 1 special potion recipe: …complete.]

      

      I chuckled. System, I thought you knew me better. Harmony was a mass of willpower and determination. Like a younger sister that endlessly asked for more knowledge at every given opportunity. So I taught the apprentices all of my simple special recipes.

      For the most part, they could only get the ingredients from me. Of course, Harmony asked me about running a dungeon for supplies and wanted to learn about harvesting. With a little persuasion from Milia, I eventually agreed. Sometimes the best way of learning was physical practice.

      Suddenly, Opal attempted to crash into my face, but I altered the aura around me to slow her to a stop. Seemingly oblivious, the pixie patted my cheeks, excitement in her voice.

      “Sir Nate, Nate, Nate Nate!” she blurted out. “Mandi’s made a breakthrough. In both her core and all of her gadget projects. I’m not just talking about runecraft, either.”

      The fairy servants were staring at the pixie now. They looked to me, probably wondering about my true identity.

      Damn, I really wanted to attend to the prompts, maybe even whip up a potion of flight, but as a teacher and having learned how to be a better one from the God of Death, I knew by now my time was not just my own. So I minimized all things going on in my head for later review.

      “Keep up the good work,” I said to Opal and Mandi. “Come see me later, all apprentices. Magic and combat training isn’t the only thing rising in intensity. But with potions, you’ll have to shadow me for a while.”

      I turned back to the powered-up fairy prince in the sky.

      “Third strike,” I said. “Why can’t the first meeting with my bride’s family be peaceful?”

      One of the queen’s super bodyguards bowed to her.

      “Should I deal with him, my queen? His attack will destroy your table and harm your guests. I cannot allow this level of dishonor among you.”

      Queen Dahlia waved off his comment. “You heard my bonded son. Third strike.”

      “They’re not married yet,” Ellia said, her lips seeming to hold back a pout.

      “Close enough. The only reason why I’m not declaring it now is because Milia has honored us,” Queen Dahlia said.

      “She did?” Ellia asked.

      The power above increased dramatically, but the dryads remained completely unbothered. In fairness, so did I. Hell, the sun was more annoying than the oncoming mana beam.

      Milia was about to stand, but the queen motioned for her to keep seated. “Don’t break the tradition now. Without receiving a single word about it, he’s successfully defended your honor both times.”

      PomPom giggled at the dryad’s blush. The queen was right about me having no clue about their traditions, but this wasn’t about that. I didn’t take kindly to being threatened. Add my soon-to-be-wife, my apprentices, and everything we’ve built to that equation, and things got far more than personal.

      What made things worse was that the super, extremely, god-fucking-awful training with Master Yama turned me into something my past self would scoff at.

      Well, somewhat.

      Master Yama respected honor, not psychopaths. He changed me into an honorable war machine in just five years of consecutive training.

      I repeat this because I literally meant consecutive. Every minute of their very long days.

      I shuddered, never wanting to experience that again. So five years? Probably two decades for the unrushed disciples who were allowed to sleep, eat, and get to know each other.

      The fully charged mana beam finally rained toward us, as if the apocalypse was starting. Only it wouldn’t.

      “It’s a shame you wanted to be murderous instead of diplomatic,” I said. “I let him live, hoping I could trade exotic ingredients and items with his clan. Unfortunately for him, there will be no more mercy. If you don’t want to see death, I suggest everyone look away.”

      I stood and, with a finger, I applied a tiny bit of erratic mana into an invisible beam that shot upward to meet the oncoming destruction. When it came into contact with Ashard’s attack, it froze it in midair.

      I pulled out a spelled empty potion bottle from my storage ring, blew the top and opened it. Closing my fist, I shrank the oncoming energy into a ball, sticking it into the bottle and shutting it with a thought.

      [Bottle of Condensed Fairy Mana. Item rank: Unknown. Item quality: Unknown. Be very careful with this. It can be used to replace up to two fairy-specific ingredients.]

      “Thanks,” I said to the stunned fairy prince. Pointing a finger at him, I shook my head. “When one of Master Yama’s disciples ask why you foolishly attacked one of their own, you’d better tell the truth.”

      “Don’t you dare look down on me as if you’ve won, you insignificant nobody!” Ashard snapped. “Guards, kill him.”

      He looked around to see his fairies flying away. When he thought to do the same, it was too late.

      I vanished, then reappeared above him. With one kick, I sent him spiraling into the battle arena. Now, I couldn’t fly, but this fall would feel like pillows.

      Master Yama once pushed me off a tower the size of a planet. Yeah. Every trauma about falling from baby heights like this was gone. That damned reaper. I could almost hear his laughter on the wind.

      Calling upon the movement skill of the Heavenly Demon class and its forms, the Heavenly Dragon, I vanished, reappearing in front of Ashard as he stood.

      “You are an eyesore,” Ashard snapped. “You’re ruining everything!”

      “Funny irony, hearing those words coming from you,” I said. “But it’s quite obvious why you were rejected.”

      Ashard opened his mouth to speak, but found himself dodging away instead. I didn’t move, of course, only projected a bit of killing intent. Queen Dahlia turned to watch, her expression neutral.

      We were far away from the main yard, but the queen’s presence was so powerful, she could watch us from anywhere. Monarchs.

      Unloading as much aura as possible, Ashard moved in to attack me, not because he hadn’t learned his lesson, but because there was nowhere for him to run.

      Without so much as looking at him, I dodged all of his martial arts, his sword strikes, and spell attempts.

      Seeing the desperation in his eyes, I knew it was time.

      “Bring thy power, descend, Atum,” Ashard chanted. His D-ranked spell book appeared, a three-foot knight in shining armor floating above it. Its eyes glowed an electric blue.

      Ashard thrust his sword in my direction. “Gold-tier magic…”

      He froze, his eyes on Yukihara who floated in front of me.

      “This idiot again,” she said, her voice tired.

      Ashard swallowed. “Why is someone as perfect as you…?”

      Yukihara vanished, unintentionally providing a distraction as I snatched Atum and pulled him into my storage ring.

      “I was worried I’d have to kill you before stealing that,” I said as I delivered hundreds of unavoidable punches in an instant, none of which belonged to my forms. There wasn’t a need to show the queen any of them. Not for this weakling. “Queen Dahlia, he’s too weak for me to bother showing my true strength.”

      The queen’s chuckle flowed in the wind.

      Ashard coughed blood as he fell backward.

      “I’ll make it quick,” I said. “A big part of my training was to never play with my food. Torture is grounds for instant expulsion from the reapers. Just in case you wanted to know that, Your Highness.”

      “Yes, you have my blessing to carry out the execution. Remember the second oath? The first is honor above all. And he has ignored our day of peace in favor of a petty squabble. He can’t go home, because embarrassment is grounds for instant execution in a far more horrible way.”

      My eyes widened.

      “No, you must finish the cleanse of honor,” the queen said.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were my queen,” I said, my eyes glowing—I could tell by the energy humming in them. The queen’s eyes widened, until the rest of my words came out. “I’m kidding.”

      I blasted Ashard into ashes. “As if I’d give him the chance to return with an army.”

      Queen Dahlia sighed. “Good. You did not give me the impression of a fool.” She appeared by my side. “I would’ve questioned how you’ve become a reaper otherwise.”

      I turned to my mother-in-law, shrugging. “Would you like another slice of pie?”

      “Don’t go trying to propose to me too,” she said, laughing.

      I glared at her, which only made the dryad queen laugh more.

      Milia appeared moments later. “Is everything…? Never mind.”

      “Just a harmless chat. PomPom, take Jean and Lily for wedding preparations.”

      Milia blushed. The queen continued. “Nate, Ellia wants to spend as much time with Milia as possible. But that girl could also use new friends. Show her around, perhaps introduce her to your apprentices. She’s around their age. I want to try this land’s famous owl fruit and their wine.”
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      Muiy pouted, Queen Dahlia squeezing her cheeks and babying her. I felt kind of bad for the flower nymph, having been used as a distraction for me to get away. I found Milia and hid behind her.

      Why the tired dramatics this evening? The answer was simple, really. Queen Dahlia was drinking and she got… really invested in people when drunk.

      The wine… booze she drank apparently could get even me hammered within ten to fifteen minutes, which meant that probably tasted like fucking liquid fire and gasoline. PomPom wanted me drunk and left traces of the stuff everywhere. When she offered something called dryad’s nectar, Milia bonked and banished her outside for two hours. And no, it wasn’t what you think. It’s an alcoholic beverage even stronger than whatever the queen currently drank, mixed with various fruits, a hint of mana, and sweet wines. Dryad law meant one must have a noble status to drink it. I’d be able to share it with my students and friends.

      Yeah, not happening anytime soon.

      “Seriously, you should be a lord,” Ronica nagged again, downing her fourth glass of B-ranked peach spiritual wine. It tasted so damn good and boosted stats.

      Milia suddenly sat in my lap and hiccupped. I glanced at the wine glass in her hand and the missing one from the queen.

      She placed the cup to my lips, bypassing my aura somehow. I glared at Queen Dahlia. She laughed.

      “Drink or experience the worst burning in your eyes ever,” Milia said. She nibbled at my fingers.

      “There are kids in here,” I said, laughing. “Alright, alright, I’ll try your damn booze.”

      I circulated mana throughout my body, triggering the anti-charm, anti-excitement technique Milia taught me.

      Cheetara’s meow paused the festiveness for a moment, everyone gazing at her stirring something in a cup using a small wooden stir stick I made for her. She looked at me and meowed again. The adorableness put the others in a trance, even the queen, whose eyes glistened. The gravity of what the kitten was doing fought with everyone’s intoxication. I, on the other hand, was used to this and I just knew my eyes were shining with pride.

      Milia allowed me to inspect what she made.

      

      [Cheetara’s Super Ultimate Cure Funny Stuff Potion. Item grade: SSS. Item quality: Extraordinary. Instantly cures all alcohol effects, including hangovers, in one sip, or if the liquid has contact with skin for more than a few seconds. Potion insight: Made from mana-charged lemon herb, a drop of honey, cider, purified water from the fountain, and a bango leaf.]

      

      I looked at the kitten and then the others.

      “Do dryads get hangovers?” I asked, smiling.

      “Hangover? What’s that?” Harmony asked.

      Really, system, you couldn’t just translate that for me? I thought. The common tongue needed a serious update.

      “The headache and negative aftereffects of drinking too much alcohol,” I said. “We call them hangovers in my wo—land.”

      “Oh, that brings me back to my youthful days,” Queen Dahlia started, which made all of her daughters, including Milia, groan.

      “Please don’t start reminiscing, Mother,” PomPom said. She smacked downward, causing Ramon’s hand to leave her thigh the moment he tried. I winced internally, knowing that one had to hurt. I wondered if it cured his slight drunkenness. She was powerful enough to communicate with us from the sky, after all.

      “What?” Queen Dahlia said to her daughters. “Your mother was one of the most desirable and honorable women in the world. Even an angel prince asked for my hand.” Her eyes seemed to glaze over as her past returned.

      “Oh no, if Mother keeps talking about the past, she’ll eventually bring up Father,” Lily, the second eldest, said.

      “Her crying will sober me up,” PomPom said.

      “You’re too young to be drinking anyway,” Ellia grumbled.

      “Hearing that from an actual brat bothers me,” PomPom said.

      “Now is not the time to start fighting—”

      “I have an idea,” PomPom interrupted Jean, third eldest. The third eldest, by the way, was apparently sixty years older than Milia, despite looking to be in her early twenties. She mostly interacted with Mazu and… Alexander. In fact, he was currently glaring at her for treating him like a young child.

      It put into perspective that at least a couple of Milia’s sisters potentially had families of their own, but their royal duties called them from home.

      Although one wouldn’t think that, given how… familiar they acted with me after I defeated Ashard. Except for Ellia. Unfortunately, I was stuck with her tomorrow.

      “Mother, how many grandchildren did you want again?” PomPom asked, loud and clear, snapping Queen Dahlia out of her tale, which was fortunately wholesome, romantic, and safe for even children.

      Milia and I flinched, but it was too late. PomPom dodged Milia’s grab and the queen focused on us.

      “Not only do I want lots of grandchildren, ten, fifteen, maybe twenty, thirty, fifty, okay, maybe not fifty, but however many, make sure they visit me. If I don’t get to hug and kiss my grandchildren, I’d die of heartbreak. You wouldn’t want that, Milia, right? Your poor, dear old mother dying of heartbreak.”

      This time Milia got up to chase PomPom. Her sister laughed and laughed, until we all got swept into the mirth. Good thing we didn’t have neighbors, or they’d probably be pissed right about now.

      Amaryllis motioned at the fairy servants. They set up glasses for everyone, including the disciples and apprentices. “Let’s have a toast,” she announced.

      “To the blueberry pies!” PomPom cheered.

      “You—”

      “To the blueberry pies!” everyone cheered, ignoring Ellia’s protest.

      Milia patted her little sister on the shoulder, smiling.

      “To our new bonded brother!”

      “He’s not married to her yet—”

      “To our new bonded brother!” the other dryads cheered, ignoring Ellia’s protest again.

      The youngest dryad sister finally sighed, took a drink, and accidentally downed it.

      “That’s not the spiritual wine,” Milia said, but her warning was too late.

      The cup that Milia had earlier, meant for me, was completely empty.

      Cheetara hopped into my arms, snuggling against me, though she obviously masked wanting to get away from the potential time bomb that was the youngest dryad.

      Harmony shook her head.

      I smiled at her. “Both of you are good kids. But don’t drink whatever that is. If it wasn’t for Cheetara, Milia would’ve—”

      The drunken rant of Ellia began. PomPom, the evil woman, took away Cheetara’s potion, placing it on a shelf she could reach, hoping no one saw her. Luckily, I caught her at the last second. Although I’d just ask the kitten to make more.

      Wow, what a time to live. A kitten capable of creating hangover cures. If it wasn’t for all of the shit I’d been through, I would’ve considered getting some help for whatever the hell I accidentally smoked or inhaled. Or wondered who crushed mushrooms into my food while I wasn’t looking and if a certain plumber and his brother actually existed.

      Ellia’s focus was all on Milia, though, as she cried in her sister’s arms.

      “How could you leave me with that insufferable PomPom! I missed you every minute you were gone, and you didn’t even send me a letter. I was worried you’d gotten yourself…”

      She cried.

      I looked at the twerp. “You know, this is a reminder that you’re actually a good person.”

      Ronica narrowed her eyes. “What kind of a master hides insults within compliments?”

      I laughed. “You’re right. That’s uncalled for. I’ll make it up to you somehow. Perhaps more beneficial training.”

      Ronica sighed. “Please don’t kill me harder than you’re already trying.”

      The Wandering Druid, Viria, and I made eye contact, which reminded me of the scroll I possessed.

      

      [Scroll of the Wandering Druid. Item rank: SS. Item quality: Extraordinary. A scroll that contains a recipe of knowledge from the Wandering Druid herself. Think carefully before putting this away or selling it. You may never get another chance like this again.]

      

      “Viria, there’s probably something you should know,” I said. “A possible robbery.”

      Viria vanished and reappeared next to me. “Great timing. I’d like to speak with you two. PomPom, take your little sister.”

      Ellia clutched harder to Milia. “No!”

      Milia looked touched, likely to see her sister confirm her feelings. Then that became extreme embarrassment when PomPom poured a drop of Cheetara’s cure onto her. The fact that she knew about the potion, as I hadn’t read the description, meant that her analyze was at least as powerful as mine. She potentially had the super skill.

      That made PomPom one hell of a scout.

      “Princess Milia, we’re almost out of pie,” one of the fairies said, her eyes watery. “What should we do?”

      “Nothing,” Milia said. “Once it’s gone, it’s gone. Nate baked a lot of them. I doubt he’s going to bake any more tonight.”

      All the dryads looked at the remaining pie, including Milia and the queen. I shot Milia a flat stare.

      “Between dinner and the pie, you should be stuffed,” I said. “Keep it orderly, or I’ll never bake a pie again.”

      “Keep it orderly,” Milia’s voice said so powerfully, it could sound demonic in one’s imagination. She turned to follow Viria and I outside.

      “First, I’d like to thank you for being a good man to Milia,” Viria said. She smiled angelically. “The queen’s mood like this is such a joy, and every dryad and plant, even one thousand miles away, can feel it. To think that killing you was on her list of considerations, should you turn out to be holding our Milia hostage somehow.”

      “I don’t think anyone’s strong enough to hold her hostage,” I said, laughing. “Before Yama, Milia was the one teaching me how to defend myself. And to not look like a complete buffoon.”

      “And now he’s teaching me,” Milia said, shaking her head. “How we’ve come full circle.”

      It almost looked as if steam shot from Viria’s nose as her eyes went starry.

      “You two are so charming together. I’m jealous— I mean proud of you, my student. With training from a betrothed as powerful as him, you’ll surpass me in no time. You could become the new Wandering Druid.”

      “Perhaps,” Milia said. “But… I still feel like Druidry is an elf and human thing. They used to…”

      “Yes, I know, worship us,” Viria said, then shuddered. “Iris is a kind elf, however. I take it you’ve managed to beat that habit away.”

      “Not beat, but she’s become one of my best friends here,” Milia said.

      “An eternal friend,” Viria said. “Do you think she’ll let that beastkin man—”

      “No,” Milia answered. “Chenzu and Iris aren’t like that. Everyone here is becoming closer as friends and clan members.”

      “There was that one time his eyes lingered on her when she stretched,” I said.

      “Too much wine can remove a little self-control from a single man’s eyes,” Milia said. “Besides, Lucas looked too.”

      “Fair enough,” I said.

      “Mwasstter Nwatttee,” someone whined from the house. “You should trrreat your healers like princesses. You meanie!”

      I frowned. “Who gave Nuwa that drink?”

      Milia giggled. Viria grinned.

      I pulled the scroll from my inventory and presented it to the traditional dryad. A quick analyze revealed everything I needed to know. I only did that, hiding it behind her own scan of the scroll in my hand.

      

      [Your stage three analysis allowed you to scan Viria.]

      [Analysis.]

      [Viria Emi Tanny Starbreather. Race: Dryad. Disposition: Friendly. Magician rank: 12th realm of the Druid. Dryad rank: SS. Spell book: D. Affinity: Forest, ancient forest.]

      

      [Dryads born in the ancient forest, a region of the dryad kingdom, have green skin and can perform a special feat of photosynthesis as a method of cultivation. Many ancient forest dryads are far closer to nature than any being in the world. While powerful, they have less divinity than normal dryads. Legends say this was a plea to Gaia from a clan that traded divinity in exchange for the power to defeat their enemies.]

      

      “Where did you get this?” Viria asked, her expression neutral.

      “It was given to me as an award by either Wanda or a dungeon,” I said.

      “Gaia’s plains, that goddess. This scroll actually belongs in my master’s vault. She likely gave it to Wanda in some kind of bargain,” Viria said. “It’s a scroll containing the knowledge of the Wandering Druid before me. Let me unlock it for you.”

      With one tap, it glowed.

      “You should probably spend about half a day in the forest under its blessing,” Viria said. “Perhaps we should have a picnic tomorrow.”

      “That… just happens to be one of our wedding rituals,” Milia said. Viria smiled. “Nate’s forest attunement will also be completed and, by dryad law, we’d be wedded before the ceremony.”

      “So should we do this in… three days, then? Your sisters have planned the wedding before arriving here. You know how PomPom is.”

      “They did what…?” Milia shook her head and laughed. “Those busybodies. They anticipated Ashard’s failure the moment he forced himself onto this trip.”

      “Your mother’s been wanting to execute him for a long time,” Viria said. “He is suspected of… attempted abuse of a maiden of the central domain. There wasn’t any proof, so she had no choice but to drop the investigation.”

      Milia’s eyes hardened. “Good riddance.”

      I gave Milia’s hand a soft squeeze. She leaned into me.

      That was when a giant black dragon decided to swoop in from the west, landing in front of us.
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      I stared up at the giant dragon and gave it a wave. It looked down at me, eyes glowing with the power to crush the world and beyond. Typical immense dragon strength.

      Black dragons were likely the strongest, also the rarest.

      “Something about you is different,” boomed a god-like voice. “Shall I check for myself…?”

      He froze, my finger aimed at his tail, the tip glistening with whatever energy made up my third class.

      “Heavenly demon. Now that’s refreshing. But how come I didn’t notice?”

      Ripley morphed into his human form in an instant, his hood down but tinted glasses still on. A shark-like grin greeted us. Milia’s master, Viria, looked unamused. “And with one old friend, appears another.”

      Viria narrowed her eyes. “I sensed Lance earlier, but unlike you, he didn’t transform into his dragon shape to abuse his power.”

      “Lance?” I asked.

      “An old monster,” Ripley said. “You won’t sense him unless he wants you to. Be grateful for that.”

      I decided not to question that further, having no clue about this mystery dragon or, really, any of them.

      “Speaking of old monsters,” Ripley continued, his voice low. “A group of fairies were celebrating the death of a would-be tyrant. Fairies do make great snacks.”

      We all took one step back.

      “In theory,” Ripley said, laughing. “I jest, of course.”

      “What do you mean speaking of old monsters?” Viria asked, beating me to the question. “Are you referring to their kingdom’s sect? His siblings are going to be celebrating his disappearance, not plotting revenge.”

      “No, not those idiots. If you place a pastry in front of them, they’ll pledge their loyalty to you forever. I’m referring to the sect’s problem man. The Akiri Swordsman.”

      I waved off his concern. “If he finds out and somehow knows where to look, he’ll be met with the choice to shop around or the tip of Milia’s blade.”

      Ripley shrugged. “Reasonable enough to me.” He bowed. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to greet the kid before I go.”

      “Are you going to leave before the wedding?” Milia asked.

      Ripley flinched. “You’re inviting a dragon to your wedding? Now there’s a level of boldness and arrogance I haven’t seen for a century. But I suppose the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Right, old acquaintance?”

      Queen Dahlia’s invisibility undid itself, freezing my blood, and reminding me that you simply didn’t fuck with monarchs. Especially ones that had lived for centuries.

      Of course she’d be here. A giant powerful dragon landed in front of her loved ones. I had a feeling she was also waiting to see if I’d reveal my true power.

      “You two know each other?” I asked.

      Queen Dahlia frowned. “The Midnight Shadow.” She sighed. “I’d recognize that brat anywhere.”

      “Even centuries later, she still calls me a brat,” Ripley said, feigning hurt. He adjusted his tinted glasses, something I should probably be bothered by since it was night. “The untouchable ice queen of the forest strikes again.”

      Milia snickered but grew silent when the queen glared at her. Her smile didn’t fade but brightened.

      “Why are you here, Ripley?” Queen Dahlia asked.

      “Fate, a personal journey, vacation, and thawing a heart as frozen as yours,” Ripley replied.

      She shook her head. “We’ve got a trip to Wingston in the morning. Are you aware of the details?”

      Ripley shook his head. “What happened?”

      “Good. That means the Red Star has set up a network tight enough to keep out spies and, as Nate’s land would call them, whistleblowers.” The queen nodded to herself twice, before patting a fist on her hand in the same manner as Milia.

      “Harmony,” I called.

      Moments later, she emerged from the house, curious gaze on her face.

      “Queen Dahlia—”

      “Bonded mother,” Queen Dahlia corrected.

      “He can’t!” Ellia yelled from the house. “Not until he’s married.”

      “Drunk, and that girl’s still…” The queen paused, shaking her head. She turned to focus on Harmony, smiling warmly.

      “This is my apprentice, Harmony,” I said.

      “You could offer some praise,” Milia deadpanned. “Your most powerful apprentice or something.”

      I waved off Milia’s comment. “Anyway.”

      Harmony pouted. “You really are infuriating sometimes, Nate.”

      I smiled at her, then turned to the queen. “Judging by the depth of your gaze, you sensed it too. It’s wrapped in a bundle containing a good heart and immense talent.”

      “You truly do care for your disciples, Sir Nate,” Ripley said as he headed for the house. “The kid made the right choice when coming here.”

      “She’s not the only one working hard,” I said, “but…” I pointed at my wrist, dropping the hint. “She’s… walking a special path.”

      Queen Dahlia nodded. “You’re wondering if I’ll impart this child some wisdom.”

      “Yes please,” I said.

      “Very well. Young lady, please follow me,” Queen Dahlia said. “By that spiritual room will do.”

      I patted Harmony on the shoulder. “Good luck.”

      Harmony hugged me and then bowed. “Thank you.”

      I nodded and turned. “There’s a reason why I asked the queen and received her agreement.” I caressed Milia’s hand, while still addressing Harmony. “Try to get Milia to tell you why.”

      I glanced at the apprentice ranking system.

      

      [Apprentice Ranking System. Detecting apprentices… 4.]

      [Harmony Rue, Mandi Wingston, Lucas Fireborn, Alexander Demonblade.]

      Potion Maker’s Apprentice class:

      [Harmony Rue. Magician rank: 4th realm of the Adjusting. Apprentice rank: SS. Points: 2,258. Affinity: earth, wind, and fire. Dao of Dreams. Spell book: F. Type: Passive. Energy/Neutral. Unique: Your dragon essence.

      Mandi Wingston. Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Mortal. Apprentice rank: S. Points: 1,300. Affinity: Fire and Radiance.

      Lucas Fireborn. Magician rank: 4th realm of the Initiates. Apprentice rank: S. Points: 1,143 Affinity: fire and earth mana. Spell book: F. Type: Offensive. Ember/Fireball. *Upgradable*. Utility: can forge enhanced heavenly items thanks to the tools.

      Alexander Demonblade. Magician rank: 3rd realm of the Beginnings. Apprentice rank: S. Points: 2,600. Affinity: water and wind mana. Spell book: F. Type: Offense. Wind Spear. Special: knowledge of past life, Yomi the Pirate King.]

      

      I started toward the house, holding hands with Milia.

      

      [Secret quest completed. Advice from a queen to your strongest student.]

      

      In fairness, Master Yama and Milia had given me the hints.

      

      [Pushing forward as a master, you unlocked the following quest.]

      [Quest: Dryad Evolution. Your betrothed has trained herself into a corner, reaching a wall, and has no idea she stands at the brink of evolution. Don’t worry, she will still have her same appearance, though her hair color may change. An evolution like this is something that normally occurred in heaven’s chosen and only one dryad every 10,000 years may get lucky enough to achieve it. Her control over the forest will be at the level of a dryad queen. Her mind, body, and soul will peel away the invisible layers that hit pure divinity. Requirements: forest attunement, the metaphorical hearts and approval of a dryad family (missing: Ellia), Milia meditating in the middle of your aura output until achieving enlightenment. Reward: Milia evolution into ascended dryad.]

      

      My eyes widened. “Milia, new plan. Come with me. As a master yourself, you shouldn’t be stuck at a wall.”

      Now it was Milia’s turn to look surprised. Without a word of objection, she let me take her into the forest.

      It was time to make sure my soon-to-be-wife had the power to split the moon in half if she wanted to.
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        * * *

      

      Riyol had finally finished drawing that damned summoning circle. He wasn’t a magician, but he bared the cult mark branded in his soul arm.

      This town had caused the Manslayer so much trouble, suffering, and humiliation. In the end, Raider never appeared, likely having traveled away discreetly. The prince’s information wasted him so many weeks, so many hours of Riyol’s time.

      Before leaving to make that brat, who he learned through his best informants was Prince Myster, pay, he’d destroy this town. He’d also free his captured gang.

      “Look at me, in a damn forest in the middle of the night instead of slouched over in a nice tavern,” Riyol said. “Drawing on the forest floor like a magician child.”

      Fortunately, this summon didn’t require blood or anything that could make a trail leading to him.

      Tomorrow, he’d trigger the circle.

      The mayor would be the first to die. Riyol bet his title as the Manslayer on it.

      Riyol didn’t have magic, but years of pure instinct and honed senses allowed him to detect the presence of others in the far side of the forest, toward the witch’s house. Not wanting to be spotted and cursed, the Manslayer placed his hand on the circle, and whispered, “Delayed Calling Number Three, Cult of Ares the Peace Spawner. Invitation. Morning Star. Send something to destroy Kyushu. Shadow with the cult, the Manslayer. You can hear this and do not play games with me. I’ve shed more blood than I’d like.”

      He slashed the back of his hand and allowed the blood to pour onto the sophisticated circle. It glowed, sending the magical message through the holes of the universe.

      It was an ancient form of magic likely invented by the feared sorcerers. To think the cult of Ares had such information.

      Riyol wrapped his hand in bandages, then quietly fled the forest. Soon, vengeance would be his. Someone had to pay his owed money. Or rather, this backwater.
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        * * *

      

      “Please scan me,” Milia asked. “I want you to see all of me.”

      I grinned. “Shouldn’t this be after we get married?”

      Milia laughed, punching me in the arm. “I said after you met my family. Now it’s time. I’ve blocked everything long enough.”

      Milia removed a ring I hadn’t noticed, which reminded me of the two gold rings I had in my pocket. Since she was still standing, I got on one knee.

      It wasn’t just any ordinary gold ring, however. Having students and more gold to spend, there was only one kind-hearted half-dwarf I’d trust with perfecting the ring.

      I added my own heart to it, encasing it with magic I still didn’t understand.

      “Nate, what are you…?”

      I could feel her heartbeat speed up, despite having no knowledge of our earthly traditions. Presenting the ring, which glowed in the moonlit forest, I asked, “Milia, will you marry me?”

      Milia allowed me to place the ring on her finger as she kissed me. The dryad was sharp. She figured this was a tradition from my homeland.

      “Of course I’ll marry you,” she said. “I want to be with you forever.”

      So being from Earth, it was pretty obvious I never had someone tell me these words and mean it. I held Milia for a while, really diving into the meaning until reaching one conclusion.

      “Me too. You make me seriously happy.”

      Milia kissed me again and we almost crossed the line, right in front of the residents too, but after pulling back to breathe, I reminded my dryad why we were here.

      “By the way, is your master your…?”

      “Strictly, my cousin,” Milia replied. “I think. She’s… advanced in age. The dryad family tree is a complication that I’d probably never understand. She even uses druid ranks, something very outdated and not centered just around combat, but true understanding.” She shuddered. “I think the only reason why Master Viria’s not angry with me for leaving is because of the circumstances.”

      I nodded.

      

      [Analysis.]

      [Milia Ofrey Emerald Starbreather, daughter of the dryad monarch, a princess of the Kingdom of Gaia. Race: Royal dryad. Disposition: Your lover. Magician rank: 12th realm of the Angel/Saint. Dryad rank: Special. Spell book: D, Flamie. Affinity: Forest, semi-divine.]

      [Secret quest completed: Analyze your betrothed. Reward: forest attunement.]

      

      The sudden forest attunement amplified my senses to a degree that I didn’t understand, but after a second, Master Yama’s brutal training kicked in, allowing me to pull myself together. Judging by her widening eyes, my fiancée noticed and felt it. The aura of her excitement, her smile, and closeness, her amazing scent of the natural forest and perfume, quickly triggered the anti-charm ability, or inner meditation, she taught me.

      I pulled Milia into another hug. “Thank you for trusting me with this. I understand fully why you wanted me to meet your family, to weigh what I’d be getting myself into. But… I’m no longer the same clueless goof you glared at on day one.”

      I left it at that.

      “First step toward your important breakthrough is to meditate a few minutes under my aura,” I said. “It won’t be easy for anyone else. But you’re not a novice. You kept your calm under my intense training, absorbed every lesson. I honestly have much to learn from you.”

      With the forest attunement making me able to see even easier in the dark, Milia’s blush revealed itself to me.

      As Milia meditated through my aura onslaught, I thought about how I’d address the Peace Spawner’s ability to open a portal to my sister’s home when near me. Master Yama provided a variety of suggestions and nearly killed me through the training for all of them.

      My domain thankfully made it impossible for those type of portals to open. It, however, couldn’t stop summonings, as the Crimson Sect proved with their wraith.

      System, is there any way to track the strength of my domain? I thought. While I always cared about the land, I truly didn’t understand what that meant until spending so much time with Milia.

      I flinched upon noticing Queen Dahlia materializing next to me. She stared lovingly at her daughter and then turned to me.

      “If I were just a few centuries younger, I’d steal you away from her,” she joked.

      I chuckled.

      “Your forest attunement is highly honorable and dangerously attractive,” she continued. “But in the grand scheme of things, you two are still just kids. Speaking of family matters, I know this blasted tradition favors the woman’s family, but I don’t like it. Why aren’t you bringing your family here?”

      “There are a lot of complications,” I said, “but the biggest one is that I simply don’t know how.”

      “I see. From what I’ve learned, you haven’t lived in this world very long,” Queen Dahlia whispered. She patted my shoulder twice, which hurt. “Luckily for you, I’m a monarch. I can create a temporary portal for them to travel through, attend the wedding, and leave before that Gaia-forsaken goddess detects them. You… will only have a day with your family, unless she appears. I can’t say I know anything about your father. What say you?”

      “What’s the catch?” I asked, suspicious. “Nothing in this world’s free.”

      Queen Dahlia smiled. “You’ve provided my daughter a home and heart that she’d fight to the death for. You’ve also taken care of a nasty political nuisance, one that’s been a thorn in my side for a while, all while defending Milia’s honor. You easily resisted even PomPom’s charm, and she’d seriously pull you into bed. Well, probably. Unless she actually matured.”

      I continued to stare at her blankly.

      “Fine, PomPom wouldn’t betray her family, I think. So, what say you? Would you like to invite your family to the wedding?”

      

      [Monarch Dahlia activated Absolute Forest Authority.]

      [Would you like to invite your parents, sister, and her children to the wedding? Yes or No. Refusing will increase your standing with Wanda greatly, but drastically decrease it with the queen. She may kill you.]

      

      There wasn’t much of a choice there and I certainly didn’t want to test my luck against my monarch mother-in-law.

      Holy shit, was I the first in history to have a generous mother-in-law? Okay, maybe not.

      Selecting yes on the prompt, I eyed Queen Dahlia. “Please make it happen.”

      She smiled and clapped. “Excellent. I’ll begin preparations. I will also send them a mental message. And before you ask, I can only do so once. Even as a monarch, it takes a lot of energy to reach faraway places in the universe. I’m not a goddess.”

      I almost felt doubtful. Queen Dahlia chuckled and turned. “Continue your ritual with your betrothed.”

      A new sense of joy rushed into me as I realized my family would be meeting my bride and that I’d get to see them again. And sooner than I expected.
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        * * *

      

      Mandi panted as she finished her personal training, having left the party early, Opal at her side.

      She had quite the way to go after trailing behind for so long. It would be a while before she’d be able to fight on par with anyone.

      However, her gadgets gave her a special advantage that no one else had. And now, as a magician, she’d actually be able to take a hit or two without dying instantly. She could walk past her sisters without fear of getting vaporized or turned into ashes. The first step to radiance.

      Mandi’s shoulders slumped.

      “Who am I kidding? I’m pathetic.”

      Even with just barely the powers of a magician, Mandi was still nothing more than a helpless girl. Useless.

      “You’re not pathetic,” came a voice.

      Mandi flinched and turned to see Harmony walking toward her, souring the redhead’s mood further. She wasn’t ready for her friend to see her in action yet.

      Not yet…

      “Mandi…”

      She looked up just in time to be pulled into a hug. “I know that feeling. I felt the same when facing the reality that Nate and Milia lived in a different world. But we’re not going to cry about it. We’re going to run them down.”

      Mandi looked up at the blue-haired young woman, stunned. Run them down…

      “What will you do? Will you run with me? You’re a dear friend to me, and like I told Lucas, I have no intention of leaving any of you behind to stumble.”

      Mandi gazed at Harmony for a while, then her eyes blazed with a new determination. If anyone could see it, they would call it beautiful. The transition from hopelessness to a new flame.

      She nodded. “You’re right. Now isn’t the time to start feeling sorry for myself. I can’t go back to being that helpless, powerless girl bullied by her sisters. I’m better than that. Thanks for reminding me. And thank you for calling her, Opal.”

      Opal said nothing, only pouted.
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      [You received the scroll of the Wandering Druid’s blessing.]

      [New boon appeared: Master-Student Bond.]

      

      No description appeared for it. Go figure.

      While heading inside, I heard something coming from the side of the house. Well, I needed to check on Beakwing anyway, but his barn was just far enough to clear him of being the suspect. I considered whistling for Wolverine. In the end, I went to investigate the sound myself. Tiny smacking, a quiet moan of pleasure.

      When I arrived, the person flinched, turning around. A plate was in her hand. She had a little blueberry pie on her lips.

      “What?” she asked, expression innocent.

      “There really isn’t a need to eat that in secret, PomPom,” I said, almost with a sigh. “It’s free.”

      “You have no idea what kind of druid-level patience I endured to get the last slice,” PomPom said. “It turns out victory slices are the most delicious. If Mother or Milia finds out I swiped the victory slice, I’ll be doomed. I’ll be watched during the next pie baking.”

      Well, she wasn’t wrong, so I simply shrugged and left the dryad to her meal. Again, what was it with dryads and blueberry pie?

      The excitement to finally see my family again after all this time pushed me on. I needed to set things up for their arrival. With the lord’s house upgrade, we now had plenty of rooms for people to sleep in. In fact, some of them were likely meant for servants.

      With the building itself being nice, I felt quite good about the wedding event, and just more and more impressed with the red cube.

      There was so much to do, from further repairing and building of the town to clan strengthening.

      The peace bonuses from our clan standing added up a lot, making me glad I started it. However, I wasn’t about to go on a guilt trip for what happened in the city.

      Instead, I’d make this wrong into a right. The Peace Spawner was going to regret targeting my family. The adventurers that died would be avenged.

      As I’ve thought before, as a newcomer to this world, it took encountering him to understand what they faced. Why did I have a bad feeling about his words? What if he wasn’t the only one competing for this heritage?

      Ancestral brother.

      “In a competition for an inheritance, there is often more than just one competitor,” I said softly. “Everyone has to prove themselves somehow.”

      Whatever I did won me some favor? Wait. What if the philosopher’s Stone gave a competitor the edge somehow?

      System, do you have any clue who I’m competing with? There was no reply. Alright then, overthinking things. I could live with that…

      

      [System note. Your unique approach to become a master of disciples is a first of any inheritance battle. You will, in due time, learn more about your special situation. Do not rush your heavenly foundation.]

      

      As I slowly made my way to Beakwing’s side of the farm, my thoughts about the competition raged. I also thought about the strange grand tier spell the system awarded me. It felt somewhat over-the-top and too powerful for someone at my level. Well, a King-rank was incredibly powerful on its own. I wondered if Queen Dahlia’s rank fell around emperor or even master magician?

      I recalled the ranks.

      

      [Mana core realms consist 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.]

      [The dense gold core consists of: Crystal Saint, Divine Dragon, Crystal Divine Master Magician, Warlock, Arch Magician, Divine Arch Magician, Universe Roamer.]

      

      What was the difference between a master magician and an arch magician? They had to be one and the same. According to the ranks, however, arch magicians were basically the strongest. Universe Roamers had to be arch magicians with extra reality-breaking powers. Or gods. Cultivators that reached the highest form of enlightenment.

      Feeling the need to distract myself, I called upon the shadows to take me discreetly into the lab. The short teleport did have a cooldown of some sort, but I was sure another five or more years of training should correct my issues.

      I set the combat staff I never used on a rack in the office and with a thought, added it to the reward pool. I now had the knowledge to create special oils that would make any weapon stronger.

      

      [Staff of the Lost Path. Item rank: AA. Item quality: Extraordinary. Both a combat staff and a magical tool. Enhances casting. Killing anything with this staff will absorb the prey’s blood. When enough has been added, you may enable Blood Aura. This will enable you to extend your staff for up to twenty yards. It will also automatically block tier 1-3 magic attacks, but cannot block tier 4, 5, or grand-tiered. You may use the blood to make non-consumable potions. These are, however, consumable by vampires.]

      

      This one’s got your name all over it, Alexander.

      Wasting no time, I pulled out the ingredients—the rest of my dungeon monster parts, a couple of mermaid scales, various herbs—and tossed them into my Dragon Heart cauldron. I also snatched the alchemist’s wand from the ring, as well as an alchemy book.

      The wand seemed to hum with power, and I recalled its amazingness.

      

      [Absolute World of the Mythic Alchemist’s Wand. Item rank: S. Item quality. Exotic. This wand can only be used by just one master magician not born of this land. It is indestructible and cannot be thrown away. One spot in your inventory/soul space will always be reserved for this wand. It will automatically reflect any magic intended to destroy the wand or tribulation from the heavens, and they cannot impose their will on you nor anyone considered a lover, friend, or family. You may use this wand to help create diagrams anywhere. Diagrams created with this wand will always be stable and not explode. Warning. This is a crafter’s tool, not a combat tool. Leave that unruly mess to the barbarians; however, it can be used to defend all that you love. Just try not to destroy your lab with it. Warning! A Magic Lab is required for this tool to create super diagrams.]

      

      Now that I had a magic lab, and a D-ranked one at that, I could finally utilize its full power. The power of an exotic item. I wondered if I faced a tribulation when I developed Isabella’s elixir of cure. It sure felt like it.

      I created a diagram then, using the power of the lab, willed it into a super diagram. A new layer of the magic circle, consisting of numerous symbols, emerged and the whole thing glowed brighter. It seemed… livelier, enchanting.

      I created three more, placing the ingredients on top of two of them, and the cauldron on its own.

      “Magic lab, oil to strengthen the weapons.”

      The wand pulsed as I activated the Gate of Strength and the Gate of Arrogance, which made the symbols hum with power. Gates were layers hidden within the diagrams. I activated the symbols. They took on a rainbow hue, flickering and beginning to spin clockwise. All of the magic circles were animated now. Some of the symbols floated in midair.

      Trusting fully in Master Yama, the geezer, I inhaled, exhaled, and released the required mana. All of the ingredients turned into mist as they flowed into the cauldron. It shut.

      

      [Reaper Sharpness Oil. Timer: 10 hours remaining.]

      

      Seeing there was nothing else to do here, I turned to leave the lab. At that time, I wondered if I should consider becoming a lord. Politics weren’t my thing, and while I knew so much more of the world thanks to Master Yama, I still wondered if it was the right thing to do.

      I shook my head, deciding it wasn’t. I owned a shop that needed to make S-rank. Perhaps the best I could offer at this time would be shadow lord.

      Even with five years of Master Yama’s awful training, I still didn’t feel qualified, nor would I let anyone pressure me into such a position. Then again, I hadn’t gotten the chance to apply that weird spy training in the real world. Well, I kind of did, actually. However, this wasn’t a fairy tale. Every action held consequences. Those in power, such as mayors, lords, or dukes, affected people’s lives.

      I stopped at the edge of the lab, sat on the floor, and meditated on this.

      Potion’s Will the clan’s territory.

      “First, I need to make sure Milia’s strong enough to split the moon in half,” I said, pushing the thought of becoming a shadow lord to the side.

      My bride was my first teacher, after all. Honestly, with my forms and no magic, we’d have a good match. Hopefully with this busy schedule, I could fit in a dungeon dive to test her new abilities.

      What? I valued Milia’s pride. She was a warrior and swordswoman. Among the many wedding gifts, she’d love a good boost of power.

      Don’t give me that look.

      I glanced at the cauldron. “I should’ve asked Cheetara to help.”

      The talented kitten would’ve shaved off the timer by more than ninety percent.
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        * * *

      

      “Big Brother Woofy, I’m back from meditating,” Cheetara said as she left what Best Buddy called the spirit room. Wolverine still found himself at peace from that experience, from the light woman’s words of wisdom and comforting, to the door opening an entire day later. Returning were eyes that seemed wiser, slightly older, and dangerous.

      Wolverine almost wondered if his Best Buddy left and never came back for one second, until the man hugged him as if he hadn’t seen the sunlight wolf in months. It was no doubt his dear master, just stronger, perhaps no longer hiding his true strength.

      He seemed to miss everyone.

      One thing Wolverine hadn’t missed was the confidence and waves of protection coming from his master. But that came at a price. A darkness first emerged in Best Buddy’s heart when the Evil One reached through some wibbly-wobbly to terrorize his sister. That darkness was now a weapon.

      Wolverine pitied Best Buddy’s enemies. He also felt joy at how much Best Buddy cared for all of them. He just hoped the man wouldn’t forget the principals which even the sunlight wolf was reared on.

      That didn’t seem to be the case, thanks to Mistress Milia.

      “Good, Disciple Cheetara Cutie,” Wolverine said. “You have finally reached the peak. Now Best Buddy has to help you evolve.”

      “Father? Yay! Where is he?” Cheetara asked.

      “He’s in the potion room,” Wolverine replied. “Before you go inside, it is time to see what you’ve learned. Between Mazu’s teachings, Best Buddy’s new teachings, and mine.”

      “Yours is still the best, Big Brother Woofy,” Cheetara said as she rubbed her head against Wolverine.

      “Thank you, Cheetara. But it is not about being the best, only the insight you’ve gained,” Wolverine said.

      “I see. Could you show me your power?” Cheetara asked. “There’s something I wish to confirm. Every time you make light, I feel… more whole. Warm and fuzzy.”

      “It’s a little late. Perhaps if Best Buddy takes us to the dungeon soon, I’ll show you.”

      Cheetara leapt into the air. “Okay!”

      “Come on, let us greet Disciple Sir Colors,” Wolverine said. The two hurried off toward what Chenzu nicknamed the Bird Block. A place where chickens, elicrones, and visiting bird residents lived or conversed in harmony.

      Sir Colors was the juvenile of Sir Bright and Lady Feathers. Like the parents, he was also their friend.

      And Wolverine would protect him with his life. Cheetara too.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you certain that is where you last sensed her?” Maximus Truestorm asked the shadow.

      “Yes,” replied the shadow in a gravelly voice. “We have a shadow adventurer in Wingston. Should we send him to investigate?”

      “No,” the Lord Ruler replied. He motioned for his other guest to enter the throne room. Queen Cerial, sitting at his side, smiled at her.

      A woman with wavy black hair and powerful blue eyes strolled toward Maximus. Dressed in expensive black and purple robes, she aired a powerful presence beyond just that of a noble woman.

      A high noble from a neighboring kingdom.

      “Keep this in here,” Maximus warned.

      “Yes, Lord Ruler,” the shadow said with a bow, his eyes returning to the woman as he did his best to hide his terror. Someone like this implanting fear into one of the Lord’s shadows…

      “The War King sends his regards,” said the woman as she gave the Lord Ruler a short bow.

      Maximus Truestorm nodded. “Could you transport me to Wingston? If I’m not mistaken, eye witnesses have claimed to witness a boy of your description there with others. Although… he has at least two powerful people guarding him, according to my shadow’s witnesses. Allow me to deal with them as a gesture of good will.”

      “You are too kind, Lord Ruler. And your wife, dangerously beautiful,” she said.

      Maximus laughed. “That she is.”

      He left out any nagging. Having finally gotten her back into a good mood, he didn’t want to ruin it. Otherwise, he’d have to return to the bedroom as late as possible to ensure she was asleep.

      “Let us leave in the morning,” Maximus said. “Perhaps the Red Star will have answers for us.”
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        * * *

      

      Late that night, maybe an hour or two after midnight, I opened my eyes from a deep meditation. Alright, fine, I was sleeping in bed and Milia was snuggled into me, my hand over hers. Triggering the mana circulation to control myself, I gently crawled out of bed, doing my best not to disturb her.

      As I navigated the empty house, my eyes, my deeper senses turned to Wingston.

      “So he’s coming to town… with a witch? The Inquisition doesn’t know about this,” I mused.

      The Lord Ruler had taken the bait. Finally. I nodded to myself as the plans continued to unfold.

      After all, it was me who gave the Lord Ruler’s spy the information. Who else could confirm its validity as perfectly as me? I felt the smile curled across my face. The world map interface made planning so much easier. Game on.
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      [Sorcerer’s Sight. While meditating, you can travel to nearby areas in a spiritual body up to several days away. The system isn’t suggesting spying… You will be able to recall yourself back to your body instantly. You will still be aware of the world around you. This is an Arcane tiered ability. A gift from the amulet for resisting sorcerer’s corruption.]

      

      Ah yes, utilizing that and Master Yama’s training, the geezer, worked wonders when attempting to ensure peace in the area. I couldn’t make everyone happy like some fairy tale, but it wasn’t like the Peace Spawner would simply let me be. Taking unpredictable matters in my own hands was the only choice. My sister would be proud and smack me in the back of the head for taking so long to learn initiative.

      The next morning, I opened the door to a glaring Ellia.

      She adjusted her glasses. “Well, aren’t you going to invite me inside?”

      I stared tiredly at her. “It’s too early, and Milia’s still asleep.”

      “Oh, I know. I’m here to see you.” She glanced at my attire. “Chassy, please summon a maid to dress Sir Nate.”

      I almost closed the door in her face until a prompt reminded me of her importance.

      

      [Quest: Dryad Evolution. Your betrothed has trained herself into a corner, reaching a wall, and has no idea she stands at the brink of evolution. Don’t worry, she will still have her same appearance, though her hair color may change. An evolution like this is something that normally occurred in heaven’s chosen and only one dryad every 10,000 years may get lucky enough to achieve it. Her control over the forest will be at the level of a dryad queen. Her mind, body, and soul will peel away the invisible layers that hit pure divinity. Requirements: forest attunement (complete), the metaphorical hearts and approval of a dryad family (missing: Ellia), and Milia meditating in the middle of your aura output until achieving enlightenment (complete). Reward: Milia’s evolution into ascended dryad.]

      

      Ah, the sister that probably hated me.

      “There’s no need for that,” I said, standing to the side so she could walk in. “I’ve only been awake for a few minutes.”

      Ellia entered, thankfully without giving me further shit. She waved off the fairy maid that came in. She turned to me. “Mother will be here in half an hour. The servants would like to prepare breakfast for everyone, if that is okay with you. We have the ingredients.”

      “Sure,” I said, not really in the mood to complain about free luxury food. “Kitchen’s all theirs.”

      It was still a little hard to get used to the house being magically transformed into a lord’s house; however, there wouldn’t be any complaining from me. It took my design and improved it greatly.

      “Wolverine, Cheetara,” I called after preparing their meals. Both of my pets hurried into the dining room, hugging me first before eating. I delivered head pats equally. “I’ll be back. I’m going to feed Beakwing. You two can come with me to Wingston today.”

      Both pets dove into me, excited. Life felt amazing and warm. Then I remembered Ellia was here, her eyes studying me. Remembering how she cuddled her sister after missing her, my heart softened. Being eighteen meant nothing when it came to heartfelt relationships with one’s family. Knowing they’d be leaving soon, I had to make something clear to her.

      “Ellia, you’re welcome to come visit your sister whenever you want,” I said. “Don’t be a stranger.”

      Ellia blushed. Whether she replied or not, I didn’t know, as I stepped outside to greet my favorite griffin. He was waiting for me. A hug later, I fed him and talked for a bit before joining Chenzu.

      “You know, despite the work, I still feel overpaid,” Chenzu said.

      I laughed. “Really now. I was just beginning to wonder if we’re underpaying you.”

      Chenzu chuckled. “By the way, do you think… PomPom? Never mind.”

      “You could try asking her out on an outing, perhaps dinner,” I said. “But the restaurants here in Kyushu… Well, there’s a reason why we only recently upgraded to an E-ranked town. Our magic chef won’t be here until next week.” I patted the disappointed beastkin on the back. “That doesn’t mean you can’t try. But PomPom… is probably going to be an impossible challenge. She’s funny, but her guard is impenetrable. I’m just glad the others were only joking about her messing around.”

      “You know how much I love impossible challenges,” Chenzu said, then burst into laughter.

      “Are you not seeing that woman at the tavern?” I asked.

      “We’re only friends,” Chenzu said. “She’s a traveling bard herself, a free spirit. She used music to heal her own inner wounds.”

      Honestly, I wasn’t surprised that Chenzu had an interest in PomPom. The handsome beastkin set his eyes on any woman that captured his interest, tickled his fancy.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere in the depths of a manor built in the abandoned town the cult took over, Ares the Peace Spawner awoke from his meditation. He still hadn’t recovered from the dragon that devoured his life force, mana, and even the soul energy within, threatening to turn him mortal. He had no one to blame but himself.

      He did not expect for a non-threatening pup to turn into the heavenly demon. Letting one’s guard down to mock an opponent was beneath Ares, and he wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Abruptly, Zaster rush into the room, bowed, and waited for permission to speak. Ares gestured for him to do so.

      “The Manslayer has activated a summoning circle for a backwater,” Zaster began. “He does not act lightly and has tried to cut off reliance on the cult.”

      Ares frowned. “Perhaps he encountered powerful enemies. Just send him the Heart Hunters. They are to do as he asks.”

      “Yes, lord!” Zaster said, bowed again. “By your leave.”

      “You may go,” Ares replied.

      Zaster saluted, did an about-face, and left. Ares could feel his satisfaction. If their leader was going to send anything, it may as well be the Heart Hunters.

      Ares had three elite groups, and they were usually out on jobs. How else would he have gained the crushing fear of the entire world?

      Yet… he couldn’t help but reprimand himself for fleeing. His pride wavered, despite knowing he made the logical choice. Not even a madman would face six monarchs in a weakened state.

      A small smile curled across his face.

      “I won’t let my guard down again, ancestral brother.”
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        * * *

      

      Before breakfast, PomPom insisted that Milia and I take Ellia into town, show her around. I opened my mouth to insist this be a sisterly outing, but the perky dryad cut me off.

      “We still have a way to go in judging your character,” PomPom cheered. “Besides, when will you ever get the opportunity to walk with two princesses? Count your blessings. We’ll see you at breakfast.” She winked. “Oh, and Milia. We’ll be taking your sizes today. I sure hope that blueberry pie didn’t do too much to your waist.”

      PomPom hurried off, giggling, dodging Milia’s grab.

      “That insolent woman,” Milia muttered, shaking her head.

      Patting her on the shoulder, I said, “Let’s see if Beakwing will take us. I have a question regarding the town’s woods anyway.”

      Ellia glared at me briefly before nodding and following.

      The tour of the town didn’t take long, and most people were up by now, cleaning, setting up shops, tending to horse stables, butchering or preparing meat, handling their own fields—which were more massive than my untitled newbie grounds—and other morning chores. Eventually, we ended up at the town’s woods, but not because of me.

      Something attracted Ellia’s curiosity or perhaps dryad senses. I wasn’t sure. Thankfully, people could easily tell she was Milia’s sister. Though at this point, the town knew me well enough to not confuse me for the lechers.

      “There are old traces of a demonic beast in here,” Ellia said as she glanced around.

      “Hey, is it possible to restore the owl fruit trees here?” I asked. The younger dryad flinched, her eyes widening as if noticing the non-fruiting trees for the first time.

      “Mother could do so with a thought,” Ellia mused. “Big Sister Milia and I could combine our might and bring this meddling place back to an acceptable condition.” She turned to me. “I didn’t know humans actually cared for the trees.”

      “There are… pricks out there, but some of us are generally aware just how important they are to even our survival,” I said. “Trees are living too.”

      Ellia looked at Milia, who simply shrugged, and then back to me. I knew this girl had a low opinion of me, but should’ve expected that to be for humanity in general. Now I understood why the queen wanted me to introduce her to my apprentices. Her contact with us was likely minimum at best, leading her to picture us likely in a stereotypical manner. Destroyers. She wouldn’t be totally wrong in all aspects.

      “Let’s try,” Milia told her little sister, offering a hand. “A song should do.”

      Ellia adjusted her glasses, then nodded.

      It was at that moment, I witnessed perfection in their elements. Their voices were angelic. A harp played from nothingness, or maybe the heavens. This pushed my anti-charm passive to the limit.

      The forest responded, blasting back into life, something seeming straight out of a Disney movie.

      Flowers bloomed, the trees regained their vigor, and before my eyes, large blue fruit that reminded me of the kiwano melon grew all over the trees. No, there weren’t just blue, but red, silverish, and orange too.

      

      [Update…]

      Kyushu

      Type: Small town. Kingdom of Merridon owned.

      Political leader: Mayor Henrick Rue.

      Benefactor: Gwendolyn Wingston, Red Star.

      Hidden benefactor: Lord Ruler Select Raider. You should be deeply honored for having this high-level benefactor, Kyushu. It is extremely recommended making him lord of the town.

      Special: Potion’s Will Clan territory. Must be nice to be under this kind of protection!

      Rank: E. [Warning! It is highly recommended to rank up or risk angering your benefactors.]

      Funding: 63%.

      Potion maker: Yes. [System notice. A town without a potion maker is better off not existing.]

      Guards: E-ranked town guards. [Good for basic bandits. Good luck when it comes to raiders, high-level bandit groups, mercenaries, enemy armies, demonic beasts, hallows, rogue sects, demonic sects, dark academies, cults, and the like. You’d better pray.]

      Guard commendations: E.

      Guard evolution: Political leader does not have a Special Guard Cube, which is a gift of Wanda. As a result, your guards will remain mortal. Progress the town to a C-ranked small city to enable options for the captain of the guards.

      Projects: In progress. Will slowly drain public funding. Benefactors, nobles, royalty, trading partners, and other factors can help increase funding. If funding drops to 0%, operations will halt, but don’t panic. Your ranking will start to decrease, putting a nice smile on the face of rivals that want to see your town fail. See, somebody’s happy. If funding drops into the negatives, then you will have to file bankruptcy. In that case, you’ll be forced to work off the debt in the mines, a slav—worker ship, or as a kingdom contracted soldier. Most certainly not a meat shield.

      Shrine: No. [What is wrong with you?]

      Deity: Dictated by the Kingdom of Merridon’s church. Wanda.

      Chapel: Yes, though in secret and against the urging of the hero’s party. [The chapel makes up for not having a shrine.] Led by: Nuwa Yhandrus, the Goddess Healer.

      Chapel funding: 80%. [Starving out your devotee isn’t a good idea.]

      [You cannot examine further information without being a high-tiered lord, high-tiered noble, royalty, or very famous.]

      [System notice. The Lord’s information may be a glitch. May not. It is available until the Lord Ruler Selectee title is gone.]

      Kingdom standing: Not very competitive with other towns.

      Points of interest: Blessed Owl Fruit Forest. Rank: S. A forest that grows the best tasting owl fruit. Each fruit restores a tiny bit of mana, contains health benefits, and is far more valuable than ever.]

      

      Milia passed me an owl fruit, gesturing for me to try it. I bit down into a bliss of sweet, tangy, and crispiness. The sweetness outweighed the tanginess, which was why it was a pie candidate.

      Still, this wasn’t enough to appease her little sister. Well, these things took some time. I didn’t do anything in particular to make her approve of me.

      Before we left to Wingston, I introduced Ellia to my apprentices and disciples.

      “Harmony, please be her guide,” I asked. “Perhaps show her how things work. Queen Dahlia—”

      “Bonded mother,” Queen Dahlia corrected from her mount. I peeled my eyes away from her and didn’t narrow or glare. For once, Ellia didn’t contest her mother.

      “I’d like to see… the heart of his student’s potion making, if you don’t mind,” Ellia said, almost shyly. The girl that hated me was no longer there.

      “Sure, I don’t mind,” Harmony replied.

      “Twerp, Maxus, train them extra hard,” I said. “And as usual, Iris, Kelvin, and Chenzu will be in charge of the farm while we’re out.”

      “You sound as if you’re about to… do something crazy,” Harmony said, her voice tinged with some worry.

      I waved away her comment, smiling at the brat, then faced Mandi. “Do you or Howie need anything from Wingston?”

      Mandi shook her head. “No, but thank you for the offer. Howie sometimes makes trips on his own.”

      Something about the redhead seemed different. Her mana… I shook my head, figuring it was too early to see anyway. They required more training.

      “What about you, Lucas, Alexander?” I asked.

      “Tell Ripley that if he wants to win that woman’s heart, he needs to stop being so insufferable,” Alexander said.

      I laughed, then turned. “Noted. First Disciple Harmony, I trust you. But don’t forget you’ve got your senior disciples here. Don’t hesitate to ask them questions.”

      I patted Kelvin on the shoulder and then continued walking. “Ramon, don’t try anything funny with Ellia.”

      He nearly missed a step as everyone burst into laughter at his expense.

      “By the way, Harmony, do check the woods in town. You may be pleasantly surprised.”

      Boarding Beakwing with Milia and my spirit beast pets, we led Queen Dahlia and one of her super personal guards toward Wingston. One was left behind.

      There were too many powerhouses at the farm. No one would be stupid enough to cause trouble.

      With the dryad monarch with me, I couldn’t wait to see how the Lord Ruler reacted.

      I almost laughed out loud, but settled with putting an arm around Milia instead, whispering in her ear.

      She gave me a bright smile.

      I could feel Milia’s own power increase.

      Half an hour later, I received an interesting prompt.

      

      [Ellia now has a bright opinion of Harmony. This reflects greatly on you. Your disposition with Ellia has increased!]

      

      And that’s why your future outshines them all. I’d have to ask my fiancée about rewarding Harmony. Maybe a new potion recipe?
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      Ellia found herself almost in a trance as she watched Nate’s apprentices create potions for the shop and the disciples spar with each other using his training methods. They were even careful to make sure stray magic didn’t fly out of the battle arena.

      PomPom, several fairy servants, and Jean worked on the wedding. They had a perfect wedding dress prepared, fit for a Starbreather princess. It made the youngest dryad daughter daydream a little about finding her own lover someday, before she promptly squashed that embarrassing thought for now.

      The students represented their master and as she interacted with Harmony, Ellia couldn’t help but be impressed. She felt suspicious of her mother testing Nate when he had such wonderful people looking up to him. Sadly, no one could stop a monarch from… being a monarch.

      Harmony was not only a great host, but also knowledgeable. She turned out to be the mayor’s daughter.

      Ellia also detected lingering feelings for her teacher. Not something uncommon in girls her age. At least they weren’t romantic, just pure admiration. The dryad didn’t want to get confrontational, but she would if someone dared to interfere with her big sister’s love life. It was a part of the reason why, at that moment, she chose to take Nate’s side.

      The others clearly respected him and said absolutely nothing foul behind his back. In fact, a lot of them wished he’d return sooner.

      Abruptly, something from the forest caught the attention of everyone. Darkness began to flow from it like the breath of a newborn hallow fragment. Soon they would be under attack, that Ellia sensed.
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        * * *

      

      Ashard inhaled sharply as he fully recovered. The first thing he recalled was that demon’s words.

      “You work for me now, so unless you want your soul ripped apart, listen carefully. Milia’s going to be my wife. Second, Queen Dahlia seems like a nice woman, but sitting on a throne as a monarch allowed her to misunderstand me. I am no one’s pawn. Return to your kingdom and keep hidden. You should be grateful that I asked the Reaper to not send you to damnation. He approved, as I revealed my intentions of securing peace. As always. I never want trouble. Of course, if you cross me, I’ll emerge from your shadow to drag you into hell myself, while crushing your throat. Trust me, you don’t want to tempt fate. Your invoice for my work to add a little peace to your area, as well as the dryads will be the following. You will ask the Lord Ruler and the monarch, through a proxy, to allow you to make Ling, at their expense, right every wrong. She must take a soul oath to clean up the Inquisition. I’ll also take gold, platinum, and spirit coins. You will also send your parents to prostrate themselves in front of Milia for an apology on behalf of your entire family. Do not attempt to half-ass that, or all of your family gets thrown into damnation along with you. I’ll make sure your descent hurts hundreds of times more. Commit my words to memory, Ashard, because I’m not fucking around. And if you ever talk to my wife like that again… Well, let’s just hope you don’t. It took everything in me to go through with this plan, instead of just crushing your soul to pieces.”

      Ashard shuddered, but he was easily able to confirm this as he bowed to the Reaper as a spirit. Now he was back, reborn, given a second chance.

      Ashard would not waste this. His new master assigned him with holy tasks that had to get done. The pride of his old life would not get in his way! A man that powerful should be respected. If only his old self had lacked the arrogance to see it before it was too late.

      Ashard tested his wings before taking off into the sky toward his kingdom. He pulled upon the mana of his new spell granted to him by the Reaper. Space bent around the fairy man, just briefly, allowing him to return to his homeland instantly.

      A part of him knew that he was suffering a fate worse than death. To practically be enslaved by his foe.

      But he was a foe no more. He would never be a foe again.

      The heavenly demon…

      The potion maker cheating the heavens should be feared.

      “I will have everything done before you so much as reach Wingston, Benevolent Master Nate.”
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        * * *

      

      [Humble Thou Princess Part 2! You have much to learn. And a lot of justice to dish out. Figure out what to do with the princess or just kill her, accepting all of the grave consequences. Legendary reward established.]

      [Legendary reward for quest completion: Training of your heavenly demon class. A new skill in this class is always a good thing. You will need it if you’re planning to become a golden potion maker and S-ranked shop owner. Chances of your ancestor appearing: increased! Chances of Wanda appearing to intercept him: inevitable. Warning! Wanda will kill you if you take any rule-breaking orders from him, even if you are mind controlled. Chances of your ancestor interacting with you directly: unknown. This typically doesn’t happen, as balance of the universe must be held.]

      

      There were a few things I set into motion, but all of them were for the same purpose. A peaceful life with the wife. What pushed me into action was a rumor I heard near the tavern while walking through town. It came from someone’s cousin who heard from their city-living’s aunt’s messenger bird. The rumor of all of the dukes looking for me.

      I knew word about what happened in Whirl-Waters would get out eventually, but for it to do so this fast felt insane. And worse, some were even connecting Raider to me somehow.

      Rather than murder Ashard as the dryad queen wanted me to do, I bound him in a shadow technique and sent him to the afterlife barely alive. Not that he’d understand the difference. The problem was if I went out killing everyone for running their mouths, I’d become a monster. Cut, short, and to the point. I explained everything to Milia afterward, using the shadows to explain the plan. That was why she still smiled and smothered me with affection after someone was brutally murdered in our yard.

      Unfortunately, the queen, a monarch, most definitely knew, and so did every one of the dryads. I sent a bold, clear message. I didn’t make them enemies, but I sure as shit made no friends. Except PomPom. But that weird dryad didn’t believe in animosity. That, or the blueberry pie won her over to my side.

      Milia’s eldest sister seemed to be slightly in my favor, as well as Viria. Jean, Chassy the servant fairy, and the dryad super bodyguard didn’t care for me. But to be fair, they’d only known me for a day.

      Ah, I suppose I should’ve mentioned that beneath the smiling faces and hospitality, they were still royals. It turned out, Milia had protected me the entire time. Honestly, I questioned whether I deserved her. Probably not.

      Wingston came into view and already, I felt the Lord Ruler’s presence, along with one… no, two others. While the queen boldly went through, I quickly landed Beakwing in the forest, and let Wolverine and Cheetara know they could play or explore the city, but avoid the fighting area.

      Thankfully, I wisely told the queen about Raider, the Cheat Force, and my plan to potentially use that persona. Since the Lord Ruler didn’t come alone, I dressed up. Milia couldn’t for this to work, despite wanting to fight with me.

      At least at first. I placed a hand in front of her before she walked off.

      “He has two others with him,” I said. “Some lady and a teenager. Change of plans.”

      Excitement rushing into her eyes, Milia dressed. A part of me wondered if she just wanted to test her newfound strength. Even before the quest to help her ascend, Milia had grown tremendously stronger. I actually wondered if my fiancée secretly trained herself to death while I slept.

      No… It couldn’t be something as simple as that. Milia always warned against overtraining and how it backfired.

      Which meant the training I gave them not only worked, despite my inner worries, but produced results far faster than I anticipated. They were truly motivated.

      “Yukihara,” I said.

      The fairy manifested on my shoulder. “I know.”

      I smiled. “Alrighty then. The proxy’s in place, waiting for the signal.”

      Yukihara took off into the air, then vanished.

      “When did you have the time to come up with something like this?” Milia mused.

      “The moment Ashard attacked and your mother goaded me into defending your honor in as bloody a way as possible,” I said.

      Milia frowned. “Mother can be… well, Mother.”

      “You don’t have to explain her actions,” I said. “She’s only thinking in the realms of the big picture, like a monarch. A political play meant to benefit your kingdom somewhere down the line.”

      “Are you sure she knows you didn’t actually kill Ashard?”

      “You know there is little one can hide from a monarch this close in range,” I reminded.

      “That is true,” Milia replied.

      There were no guards barring our entry to the C-ranked small city, which I found strange, but also not surprising. Who the hell would try anything with the Lord Ruler here? His presence could be felt from a mile and far, far more if angered.

      Yukihara manifested on my shoulder. “He’s coming.”

      “Okay. This is probably going to get messy, but a rematch with the Lord Ruler doesn’t sound like the worst idea,” I said. “Right, Milia?”

      Milia sighed. “Please be careful, okay?”

      “You too. I don’t know if one of the women will attack, but they’re strong too,” I said. “Jesus, are magicians from the capital always high ranked?”

      “They are much certainly stronger than the average magician sent out in these parts,” Milia replied. “But keep in mind that Merridon is considered the weakest nation that doesn’t even have a monarch and mostly standard mana core magicians. What kept this place running were the alliances, the close proximity to the Astral Empire, the monstrous daughter having a Dao tattoo, the three master magicians, and the threat of the Peace Spawner.”

      I frowned at the thought of the Peace Spawner and how my attacks had no effect on him whatsoever. If not for the heavenly demon class and what I assumed was a bloodline transformation as a result of its mist, we’d all be dead. Simple as that. But that wouldn’t stop me from striving to reach his power level.

      Eventually, we found ourselves on the main plaza where activity bustled. There, the Red Star was being confronted by three figures. The Lord Ruler, a woman, and a teenage girl. Well, four, since a fairy floated just out of striking reach, speaking with the Lord Ruler, who wore a mask of calm. But deep down, he had to be pissed with someone daring to negotiate over his daughter.

      Why did the women seem familiar, especially the teenager? Who did she remind me of? I stored away that question for now, as a new contender joined the fray. Contenders, because we started our walk behind the queen.

      She pulled everyone’s attention, including the Lord Ruler’s, his eyes wide.

      Normally, royalty shouldn’t just enter a foreign nation without announcing themselves, but who the hell was going to tell a monarch not to visit their daughter?

      The announcements and introductions began, as well as the ‘polite’ greetings. But I could feel the Lord Ruler’s fear for the first time. That became confusion when he saw me.

      “Raider. What are…?” He paused, confused.

      “I’m sorry,” Gwendolyn said to me. “I don’t know how.”

      “Oh, I know who leaked the information, but that person is long gone and we won’t be able to catch them,” I said.

      Gwendolyn’s eyes widened. “Who?”

      I waved off her comment. “It doesn’t matter. The Lord Ruler wants to release a crazy executioner, a murderer, and I asked you not to.”

      The Lord Ruler turned to me, eyes glowing, his aura increasing. He couldn’t see my frown behind the mask.

      “Oh? You were okay with allowing her to casually murder your people?” I asked.

      “She wasn’t casually murdering anyone, only following orders to eliminate targets. She has committed no murder of her own volition.”

      “So many are afraid of her,” I said. “And while I deflected her attacks, I almost became another number to her list. So cut the bullshit. Either she’s going to the dryads or the fairies. You can’t let her go on like this.”

      The Lord Ruler’s aura stirred like a giant water fall upon the city. His voice came out like a thunderous roar. “You are a friend of the kingdom, so perhaps you misunderstand things, Raider. I am the Lord Ruler. My words are law. It will be you making amends and punished for daring to talk back to me. A beating is the least I can do to keep your status, so prepare yourself for this insolence. This time, I will not be caught off guard by your potion tricks.”

      “I think you seriously need to be humbled,” I said as knowledge of the techniques flowed through me. “You just hate listening to anyone.”

      

      [A battle for the title of Lord Ruler has commenced. Nate vs. Maximus Truestorm, the Lord Ruler.]

      [Showdown!]

      [BOSS fight, begin!]

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      [Maximus Truestorm, Lord Ruler of the King of Merridon. Race: Human. Disposition: Neutral. Magician rank: 4th realm of the King. Spell book: C. Affinity: Raw energy. Non-monarch.]

      

      Dammit, System, I don’t want the man’s job.

      I took a stance as the Lord Ruler walked toward me, believing this was going to be just like the last fight. After all, how could one possibly skip years, perhaps decades of cultivating and end up as his equal? His guests, the two women, looked at the amused Queen Dahlia, but then set their sights on Milia.

      I scanned the woman who looked to be in her late twenties, as no magician would look old unless they were truly ancient or in disguise.

      

      [Enemy Analysis.]

      [Isis Demonblade, Witch of the Demonblade Demonic Cult. Race: Human. Disposition: Neutral. Magician rank: 12th realm of the Saint. Spell book: D. Affinity: Fire, Earth, Dark, Demonic Essence. Witch Rank: SS.]

      

      “Hold her off,” I told Milia. “Her scan…”

      “It’s his mother,” Milia replied under her breath and then moved away from me as the Lord Ruler’s killing intent radiated.

      I considered revealing my identity to throw my opponent off guard, but thought better of it. Doing so would essentially make every effort I’d made to hide it pointless. Yeah… I should’ve thought of that in the city too, including how fast rumors spread.

      The Lord Ruler vanished, then reappeared in front of me.

      “I’ll end this in one strike,” he said as a fist of incredibly powerful mana came toward me like a meteor.

      I gently pushed it to the side and countered at his chest with a Heavenly Crushing Palm. His eyes widened at being pushed back with what appeared to be a simple mana and palm attack. He wasn’t expecting to feel that at all.

      I returned to my neutral stance, deciding now was the time to use the Heavenly Dragon Forms for the first time outside of practice or Master Yama’s domain.

      “First form,” I said as I blurred toward the Lord Ruler using my movement technique, Wind Dragon Rush.

      

      [First form: Coiling Dragon Heavenly Strike.]

      

      Golden mana surrounded me, as I switched from a palm to a loaded fist, striking in the same spot. The Lord Ruler’s chest plate shattered, his hair becoming undone, his eyes widening, blood pooling from his lips as he gasped, flying backward again.

      It turned out no one else started fighting. Even Milia looked at me, likely surprised behind the mask. Gwendolyn’s mouth could probably hit the floor. The two women moved away from Milia, obviously afraid of her potential.

      “Lord Ruler Maximus, what is this?” Alexander’s mother asked, her voice nervous. After all, not only was a monarch there to ensure that my plan worked, but now powerful masked figures stood in their way.

      The Lord Ruler straightened himself, pulled a potion from his storage ring and quickly downed it before I realized it was of the royal grade healing sort.

      He raised a hand into the sky. It darkened. Knowing what was coming, I leapt backward just in time to dodge a giant bolt of lightning. It left a small crater.

      Sharing was caring, so I paid him back with a C-ranked spell book infused blood lightning strike that knocked him onto his back. He twitched a few times before leaping up, only to be met with a kick to his face.

      To the Lord Ruler’s credit, he righted himself nearly instantly, teleporting in front of me. I blocked three of his heavy attacks, but a fourth grazed me enough to agitate my balance. Seeking to take advantage of that, Maximus unleashed the same beam of mana from before that annihilated an entire city block.

      I triggered the ring of force fields to block the attack, then summoned a rock golem at his side, mentally ordering it to tackle the bastard to the ground. It took less than two seconds for Rocky to be blown to bits, but that was just enough time for the Lord Ruler to be greeted by a Dragon’s Savage Destruction Beam. My attack that was once Dragon Magic Burst, now evolved. Not only did I send the Lord Ruler flying, he hit the ground hard enough to make people around wince.

      When he rose, the fight seemed to have faded from him, replaced by a slight amount of fear.

      “How is this possible? How have you’ve gotten this strong, so fast?” Maximus asked. “With this speed of progress, our kingdom’s security would be nearly impenetrable.” He shook his head. I said nothing. “I don’t expect you to tell me, but there are many ways I can pull those secrets directly from your head. Perhaps even from your dissected corpse.”

      “Don’t you dare summon your spell books in my city,” Gwendolyn suddenly boomed. “If Raider didn’t have his level of control, innocent people would suffer. I don’t care how you try to justify this, Lord Ruler, but their blood will be on your hands. They are your people too.”

      The Lord Ruler only considered this for just a moment.

      “You want to talk about people while imprisoning your princess?” he asked. “Wanda’s ass, listen to yourself. Now, remain silent. I’ll be punishing you next.”

      “I’ll release her—please, don’t do this,” the Red Star said.

      “Silence!”

      The Lord Ruler’s hand aimed and fired a ball of concentrated mana that would’ve killed Gwendolyn if I didn’t have King Yama’s training. Shadows surrounded the redhead just in time to teleport her far behind me.

      Queen Dahlia frowned just as I hoped. “I think I’ve had enough of this blatant disrespect. Or have you forgotten I was here?”

      Maximus’s eyes widened, realizing his mistake, but it was too late. The queen continued her rant. “Treating your people with legitimate concerns like trash is one thing, but doing so while not attending to your monarch guest is an insult I will not tolerate. For atonement, your daughter will be going to the fairies. And if you dare try to interfere or send anyone to break her from her contract, I will personally come to repay you for the new insult.”

      Her aura output had even me on my knees. But only for a moment, as my own aura-resistant training kicked in, and I stood once again.

      “You seem to misunderstand something, Queen Dahlia,” the Lord Ruler said as he too surprisingly got back on his feet. “There is a reason why adversaries can’t simply rush my kingdom and take it over. You weren’t invited and you have shown no traveling paperwork, nor have you shown the basic courtesy of announcing yourself. Even if you’re visiting a friend elsewhere, as royalty, you are obligated to pay your respects first. Without basic etiquette, we get chaos. So retract your aura, for those two women are the War King’s ambassadors. Even you and I are a part of an alliance, Queen, but—”

      “It seems you are the one mistaken,” Queen Dahlia said, “or have you forgotten the letter I’ve sent far ahead of my departure, explaining everything? Your reply letter allowed this. How busy could you be to forget a monarch attending a wedding?”

      The Lord Ruler looked confused for a moment. “I didn’t receive a letter…” His face paled, then he sighed. “Sometimes I can’t help but regret having children. That damned My…”

      My? I thought. This development was slightly off course, but not too much.

      “This is bold for even Prince Myster,” one of the lord ruler’s guards said.

      “Then who usually handles mail? I’m certain a servant wouldn’t be so arrogant.”

      “The royal advisor,” another guard answered, “but I don’t think he could forge your signature.”

      The Lord Ruler sighed. “I accept your terms. Take Ling out of here. But make sure she is treated properly. Being the Right Hand Executioner is a misunderstood job, but someone has to take it. Even if it is her. Raider, Queen Dahlia, Red Star. Let’s have a meeting.”

      He turned to his guard. “Send the investigation group to handle this. Make sure the royal advisor doesn’t catch wind of this.”

      The guard saluted, then looked to the witch. In an instant, he was gone, presumably teleported to the capital.

      “Raider. This isn’t over,” the Lord Ruler said as he turned to walk away, followed by the two witches.
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      Harmony examined the healing pills she’d created after weeks of hard work. Satisfied, she smiled. Now, if she could get Nate to appraise and approve it for sale in the shop. Perhaps she could design packaging with Milia.

      Harmony glanced at Alexander, who seemed… a bit on edge, perhaps even paranoid, as if someone was going to leap out of his shadow. Deciding to give the reincarnated being his space, she turned to invite Ellia to have some tea when an oppressive feeling blasted from the forest. Both she and the dryad turned just in time to witness a haze of black aura, almost like smoke, ooze just a bit further past the path’s halfway point.

      “What is…?”

      Before the words of confusion could emerge from Harmony’s mouth, numerous figures in black robes darted out of the forest, headed toward Kyushu. However, they weren’t safe, as a large number of the forces diverted from the main group to head their way.

      Their intent was clear when the figure in the front aimed a staff in their direction, unleashing a ground-shaking bolt of purple lightning. Harmony thought they were doomed, only to realize a moment later that a barrier surrounded the yard.

      She felt its strength deplete, indicating they had little time before it collapsed.

      “We’re under attack!” said the powerful bodyguard the queen left behind. The dryad woman, Harmony learned, was named Limmi.

      “They dare to attack Milia’s home!?” Chassy the fairy yelled, her eyes glowing red. Her aura exploded and her voice boomed like a goddess’s. “They will pay in blood.”

      She, the powerful bodyguard, and Milia’s master, Viria, rushed to confront the approaching force. Just the three of them. Even Harmony knew that was a long shot since their attackers felt powerful. Somehow their auras felt strangely familiar, though the young woman wasn’t in the headspace to understand why.

      “We have to hide,” Ellia said, her voice panicky. “Should we retreat to the forest?”

      “No,” Jean said as she strolled up to their side, a bow in hand. She handed it to Harmony. “Talking with you was a pleasure. You truly are a kind person, as are your comrades. For the hospitality your master has shown us, especially through you, we will protect this place. If you’re able, support us with those bow skills of yours. Make sure to not hit us.”

      She winked, unsheathed a longsword, and rushed into battle. Chenzu’s lute sounded, a reminder that Harmony had plenty of allies.

      “Lucas, Mandi, Alexander, Ellia,” she said. Ellia looked surprised at being included, but Harmony already knew she wanted to be friends with the young woman, already felt the same drive to accomplish her goals. “Kyushu’s in trouble. Since Nate’s gone, it’s up to us to make sure the town’s safe, his apprentices.”

      “Hey, don’t forget us.”

      Harmony turned to see Ronica and the disciples rushing from the battle arena. Feeling a surge of relief, the young woman couldn’t help but bow as the panic threatened to overtake her.

      “Please save them!”

      “Don’t bow,” Ramon said. “Kyushu’s our home too. Let’s take a back way. You and Iris cover us as much as possible with mana arrows. Oh, and take this dagger. Every archer, even magicians, should carry one in the event of being disarmed. This one’s enchanted with my and Kelvin’s mana.”

      “Okay,” Harmony said, pushing down her panic for her father and Anna.

      “Follow me,” Ramon said and off they went. Harmony took out as many of the black robes as possible, or at least she tried to, but they were just as she feared. Too strong. Far above what she could handle. Since they were far enough from them, using a route through the woods to get to Kyushu, Harmony’s group wasn’t attacked much.

      The dryad sisters, the head fairy maid, Milia’s master, and Chenzu easily dealt with them. Mazu, the elicrones, and… the calf joined in on the fight. If only Woofy and Cutie were here at their sides.

      Despite the yard’s defense being fine, a bad feeling crept into Harmony’s gut. She looked at Mandi, her best friend, and saw the worry reflected in that gaze.

      “If only there were some kind of way to teleport our guards from Wingston,” Mandi said. “The robes… must be Peace Spawner soldiers.”

      “You’re most certainly correct,” Opal said.

      Harmony’s eyes widened. She hadn’t even thought of the possibility, as the Peace Spawner had always been a faraway figure in her mind. Their auras. It felt like the cult members they encountered in Whirl-Waters.

      “They’re quite strong,” Ronica said. “Do you think… these are the Heart Hunters?”

      “They most certainly are, and that means not only are the townspeople doomed, but so are we if we don’t come up with a plan,” Maxus said. “Wanda’s ass, this happens when both Nate and the monarch leaves. What rotten luck.”

      “Don’t say that,” Nuwa scolded. “We’re more than capable of defeating these guys now, thanks to all of the training we’ve endured. Especially the new training.”

      Ramon’s eyes widened. “You’re right. We no longer have to fear them, at least not as much. Cautious, but aggressive. Protect our juniors. Harmony, Mandi, check on the mayor first and get him to safety. Lucas, Alexander, start getting as many people as possible to evacuate through the back route. Nate’s defenses will allow anyone from the town in, if they aren’t hostile. I think… it has a mind of its own. See those red beams.”

      Harmony looked and sure enough, powerful red mana beams drilled through the enemy ranks, helping the dryad defenders. Milia’s eldest sister was especially powerful. However, nothing felt as impressive as the bodyguard the queen left behind.

      She… left her behind to protect everyone, having no idea that that protection would actually be needed.

      Soon, they neared Kyushu and the chaos as all the forces surrounded the mayor’s house. Anna thankfully lived in Harmony’s personal home, several houses away from her father’s. She should be safe for now.

      “So much for my plan,” Ramon said.

      “Why are they surrounding…?”

      “Has your father made any enemies while we were away?” Ronica asked as Harmony’s voice trailed off.

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “He’s very careful about these things.” Harmony froze. “You don’t think… the Peace Spawner found out my identity and is…”

      “It honestly doesn’t feel like his doing,” Iris said. “It’s not vicious enough. There are no hell portals.”

      “She’s right,” Nuwa said. “I think the cult is doing this on their own. I don’t understand why they sent Heart Hunters for normal people.”

      “We’ll find out later,” Ramon said. “Everyone, prepare for battle. Perhaps we can get answers from the last one we leave alive.”

      “I don’t know. There sure are a lot of them,” Lucas said, his voice uneasy. While the half-dwarf’s fiery aura blazed, he was still just a beginner magician like Harmony, with only a couple of months of training. A chunk of the Heart Hunters were at the Lesser Dragon rank. There were also saints, with one or two releasing aura so strong it nearly paralyzed the young woman. In fact, two powerful, potentially peak, saint-realm hunters stood at the entrance of the mayor’s home, as if waiting for someone.

      “Oh, this is bad,” Ramon said. “I didn’t expect for him to be here. Who could’ve convinced t…”

      “So why are we taking over this backwater again?” one of the hunters asked the approaching figure, someone wearing a red robe. This person exerted an aura that far surpassed the entirety of their group.

      “For some reason, the Great One wants to humor the Manslayer,” the red robe replied. “But given all of the accomplishments, there’s nothing we can do. It still baffles me that a mortal did all of this.”

      “It’s because he carries the Great One’s eternal blessing,” one of the hunters said. “A special buff, according to the rumors.”

      “There is no such thing,” the red robe snapped. “Now drag the mayor out here. I’ll empty his safe and string his body up so that the cowardly mortals of this backwater can have a reminder of what will happen to them if they attempt to be heroes.”

      He turned to look at Harmony and their group, smiling. He was a tall, brown-skinned man, with strict features, glowing brown eyes, and enough muscle to add onto his already intimidating aura. “Like our guests here. You’re entering the town at a bad moment, so I suggest you turn around and not interfere, or you’ll be joining the mayor on the flag.”

      “Lord Red,” a hunter said. “Look closely at that group. An elf, a healer, and… whatever she is.” He licked his lips. “How much do you think we’ll make?”

      “Now you’re starting to sound like the Manslayer,” Red said. He looked at Harmony’s group, bored, and actually made a gesture of dismissal. “Be gone. We don’t have time to be bothered with a bunch of powerless brats. Come back when this town is under our control.”

      The fire finally raged through Harmony. Who did they think they were to dare attack her home and to dismiss her like some child? To look down on their group as if they were nothing more than insects?

      “You’re in Potion’s Will territory,” Harmony said as she swapped her bow for the Skeleton King’s wand. The sight of the S-ranked item brought a gleam of greed in their eyes, she could tell.

      “Potion’s what? We don’t care. Your tiny little hidden clan pales against the might of our cult,” a hunter said, earning himself a slap from another hunter.

      “Just tell everyone, will ya? Cursed Wanda, how did so many idiots get recruited to our group?”

      The disciples stopped observing and planning, and stepped forward, auras raging. If not for Nate’s resistance training, Harmony and the other apprentices would’ve found themselves on their knees, maybe faces. They were all at the saint level, after all. An amazing feat that took years of cultivation. Of course, they were already strong when they first met them.

      Ronica frowned. “I don’t like the way they’re looking at us.”

      She summoned her spell book. Seeing the example shown to her and the hint of something in her voice, Harmony followed suit, summoning her spell book as well. She was so nervous that it slipped her mind.

      “We have to flee,” Ellia whispered to Harmony. “They have saint strength.”

      “I’m afraid it is a little too late for that, pretty lady,” one of the slimy hunters said with a nasty chuckle. He licked his lips. “I’ll be keeping—”

      No one saw Kelvin move, but an ice axe descended faster than sound, cleanly hacking off the head of the hunter before they realized the battle had begun. The rest of the group summoned their spell books; however, the apprentices focused on getting out of the way.

      Retrieving her wand first, Harmony led them around the battle.

      But with twenty-five hunters surrounding the mayor’s house in total, many of which were saints, compared to their numbers of just eleven, Harmony and the apprentices found themselves staring down a single saint who was too bored to participate in the main battle. The woman gave her an amused smile.

      “I like your hair,” she said. “It makes me want to pull it off, thread by thread, and make myself a blue skirt with it.”

      The woman was a head taller than Harmony and looked like a noble’s daughter. In fact, it wouldn’t be a surprise, as Liam, a dark elf princess, abandoned her kingdom to join their ranks. To join these monsters.

      “Is this your home, child? If you wish, I’ll let you inside. All you have to do is lick me where it matters.”

      She brought up a sandaled foot, wiggling her toes.

      The rage within Harmony exploded as she took aim with her wand, but the woman suddenly appeared in front of her, fingers on the tip of the weapon.

      “I’m the second-in-command of the Heart Hunters,” she said. “So show some hospitality to your better.”

      She pulled the wand out of Harmony’s grasp, tossing it to the side, and with that same hand, blocked Mandi’s mana bolt. Fearing death, Harmony tried to back away, but the cultist teleported in her face, grinning wide, putting an arm behind the young woman’s waist. She licked her lips.

      “It is a shame you’ll be nothing more than a pile of dust soon. That hair really would make a nice ornament, and your screams would be heavenly as I pulled them out one by one. The Great One would probably want to sleep with me. I’d turn him down with a secret I hid from my family.” She placed a hand around Harmony’s neck, squeezed, and then licked the back of her own hand in a suggestive manner that only made the blue-haired young woman feel sick. “Now, let’s test that pretty little neck of yours—”

      “You know what they say about letting your guard down.”

      Harmony shoved the mana-infused dagger deep into the unsuspecting hunter’s neck. Kelvin’s mana flickered. Within seconds, the saint-rank woman was frozen and probably dead.

      “Let’s go before they notice,” Harmony told the shocked apprentices. Ellia nodded furiously and soon, they were behind the mayor’s house. Guards almost attacked, only to stop upon noticing them.

      “Harmony! Come, get inside,” the guard said. “I don’t know how long the barrier’s going to last. If not for the hero’s party intervening, they would’ve surrounded us entirely.”

      If not for the dagger’s magic, Harmony was sure she’d have blood on her hands and a reminder that she killed someone.

      No… She doubted a single dagger strike would take out a saint-ranked magician. The hunter would burst from the ice and come after her. Catching an amused, arrogant, and overconfident magician off guard was one thing. She could do nothing against the full fury of an enraged storm.

      They were in serious trouble and with Nate far away, they’d have to hope the small group could take on all of those hunters.

      Harmony tried to keep the scowl off her face, despising the reality of her own powerlessness. She… was always this way, always forced to…

      Harmony glanced at the dagger, noticing for the first time that it had no blood on it.

      “I tried to contact Mother through the earth, but she’s not responding,” Ellia said. “You don’t think this is a two-prong attack?”

      Harmony peeked out the window to assess the situation. The mayor walked into the kitchen flanked by two guards. She saw just a brief gaze of relief on her father’s face before it returned to business.

      “Harmony, do you know who’s attacking the city?” he asked.

      Harmony paused, debating if she should tell her father, but couldn’t find the harm in doing so.

      Ellia answered before the words could form in her mouth. “They’re cultists,” the dryad said.

      Mayor Rue paled. “Then we’re just… a part of a town takeover. We won’t last very long. Where are Nate and Milia?”

      “He’s in Wingston,” Harmony replied, trying to fend off the thoughts of the others getting pushed back. Unlike her, they were able to fight. “If we can hold on…”

      “Harmony.”

      She looked up to her father, holding back the tears of powerlessness.

      “It’s okay if you’re not strong enough just yet,” he said. He pulled his daughter into a hug. “I’m proud of who you’ve become, the progress you’ve made. The goals you set. You should not be expected to fight in every conflict, bleed in every battle.” He paused, chuckling. “Now I’m starting to sound like Nate.”

      He shook his head. “That man’s carefree ways…” He eyed Harmony. “He’s different somehow. What happened on that trip?”

      Harmony swallowed, realizing she never got to tell her father about the journey. Both were busy, Harmony with improving her craft, the mayor running the town. She wasn’t some child that had to tell him everything. But for something like this, she felt he needed to know.

      A large crash against the building made the young woman’s blood run cold. Hunters suddenly flooded in, surrounding them instantly. Harmony’s eyes widened as they tossed the corpse of one of her father’s guards to the side. A rough-looking man not dressed in any robes stepped through the crowd, even past the red-robed leader.

      “I can’t believe I was forced to rely on this Wanda-forsaken cult,” he said. “This is a stain on my name.”

      “Don’t start complaining now, Manslayer,” the hunter leader said. “You wanted to take over this town and kill the mayor. The Great One has granted your wish. Now figure out how to keep Wingston from taking it back or we’ll leave.”

      “I don’t care about running the town.” He pulled out a dagger to Harmony’s horror. “I’m just going to kill this bastard and go collect my gold. Prince Myster will regret crossing me.”

      The rage finally exploded through Harmony. She was so tired of being hurled around into a corner like cattle, looked down upon like a child. Her father had a point, but now wouldn’t be the time for such things.

      Not when survival was at stake.

      For the first time, she pulled on… the essence within her, the mana that reminded her of Nate. Her eyes glowed brilliantly as she aimed her wand at this so-called Manslayer. Before the overconfident hunters could remember she was there, the young woman unleashed everything she had.

      “Run, Father!”

      Her Dragon Magic Burst ripped the Manslayer into pieces… into ashes. The mayor, trusting his daughter, didn’t run, but hurried to her side. The remaining guard tried to attack while the hunters stared dumbly at the ashes of a man who Harmony just realized was actually a mortal. Even then, his efforts were pointless due to being just an E-ranked guard.

      A mortal commanding magicians?

      “After all that talk, he goes and gets himself killed by a child,” the red-robed man said. Seconds later, they burst into laughter.

      Harmony signaled for the apprentices and Ellia to move toward the back door. They almost made it out, but at the last second, black mana erupted in front of the exit. The young woman knew if they touched that, it would vaporize them in an instant. A second later, the woman from before emerged.

      “Ah, there you are, you little bitch,” she said. “I’m going to make sure you pay in pain before I kill you.”

      Harmony fired another Dragon Magic Burst, but the saint-ranked magician walked through the magic as if it didn’t exist. Harmony’s father tried to stand in her way, but the other hunters grabbed him.

      Suddenly, vines burst from the ground to hold the woman.

      “Rian, stop messing around and either kill them or go help the others. We’re wearing down the resistance outside. You’d better claim your picks before it’s too late.”

      “I’ve already claimed bluey,” Rian snapped. “As a punching aid. Would you like to see what happens when a fist makes a head explode?”

      The fist suddenly rushed toward her.

      Harmony… couldn’t believe it, but her life truly did flash briefly before her eyes, and the dreams she’d never reach. For death seemed to reach for her.

      She fought, did her best, but in the end, a rookie magician just couldn’t stand up to someone who likely trained for years, perhaps even a decade.

      Suddenly, Opal crashed into the female magician’s stomach, causing her to double over and yell. Mandi covered her in runes.

      The other hunters had already left to fight outside, believing Rian to have everything under control. The black magic was gone too.

      “Let’s go—I won’t be able to do that again,” Opal said, rubbing her head.

      “Thank you, Opal,” Harmony said as she took off running, the others following.

      “They dragged your father outside,” the pixie said. “He has minutes left.”

      “I don’t regret trying to help,” Mandi said to Harmony.

      “Neither do I,” Harmony replied. “Even if I die trying.”

      “Same,” Alexander said.

      Lucas nodded. “You saved my village without hesitation. The least I can do is fight by your side.”

      “You’re all fools, but brave fools,” Ellia said. “Please be friends with me.”

      Harmony patted the young woman on her shoulder. “If we survive this—”

      She felt the world go white as something crashed into her back, knocking the others away. Then a rain of pain as someone grabbed her hair and smashed her face into the ground. Thankfully, this was mostly at mortal strength, more in rage than mana concentration.

      “You little bitch. I’m going to fucking kill you!” Rian yelled. She flipped Harmony over. The young woman spat blood in the hunter’s face.

      “You!” She pulled her fist back, preparing to rain a devastating blow, only to receive a kick from Ronica just in time. She felt the warmth of Nuwa’s healing moments later, which thankfully mended a few cracked bones. Harmony took a healing pill for remaining phantom pain.

      “You are truly a fierce one,” Ronica said, hugging Harmony. “To face a saint-ranker in a hopeless fight. You’d better meditate on this tonight.”

      Harmony froze, noticing something different about the short woman. From her back, like an angel, were transparent wings of flame.

      “What’s—”

      “Here she comes,” Nuwa interrupted Harmony’s inquiry. “Too bad for her, our reinforcements just arrived.”

      Harmony turned, but it wasn’t Nate she saw. Leaping off lightning horses… were… were the saints!

      Aidyn Lightborn, Rin, and the others quickly jumped into the fray. They finally arrived!

      “You dare attack our clan!?” Aidyn’s voice boomed.

      Hunters fell quickly.

      “Nuwa, help me deal with their second chief,” Ronica said. “I can’t let this form be seen for too long.”

      “Right,” Nuwa said. “Thank you for trusting us with the sight.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Ronica said, her aura bursting into raw fire.

      Something about her wings seemed familiar. Then the answer hit Harmony. They reminded the young woman of a legendary phoenix!

      “Bluey! I will bite your Wanda-cursed hair off and shove it down your throat!”

      “I hope you don’t form a habit of attracting the crazy ones,” Ronica told Harmony.

      Harmony briefly glared at her before following the orders of retreating to safety with the others. She breathed a sigh of relief seeing the Saint of Wisdom escort her father away from the battle.

      “By the way, we were able to use that tower to send a message to Nate,” the Sword Saint called to her. Which almost made her flinch in surprise. She didn’t expect someone like that to even glance in her direction. “Funny thing, a dark-feathered elicrone showed us how to do so. So, he’s on the way. If you expand your senses, you’ll be able to sense his destructive anger.”

      “You all will have to tell us what happened after you left,” Awa, Nuwa’s mother, said.

      The fact they were talking and easily defeating their opponents made Harmony relax a little. Until Red entered the battle. Even Aidyn looked uneasy, but he was the only one that could fight him.

      The queen’s personal guard was still with the others, defending the farm. Even if she could make it, Harmony wasn’t sure if she’d have much energy to take on someone this powerful.
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      The sky darkened as the battle for the town raged and soon, it all became a stalemate due to Red’s massive power. Harmony wasn’t strong enough to guess his rank and Aidyn seemed to be concentrating with everything he had to keep him at bay.

      Harmony returned her attention to escaping to safety with the other apprentices. A giant black fireball the size of a horse stable crashed in front of the group.

      “Did I say you could leave, Bluey?”

      Thunder and lightning began to clash in the sky and when Harmony looked up, she could’ve sworn she saw a dragon.

      “Come on, keep moving!” Lucas yelled. “If we—”

      A sword plunged into the half-dwarf’s shoulder. Harmony couldn’t believe how tough he was, as he only hissed, pulled a potion from his storage ring, and drank.

      The dwarven Tinker Saint, Radan, slammed a glowing fist into the hunter that attacked Lucas. He led two hunters elsewhere.

      Before they could take off in earnest again, Rian caught up. The sight of Ronica and Nuwa fighting multiple powerful hunters each revealed why. The two couldn’t turn their backs without dying.

      Harmony forced down the dread of being beaten and abused to death by the angry magician. The other apprentices stood by her side.

      “Everyone, give it all you’ve got,” Alexander said, his voice seeming to speak as Yomi, rather than his reincarnated self. “Numbers could buy us some time.”

      With their spell books summoned, they took aim at an approaching Rian. Harmony with the Skeleton King’s wand, Mandi with a wooden wand, Lucas with his flaming sword, and Alexander with one of his treasures, a ring. The apprentices unleashed as much magic as possible to no avail. All of it struck the edge of the saint-ranked magician’s aura and simply flowed around her.

      “What kind of magician actively goes after the greenhorns?” Alexander asked. “You gain nothing from this.”

      Rian continued forward, her eyes on Harmony. “A predator after a meal. I would say it’s something you’d learn some day, kid, but you’ll be dead, so there’s no point in offering any wisdom. You could meditate in the next life, though.”

      Harmony desperately pulled from the depths of everything she had. If she was going to die anyway, it would be inflicting as grave of a wound as possible.

      Recalling everything Nate and Milia taught her, she took a breath, clearing the turmoil of her mind. Or at least shoving it to a spot where it wouldn’t distract her. And at last, the mana sword burst into her hands. The alchemist’s cloak manifested half a breath later.

      Focusing on one of Nate’s more recent lessons, she desperately willed the Dao tattoo on her wrist to awaken. Eager to finally be used, it shone with a fury, its brightness competing with the overhanging sun. The cloak helped her control it.

      “Oh? Is that a last attack of desperation, Bluey?” Rian asked, then laughed. “I’ll tell you what. Before I pull your pretty little head off its shoulders, go ahead. Wait… Is that a…? How could someone like you, a greenhorn, have such a thing? How could you have it and not me!”

      She suddenly appeared in front of Harmony, her speed barely detected. The young woman wasted no time, swinging the Dao of Dreams-infused mana sword. It released a hypnotic pink light that briefly covered everything nearby.

      When it cleared, Rian was blocking the sword with one hand, studying Harmony with a serious expression.

      “This cult is not worth wasting such perfection,” she said softly. She kicked Harmony to the ground.

      Blood burst from the young woman’s mouth, followed by intense pain, only worsened as she fell to her back. If it wasn’t for the defensive increases of the cloak, she’d probably have broken bones from taking a direct, strong hit from a saint-ranked magician at her level.

      “Don’t bother,” Rian told the other apprentices. “You brats should understand the vast difference between us by now. That includes you too, pixie. And don’t get me started with the dryad.”

      Harmony quickly downed a health potion as she stood. Rian’s eyes widened in surprise. “Wh… what? Are you a healer, Bluey? No.” She turned, only to confirm Nuwa was engaged intently far away and even healing Aidyn and the others. “Well, it doesn’t matter, now di—”

      Harmony tossed the empty bottle of the summoning potion to the side. She waited for the power to course through her. Instead, nausea struck her like the bite of a viper. She vomited, then doubled over.

      Despite Nate’s numerous warnings, she hoped she could put up one last fight, turn things around. Her body’s rejection of the potion likely saved her life, that Harmony knew. Not that it’d matter in this situation.

      “That potion… give it to me,” Rian snapped. The other apprentices and Ellia tried to intervene, only to have all of their attacks deflected with one finger by the saint-ranked magician. She didn’t so much as glance at them.

      Mounting Harmony, she grabbed the young woman’s throat. “Give me the potion! Where did you get it? I need to pay a visit to this potion maker after I smear your corpse across the ground.”

      Harmony’s Dao tattoo flashed, causing the woman to leap away, eyes wide. “That was close, you bitch.”

      Harmony tried to dodge the backhand, but what could she do against this power gap? Sitting at the fourth realm of the Adjusting, the young woman was like a two-year-old child facing a veteran of the Lord Ruler’s elite army.

      Then she saw the black fireball rushing toward her from the open palm, the attack that would kill her. It moved at saint speed… but somehow… somehow it slowed when it got within a few feet of the young woman.

      With her Dao tattoo now unleashing a pillar of light, Harmony dove out of the fireball’s path. It continued for another thirty yards before exploding. The shockwave of magic bashed the apprentices to their backs. They groaned in pain.

      Another black fireball rushed toward them. Rian laughed.

      “I don’t know who’s behind this, but let’s see you dodge it.”

      Harmony… had no idea what to actually do with her tattoo. There wasn’t any guide. She could only feel… sense… do everything by instinct. Instinct, however, was better than just rolling over and dying.

      She willed everything she had, hoping to project something to kill Rian.

      Suddenly, her Dao of Dreams responded by pulling something from her core that wasn’t mana and, with that, it unleashed a red bolt of… not-lightning.

      Rian easily sidestepped the mysterious energy. It struck the ground next to the woman. Before the cultist could laugh, everything beneath her vanished.

      They just barely heard a yelp before she plunged into a hole. Harmony hurried over to peek down and her eyes widened. The Dao of Dreams flickered, and the ground began to close on its own.

      Mandi hugged Harmony. “You did it!”

      “Did what?” came a familiar voice. The ground burst open and the saint-ranked magician, glowing with waves of purple aura, leapt in front of them. “That Dao is going to be dangerous one day. I can’t have that.”

      Before Harmony could react, time slowed again as she watched a mana dagger move toward her throat.

      This time, she would be unable to dodge. Harmony’s own ability… was showing her death. The dagger even glowed, space flickering around it, revealing an extra characteristic of power known as Sharpness.

      She tried, truly tried. Gave it her all, only for nothing to matter in the end. This would spark tremendous growth for a survivor. But she’d lose it all with this death.

      Abruptly, a giant white dragon of lightning blasted from the sky, landing in between Harmony and Rian. A hand held the wrist of the saint magician and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t pull it free.

      In fact, she struggled to move through his aura.

      Nate’s intent covered the entire area, briefly, before retracting and focusing on Rian. His red eyes glowed, along with his hair. Bolts of electricity danced through his white aura.

      Before Rian could get out a word, she dropped to the ground, dead, just from looking into Nate’s eyes. At least, that was what it appeared like to Harmony.

      He turned to her. Instead of fear as she originally thought, an overwhelming sense of joy rushed into her, and she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. She forced herself not to run into his arms like his little sister. Even if she felt like it. Nate still needed to deal with the threat.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said before putting the mask of Raider back on. If the townspeople could move at all under this pressure to witness the chaos, all of the focus would be drawn to him. Rumors, too, about him.

      “Rip them apart!” Opal demanded. “They’re trying to kill the town and Harmony’s father.”

      “I see,” Nate said. “It would’ve succeeded had Lady Feathers not convinced the saints to contact me through the tower. Go back to the shop. You do not need to see what’s about to happen. Or you can choose to stay and witness what happens when you fuck with my people.”

      Nate’s aura exploded, almost seeming to cover the entire nation, and it was oppressive. The hunters stopped to look in his direction.

      For the closest, that would be the last thing they saw.

      Before taking off, he gave Harmony some advice. “Congrats on unlocking your Dao. Will it to a passive mode so it doesn’t burn off your spiritual energy.”

      Harmony pushed down dormant feelings, including sadness, as she knew Nate did not enjoy killing. Where most high-level magicians probably reveled in testing and unleashing their abilities, at this moment, the young woman witnessed true rage.
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        * * *

      

      Have you ever been so pissed, so downright fucking furious that the entire situation simply became funny? Not haha funny, but painful funny.

      Well, I was thousands of times beyond furious and I made damn sure to take it out on these piece of shit cultists. No one would survive.

      I already had to deal with the monarch’s games mixed with politics, the Lord Ruler’s dickery, and even Ling’s flurry of crying and complaints.

      I also had to beat up the Lord Ruler again. His daughter was treated well in the jail, but he still lost his shit.

      I cracked his skull, broke his nose, poked his eyes, and broke his leg. But in my defense, he tried to kill Milia, along with me. Besides the resolution that we finally came to, the only positive thing that arose out of that was the Lord Ruler nearly getting vaporized for daring to threaten the life of the queen’s daughter. Not that he knew the identity of Cheat Force Green.

      So yeah, I was not in a good mood, and as gruesome as this sounded in comparison to my earthly self, it felt like the reaper or perhaps the heavenly demon within took over, and I vaporized cultist after cultist.

      Some of them, I punched through their chests first, then blasted them to ashes afterward as an act of ‘mercy.’

      I hurled potions of steam blasts at a crowd of hunters, inflicting widespread damage on those too far, but also being careful not to get my allies caught up in the area of effect item. With my movement technique, I zoomed through their ranks, mowing them down.

      “Retreat!” one of the so-called Heart Hunters yelled, but it was too late. The fight fully shifted to our favor. Aidyn and the other saints were adamant about not letting any of them escape due to the obvious high risks.

      “You!”

      That was the angry voice of a red-robed figure who my scan only detected as Red. The man responsible for leading this attack on Kyushu, an innocent town.

      

      [Heavenly Demon Class. First technique: Heavenly Crushing Palm.]

      

      I delivered the mana-infused palm right into his chest, ending the fight before it began. Abruptly, one hunter who had apparently pretended to be dead the entire time dove at my leg. I recognized the attempt at the Hell Drag Technique, aimed a hand, and fried him with a sharp burst of blood lightning.

      With the God of Death nodding his head in approval in the back of my mind, I had not a hint of guilt at massacring the attackers of the town. It was either us or them.

      Had I been just a little later, Harmony would be…

      The teenager ran up to me, but thankfully didn’t do any bowing or scraping. She knew I hated that.

      I still got a crushing hug, which she shared with the other apprentices and Ellia. That lone hunter put these kids through hell, toyed with them with plans to escalate things into torture.

      A saint-ranked magician attacking a beginner was as shameful as it got. Her dignity had already been gone since the decision to join the cult.

      Harmony wasted no time running to her father and Anna.

      The next hour was spent checking on everyone, as well as coming up with a repair plan for any damage. There wasn’t much, surprisingly. For some reason, the cult’s main goal revolved around killing the mayor and subjugating the town. Nothing to do with revenge on me but following a bandit king’s wish.

      One of the stupidest things I’d heard in a while. The Lord Ruler would simply send an army of magicians to clean the cult out of his town.

      Or would he? Did they know he didn’t give two fucks about lower rank towns? This could be a problem.

      I made mental plans to push more time into upgrading the town. E-rank guards were powerless. Also, we needed high-ranking magician guards. However, a town like this in its current state wouldn’t be appealing to travel to for many.

      Thankfully, casualties were low but mostly due to luck. I almost lost my apprentices, including Harmony, an important friend. Ironically, she took out this so-called Manslayer in defense of her father. Every day, the brat just made me proud, and I was humbled that I got to teach her magic. She was strong enough to survive the onslaught of a saint-ranked magician, with a special Dao tattoo that responded to her wishes during desperate times. Her leadership would inspire her junior apprentices.

      I decided as a reward for all that she’d gone through, I’d give her the D-ranked spell book I’d confiscated from the fairy prince. I’d doublecheck with Milia to see if her body could handle it.

      “Sir Nate.”

      At the center of the town, I turned to the voice. It was Milia’s little sister, Ellia. I nodded at her.

      “How are you faring?” I asked.

      “Quite well,” she said. Adjusting her glasses, she bowed. “Thank you for saving us.”

      I nodded my reply.

      There were a few minimized notifications. The first two caught my immediate attention, as they were time consuming.

      

      [Quest completed: Humble Thou Princess Part 2. A part 3 may manifest later, but for who, who knows.]

      

      There was another princess? God, I hoped not.

      

      [Quest completed: Dryad Evolution.]

      [Quest: Dryad Evolution. Your betrothed has trained herself into a corner, reaching a wall, and has no idea she stands at the brink of evolution. Don’t worry, she will still have her same appearance, though her hair color may change. An evolution like this is something that normally occurred in heaven’s chosen and only one dryad every 10,000 years may get lucky enough to achieve it. Her control over the forest will be at the level of a dryad queen. Her mind, body, and soul will peel away the invisible layers that hit pure divinity. Requirements: forest attunement (complete), the metaphorical hearts and approval of a dryad family (complete), and Milia meditating in the middle of your aura output until achieving enlightenment (complete).]

      [All rewards: Milia’s evolution to ascended dryad. She will want to evolve with you as a witness. All active quests will be paused when she asks. Milia has unlocked the skill: Moon Splitting Sword Slash. An attack so powerful that, if trained well enough, could literally split moons in two.]

      

      Alright! Milia had gained the skill Yama hoped she’d learn at the brink of evolution. It was an attack that the monarch knew, but it wasn’t guaranteed to pass to the offspring of the original wielder. However, it could only be learned through hereditary means, for some reason. Any kid we had could learn it too.

      

      [Legendary reward for quest completion: Training of your heavenly demon class. A new skill in this class is always a good thing. You will need it if you’re planning to become a golden potion maker and S-ranked shop owner. Chances of your ancestor appearing: increased! Chances of Wanda appearing to intercept him: inevitable. Warning! Wanda will kill you if you take any rule-breaking orders from him, even if you are mind controlled. Chances of your ancestor interacting with you directly: unknown. This typically doesn’t happen, as balance of the universe must be held.]

      

      That evening, we had dinner with the saints and dryads, and exchanged updates.

      At this point, other than the merchant convoy arriving next week, we had a wedding to look forward to.

      “I’ll open the portal to your homeland on the wedding day,” Queen Dahlia said. “Just remember it’s a one-day thing, perhaps two at most. That should just be enough to not pull the goddess’s attention.”

      Awa looked nervous. Nuwa patted her mother’s shoulder, smiling.

      I sensed the energies of my apprentices, each of them ready to push to the next layer of their realms. They’d work on fortifying their bodies soon, though it wouldn’t truly matter until Higher Dragon.
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      The next few days were spent realizing gains and dealing with the perfectionism of Milia’s sisters and servants as they handled all wedding prep. Based on research, weddings in this world were different. There was going to be a lot of booze. Queen Dahlia banned something they called Second Wind marriages where, at any time, two people would be selected randomly and the crowd chanted them into kissing and marrying on the spot. They would also have to chant out the number of children they’d have. While this was mostly seen as a joke by poorer towns, most places took it seriously, and often forced marriages or attempted to get multiple partners. Merridon’s laws prevented harems, as you were only allowed to marry one. There’d be no wannabe ‘harem kings’ or King Solomons.

      Queen Dahlia hated the practice. Since I agreed to the mostly dryad style wedding, whatever it was, she banned it under their law.

      Milia wanted to have a perfect evolution, choosing to hold off for another week as she stabilized mana, fortified her body, and took in sunlight mana. I almost made a photosynthesis joke, but didn’t, knowing that I’d have to sleep with one eye open.

      Mazu came to me on the morning of the wedding with some surprising news. Wolverine and Cheetara wanted to go on a small journey, with an accompanying dungeon dive without my help or supervision. I already knew my kitten was at the peak of her realm, ready for evolution, and planned to evolve her today. But like Milia, she wanted a perfect evolution.

      “Is it just them?” I asked.

      “No. They’re still children, so I’ll be watching over them, of course,” Mazu said.

      “Thank you, Mazu. I appreciate this,” I said. “Let me know if you need anything. Would you like a steak?”

      “Just raw please,” Mazu said with a chuckle, his tail slowly wagging. “I don’t know why humans must cook everything.”

      “Better tastes, food safety,” I replied as I handed him a raw steak slice. “I’d ask Lady Feathers and Sir Bright to go along, but they’ve got a kid to look after.”

      “Oh, Lady Feathers is going,” Mazu replied, his voice not that enthusiastic. “She tried to get the entire family on the trip, but Sir Bright insisted otherwise. Sir Colors didn’t want to leave either. The elicrone kid wants to meet you by the way.”

      “I can do that right now, actually,” I said. “We’ve got some time before Dahlia opens the portal.”

      I wasn’t allowed to see Milia until the wedding. Also, PomPom and the fairies would be dressing me. She gave me an evil grin, causing my body to shudder involuntarily. Rather than a suit, I’d be wearing fancy robes custom made by the queen herself.

      PomPom made an offhand comment about the lack of blueberry pies, despite them currently being baked in a secret location. The baker’s son, who seemed to have a hopeless crush on Nuwa, offered to deliver them. The ten-year-old probably saw Alexander as his rival. For the first time, he seriously considered allowing his mother to age his body to sixteen, foundation be damned. I couldn’t stop teasing him.

      Anyway, after Cheetara and I spent some time with the elicrone family, we met with Wolverine in the front yard. If I wasn’t allowed to see Milia, then who better to meet the family than them?

      Queen Dahlia kept her word, having sent them a mental message days ago, projecting her image and power.
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        * * *

      

      “Big Brother Woofy, it’s almost time, I’m so excited to meet Father’s family-eeeee!” Cheetara bounced repeatedly on Best Buddy’s shoulder.

      Wolverine smiled. “We must show our upmost respect to them. We represent Best Buddy.”

      Wolverine felt his tail wag faster as Best Buddy pet him. He stopped himself from leaping into his arms. He couldn’t help it, being a juvenile.

      Suddenly, Mistress Milia’s mother emerged from the forest dressed in various shades of greens in a robe that some of the young human women from town would probably drool over.

      “They will be proud to see our home and Best Buddy’s mercy to his people,” Wolverine said.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you ready?” Queen Dahlia asked.

      “Yep, as ready as can be,” I replied. “Thank you for this, Your Highness.”

      “It’s bonded mother,” she said, then pouted.

      “Just one day, Mother. One day,” Ellia said, her voice almost deadpan. She sat at a table with Iris.

      “Don’t devour the kid, Iris,” I told her.

      Iris glared at me.

      Chenzu laughed. “Don’t worry, she fancies men. I think. Okay, maybe not. Ellia, she’s dangerous for you.”

      I burst into laughter when Chenzu took off in a dead sprint, laughing, as Iris tried everything to hit him with powerful mana balls and arrows. She chased him with flames in her eyes. Her curses were in elvish.

      Sighing, Queen Dahlia gestured for me to follow her into the forest.

      Or what I thought was going to be a forest, because, holy shit, did it look like a forest-themed palace. Halls, a sunny view above, residents moving out and about, fairy and dryad guards patrolling, decorations upon magical blue walls, carpeted walkway, rooms… this was a real palace.

      “Did you…? How?” I said, barely able to get the words out.

      “Magic,” the queen replied.

      “That’s not… Monarchs are so amazing,” I said, causing the queen to stop suddenly. I prepared to hopelessly defend myself, but she was smiling.

      “I look forward to seeing what amazing monarch you’ll become. Milia too. But don’t advance to monarch at this low level. Set your foundation at the minimum of King’s peak. Or where I’m at.”

      She didn’t reveal her rank, and even if I could read it, I wouldn’t dare to scan her unless I felt like being vaporized.

      Eventually, the queen led us to a large back room guarded by two dryads wearing leaf-dresses that, if not for their powerful divine aura, would’ve made me pause and hesitate on going in. Especially if they followed.

      Fortunately, the queen was a person of her word and we found ourselves standing in front of a giant sphere of light.

      “I wasn’t able to get ahold of your father, but your sister’s waiting for you. This portal… may take you to your father’s home first. Your sister told me he’d be alone.”

      I hadn’t been gone for more than a few months, so things should be fine.

      “Try to hurry,” Queen Dahlia said. “I do not wish to be standing here all day. You wouldn’t make a lady wait all day, right?”

      Rolling my eyes, I stepped through, followed by the pets, without taking the bait. The queen thought she was a real comedian sometimes.
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        * * *

      

      The scene blurred around me for just a second and soon, I found myself in Pops’s home. Tears threatened to burst from my eyes, but I held everything in. I wasn’t gone for that long, right?

      “Who the hell are you?” a strong voice asked. “Teleporting into my house. So they’ve finally come, huh? I’ve been waiting for a long time.”

      I turned to the bald man with mid-brown skin, a muscular build that I didn’t remember, and plain, unremarkable clothing, as if not to draw attention.

      Pops’s eyes were glowing green. My old green, before I changed.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but Pops’s aura exploded as he vanished. Wolverine looked confused, likely because the scent of our blood was similar, but my dad displayed hostility. He didn’t recognize me.

      He only knew the pathetic man from before, who worked dead-end jobs, had no future, somewhat hated life, and blamed the politicians for said miserable life. In the world called Mondra, I decided to do something with my life. Push past the mundane. Running a business wasn’t easy, but I made it work somehow. Magic, martial arts, disciples, a bride, friends, and goals came with the package.

      And I returned home more of a man than I was before.

      However, nothing—and I mean absolutely nothing—could’ve prepared me for Pops being a magician. Pops was a fucking magician? This couldn’t be real. What? I mean… what?

      What the fuck?

      How was I supposed to see any signs? No one, absolutely no one believed in magic. Hell, a lot of people didn’t believe in many things, from deities, to evolution, to the universe itself. However, one thing we all agreed upon, maybe not vocally, was that magic only existed in fantasy media.

      I managed to block Pops’s fist using a Heavenly Dragon defensive technique. Not only did he push me back, but the entire house also rumbled. It hummed with a glowing blue, indicating the presence of a very powerful barrier keeping everything together and us separated from the outside world.

      Pops wasn’t just a magician, but a strong one. A ridiculously strong one. I fought in earnest using the Heavenly Dragon forms.

      Suddenly, he stopped, eyes widened in recognition.

      I smiled at him.

      “Those forms only belong to one family, and only a few could learn them. I forgot they have white hair and red eyes. You’re not from that damned association. If you’re wondering where she’s at, you can forget about it. The oath won’t let me speak, even after death. She’ll be back on her own.”

      “Pops, is my face really that different?”

      Pops actually flinched. Then his tired eyes really looked at me.

      “Nate? Well, damn. I told her that seal wouldn’t protect you from the ancestor,” he said. He rushed over, pulling me into a strong hug. “How did you get back into this galaxy?”

      “It’s a long story, and I’d like to tell you over a drink,” I said.

      “You sound like you’re in a hurry,” Pops said. “And since when did you get p… Spirit beast pets. You really did go to that other world. Where your mom was born.” He sighed. “I spend years hiding my strange abilities from the world, and she appears out of nowhere, asking for help. But that’s an old story, something that made me guilty for not telling you and your sister for a long time.” He shook his head. “Now, out with it, son. What’s going on?” He chuckled. “Only our son could become this powerful so quickly.”

      “You’ve ignored my message,” came Queen Dahlia’s voice. “That’s very rude of you, Wyvern Sorcerer Trevor Sullivan. Open your senses. In the meantime, you must get the others and hurry through.”

      My parents were sorcerers, that I could feel. Well, at least everything made sense. Kind of. What is this, Harry Potter? I almost wanted to look in the mirror for a mark on my forehead.

      “By the way, Pops, this is Wolverine and Cheetara.”

      Both spirit beasts bowed.

      Pops shot me a blank stare before that was replaced with amusement and a shake of his head. “Normally, I’d be like, ‘boy, you never change,’ but even knowing it’s you unsealed, I can hardly recognize you.”

      He petted Wolverine and Cheetara. “Nice to meet you, honored sunlight wolf and heavenly kitten.”
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        * * *

      

      “Big Brother Woofy, he’s really strong too. He’s definitely Father’s Father. Grandfather!”

      “You’re right, Disciple Cheetara Cutie. This homeland… I wonder if it contains more strong people.”

      Wolverine sniffed the air. “It’s… different. Is that sausages, but… different?”
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        * * *

      

      Despite Queen Dahlia’s insistence, nobody rushed. Apparently, Pops was as knowledgeable with portals as my mom, the best. I had so many questions.

      Pops chuckled at Wolverine’s sniffing. “Ah, you want the smoked sausages. Give me a sec.”

      “Sending the information,” Queen Dahlia said. “Brace yourself, Wyvern Sorcerer.”

      Pops froze when he set the food, on a paper plate, in front of the pets, his eyes widening.

      “What do you mean don’t say anything, see for myself?”

      He paused, waiting for a response I couldn’t hear. “Fine! You don’t have to bring that up.” He paused again. “Yeah, yeah. You know, lady, you’re serving as a good reminder to keep my abilities.” He paused. “Ha, ha, just keep on laughing.”

      Pops looked at me and in those eyes was… something. They were bright and filled with anticipation.

      “Pops, are you good?” I asked.

      He chuckled. “You’ve been missing for two months after dealing with depression, mundane jobs, even a breakup.”

      “That breakup was half a year before I got yoinked into another world,” I said. “Damn, what kind of impression did I give people?”

      “The kind where you seemed cheerful on the outside, but uncertain inside,” he said. “Anyway, let’s go to your sister’s.”

      “Shoot, what happened to my apartment?” I asked.

      “All of your things were locked away in your sister’s house,” he replied. “Not that you had much. Your sister is as stubborn as her mother.” He yawned. “I hope you’re ready for what’s to come.”

      “Well, it’s not like it was my fault,” I said, chuckling.

      My sister’s house was at least eight hours away, but Pops opened a rift and we were at her house in an instant.

      “I’m starting to understand some mysterious circumstances from childhood,” I said.

      “No idea what you’re talking about,” Pops said, amused.

      We were warped to a neighborhood of medium to large-sized houses, clean driveways, and relatively low traffic. Even out here, the air quality felt… weird, while on Mondra, not only was it crispy clean, but mana-saturated.

      However, Earth did in fact have mana, just less than Mondra. It seemed to be concentrated heavily in certain places where Mondra had its mana evenly spread.

      “The monarch’s portal will appear in a few minutes,” Pops said as he knocked on the door.

      Within a second, the door burst open, and a familiar woman of average height pulled me into a fierce hug. Then lightly, playfully, tapped me on the back of the head. Unlike Pops, she knew what happened wasn’t my fault, so the worst I’d get in this situation was a playful tap.

      She suspiciously wiped her face before pulling back, relief in the family’s green eyes.

      Aline recognized me due to the queen feeding her the information days prior.

      “You leave for a year and return about to get married,” Aline said, her voice amused and accusatory.

      “I’ve only been gone for almost three months,” I countered.

      “But you hadn’t stopped by in a year,” my sister said, hands on hips. “And your niece and nephew were asking about you.”

      As if on cue, the two adorable little gremlins greeted me.

      “Hey, Uncle Nate!”

      I accepted both of them into my arms, then introduced the group to Wolverine and Cheetara. They immediately fell in love.

      After talking for a bit, Queen Dahlia’s portal appeared. Everyone was dressed up nicely, except for Pops and I.

      Aline knew that the dryads had prepared robes for me, so she asked the queen through her link to magically change Pops’s clothes. Judging by her smile, she agreed.

      We appeared back in the dryad’s temporary forest palace—that was what I decided to name it since the monarch didn’t want to reveal whatever jitsu she did—and it took everything to get everyone moving. My big sister and her kids were actually adorable, their eyes wide and in awe as they gawked at the fairies, the dryads, and especially the residents who were allowed to roam freely.

      Every resident bowed to me as they passed, which was embarrassing. Wolverine and Cheetara looked as if they expected this. The only resident that didn’t bow, choosing to dive into a hug, was Muiy.

      Getting angry at the innocent flower nymph was impossible. Also, I considered her a friend and maybe Milia’s second little sister, so I introduced her to my family.

      She introduced herself respectfully and then had the audacity to voice a complaint.

      “He won’t make a hundred blueberry pies for the residents,” she said, pouting. “I grow tired of sharing mine.”

      I glared at the fairies and other flower nymphs who suddenly found other places interesting to look at.

      “I’m so dying to meet your fiancée,” Aline said. She patted me on the shoulder, though it probably looked awkward with her being way shorter than me. Not that I’d dare say that. “My little brother’s marrying a dryad princess.” She chuckled. “When did you decide to grow your hair out? You look like the son of a fantasy duke.”

      “That’s what I said,” I replied with a chuckle. “But this isn’t fantasy.”

      I glanced at Pops. “Is Aline sealed too?”

      “Not anymore,” Pops said. “The mana just entered her.”

      Aline’s eyes widened as white aura burst around her. Her eyes turned red, her hair white, and she even grew slightly taller, age reversing. She looked great, honestly. Her husband would probably be taken aback.

      “Dad, what’s going on?” Aline asked. “I feel… weird. What’s this about mana entering me?”

      “Whoaaa,” her kids cooed.

      “Damn that woman dumping this responsibility on me,” he muttered. “I can almost hear her laughing.”

      My imagination took that time to fuck with me because I turned around quickly, only to see nothing.

      “Sir Nate, are you well?” Muiy asked.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I told the brat, then glanced at my sister. “Pops owes me the full story too. But the short version of what’s happening to you is that Mom is originally from this world. The mana in the air undid the seal she placed on our spirits, and now you’re attuned to magic. We’ve got family here somewhere, on her side, I think. I’m not too hyped on the idea of meeting them yet. Something is happening. Getting involved can prove fatal.”

      I started walking, gesturing for the others to follow. “Let’s get back to my house.”

      “You’re not coming back, are you?” Aline asked.

      “Even if I wanted to, I can’t,” I said. “Some day, I’ll master portal magic and other wormhole nonsense so I can travel between worlds, visit, and let the runts run around. Cheetara would certainly like their company.”

      “What the hell do you mean you can’t?” Aline asked. “Nate, what aren’t you telling me? Will I have to pop that head like old times to get the answer out of you?”

      “The answer is a long story and you’ve only got a day here before the queen takes you back,” I said. “Speak of the devil.”

      Queen Dahlia was waiting for us at the forest entrance. Her appearance, of course, awed everyone again. Well, except for Pops, who glared at her.

      “Welcome to our world, Mondra,” the queen greeted.

      “You’re her!” Aline exclaimed.

      Queen Dahlia smiled. “Come. The preparations for the wedding are done and now that you’re here, rest for an hour or two. You’ll hear our fairy’s music, announcing its beginning. Nate, come. It is time for you to be dressed.”

      Aline narrowed her eyes. “By who?”

      Queen Dahlia laughed. “Servants, of course. By magic, mostly. Don’t worry, your brother’s one of the rare good men I’ve encountered. And he’s so much more than that.”

      I felt my face warm up. “I didn’t expect to be complimented by the queen.”

      Queen Dahlia gestured at the fairy servants. They led me toward a dressing room that wasn’t there before.

      Maybe it was just an empty room, formed from when I upgraded this from a simple house shop to a lord’s house. Thank fuck PomPom wasn’t here. It turned out to be a mix of butler and a couple of maid fairies.
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        * * *

      

      Aline… felt weird. It wasn’t something that could be simply written off with an LSD joke, though she considered voicing that aloud. It just didn’t feel appropriate. How was she supposed to act in front of a queen with magical powers? She lacked the slightest clue of proper etiquette, except what she saw on TV after returning from a long day of work.

      Aline’s cheery kids helped keep her grounded. Her dad asked a few questions, most pertaining to Nate.

      But the pride in his voice couldn’t be mistaken. She knew Nate heard it somehow, sensed it. If he was the same from before, he’d probably be smug about it. Although he was always a good man, something about him seemed… a little distant. Frightening. Like staring up at a giant. His very presence emitted the power of a commander or even a… king?

      He was still her little brother, that she felt. Even if he could somehow return to them, why would he, with a wife now? Eventually, he’d have a family of his own.

      Her mouth almost went agape when they introduced his apprentices and disciples. Why did he have disciples? They were all dressed nicely for the wedding. Two beautiful young women, a charming young redhead man, an adorable kid. There was an adorable dryad woman with them, though she wasn’t a disciple. Just their friend. Nate was teaching these kids magic?

      The cute flower girl—a nymph, they told her—entered, also dressed beautifully for the wedding. It made Aline a little self-conscious about the dress she chose to wear. Her dad sensed that and poked fun of her.

      One day just wasn’t enough. She wanted to learn more about her brother’s accomplishments, his lifestyle, his… well, whatever this was. A huge house, people adoring him, and a farm. There wasn’t any power, but this so-called mana made up for it.

      Aline needed a drink. Not that she’d ever do so with her kids around. She’d never allow them to see her intoxicated. Even though the dryad-style wedding was all about spiritual wine, booze, and being merry.

      The young woman with very pretty blue hair and a dress to match it explained how the days went. Apparently, her little brother was a special potion maker and ran a shop. There was a passion in her voice that only amplified Nate’s character.

      So much pride radiated through her that others turned to the woman, as if they felt it.

      At first, seeing the higher-than-average number of pretty females, in her opinion, Aline was on the brink of bursting into her brother’s room for a talking to.

      However, things weren’t as simple as that. While Harmony was one of his first friends he made in this world, Nate hadn’t lost his Earthly morals. She wasn’t sure if a thirty-three-year-old dating a teenager was normal in this world. But on Earth, obviously not.

      His direct apprentices weren’t all girls. That fact that he took in a girl as an apprentice, without being sexist or weird, revealed the brother she knew. Though he’d be the first to tell you how much teenagers got on his damn nerves. Aline wasn’t looking forward to that with her own love muffins.

      Then there were the disciples. Aline had watched enough martial arts shows to understand the arrangement. There were more men and women, all… adoring her little brother. Including an elf. A fucking elf! Well, if fairies were real, why wouldn’t elves be real too? Three men, three women. The short one brightened the mood, as she was funny as hell. Aline also liked Nuwa a lot too. She seemed like someone kind and pure enough to keep her brother’s students in check. Maybe Kelvin too, who also had a family of his own.

      Aline especially couldn’t wait to meet Nate’s mysterious bride.

      That desire manifested far too quickly, as a dryad woman named PomPom asked, “As Sir Nate’s sister, you’re allowed to meet with your bonded sister, if you wish.”

      Aline pondered on the idea for just a moment before shaking her head. “I’d like to wait until she appears at the wedding. And be in as much awe as the others.”

      PomPom smiled. “But you must introduce yourself after the formalities. Before the drinking ceremony begins.” She raised a finger as Aline opened her mouth. “Oh, and the fairies will make sure the children are enjoying juice, not spirits, so don’t worry.”

      Aline nodded. “Thank you.”

      PomPom lowered her voice to a whisper. “Mother can help you with your appearance solution before you return to your homeland. While home, it will become a… transformation.”

      Aline’s eyes widened. “Are all queens in this world so… kind?”

      “No,” PomPom said simply. “Mother and maybe Queen Cerial are the only ones I’d trust to help without some ulterior motive.”

      Aline considered mentioning the possibility of her helping simply because she was Nate’s sister, but slapped away that idea. There wasn’t a need to complain about a gift horse.

      Still… a transformation.

      It still baffled her that not only did her hair color and eyes change, but she now looked to be in her twenties. Her kids seemed fine and unaffected. Apparently, their blood was diluted by her husband’s.

      But didn’t that still make them half… well, whatever they were?

      Aline didn’t sense anything in them, not that she truly knew how senses worked. The basics given to her by the redhead named Mandi just didn’t resonate with the woman. They wanted her to meditate too, pull in mana, but Aline didn’t come here for that.

      “Are you sure I can’t visit my brother any time soon?” she asked, trying her best to keep away the sadness. Other than her own family, she only had Dad and Nate. And she really didn’t want to lose either of them.

      “Perhaps in… half a year at best,” PomPom replied. “This world is mostly under Wanda’s jurisdiction. Opening portals without her permission would bring down her wrath. She’d probably destroy the entire continent.”

      “Why would she do that? How could we get her permission?” Aline asked.

      “I… don’t know,” PomPom said. “Portals to other worlds are illegal.”

      Seeing the look in PomPom’s eyes, Aline decided not to push further.

      More guests came; the parents of Mandi, someone Lucas called Master Nia, a butler named Howie, Harmony’s father who was actually the mayor, numerous townspeople, a man named Tom and his family, a man named Ripley who wore sunglasses, a… restaurant owner wearing a maid outfit for some reason named Anzu, a bank teller named Serina Starrigon, and many others. Even some animals were allowed to participate, their intelligence unnaturally high. What almost made her yelp was a fox that talked. A goddamn talking fox. Perhaps the most interesting guests were the people that called themselves saints. One of them had to be the mother of Nate’s disciple, Nuwa. They had an air, a vibe about them that felt warm, trustworthy. It turned out they were under Nate’s wing too. Aline just couldn’t wrap her mind around the community her brother created. Judging by the look on Dad’s face, he couldn’t either.

      All of them greeted Aline, immediately identifying her based on the white hair and red eyes. They knew about her too. It made the woman feel warm that her brother hadn’t forgotten her.

      A trumpet sounded, beginning a beautiful song. Other instruments joined in. All of this appeared to be the cue that things were beginning. Off to the side, there were long tables of food, drinks, and… many pies, for some reason. They… were Grandma’s blueberry pies, weren’t they? That damned little brother of hers. Somehow the dryads were addicted to it. It was cute and worrying at the same time. Aline stared at her small, wrapped wedding gift that was nearly submerged below tons of others, meters away.

      A minute later, PomPom cheerily announced, “Okay, everyone, it’s time. The forest will open up on its own, so there’s no need to leave the main yard.”

      “Milia’s really getting married,” Ellia said, her voice seeming in awe. What kind of woman was she?

      Just like PomPom said, the forest entrance opened, revealing the palace from before, just without the residents. The music from above, played by fairies, softened. The queen appeared before them and began to sing. It wasn’t in a language she could recognize, but the beauty and power in it warmed her.

      In fact, she just realized that everyone spoke English! That could only mean… some kind of translating phenomenon occurred, and everyone heard their own language.

      When the queen finished, the music changed, and two dryads Aline learned were this Milia’s eldest sisters, Amaryllis and Lily appeared on ‘stage.’ Another dryad appeared, one that reminded her of an older description of their kind with green skin. Despite supposedly being a century or more years old, she was as beautiful as the others. They’d probably make every Earthling jealous.

      That grace became fierceness when all three of them drew brilliant glowing green swords out of nowhere. Well… drew wasn’t the right word. Manifested.

      “The song of a long, beautiful life together, shall join hands with the will to fight together,” the queen announced.

      Aline’s two kids cheered when the two dryad sisters fought together against the elder dryad. They were moving so fast, Aline couldn’t possibly understand how her children could even see anything. Then in a blink, two swords were flying out of hands, dissipating midair. They bowed to the elder.

      The crowd roared with excitement.

      “Unfortunately, only the husband will be allowed to see the dance,” PomPom quipped from somewhere, which gained giggles and chuckles. Servant fairies began to serve everyone, except the few children in the area, drinks. Aline decided not to decline as to not seem rude. One glass of wine wouldn’t do anything to her.

      “This spiritual wine is of the finest from the queen’s hidden gallery, only brought out for people she dearly loves or trusts,” a dryad servant announced. “We will toast together with our newlyweds. It’s S-ranked, so savor it while you can.”

      The crowd gasped. A few mummers occurred. Some people wiped tears from their eyes, thanking the dryads for the opportunity. And thanking Aline’s brother.

      Suddenly a cloud of beautiful, rainbow-colored sparkles appeared center stage. A second later, two incredibly dressed figures manifested, holding their own glasses. It was her brother, dressed in an incredible Chinese-style robe. At least, Aline thought it was Chinese. And at his side, a gorgeous dryad woman with mesmerizing golden eyes. Her sister-in-law, Milia. Her wedding dress was a mix of greens that went well with her hair, displayed grace and modesty, but also a little more. She had a headdress of glowing gold roses.

      Both held up their glasses simultaneously. A radiant glow of golden light surrounded the two, as if they were about to walk into heaven. The music intensified and then softened into something that touched Aline’s heart. Like a journey.

      Everyone held up their glasses. The golden light expanded.

      “A toast to the beginning of our journey,” Nate recited. Aline would’ve smacked him in the back of the head had he forgotten that line. Milia smiled, her eyes filled with real love. Aline couldn’t wait to question her. And understand what she saw in her brother. She had to know! Someone so radiant, the most beautiful person she’d ever witnessed in her life, marrying her brother.

      Okay, fine. The bride of a wedding is supposed to be the most beautiful person of the event. That Aline had to give credit to the dryads that worked hard on this.

      She took a sip of the wine, following the lead of the others. The flavor… was indescribable. She… just wanted more. A tingly feeling of comfort settled in her gut. Something seemed to be there at her core.

      She glanced at Dad to see his smile.

      “Now this is what I call a wedding party,” he said. “They know how to treat guests. This is a millennia’s worth of honor. Whatever Nate did to earn this…” He chuckled. “Isn’t that right, honey?”

      “I’m so proud of him,” said a familiar voice next to Aline.

      Aline’s eyes widened as her head jerked to the side to see… someone who vanished in a Navy accident years ago, sitting beside them dressed beautifully, her manners polite and nonchalant. Aline almost thought she was a ghost, for she hadn’t aged a bit. In fact, her hair took on their white and her eyes red. No wonder the woman didn’t recognize her.

      The tears threatened to explode from Aline’s eyes, but a comforting glowing hand took all of those emotions and locked them away. She smiled at the kids who had no idea they were returning a smile to their grandmother.

      The woman beside them wasn’t there before, only an empty, though fancy, chair. The dryads made sure the reception looked like something out of a… Oh, they were a royal family. She remembered again her brother had just married a princess.

      Her mother’s eyes were on the wedding, so Aline forced herself to pay attention again.

      “Nate, a man of honor and peace,” said the queen. “Do you understand what it means to marry a dryad princess, and do you truly accept her in your heart as your wife?”

      “Yes, I do,” Nate said.

      “And Milia, do you recognize this as someone of honor, and do you truly accept him in your heart as your husband?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do,” Milia said, her eyes sparkling with joy.

      “I want many, many grandkids,” the queen said before clearing her throat. There were some chuckles and blushes. “As the human tradition goes, I now declare you officially married. You may kiss the bride!”

      When the two kissed, the light expanded around them.

      Suddenly, a nearly blinding pillar of white light crashed at their side and a presence—that was the only way Aline could describe it—manifested. It felt endless, infinitely powerful.

      The light took on the silhouette of a shapely woman, but nothing more. In fact, staring at it for too long became painful. Somehow… the impression of a name entered her mind. Her soul.

      “Congratulations,” Goddess Wanda said. “And thank you for your hard work.”

      A blessing enveloped the entirety of the area. “A boon shall be my gift. He who defies the heavens. The cheat potion maker.”

      There was amusement in her voice when she described him as a cheating potion maker. Wanda then vanished, leaving the entire area in silence. Even the queen had a shocked expression on her face.

      “There is no way that boy changed that goddess,” Mom said softly.

      “That really was a goddess?” Aline asked softly, her voice more of a question than statement.

      Dad’s smile brightened.

      “She really allowed this,” Queen Dahlia said, her voice showing surprise. “This is a first. I wonder why.”

      “She’s clearly trying to appeal to you,” Dad said to Mom.

      Aline glanced at her smiling mother.

      Mom shrugged. “Who knows with goddesses?”

      The emotions her mother drained from her were beginning to return and within was joy, anger, curiosity, and so much more.

      “With that being said, time for food and drink!” Queen Dahlia declared.

      “Let’s party!” Opal yelled.

      The music from the fairies above changed from soft to playful and fun, frivolous. Aline turned, ready to ask her mom numerous questions, only to find the woman gone.

      She turned more, only to see her father had gotten up and gone over to Nate and Milia.

      No, this couldn’t be happening. He had to know. There were so many questions that must be answered. And why was her dad so calm?

      She started toward the stage, only to stop at Queen Dahlia’s voice.

      “If she appeared, then the best thing you can do is be patient. She’s not going anywhere anytime soon. Wanda’s watching now. If she doesn’t explain herself to you and your brother, well, the goddess may take offense.”

      Aline turned to the queen. “Why?”

      “Even if she was born in this realm, she ascended. Became a universe roamer. She needs permission from the guardian deity of any world below B-ranked. The goddess will project the purpose from her heart. That’s how we were found out. I… just didn’t expect her to approve my illegal actions and bless the land. Or to give Nate a boon. His favor with the goddess must be quite high. I wonder if he left out some details about the cities he saved.”

      Aline gaped at the queen. “My brother saved cities?”

      “Your brother’s accomplishments were shown to me by Wanda the night he discovered my attempt to shift this land’s politics in my favor. I saw his actions, felt his heart. The fact that Wanda showed me such a thing was not only a warning, but a plea. He’s aiming small, for a simple shop and peaceful life. What’s that human saying? Wanda wants him to have that cake and eat it. A peaceful life, but open to using his great powers to nullify dark forces. The Peace Spawner, to be specific.” She patted Aline’s shoulder. “Go congratulate your brother and meet his wife. Angeline will appear again soon.”

      “You know my mom?”

      Queen Dahlia simply shrugged as she walked toward Nate and Milia. “Come.”
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        * * *

      

      Maximus Truestorm read over the report handed to him by the royal advisor, Monroe. His witch guests were still in Wingston, preparing to meet an old friend, and also track down the son, Alexander. He sighed.

      “What do you think, my lord?” Monroe asked.

      “It is puzzling. A shaman making a pact with a hallow and using this power to threaten the life elves. Speaking of life elves, Ling claimed the hero’s party were now discipling under Raider. Quite a wise choice, even if they believe they will not be serving the kingdom anymore. Iris should be warned about the danger her family’s in. Make sure a notice is sent to the Red Star as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, my lord. Although I believe if they need help, they’ll see it from the dwarves first. Even the orc territory has tried to fight the hallow shaman, with no success.”

      Maximus shook his head. “So many things… The most bothersome is the one that is connecting Raider to that man named Nate.”

      “The man the dukes want to meet?” Monroe asked. “Where do you think he lives?”

      “Send all the princes to Wingston. Their job will be to make sure our witch guests don’t attract the Inquisition and also to investigate this Nate.”

      “If Nate’s Raider, there will be no stopping Prince Myster from attacking,” Monroe said.

      The Lord Ruler chuckled. “Myster isn’t stupid enough to challenge his better. I want Elric to explain his reasoning for insisting on Raider’s participation for the throne.”

      Monroe bowed. “I will get the message out. About my advice pertaining to the empire.”

      “I’ve already sent the message out,” the Lord Ruler said.

      Monroe smiled. “If Ling is arranged to marry the emperor’s son, we’ll experience eternal protection.”

      “If it backfires, prepare for war,” the Lord Ruler said. “And the Empire won’t be an easy opponent.”

      “Are we still hosting the dungeon competition this year?” Queen Cerial suddenly spoke up.

      “If things aren’t too complicated, perhaps,” Maximus said. “Perhaps I should offer the winner one item from my vault.”

      “That will certainly energize the academies,” Cerial said. She stood. “Husband, I think I’ll head to Wingston too. I’d like to finally meet this Raider.”

      Maximus shrugged. “If you could get that bastard to show up, have at it. I don’t recommend fighting him.”

      Cerial gasped, eyes on her husband.

      His pride didn’t allow him to elaborate, though he knew his wife’s imagination was probably exploding into madness.

      “Duke Starrigon’s probably headed there too,” Maximus said. “With you there, he shouldn’t try anything.”

      Cerial didn’t look so sure, knowing how little some of the dukes actually respected her.
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        * * *

      

      Ares felt confused, baffled that the Heart Hunters had been defeated. However, he simply didn’t have the time to investigate. The other three siblings were now on the move. After all, the ancestor increased the prize, which increased the stakes.

      He needed a lead toward the next Philosopher’s Stone fragment. That, or he could just hunt them down and kill them.

      Unfortunately, they were very powerful. Only Nate was a pup magician.

      For a moment, he considered hunting down a S-ranked dungeon but gave up. Impossible was impossible. A fairytale. It’d certainly grant him a reward capable of defeating the others with ease.

      “I’d better check on Zaster. Soon, it’ll be time for him to finally make a move. I hope Merridon’s ready.”

      He chuckled.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Milia and I awoke to a commotion. We quickly dressed, Milia straightening up her disheveled hair, and peeked outside our room.

      PomPom’s wide grin greeted us. My sister and Pops, who spent the night since they were no longer being rushed away, grumbled. My niece and nephew were still asleep upstairs. I pushed out of my head what Aline had said about Mom showing up at the wedding. In a twist of… weirdness, maybe some irony, she’d be the one explaining everything. Including her disappearance. I wondered if I could sense her.

      I caressed the charm of the necklace Aline gifted me.

      “What’s got you in a perky mood?” Milia asked her younger sister.

      PomPom laughed. “They say a wild and fruitful night could cause a dryad to lose control and bloom a forest!”

      Milia’s blush went into overdrive.

      I tipped my head back and actually laughed. Even Pops couldn’t resist joining in. Aline gave me a look a confusion, but I shook my head.

      “Ask PomPom about the details later,” I said.
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      This has been Peace Spawner: Rise of the Cheat Potion Maker, volume 4.

      

      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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