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        Sacred Brother

    
    
    
    
                [Participant in the Royal Road Writathon challenge]

I couldn't atone for my sins and died without being able to do anything.

However, this is not the end of my story.

I was given another chance. A chance to live a better life in a world of magic with a loving family. But, no matter the world nothing is free. I will have to fight for this second life sooner than I thought.

This is the story of my second life.

[Will contain some mature content.] (Reincarnation story)

            

    
        Prologue 1: Brother

    
    
    
    
  
We all have someone we hate, someone we can't stand. For me, that was my twin brother Jordan.

As far as I could remember, it has always been like that.

My parents hated it, ­saying that twin brothers had to be close,­ but we were so different that it was hard to believe.

Except for our brown eyes and brown hair, we couldn’t be more different.

Our faces didn’t share any similarities. I had thick eyebrows on a plump pale face, while his face was slim and slightly tanned. In addition to that, Jordan was also quite tall and very thin. You could see his bones very clearly while mine were hidden behind a good portion of fat. It's not like I ate more than him, but it seemed that his body wouldn’t build up any excess weight no matter how much he ate.

I hated him for that, but what I hated the most was when our relatives compared us.

For them, I was the fat, stupid brother, while he was the frail, intelligent one. No matter how hard or how much I tried, I could never beat him at anything.

With his intellect, he bested me at everything. I felt nothing but rage and envy for him, so I beat him physically. It was the only thing he couldn’t do, and the only advantage I had over him, so I used it every single day.

My parents grew desperate over time, as they failed to understand the logic of my actions.

This only gave me more reasons to hit him.

After my father died in a car accident, my mother, destroyed by her grief, just gave up on me.

She couldn’t afford to send us to different places so we went to the same high school. Even if I had to go with him, I was happy to be able to start over in a new place, where people wouldn’t judge me, or compare me with him.

But I was wrong.

I made some friends at first, but I quickly left them.

I couldn’t stand the way they always told me that my brother was amazing.

Insinuating that I was inferior to him.

Sure, he was amazing.

He was at the top of the class by a wide margin. He was also never arrogant. On the contrary, he was nice to everyone and was always willing to help others. Some girls even thought he was cute.

Every time I heard praises about him, I clenched my fists to hold back my anger.

Nothing changed.

Everything was the same as before.

I began to work hard once again, and my results were quite good, as I scored in the top ten of my class, yet no one paid any mind to my efforts.

Days passed without my hard work bearing fruit. Therefore, one day, I finally stopped working.

I simply gave up.

I became irritable and was left alone.

I began hanging out with some people who held bad reputations in school. I didn’t like them very much and felt no attachment toward them, but they never tried to compare me with my brother.

And that's all I ever asked.

I was happy with them, but it only lasted for a short time because I couldn’t simply ignore him.

Each time I saw him, I was reminded of my past failures and became ashamed of never managing to beat him at anything.

So, I became violent with him again. Fortunately, my ‘friends’ were useful in helping me make my brother’s life in school a misery without my involvement. I would have never confessed this to anyone, but I felt better each time someone punched or made fun of him.

After a few months my friends got tired of tormenting him, as he never fought back. It was as if he didn’t mind which made me feel terrible. As if waking up from a dream, I slowly realized what I had been doing to him. So, for the first time I understood that I had been wrong and decided to leave him alone.

Our relations improved little by little after that, until that day.

After that day, our relationship couldn't have gotten any worse.

The reason for that was a girl named Trisha.

She was a transfer student. Beautiful, smart, nice, she was perfect. It was love at first sight.

After two weeks, I finally made up my mind and approached her to introduce myself. To my surprise, she showed some interest in me. Over time, we spoke more frequently, until I spent almost all my free time with her.

For the first time in my life, I didn’t feel inferior to him. If a girl like her was interested in me, then I must not be so ugly or stupid after all. We quickly became friends. I even escorted her home a few times while she also visited my house where she met my mother.

After their meeting, I was so sure of myself, that I decided to ask her out.

It was a Tuesday; the weather was bright, perfect for what I had planned.

I asked her to meet me on the roof of our school. She opened the door with the same smile I immediately loved on lips.

“Hello Thomas, sorry I’m late.”

“No, don’t worry about that”

“Ok, but...”

“What?”

“In fact. There is something I want to ask you.”

Something to ask me?

Don’t tell me, she wants to ask me out?

She was blushing, so I was sure of it.

She continued before I could answer her.

“In fact... I want...”

The silence between each of her words only made my heart beat further in anticipation.

“I want you to introduce me to your brother.”

“Eh?”

I didn't understand immediately what she was saying.

“You wanted to tell me that?”

“Yes... in fact, I like your brother. Sorry for not telling you sooner... I was wondering if you could help me.”

I was speechless.

It was as if a truck had hit me.

I wasn’t able to move or make a single sound. I felt my stomach burning as if I was going to throw up. I gathered my strength to answer her inquisitive gaze.

“S... Sure. I would be glad to.”

“Really! Thank you so much, you’re a true friend!”

She quickly kissed me on the cheek with a bright smile. I would have been overjoyed if she had done that before, but now I didn’t care.

Only one thought kept revolving around my mind.

It was his fault.

“So, why did you call me here?” she finally asked.

“Nothing, don’t worry, it wasn’t important. Well, excuse me, but I have to go.”

I quickly left, without giving her any time to react.

I left the school premises early that day and ran out of the school. I ran down every street as fast as I could, before entering the park. It was only when I couldn’t run anymore that I stopped and lay down on the grass breathing heavily.

I just couldn’t believe it. The first girl that I have ever loved was the same as the others. She didn’t care about me in the slightest. She only cared about him.

Why him?

What was so special about him?

Despair and sorrow seized my heart before it was replaced by hate.

Hate for him.

I had never felt anything like that. My entire body felt like it was burning. Even my hands were shaking. After I finished cooling down, I had already lost track of time. I just stayed motionless on the grass, thinking. It was already dark when I got up and decided to return home.

At 10 pm, I finally arrived at the front door of my house and noticed that a few lights were still on. However, I paid it no mind and entered through the front door. The sound of the door closing behind me alerted my mother who was coming down the stairs to check who had entered the house.

“Thomas! Where have you been? I received a phone call from the school earlier. Why didn’t you go to class this afternoon?”

I ignored the angry voice of my mother. I just stood motionless in front of the door.

As I thought, the noise made him come down.

As soon as I saw his face, my body suddenly moved on its own. I rushed toward him as fast as I could and punched him in the face. He didn’t react at all and fell on the ground of the corridor.

Blood was gushing from his nose but it wasn’t enough. Like a wild beast, I attacked again. I heard the screams of my mother and felt her hands trying to pull me away from him, but as frail as she was, she couldn’t stop me.

I continued to barrage him with heavy punches at every opening I could find. The fight was completely one­-sided because he had never once tried to fight back.

*BAM*

I was struck on the side of my head by something heavy and firm.

As I turned around, I saw that my mother had hit me with a small, decorative statue.

The blow made me dizzy and finally stopped my rampage.

Blood poured from a wound on my head, but my hands were far worse. The beast inside me had finally disappeared only to reveal what I had done.

I started punching him since we were young, but I never went as far as this. His entire face was swollen and covered with blood. That was the only thing I saw before my mother covered him with her body while crying.

I had gone too far.

After this, I understood that things could always become worse.

My brother spent a week in a hospital to heal his horrible wounds.

He was a brilliant student.

Therefore, his absence didn’t go unnoticed and the truth was soon uncovered.

I quickly became the worst trash in school.

I tried to explain my motives to mom and Trisha. I swore to them that I would never try to hurt him again, but it was too late. Their trust in me had already vanished. At home, my mother just ignored me, while the gaze Trish gave me each time we crossed path with each other at school was the only answer I needed to understand her true feelings.

I guess I was lucky that my mother didn’t call the police, after seeing me nearly kill my own brother. I was also lucky that she let me stay in the house.

I knew everything happening to me was my fault, but my hate for him remained.

——

It had been two years since that accident.

Some people say that all wounds heal with time.

That's a lie.

This kind of wound never heals, we just hide them behind smiles.

I was sure of that each time my mother looked at me.

She would never forget the sight of her son trying to kill his brother, but she tried her best to hide it.

My life continued with those fake smiles and with her eyes full of fear.

We entered our last year of high school.

The last year we would have to spend together.

I didn't know what I wanted to do with my life, but I was sure I wouldn’t do the same things as him. Therefore, this meant I was probably going to spend my last moments with him.

I would soon be free from his shadow.

I still hated him, but after that day, I never raised my hand against him again. I just ignored him as he did with me. After some time, the other students just avoided me, leaving me alone.

I also gave up on Trisha, as she never spoke to me again after that accident.

Each time I saw her, I felt my heart sink. It wasn’t because I couldn’t be her boyfriend, but because I wasn’t her friend anymore. I didn’t realize it, but the time I spent talking with her was the most precious I had in my life.

I wasted all of it like everything else.

Curiously, she didn’t go out with Jordan. I didn’t understand it, as I knew she asked him out.

Why would anyone refuse to go out with someone as beautiful as her?

I felt a little relieved nevertheless.

I didn’t have any reason to hate him, as everything happening to me was my fault. He also never blamed me for what I did to him.

Our relationship reached the bottom that day, so it could only become better.

We were far from being the best of friends, but we could still talk with each other without bloodshed. We even started working together in a part-time job to help our mother pay the bills.

We decided this together.

It was the first time that we chose to do something together of our own will.

We weren’t even eighteen years old, so the pay wasn’t much in this small construction company. We didn’t have any experience either, but it didn’t matter as our only work was to gather the waste around the site. It was boring and tedious but we didn’t complain.

We spent several months working on the site of a future hospital.

Everything was monotonous in this job, but I found some peace with this kind of work. We worked long hours, probably too long for what we were paid, as on friday afternoon we were often the last ones present.

This friday afternoon wasn't different as nearly all the other workers had left leaving us two alone in a gigantic half-made building.

“We should stop. It’s almost time," I told Jordan with some hope hidden in my voice. I certainly appreciated the manual work, but after such a long day, I was tired nonetheless and longed for a nice, warm shower.

“You’re right, let’s go,” simply replied my brother with his caracteristic voice, a little bit too soft to be easily heard.

I let out a sigh of relief after his answer.

It was a hard day.

After stretching, I realized that even the shower wasn't as appealing as the prospect of getting some rest in my bed.

With this idea in mind, we finally started walking toward the stairs to reach the first floor.

I was the first one going down the stairs still in manufacturing.

Until it happened.

Some people say that everything happens for a reason.

I hope they are wrong.

I don’t want any hidden meaning behind this.

However, if they are right then what was the reason for this to happen?

Bad luck?

Punishment for what I did?

I don’t know, but what I’m sure of is that it happened in a flash.

I didn’t notice where I was walking, but felt my right foot slip on something before sensing my entire body falling to the right.

It wouldn’t be a big deal if we were on the ground, but we weren’t.

I didn’t roll down the stairs, as I would’ve preferred.

Instead, I fell into the void, something that wouldn’t have been possible if the stairs were finished with a banister.

While I was falling, I felt my right arm being pulled.

It was Jordan.

He reflexively caught my arm in the hope of trying to stop me from falling, but he wasn’t strong enough so he fell with me.

*Boom*

My entire body was in pain while I tasted blood in my mouth. It took me several seconds to realize what had just happened.

“I’m lucky it was only the first floor.”

I sat down on the concrete floor while wiping the blood coming from my mouth.

“Tho..mas”

The voice of Jordan suddenly came from my left even softer than before. It always had a way of getting on my nerves as I hated to have to concentrate to hear what he had to say.

However, aware of what he had tried to do, I didn't comment on this.

With the thought of wanting to thank him for trying to save me, I turned my head to look at him and felt my heart stop in my chest.

He was on his back breathless

However, he didn’t fall on the flat surface of the floor like me.

Several steel tips were protruding from his stomach.

“Jordan!!!” I yelled terrified.

I quickly got up despite the dizziness I was feeling and covered the distance separating us in a few seconds before kneeling beside him.

I didn’t know what to do.

I couldn’t think straight anymore.

“Help!!!” I screamed as loudly as I could with a hint of despair in my voice.

After some time, I finally heard voices coming our way, but the tears flowing freely from my eyes against my will wouldn't stop. I never felt anything like that, never felt so much terror as I watched the pool of blood around his motionless body slowly getting larger. My whole body was shaking as sat next to his body, while a sharp pain suddenly shot through me and prevented my cold hands from immediately grasping his. I was certainly wounded by the fall, but I didn't care in this moment.

I clenched my teeth and ignored the burning pain from my entrails and my own blood mixing with his drop after drop.

“Don’t worry, help is coming. Everything will be alright.” I said, trying to reassure him.

However, the more I spoke, the more I understood that I was only trying to reassure myself.

“Thomas... I’m scared.” he replied with a weak, almost inaudible voice. I never desired for him to speak louder than in this instant, terrorized beside him.

“Don’t be scared, help is coming.”

His face grewing paler every second prevented me from thinking clearly.

I was totally lost.

It was as if I was in a nightmare, ready to wake up at any moment.

However, I didn’t wake up.

After the initial shock had passed, my mind became clearer. But all that remained inside my head, as the voices of men running toward us became louder, was terror and questions.

“Why did you try to save me?” I suddenly asked almost reproachfully.

I couldn’t understand why he tried to help me after everything I did to him.

For the first time since his fall, in fact for the first time in a very long time in front of me, a small smile appeared on his face.

“Because you’re my brother," he simply replied in a voice clearer than before.

A voice similar to a flame, that burns stronger before it goes out.

I heard footsteps coming toward me, but it was already too late.

His body had already gone limp in a pool of our mixed blood.

——

I couldn't remember what happened after that.

Actually, I did remember, but I didn’t care.

I didn’t pay any mind to the men asking me what happened. I just stood petrified next to my brother before a police officer forced me to leave.

I didn't answer anyone.

I just kept staring in front of me while remembering his last smile and final words.

I was taken in that state to the hospital.

It took me a few hours before I was able to explain what happened. I told them everything I could remember as fast as I could, trying to chase this unwanted memory from my mind.

Later, I learned that there was a camera on the site that confirmed my version.

Before this video came out, a few officers aware of my bad reputation in our small town, strongly suggested that I had pushed him. I didn't deny them and didn't grace them with any answer either.

After their leave, I spent several hours alone before hearing a horrendous scream. It was the screams of my mother, coming from the corridor after learning about his death.

I think that scream will haunt me for the rest of my life.

——

The news of my brother’s death quickly spread around the neighborhood.

Some people cried while others blamed me. A few days later, Trisha even came to the hospital room to hear what happened that day.

I tried to explain to her that it was an accident, but she didn’t believe me, certain that I was responsible for his death.

That was the last time I heard her voice.

I knew that she was just trying to find out who was responsible for Jordan’s death, and didn't blame her for her words as I knew her grief was speaking for her, but it still hurt.

I spent the next few days in the hospital before returning home.

My mother didn’t try to speak to me about what happened. I don’t think she could have. She was probably afraid of what I had to say. The memory of the day I beat him half to death was still in her mind.

With something like that between us, the atmosphere in the house quickly became unbearable.

Even after the funerals, the situation only got worse.

My entire school was sure that I had killed him, something I quickly understood when I tried to go back there. A single day was enough to make me understand that I wasn’t welcome and will never be anymore.

I couldn’t stand staying in the house with my mother either, but I didn’t have anywhere else to go.

I was trapped.

The void that Jordan had left was just too great.

I spent my entire life hating him and wishing that he would soon disappear from my life, but the day it happened, I finally realized my true feelings.

No matter how much I tried to hate him, I couldn’t.

For one simple reason.

He was my brother.

From the beginning, my mother was right: a brother is sacred.

After some time, I overcame the sadness of his death only to be assaulted by a guilt devouring my insides.

No matter how much I tried persuading myself that it was an accident, I knew that I was responsible. Not responsible for the fall, but for the years of suffering he endured.

In my mind, it was as if I had killed him myself.

The unfair and false constant accusations from everyone around me slowly became justified in my mind.

I might have been able to face my guilt, but I was weak.

So, after finally turning eighteen, I escaped.

I didn’t commit suicide.

I simply left.

I took a one-way plane, trying to escape this reality and my guilt.

  

    
        Prologue 2: Fight the despair

    
    
    
    
  
It has been two months since the day I left everything behind. 

I wasn't able to face my guilt after my brother's death, so I ran far away without even looking back. 

I took a plane toward China without any plan or ambition. All I knew as I wandered inside the airport with my small backpack containing all my savings and a few spare clothes was that I just couldn't stay near all these people pointing fingers at me and accusing me of my brother's death.

I needed to leave, the farther the better.

For how long, I didn't know but certainly not until I had found a way to make amends for what I did, not until I could finally confront my family and friends. 

Unknowingly, my modest savings vanished for the location of a small room in a questionable area of a city whose name I couldn't even pronounce. I tried to find some work, but the opportunities were rare for everyone, especially for a foreigner not speaking the common tongue no matter if it was for the most gruesome manual labor.

Did I regret my choice to leave everything, including the comfort of my previous life, as I roamed unfamiliar streets, exhausted and with an empty stomach?

I did.

However, each time I considered my return, the image of my mother's face crossed my mind. Her look of horror, grief, and anger as she judged me as her son's murderer. Soon after, images of Trisha and of everyone I had ever known giving me similar looks would also come to haunt me and confirmed that I couldn't return yet.

Not until I had found my way.

Not until I had done something with my life.

Something that would make my mother proud or at least proud enough to give me a second chance and make her accept my side of the story.

To show her that I wasn't the same anymore.

What I didn't realize was that I should have looked for something to help me forgive myself first.

I didn't accomplish anything of importance as I worked tirelessly each day and rummaged through garbage for a piece of bread. All I did was punish myself.

A part of me knew I deserved to be punished for what I did. This part overshadowed everything else until it was too late until I was left without enough money to pay for my trip back.

After a year had passed, I was arrested for stealing food from a market, as I no longer had the money to afford it, nor the strength to go another day without eating. I had been unable to pay for my food for the last three days, let alone pay for a shelter to live in. 

The naive and sheltered child I was when I left my country behind on a whim was confronted with the harsh reality of real life without any support.

As it was my first arrest, I barely escaped with a warning. 

A warning that I didn't follow.

Without a single penny in my pocket, a roof over my head, or the strength left to do the same manual labor as I had done for the last year when I was lucky enough to be accepted for a job, I knew that I would sooner or later be forced to steal again to survive.

I was lost and desperate as I realized that without any option or practical skill at my disposal to get me out of this situation, I would soon starve to death. Until I saw a small poster on the corner of a street where I didn't want to spend more time than necessary. The small red paper was half-drenched by the rain, but it had something more than all the other flashier signs and advertising boards around me.

A portion was written in English, something that was incredibly rare in such a remote part of this Chinese city.

I stayed long seconds under the cold rain, rereading the paper a few times to be sure that I had understood correctly what it proposed.

I didn't have any skill or any money, but I could still resort to the only thing I was somewhat gifted in.

Something I had learned to hate doing, but now needed.

Fight.

That's what this paper was advertising.

Fights for money.

It didn't propose to simply fight in the streets, something I would have immediately discarded as I would just end up in prison for good this time, but gave a proper address. 

Without any cell phone or any way to properly ask for directions, it took me several days of research to finally find the right place. Even then, I continued to wander around the area to be sure that I hadn't gotten to the wrong place.

I finally accepted that this two-story, shabby-looking building with a single decrepit wooden door was the right place mainly because I was tired after a long walk with just a stolen apple as my meal for the day. I hesitated a few more seconds until I noticed a discreet Chinese sign above the door.

Even after a year in this country, I still couldn't read Chinese so I obviously couldn’t understand what this sign meant, but I recognized it nonetheless. 

It didn't take me long to compare it with the sign on the front of the red paper.

There was no doubt possible, so I resolved myself, folded the half-torn paper back into the pocket of my old jeans, and knocked on the door.

Without any result for long seconds.

So long that I was forced to knock again with more vigor after ignoring the fear I had of breaking a part of that door already begging to collapse.

I continued to knock on the door, refusing to believe that I had crossed half of the city for nothing until a bulky man abruptly opened it.

So abruptly that I nearly fell forward when I missed my knock. I suddenly froze in place as I faced this man taller than me by a wide margin with my hand almost touching him instead of the door. He was very intimidating and my body tensed as I noticed his bulky arms looking as large as my thighs, or maybe even larger. As I quietly waited for him to speak, I stood there motionless trying to hide my nervousness before this hulk of a man. 

He finally spoke a few words that I couldn’t understand due to the language barrier. After noticing the confused look on my face, he then began to speak to me in English, something I was incredibly relieved to hear.

“What do you want?” he asked with a harsh voice and a debatable accent.

"I... I want to..." I stuttered.

I felt cold sweat roll down my back as I struggled to answer before remembering why I had come. I knew that if I followed this path, there would be no possible return. However, my hesitation and stubbornness had already cost me all my other alternatives. I couldn't just accept dying in the street, starving, or going to prison for stolen food.

These past months spent with only the next meal as my most immediate concern hadn't dulled my initial intent when I set foot in this country.

I will find my path and return home to correct my mistakes and face the people who once cared for me, no matter what I had to do to accomplish it.

If fighting with my fists to have a chance to do that was my only way left, then I couldn't refuse.

So, with renewed conviction, I raised my head to look straight at this man's black eyes and answered with a firm voice that didn't waver this time.

“To fight.” 

In response to my statement, a clear smile suddenly appeared on his face. 

It was unsettling for such a brutish-looking man.

“We don’t get many foreigners here. It’s going to be interesting. Follow me.” 

Without uttering another word and visibly without suspicion, he turned his heels and motioned me to come inside. As I followed behind him, I found that the interior was too dark to allow me to clearly discern my surroundings. 

I didn't care and followed him in silence, without allowing my will to waver. 

I didn't know if salvation was truly beyond this darkness, but this was the only path left for me, so I continued to quietly follow this man as he led me through the building.

We passed through a series of doors before emerging into an alley where we continued our walk to another building before repeating the process. 

That’s why he didn’t seem careful and agreed to let me enter without asking anything. The building was just a disguise, a meeting point, nothing more.

Fifteen minutes passed since I started following him until we finally stopped in front of another, more imposing building. 

Except for its size, this one didn't look that different from the dozen other houses we walked past, but I knew that it was the right place when the bulky man knocked on the door a couple of times with irregular pauses in between them. 

The door immediately flew open and another man let us inside. After a body check, I went through a series of stairs and was finally allowed into what looked like an office. 

The room was quite dark with a single light on the ceiling. In front of me was a large desk with numerous papers on it. The glimmering light illuminated the desk and the man behind it who had his long fingers crossed under his chin. 

The man looked old, very old, and was clearly of Asian descent. His face was so full of wrinkles and scars that I had difficulties discerning his traits. I could only imagine what kind of life he led to have that many scars, not to mention that I was sure that his long white hair, which covered a part of his face, was hiding some others too. 

The man briefly looked at me, then quickly looked at my bulky guide who swiftly approached in front of the desk. After a respectful salute, he began talking to him in Chinese. Their exchange was brief and the bulky man quickly went to a corner of the room to stand in silence with his enormous hands joined in front of him. 

The old man behind the desk finally turned his gaze toward me. 

His body may be too old to have much vigor left in it, but his eyes weren't dulled by the years.

His eyes, as blue as the summer skies, examined me for long seconds while slowly going from my emaciated face to my dirty and tattered clothes.

It didn't take me long to correct my first impression under this kind of detailed scrutiny.

His eyes weren't as blue as the sky.

They were too cold, too calculating for that.

They looked more like ice that seemed to freeze me in place as its owner continued his silent judgment. As surprised as I was to be confronted with this kind of man, I didn’t allow myself to waver and stubbornly kept my gaze fixed on him and nothing else. 

My resolve was already made, and it was time to show it.

So, I didn’t back down once during the long minutes of his inspection and didn't even allow a reaction on my face when a shiver ran down my spine in response to his sudden voice. 

“My subordinate told me you wanted to fight, boy. This is not a playground you know. I must say that I’m quite curious about you. Why the hell did you come all the way here?” he asked in a grating, unpleasant voice but with perfect English.

“I just want to fight, sir,” I answered briefly. 

“And so, for a reason like that, you followed a total stranger to an unknown place in a country you obviously don’t belong to," he remarked with a smirk. "Despair can certainly make anyone, even someone as young as you, do the strangest of things."

His voice wasn't pleasant to hear, but it also had something else in it. A kind of confidence born from years of giving orders. It felt so overwhelming that for an instant I failed to come up with words to answer.

He let out a small chuckle as our gaze met for long seconds in this uncomfortable silence.

“You have strong eyes, boy, but I’m afraid that if your answer doesn’t please me. You won't live long enough for your desire to fight to be fulfilled. So I’m asking you again, why did you come here?” 

This man was right. Despair could make men do the strangest of things for I would have never imagined just a few days ago that I would find myself in this kind of situation. I knew that my life was in the hands of this man, at the mercy of his whims, but I didn't back down.

It was too late for that. 

So, I fixed my posture and, with a resolute tone, answered with my true feelings. 

“I came here to fight because I need the money. I do not seek strength, fame, or pleasure. I simply want to fight because this is the only thing I have left, the only thing I can do to survive. I know what this place is and I also know that, if you wish, you could make me disappear from the world without anyone even noticing. That’s exactly why I chose this place. Even if I die here no one will find me here or know what I became.” 

I wanted to find my way home on my own, without begging my grieving mother to save me from a situation I got myself into.

I desired to correct my mistakes more than anything.

However, I wasn't that naive anymore and knew that I could find death easily in this kind of place.

It may be selfish, but if I died in such a way, I didn't want anyone I knew in my previous life to learn about it.

The room was silent for a short period as the man kept his gaze on me.

He looked at me for so long without saying anything that it became harder for me to breathe until he spoke once again. 

“So you’re here to escape?"

"No, to have a chance to find my way back," I immediately countered.

"But you're not from here, aren't you? You did escape at one point in your life, isn't that right? That's the only way for someone like you to have ended up in this kind of forsaken place. You couldn't face your past and destroyed your future when trying to run away from it. What did you do to desir such a fate?” he asked coldly with a disturbing interest shining in his cold eyes stubbornly plunged into mine. 

“I killed my brother,” I replied after a few seconds of hesitation.

I hadn't pushed him, but I was judged by everyone I ever knew as his murderer. The video of the accident proved that we had fallen together, and exonerated me in the eyes of the law, but it wasn't enough to prove to my relatives who were aware of my violent past that I didn't desire it and that I hadn't managed to find a way to accomplish my sinister vengeance.

It's to escape this constant silent accusation in the eyes of the people I knew and loved that I ran away.

An eerie silence followed my statement.

“You will not find any redemption here, but I suppose you already know that.” 

“Yes,” I immediately replied in consent.

I didn't come here to forgive myself, for there was no honor or pride to be gained in this kind of place. Only money, but sadly that was the first thing I needed if I wanted to change my fate.

“Good, but do not misunderstand me, boy. I don’t care in the slightest about your circumstances. I just wanted to make sure that you weren’t a cop or some stupid tourist. I will allow you to participate in my tournaments. Here you will fight, people will watch and make bets on your fights. Of course, you will gain a percentage of the profits. However, only if you win. If you lose, you get nothing. Losers get nothing here. Do you understand?” 

I could only nod in response. 

It wasn't a negotiation after all.

“Good. The match will continue until one of the fighters is down. As soon as the fight begins there is no backing out, we do not allow sudden forfeits here. Also, there are no weapons allowed. You may fight with your fists and other body parts only. After all, this is not a deathmatch, but…" 

A creepy smile illuminated his old face before he continued his sentence. 

" ... accidents still do happen.” 

If he expected a sign of fear, the man was disappointed as I continued to stay unwavering in front of his cruel gaze while hiding the worry and dread in my heart. 

"What's your name boy?” he suddenly asked as if remembering this oversight. 

“Thomas,” I briefly answered. 

“Good, Thomas. You can leave now. My subordinates will explain to you the other details.” 

The tension in the room slowly eased, but I didn't allow my body to relax before I was out of this building.

To my surprise, the bulky man accompanied me to a small hotel run by a lady probably as old as his boss and paid for my room and meal without exchanging a single word.

After annihilating my modest dinner, I was finally able to lay on a real bed, the first in a long time, and immediately succumbed to a dreamless sleep. It seemed to me that I just spent a couple of minutes like that when I awoke the following day. My whole body was sore, but I felt better. However, with my head clearer after a meal and a good night's rest, I started to have the disagreeable impression that I had made a terrible mistake and kept replaying the scene of my encounter with the mysterious old man. 

I smiled wryly knowing perfectly well that it wasn't possible to back down anymore.

I will fight in an arena in three days.

That bulky man explained that to me and assured me that I would be contacted by their organization the day before my first match. 

Without another choice, I decided to recover my strength until the time for my fight finally arrived.

I glanced at the small amount of money the man had left for me. 

It reminded me of the time half a year ago, when the few days of exhausting work I was able to do here and there weren't able to afford me meals and a roof above my head. At the time, I had no choice but to sell my belongings including the watch I received on my 16th birthday. All of it was worth around three thousand Chinese Yuan, which was equivalent to five hundred dollars. By selling it, I gained just what I needed for temporary food and shelter.

However, all I did was postpone the inevitable.

I should have used this money to return to my country when I had the chance.

If I wanted to gather this kind of money again, I didn't have a choice anymore.

I had to win the fight in three days.

With this new goal in mind, and after having sufficiently rested for my taste, I started to move around in my small room to reawaken distant memories of training I had done when my mother's solution to calm my temper was to give me a place where I could fight, a place where I could get rid of the demons and bitterness lurking in my heart.

At the time, I didn't need to physically vent, all I wanted was recognition from the people around me for my efforts.

This solution certainly didn't have the desired effect, but at that moment, I was grateful for this knowledge that would undoubtedly be very valuable in my upcoming confrontation.

Three days passed in the blink of an eye with awkward movements becoming once again more familiar. The training also prevented my mind from wandering too much, and I was certainly grateful for that, as each time I was forced to rest, I was assailed with an irresistible desire to see my family again.

This year on my own had helped me mature.

When I first arrived in this country, I wanted to be punished more than anything else, as a way to atone for my past mistakes.

However, time had done its work.

My grief wasn't over, but I was done to atone for my violent past in this fashion.

I was finally ready to go back home.

It was too late to back down from the following confrontations, but if I was able to survive this and return to my country, then maybe I would finally be able to do something useful with my life.

Something I could be proud of.

This was my choice and my path.

My thoughts were interrupted by the banging sound of my room door. I took a glance at the clock and quickly understood. 

The time had come. 

Thus, I walked toward the door and slowly opened it. 

I was met by the indifferent gaze of a mysterious stranger. He wore casual clothing, which I paid little detail to. What I was paying attention to was his impressive height. He towered over me even more than the bulky man who led me to this hotel.

“Are you Thomas?” he asked with an indifferent voice. 

“Yes.” I immediately replied. 

“Good. Then come with me.” 

He immediately began walking toward the elevator without another word or another look in my direction. I quickly grabbed the little bit of money I had and quickly followed after him. In front of the crappy hotel, awaited a black sedan that drove us toward the outskirts of the city. The ride took around an hour until we arrived at another urban location. 

I spent a full year inside this city, but I never drove anywhere and certainly never walked such a distance.

Unfamiliar roads and buildings were the only confirmation I needed to understand that I had no idea where I was, which wasn't particularly reassuring. 

The man motioned for me to go inside the building, so I immediately left the car before he started driving away. My heartbeat began to increase, as I got closer to the door of the mysterious yellow building appearing completely unremarkable from the outside. 

As I entered, the door behind me suddenly closed shut. 

Not ominous at all...

A tall, middle-aged man, dressed in a fancy suit, approached me. Despite his elegant clothes, he couldn't hide his fit physique and the impressive muscles on his arms. Not as impressive as the bulky man who had led me to their boss, but still imposing enough to make me gap at him for a few seconds while cursing at the fact that every man I crossed paths with appeared to be able to crush me without any effort.

Praying that my opponent wouldn't be as physically impressive, I nearly missed this man's following words.

“Follow me,” he simply said after a curious look.

His voice sounded quite rough, but I didn't pay it any mind and followed him into an empty dark room. When the lights on the ceiling were abruptly turned on, it revealed that I had been wrong.

Dozens of people were already waiting on bleachers with their faces covered by masks or pieces of clothes and their bodies half-hidden in a darkness that the powerful lamps weren't able to dissipate, probably on purpose. I couldn't see their faces, but I could feel their gazes filled with curiosity and probable mockery toward me. I was after all quite young to be in a place like that.

“Kid, the match will begin in a few minutes. As for the time before your fight, use it as you wish.” 

I nodded at my guide to show that I understood his words despite his terrible accent. 

However, I didn't have much time to let the fear and apprehension clenching my heart do their grim work as my opponent appeared from beyond the darkness just a few seconds later.

I took a curious look at him before thanking God that it wasn't a mountain of muscles.

The man was lean and short, shorter than me by at least a head. He was of Asian ethnicity with shoulder-length black hair tied in a ponytail and an arrogant grin on his lips as he looked at me. He was already shirtless revealing his well-defined abdominal muscles, something I was sadly incapable of showing.

“Kid, it’s time!” suddenly shouted the man who led me here, making me realize at the same time that I had spent more time than I thought staring at him. The fear and apprehension I had before my arrival were still here, but they had considerably lessened after seeing my opponent.

I knew that I shouldn't judge this man based on his appearance, but I still couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief seeing that I would not have to fight some herculean man, like all the subordinates I crossed paths with. 

We both approached and prepared for our upcoming fight in a wide bare space on the concrete floor. 

The man in fancy clothes came between us and would obviously act as the referee.

“Are you ready?” he shouted while raising one hand above his head. 

My entire focus was on the short man in front of me and the reverse was also true as I noticed that my opponent clicked his tongue in annoyance, probably because he noticed that I had relaxed when I saw that he would be my opponent. 

Great, I angered him...

Determined to end this quickly with a kick to his abdomen as soon as I get the signal, I tried to ignore my opponent's venomous gaze.

Immediately after the referee's hand was below head height, I sprinted toward him at full speed with this intent in mind. 

My opponent didn’t have the time to react as I delivered a powerful kick to his stomach. 

Or so I thought. 

With a grin on his face, he sidestepped quickly to my right. My kick just grazed his body whilst I received a powerful punch to my jaw. The shock made me stumble backward a little. Soon after, without having the time to retaliate, I received another punch, but this time to my abdomen. 

The blow hurt so much that I almost fell. 

An opportunity to give another blow that my opponent didn't seize.

I fought the pain and tried to tackle him to the ground. I was physically stronger than him and intended to use this advantage. However, as he did before, he easily avoided and with a simple kick to my legs made me fall to the ground flat on my face. I turned around, but before I could stand up, the man sat on my stomach and began throwing punches in my face. I guarded my head as best as I could, but he was accurate. Each time a blow landed, it made my ears ring in protestation.

No matter how much I struggled I couldn't throw him off me either.

Between his blows, I was able to discern his face and the arrogant smile on his lips. 

That's when I finally understood.

This man had been playing with me since the beginning. There was no such thing as an easy opponent for a first fight here despite his appearance. 

With reluctance, I finally admitted defeat after what seemed like an eternity under his vicious blows.

I tapped the ground three times with one hand while trying to continue to protect my face from the avalanche of punches with the other. 

To my surprise, the referee didn’t stop the match but continued watching us as if nothing happened. 

I wasn't standing anymore and had made a clear sign of submission, but no one stopped the match for me.

I didn't understand until I recalled the words of the old man.

As soon as the fight began there was no backing out.

They didn't allow forfeits.

This simple realization hit me harder than all the punches landing on my face and body.

No matter how hard I struggled, there was nothing I could do to get out of this situation. Finally, when the storm of blows finally ended as abruptly as it began, I was barely conscious anymore. I could feel blood flowing all around my face and taste metal in my mouth not knowing how many teeth were broken with his onslaught.

Without any strength left to move, and my mind hovering dangerously close to unconsciousness, I almost missed the sensation of having my hair pulled.

It took me a few seconds of effort to open my swollen eyes and understand that he was showing my face to the pleased spectators if the waves of laughter I could discern with my ringing ears were any indication.

Defeated, and humiliated, I didn't have the strength to feel outraged at this instant.

However, when my opponent began to touch my face with his fingers circling my left eye, I understood that all this wasn't enough for him yet.

He wanted to hurt me more.

This realization similar to an electroshock made my motionless body react once more and my resistance finally resumed, but it was too late. With evident ease, he expertly blocked my arms with his legs and started his grim work with a satisfied smile on his lips. 

I resisted, screamed, and struggled as hard as I could, but all I could really do in the end was scream in pain and horror after he finally managed to pull out my left eyeball. 

The pain was completely unbearable. 

I had never felt physical pain like this ever in my past life. My mind almost went blank from it. I soon felt myself drifting into unconsciousness while hearing laughter from the surrounding audience. 

Pleased with his work, my tormentor finally stood up and watched me for long seconds as I lay pathetically on the ground, covered in blood. As in a nightmare that I had never had, I discerned with my remaining eye this man smashing my eye on the ground with his feet.

It was the last thing I saw before finally passing out. 

——
I found myself in a hospital bed after finally returning from my unconscious state. 
My entire body was in pain from the fight while my mind was extremely hazy until it all became clear again. After I recollected that awful memory, my hand began to near toward my left eye. 
I only felt bandages telling me that it wasn’t a nightmare. 
In fact, it was a nightmare, but it was also real. 
I didn't even have the strength to scream in horror but the shock from that fight still echoed within my mind. 
I gritted my teeth. 
My emotions were beginning to grow out of control. 
I wanted to stand on my two feet, so I tried to get out of the bed, but as soon as I tried to stand I instantly fell down to the floor. The pain from the impact resounded throughout my whole body. 
As I looked at myself, I could only feel like crying. 
I stayed without moving until a couple of nurses entered my room. 
Their eyes widened seeing the state that I was currently in. 
They quickly rushed to me and helped me return to bed. 
I thanked them with a lifeless voice and a fake smile which quickly disappeared after they closed the door behind them leaving me alone with my pain. 
—— 
Several days had passed since that fight and my body was still in a pitiful condition. 
For the entire duration, I continued to lay on my hospital bed while trying to chase the traumatic memories of the fight from my mind. In an attempt to do that, I also wondered how I would be able to pay for the enormous hospital bill. 
My future looked grim before the fight, but now it was hopeless. 
I received the beating of my life from a Chinese midget who took my eye as a trophy.

Fucking psychopath. 
I was full of rage and shame. The beating I took was completely one-sided, but I brought this upon myself after all.

The old man warned me about this.

This was not a place for tourists and more than everything, I deserved it.

The pain in my eye was probably far from the suffering he had to endure in the accident and the crushing sensation I feel in my entire body was probably not close from what he endured all those years of torment

While I continued to wander in my thoughts, I heard a knock on the door. 
I immediately turned my head to my left from that abrupt interruption. I felt unease oozing out from the door. However, that uneasiness felt somewhat familiar. 
My luck couldn’t be that bad.
Before I could say a word, the door slowly opened to reveal a lone old man walking into my hospital room. I couldn’t help but gasp when I saw that it was the old Yakuza. Without uttering a single word, he walked toward me with his cane in his left hand before seating himself on the chair next to my bed. 
Before I could speak the old man smiled at me. 
“Did you like your first fight?” He asked. 
It took me a few seconds before I recollected my thoughts to answer. 
“I’m not sure we could call that a fight.” I answered helplessly. 
“I agree. It was more of an execution from my standpoint. Well, if you hadn’t seen that coming then you’re quite stupid.” 
I couldn’t respond anything to that. 
A hint of disappointment quickly flashed across my face. 
“By the way, I have already paid your hospital fee.” He said. 
My lone eye widened at his sudden words. 
“Why?” I asked in incomprehension. 
“Hmmm…” 
The old man let one finger run across a profound and disturbing scar located on his left cheek while muttering. However, I simply ignored it, as most of my attention was focused on his early statement and on the eerie smile forming on his face. 
After a few seconds of this ritual, he smiled once more at me. 
“You are weak. Nothing, but a little boy who pummeled all the other children who were smaller than him and because of that you thought you could fight with adults and even look down on them, simply based on their look. If that is the case, boy…” 
The word boy felt emphasized as it left a deep impact on me. 
“...let me tell you this. The world is much bigger than what you think. You got lucky after only losing an eye against him.” 
For the first time since he entered the room, I suddenly broke eye contact to look at my hands with shame. Everything he said was true. 
There was nothing to deny. 
“But still… I can’t help but be intrigued by you.” 
I looked at him once again. 
“Why?” I asked. 
“I don’t know. I just feel it when I look in your eyes, or… I should say your eye. Hehehehe…” 
That was not funny.
“Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that… I have the feeling that you can be much more than just the little bully you were back then.” 
I tilted my head to the side after his statement.

“You’re wrong… What makes you think that you know more about me than I do about myself.” I asked with a hint of coldness in my voice. 
“Well, if that is what you think then there is nothing that I can do. I don’t know what you did that you’re so desperately trying to destroy yourself, but I don’t care. However, I have an offer for you. 
I was listening very carefully to his words. 
“I will personally teach you how to fight if you agree to continue fighting at least once every two weeks in a match similar to the one you had fought. If you succeed to survive for three years in that ring, then I will give you the thing that you desire the most in this world. How does that sound?” 
I could only stare at him in suspicion after his mysterious proposition. 
“Then what is in it for you? I asked. 
“As for me. I will get fifty percent of your winnings as payment for the training you receive." 
I immediately began to rethink my limited options. 
I knew that there was no way to survive another one of those fights.

With only one eye left, I was sure that my next opponent would take great pleasure by ripping the last one I had.

As much as I hated myself, the idea of becoming blind wasn't very appealing.
“Are you running away?” 
“What?” I answered stupidly to the sudden question. 
There was no more smile on his face this time. 
“Are you running away from your sins? Are you going home to your mom crying while apologizing? Is this the extent of the determination to make up for your crimes?” He said in a cold voice. 
I could only open and close my mouth without uttering a single word, like a fish out of water. 
“You can refuse and become a beggar or sell your body for all I care. Now make your choice!” 
The last sentence was told with so much force that it made my entire body tremble in response. 
His blue eyes looked at me as if he could see straight into my soul. It made me want to hide under the protection of my blanket. I desperately looked away from his fierce gaze until my single eye glanced at the broken mirror hanging on the wall at the right side of my bed. 
It had been so long since the last time I looked at myself. 
The face in front of me was almost that of a stranger 
I could only see a shadow of my former self. 
More than a year without a proper meal had made my round face look scrawny. Under my eye, non-covert by a bandage, was a large dark ring. I looked surprisingly terrible. My face was extremely pale, except for the bruises I gained from that fight. So much so that I wondered if I wasn't going to die soon. 
It was the first time I noticed it, but I looked similar to him.
It was almost as if I could see my brother looking at me in this crappy mirror. Everybody said we were totally different, but today I understood that it wasn't the case. 
I never felt closer to him than at this moment. 
Once again, it hit me. I felt guilt as strong as the day of his funeral. 
I really made Jordan suffer a living hell. I pummeled him every single day. Then I let him die in my stead. I couldn't run away from this sin.
I clenched my fists as strong as I could before turning my head to face again, those two eyes like sapphires that seemed to shine in this dark room. 
“I… I accept your offer.” 
When those words finally left my mouth, his gaze became gentler and a wide smile illuminated his old face making him look ten years younger. 
“Excellent. It took you long enough to make up your mind. Well, I guess it’s good as long as you understand. One of my men will take you to my mansion at the end of the week. Make sure you sleep well before that because you will have few opportunities to sleep later on.” 
He gripped his cane and stood up before leaving the room while lightly chuckling as he made his way out. 
I forgot to ask about what he meant by ‘the thing I desire the most’, but this wasn't my main thought.

I had to survive those three years. There was no point thinking about it for now.
Soon after, I fell down from my seating position into the soft clutches of the bed. 
Once I was sure he left, I let out a huge sigh. 
I looked in the mirror one more time before slowly drifting to sleep. 
—— 
As he promised, a man in a black suit came walking into my hospital room three days later to pick me up. 
I still felt tired as hell and the pain of my eye hadn’t died down a bit since the visit of this old geezer. However, if I wanted to survive the next fight taking place in two weeks I had to start training as soon as possible. 
After a little more than an hour of driving on the highway, we arrived at an impressive mansion with a sturdy metal gate. I could see at least a dozen guards in black suits situated near the entrance. 
The car stopped to let them check the interior. 
Who the hell is this geezer?

This question immediately popped into my mind in this instant.

He was dangerous for sure, but I didn't think that he was just some regular Yakuza.

Wait a minute we’re in China. Aren’t Yakuza from Japan? Then is he a part of the triad? Probably, considering the guns on the belts of the guards.

These useless thoughts kept circling in my mind while I was being searched. 
After a second body check, I finally entered the large mansion. 
How should I describe it? Well, let’s just say that it was weird. I was expecting the entire mansion to be filled with decorations more luxurious than the one next to it. 
I was totally wrong. 
First, the garden was…peculiar. 
Well, there was no garden. 
Not a single flower or much less a blade of grass was present. All I could see after entering through the large gate was a single stone road leading toward the door of the main building. 
After looking at both sides of the path, only an incredibly large barren space with nothing but stones and sand could be seen. 
It was as if I was in the middle of a desert. 
The door of the main building was normal without any ornaments to be seen. I was a little disappointed, as I did not see a large door knocker in the shape of a majestic lion's head. 
For this crazy geezer, I suppose that a hyena would have been more correct.
One of the guards, accompanying me to the door, opened it without a ceremony and told me to enter. 
The interior was just like the garden. 
Empty. 
There were only a couple of empty shelves along the walls of the dull room. There was scarcely any light illuminating the room either. The only sources of light were a couple of lamps along bolted to the walls. 
Not even a single window could be seen. 
The room gave a creepy atmosphere to the mansion just like the kind from a horror movie. 
Is he a vampire? Shit, there’s no mirror either. 
I shuddered at the thought. 
After I continued to follow the guard to my final destination, we walked past a couple of vast rooms and glanced inside some open door rooms. I found that there were more men inside the mansion than furniture. 
I soon arrived in front of a large door, which looked very different from the others. The door was massive and it was made of a metallic material without any handles to be seen. While I was wondering if it was an electric door, the guard walked closer to it and spoke with a clear voice. 
“Sir, I brought the ‘Cyclop boy'.” 
I frowned, hearing his sentence. 
Cyclop!?!… Bastard. Fuck you. Well, I can’t deny the part about my lonely eye, but just thinking about it kinda hurt.
While cursing the guard in my mind, the door slowly opened without a sound. 
Just like the first time I met him, there was only a large desk with the old man in front of it. He had his fingers crossed under his chin. Everything was exactly the same except for the large smile I saw on his creepy scarface. 
“Leave us.” He said in his ancient voice. 
His commanding tone didn’t allow any space for discussion. The guard quickly bowed and left without even a glance in my direction. The door closed behind him as he left. 
Now it was just the old hyena and me in a small office. 
The room was also similar to the others, dull and windowless. Seeing his smile, I felt like a new prostitute meeting her first customer. I felt my body becoming tense, just thinking about that. 
“Relax boy, if I wanted to hurt you I would have already done it.” 
“Yes… sir.” I replied without relaxing one bit. 
“How are you feeling?” 
Surprised by his sudden interest in my welfare, I responded with a voice louder than necessary. 
“Perfectly well… sir.” 
Crap. I hope I didn’t anger him.
His smile only grew larger. 
Maybe he really does care about me...
I took a closer look at his face. 
He smiled sadistically. 
Nope… Not a chance. 
“Excellent. You will soon begin your training once we finish here.” 
“Yes, sir. So…” I paused. 
I looked at him questioningly. Making sure to choose my words carefully. 
“What kind of martial arts will I be learning? Judo? Karate? A mix of several styles?” I asked. 
I was damn serious, but the old geezer just laughed uncontrollably. I was right about calling him a hyena, his laugh was irritatingly similar. I could only feel my head increasingly becoming hotter. 
“Why are you laughing?” I asked with irritation. 
“You think you can learn a martial art in just a couple of weeks. If you want I can teach you, but when the next fight will start, I doubt a couple of breathing exercises will save you. I will not be teaching you any martial arts.” 
“Then why did you invite me here?” I asked. 
I grew angrier each second even if I knew he was correct. 
“I will not be teaching you how to fight. What I’ll be teaching is… how to survive.” 
“Isn’t it the same?” I shrugged my shoulders. 
He smiled once again. 
“Maybe some time ago when it was created. Nevertheless, with time, each martial art eventually became more focused on how to differentiate their style from others than how to be more effective. You could say that the majority of martial arts which are taught now are just the shadow of their true purpose: a way to kill your opponents.”

I pondered about what he said for a while. 
I didn't know if this was the truth or not, but he was right. I didn’t have the time to learn martial arts to defend myself.
“Then, is this what you will teach me? How to kill my opponent?” I asked. 
The old man fell silent for a while. 
“Yes and no. As I said previously, I don’t organize death matches. However, I will teach you how to fight with everything on the line, just as if you wanted to kill. You won't be strong or skillful enough to succeed, but you can probably deal enough damage to defeat your opponent. I will teach you how to move, how to read your opponent’s movements and show you where you must strike. My training will be difficult and if you don’t give it your best, the next fight will end up just as bad as the last one.” 
“…” 
I didn’t have a choice anymore. As far as I could remember, I fought. I was just a violent guy who didn’t know anything else but fights. 
Or so I thought. 
However, after having my ass kicked with such ease the other day I understood that even fighting was a mystery to me. 
I will learn and survive the match. If I win in two weeks, I will learn something else. Anything will do. This way, if I survive those three years, I might be able to return home. I might also become something more than just a simple brute. Yes… I will survive, learn and return home. I will stop fighting after those three years. 
Then… Then, I will become something more than just the bully that I despised in the memory of Jordan.

I swear it.
“Are you ready boy?” His voice still retained its ancient tone. 
My thoughts were clear to me now. 
“Yes… Let us begin.” 
——

It was hell. 
I was tired. The muscles within my body stung with unbelievable pain. Even the muscles I had never known existed hurt like hell. 
I was in high spirits before we started but, after all the constant running and bodybuilding, I was no longer sure that it was a good idea. 
It had been a week and a half since my hellish training began and I didn't learn a single thing. 
I was exhausted.

Was he not just trying to make the victory easier for my next opponent?
“If you have time to daydream then give me another fifty pushups!” 
I swear I will kill him one day.
The day had already turned dark in his large garden, or rather his desert, when he finally told me that my painstaking training was over for today. 
I was so tired that I couldn't think straight anymore. 
I snapped. 
“Fucking geezer, why the hell am I still doing this shit? I thought you were going to teach me how to survive. I haven’t learned a single thing yet.” 
I gasped for breath after my long sentence. 
With each breath, I realized what I had just done. 
Forget the match next week, he will kill me right now.
“You’re not satisfied?” 
Hearing that, I was prepared for the worst. As a result, I was not so sure how I should respond. 
“Eh… Well… No?” I said with bewilderment and nervousness clearly shown from the tone of my voice. 
“I told you that it would be difficult. You knew it and you accepted.” 
A long silence followed his sentence. 
Is he waiting for me to answer? I don’t want to answer. He was right but I couldn’t say it.
“However, I understand your frustration. Don’t worry, we will stop with the strengthening. I will begin to teach you, but it was a necessary step. Do you teach a baby how to run? No, he must first learn how to stand. It’s the same for you. Now go rest, we will start at 4 am tomorrow.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Glad that I escaped a near-death sentence. I bowed and quickly left. Afterward, I returned to the room given to me. 
The following day, I resumed my training. 
As promised, there was no longer any running. 
Instead, I stood in front of my hyena master trying to anticipate where he would strike with his bloody cane. 
We had already started two hours ago and my body was covered in bruises. 
The old geezer seemed to be having quite a bit of fun. 
I was beginning to regret not doing pushups. 
“Ouch” 
“Miss. What a shame. Try again.” 
“This is not fun… Ouch.” 
“Try again.” 
God, I hated that smile.
—— 
The day of the match finally arrived. 
I rested the entire day yesterday to preserve my strength. 
It was supposed to be a good rest, but each time I thought about the match, my left eye had begun to sting in pain. 
I should probably stop calling it my eye, I probably should call it my hole. Yes, that was better. My real eye was crushed on the floor of the factory after all. 
My hole hurts. 
In fact, it was not better; it made me sound like a pervert.
I spent the entire night thinking about such things. As a result, I was exhausted. 
After a long time in the car, we arrived at a place different from the previous place where I fought before. Probably not to be caught by the authorities.

I need to stop thinking about irrelevant things. This is not a game. I must focus or I will be crushed again. Worse, if I don’t win this fight the geezer will probably tell me that I’m useless and kick me out. As much as I hate him, without any money I’m sure that I will die in the street or end up in prison.

I came to this country out of desperation but, it became different. I had a goal. I couldn’t lose if I wanted to return and apologize to my mom. 
My adversary finally arrived. 
My wish was granted.

The man in front of me wasn't a midget, he was simply huge.
I prayed every night to not face the midget eye crusher again. 
Now I had to face a giant. 
I was quite tall with my six feet, but he was at least half a foot taller than I was. My opponent was black and had enormous muscles. His lips twitched to form a smile when he saw me. 
His face was enough to understand that he thought that I was a midget.

I finally understood why the eye crusher was pissed last time.

"I’m so gonna kick his ass." I muttered under my breath.
While burning with anger and motivation to crush him, the same referee as last time came close to us. 
He seemed to remember me. Why does everybody smile when they see me?
The match began the moment he put his arm down. 
I heard a cheer from the audience, but I couldn’t care any less. 
Unlike last time, I didn’t suddenly rush toward my opponent.

I couldn't make the same mistake twice. I couldn't match him in strength. I knew that much just by looking at him.

I also realized that it would be instantly over if he caught me.
Suddenly the giant rushed in an attempt to tackle me. I evaded by simply rolling to my right. 
He wasn't just huge, he was also fast. He almost caught me on his first try.
Without letting me the time to adjust my position, he rushed toward me once again. 
He’s drawing his right arm back. He’s preparing to punch me... No. His foot. It’s a left kick.
I evaded by a hair’s breadth. If I hadn’t seen through his feints, he probably would’ve smashed me by now. 
Thanks, geezer. I owe you one, I will never ever doubt you or your fucking stick *cough* I mean your mighty cane. 
Anyway, now I’m sure that I won’t last long at this rate. I got lucky but that won’t last. I need to end this quickly. 
It was time for the counterattack.
He tried to tackle me again. 
This time it was a left punch. 
His movements were wide and easy to read. I evaded with a side-step to my right. I felt the air produced from his punch on my face. I didn’t pay any mind to it and without giving him the chance to turn I put all my strength into my right leg. 
*Crackkkkkkk* 
His voice filled with pain rapidly covered the sounds of his knee shattering under the pressure of my kick.

He may be stronger than me but that didn’t mean that he was invincible.
His joints were as frail as mine and by aiming for the side of his knee joint, I crippled him. 
The geezer was right. No matter how strong you get, the weakness of the human body would never change.
It was my win. 
He attempted to stand up several times, but he fell just as many times. He finally succeeded by putting all his weight on his right leg. 
This time I rushed him and while evading a weak punch, I crushed his right knee. 
His screams were loud and full of agony. 
Unable to stand anymore, he fell to the ground just like me, a month ago. 
I glanced at the referee who was still smiling. 
"He is not KO yet. Finish him.” 
Just like I thought.
Without a word, I slowly walked toward him. He noticed my intentions as I slowly came closer. He began to scream for help from the referee and the audience, but he just got waves of laughter in response. He then began to crawl on the floor away from me but, with his two knees shattered, he couldn't move quickly. 
After finally being close enough to the man, he began screaming for mercy. 
I simply kicked him in his temple. 
This time he was definitely out. 
No need for cruelty.

I had enough blood on my hands.
It was my victory. 
I took a look at the audience. 
I saw the blue eyes of the old man staring at me with what looked like an accomplished smile on his face. 
Looking at his smile, I understood. 
He was clearly expecting something from me. 
However, I didn't have a choice anymore. I won only because of his training. I had to continue winning those matches to return home in three years. 
This was only the beginning.

  

    
        Prologue 3: Truth

    
    
    
    
  
Almost three years have passed since I began living and training with the old man.  
I accepted his offer three years ago because I didn’t have much of a choice but it became different.  
As I continued to live and learn from the old man, I became stronger, but more importantly, I managed to save enough money in the hopes of coming back to my old country.  
I survived and became stronger thanks to his help but I still knew that I couldn't trust him.

After all this time together, I had yet to know his name. I tried asking him several times already, but he wouldn’t tell me no matter what.

I already gave up as I didn’t plan to keep in touch with him when I leave. It would be strange for me as he was obviously a criminal. A criminal who has invited me into his home so that he could train me.

This was way too suspicious. 
I wasn't stupid, there was clearly more to this than meets the eye.  
Even though he had made huge profits from the gamblings and shares of my winnings, it still didn’t clearly explain why he would accommodate and personally train some random stranger he just met.  
As time passed, that single question still circled without end in my head.  
What does he want from me?  
No matter how much I tried, I couldn't come up with any explanation. After some time, I gave up the idea of understanding his thoughts and schemes.  
Instead, I prepared my escape and my life after leaving this country.  
I spent a large amount of my time continuously self-studying after buying several textbooks in English. I had troubles finding them, but it was worth it.  
I finally knew what I wanted to do as soon I came back home.  
I was going to become a doctor.

I knew the road would be long and hard, but I promised myself that I would change and repent, even if my mother didn't support me.

I decided that I would change.

I made this choice long ago.

Mother, Trisha and the rest of my family and friends.

I knew that they probably still despised me, but it was alright.

I was ready.

I will apologize even if I have to spend my entire life. If I wasn't forgiven, then there was nothing I could do.

This was my determination. 
At last, after so many hardships, struggles, and painful experiences, it finally ends.  
It was time for the last fight.  
I remembered our deal.  
I will be given what I desired the most if I won one match at least twice a month for three years.  
By winning this match, my freedom would be granted.  
Fortunately, I haven’t encountered that crazy midget again since our last fight.  
I wondered if he was my final opponent. That wouldn't really be surprising considering the devious personality of my old master.

Defeat this man who crushed me along with my dignity and my confidence three years ago.

Defeat him to finish the loop and put an end to all this.

However, even if this was his intention, I didn't intend to follow his plans.

There wouldn't be a final match.

Firstly, I would knock out the guards while they have their guards down and were restricted by the small spaces inside the car. Then, I would steal the car and drive to the airport before leaving this country once and for all.

It didn’t feel right to betray the one who saved and nurtured me, but he was too untrustworthy. 
Everything was ready.  
I’ve hidden all my savings, passport and other personal belongings on the way to the airport. All I had to do was wait for the guards to call me.  
“It’s time.”  
The voice came from behind my living room door.  
“Coming.” I replied.  
I gave a final glance toward my room before leaving with the guard.  
As I followed the guard out into the front yard, I couldn’t help but look at the sparse furniture, decorations and the faces of the many stationed guards that accompanied me all this time.  
I was finally leaving it all behind. 
Even after three years, I still wasn't allowed to be alone in the mansion. That was one of the many reasons why I couldn’t find myself to trust the old geezer.  
I felt more like a prisoner than an actual guest, even if I entered by my own will.  
As we finally left the mansion, I took one final look.  
I couldn’t help but remember the many experiences that I spent in this 'prison’. I learned and I fought for my future. Some happy memories, some bad memories too.  
This was farewell. 
I turned away to find the same black car that always drove me to my next fight.  
As always, the guard leading me will be seated next to me and the driver in the front seat.

I quickly noticed their position and prepared to take action. 
After dealing with the guard next to me, then I could deal with the driver.

This will be easy, I just need to get the timing right. As soon as we get far enough from the mansion, my plan would begin. 
*Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzz*  
“What….”  
“Sorry. These are orders from the boss.”  
The guard who was behind me said that while holding a taser in his hand.  
I was careless.  
I didn’t think that he would make his move so soon.  
I couldn't move no matter how much I tried 
*Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzz*  
“Aaaaaaaahhhhhhh…” I cried out.  
Before I was able to muster the strength to stand up, I received yet another discharge and slowly lost consciousness.  
——  
“It's time to wake up Thomas…”  
I slowly opened my eyes to that strange, but familiar voice.  
“Urgh… what’s going on.” I said in a groggy tone.  
I slowly took a look around but saw nothing.  
There was only darkness.  
An endless darkness.  
“Huh… where am I?”  
I stood up very carefully as if I was beginning to stand on my two feet for the first time.  
“What is this? What’s going on?”  
“It's been a long time Thomas…”  
“What…?”  
I turned around in surprise. My posture was firm and steady. I was ready to fight whatever I was up against.  
“Who are you…? Show yourself already!”  
My eyes kept darting around to get a good look at whatever was tormenting me.  
“You're as cruel as ever, Thomas. Do you truly not remember me?” The voice sounded sinister.  
I fell silent for a while from his words before shouting in anger.  
“Do not make me repeat myself. Who are you and what do you want?”  
After my angry shout, the voice didn't answer immediately, but I could still sense the atmosphere becoming heavier.

I even had some trouble breathing when the rough yet slightly familiar voice echoed again within the darkness.  
"In the past, I was the person who cared the most about you. I stood near you your entire life, waiting for you to accept me. However, you never did. In the end, I became the victim of your selfishness."  
The voice stopped for a couple of seconds before resuming its speech in a darker tone and a heavier voice.  
"I am the one who hates you the most. I am your sin and I will become your doom...'  
I felt a chill run down my spine as he said those final words.  
My eyes widened in shock as I finally realized who I was talking to.  
“J-Jordan…?” I replied.  
My shaky voice couldn't hide the hint of fear clutching my heart. My eyes couldn't either.  
“Yes, It's me”  
As soon as he said that, he began to materialize right in front of me.  
A cruel smile had formed on his lips. A smile that I've never seen on his face my entire life.  
“B-But how? You're supposed to be dead.” I cried out.  
“I am dead. You were the one who killed me after all.” He said with bitterness.  
“Yes, I know that it's my fault… but… but that was an accident.”  
My head turned to look at the ground.  
I couldn’t bear to keep looking at him as tears began to fall from the corner of my eyes.  
Jordan didn't reply.  
The silence between us was unbearable as if sharp blades were slowly piercing through my heart.  
“Tell me. How can I be forgiven? I will do anything! Just tell me!!!"  
“To repent for your sins, there is only one way.”  
The voice coming out of his mouth was cold and bitter.  
I looked up to meet his gaze. His dark brown eyes were full of hatred.  
I felt my heart skip a beat as soon as our gaze met until a single cruel word left his mouth.  
“Die."  
I couldn't answer anything while the ground under me began to open up. The darkness was swallowing me up as I fell.  
“Waaaaaaahhhhh.”  
My eyes shot wide open  
I was panting quite heavily with my back wet with sweat.  
It was just a nightmare. 
My breathing began to slow down and relax a bit after I realized this point.  
I slowly began to recollect myself from that horrifying dream and focused on what was happening.  
I tried to take a look around me, but I couldn't.  
I found that I was tied up and strapped to a cross inside a poorly illuminated room.  
The situation made my heart beat faster as a feeling of panic began to seize me.  
Firstly, I tried to free myself, but the ropes wrapped around my arms and legs were too strong and tight. I couldn't move my members and was barely able to turn my head.  
I didn’t know what the old geezer wanted from me, but I couldn’t let him do it.

I had to escape. 
“Good, you’re awake.”  
As I was struggling, a familiar voice came from behind me.  
His footsteps were heavy with the sound of his cane beating the ground each time he moved.  
It was the old man.  
“Why… why are you doing this!?! I’ve done all that you’ve asked. I’ve trained, fought and won as you told me.” I shouted, unable to suppress the anger and fear clenching my heart.  
“Yes, you were perfect.” He replied in a joyous tone.  
If I could see his face, I was sure I would have seen his smile that I hated so much.  
“T-Then why?”  
“Because I prepared this from the very beginning. You really thought I would not see through your little escape plan? Don’t make me laugh. You are a hundred years too young for that, boy.”  
“I-I’m sorry. I will fight the last match so please, untie me. I promise I won’t try to run away anymore.”  
I was desperate.  
“There is no need to beg or ask for forgiveness. Like I told you, I prepared this from the very beginning. All the things I’ve done during these three years were for this very moment. It was a dangerous gamble but I’m glad I made it. With you, I can finally start over once again.”  
“What are you talking about? What do you want from me?” I shouted angrily.  
“I already told you, there is something in you I'm deeply interested in. It is a rare gift in this world. Only a few people are blessed with it. I have spent the last three years cultivating this gift. Now it is time to harvest it.”  
“I don’t understand what you’re talking about!”  
I heard his footsteps coming closer and closer until I could finally see his two blue eyes as cold as ice staring right at me. His smile was radiant, accentuating all his horrible scars. Slowly, he whispered into my ear.  
“You don’t have to know since you will die here.”  
It was as if cold water ran through my veins. I shuddered after reminding my nightmare along with the sinister and cruel words coming from Jordan’s mouth.  
He wasn't joking.

He was going to kill me.

I was going to die.

I couldn’t die here.

I couldn’t die now.

I still had yet to accomplish anything. I still hadn’t apologized. I had to at least see them one last time.

I couldn’t die yet.

“Why?” I asked with a shaking voice.

I could barely muster any strength. My voice was barely audible, but he strengthened his posture and replied with burning eyes.  
“Because it’s the only way for me to live again.”  
“What are you talking about? I asked in confusion.  
"Why killing me would make you live longer? I never tried to kill you. I’m not a threat, so why?”  
My voice betrayed the despair slowly growing in my heart.  
“Master, we’re ready.”  
The voice of a third man came to my ears. I wasn’t able to see him enter.  
“Good, let us begin the preparation.”  
He wasn't alone.  
Several people wearing the same long black robes with a hood hiding their faces began to encircle me.  
I could see by their figures that some of them were women.  
They slowly walked around me and stopped. Then, they knelt and placed both of their hands on the floor.  
The floor began to emit a red glow illuminating the dark room.  
I was in the middle of a huge circle with complex designs and symbols that I couldn’t understand. There were also several weird white stones placed a few feet away from each other.

The circle continued to glow. It became even brighter with every passing second. 

Another light suddenly caught my sight.  
It came from above.  
There was another circle glowing with the same red light. It was as if there was a mirror reflecting the patterns on the floor.  
I couldn’t understand what was suddenly happening.  
“You owe me an explanation. I did everything you’ve asked of me. I fought in your fucking games. If I must die, then at least tell me for what purpose!”  
It was despair.  
I was sure the old man could feel it in my voice.  
“There is a little time before it activates so I can grant you that wish. Consider it my gift to you. After all, you are my savior, boy.”  
My sight was beginning to blur.  
I didn't know what he was doing to me. It took me several seconds to notice that this blurred vision was only caused by the tears flowing without interruption from my lonely eye. I realized that escape was impossible no matter how much I struggled.  
However, I still wanted to know what purpose my death would serve.  
I had to hear what I did to deserve such a fate. 
“You’re just unlucky. Just like the eighty-two others before you. You all had bad luck.”  
I stopped crying hearing his words.  
“Eighty-two? You’ve killed eighty-two other people before me?” I asked, my voice trembling.  
“Yes.”  
He was too calm. He confessed his murders as if it was the most natural thing in the world. 
“I chose them carefully just like you. To become my sacrifices, they had to fulfill several conditions.”  
“Conditions?”  
“Yes. Each one of them had a very strong life force. It was called differently from where I was born, but it’s not important. What is important is that it’s something extremely rare. I think this is something only one human in a million has in enough quantity within them. I have an ability that allows me to see those rare chosen ones."  
He made a small pause and turned his gaze toward one of the white stones inside the glowing circle.  
"I collected their life force inside these stones. When the circle stops glowing, it will also be able to activate once more. You will die to transfer all the energy that I accumulated within these past fifty years. It will kill you, but I will be able to become young and escape death once again.”  
I failed to understand everything he said in his long speech. I simply knew that I would die when the lights stop glowing.  
This man was sick.

I was only sure of this. 
“It’s like you’re talking about magic. You’re insane.”  
“You can call it what you want, but the end result will be the same. Without this I will die soon, this is my only chance. This is why when you entered my office, I almost couldn’t contain my excitement. You were nearly perfect. You just lacked a body strong enough to bear the ritual until the end.”  
“So all that training was for this?”  
“Yes, to develop your life force and to make you strong enough to support the last step of the ritual. I trained you, pushed you beyond your limits with the matches just as I did with all the others. This was the only reason I organized these fights after all. I don’t organize death matches, remember?”  
“Bastard, you’ve already killed eighty-two people, why must you kill me? One more shouldn’t make much of a difference. Release me!”  
“You’re wrong. You are special and indispensable to trigger the circle. I am already ninety-eight years old, if I could I would have triggered it already.”  
“What is so special about me? I don’t understand. Release me now! ”  
I continuously begged, but he paid it no mind and calmly explained to me.  
“Your sin, boy. That is what made you special.”  
“My sin? What do you mean?”  
“I investigated about you after you told me about your brother and I discovered exactly what I was looking for.”  
“You mean I was chosen because I’m responsible for the death of my brother?”  
“No… that accident wasn’t your fault, but the way you lived before that was. Among the seven sins of humanity, yours is the worst.”  
I remembered all these times I cursed my brother.  
I knew what my sin was.  
“It’s envy, isn’t it?”  
He chuckled.  
“Wrong.”  
“Eh?”  
“It’s pride!”  
“Pride?”  
“Yes, you always considered yourself above all others. You didn't think that someone could be better than you. Just like for your first match. When you first saw the size of the man confronting you, you judged that he wasn’t a worthy opponent.  
“No, I…”  
“It was just like that with your brother too, wasn’t it? You couldn’t stomach that he was smarter than you. He made you feel inferior to him. It was unbearable, so you beat him to hide your incompetence and shattered pride.”  
I couldn't utter a single word.  
Every word I heard from him was like a blade slowly piercing into my heart.  
Thinking about it made me soon realizes that he was right.  
“This circle is special and unlike the ones I used on the others, it will only activate to punish a sin. I have made several attempts and the single time I succeeded was on a man with nothing but pride. Honestly, I’m not sure why but the stronger the sin, better are the chances of success. That’s why I said you had bad luck. You’re a gift from the heavens to me, boy!”  
He laughed loudly with a scary expression on his face.  
He looked just like a madman.  
The happiest madman ever.  
However, if what he said was really the truth, then this was really my punishment.  
I ran away as far as I could to not face the reproaches and, without knowing, I was just getting closer and closer to my sentence.  
You can’t run away from your sin. No matter where you go or what you do, a true sin will never disappear.

I understood that in this instant. 
I stopped struggling.  
The light also started to fade.  
It will be over soon.  
I was afraid to die. 
“It’s over boy. It was nice knowing you. The days I spent with you were quite enjoyable. Maybe we will be able to see each other again…”  
I looked at him with a blank look.  
I knew what was coming, but I couldn't do anything against it.  
“… but not in this life.”  
He took something from his belt.  
It was a knife.  
My entire body shook violently in a last attempt to escape death, just like a beast before entering the slaughterhouse.  
However, instead of cutting my throat, he made a small cut on my wrist and quietly walked away from me to get on another portion of the circle before cutting his finger and letting a drop of his blood fall.  
What is he doing? Was he sparing me? 
I began to recover some hope as a drop of blood fell from my wrist.  
However, as soon as it made contact with the floor, the entire circle glowed fiercer than ever.  
It was a beautiful golden light.  
It became too bright to look directly at it, it was painful so I squinted my eyes.  
However, the pain wasn't going away.  
Instead, it began to spread.  
Slowly my entire body became painful.  
I quickly became unable to control the spasms shaking my body. I felt the rope cut into the flesh of my wrists, but it was just like a breeze compared with the storm of pain that was assailing me. It was far worse than anything I could’ve ever imagined, far worse than when I lost my eye. I felt my blood vessels shatter under the pressure.  
I couldn’t hear anything else except for the sound of my own screams.  
Make it stop. Please. Anybody, save me. I’ll do anything… stop it. 
I begged all the gods to stop the pain, but it didn’t go away.  
It only kept increasing, until nothing but the pain remained.  
Suddenly, the pain stopped and my consciousness began to fade.  
I felt it.  
I knew that as soon as closed my eyes, I would never be able to open them again. 
I gathered my last strength to look at the old man one last time. It was difficult to see him clearly as my vision was too blurred but I was sure he looked happy.  
I should hate him, but I couldn’t bring myself to do so.  
I didn’t know why myself.  
Maybe because I would have died long ago without him. Or maybe because he was the only person I talked to during those three years.  
No, that wasn't it.  
I knew that it was because he has freed me.

He was the executioner of my sentence.  
I could finally free myself from my sin and my guilt.

As those thoughts were circling in my mind, I realized that I only had a few moments left.

I didn't want to have my last thoughts filled with hate and curses.

I already lost too much time doing that.

I silently gathered my thoughts.

My last thoughts. 
Jordan… I will be joining you soon. When I see you, I will properly apologize so please, don’t hate me anymore. I wish I could apologize to mom and Trisha too.  
Farewell, everyone.  
I’m sorry for everything I did. Thank you, supporting me for so long.  
Thank you too, old man.  
I don’t want to die… 

In the end, I couldn’t get another chance.

What a shame… 
My entire body was numb. It was difficult to move but I smiled and mustered all my remaining strength and opened my mouth.  
“Thank you, master.”  
I could see the incomprehension in his eyes.  
It was the last thing I saw before feeling my body becoming light and closing my eye one last time.

  

    
        Chapter 1: Salvation

    
    
    
    
  
What is it?  
What is this feeling?  
It feels good, it feels warm… Where am I?  
At first, there was nothing.  
I could see nothing, smell nothing, taste nothing. I could only feel the soothing warmth around me and the sound of a constant beating.  
I liked this place.

I liked this sound too, a regular beating.

It was relaxing. 
*Badump*…..*Badump*…..*Badump*…-  
——  
I was so tired. I just wanted to rest here a little longer while hearing that slow sound.

It was like a song.  
I was feeling very comfortable and relaxed, but I was completely clueless about what my current situation was.  
However, I didn't care.  
At this moment, I felt very pleasant and had no intention of leaving.  
*Badump*….*Badump*…*Badump*…*Badump*...  
The sound of the constant beating began to speed up abruptly.  
What’s going on? It’s not pleasant anymore. It’s also beginning to feel constricting.  
*Badump*..*Badump*.*Badump**Badump*-  
The beating sped up even faster than before until there was no gap in-between.  
What is happening? I screamed in my mind.

It hurts! Please… make it stop… stop it!!! 
I was trying to suppress my screams, but I couldn’t. I felt like my entire body was being torn apart as if the previous quietness was just a dream.  
I couldn’t help but have my body shiver under the coldest breeze I’ve ever felt. Not until something warm was put on top of me.  
Regaining some sense, I tried taking a look around to find the cause of this sudden warmth, but I couldn’t.  
My head felt heavy and my vision was blurry. My other senses were also abnormal. Unable to understand the situation, I tried to speak but was horribly surprised when I realized that I couldn’t do that either.  
Panic was building up inside of me. A terror unlike any other I felt before was invading into me, trying to seize my fragile heart.  
I couldn’t suppress the feeling.  
This vulnerability was instilling emotions that I knew only too well.

Fear and despair.  
I didn’t even think about my situation. I didn’t have the leisure to do so.  
I was only crying, begging for someone to help me.  
As if to answer my voiceless asking, I felt soft hands wrapping delicately around my body. A sweet smell penetrated into my nostrils. It was one of the sweetest fragrances that I’ve ever smelled.

My body almost immediately relaxed.  
When I finally heard the familiar song against my ear, I drifted into a deep sleep, far away from the harsh reality.  
——  
It took me a long time to understand my current situation, but by regaining my senses little by little, I could finally tell what was going on, not that I could explain it.  
I was in the body of a baby.  
I could remember everything that happened before I woke up in this situation, so I could only conclude that it was that geezer’s fault. Yet, I doubted it was his intention to reincarnate me into the body of a child as he clearly said that he was going to kill me.  
Was this what was beyond death? There was neither paradise nor hell, just reincarnation?  
If this was the case, then why did I remember everything? 
All these questions inside my head threatened my sanity. Without any way to talk or understand what was said around me, I didn’t have any way to investigate, so I put the matter aside for the time being.  
I spent several days trying to learn the mysterious language which I was hearing every day, but I soon realized that it was totally impossible. I could only somewhat discern if the speaker was happy or angry but that was it.  
Once again I lost hope, so I sheltered myself in the arms of the only person I trusted.

My mother or at least the one that gave birth to this body.  
I felt comfort when her warm blue eyes gazed upon me and security when her long silver hairs with red threads fell near my small head. Therefore, as soon as she distanced herself away from me, I cried.  
At first, I was quite reluctant to cry, but without any other way to communicate, I soon gave up this vain pride.  
Even with the presence of my mom to alleviate my suffering, it was hell. Trapped inside my own body, losing a piece of dignity with each cry and diaper change.  
In my darkest moments, when I truly couldn’t bear it anymore, I thought about deciding to end it. However, I was unable to do it.  
It was probably better this way. I knew that this suffering would end once I grow up and regain the full control of this body. 

Hearing the strange language, I was sure that I was in another country.

It was going to take a little while before I was able to travel, but as soon as I could, I decided to return to my country to finish what I started and finally apologize to mom and Trisha.  
They’re gonna be shocked to see me. Well, they’ll probably not believe me at first, but I’ll just have to show them proof that this is me. It’s going to be a pain in the ass, I thought. 
One day, while I was thinking of the best way to make my relatives believe in my reincarnation, a man I’ve never seen before came toward me. All my plans were blown away the instant I saw his two long pointy ears located on the side of his head.  
While I was wondering and desperately trying to come up with an idea of a malformation that I saw in one of my medical textbooks from my previous life, the man placed his hands near my head. Then suddenly, I felt a warm feeling emanating from my head while his hands were glowing with a greenish-colored light. I couldn’t come up with anything to explain it.

I couldn’t come up with anything to explain it.  
I was completely and utterly confused.  
I searched in my head for anything that could explain what had just happened and was left with the most ridiculous answer.  
Magic.  
When every answer proves to be wrong, the only one left, as absurd as it sounded, is necessarily the right one.  
I wanted to cry.  
——  
It took me a long time to accept my situation.  
I had been reincarnated into a world of magic and unknown beings.  
Sadness and despair quickly overwhelmed me for a long period of time as I realized that I would probably never be able to see my loved ones again.  
I lost everything.  
My life, my future and my body.  
If not for the loving faces that I could see around me, I would have given up already.  
First of all, my mother was a bright woman.  
Her name was Seledia Zadir.  
She was probably no more than twenty-five years old judging from her young face. Her skin was slightly tanned while her silver hair had a few red drills giving her the charm of a mature woman. I spent an enormous amount of time in her arms. For a long period of time, it was the only place where I felt comfortable.  
I died young and was reborn into the body of a baby but I was still an adult.  
Feeling safe in the arms of someone I didn't know was quite weird. I didn't know if my thoughts were influenced by my new body or if it was just that I was too defenseless to depend on myself but I couldn't change my feelings.  
I liked my father too, even if I didn’t spend as much time in his arms.  
His name was Millodas Zadir.  
He was around six feet tall with brown hair. He always had a smile on his young face which was quite evident without a beard. I was wondering if his beard was even growing, as I never saw him shave.  
He spent most of our time together talking to me with an excited and enthusiastic face. Unfortunately, I couldn’t understand due to the language barrier, so I could only laugh and giggle as he made strange facial expressions to imitate the strange things he came across.  
I liked the way he tried to speak to me. He was talking to me as if I was already an adult. Of course, he only did that because he thought that I was a baby incapable of understanding him. From time to time, my mother usually caved in during our father-to-son time and from what I could tell, she was scolding him for something, which I couldn’t understand.  
From the look of his clothes when he left the house, I understood that he was working as a guard in this city.  
I didn’t have many chances to get a good look at the city, but during my first leave of the house, I saw several people coming to congratulate my parents, probably for giving birth to me.

The few times I traveled outside the house was only in our garden, but I was still relieved seeing a single sun in a blue sky reflecting its light on the beautiful stone buildings next to the strange vegetation.  
It was a quiet and beautiful place where the air was pure.  
The discovery that shocked me the most after witnessing the existence of magic was the progress of technology. It was so ancient, in comparison to my previous world, that it was not even worth mentioning. Say goodbye to electricity, phones, and cars. Welcome candles, letters, and horses. It was quite disappointing that I would not be able to play video games anymore.  
After I spent some time thinking to myself about my current situation, I stopped lamenting on my fate.  
The faces of my new parents gave me a newfound courage. When I finally realized that I wasn’t alone, it was like I was being reborn once again. The darkness that clouded my heart was cleaned to only let wonder about this new world.

I will take this chance to start over as I previously planned, even if I’m not in the same world anymore. This time, things will be different.  
I, Sillath Zadir, will be different.  
When I started to crawl, it was like a deliverance. I could finally move. It was nearly as pleasurable as the day I finally succeeded in not shitting myself.  
As soon as I could, I stood up and finally started to make my first step into the world accompanied by the beaming smiles of my parents.  
Seeing their smiles, I hoped not to disappoint them.  
Therefore, I gave it my all, trying to learn my new language and was soon able to catch some words. However, even with the flexibility of a newborn brain, my old language was hindering my progress. I should have known that it would not be so easy to overcome.  
Years passed and I still wasn’t able to speak more than a few words, which was worrying my parents. Even if they tried to hide it, each time I opened my mouth I could only feel the anticipation soon followed by disappointment and worry.  
I could understand their worry.

They thought that I was a retard.

They were not to blame for that, but I also couldn’t tell them the truth. Therefore, as to not see their pained face, I talked less until no words except for greetings and thanks left my mouth.  
I wasn't giving up, but I clearly needed more time to learn this new language.  
As I couldn't speak, I obviously couldn’t read. My plans about learning magic in secret with the few books in the house were already shattered before even starting.  
——  
A few peaceful years passed.  
During those years, I spent the majority of my time focused on learning the language spoken between my parents. Every time I went to bed, my mother would read me bedtime stories and I would frequently ask what each word was.

In addition to that, whenever I had free time, be it when Seledia was doing household chores or asleep at night, I practiced to read, write and speak this language.

I started with the basics.

My level of understanding slowly improved.

As each day passed, I continued to learn new words, until the speed of my learning eventually became faster and sufficient to understand the sentences of my mother and the stories told by my father.  
He spent almost all his nights telling me incredible stories I couldn’t have imagined in my previous life. The majorities of these were about his days as an adventurer. He told me that adventurer was the way of the bravest men in this world hunting the strongest monsters. 
In fact, there was no monster strictly speaking in this world, but there were numerous beasts that were bigger and more ferocious than what they should be because of the mana in certain regions.  
From what I understood, this mana deformed and drove them crazy.  
Apparently, nobody knew why this phenomenon happened only on a few of them, but it was most likely to happen in regions far from human influence with a high concentration of mana.  
It was the case in forests for example. Even the forest near our town was likely to produce a few of those beasts. 
One of the missions of adventurers was to take care of those ‘Deviants’. Each deviant, even from the same species, was different. Therefore, adventurer was a dangerous profession.  
His job as a city guard was less interesting, but much safer than an adventurer because he spent quite a large amount of time patrolling inside the city to maintain peace and order.

The other part of his work was to take care of the Deviants as soon as possible after their awakening before they became strong enough to pose a threat. If deviants escaped before they could take care of them then it was the job of adventurers to deal with them. 
It took me a long time to understand all of that through his stories, but it wasn't unpleasing as nearly all of his stories were incredible.  
There was one story that particularly caught my interest.  
It was the story about how he met my mother. 
My father was on a mission to hunt a terrible snake-like monster living in an old lake in the western continent. He didn’t give me plenty of details because the story was quite bloody, but apparently, he got his ass handed down to him and would’ve been drowned by the monster if not for my mother saving him in time.

I was quite surprised to hear that my sweet mother was an ancient A rank adventurer that was better known for her violence than her beauty.  
My father lost consciousness during that fight and when he woke up, he described her as one of the scariest people he had ever laid eyes upon.

She was covered in blood with a fierce expression on her face, but as soon as he was able to get up, he immediately tried hitting on her. She was surprised and against his advances but gave up after his continuous day-to-day harassing.

They stopped being adventurers and came to this small peaceful town when they discovered that she was pregnant.  
I think that was the most beautiful story I ever heard.  
Some peaceful years passed rhythmed by those stories and my training in this language. I was happy that my hard work bore fruit. I became pretty adept in speaking, reading, and writing, even if I occasionally came across a few words or sentences that I didn't know.  
However, it wasn’t a major problem as I was still a young child. 
I had plenty of time.  
I understood the speeches around me but I still wasn't really comfortable enough to have a long conversation. I had to wait until speaking this language became more natural.  
I was in the body of a child, so I also had to act like one. It was harder than I thought. Therefore, staying quiet most of the time quickly became one of my methods to act like a kid.  
I wanted to wait a bit longer before starting to speak casually with others, therefore I continued to act like the usual kid I was. 

Shy, distant and reserved.  
Except for my progress in language, I was the most surprised by my physical changes.  
It was strange to see myself growing into a little boy with a cute pale face. My mother thought that I looked similar to my dad, but I had her beautiful sky blue eyes. I also had strange hair. My hair was brown like my father’s, but I also had some red strands of hair like my mother.  
Genetic is a very strange thing, but I was quite happy with my new appearance.

I was finally lucky in something, but I was sure it wouldn’t last. Therefore, once my parents told me that they had invited an elven mage who was a ‘friend’, I couldn’t help but stiffen.  
A couple of days after I turned four years old, the elven mage returned to our house.  
Catching a few words from the conversation he was having with my parents, I finally understood that this man was a doctor of some kind. Apparently, the first time he came was to make sure that nothing was wrong with me.  
Now, my parents were sure that something was off.  
I couldn’t blame them.  
A normal child would not stay so quiet. I was never considerate of people around me nor was I a quiet child in my previous life, but to avoid any mistake about the memories of my previous life, I didn't have much of a choice.  
I didn't plan to stay quiet all my life but I wanted to grow up a little more so that my parents never found that I had the mind of an adult.  
After the end of their conversation, the magician walked toward me and bent one knee to be at eye level with me. Then he spoke with a gentle tone.  
“Hello, Sillath. My name is Aten.” He then used his hands to gesture to himself.  
“I’m here to see if you are sick. You understand? Sick. Don’t worry, this will only last a second... just a second. Are you ok with that?”  
I could feel that the man had no ill intentions toward me, but the fact that he spoke to me so slowly and frequently repeated words got onto my nerves. Well, he had a strange accent so it would have been harder to understand him completely if he had not done that but I still hated being treated like an idiot.  
I nodded silently.  
His right hand slowly approached my eyes.  
So we’re going to do it here? In the vestibule? Shouldn’t we at least get on a bed? Either it doesn’t matter if we get on a bed or not, or this elf doesn’t care one bit about my personal safety. 
As his hands came closer and closer toward me, I suddenly tensed at the realization of what might happen if this kind doctor told my parents about my reincarnation.  
I doubt that they would accept the idea of having a grown-up child very easily. Worst-case scenario, I would be thrown out of my own home. The thought of living in an unknown world all alone was not very appealing, especially without having the skills, or knowledge of this world to survive.  
If he finds out who I am, then it would be the end of me.  
I needed to act like a kid… what would a child do in this situation? 
After thinking for a while, I let my body trembled from head to toe. Panic and fright were clearly shown on my face. After a few seconds, I was already acting like a scared little boy.  
I took a quick glance at my mother holding back a sob as she saw her little boy frightened, while my dad held her hand to stop her from coming closer.  
That was all I could see before Aten placed his right hand over my eyes to close them.  
While his hand was still over my eyes, I thought that my vision had to be cut off, or that he had to maintain physical contact, or perhaps both were necessary for the ritual to work.  
By the way, I was really glad to have both eyes once again but my current situation made it really hard to celebrate.  
After less than a minute, the ritual was finally over. He distanced his hand away from my face and before he could announce the result I was suddenly in the tight embrace of my overprotective mother.

It seemed that she really held herself back as to not come closer.  
While I was enclosed in her sweet fragrance, I heard my dad speak with a tone of worry in his voice.  
“So… what is the result?” He asked.  
“Hmmm… difficult to tell…”  
I became increasingly more nervous at his response.  
I suddenly imagined what would happen if they truly knew the truth. I became slightly pale at the thought of being rejected from my home, but I couldn’t do anything about it.

So, I silently hoped while cursing at him.  
Don’t overthink it stupid elf! I’m a normal little boy. Look. 
I made a gesture for my mom to carry me and was immediately in her firm yet soft grasp above the ground.  
“What do you mean ‘difficult to tell’ ?”  
While my mother was carrying me, the voice of my father couldn't hide any longer the worry hidden in it.  
“Well, as far as I can tell, there is nothing wrong with your son.”  
I barely repressed a sigh of relief. Something that both my parents weren’t able to do.  
“But… I suggest that you make him apply for the Elementary test earlier.”  
Elementary test, what is that?  
“What… why?” asked Millodas with a questionable look on his face.  
“Well, it’s difficult to confirm manually as I’m afraid that I might’ve made a mistake, but I think that your son has an abnormally large mana pool.”  
“How big do you think it is?” Asked Seledia with a hint of worry in her sky-blue eyes.  
“Not in human level.” He replied with a sound of seriousness in his voice.  
Wha...!!! 
I almost strangled myself with this stupid elf. I was prepared to see the questioning look on my mother’s face, but when I dared to cross her gaze, that was not the case. Her eyes were as warm as always and she didn’t seem very surprised.  
Even the elf seemed to have noticed her strange behavior as he threw her an inquisitive look. She finally opened her mouth to answer his gaze.  
“It’s a little surprising but I had a very distant ancestor that was an elf. This was very a long time ago, but I still have the color of my hair as a proof of this even if I don’t have the ears of an elf.”  
She continued on to talk about the elves, but I could barely understand, as her speech was full of many unfamiliar words. If I understood it right, I was partly elf from my mother, which may explain why I had an unnaturally large mana pool.

Great, I became an earless elf... 
I took a wick of her silver hair in my small hand to examine it closer.  
She smiled at me as she noticed what I was doing.  
The doctor looked at the hair I held and nodded with a slight compassionate smile.  
“If you say so then all is well. My work is done here.”  
He then made his farewells and immediately started to leave.  
“Wait a minute!”  
My father held him by the wrist as he was going out.  
“What is it?”  
“I understand what you say about his condition, but if my son isn’t ill, then why hasn't he already started talking like the other children of his age.” He asked with a worried voice.  
The doctor took a quick glance at me. I was very nervous as I was waiting for his answer. If I started speaking now, their suspicions would only grow stronger so I could only stay quiet, anticipating his response.  
“Well…there is a simple reason for that.”  
“What is it?” Millodas suddenly asked.  
I felt the eagerness to know in my father’s voice. The grip of my mother also grew stronger.  
Is he going to say that I’m stupid? If he says it, I swear I will… 
“He is shy.”  
My parents were dumbfounded with his answer.

I was as well.  
If you knew what I was thinking a second before, you wouldn’t say that I was shy, I cursed in my mind. However, I preferred being shy rather than being stupid. If this was his explanation then I considered myself lucky. 
“Give him some time and the words will naturally flow out of his mouth.”  
A huge smile took shape on the face of my mother as she tightened her embrace, burying my face further into her ample cleavage. I also heard a sigh of relief from my father behind me.  
——  
After the visit and the reassuring words from Aten, the mood in the house became considerably brighter. I decided to play the role of the happy child as much as possible to comfort them in their thought.  
It must have been hard on them.  
In addition, even if I was mentally an adult I had to say that it felt pretty good being a part of this family. If I could see my first mom and Trisha to turn the page of my previous life then everything would be perfect. Although, it was probably better if I didn't become too greedy. 
I decided that I would begin to speak a few basic sentences around a week from now on to avoid any suspicion and assure my parents that I was feeling better.  
Therefore, after this event, I finally started to ask many different questions.  
After one of them, my mom explained to me what was the ‘Elementary test’.  
“The elementary test is something that all children at the age of seven must apply for. It’s to determine if they are able to use magic and the depth of their mana pool. As Aten said, you will pass yours a little earlier. Probably next year when you're five.”  
“Mana pool?”  
“Yes, sweetheart, mana pool.”  
She seemed happy that I could repeat this complicated word.  
I’m not a parrot you know!  
“What is it?” I tilted my head to the side to make a good figure.  
“Oh, of course, you don’t know what it is. Silly me.” She said with a clear smile on her face.  
Of course, I had an idea about what it was but I still wanted to hear it from her to clearly understand it.  
She smiled and then made a gesture with her right hand. Instantly, a small flame burst into her palm illuminating her happy face.  
“This is magic, Sillath.”  
Even if I suspected that it was possible it was still surprising. 
“Is it not hot, mom?” I continued the little boy act with a cute small voice.  
She smiled again.  
“Not for me because until it leaves my body, it is a part of me. I’m using my mana pool inside me to make this little flame and control it. Since it’s not from your mana, you can sense the heat coming from it, can’t you?”  
I simply nodded.  
“Also with more mana, I can make the flame bigger and hotter but this also makes it more difficult to control. When you have a lot of mana you can make many more and even bigger spells before you’re tired. All the famous mages don’t necessarily have a large mana pool, but it is still a big advantage to have one.”  
I pondered for a bit.  
Some of her sentences were excessively long. As a result, I nearly lost track in the middle. However, the content was basic and not difficult to understand.  
I had to gather as much information about magic as I could before the end of our happy lesson time. 
“Do you understand Sillath?”  
I nodded once again.  
“Mom… I have a question.” I said while looking at her with anticipation in my eyes.  
“What is it, sweetheart?”  
“Can you only make fire with magic?”  
It was a stupid question. However, with this innocent question, she will have to explain this world’s magic. I’m a genius. 
“No. You can make a lot more things but you will learn this in school, baby.”  
Crap, I didn’t see that coming. So much for the genius part. I don’t have a choice. I’ll go back to the little boy act.  
While looking at her with puppy dog eyes I used my angelic little voice to call for her maternal instincts.  
“P-Please mommy. I want to know.”  
You can’t resist, I know that I’m cute in this body. 
Her face immediately lit up as she was attacked by my innocent attitude. After some thought, she gave up.  
She spent the rest of her afternoon on the couch with me on her lap, while explaining to me what she knew about magic. She used only simple words so that a four-year-old boy could understand.  
In short, I found out that there were only four different systems of magic: water, earth, fire and wind. They were called ‘Primordial magic’ or ‘Elemental magic’ for that matter.  
Using these four elements, mages could create different kinds of magic spells. By combining several systems, it was also possible to change the result, like adding water to fire magic would make steam. It could be incredible or lame, but the result was always different. This kind of fusion magic was apparently quite advance.  
She also told me that each element had its specialties. Therefore, people were more or less apt to use them. The dwarves excelled at fire magic, while the elves were the opposite.  
I wasn’t too surprised when I heard about the dwarves. After all, if there were elves, there may be dwarves too.

I wondered how it was possible that those two species were known in my old world.

Could it be really possible that someone from my world conveniently invented those races that really exist in this world?

This seemed unlikely.

As I had no way to guess the answer, I soon put those thoughts in a corner of my mind.

Contrary to those mysterious Elves and Dwarves, Humans didn’t have any magic defining their race.

Apparently, the ability to use an element changed according to the person. Even though the human race can together use all types of elements, it seemed that the popularity of the elements was quite different.  
Earth and water were apparently the most popular while wind magic was uncommon because most people deemed it as useless.  
According to my mother, they were right about that, at least in the early stage, but if one was to master wind magic it could definitely become quite fearful.  
Lastly, fire magic was the least popular. It was mostly used for basic needs such as making heat and light. I couldn't understand, so I asked why. My mom only shook her head and said that it was used mainly to do many bad things in the past. Bandits who don’t like leaving survivors mostly use it apparently.  
My father, hearing a part of her explanation while entering the room, also added that the most dangerous killer in the kingdom named the 'Red murderer' was a deadly user of fire magic.  
Thanks for your usual ‘bloody comment’ dad, but I think you shouldn’t have intervened.

As if to confirm the thoughts in my mind, my mom instantly gave him a harsh glare, which seemed to translate into: “What the hell are you telling to my baby?”  
I could have sworn that I saw him shiver under her gaze.

Probably my imagination.

To change the topic, my mom quickly added that the depth of magic goes even further than that. I was a little disappointed with only four elements, so I quickly shifted my focus onto her.  
My dad seized this opportunity to quickly run away.  
I doubted that she would let him get away so easily. I was sure that he will not have a lot of ‘wrestling session’ with her this week.  
Back to the topic, she told me that except for the ‘Primordial magic’, there exist two other types of magic.  
One regrouped ancient magic like teleportation or life manipulation that needed complicated magic circles and rare materials to make.  
The research of this magic was apparently strictly under control and few mages were still really knowledgeable about this kind of magic so most of them were lost resulting in people calling it ‘Lost magic’.  
Despite the fact that many kinds of magic were lost, the simplest of them were still commonly used with special objects called artifacts.  
According to my mother, the potential of Lost magic was so incredible that it was difficult to compare them with the artifact commonly used.  
Some were so difficult to use and so powerful that most people saw them as a myth.  
On the contrary, the last group of magic was well known. It was also extremely powerful and hard to control.  
It was called ‘Sacred magic’.  
I didn't really understand, but apparently, it was the secret to manipulate different elements other than the four basic ones.  
She continued on to explain that one of the ten archmages of the world was a sacred mage of lighting. Something none before him had ever achieved.  
Apparently, the reason why it was called sacred magic wasn’t because of its power, but because of its secrets.

Each mage discovering a Sacred magic kept the secret only to let a handful of apprentices learn it. According to my mother, some people thought that the only way to master a sacred magic was to spend a lot of time in contact with it.  
Maybe the lightning sacred mage electrocuted himself or was hit by a random bolt of lightning. I wouldn’t want to try that. 
Of course, you could also discover the secret of a Sacred magic yourself, but some mages spent their lives trying to acquire them on their own and failed miserably.  
In the end, my mother spent her entire afternoon to carefully teach me that.  
Well, that was interesting. If I understood it right, I can learn the basics of magic at the Elemental magic school when I turn seven and that’s it. Well, if one mage makes me their apprentice. I suppose they could teach me a thing or two.   
I was secretly looking forward to my soon-to-come Elementary test but decided that I had to talk to other people first.
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Now that I was starting to get used to this world, I had another goal. To speak the language of this world as if it was my mother tongue. However, to do that, I had to speak to other kinds of people. 
So I asked my parents if I could play with other kids. They seemed delighted by the idea, and before I could say anything else, I was holding my mother’s hand while she escorted me to the park at the center of the town. 
Usually, I didn't go out often from the house or from our large garden. Maybe it was why my parents and everyone else thought I was shy. That and the fact that I didn't talk much. 
Anyway, as I was walking together with my mother in the small streets, I couldn't help but ask her questions about the town. 
She told me that we lived in Tegralle in the Human kingdom of Dorell. It was a small town with around two thousand people residing in it. It was located in the east part of the Eastern continent. 
The other two Human kingdoms were Vifalm and Ledrack. 
They were located respectively in the northern and southern part of the Western continent. It seemed weird to me to be separated from other Human kingdoms to the point of being on an entirely different continent. 
“So are we far from the other kingdoms?” I asked while making a complicated face. 
“Yes, we are, but not to the point of not having any connection. We can exchange or travel by boat with them, especially by using the Strait of Nalle.” 
I really needed to look at a map as soon as possible.
As I pondered about my lack of information, we finally arrived at the park. 
A little wooden palisade separated the place from the rest of the town as to not let kids wander outside. As soon as I entered, I could hear the happy laughter of children all around me. It was a suitable place for kids to play, but to gather knowledge or to improve my language… not so much. 
There were at least twenty boys and girls running everywhere under the attentive look of their parents sitting nearby. Some were playing on a swing while others were playing ball games with each other. I could even see in the corner, a lonely child playing in a sandbox. 
This scene unfolding in front of my eyes felt really familiar. It was just like in my old world.

It was intriguing and disturbing at the same time.
While I was still lost in my thoughts, several older women suddenly approached us. 

Two, in fact.

One had long dark hair with eyes just as dark. She was quite young with a perfectly smooth white skin. As she approached with a beaming smile, her slim and curved silhouette made my mind waver a little.   
“Hello Seledia, it’s rare to see you here. Hello, Sillath. How are you?” 
I was a little taken aback by her sudden greeting. The more I looked at her, the more I was sure that I knew this woman, or at least, I was sure she already came to our house. 
“Say hello, sweetheart. This is our neighbor, Miss Amanda Finley” 
Under the encouragement from my mother, I greeted her with a shy smile. 
I couldn't blow my cover after all.
“H-Hello.” I stuttered. 
“Waaaaaa! He’s so cute!” 
The sudden shout made me jump a little by surprise. It didn't come from the dark hair beauty Amanda but from the blond woman next to her. 
She had long blond hair down her waist. She seemed a little older than Amanda and my mother, but her face was still quite beautiful, even if it didn't have the same mysterious glow as Amanda. 
“Can I hug him, Seledia?” She said in an excited and joyous tone. 
“Are you alright with that sweetheart?” 
“…” 
I remained silent, as I was clueless about how a normal child would act and respond.

After hesitating for a few seconds, I finally shyly nodded. In an instant, her imposing chest enveloped my head. 
Despite my struggle, I was being suffocated by her massive breasts. 
I will die at this pace. Well, I experienced a death worse than this one, but not as ridiculous.

After finally noticing my suffering, she loosened her embrace, allowing me to catch a breath of fresh air. 
After escaping from her deadly clutch, I still remained on guard as she seemed ready to try again at the next occasion.
“Sweetheart, go play a little with the other children.” 
The gentle voice of my mother helped me gather my thoughts after this traumatic and strangely pleasant experience. 
“Yes, mommy.” 
I quickly left for fear of being caught by this fierce blond beast once again. 
I looked around in search for some child who wouldn’t be a pain in the ass until a group of boys suddenly caught my attention. There were five of them, and they all looked much older than the other kids.

Thinking that I would at least be able to talk normally with them, I approached the one who looked like their leader. 
It was a kid no more than ten years old with blonde hair that shone under the sunlight. Even I could tell he was handsome. His blue eyes were filled with intelligence while his teeth were white and perfectly in place. 
Good, this one will do.
As he was talking with his friends, I approached unnoticed until I opened my mouth. 
“Hello, my name is Sillath. Nice to catch you.”

Crap, I misspoke. 
They all looked in my direction and suddenly burst into laughter in response to my pathetic self-introduction.

I immediately realized my mistake while resisting the urge to facepalm and curse at their childish reaction. I felt my face becoming redder with each passing moment. 
They’re just kids, don’t take it to heart.
I kept repeating this sentence in my head while tightening my fists and resisting the urge to teach them a lesson.
However, they didn't stop.

They kept laughing while pointing at my face with their small fingers.

The shame slowly made room for anger as I unconsciously took a step toward them.

Finally, they stopped laughing and looked at me.
I was sure that they could tell that the little boy in front of them was angry. 

However, in the end, I was just a brat half their age. 

The stupid and confident smiles on their face didn't change.

Looking at their smiles, it reminded me of the old geezer and his annoying smile, but it also reminded me of the promise I made that time when I left everything behind me. 
I loosened my fists and stopped my approach toward them. 
What the hell was wrong with me?

I promised in Jordan's name that I would become more than just a brute, but I was still resisting the urge to punch some kids.

I realized that I haven’t changed that much after all.
“I recognize you.” The blond hair boy suddenly spoke with a huge grin on his childish face.

I quickly looked up to face him. 
“You’re that retarded boy!” 
The four other boys looked at me, and once again, laughed to their heart's content. 
“You mean the boy who can’t even speak properly!” One of the boys said. 
“Look at his face, I’m sure it’s him. He looks so stupid.” 
“He can’t even say his name properly!” 
They were loud and soon nearly all the children in the park were coming to see what was going on. They formed a circle around me throwing insults and mockery, joining in on the ‘fun’.   
I didn't really care about the words from a bunch of children. However, this scene still reminded me about unpleasant memories of my past when I was compared to Jordan. 
My plan was a total failure.

I didn't want to lose time with children too young, but I should have known that there was no way older children would be interested in me, other than to make fun of me.

Just like I did so much in the past.
I escaped their circle as soon as I could and ran to the front gates of the park.

My mother was still happily talking with the other parents and didn't seem to have noticed our small commotion.

I didn't want to worry her, so I hesitated a few seconds, but seeing the children heading my way, I quickly chose to leave the park until everything calmed down.

The memories of my past life were surging without control. I wasn't in the mood to confront those little twerps.
I only ran a short moment before stopping and sitting against a tree to catch my breath. 
Even if the roles were reversed compared to my previous life, I didn't understand why I was feeling so bad because of this child's quarrel.

Like flashes, memories I thought forgotten quickly appeared in my mind.

I didn't know if this was a secondary effect of my reincarnation, but those scenes in my head were extremely realistic and brought along a strong wave of foreign emotions.
I couldn’t repress sadness and shame building up in my heart as images of Jordan and the abuses I made him suffer continued to flow without end as if to accuse me.
This forced reminiscence was suddenly interrupted when I felt two gentle hands grasping me under my arms. I recognized the sweet fragrance immediately and didn’t even have to look at her face to know who it was. 
Before I could react, she gently buried my face into her neck. 
“What happened sweetheart?”

Her voice was gentle, but I was sure that her eyes promised doom for whoever she caught responsible for the grief of her precious child. 
“Nothing, mom. I’m okay. Can we stay like this for a bit longer?” I asked. 
“Of course, sweetheart.” She gently replied. 
She sat on the ground with my small body in her arms. The uncontrollable emotions brought by the visions slowly disappeared under the warmth of her embrace.
Despite being an adult in mind, I curiously felt no shame while being enveloped in the arms of my loving mother.

I couldn't remember if my mom in my old world ever held me like that. It was surely the case, but as I thought about her I could only remember her look of resentment and her atrocious screams after Jordan's death. 
I wanted to have other memories. 
Not painful or filled with regrets. 
I wanted happy memories. The ones that could bring a smile to your face without realizing it. 
At this moment, I understood that I didn't want to waste this chance. 
I didn't want to seek power or adventure in this world. 
I didn't want to fight anymore. I already fought too much in my previous life and each day reminded me of the painful result. 
In this life, I just wanted to enjoy the precious moments I spent with my new family. 
—— 
Just as I feared, my mother was ready to raze the entire town to the ground to find the culprit for my sudden run.
I could have sworn I glimpsed her blue eyes turning red from anger.

Not that it was possible, of course.

Despise my refusal to tell her the reasons for this incident, she didn't drop the matter.

It seemed that after we went back home together, she went to talk with the other mothers and deduced what had happened for the most part.

The night of the incident, I heard my mother’s furious voice coming from downstairs while I was in bed. 
My dad was also quite angry. 
I could understand why. 
His shy son made an effort to meet other people only to be met with mocking laughs. I didn’t quite hear what was being discussed, but I was sure that I didn’t want to find out. 
—— 
It had been three days since that incident and the culprit was finally found. 
I was quite surprised seeing him in the house and even more surprised when I saw his mother; the ferocious blonde breast choker. They both officially apologized in an attempt to cool down the unquenchable fury of my mother.

Even the arrogant kid could see that she wasn’t someone to upset. I found out that his name was Julian, not that I cared. 
After their departure, my parents asked me if I still wanted to go back to the park. 
I didn’t have anything more to do there as I understood that it would be difficult to improve my language in this place. 
The kid may have apologized, but that didn’t mean that he would willingly speak to me. He was their leader so I was sure that it would probably be the same for the other children.
I was ready to answer that I would prefer to stay in the house but, after taking a look at their faces, my words stayed stuck in my throat.

The hint of worry along with their slight smiles filled with hope made me hesitate. After a few seconds of internal struggle, I finally answered with a firm voice. 
“Yes, let’s go back.”

In the end, I couldn’t resist their pleading looks. 
Thinking that I would have to return regularly to a kid's park without any benefit made me want to sigh in helplessness.
I returned to the park the next day and, as expected, I was totally ignored except for the various chuckles following me as I entered. 

With my reputation, it wasn't so surprising since I was just seen as a retarded kid with a crazy and dangerous mother.

I resigned myself to loneliness until I saw a little girl playing alone in the sandbox. She was also there on her own the other day.

After some thoughts, I decided to approach her.

The social outcasts should stick together after all.

When I was close enough, I spoke carefully as to not give any bad impressions. 
“Hello, my name is Sillath. Nice to meet you.” 
This time it was perfect. I practiced a lot after all.
However, I received no answer. 
She didn’t even take a glance in my direction. 
This girl… Was she ignoring me? 
“D-Do you mind if I play with you?” I asked, my voice a little bit louder. 
The girl simply nodded. 
The smile on my face stiffened while I sat down next to her, trying to partake in whatever she was doing. 
“May I ask what is your name? If you don’t mind telling me.” 
I received no response yet again, so I tried to continue asking until she suddenly turned her head to face me and answered in a whisper. 
“Gaya.”

She had electric blue eyes, making a great contrast with her smooth and white skin. She was just a child, but her face was already very beautiful. Her white cap was covering her hair almost completely, but I could still see some locks of black hair. 
After her brief introduction was over, she just continued to play with the sand on her own.

"I'm Sillath."

"I know." 

I was a little surprised that she reacted to my name. Probably because she saw it on my face, she continued with the same shy and indifferent voice while playing with the sand in front of her.

"You're the retarded kid!"

"..."

A direct hit.

Didn't see that one coming.

It seemed that I was preceded by my reputation.

This innocent and shy girl had a sharper tongue than what I initially thought.

Apparently not minding the fact that she was insulting me directly to my face, she continued to play in silence.

I felt a vein popping after I saw her indifferent expression.

Forcing myself to stay composed, I kept thinking that she didn’t necessarily hate me.

Maybe she was just a really shy child.

Maybe.

Probably.

Hopefully...
—— 
During several months, I spent nearly all my afternoon in this sandbox with this strange girl I barely knew anything about. 
At first, I believed she just wanted me to leave, but when I asked her, she said she didn’t mind. She was excessively shy, but at least answered when I talked to her. 
The majority of the children seemed to have gotten tired of making fun of me and eventually left me alone. 
Except for the group of five I spoke the first day. 
I was sure they wanted to skip to the next stage of bullying. 
One day, they tried to hurt me while my mom’s attention was focused elsewhere. One of Julian’s minions tried to punch me when I was playing with Gaya. However, I spotted him and instantly understood his intentions. 
I easily evaded and intended to continue until he got tired of my constant dodging, but to my surprise, Gaya let out a loud scream that instantly alerted my mother. 
She rushed toward us in the blink of an eye before quickly embracing me with one arm. She then gave a murderous gaze toward the poor child who still had his fist raised.

If not for the other mothers around to calm her, I was sure she would have utterly pulverized him. 
After cooling down, she gently placed one hand on Gaya’s head to gently calm her. 
The other kid was severely scolded by his own mother, but he didn't seem to even hear what she was telling him. His legs were still shaking and his white pants seemed to have changed color.

I felt a little guilty seeing him wet his pants in fear despite his constant nagging.
The kid's aggression wasn't a big deal at all for me. It would be weird if it was the case as I spent several years living only for fighting. However, the reaction of my mother was still slightly scary. 
She reminded me of a fierce lioness protecting her precious cub. Also, her speed was clearly abnormal. That and the fact that she was quite a good adept at magic, made me completely sure that the stories my father told me about her were not entirely fiction.
After this incident, the five bullies learned that the next stage of bullying was impossible, so they continued to insult me behind the back of my mother. 
However, I didn’t care in the slightest and I simply ignored their pointless abuse. 
After this incident, Gaya began to speak more often with me. Our little daily chats helped me improve my language gradually. Speaking was the best way to learn a language after all. 
As I began to become more confident while speaking, I asked my parents if I could learn to read. There were quite a few books in the house that I wanted to read by all means. One of them was about the animals of this world. I already spent a lot of time in front of this massive book, but I wanted to do something else than just look at the illustration. 
However, my mother shook her head before telling me that I had to wait a little more. 
Apparently, children learn to read and write when they turn five years old and enter Primary school. 
I was tired of waiting and I was also quite confident in my ability to learn quickly. I already learned to read in my previous world after all. I was confident in myself about that, but I wasn't completely sure of my ability either. 
If I learned to write and read as fast as I learned to speak then I was doomed.

My nickname would become permanent.
Therefore, I used my ultimate ‘puppy eye technique’ on my mother. 
Her gentle gaze froze in front of my pleading look. She seemed to fight internally but, after a few seconds of mental struggle, she smiled at me before agreeing to my request. 
As expected, she may be a scary warrior but she just couldn't resist me. 
I spent the rest of my time with my mother as she tried to teach me how to read and write while I spent the rest of my free time playing with Gaya. 
This calm lifestyle continued until the day of the ‘Elementary test’.
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The first day of the Elementary magic school finally arrived.

Normally this event didn't have anything to do with me as I wasn't seven years old yet, but it was also the moment of the Elementary Test. 

Indeed, even if many other compulsory bits of knowledge were taught in this place, this school was above all mandatory to help the children of the Kingdom take their first steps in magic.  
If a child showed signs of natural talent concerning magic, then that child would have the opportunity to go to a magic university in another town a few years later.

For that reason, on the introduction day, a test was always held to determine the mana capacity of each individual.

This was the famous Elementary test held most of the time for seven-years-old children.

I stood out like a sore thumb in the crowd as I was two years younger than most of the children attending.

I was only five years old, so I had to enter the Primary school to learn the basic knowledge of this world like reading and writing. However, in order to let me take the test earlier, Aten spoke on my behalf to the director who was also the old mayor of the town.

I entered the large building filled with children older than me and quickly looked around. It was easy to tell with a single glance that there were several groups of children of different ages.

I didn't have much time to observe my surroundings or to care about the curious glances sent in my direction because the Testing ceremony quickly began.

My father was unable to come due to work, so I patiently waited only with my mother as the names of various children were called out.

Each child walked up toward a large transparent stone on the rostrum. 
When my name was called, I let go of the hand of my mother and calmly walked to the front of the audience where the teachers awaited me near this testing device.  
I was explained beforehand how the test would be carried out.

The test wasn't difficult or complicated as the only thing each child had to do was to firmly place their hands on this mysterious stone until it gave off some sort of reaction.

At first, I thought it would show a numerical value but the crystal could only shine brighter, and grow increasingly red, the greater your mana pool was.

Crappy stuff.  
I finally arrived near the stone and glanced at the crowd.  
They all calmly looked back at me.

I wasn't shy or anything, but the look of judgment in their eyes made me slightly hesitate. They all seemed to wonder why I was here. I also saw a few mocking smiles.  
It seemed like my reputation preceded me once again.

With my mix-brown and red hair along with my famous mother, I was easily recognizable after all.  
I tried to ignore their stares and turned my focus completely upon the mysterious stone. It was around the size of a tennis ball.

I calmly laid my hand over it.

From the corner of my eye, I could see a few members of the crowd clearly expecting me to fail.  
I waited a few seconds until…nothing.  
The crowd of kids laughed to their heart's content seeing that the stone didn’t give off any sort of shine.  
The recommended age to take this test was usually at the age of seven, because in the extreme majority of people; it was found that children would awaken their ability to use mana at that age.

The fact that I passed the test two years earlier showed that I was confident in the fact that I awoke my ability to use mana.

However, the stone didn’t seem to agree as it strictly refused to give off any kind of reaction. 
At that moment, I began to come up with a few explanations.

Too young to pass this test.

Not focused enough.

And the worst of all, I couldn't use mana. 
In my mind, I silently cursed myself for thinking of this worst possible explanation for this predicament.  
Each Human had a mana pool, important or ridiculous, but some of them couldn't draw the mana from it no matter what. 
I looked at the crowd of children roaring with laughter. They didn't even try to restrain themselves despite the reproving gazes of the adults around them.  
The teachers and the director also looked quite uncomfortable as they nervously gazed at my mother.  
Following their gazes, I saw the person I was the most reluctant to disappoint.  
My mother.  
Her face grew as red as her drills, but not from embarrassment and shame.

It was wrath.

She emanated a faint sense of bloodlust toward everyone in the room, even the teachers besides me shivered out of fear.  
Shit. She’s gonna raze the building to the ground. I must sto-. 
Suddenly, a huge burst of light emanated from the stone.

It was so bright that I squinted my eyes from its radiant shine. Soon after, the white light immediately turned crimson red and the next moment the crystal shattered under my hand.  
“Huh.”  
A long silence followed.

Nobody was able to immediately react to this kind of sudden change. Not until an old man on stage spoke up to break the silence.

He was wearing a long white blouse strangely fitting with his deathly pale face.  
“Well…this is rather surprising. I’m sorry about our defective crystal. Don’t worry, take a new one and start again.”  
This old man, who seemed ready to die at any moment, was the director of the school and the mayor of the town. His voice was deep and immediately settled the children inside the large building.

His deep voice along with his calm face clearly showed that he wasn't panicking or flustered by this event, unlike the other children and adults present.

He was probably sure that it was a problem with the crystal.  
I agreed with him, so I started over.

*Bang* 
The same thing happened again, but this time even faster.

After this, I immediately looked at my mother who was showing me a dazzling proud smile. I changed my focus toward the children awaiting their turn who were completely dumbfounded.  
“The retarded is a genius?” exclaimed a young voice from the crowd of children. 
From this day onward, without my consent, I was known as the ‘genius retard'

Not sure this was really a progress.  
Well, at least I became a genius. 
But I still hated that nickname. 
——  
The next morning was the start of the opening day of my Primary school that welcomed children from five years old. Even if I passed the Elementary test, that didn't mean that I could decently skip this important part of my education and directly enter the Elementary school.

This Primary school taught children basic skills such as reading, writing, math and a few basic knowledge of magic. 
The entire program would only last two years. It was separated into two halves. The first half would be about basic knowledge of this world, whereas the latter would be about learning the basic of magic and history.

It was a simple system.  
I was quite happy about my performance yesterday. My parents were too. As soon as I arrived home, my mother instantly began praising me; saying words such as genius, incredible and cute.

If I didn't have the memories from my previous life, I would probably have turned out like Julian, an obnoxious and arrogant kid.  
On my way to school, I met Gaya.

She barely spoke, but I always felt relaxed in her presence.  
As we continued to walk together, I constantly heard whispers coming from the surrounding children and adults that walked by us. Many emotions could be felt toward me.

Mostly envy, but also approbation. Some individuals also seemed to hold some kind of respect toward me.  
I wasn't really surprised as I already learned that my parents were quite famous in the town even if I didn't really know why.  
In class, I sat next to Gaya as we quietly listened to our teacher, an old man with a gray beard and gray hair that seemed to stretch out to his waist. He was dressed in a gray cloak that went down to his feet.  
This guy was gray from head to toe.

If he was a mage, I would call him Gandalf. 
The lesson was about magic.

"..." 
It was just a basic introduction.

The more complex lessons were going to take place during the second half of the program and in the Elementary school when we turn seven.  
I was aware of almost everything except for the system of classification.  
In this world, magic was separated into seven ranks for the four types of elemental magic.

Basic, intermediary, advance, scholar, wise, saint and master.  
Being a master of an element meant exactly what it sounded like, having absolute control of your element. It was something exceptional that only a handful of people were able to reach. Once you were a Master mage, you would receive the title of Archmage and be eligible to enter the magic council.  
For the other ranks, it was a little more particular.  
A basic mage had to be able to manifest their element on their body.  
An intermediary mage had to make the element interact with other objects like you would when you make water boil with fire magic only by touching the surface.  
Advanced level magic was about influencing the environment without any form of physical contact. This was where the legendary fireball spell came on stage.  
For the other rank, Gandalf (Yes, he was a mage) told us that it was so out of our range that it was not worth telling us. Those having the potential to become a mage of this level would have to attend a magic university.  
The lesson ended with an explanation about healing magic. Aside from the elves who were capable of using nature magic that could heal to a certain extent, there was almost nothing for humans who didn't become powerful water mages.  
I almost shouted in indignation when I heard that.  
Seeing our faces, Gandalf rapidly added that along the time we were able to make some progress by using the four basic elements. Like using earth magic against broken bones, fire to close wound, air magic from the inside to help against pulmonary diseases and water magic to help the body recuperate by manipulating water inside the human body. 

However, in the end, only truly skillful water mages could become true healers and develop a power of healing similar to the elves. 
Hearing his explanations, I tried to console myself by thinking that they at least had some knowledge, even if they obviously didn’t have a clue about cells and atoms.
——  
Time flew by without anything interesting happening. It was a truly peaceful period of time.  
Well, except for one big exception.  
Two months after I started school, my mother called me.  
“Sillath, can you come here? We have something to tell you.”  
Hearing this, I tensed.  
Did I do something to make them angry? No, my role as a cute, genius son was perfect… I think… 
I approached reluctantly.  
She took a deep breath before a radiant smile illuminated her face.  
“You will have a little brother or sister soon.”  
Ouf, I thought they discovered about the time I… Wait… 
“WHAT!”  
I couldn’t help but raise my voice.  
“Calm down, calm down son. Are you not happy?” My father asked with a slight frown on his face.  
I didn't know if I was happy or not. I was a terrible brother to Jordan in my previous life after all. I wasn't sure to know what it meant to be a good brother.

“Yes, I’m happy. It’s just that…”  
I looked down, pondering about what I should say.  
“What is it, sweetheart?” my mother urged.  
I looked up and immediately saw the uneasiness in their eyes.  
What was I doing? It was supposed to be a happy moment, but I was just ruining it by overthinking.  
I took a deep breath before answering.  
“I was just afraid that I wouldn’t make a good brother.”  
“What are you saying, that’s not true. You will be a great brother.”  
“Yes, I’m sure of that too.” my father added.  
I smiled at them.  
“I swear I will do everything I can to be one. I’ll be the best big brother there is.”  
They both smiled and took me into their arms.  
I’ll make it right this time.

For Jordan’s sake.

For those parents who showed me love and hope in my darkest moments. 
I silently hugged my parents while swearing in my heart.  
At that time, I didn’t know that this wish would never come true.

  

    
        Chapter 4: Surprise

    
    
    
    
  
The child was almost there.  
Several weeks had passed since I was told the news of the future birth of a baby brother or sister but my daily life didn't change that much. My mother only began to take the toll of being pregnant after six months.  
As a result, it became up to me and my dad to handle the domestic labor in the house so that she could properly rest and avoid harming the baby. I decided to put it upon myself to do most of the work as my dad was already working as a city guard.

Even if performing different tasks was challenging for a child's body, I didn't really mind. 
I was sure that it will not become any better after the birth of the child.

Farewell peaceful time and quiet nights. 
Fortunately, Gaya often came to help us.  
“Gaya, you don’t have to do that.” I said as she was helping me again clean the floor.  
“No, I want to help. You’re my friend after all.”  
I didn’t really see that coming. Sure, we spent a large amount of time together, but I wasn’t sure if she liked me as she rarely ever spoke. 
“Thank you, Gaya.” I replied in a sincere tone.  
Afterward, we continued to do the remaining housework such as cleaning the windows, washing the dishes and watering the plants in our large and mysterious garden.  
Occasionally, I was getting a few glances coming from Gaya, as if she was trying to tell me something, but was too embarrassed to do so. It was beginning to annoy me, so I took it upon myself to take the first step.  
“Is there something you want to say to me? Don’t be shy, we are friends after all.”  
She immediately answered.  
“U-Um… i-if it’s alright with you. Do you mind if I talk to you later, is that alright?” She asked with a slightly red face.  
“Talk to me? You can’t do that now?”  
“N-No.”  
She then turned to look at my father who was asleep on the couch. He came back from work earlier and wanted to have a short nap before his next shift, but he was mercilessly kicked out of the bedroom by my mother due to his loud snoring. Even now, his snoring continued to seep through the ceiling into their bedroom, tormenting my poor, restless mother.  
“I want us to be alone.”  
“Alright. When we finish here, we can go to the garden.”  
“Y-Yes, that’s fine.” She replied with a smile.  
She wanted to talk to me alone.

Could this be… a confession? I suddenly thought

I had this weird sense of ‘déjà vu’. I quickly shook my head to chase this idea from my head.

I didn’t want to remember that day. Besides, she was too young for that… probably… 
After completing the last of the house chores, we went to the garden. Her beautiful face was tensed while her fingers twitched from nervousness.  
Seeing her nervous appearance made me blank for a moment.

What will I do if she confesses?

Two words floated in my mind to attack my consciousness.

Child abuse!!!

Well, not really as technically I was a child, but I wasn't really far from it either. 
Due to the tense atmosphere, I couldn't bring myself to look at her in the eyes. It felt like time was passing by very slowly. Gaya checked if we were really alone before slowly putting her hands on her head.  
Her hands were shaking.  
“I have something to show you.”  
She carefully removed the woolly hat that she always wore, showing her beautiful black hair. I didn’t understand at first until I saw two cat-like ears sticking out from the top of her head.  
“I’m from a beast tribe, Sillath.”  
The sudden news sent me into a state of shock and confusion, so much that I couldn’t give an immediate answer. But it wasn’t the news that my only friend was hiding her identity this whole time that shocked me.

There were other species besides dwarves, elves and humans!?!

Why didn't anyone tell me about this sooner?

I was cursing in my mind when Gaya asked with worry in her tone.  
“Do you hate me now?”  
She had probably noticed the surprised look on my face.  
“Eh?”  
Her question instantly brought me back to reality. I looked back at her and noticed small tears forming in the corner of her eyes.  
“No, no, no, no…” I quickly said, trying to reassure her.  
“What are you talking about? I’m just surprised because I didn’t know that beast tribes even existed.” I laughed in the hopes of cheering her up.  
“Y-You didn’t know?”  
She began to wipe the tears below her eyes.  
“No. Nobody told me before. So you’re from a cat tribe or something?”  
“What’s a cat?” she asked.  
I forgot there weren’t any cats in this world. 
“No, never mind.”  
“I’m from the Kurohyou tribe.”  
Weird name…

Was that like a cat tribe?

Maybe a big cat or another kind of giant feline as it seemed that every animal on this planet was huge. At least, according to my dad, there weren’t any monsters like I first imagined. No monsters except for the deviants and even those deviants were born from normal animals 
“Ok. Well, I’m not sure why you were worried, but it doesn’t bother me at all.”  
Suddenly, she covered the small distance between us and wrapped her arms around me, like a snake coiling around its prey. Her change of attitude was so brutal that I didn’t know how to properly react. I simply stood at my spot as she hugged me. As she did, I noticed her ears beginning to move from side-to-side wildly.  
Seeing this, my hands began to twitch, as I struggled to control myself from touching them.  
I must not caress them… I must not caress them…I must not caress them… 
I fought the urge to take advantage of this situation to touch the intriguing ears before being released from her embrace.  
“Why were you worried about that?” I finally asked.  
She seemed to hesitate.  
“S-Since it’s you, I can tell you, but… please keep this a secret.”  
I quickly nodded.  
“Truthfully, I’m actually an orphan, but not really. In fact, I’m not so sure myself. I came from a beast tribe that tends to travel a lot. We didn't spend too much time in one place. I don’t clearly remember how since I was very young at the time, but one day I lost my parents and the rest of the members of my tribe.” She said in a depressed tone.  
“Even after walking for days, I still couldn’t find them. However, by a stroke of luck, the mayor along with Aten found and saved me. I had no home to go back to, no family to welcome me, so I was offered to stay in this town and make it my new home.”  
I couldn’t help but feel bad for her.

Her life must’ve been hard and hopeless.

Each word she uttered gave me only a hint of the suffering and despair that she must’ve felt her entire life.  
I also knew the feeling of despair, but probably not as much as her. Not knowing if you had been abandoned or if your parents were dead was a huge burden for a small kid like her.  
“Nearly everyone is nice with me and I’m eternally grateful for it.” She continued with a wry smile on her pretty face.  
“But everyone knows that I'm different from them. I'm not a human after all. That’s why I’ve hidden my ears, tail and barely spoke a word to anyone. I never realized before, but I became so lonely.”  
Then she looked directly at me. Her electric blue eyes seemed to sparkle and gave me a warm feeling. 
“Ever since you became my friend, I was finally able to enjoy my life with someone once again. And for that I will always be grateful to you, but…”  
She paused. I began to look back, in a matter of a few minutes; she had spoken more to me now than the entirety of the year we met.  
“What?” I asked.  
“I want you to make me a promise. I want you to promise me that you will stay by my side!”  
She paused once again.  
After realizing what she had said, she suddenly became red from head to toe, but she still held her gaze on me. It was a powerful gaze, born from her strong-will and determination.  
“I don’t know what the future will bring us, but I can promise you that we will remain friends. Even if we're far from each other, we will remain friends. Besides, I don't plan to go anywhere in the near future.” I smiled at her.  
This time she didn’t hold back her tears.  
Years of frustration and sorrow began to flow down her cheeks like an endless river as she hugged me once again.  
——  
“SILLATH!!!”  
I turned my head towards the voice calling my name.

In the distance, I saw a familiar figure coming my way.

It was my neighbor, Amanda Finley.  
“Sorry to call you out like this, but I have something to show you.”  
“What is it?” I replied.  
“In fact, it’s a surprise for your mother. I prepared it in secret so that you could give it to her after the birth of your baby brother or sister. It will happen in a few days, won’t it?”  
“Yes, but are you sure? You should probably give it to her yourself.”  
“No, she will be happier if it came from you. Come on, we must hurry!”  
She seemed to be in a rush because without waiting for an answer, she left. I shrugged my shoulders and hurriedly followed behind her. 

However, we weren’t heading in the direction of her house.  
“Where are we going? Your house is the other way.”  
“I know, silly. It’s not in my house.”  
We continued to walk for a couple of minutes until we finally arrived at the forest near the town.  
“What is it that you have to hide it in the forest?” I looked around, but was only met with the cold winds shaking the leaves on the trees.  
“You will see.” She replied.  
“It’s an animal, isn’t it? I’m not sure if mother will like it with the baby around.”  
“It’s not an animal, but it’s a surprise.”  
After delving deeper into the forest, she stopped and pointed at a tree with her index finger.  
“It’s behind that tree over there.”  
I slowly approached the tree and walked around it, but I didn't find her present. 
"What the..." 

Years of peace made my senses duller. 
I realized too late that something was off.  
I turned around to look back at her as fast as possible, but before I could see her, I heard her voice beside my ear.  
“Surprise!”  
*BANG*  
I was hit behind the head and quickly lost consciousness.

  

    
        Chapter 5: Unconscious... Again

    
    
    
    
  
“Urgh…” I groaned as I slowly opened my eyes.  
Only darkness greeted me as I tried to understand my situation.

I immediately noticed that my hands were tied behind my back while my legs were also bound. 
Fuck, not again! 
I was confused, yet relieved that I wasn’t tied to a cross this time.  
What happened? Did Amanda do this to me? But why…? 
While I cursed her in my mind, I eventually noticed that I was stuck inside a box with barely enough space to move.  
I hated small spaces. 
“Ow…”  
My head suddenly banged against the box.  
The box was clearly moving.  
I finally understood the seriousness of the situation and began to panic. I desperately tried to free myself from the ropes like I saw in some movies, but it was clearly impossible.  
Besides, even if I succeeded, I would still be stuck inside this bloody box.

I hoped she would not suddenly decide to plant swords inside like in a magic show. Even if magic existed in this world, I seriously hoped she wouldn't do it.  
“Free me, Amanda! Why are you doing this? Free me now!”  
My voice was only met with silence.

No matter how loud or how much I yelled, no one answered. However, I still continued, in the hopes that someone other than Amanda would hear my pleas.  
After a few minutes, I clearly realized that it was useless, but I still continued a little longer.

After screaming to my heart's content, I felt a little better. Self-control was never my strong point after all.
I also stopped my pointless struggle to preserve my strength in case I need to fight.  
I began to concentrate and collect any information on my situation. All I knew was that we were still traveling and, despite being in such a small space, it was clear that we were moving at a fairly steady pace.  
It was apparent that the driver was in a rush.

With nothing better to do, I could only unleash my fury and frustration in my mind. 
She caught me by surprise last time, but as soon as I have a chance, I’m gonna kick her sorry ass. I know I promised myself that I wouldn't be a brute, but… kidnappers are an exception. She’ll be in for a surprise. 
I smiled coldly as those thoughts accompanied me on my long trip. 
--  
After a few hours of traveling, we eventually came to a sudden stop.  
I readied myself as I patiently waited for my chance.  
I could hear the sound of footsteps. At first, it was quiet but then it grew clearer, indicating that someone was coming. 
The lid of the box finally opened.  
As soon as it did, I gathered all my strength to propel myself out as fast as I could to do a head buck.  
*BAM*  
The culprit abruptly closed the lid onto my head, knocking me back into the box.  
“Are you calm now?”  
I knew right away whose voice it belonged to.  
“That hurt!  Why are you doing that? I didn’t do anything to you and my parents don’t have a lot of money so release me. Release me right now.” I yelled angrily.  
“I’m afraid I can’t do that just yet. I’m not after any reward if that is what you think. I only did this because I was ordered to do so.” She said in a relaxed tone with a smile on her pretty face.  
“Someone ordered you to kidnap me…” I said in a surprised tone.  
“Who? I don’t remember wronging anyone… at least I think so…”  
“We still have a long road ahead of us to make, but you’ll understand everything once we get there. Don’t worry, here’s some water. ”  
She handed me a plain canteen.  
Don’t worry… Nice joke!  
I angrily took a sip of water from the canteen in her hand. I didn’t plan on wasting my second life by dying of dehydration after all.  
As I drank from the canteen, I couldn’t help but frown as I realized my mistake. 
“Pffa *Cough*”  
I quickly noticed that something was mixed into the water of the canteen. I quickly spat the water that I hadn’t drunk, but it was already too late.  
“W-What did you….”  
Once again, I drifted into to the world of dreams without even finishing my sentence.

-- 
As soon as I woke up, I found myself lying in a dark room on a soft bed.  
“Where am I?”  
I stood up as fast as I could only to immediately fall onto the floor. Her drug was quite potent, but at least it wasn’t poisonous. 
“You’re finally awake.”  
The woman whom I thought was only my neighbor stood before me with a grin on her face. Her long black hair was tied up in a ponytail as she wore a simple dark shirt making her almost invisible in this room without windows.  
“Where am I?” I asked in a calm demeanor.  
Inwardly, I was actually nervous, as I didn’t know what she was going to do with me.  
“You’re far from home. You can scream all you want but no one will be able to hear you. This little house was made especially for this, after all.”  
I could have jumped on her and try to take her down as I was no longer tied up but her smile was eerie. I had a bad feeling from just looking at her. Moreover, having a five-year-old body didn’t reassure me.

I had no other choice but to stand down.  
For now.  
This woman was dangerous. I couldn't underestimate her. 
“I was expecting you to jump at me or cry but you’re surprisingly calm. My master will be pleased to hear that.”  
“Your master?” I asked.  
“Yes, follow me. He wants to meet you.”  
She exited the room and led me into a vast dining room. Every piece of furniture seemed old, covered with a lot of dust. It didn’t look like this place was inhabited.  
In the distance, I saw an old man sitting on a chair on the other side of a large wooden table. His hair was brown and slightly long with some white drills near his temple. His face was pale with a few wrinkles giving him a tired look.  
He looked straight at me as soon as I entered the room. His brown eyes were examining me from head to toe as if I was some kind of object.  
Don’t tell me he wants to buy me? Is he a slave dealer? Shit, this is no joke.  
“Good afternoon Sillath. I am very pleased to meet you. My subordinate told me many interesting things about you. Do you by any chance know who I am?”  
I began to search in my memories after hearing his words. Anything that would help me identify this man before me, but nothing…  
“No, but if you have been monitoring me for some time already then you’re obviously not some ordinary slave dealer.”  
I answered with anger burning in my child-like eyes. My tone and gaze were fierce but I knew that I couldn’t escape with the body of a child.  
He simply smiled at me.  
“You think I’m a slave dealer? Well, you made a realistic deduction for a kid of your age. Amanda was right, you’re quite precocious. However, you guessed wrong. My name is Arthur Waldemar. Do you know this name, kid?"  
I only shook my head in denial.  
He seemed disappointed.  
“What the hell have they been teaching you in school? I’m the head of the Waldemar Great Noble House that is among the four leading families in this kingdom.”  
I suddenly remembered.  
Indeed, Gandalf did tell us about the Dorell Kingdom and its four great noble houses.  
Toro, Vasos, Fivar and Waldemar were the most influential noble houses in the entire continent. Among the six official advisers of the king, one was chosen from each of them while the king was the one to decide the other two.  
“What does the great house of Waldemar wants from me? I’m just a kid and my parents aren’t that special.” I asked out of curiosity.  
“What would you think if I told you that the name Zadir comes from your mother?” He replied.  
“And so what? Get to the point already!”  
I was beginning to lose my patience. My head was still hurting from the strange drug.  
“The name of your father was Millodas Waldemar, until he gave up everything for his whore. He betrayed me, leaving me without any heir.”  
My mouth opened in surprise, as I finally understood.  
“I let my subordinate follow my treacherous son and ordered her to stay close to look for his descendants. Her mission was to inform me if he were to have any sons or daughters. After your exploits at the elementary test, I recognized your true value. You will be my next heir. Be proud of that.”  
I felt my head become hotter.  
“Are you stupid, old geezer? Who would want to become your heir? If you wanted to do that, you should have asked before. I have no intention of becoming the heir of your crappy house so let me return home.”  
He didn’t say a word. He simply nodded.  
Huh? He accepted to let me go? Well, maybe he was not so bad. 
While thinking that, I suddenly received a powerful blow to my lower back causing me to fall onto the floor.  
I immediately realized that Amanda kicked me from behind as soon as she received the signal from her master.  
“What are you doing? I already said that I don’t want to become your heir, you can’t force me!” I exclaimed angrily.  
“This is where you’re wrong, Sillath. I can and I will. Amanda is here for that purpose. She will train and teach you here in this house.”  
Amanda then pulled my hair, raising me back on my feet.  
“Your threat doesn’t scare me.” I retorted.  
“Threat? That wasn’t a threat, but a fact. If you want me to threaten you, then let’s say that I’ll kill your family if you don’t accept."  
A strange smile appeared on his tired face after uttering those cold words.  
"See, now that was a threat.”  
I couldn’t help but give him a sudden look of anger after his sentence. He smiled, but his eyes weren’t giving the same feeling. He was serious. I could feel my body grow cold after hearing his words.  
“You would kill your own son?”  
“His name is Zadir now. He is no longer my son.” He replied firmly  
A heavy silence settled in the room before Amanda finally released my hair.  
“So what fate will you choose? Do you want to become the heir of the Waldemar family or do you perhaps choose to become an orphan? Now choose, Sillath.”  
I clenched my fists in frustration.  
I knew that I had no choice.  
I couldn't risk losing my family again. I had to protect them.  
After I finished pondering, I finally answered.  
“I accept, but only if you promise me that you will not hurt them in return.”  
“In the name of the Waldemar house, I promise that I will not hurt your family if you comply with my wishes.”  
With this single sentence, he left the room.  
Before leaving the room, he turned to face me again.  
“I expect great things from you. Don’t disappoint me as he did.”  
With those cold words, he finally exited the room, leaving me alone with my kidnapper.  
“Go rest in your room. Your training will begin tomorrow at five. Be ready.”  
I went back into the same room that I awoke in without giving her a single glance. I immediately threw myself on the bed and buried my face into my pillow, trying to quell my anger and frustration.  
In just a few hours, my life had changed so drastically.  
I was worried about my future sibling, but in the end, I wouldn't even have the chance to meet him.  
I didn’t even know if it was a boy or a girl. I wanted to go back. I wanted to be a good brother. This was my chance to atone for my sin.  
Is the world mocking me?  
Do you want to make me suffer?  
Do you want to see me in despair? 
I continued to ponder the whole night, while silently cursing the fate that was forced upon me.

  

    
        Chapter 6: Genius?

    
    
    
    
  
My training began the following day.  
“Today, you will take your first step to become a full-fledged mage of the Waldemar house.” Amanda spoke with a clear smile on her face.  
“You will first learn how to use your mana. Children usually start learning magic at the Elementary school at the age of seven, and you’re not even six years old yet. As a result, my training will be quite difficult, but it’s nothing that a genius like you can’t handle. I hope that you won't disappoint me, Sillath.”  She said while giving me a solemn look.  
In front of her urging gaze, I wasn’t motivated or interested in the slightest.  
It was true that I always wanted to learn magic.  
Who would not want to?  
However, I didn’t want to learn it like that. In front of a house, I didn’t recognize and with a woman I despised.  
*BAM*  
I was given an unexpected smack on the head.  
“What are you doing?” I exclaimed while rubbing the painful spot on my head.  
It was a normal smack, yet it felt incredibly hard.  
Then, I noticed the hand she smacked me with.  
It was covered with a hard-looking earth, like a glove.  
She used magic.
“You seemed to be daydreaming while I was speaking to you. It was only natural for me to wake you up. Do you have a problem with that?”  
I didn't answer which seemed to express my agreement because she immediately pursued her speech.  
“Good. As I said, we’ll begin by learning the basics of how to use your mana. It’s the first step for every mage. If you can’t do that, then just forget about becoming a mage. Normally, it takes around two months for a person to learn it, I expect you to learn it in one. The rest of your training will eventually get harder and, your progress will also become slower. I expect good results the next time my master visits. Don’t expect me to go easy on you, even if you are the next heir. To me, you are simply useless, if you aren’t able to become a powerful mage.”  
“Why is it so important that I learn magic for this old man?” I grumpily asked after her long explanation. 
She gave a small sigh as an answer.  
“I sometimes forget that you’re still a kid."

I felt a vein popping up on my forehead in annoyance.

You're the kid!

She ignored my silent curses and simply continued.

"You probably already learned some things regarding the Human Kingdoms in your Primary school, haven’t you?”

After a few seconds of thinking and, seeing the glove of earth on her hand appearing once more, I reluctantly answered. 
“Well, I know there are three Human kingdoms. We belong to the Dorell Kingdom within the Eastern continent. The Vifalm Kingdom is located in the Northern part of the Western continent, while the Ledrack Kingdom is in the Southern part.”  
“Correct. But what else can you tell me about those kingdoms?”  
“That’s all I know.”  
She sighed once again.  
“Each one of these kingdoms is unique. The Ledrack kingdom is a religious state with the Archduke leading it, while a single Emperor leads the Vifalm kingdom. Ledrack leans on the fervor and the dedication of the believers of their cult while Vifalm possesses the strongest warriors forged by the cruelty of the North.”  
So the North men were brutes while the Southern Kingdom was full of fanatics.

I liked this world more and more...  
“Now, tell me. What is the strong point of our kingdom?”  
I wondered for a while until I finally found the right answer.  
“It’s magic, isn’t it.”  
She smiled at my words.  
“Exactly. Our kingdom is the most advanced in terms of magic. The other kingdoms lack magic universities, nor do their schools teach the basics of magic to every child. Now tell me, what do you think is the value of the head of the Waldemar house if he can’t use magic?”  
I hesitated a bit before answering.  
“None.”  
“Correct. A rare disease has struck my master making him almost unable to shape his mana. He lost a lot of influence because of that and the Waldemar house is now on the verge of destruction. That’s why you must become a strong mage as fast as possible. You will restore the reputation and influence of the house that it once had before the other great houses take advantage of our misfortunes and crush us.”  
I was silent for a while.

I finally understood why he was so desperate to have me on his side when he learned about my huge mana pool.  
If I failed then the Waldemar house would be destroyed. If something like that happens then he will probably take revenge on my family and loved ones.

I couldn’t let that happen.  
“I understand, I will give it my best.”  
“It’s good that you understand. Let’s start the training.”  
——  
I had a reason to learn magic.  
It wasn’t by pleasure or out of a thirst for power.

I didn't want to fight anymore in this life.

I already made this choice, but I was still interested and determined to learn some magic in the future.  
However, everything changed with my kidnapping.  
With their threat against my family, I didn't have much of a choice anymore.  
I had to become a mage simply to protect the ones who saved me from my despair when I was reincarnated into this world.  
I knew that I couldn't really consider them as my parents, but it didn’t change the fact that I loved them.  
That's why I decided to do everything I could to protect them and let them live a happy life even without me.  
However, even if I thought that way, my training wasn’t going well.  
Learning to control mana was the basic stage of learning magic, but I just couldn’t get the hang of it. At first, I was confident because I thought I was a genius like everyone said but I painfully learned that being born into a world without magic was a huge disadvantage.  
Nearly every child became conscious early of the mana inside them, but not me.  
When my crazy kidnapper told me to focus and feel the mana inside me, I couldn’t help but think about the human anatomy that I learned in my old world.  
There was blood circulation, lymphatic circulation, and nerve transmission, but in my mind, mana didn’t have a place in all of this.  
Consequently, I wasn’t just unable to control my mana I was also unable to sense it, something that children were supposed to do instinctively.  
For the first time, the memories of my previous life became shackles.  
After a month without any progress, Amanda threatened and beat me for my lack of effort.  
After three months, she had grown desperate. She began to curse and severely thrash me until I was half-dead. I wasn’t able to move for two weeks after that. She clearly lost her cool and, things took a turn for the worse.  
When she saw that I spent all my free time practicing, she almost cried in despair. If I didn’t put any effort she just had to beat me or threaten me until I gave up, but if I couldn’t do it there was nothing she could do.

Her pretty figure became less and less appealing with every night she spent searching for a solution.  
As much as I liked seeing her suffer, it wasn’t my fault and this situation was becoming more and more out of hand. If the old man came back and found that I was still unable to have basic control over my mana, he might just hurt my family.  
Therefore, I spent every night on my bed, trying to feel the mana inside me.  
It took me four months to do, but I was getting the hang of it. It was like feeling the beating of a second heart. It was disturbing at first, but I eventually became used to it after some time.  
Six months after the beginning of my training, I finally became able to control my mana. I gathered it into my right hand, before doing the same with my left.  
When she saw this, Amanda hugged me. My face buried in her ample bosom. It would have been quite pleasant if it wasn’t her.  
I despised this woman after all.  
“Now that you are finally able to control your mana, you must learn to use the basic magic of each element. Most children can only use one or two. I hope you will be able to control three, but if you can become good with one or two, then I can’t complain. After all, it’s not something you can change.”  
She wasn’t losing any time.  
“I understand. What am I supposed to do?”  
“First, you must gather your mana in the part of your body that will use magic. Try gathering it in one hand. It's easier that way."  
I gathered it into my right hand as I did before. She made a relieved smile seeing that I managed it on my first try.  
“Next, you have to shape your mana. You must have a clear image of what you want to do. Imagination is the key aspect of magic during the initial phase. Try to imagine the various elements covering your hand.”  
I thought for a moment about the element I would try first.

I could see the sweat covering my hands. It reminded me that the human body was mostly composed of water and that consequently, it would probably be the easiest to learn.  
I imagined washing my right hand to get rid of the sweat. I tried to remember the feeling of water on my skin, but it was quite difficult.  
I could see Amanda in the corner of my eyes.  
She was clenching her fists tightly.  
I could see the uneasiness in her dark eyes.  
We were at least four months late in her schedule. She was surely praying that it wouldn't take me as much time. 
It had already been ten minutes since I started, but I couldn’t see any result yet.

I couldn't help but scream in my mind.

Did I suck so much at magic?

I couldn't understand why it was so hard to create a bit of water.

It was only made of some hydrogen with oxygen.

I took a deep breath to calm my rampant emotions and tried again.

If I wanted the old geezer to leave my family alone, I had to become an astounding mage.

I concentrated harder, trying to feel the particles of mana gathering around my hand. After a few seconds, I clenched my fist, but this time the result was different.

In front of my incredulous eyes, a small net of water began to form.

I was so surprised that I almost lost my concentration.  
“Good, you did it!”  
Amanda couldn’t help but scream in joy.  
“It takes at least half an hour before a child is able to make his first element appear. I don’t understand how you did it so fast. You’re terrible at something that is supposed to be easy, but you’re a fast learner when it’s something difficult. Honestly, something must be wrong with your head.”

"..." 
Great congratulations talk.

I just did something difficult, but all she had to say was that I was weird. 

She wasn't the first one to tell me that. A little more and I might start thinking that it was the truth. 
“Anyway, now that you succeed with the first element, let us try the others to see if you can use at least one more.”  
I nodded and focused once again.  
I gathered mana into my right hand and condensed it while imagining an earth glove like the one that met my head so many times.  
I succeeded on my first try.  
She couldn’t help but have a big smile on her pretty face. It had been a long time since I’ve seen her this happy.  
“Great, try another one.”  
She was just like a kid who discovered a new toy and wanted to see what she could do with it.  
It was an unpleasant feeling.  
I started yet again.  
I was beginning to understand how mana manipulation worked. It was as if you controlled small particles you had to shape in order to create the desired element.  
Imagination must have a part in that, but I honestly didn’t think that it was the only way to do it. If I gathered the particles then I created earth magic, so what would happen if I accelerate them? 
I tried immediately.  
A few seconds later, a small flame was around my hand. I could have sworn I saw some tears of joy in her eyes.  
“As expected from my master’s grandson! You’re definitely a genius. Being able to control three elements is not something everyone is able to do. You must now practice until you’re able to manifest each element without thinking about it. After you are able to do this, you will be considered a basic mage controlling three elements. A Shiwake basic mage.”  
“A Shiwake basic mage?”  
“It’s a title. Ishita mage control one element, Nihoko mage control two, Shiwate mage control three and finally the Sokeï mage is the title given if you can manipulate the four basic elements.”  
“It’s quite difficult to remember.”  
“Don’t worry, you will get used to it. It’s something created in this country to classify the mages between them so you will definitely become well known if you are a Shiwate mage.”  
“I understand. But… why are you telling me I’m a Shiwate mage?”  
“You’re confused?”  
“Of course not. I understood all of it, but I haven’t even tried the last element.”  
I didn’t give her the time to reply.  
I quickly gathered mana around my hand and focused a few seconds before a thin film of wind surrounded my hand. It was nearly transparent, but it was clear that the air was moving.  
She didn’t utter a word and hugged me again.  
“Incredible, you are a Sokeï mage. There is only a few within the entire kingdom!”  
She squeezed me tighter.  
I hated her, but I preferred when she hugged me than when I was hit.  
To my surprise, I found a little comfort in her soft arms. It was the first time I received some signs of affectation in these agonizing months. I allowed her to swallow me in her embrace until she finally let go of me.  
She had a beaming smile on her face.  
She was usually quite gloomy, but when she smiled like that she was one of the prettiest women I have ever seen.  
I couldn’t help but feel myself blush a little after seeing her like that.  
In this instant, I finally felt all the pressure of those past months lessened under her warm gaze.

I can get used to her.

This strange thought crossed my mind as I watched her relieved face.

I hated her for taking me away from my family, but this reality was already set in stone.

I couldn't change it with my own strength.

Not yet.

I couldn't do it on my own.

I needed her to become stronger. 

I smiled at her a little before resuming my training.

  

    
        Chapter 7: Training and disillusion

    
    
    
    
  
In my previous life, some people said that Humans could adapt to anything.

No matter how difficult a situation became, we could bear with it to survive. Given enough time, it was also possible to accept this situation as our new reality.

I finally realized that this saying was probably right.

The first few months of my captivity were extremely harsh. I was torn between my wish to protect my family and my desire to take revenge against those who kidnapped me.

However, I wasn't strong enough.

Even if I was, I quickly noticed that it wasn't possible to escape this little house on my own. We were too far from any other Human settlement to have this kind of hope.

Without any other choice, I could only forget my rebellious thoughts and focus on my training hoping to gain enough strength to change my fate one day.

After learning that I could use the four elements, my real training began.

Contrary to my expectation, there wasn't much diversity in the initial phases of each element.

Therefore, I didn't have to learn many different kinds of spells.

I just had to repeat the same magic over and over again.

This kind of training was extremely tiring and dull. Even more without anything else to do and with only a single person by my side.

At first, I didn't really care.

I ignored her as much as I could and focused on my training.

However, Humans are not made to spend their life on their own without interacting with anyone.

Around a year after my kidnapping, in an attempt to change my mind from the boring training, I finally became interested in her reasons for spending her entire time with me in this desolate house far from everything. 

Why was she doing it?  
Was it for money, or because of her loyalty to my grandfather?  
One day, I finally gathered my courage to ask her this question that was always on my mind.  
“Why did you accept to train me?” I asked.  
“I did it because my master asked me to.” She simply replied.  
I stared blankly at her, which then turned into a questioning look. I was sure that this wasn't the entire truth, therefore I delved further into the topic.  
“Is that a sufficient reason?”  
“It’s the only reason I need.”  
“Why are you so loyal to my grandfather? Did he promise you a lot of money to obey him? Will you become a noble when I finish my training? Is he threatening you with a hostage?”  
Several days after my prowess in basic magic, she was still smiling and looked like the happiest woman in the world.  
However, when those words left my mouth, the smile she put on had faded from her luscious lips. Her dark eyes became colder as she grabbed my chin, turned my head to face her eyes similar to dark pearls.  
I was already used to being hit by her and truly never cared whenever she did. At that time, several months already passed since she last hit me, so I was even less afraid of her. However, the moment my eyes met hers, I was terrified. My body refused to move as if I was frozen in fear.  
Her face slowly moved closer to mine, then in a silent voice that I almost couldn’t hear.  
“Never say that kind of thing again. I don’t do any of those things for my well-being. There is only one person in this world I truly care about and that's not you.”  
My body shivered one last time before she let go of me.  
We resumed our training the next day and I never mentioned my grandfather to her ever again. She acted as if it had never happened, making me forget the fear I felt that day.

This dull life with only her by my side continued and, without realizing it, three more years had passed.

--

“Good, continue just like this. Don’t slow down. ” 
“Understood, Amanda.”

Like every previous day, I continued to shoot balls of flame from my right palm toward a target thirty feet away from me. I did this for nearly ten minutes until I finally felt tired.

Contrary to my expectation, just shooting this kind of basic magic was already really difficult for young mages.

The reason for that was simple.

The consumption of a magic wasn't the only point to take into account.

The control over your own mana was another crucial part to become a true mage.  
It was the same for everyone.  
You need time to learn to control your mana more efficiently and reduce the waste of consumption. It was something every mage had to learn by themselves to be able to use more powerful magic requiring at the same time a bigger portion of mana.  
Because of that, just shooting five balls of magic was apparently quite good for a young mage at first.  
When Amanda explained that to me, I finally understood what she meant when she told me that I had a ridiculous amount of mana.  
Regarding my control over my mana, I was probably the same as the other children of the same age, but because of my reserve of mana, I was still able to shoot much more magic before getting tired.  
Of course, this was providing that I didn't move at all and focused entirely on my control.

It was exponentially more difficult to use magic while moving or just doing something else because your mind wasn't totally focused on the manipulation of the mana increasing the waste by tenfold for an amateur like me.  
I already tried to shoot magic while running around, but my control over my mana immediately became a huge mess. 
Amanda didn't have this problem.

She wasn't an amateur like me, but a powerful mage. Even if she couldn’t be compared to me in terms of mana, her control was in another league.  
I couldn't keep up with her when we were moving around.  
She told me that she had a small mana pool, but developed her control so she wouldn't be disadvantaged.

As a result, she was able to use nearly as much magic when she didn't move than when she was running which wasn't the case for me.

In our spars, the superiority of her control came into light and left me without any way to compete.  
I couldn't be her match for now, but this would only remain true if my control over my mana stayed at this level.  
Even if my advantage in mana wasn't as overwhelming as I initially thoughts, it still gave me some benefit in my training. 

I didn't need to spend as much time as other children to recover my mana which saved me a huge amount of time to correct my mistakes.  
As a result, my growth was quite satisfying even with Amanda's standard.

After four years of training with her, I was able to become an Advanced mage in three elements and a Scholar mage in the water element. It was something that would normally need a couple more years to achieve at the very least.  
By the way, to achieve Scholar rank, you needed to master what was communally called ‘Barrier magic’.  
It was called that way because it was the obstacle you had to surpass to achieve the next level of magic mastery.  
For the water system, it was ‘water shield’, a magic surrounding the body with high-pressure water.  
The act of moving water at a sufficient speed to be effective was the challenge of this magic. It required a lot of practice to master, but once I crossed this obstacle, a new world of possibilities welcomed me by being able to add speed to the water I produced.  
Before that, I was only able to surround my body with water or have some water interfere outside of my body.  
It was totally useless, just as if I was firing raindrops.  
However, once I was able to add pressure and speed to the water I controlled, every useless magic I mastered became quite deadly.

Amanda was so happy with my progress that she almost became a totally different person from four years ago.  
She became gentle and stopped beating me up. The harsh look she gave me also became a gentle one. Her voice full of impatience transformed into a beautiful smile with words of encouragement.  
I didn’t know when it started, but I eventually stopped hating her.  
I despised the cruel neighborhood who deprived me of my family, but I was grateful to the woman who taught me magic.  
At first, I didn't want to give up on my hatred toward her. 
However, she was the only person I talked for several years.

Even if someone explained this to me, I probably wouldn't have realized what this implied.  
Who would dare to say that they knew what it felt like to be in contact with a single person without encountering or talking with someone else for four years?  
Humans can't live with just hatred in their heart.  
Without me noticing, after a couple of years by her side, I finally gave up on the bitterness inside my heart.

My hatred slowly disappeared while she became someone I relied upon.

I realized that the affection I felt for her wasn't real. It wasn't a feeling I wanted to nurture either. However, this wasn't something I could control. 
Therefore, I once again tried to know her better.

While I was resting, I turned my head toward her. She was in the same place as usual. 

Standing straight behind me, patiently waiting for me to resume my training. 
“Do you have a family awaiting you?” I suddenly asked. 
She looked at me with a surprised face. Even after four years together, it wasn't in my habits to ask her any personal question.

I initially thought that she would refuse to answer, but after her initial surprise, she simply answered with a calm voice. 
“I never knew my parents, but I have a little sister somewhere in this world. However, I doubt she is awaiting me.”  
“Why?”  
She hesitated a bit before answering.  
“We’re not really close. We were, but not anymore. Life separated us years ago.”  
“Do you miss her?”  
“I do. Do you miss your family too?”  
That question felt more painful than I thought.

My life alongside them was already over. It wasn't by choice, but I already made peace with this fact.

I had to.

In order to survive and to move forward. After all this time, I finally accepted this situation as my new reality.

“… I do.” I replied in a slightly depressed tone.  
An awkward silence soon followed my reply as I remembered my situation.  
“It’s alright to be sad, but never forget who you are and why we are doing this.”  
I looked at her in the eyes, trying to guess what she was telling me.  
She smiled before continuing.  
“We don’t know what life holds for us. I was once a criminal and now I’m serving the Waldemar house who rules over the entire east of our kingdom. I was just a bandit, but now I have reasons to be proud. You’re sad and angry right now, but I’m sure that when you accept your situation you will become the most outstanding leader of the Waldemar house this world has ever seen. I hope to be by your side when the time comes. Will you let me?”  
She looked at me straight in the eyes.  
She wasn’t lying.  
She was thinking every word she spoke, I was sure of it.

It was the first time I realized that I wanted to be beside another woman than Trisha.  
Therefore, I accepted her request.  
“Yes, I will.”

It took me years to forget my bitterness and the hate I felt after being separated from my family. I couldn't go back with my own strength and even if I did, I would only put them at risk.  
I couldn't do that.  
I didn't have this right.  
Therefore, I put my feelings aside and decided to live this kind of life to the fullest.  
It wasn't the life I wanted, but it was the life I got. 
--

Like every other day, after several hours of the same practice, I finally stopped the slaughter of the metal target.  
I sat on the ground, trying to catch my breath. Amanda came up beside me and wiped my forehead with a towel before giving me a cup of water.  
“You did well today too. I’m proud of you. In his letter, your grandfather was very pleased with your progress. He is going to take you to the main mansion so that you can continue your training and be given a proper education.”  
I felt my heart sink into my chest.  
“I-I will leave? When?” I asked in a shaky voice.  
“He said he will come in a week."  
“Will you…” I paused.  
“Yes?”  
“Will you be coming with me?”  
She smiled hearing my words.  
“Of course I will follow you. We will always be together after all.”  
I couldn’t help but smile.

Too much time passed with only her by my side.

I probably already forgot that the feelings I had for her weren't real. All I knew was that I didn't want to be suddenly separated from her.  
She came closer and gave me a hug.  
“I promise you that I will stay by your side, Sillath.” She said in a sincere voice.  
After those words, I felt relaxed.  
I was already used to having her by my side and I definitely didn't want to live in an unknown mansion with only strangers and my biological grandfather.  
“Thank you, Amanda.” I replied with a pure smile.  
——  
The last week passed in a flash.  
We waited together at the front of the house to welcome my grandfather.  
He was riding a carriage pulled by two tamed Vrapy.  
It was a strong species that lived in the desert in the south of the Eastern continent beyond the red mountains. They were faster and stronger than horses from my previous world but were obviously much more difficult to obtain and consequently more expensive.  
I learned that we were residing on the western side of the Eastern continent, a few miles away from the green sea, separating the two giant continents.  
Since he was coming from the eastern part of the Eastern continent, it wasn’t surprising he chose the fastest conveyance.  
The beasts, looking like giant lizards, were covered in dark and red scales.  
They approached us while pulling the large carriage.  
The long spikes on their back and tail shone under the sun. Once the coachman pulled the cords around their neck, they lay down obediently. In this position, they looked like dogs with sharp teeth protruding from their monstrous mouth.  
When the carriage stopped, I finally saw my grandfather for the first time in four years.  
He was much thinner than the last time and looked very tired. His disease seemed to have weakened him a lot.  
“I’m glad to see you are well, Sillath. You’re taller and look much more like a member of the Waldemar house than the last time I saw you. Good job with him Amanda.”  
“I’m glad to hear your words of praise, master.” She bowed her head with a smile.  
I imitated her and bowed my head, as well.  
“I don’t have much time, I have a meeting with the King soon. However, I wanted to see personally your progress. I was quite surprised when I learned that you were a Sokeï mage and that you already mastered a barrier magic, but since it’s Amanda who told me this, I can only believe her. I would like to see your magic, Sillath.”  
“Yes, grandfather”  
I turned my attention toward the usual metal target on the other side of our training grounds.  
I used the magic I practice every day. Small balls of fire, earth and wind flew to the target. The fireballs were engulfing the metal target, balls of earth crashed against it, whilst the wind I summoned was only moving some dirt around the metal object.  
As I hadn’t mastered the ‘Barrier magic’ for those three elements, neither of them was truly powerful. However, the water leaving my palm at a frightening pace left some marks on the massive metal target.  
During those five minutes, fire, earth, wind and water flew from my hand one after another. The balls of fire, earth and wind were slow to form and left my hand at an average speed, but that wasn't the case for the balls of water. The difference between the magic before and after the first barrier was fully displayed at this moment.  
The barrage continued a few minutes until my grandfather told me to stop.  
The rain of magic ceased as I turned to look at him in the eyes.  
His brown eyes were shining with a glow that I had never seen. His broad smile made him look much younger and stronger as if the disease was only a figment of my imagination.  
“It was true. You really are a prodigy. Hahahaha, the Kingdom will soon shake, once they start hearing your exploits. Everyone will once again understand the true power of the Waldemar family. You did well my grandson and you too Amanda.”  
I simply nodded, but Amanda quickly added with her soft voice.  
“Your words are too kind master.”  
Under her insistent gaze, I also spoke those words.  
“Your words are too kind grandfather.”  
Even if I hated him, I didn’t want to incur her wrath by disrespecting this man.  
I swallowed my emotions and entered the house with them.

We spent several hours discussing the future awaiting me. In fact, it wasn't really a discussion as only my grandfather was talking. 
“We will travel to the mansion tomorrow. It will take us several days even with the speed of the Vrapy carriage. While I meet the King, Amanda will stay with you to help you familiarize with the house. When I come back, I will introduce you to your teachers. As the next head, you will have to gather a large amount of knowledge without stopping your magic training. It will be even harder than before. I hope you’re ready.”  
“I am, grandfather. Will Amanda stay with me after you come back?”  
He looked at me with a small smile.  
“If you want, then she will stay by your side. Is that alright with you Amanda?”  
“Yes, master. I’m happy to able to serve the young master.”  
It was the first time she called me like this.  
After all this time, I still wasn't really sure about my feelings toward her. A part of me still hated her, but I knew she was only following the orders of this man.

It wasn't her choice to kidnap me.

More importantly, she was the only support I had and that I could hope to have in the unknown mansion.

After four years spent with only her, it was truly unpleasant to hear her say such distant words. 
“I still don’t want to tell anyone about your existence. The coachman doesn’t know who I am.” Continued my grandfather without noticing the difficult expression on my face.  
“Why did you do such a thing? You must have enough men to accompany you and surely more coachmen than you need. Why did you hire a stranger and traveled with him alone?” I couldn't help but ask after hearing his words.  
He smiled wryly before making a small sigh.  
I knew he was around sixty years old, but he looked so tired that it made him look like a frail old man.  
“It wasn’t always like this. Fifteen years ago, when I was younger, stronger and with my son beside me, the Waldemar house was flourishing. However, everything changed the year your father left me. He was an excellent warrior and a proper mage, even if he wasn’t astonishing. He would have made a fine heir if only he never dreamed of the outside world. He believed that the world was full of adventures and there were countless mysteries awaiting him. He always believed that since the time he was a little boy. I thought it was just a transitory desire, but one day he confronted me and told me that he wanted to leave the house. He told me he wanted to be free. For a stupid reason like that, he abandoned me and humiliated me in front of the other houses. I was sure he would come back after a few weeks, maybe a few months, but he didn’t. Without an heir, the other houses saw this as a sign of weakness and an opportunity to strike.”  
He made a small pause to catch his breath. He looked so frail that it made me almost forgot that it was this man who took me away from my parents and threatened to kill them. I didn’t like him, but he seemed so weak that it was difficult not to pity him.  
After a few seconds, he caught his breath and continued his story.  
His voice was almost inaudible, but I could feel his sorrow and anger as words began to flow out of his mouth.  
“A year after the departure of Millodas, three assassins attacked me. I escaped with my life, but at a huge cost. Their weapons were poisoned. It was a rare poison, only findable on a powerful deviant hiding in the great land of sand in the south. This poison should have killed me, but I survived at the cost of my mana. Every day, my mana pool is becoming smaller and weaker. A man who can’t use mana in this country is worthless and, as the head of the Waldemar family, I was as good as dead. Over time, the noble houses supporting me left, until I was alone. The men who swore their allegiance to me also left me alone. I can’t trust anyone anymore, except for Amanda.”  
His gaze became gentle as he looked at Amanda. He then shifted his gaze to me once more before opening his mouth again.  
“That’s why you’re a benediction, Sillath. With your power, the Waldemar house will be able to rise from the ashes, just like the legendary beast the ‘Nenshik’. Then, I will be able to destroy my enemies and claim back our past glory. You asked me why I didn’t take my own coachman or men to accompany me? It’s because I don’t have any and even if I did, I would not entrust them with the secret of your existence. Not until you’re strong enough to defend yourself.”  
He wore a beaming smile on his face.  
It was a mad smile carrying the hopes of a man who lost everything.  
A heavy silence fell in the room.  
“I must rest, the trip has exhausted me. You should do the same, Sillath. The trip will be long.”  
“Yes, grandfather.”  
I stood up and left the dining room.  
-- 
I couldn’t sleep that night.  
I pondered about his story. If everything he said was true, then I understood why he hated my father.  
I also felt some sympathy for this old man after hearing his story which was probably his purpose. 
Pity was one thing, but I couldn't develop any trust or affection for him despite sharing the same blood.  
Some things couldn't be forgiven.  
If not for my family, I would have tried to run away from this place long ago.  
However, no matter my feelings, I already made my choice. I accepted this life and even if I wasn't happy about it, I would still do my best to become stronger.  
It was the only way to hope to be truly free one day.  
As I was thinking about my future life, I heard a sound.  
It was a regular sound.  
If I wasn’t already awake, I wouldn’t have heard it.  
I didn’t know what this sound was, but the story I heard a few hours ago suddenly replayed in my head.  
Assassins!

Did they follow him in this house?

This thought crossed my mind 
I left my room as silently as I could.  
Now that my door wasn’t covering the noise, I relaxed as I understood that it probably wasn’t coming from an assassin.  
The sound was too regular. Someone cautious couldn't make this kind of noise.  
I wondered if I should find what this noise was.  
My curiosity quickly won the fight.  
I carefully advanced in the direction of the sound.  
It got louder and louder until I was able to locate its origin.  
It was coming from Amanda's room. 
I accelerated my pace and quickly found myself in front of her closed door.  
I hesitated opening it, as I wasn’t sure what I would find.  
I finally decided to look through the lock.  
At first, I couldn’t see anything.  
After focusing a few seconds, I saw Amanda’s black hair moving rhythmically.  
I didn’t understand until I saw she wasn’t alone. My grandfather was behind her. They moved together. Each time her hair changed directions I could hear a small moan coming from her mouth.  
I stepped back in horror.  
I couldn’t believe it.  
My mind refused to accept what I just saw. It was impossible. She couldn't possibly do this kind of thing with him. 
My thoughts raced through my mind as I realized what I just witnessed.  
I sat down against the wall in front of their door, unable to believe the simple truth.  
The man I hated the most was currently with the only woman I thought I could count on. No matter, how much I tried to deny it, I already developed some affection toward her after spending all this time under her care.  
Her moans became louder until it became unbearable.  
I ran away without thinking that they could hear me. I entered my room and sat on the wooden floor after closing the door behind me.  
I spent the rest of the night replaying the scene I saw through the lock.  
After a few hours, I finally calmed down.  
It had been a long time since I was so lucid.  
I finally realized that Amanda sacrificed four years of her life in this desolate place only for him. I was her mission, probably nothing more.  
All the affection and dependence that I slowly build up along those years began to disappear.  
Leaving only the cold reality.

I lived alone and died alone in my previous life. It seemed that it wouldn't be any different this time either. 
This night, loneliness once again seized my heart as I continued to hear the constant noise that awoke me from my disillusions.

  

    
        Chapter 8: Reality

    
    
    
    
  
“Why are you daydreaming?”

Amanda's voice pulled me out of my thoughts.  
I turned my attention back to my plate.  
We were in the midst of having breakfast before leaving the house definitely.  
“Sillath?” She continued.  
I didn’t bother to answer her. I couldn’t speak or look at her as I feared to recall what happened last night.  
She seemed to wonder why I acted this way, but after seeing that none of her words were getting through me, she gave up and didn’t pursue the matter further.  
We continued to eat in silence until my grandfather entered the dining room.  
“Hurry up, Sillath. We can’t lose much more time.”  
“I understand.” I replied with an indifferent tone.  
I pushed my still untouched plate forward.  
“Are you alright Sillath?”  
Her voice was full of worry, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. The voice that comforted me so many times and that I learned to love was now unbearable to hear.  
It only served to remind me of the disillusion I created to comfort myself during all those years.  
I continued to ignore her and stood up from my seat.

I had to follow and obey them until I became strong enough.

I wouldn't remain their puppet forever. 
She tried to grab my arm, but I simply evaded.  
“I’m ready, grandfather. Let’s not lose more time.”  
He seemed perplexed about my change of attitude, but he clearly didn’t care enough to ask me about it.  
We silently left the house that was my prison for four years and entered the carriage pulled by the same mounts that brought me to this place.  
Once inside, the coachman shrieked and immediately the carriage pulled by those monsters from another world left at a frightening speed.  
It wasn’t as fast as a car, but it wasn’t comparable to the speed of a common animal.  
This reminded me that this world used everything it possessed to compensate for the lack of technology.  
In a world where only the strong could live, humans of different regions chose their own path to survive.  
Some isolated themselves from the rest of the world as others chose to live under the protection of God.  
Some chose the way of the sword while others, like in the Dornell kingdom, put their faith in magic.  
However, even with every child taught magic, the number of useful mages was far too low, so humans used their ingenuity to compensate for it.  
It wasn’t with electricity, but with magic circles. 
Hundreds of years ago, Humans found a way to use fearful magics by injecting mana into circles drawn with complicated patterns. Many mages have spent their entire lives researching this kind of magic, but most of this knowledge was already lost after the Great War. It would apparently take at least several hundred years to reach the same level.  
However, even if most of these magic became and were known as ‘Lost magic’, Humans still used the remnant of their knowledge on objects to improve their lives.  
Those artifacts wore small magic circles on them. By adding mana to it, you could trigger the magic stored inside without the need of knowing how it worked.  
This way, it was possible to use other kinds of magic even if the most powerful and mysterious were completely lost.  
Those various artifacts helped humans to fulfill their needs.  
Some were personal artifacts bearing the magic of your choice, while others were common ones used by all.  
It was the case for the carriage I rode.  
We were moving at a frightening speed on the roads. Something no carriage made of wood and steel could support without magic. However, by using artifacts placed under the carriage and inside the wheels, it was possible to trigger earth magic to protect it. It was expensive but incredibly useful for traveling.  
It was the same with the nameplate at the side of Arthur Waldemar.  
It was an artifact well known among the nobles. It allowed its wearer to write and transfer the sentences to the nameplate desired if the distance wasn’t more than a few hundred miles. In a world where letters could take weeks or months to be delivered, it was priceless.  
Of course, it was necessary to put in place a relay system, but it was nevertheless useful especially when you wrote to the King to inform him of the moment of your arrival.  
It was the first time I’ve seen those artifacts, but I immediately recognized them from the lessons of Gandalf. It was one of the very first things he ever taught us.  
I tried to distract me from my two traveling companions with useless thoughts, but it wasn’t working.  
“Why are you annoyed Sillath?” Amanda asked.  
“I’m not annoyed.” I replied in a slightly irritated tone. I was forcing myself not to lose my temper.  
I knew my words were clearly telling lies that was revealed by the tone of my voice, but I didn't care. I just didn’t want to see her face, hear her voice or look at the hair I once found dazzling.  
“You barely spoke since this morning and you haven’t looked at me in the eyes since yesterday.”  
Her questions became irritating.  
I didn’t want to answer any of them.  
“Leave him alone Amanda. It doesn’t matter.”  
I looked up to see his face. When our eyes met every noise and images of last night, instantly popped up in my mind.  
“I know it must be difficult for you to change house again, but I’m sure you’ll love my mansion.”  
I simply ignored him and his wrong assumptions as I turned to look outside of the window.  
After hours of riding, the carriage finally stopped at a small clearing.  
We were near the Great forest of the West. The coachman planned to go around it after a small break to eat.  
We sat on a fallen tree trunk while eating in silence the food prepared by Amanda beforehand.  
The first one to break the silence was my grandfather.  
He was chewing on a small piece of meat before speaking as if he was continuing our previous discussion.  
“I know you’re not happy about this, Sillath. You have gotten used to the house, but the mansion is larger and much more comfortable. It’s a little empty, but when your sisters arrive, it will become just as lively as if you were with your parents.”  
He finished the rest of the dried meat on his plate, and then he stopped talking.  
“What… What did you just say?” I asked out of shock.  
He looked at me with confusion written on his face.  
“I told you that they will be joining us soon in my mansion. What is it that you didn't understand?” He asked.  
“Master, I think the young master wasn’t aware of the fact that he has two sisters.”  
His face finally showed a look of understanding.  
“Ah, right. I haven’t told you. Well, you have two twin sisters called Sellysse and Llinadia. They are around four years old and will be living with us in a few weeks. I need to meet the King and prepare some things beforehand but in around six weeks, I will be ready to welcome them. I’m sure they will become fine women.”  
My breathing sped up after hearing his calm declaration.  
For years, I wondered about my sibling, but after all this time I simply lost any hope of hearing any news.  
I gave up the idea of being a part of their family and followed the order of this man so that they could be safe and live happy lives with my parents.

However, in the end, he was telling me this as if it was nothing.

Like it was a minor detail. 
I clenched my fist in anger until I recalled his words.  
“What do you mean by 'they will be joining us'?” I asked in a cold tone.  
“It’s exactly what I meant. The operation to take them will begin in six weeks.”  
My heart stopped beating after hearing his words. It was like my blood had stopped circulating through my veins, preventing me from thinking correctly.  
“But… you promised. You promised four years ago!” 
I retaliated in anger without totally understanding the situation.  
“Yes, I promised you that I will not hurt them if you did what I told you. I will not hurt them at all. I will only make them into women of the Waldemar family.”  
I clenched my fists tighter.  
“You’re telling me that you will kidnap them. That’s not what we agreed.”  
I stood up in anger.  
He didn’t move a finger and simply looked up to meet my gaze.  
Amanda didn’t stand up either.  
“Why? You don’t need them. I will become a great mage and restore the name of the Waldemar family for you. They are just little girls who haven’t even passed the Elementary test yet. They are useless to you.”  
“You’re wrong, Sillath. Women have other qualities than men. They are quite beautiful and will become perfect brides. The revival of our house will need alliances that I will seal with their marriage. Besides, do you think I would let girls with my blood in them reside with a traitor and his whore?”  
I burned with hate and horror after hearing his cold words.  
This man didn't care about anything besides his house and his name. He would let my sisters become prostitutes if it could serve his interests. 
I wanted to scream in hate and indignation but I held back and simply fell on my knees.  
“Please, grandfather. You don’t have to do this. You don’t need them. I will become the most powerful mage this Kingdom has ever seen. I will make sure the other houses kneel before you. Everyone will remember the greatness of the Waldemar house. I swear it on my name, so please, leave them alone.”  
I begged him.  
Again.  
And again.  
And again.  
“Of course you will. It’s your duty as my grandson, just like it’s their duty to become brides and give birth to new members of the Waldemar family.”  
“They are only four years old!”  
“They will grow up. In less than ten years, they will start to bleed and will be able to bear children.”  
“You can’t take other children from my mother. It will kill her.” I said in a desperate voice.  
“I don’t care one bit about this whore.”  
He stood up.  
“I have heard enough, Sillath. You will do as I say, just like them. We’re leaving, go tell that to the coachman, Amanda.”  
“Yes, master.”  
Without giving me a single glance, she began to leave.  
“How long will you stay on the ground like a beggar? Stand up.”  
I didn’t move a finger.  
I couldn’t.  
“I told you to stand up Sillath.” Urged my grandfather with some anger on his old and tired face.  
“I will grandfather.”  
Still on my knees, I looked up to meet his eyes.  
“I will if you promise me not to do this.”  
“I already told you, I have heard enough Sillath. You will do as I say if you want your garbage of parents to live another day.”  
“What’s the point? You will take their children away from them and let them continue living so that one day they could give you more children to kidnap. This isn’t a life I would wish for my worst enemy.”  
“I’m your grandfather and you will obey me.” He raised his voice in outrage.  
It was the first time I had ever seen him truly furious. From a distance, I noticed Amanda turning her head in our direction after hearing his sudden outburst.  
“As you wish.”  
I stood up without allowing my gaze to leave his.  
I made my decision in a moment.  
I knew it was the only way to protect them.  
He turned heels and started to leave.  
“You know grandfather…”  
He turned back.  
“… I swore that I will stop being a brute. I swore that I will never fight again and hurt other people for my own well being.”  
“What are you talking about? You’re only nine years old and you’ve never fought.”  
I continued without a care about his old eyes staring at me in confusion.  
“However, it’s different if I fight to protect others.”  
In an instant, I condensed my mana into my right hand.  
*BAM*  
I used my most powerful water spell to attack the man I hated so much.  
He coughed a mouthful of blood before being projected a dozen feet away by the impact.  
“MASTER!!!” Amanda screamed.  
She rushed to his aid. She held his head as he continued to cough out blood.  
“Why did you do that, Sillath!?”  
“This man cares about nothing, but his name. He would allow my sisters to be raped if he could profit from it. He will destroy every person I have ever hold dear if I don't stop him now”  
“I understand it must be difficult, but they will be happy as true members of the Waldemar house. They are a part of this family, even if they still don’t know about this. There is nothing you can do about it.”  
I started to move forward as the woman I once probably loved desperately clung to the man I despised so much.  
She was shedding tears for this man sake.  
I finally understood.  
It wasn’t wealth, honor or fame that made her want to train me.  
It was out of love.  
It was for the love of this man.  
“You’re right, I can’t force him to not touch my family. If I had this power, I wouldn’t have to do that.”  
“What do you intend to do?”  
Her voice was full of worry and seemed to echo through the clearing as I heard the coachman shriek to his beasts leaving us three alone.  
I looked at her then at him.  
He stopped coughing out blood, but he didn’t try to get up. I must have broken some of his ribs with my previous attack.  
A long silence followed.  
My hair fluttered as it was brushed by the cold breeze. The feeling of the wind against my face was soothing. Under its influence, my thoughts began to calm down before I finally made my decision.  
I turned to look at them square in the eyes before speaking again.  
“I will destroy the Waldemar house.”  
“Destroy? You mean that you will…”  
My grandfather gave me a look of pure shock and worry as Amanda muttered those words.  
“Yes. I will kill this man before his ambitions and madness devour my family.”

I followed this man's wish and trained bitterly for four years. All this in the hope of protecting my family.

However, he never cared about my wishes.

He never cared about my resolution, my feelings or his own promise.

In his eyes, we were just tools necessary to regain his honor and restore his noble house.

I finally opened my eyes. 
I couldn’t run away. It wasn't possible to escape anymore.  
It was time to crush this twisted reality.

  

    
        Chapter 9: Fight the love

    
    
    
    
  
A heavy silence fell on the clearing after my declaration.  
Amanda didn't seem to believe her ears while Arthur Waldemar was struggling to speak only to cough out more blood. The words coming out of the mouth of a nine-year-old boy filled everyone's heart with dread.  
“What are you saying, Sillath? Stop this madness right now. I know you. You’re a kind, bright and gentle boy who tries his best to fulfill his promises. You’re not a murderer!”  
In response to Amanda’s shaky voice, dozens of birds on nearby trees flew away in haste.  
I simply ignored her plea with an indifferent face and raised my hand.  
“Not yet.”

I fired another ball of water toward his head at full speed. 
“NOOOO!”  
I wanted to end his life with this attack, but a small wall of earth suddenly erected from the ground. The unexpected magic was enough to stop my attack and to protect him from the fatal blow.  
“I will not allow you to kill him.”

After releasing her magic, Amanda took a few steps forward to stand in front of her wall.

She stayed still in front of me to protect the man she loved.

I could see the incredulous look on her beautiful pale face while she was looking at me.

“You’re not yourself Sillath. Stop this!”  
“It’s too late, Amanda. This man will definitely die today."  
Amanda’s body suddenly shivered in fright as she heard my deadly promise.

I could see in her beautiful dark eyes that she couldn't believe what I was doing, that she couldn't recognize me anymore.

As if I wasn't the same.

I remembered all the happy and harsh moments we spent together.

Her eyes filled with pride as she looked at my training.

Her concern when I was sick.

Her beautiful laughter and her mischievous smile.

Her slim figure always beside me for four years.

I realized that I spent too much time under her care. Without realizing it, she became the center of my life.

However, none of that mattered in this instant.

She was right.

I wasn't the same.

Because I had a different goal from hers.

She couldn’t stop me with her words.

Not anymore.

"Step aside, I don’t want to hurt you." 
Her eyes became cold as she readied herself for battle.  
“I will not let you hurt him. I will stop you, Sillath. I will make you open your eyes even if it means beating you half to death.”  
“You know Amanda… I don’t know how it started, but after all the time we spent together, I learned to fear you and to appreciate the care you had for me. I clung desperately to this affection for years. In the past, I would have done anything for you, but..."

I slowly raised my right hand before ending my sentence.

"...I will not abandon my sisters to this man.” 
I quickly fired a barrage of water balls in her directions.  
However, she blocked them easily with another earth wall.  
While she was busy maintaining her wall, I began condensing a fire spell into my other hand.  
It wasn't the heat I wanted.

It was light.  
I threw a brilliant ball of light above the small wall she made to protect him.  
While she was blinded, I stopped shooting and quickly ran to the side, getting a clear view of both of them and instantly activated an earth spell under her feet.  
I changed the hard soil underneath her, making it softer until she began to sink into it.  
The water from my previous attacks changed the soft soil around her into mud, making it easier to manipulate. She was unable to move as her feet were trapped within the earth. 
Without a proper footing, she couldn’t move as she wished. I was sure this would give me enough time to kill him. I immediately rushed toward my real target.  
Amanda, seeing where I was going, suddenly fired earthballs aiming for my legs.  
Dozens of little pieces of hard rock flew quickly in my direction.  
I evaded all of them without any trouble, just like my old hyena master taught me.  
“How?..”  
I was sure that she couldn’t understand how a child, she had always watched over and who was supposed to only know magic was able to move like that.  
She tried to catch her breath and gather her strength to break free.  
I didn’t slow down and jumped above the wall with the propulsion from using my wind magic under my feet to the ground.  
I easily jumped over the small wall and saw the old man lying down in the same place. I readied my heart and prepared to cast another spell until I noticed that Amanda was no longer trapped.

*Bam* 
I received a powerful kick to the side of my head that made me growl in pain. The strength of her blow directly sent me flying toward the ground.

I couldn't resist the unexpected impact in midair and violently crashed on the ground. 
When I fixed my posture and raised my head, Amanda was already in front of her wall.  
The impact was rough and I was having troubles catching my breath.  
A shiver ran down my spine as I looked at her murderous glare.  
“You really intended to kill him Sillath?” She said in a cold voice.  
“This is the only way.” I replied, glaring back at her.  
“He can’t defend himself. You’re ready to kill a man who can’t even stand up?”  
“My sisters can’t defend themselves either. That’s why I defend them. If he can’t defend himself, then you just have to do the same.” I retorted angrily.  
“That’s my intention.”  
I stood up.  
A short silence befell us as we continued to glare at each other.  
She was used to fights.  
It was easy to tell just by looking at her.  
She was also more experienced in fights involving magic, not to mention the fact that my body lacked strength. Even if our mana pool wasn’t comparable, it didn't mean a thing if I exhausted myself physically. Moreover, I knew that my consumption of mana skyrocket when I was moving which wasn't the case for Amanda. 
“If you ever had any affection for me as you’ve said, then you will not kill the man I love.”  
I remained silent and continued to watch her every movement.  
“I know you Sillath, you’re not like this! I have known you since the day you were born and watched over you every single day."

She took a deep breath before screaming with tears in her eyes.

"You’re not a murderer!” 
I smiled wryly at her while remembering what happened in my previous life. 
You couldn’t be more wrong... 
I didn't answer and fired with both hands as many waterball as I could.  
She didn’t have the time to make a wall and protect herself.  
She simply rolled on the ground to evade and hastily grabbed a small twig before running to avoid the murderous rain coming toward her.  
The twig grew longer the next instant. It became bigger and larger until reaching half a meter in length.  
I didn’t slow down, but her movements were agile as she easily evaded every attack.  
With each step, she was getting closer even with my efforts to step back.  
She evaded a few water balls with brutal movement.  
I was now within her reach.  
Too close! 
She attacked me with her long stick, aiming directly at my side.  
I ducked to the ground and felt my hair moving from the wind caused by the blow that passed right above my head.  
She used the force to rotate on her feet and gave me a powerful kick to the left side of my face. I saw her kick, but I wasn't able to react in time.  
I rolled on the ground, shaken by the impact.  
Without giving me the time to recover, she chained by aiming her stick downward.  
She wanted to knock me out.  
“Earth spear!”  
I shouted in reflex as a long piece of earth formed before me.  
I was aiming for her stomach and was sure she would impale herself. It wasn’t a real spear as the tip wasn’t sharp, but with her speed, it would be sufficient to knock her out.  
However, with only advance rank earth magic, the earth was slow to form and gave her enough time to make a spin like a dancer and evade to the side.  
It gave me enough time to stand up.  
I covered my hands with the hardest earth I could produce and prepared myself for the impact.  
Her weapon was much harder and her speed made me unable to guard properly. I quickly jumped back to soften the impact, but my small stature didn't allow me to withstand the shock.  
I was blown away once again.  
As I was rolling on the ground, I felt my arms and legs being pulled and spread.  
She used water magic and made long tentacles from her right hand.  
Those water tentacles enveloped my limbs and maintained me above the ground.  
I tried to use earth magic to create another dull spear to break the bonds, but the spike of earth simply passed through.  
I used every type of magic I could think, but I was not able to free myself from her magic.  
It was as if those tentacles were alive.  
It was the first time I saw her use water magic.  
I knew she was good at earth magic as she punched me with her earth gloves, but I never expected her to be capable of using water magic too.  
Moreover, if she was able to control the shape to this extent, then she clearly reached the second barrier magic.  
This magic alone was enough to tell me that she was at least a Wise water mage.  
It was my loss.  
She was stronger physically and had more experience with magic.  
I couldn’t compare with her.  
Another water tentacle surrounded my neck and began to choke me.  
“It’s over Sillath, you lost. Once you wake up, you will be at the mansion. Your sisters will join you in a few weeks, just like master wanted.”  
I couldn’t breathe.  
“You disappointed me. I trusted you and I would’ve done anything to protect you. Was your jealousy so strong to the point you wanted to kill the man I love?”

I wasn't able to answer her accusation even if I strongly denied them in my head. 
It wasn’t jealousy.

Not this time.

This time, it wasn’t about me. If I don’t kill him here, I would never have another chance. I failed as a brother in my previous life.

That's why I had to make things right in this life.

I had to protect my family.

This was my only wish.

I had to protect them. 
“I…protect…”  
My voice failed to come out of my mouth like I wanted it to. My vision was also beginning to grow blurry as I was slowly losing consciousness.  
I struggled as much as I could because I knew that I couldn't lose consciousness this time. I knew what would happen if I failed.

I couldn't understand why I couldn’t free myself from these shackles made of water.  
With my eyes closed, it was possible to discern the movement of each particle of her mana surrounding my arms and legs.  
These particles were moving too fast making this magic indestructible with brute strength.

That's why I couldn't destroy them 
I concentrated as hard as I could with the last bit of my strength to slow these particles.  
However, I quickly felt the air becoming colder as everything began to turn black.

My entire body also grew cold.  
This time it was over.

  

    
        Chapter 10: Sin

    
    
    
    
  
The cold feeling quickly began to spread throughout my body before I could even react.

All my efforts were useless.

In the end, I couldn't win…  
“What is this?”  
Amanda's voice suddenly brought me back to the current situation.  
Her sudden surprised scream helped me open my eyes, but it took me long seconds to adjust my view to finally see her face filled with incomprehension.

I failed to understand why she was making such a face until I saw her magic.  
The water that stemmed from her hand had stopped moving.  
I didn’t understand, but my eyes followed the trail to my left hand, which was tied by her magic.  
The once blue water that was circling around my wrists and moving almost like a living creature was now paler and immobile.  
I stared at my hand then the other and finally turned my eyes toward my feet, only to see them trapped in a prison of ice. 
It wasn’t possible to create ice with only Primordial magic, but I didn't have the time to care about that. I created an earth spear to destroy the ice tentacle around my neck.

*Bam*

The tentacle of ice immediately shattered. 
I coughed a bit before finally catching my breath.  
“Sacred magic!”  
The voice echoing in the clearing made everything clear to me.  
I didn’t know how, but I was just able to use the Sacred magic of ice.  
I had no idea how something like that was possible as nobody had ever taught me this kind of magic. 
While I was still confused, I felt mana beginning to gather in her other hand.  
Still in a dazed state, I reacted on instinct by injecting my mana into my shackles. I was attempting to enhance the influences of the ice. After a few seconds, the ice began to spread at a moderate pace toward her.  
I was surprised when I saw it was working but I didn't have the leisure to hesitate.

I didn't lose more time and immediately tried to speed up this phenomenon by amplifying to the limit the amount of mana of my magic.  
The ice covered her tentacles of water and quickly enveloped her hands. 
I stopped pouring my mana when I saw that she was unable to make use of them to cast other magic.  
I didn’t know how but the sudden appearance of this Sacred magic saved me.

It was my victory. I just had to kill him while Amanda was still encased in that ice. 
I broke the ice trappings my legs with earth magic.  
My head was a little dizzy because of the large amount of mana I used in a short time.  
I glared at Arthur Waldemar who was still on the ground with an incredulous look on his face.  
It was time to end this. 
“Sillath!”  
I turned my gaze to look at her. However, when I realized what was happening, I was so shocked that I was unable to react.  
The ice wasn't stopping.  
It just kept expanding.  
Her arms were already completely trapped inside.  
“Do you want to kill me too? Please, Sillath stop it!”  
Her voice was clearly desperate and filled with fright.  
“I-I don’t know what is happening. I stopped pouring mana as soon…”  
As I was pleading, I finally understood what was happening.  
I already poured too much mana. The magic was already triggered, it was just that the ice was forming slowly. Just like other magic, once created, it wasn't possible to directly cancel it. 
I rushed to her side.  
Using fire magic, I tried to melt the ice, but it was no use.  
My fire magic wasn’t nearly strong or even fast enough for that.  
It would have been different if I had mastered the first barrier magic, but that wasn’t the case.  
The ice surrounded her chest and was spreading on her legs and neck.  
She was having troubles catching her breath.  
“Sillath! Help…me…” Her voice was slowly weakening as the ice continued to expand.  
“Amanda!” I screamed as I put all my mana into my fire magic.  
I felt dizzy.  
I knew that I was reaching my limit.  
However, it wasn’t enough. Instead of melting, the ice began to cover my hands as well.

I refused to accept it even if I knew deep inside me what was happening. 
The ice couldn’t be stopped.

Not anymore. 
I could only watch helplessly as Amanda's beautiful face continued to grow paler while her long black hair slowly began to freeze. 
“Sillath… Help…”  
The ice finally covered her beautiful face, trapping forever the words she was trying to say.  
It was over.  
She couldn’t be saved anymore.  
I fell to my knees, unable to realize what had just happened.  
"It can’t be… I killed her?... How? Why?” 
My head was filled with painful questions as I stared at the block of ice still growing around her. 
“AHHHHHHH!”  
I couldn’t suppress my screams anymore.  
Tears were flowing from my eyes continuously.  
“You killed her?”  
This man’s voice changed my focus. I turned my gaze away from her only to see him standing up. His elegant clothes were already tainted with his own blood, but he didn't seem to care. 
“It’s alright Sillath, it’s not your fault. Sacred magic is hard to control. Don’t worry I will be here to help you in the future.”  
I couldn't understand what I was hearing.  
“What are you saying?”  
I clenched my fists covered with ice as strong as I could. The cold prevented me from feeling my nails piercing into my palms.  
“Wasn’t she your lover? Why are you talking as if it had nothing to do with you? WHY?”  
“Don’t worry Sillath. You’re more important to me than her. Let’s just forget everything that happened.”  
My sorrow quickly turned to anger as I watched his irritable face.  
I never despised someone as much as him.  
His eyes were gleaming.  
This man wasn’t sad nor afraid.  
He was happy like a child unwrapping his presents for his birthday.  
“She loved you. She chose you. So why? Why do you say it doesn’t matter?”  
“It can’t be helped! You’re my grandson while she wasn’t able to give me an heir. With your Sacred magic, the Waldemar house will shake the entire continent. We will once again rise to…”  
I couldn’t bear to hear his words anymore. 
My exhausted body almost moved on its own. In an instant, I rushed to him as fast as I could and kicked him in his stomach.  
The violent impact made him fall backward heavily on the ground. 
I didn't lose any time and got on top of him with my small hands covered in blood aiming for his neck.  
"Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!"  
I squeezed his neck as hard as I could. However, in the end, the hands of a child were not made to take lives.

I wasn’t strong enough to choke him.

I couldn’t use magic anymore either. My mana pool had already been depleted after all. I knew that if I tried using anymore magic I would just end up unconscious.  
My physical strength wasn't enough to restrain him either. After a few seconds of a violent struggle, I felt my grip on his neck weakening and his body beginning to push me away. 
“Sillath, stop this..”  
His voice was almost inaudible with my hands around his neck, but he was still able to mutter a few words before pushing me to the side with his entire strength.  
I rolled on the ground while he was coughing and gasping for breath.  
“Sillath, I just want…”  
I couldn’t stand his voice.  
In this instant, I couldn’t think of anything else except that I wanted him to shut up.  
I rushed once more and punched him in the face.  
The impact between his head and the ice on my hand created a disturbing noise.  
I kept hitting him.

Again and again. 
This regular sound replaced his voice.  
I continued hitting him until the ice encasing my hands shattered.  
After a few minutes, Arthur Waldemar wasn't making any noise anymore. I only stopped my onslaught when I wasn't able to raise my arms. 
The entire clearing was finally quiet.  
Only the sound of my own breathing could be heard.

After catching my breath, as if waking up from a trance, I realized what just happened.

I killed my Grandfather.

I realized what I just did, but strangely I didn't feel any shame or disgust after taking his life.

Maybe I didn't truly realize.

The blood spreading around his crushed head almost seemed surreal.

I killed him, but in this instant, I didn't care about him anymore.

I finally stood up to get away from the pool of blood that was rapidly increasing in size. 
The anger burning inside me like a wild beast a moment ago was already gone. A cold feeling had already replaced it. My heart was cold as if it was trapped in the ice in front of me.  
I didn’t look back.  
My gaze was fixed on this beautiful and eternal prison of ice engulfed by the rays of the sun.

  

    
        Interlude: Beginning of a tragedy

    
    
    
    
  
At the same time, somewhere in the world, a man was casually eating what looked like an apple.  
He was sitting on a tree trunk at the edge of a forest. He was slim with long dark hair falling in front of his face.  
His movements appeared calm, but the tense expression on his face betrayed his impatience.  
“You’re late!”  
Without any warning or apparent interlocutor, his voice suddenly echoed.  
“I had some business to take care of.”  
A younger voice answered.    
A slim figure wearing a long purple coat with a hood hiding its face was slowly moving from behind the man who was still sitting.

The man dressed in purple made no noise as he walked through the foliage as if he was a part of the forest.  
His movements were graceful and elegant like a woman, but his voice betrayed his gender.  
The strange man finally sat on the tree trunk as well. 
“So, what is the plan?”  
After his question, the black-haired man turned his head to his left side to look at the mysterious man under the purple hood.  
“The situation is bad and unexpected. I never thought something like that would happen.” Immediately answered the man with the purple coat. 
“But it happened.” answered the black-haired man before finishing his fruit with a trace of irritation in his voice  
“Right. We don’t have any other choice, we must speed up our plans.”  
“We will attract a lot of attention if you do something like this. The Ryuno clan will not stand still.”  
“I know but we can’t waste any more time. He said it himself, didn't he?”  
“Yes, he was desperate the last time I saw him.”  
“When death comes it’s only natural, even for him.” 
A heavy silence fell between the two mysterious men.  
After some time, the black-haired man finally stood up.  
“I've had enough rest. I guess it’s time to go back and explain this to him.”  
“Sorry to bother you, but you’re the only one I can count on for this.”  
His black hair moved along the wind, revealing a grin on his face after hearing this sentence.  
“As long as you don’t forget your promise, then I will do everything you told me.”  
“I will definitely tell her your help was invaluable.”  
The black-haired man smiled one more time before a white light erupted from beneath his shirt.  
Like an illusion, the man disappeared, leaving the other one alone.

  

    
        Interlude: On the move

    
    
    
    
  
“You still don’t have any news?”  
“Yes. The last message we received stated that he will contact us soon, but we didn’t get any new since then.”  
Two middle-aged men were talking in a large office. It was one of the King’s adviser offices. The room was used by the adviser of the Waldemar house.  
In the Dorell Kingdom, the highest authority was held by the King and by his advisers.  
They were six of them. Four of them were chosen among the four Great noble houses of the kingdom.  
Without any relative left alive after a series of mysterious murders, Arthur Waldemar had no other choice but to become the adviser himself.  
Even if it was a position of high status, it wasn't really appropriate for the head of a Great Noble house to become the adviser himself. Usually, a close relative of the family was chosen to execute the task of advising the King and representing the Noble House.  
When he was away, Arthur Waldemar didn't have any other choice but to entrust this task to one of his subordinates, Dano Calrimann.  
He was a tall man with well-defined muscles forged by his rigorous physical training. His skin was tanned, proof that he spent too much time under the sun, but his blue eyes and blond hair still gave him an attractive appearance.  
This man was one of the last faithful servants of the Waldemar house.  
For this reason, he accepted the position temporarily when his master was away despite not being of noble lineage and despite the fact that his talent in magic was average.  
In this kingdom, magic had a special place. If you were talented in magic, it was possible to ascend in the hierarchy of the Kingdom even if you didn't have any noble lineage.  
For this reason, every child aspired to become a powerful mage. However, walking on the path of magic on his own wasn't so easy. Most of those children weren't able to become mages powerful and respected.  
This was the case for Dano.  
His accomplishments as a mage were average. He wasn't able to become a Saint mage.  
As a result, he chose the path of a Battlemage. The combat profession for those unable to become true mage.  
He focused entirely on the practice of the sword and some magic that he was able to use without problem to become a well-known magic soldier. 
However, even if his accomplishments as a Battlemage were numerous and impressive, in the end, he was still only a soldier.  
This wasn’t a secret.  
In this country, those without talent in magic were looked down upon. Even if it was temporary, the contrast between his position as an adviser to the King and his status as a simple soldier was just too important.  
The scorn of the other advisers and noblemen was a thorn to his pride as a soldier. However, he was still willing to do this job for this man.  
His parents were killed by a deviant when he was young. The head of the Waldemar family let him stay in his house and protected him.  
He couldn’t thank him enough for that.  
For this man and his house, he was willing to make any sacrifice.  
That’s why he was so worried after hearing the news from one of his men.  
His master was supposed to contact him as soon as he arrived at his mansion, but he didn’t send any message.  
His master couldn't miss this appointment with the King, especially given his current position.  
“Take three men with you and find him. Send me a message as soon as you find something. Don’t forget, you must be quick.”  
“Yes, sir.”  
“I know that my master hired a Vrapy’s carriage in the town of ‘Dorse’. It’s a small town, you will be able to find the coachman easily.”  
“Yes, sir.”  
The henchman hesitated before asking.  
“Did you follow him?”  
Dano clicked his tongue in annoyance.  
“Yes, I did. My master wanted to leave alone without hiring any mercenary. Therefore, I hired some people to follow him and protect him if necessary. However, they lost him after the carriage left. We don’t have much time, find him.”  
“Yes, sir.”  
The man finally exited the room in a hurry.  
Dano stood up from his chair behind his master’s desk and went near the window to look outside.  
It was a bright and peaceful day.  
However, his heart was shaking.  
His instinct told him that something was wrong.  
“Please, be safe master.”  
It was already too late to make this wish.

  

    
        Prologue Volume II: Farewell

    
    
    
    
  
I don’t know how much time I spent staring at her.  
For what seemed like an eternity, I stayed without moving an inch.  
My entire body hurt, but it wasn’t the physical pain I was feeling at this moment.  
A deeper pain was surging from inside me.  
I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t anymore.  
It's only when the light of the day began to fade that I woke up from my stupor.  
I couldn't just stay there.  
I had a family awaiting my return.  
Arthur Waldemar had planned to abduct my sisters in six weeks, but I didn't have any way to know if all the preparations were complete. 
I couldn't just hope that his death would stop his schemes.  
I forced myself to stand.

I couldn’t stop here.  
My hands were still covered with blood while the black trousers and shirt I wore were almost completely tattered.  
I was also covered with dust and blood but I didn't care. I had something else to do before leaving.

I shifted my gaze toward the corpse of Arthur Waldemar. The disgusting view of his crushed head made me flinch a little. I could still feel my hatred and resentment towards him that made me kill him.

However, I couldn't leave him like that. 
It was already surprising that no animals came earlier to enjoy a free meal. I was sure that if a deviant had been around, he would have already shown up.  
I approached his body.  
When I saw closely his face horribly distorted by my violent blows I felt my heart quiver. It wasn't the first time that I beat up someone. The smell of blood was already well engraved in my mind and soul.  
However, I never killed anyone even in my previous life. I fought many times, but the fights always stopped before any fatal injuries.  
When I killed him, it was as if I was in a trance, but seeing him like that I understood what I did.  
It was a murder.  
Nothing less, nothing more.  
I killed someone with my own hands. It wasn't an accident. I let my rage and sorrow take the control of my action.  
I wasn't disgusted because I took another life. I was just afraid because the guilt that was supposed to assault me wasn't there.  
I had the horrible sensation that I lost something important after killing him. As if a piece of my soul just shattered.  
I shook my head to get rid of those thoughts.  
I didn’t know anything about the funeral rites of this world, so I chose to burn his body.  
I've already recovered enough to make a small fireball with my hand.  
I raised my arm aiming at my grandfather’s body.  
However, I couldn’t shoot.  
I only had scorn and hate for this man, but he was already dead.  
No matter our sin or grudge, everything ends when you die.  
That was what I thought.  
I should at least respect his body. 
I shot the fireball at the ground to my right side. Once created it wasn’t possible to make a magic disappear. I painfully remembered this lesson with the ice I used to attack Amanda.  
It took me nearly an hour to make a hole deep enough with my earth magic. Even for me, the consumption of mana was quite high, so I had to rest a couple of times to finish the process.  
I finally pushed his body into the hole roughly dug. 
It took me a long time to bury him. One of the reasons was probably because I wanted to delay my next task.  
I went near the ice coffin created by accident.  
I held back my tears as I saw her perfect face trapped in the ice. It wasn't easy for me to face her in this state because, even if I realized that my affection for her wasn't real or reciprocal, I still lived with only her for four entire years.  
I spent every single day under her care.  
I trained under her watch and ate what she prepared for me.  
In my dull and lonely training, she was the only one supporting me.  
No matter what, I never wanted to hurt her.  
However, it was too late.  
She was really beautiful and was doomed to remain that way until the ice melted.  
I didn’t want to use fire magic in an attempt to free her.  
I probably didn’t have enough mana to do something like that anyway.  
As a result, I pushed the coffin of ice in the same grave as Arthur Waldemar before using wind magic to push the earth on their bodies.  
With my task accomplished, I finally sat on the ground beside their grave.  
I was tired but it wasn’t over. I wrote a little sentence on a small piece of wood and placed it in front of the freshly moved soil.  
"I’m sorry Amanda, but this is where you will rest. I’m sure you would be happy beside him. Thank you for everything you taught me these past years. I will definitely make good use of it."  
I turned heels and started to leave in the direction of the nearby forest.  
I stopped and looked at her grave one last time.  
"Farewell Amanda, I hope you will find peace in the next world."  
I finally left and entered the forest alone.

  

    
        Chapter 11: Pursuit

    
    
    
    
  
After Dano Calrimann's order, the temporary King's adviser for the Waldemar house, four men entered a small town with less than a few thousand souls living inside.  
This town was quite isolated and as a result perfect for many kinds of illegal activities. It wasn't an exaggeration to say that this town had an infamous reputation.  
For someone with the status of Arthur Waldemar, coming into this town was already quite surprising. The fact that he chose to move secretly without any guard was without a doubt to avoid any unnecessary attention.  
If not for the careful attention of Dano, his movements would have stayed undetected.  
The four trusted men of Dano easily found the coachman in this small city. He was the only one providing the expensive Vrapy carriage.  
The owner of the carriage was an old man looking frail but with a sharp gaze testifying of his long experience.  
After a handful of coins had changed hands, he explained everything. There wasn't anything like secrecy policy in this kind of town where money was king.  
“So you drove the old man to an old house and you left him near the Great Forest of the West when a little boy attacked him?”  
Jacis, who was leading this small squad, clenched his fists in anger.  
“Who is this boy?”  
“I don’t know. I came to this house with the old man and came back with a beautiful woman and a small kid. We stopped to eat at the edge of the Great forest to rest a little before crossing the Wilderness, but the boy suddenly attacked the old man. I felt things would get worse, so I left.”  
“You left despite being paid in advance. Don't you have any shame?"  
Another man of the squad exclaimed in anger after hearing the explanation of the old man.  
The gray eyes of the old man became cold as a snort escaped his thin lips.  
"I don't care what you think of me. I was hired to transport those three, but he never mentioned anything about possible fights. If he did, the price would have been higher, but I wouldn't have left."  
"You..."  
"Enough!"  
Jacis interrupted his subordinate who was ready to retort.  
"Do you remember this boy’s face?”  
The old and bald coachman answered as coldly as before.  
“Yes, I clearly remember. He was short and slim. He had sky blue eyes and I also clearly remember that he had brown hair with red strands.”  
“Red strands of hair?”  
Jacis tilted his head. It wasn't as if he never heard about a human having red hair, but it was quite peculiar nonetheless. It was also possible to change the color of your hair using some product created with common plants, but it would be surprising if a small boy used that.  
“You will lead us where you saw them for the last time.” Finally ordered Jacis.  
“No problem... if you pay.”  
Jacis handed him a purse full of gold coins after hearing the cold voice of the man that didn't leave any space for negotiation.  
The coachman smiled mischievously before heading toward his carriage.  
--  
The coachman led them at the border of the Great Forest of the West where he saw them for the last time.  
Crossing the wilderness wasn't an easy thing, but with a Vrapy carriage using the Blueway, it was possible to be fast enough to avoid any trouble with the creatures living inside.  
Despite his cold and arrogant attitude, the old man was talented and enabled them to reach their destination sooner than they thought.  
Jacis and his men were standing where the coachman saw his customers for the last time, just in front of the Great Forest of the West.  
The two Great Forests of the Eastern Continent weren’t a part of the Human kingdom. They belonged to the Elven race.  
The relation between the Great forest of the West and Humans was better than with the Great forest of the North but that didn't mean that it was possible to do anything near their territory.  
As a result, Humans weren’t allowed to build anything near the forests. They weren’t allowed to enter without permission either. If they were found inside without any authorization, then they would be at the mercy of the ruler of the forest.  
As long as they didn’t enter the forest, they would be safe. However, Jacis and his men couldn’t help but be more and more anxious with every second near it.  
“They are not here anymore. We must find clues about what happened.”  
“Jacis, what if they entered the forest?”  
“Don’t be stupid. Master would never enter the forest. He is too smart for that.”  
“Yeah, you’re right. Sorry.”  
The men separated to look for clues.  
Jacis didn’t expect to find anything.  
Before they arrived, he was hoping that their master was just not able to move, but now that he saw the fighting traces, he was losing hope.  
“Here, bro. Look at that!”  
The voice of one of his men woke him from his thoughts.  
“What is it?”  
A tall and sturdy man approached him with a little piece of wood in his hands.  
Jacis took it and saw that something was written on it.  
‘May you find eternal rest in this life or in the next one.’  
“What is this?”  
Jacis never saw anything like that, but he had a bad premonition.  
“Where did you find it?”  
The big man quickly pointed a few feet away from them.  
Jacis ran as fast as he could to see the designated place.  
He felt his body become colder as he noticed that the soil wasn’t hard like in the rest of the clearing.  
“We must dig!”  
His voice echoed in the clearing.  
Everyone understood what his words meant.  
For several minutes, they dug as fast as they could until they felt something hard.  
It was ice.  
They were temporarily stunned to find ice under the earth, but after a couple of seconds, they came back to their senses and continued to dig.  
After several more minutes of effort, they finally found what they were looking for.  
They found the body of their master.  
Jacis wasn’t grateful or loyal to this man like Dano, but he still liked the old man.  
He felt anger rising inside him as he looked at his face horribly deformed.  
This wasn’t the body of someone who had a peaceful death.  
He was sure of that.  
“How is this possible?”  
One of his men finally asked what the others thought.  
Apart from the body of their master, they also found the body of a woman trapped inside a large chunk of ice.  
Ice magic was a famous magic.  
Many mages knew that it was possible to create ice if you were skilled enough in Water magic or if you were able to use the Sacred magic of Ice.  
The most famous practitioner of this magic was one of the ten Archimages belonging to the magic council.  
The magic council wasn’t related to any kingdom. It was an independent organization created after the Great War hundreds of years ago. By regrouping the most powerful mages among the countries, they wanted to prevent another war involving the different races.  
They were the guardians of the peace.  
All of them were very powerful and as a result, really famous.  
However, Jalyse Vanothice was probably the most famous among them.  
She was a Master Water mage.  
Her achievements as a Water mage were impressive and complemented by her ability to use the Sacred magic of ice.  
All elements were different. Each of them had their own aspect allowing the mage to use different kinds of magic and abilities.  
Becoming a Master mage didn't mean that you could use all aspects of the element. For example, Jalyse Vanothice wasn't able to create ice with her Water magic whereas others could.  
However, she could use the Sacred magic of ice which enabled her to manipulate directly this element without needing to change her Water magic in ice first.  
Being able to create ice with Water magic or using the Sacred magic of Ice didn't seem to make any difference in the end.  
However, every mage with some accomplishment knew that the difference between the two methods was quite important in reality.  
The difficulty to master one of the aspects of an element was overbearing. While talent, determination and hard work were necessary to use ice magic for a Water mage, it was possible to use ice magic directly for a Sacred mage of Ice.  
If you were qualified to use the Sacred magic of ice then it was possible to skip the hard work necessary for the other Water mages. This thought of mastering a strong aspect of an element without needing hard work made this Sacred magic famous among the mages.  
However, even if the Sacred magic didn't need hard work to be activated, its requirements still remained a mystery for most of the mages.  
Some mages spent a lifetime trying to master one and failed in the end. Even if this magic didn't need hard work to practice, it was still difficult to master, dangerous to control and, more importantly, incredibly difficult to discover.  
For that reason, numerous people thought that the only way to learn a sacred magic was to learn its secrets from another mage.  
Jalyse had three famous apprentices able to use the Sacred magic of ice after her teaching.  
Except for those four Sacred mages and a couple of strong users of Water magic having developed this aspect of the Water element, nobody was supposed to be able to create ice.  
That’s why Jacis didn’t understand what he was seeing.  
He touched the coffin, but only felt coldness on his hand.  
There was no mistake.  
“We must call Dano. If this was created by a sacred magic, then this is already beyond us.”  
He had already found his master. Therefore, it wasn’t necessary for him to look for the culprit.  
A powerful mage will have to take care of this.

  

    
        Chapter 12: Goal

    
    
    
    
  
It had been several days since I entered the forest on my own.  
I thought it was a good idea to put as much distance between me and the place where I buried Amanda and my grandfather. He was after all one of the most important noblemen of this country. It was unthinkable that nobody knew where he was going.  
It was already quite surprising that he chose to come this far without any guard even if he wanted to keep my existence and location as secretive as possible.  
This was a chance for me, but I couldn't just hope that nobody would find his body sooner or later.  
I didn't have any doubt.  
As soon as they found his body, they would be looking for his murderer.  
There weren't many humans in the wilderness, so it would be quite easy for them to deduce that I was the culprit as soon as they found me on my own near the crime scene.  
I also thought that it was a good idea to avoid the roads especially if the coachman came back with reinforcement.  
It was unlikely, but I didn’t want to take any risk.  
Therefore, I entered the forest to lose any possible pursuer.  
However, I underestimated it.  
In the beginning, I was still quite shaken by what happened, so I just walked without paying any attention to my surroundings. However, after a couple of hours of walking, I finally noticed that the forest was much bigger than what I initially thought.  
The trees were so densely packed together that the daylight had troubles reaching me.  
I couldn't turn back so I just kept walking with this dim light.  
Fortunately, I didn't meet any dangerous animal. I was also lucky that I didn't encounter any deviant as making an ambush on me at this moment would have been quite easy.  
It was as if the life forms inside the forest were avoiding me.  
The second day, I started to worry about my lack of food. The forest was full of fruits and plants looking edible, but I didn't have much knowledge about the plants of this world, so I didn't take any risk.  
On the third day, I finally encountered some small and harmless animals. I killed them with a waterball before eating them quickly so as to not attract other animals. I was in such a hurry that I nearly ate my meat raw, but it seemed to be needless worries as I didn't encounter any threatening life form.  
Without any real foe, I didn't have any opportunity to use the Sacred magic of ice again.  
That was what I told myself anyway.  
The truth is that I did not want to use it anymore.  
I was afraid of this magic, afraid of losing control as I did against Amanda. When you created a magic with a Primordial element, it wasn’t possible to cancel the magic, but it was still impossible to lose control as I did. The magic won’t trigger if I didn’t want to.  
However, it was different for this magic.  
I didn't forget the coldness I felt when I used it. Not on my hands, but inside my own body.  
A cold eating away my own flesh, asking to be released.  
Therefore, I decided to rely on the four Primordial magic as much as possible. However, I knew that my mastery of those elements was quite lacking. I needed more strength to no longer need this sacred magic.  
Becoming stronger to go back home on my own.  
This was my only goal.  
With this in mind, I continued my trip.  
After one week on my own inside this forest, I was starting to despair. I didn't have an unlimited amount of time. I needed to return home before something happened to my sisters.  
I didn't know how far I was from my hometown, but I still realized that it was unrealistic to expect to return in just a couple of weeks on foot. The only solution was to send a letter to my parents to warn them of the possible danger.  
Therefore, I had to find a town as soon as possible.  
However, the reality was harsher.  
I was lost.  
I didn’t have any experience in forests or any surviving skills.  
Water magic was enough to survive the thirst and I was lucky enough to find some weak animals to eat, but I had no way of knowing in which direction I had to go to leave this forest. 

“DAMN FOREST!!!” I couldn’t hold back any longer and shouted as loud as I could.  
My frustration left through my voice.  
I felt better, but no matter how much I screamed, I couldn't find any way out.  
I kept walking until I found a small lake a few hours later.  
It was only a dozen feet wide, but it was enough for what I wanted.  
I rushed as fast as I could toward this oasis.  
As soon as I reached it, I drank as much water as I could.  
Water created with magic was enough to fight the thirst and survive, but that was it. The taste was horrible and you couldn’t be satisfied with only this type of water. It was a strange sensation to not really be able to quench your thirst despite drinking water. 
I totally let down my guard while drinking.  
“….wsssh….sshiiit….”  
While I was drinking as much water as possible, I suddenly heard whispers around me.  
I quickly stood up ready to fight.  
However, I didn’t see anyone.  
The forest was calm once again. I continued to look around me, but as I found nothing, I decided to drink some more water.  
As soon as I bent, the whispers started again.  
Louder than before.  
I turned around in a hurry, only to discover that the whispers were all around me.  
I wasn’t able to understand what was said but it was enough to make me panic.  
“Who are you? Show yourself, I have nothing of value and I don’t want to fight either.”  
My pleading wasn’t answered.  
The whispers didn't stop. They were getting louder and louder.  
I didn't know which way to face, so I kept turning my head and body endlessly so I wouldn't show my defenseless back.  
Suddenly the whispers stopped.  
The only noise near the small lake was my harsh breathing betraying my fear.

“….wsssh….sshiiit….”  
As I was starting to catch my breath, the noise started again but this time it was focused behind me and not all around.  
I turned my body with a raised hand ready to shoot a waterball.  
I didn’t see anyone at first. However, after a few seconds, I finally noticed two small lights hiding beside the trees.  
It was two small eyes shining with a yellow glow.  
"A deviant?" I unconsciously whispered. 
It wasn’t the eyes I saw that made me think that, but the presence I felt that made my hands shake uncontrollably.  
It wasn’t an ordinary animal. 
I took a few steps back without allowing my gaze to lose sight of those eyes.  
I knew that I should not fight this. 
The creature didn’t move while I was increasing the distance between us.  
I finally decided to flee.  
I turned heels and ran in the opposite direction as fast as I could.  
When I looked back, I couldn't see the eyes anymore.  
However, I still continued to run like a madman across the dense forest for five full minutes before finally slowing down. 
I was breathing heavily. 
The body of a child was a huge disadvantage for physical activities.  
I didn’t train physically in this world because I was afraid that my parents would think I was weird to train on my own. It was a good choice because they had enough reason to think I was weird without giving them another, but I was starting to regret that decision.  
I couldn't run anymore so I continued to escape by walking as fast as I could.

“….wsssh….sshiiit….”  
I was starting to relax when I suddenly heard whispers around me once more.  
I felt my heart beat faster and an irrepressible fear settling in me. I ran as fast as I could, but this time the whispers didn’t stop.

I didn't know what kind of creature was hiding from my view, but it was clearly playing with me while slowly exhausting my strength. 
I was reaching my limit.

I couldn't outrun it and I would become defenseless if I continued to exhaust my strength.

Therefore, I stopped running and focused my senses around me.

After what seemed like an eternity, the yellow eyes appeared again a dozen feet in front of me.

There wasn't any whisper around me anymore.

It was done playing. 
With one hand raised, I watched the creature slowly leaving the shadow.

Step by step.

Until the light of the day revealed its true form.

  

    
        Chapter 13: Meeting in the forest

    
    
    
    
  
The creature slowly came out of the darkness with its two large bright yellow eyes fixed on me. However, I quickly noticed that these two monstrous eyes were slowly shrinking. Not believing my eyes, the creature continued to walk out of the shadow. 
After a few seconds, its entire body was visible in front of me.  
“A hamster?!?” I gasped in surprise while saying out loud the word on my mind.  
The animal in front of me with two shining eyes was a small white fur hamster with a little horn on its forehead. The creature that viciously pursued me was cute and not scary at all.  
I didn't know what kind of creature it was, but I still breathed a sigh of relief nonetheless.  
*Tchak*  
An arrow suddenly crashed to the ground near my feet.  
I jumped out of surprise while seeking the shooter.  
It took me a few seconds to notice a man with a bow on a tree on my left side.  
“Who are you?”  
I retreated a few steps while raising my left hand toward this unknown assailant.  
The man didn’t answer. Another voice came from my right instead.  
“Don’t do anything stupid.”  
I turned my head and saw another man with a bow.  
I finally realized that I was surrounded by a dozen men standing hidden behind the dense foliage of various trees. 
I didn't notice any of them approaching. Their stealth abilities clearly weren't ordinary. I didn't know if their fighting strength was as impressive, but with so many of them, I clearly didn't have much chance to win.  
I was confident in my evading skills if only a couple of arrows were shot but it was different with a dozen of them.  
I raised my hands above my head in a sign of submission.  
I was ready to use my strongest magic 'Water shield' to defend myself if they suddenly tried to shoot me despite my apparent surrender. This magic wasn’t an almighty barrier, but it would surely be enough to deal with normal arrows.  
We stayed in this uncomfortable situation until a thin man finally left the shadow to approach me with his bow ready to shoot.  
I looked at him in detail as soon as I could discern his face.  
It was a woman.  
She was really beautiful with her silver hair and green eyes but I didn’t pay it any mind as I was focused on her ears.  
They were long and pointy.  
It was my first time seeing an elf except for Aten, but there was no doubt. Her thin figure and her healthy pale skin along with her hair not hiding her ears gave her an attractiveness that few humans possessed.  
I looked carefully at the other men and saw the same ears.  
“Who are you?”  
Her voice brought me back to reality.  
It was a beautiful voice, almost melodious, but I didn’t miss the threat in it. If she didn’t like my answer, she would turn me into a porcupine.

I chased those useless worries from my head, took a deep breath to calm down and answered with a clear voice. 
“My name is Sillath. I’m just a normal nine-year-old boy who is lost in this forest.”  
I tried to look innocent by making my puppy’s eyes, but her glare became colder.  
“Normal, huh? If you were normal, you wouldn’t be here alone, so far in our forest. Last chance, who are you and why are you here?”  
I gulped down.  
No more acting.  
“Well, I’m a mage. I was able to survive using magic, but I couldn't find a way out of this forest. I didn’t know it was yours either.”  
“You entered the Great Forest of the West without knowing? Don’t take me for a fool!”  
Her voice betrayed her anger, so I answered as fast as I could.  
“It’s the truth, I didn’t know. I was kidnapped four years ago and finally escaped last week. I entered the forest so that nobody could track me down.”  
I nervously waited for her answer.  
Her face became gentler, but she didn’t put her bow down.  
“How did you escape?”  
I felt my body turning cold after her question.  

I didn't know if I should tell her the truth. It was clearly better if I lied, but I had the feeling that she would see through it. 
I spent several seconds thinking before realizing that my silence was enough to betray my thoughts.  
Therefore, I told her the truth.  
“My kidnappers were an old man and a woman. They had an argument and killed each other when we stopped near your forest.”  
Well, a better version of the truth at least. 
I heard some whispers coming from the mouth of some men. I wasn’t sure that they bought it.  
A heavy silence followed while I felt all the gazes on me.  
The woman finally broke this unnatural quietness.  
“We are in charge of the safety of our people in the Great Forest. This is our territory. Humans aren't allowed inside without any prior invitation. We don’t kill children, but you’re clearly hiding something.”  
I felt my entire body tensing as I prepared for any sudden attack. I began to gather mana, but before I could do anything, she continued to speak.  
“However, I can’t make a decision. I don’t have enough authority for that. You will come with us to meet our Queen. She will be the one to decide what we will do with you."  
I relaxed a little knowing that they would not attack me immediately. However, after hearing about their Queen, I became nervous. I didn't like the idea of someone else choosing my fate.  
I turned my head left and right to find a possible escape route, but the other elves weren't giving me any chance to run away. Five men were surrounding me while the others were further away and ready to shoot arrows at any moment. They were perfectly dispatched around me, forming a perfect net.  
Without any other choice, I followed them deeper into the forest.  
I sighed while looking at the cute little hamster who was staring at me with interest.  
--

I followed the elf woman inside the dense forest for several hours. She didn't seem to be bothered in the least by the uneven ground and the numerous obstacles along the way, but that wasn't my case.

I had trouble ignoring my tiredness and the pain in my legs to look for an opportunity to flee.

However, despite walking for so long, the formation trapping me didn't slacken in the least. Moreover, even if I succeeded in my escape with so many elves around, I still didn’t know how to leave the forest. Therefore, I had no other choice but to temporarily give up. My only hope was that the Queen wouldn't care about a little kid trespassing into her territory.  
We finally stopped in a large clearing.  
“You stay here. I will call our Queen.”  
The woman didn’t leave me any chance to speak and quickly left with the little hamster following her.  
One hour later, she came back with someone.  
It was a tall and slim woman with mid-length chestnut hair highlighted by a large fallen leaf used just like an ornament. Even comparing her with the other elves, she was incredibly beautiful with her perfect white skin and her elegant face. Her small brown eyes watched me curiously and made it awkward to observe her any further.

However, I still noticed that her ears were shorter than the other elves. This was almost as surprising as her hair color as I thought that every elf had silver hair.

This elegant woman, who clearly stood out even among the other elves around her, entered the clearing with graceful movements. The little hamster was on her left shoulder. 
As soon as she got closer, the other elves bowed to her.  
I also bowed.  
I knew she was a Queen, but I also felt it.  
This woman was far from being ordinary.  
Her melodious voice finally echoed inside the clearing.  
“Hello, I’m Hirillë Turaië. I am the Queen of the Great Forest of the West. Who are you, young child?”  
She kindly smiled at me, but I didn’t dare to relax because I knew that my life was in this woman's hands.  
“Hello, your Highness. My name is Sillath. I’m a human from the eastern part of the Eastern continent. I was abducted four years ago and was kept captive not too far from here. I only escaped a week ago after a fight between my captors. I entered this forest without knowing it was yours. I’m totally lost so if you tell me the direction, I will leave immediately.”  
“I see…”  
She was looking at me with interest. I saw her beautiful brown eyes shine a little.  
I was surprised by the sudden light but didn’t dare to move. When I carefully looked at her beautiful eyes, the light was already gone as if it was never there in the first place.  
“You have a lot of mana inside you.”  
I was surprised by her sentence.  
She didn’t continue talking, so I understood she wanted an answer.  
“I know your highness. In fact, I have some elf blood, explaining why I have more mana than other humans.”  
A silence followed my sentence making me uncomfortable, especially when I saw her furrowing her thin brows  
“Why are you lying to me?”  
She didn’t answer immediately, but after her words, the atmosphere in the clearing suddenly became colder.  
I stepped back when I saw the eyes of the little hamster on her left shoulder suddenly turning red. The strange creature showed its little teeth after she finished talking, making me nervous and vigilant.  
“Eh? Lying? I’m not lying." I hurriedly answered. 
"I didn't make any mistake. I’m the leader of one of the three families ruling the elves and, just like the other high elves, I have the ability to sense souls. This includes sensing the mana capacity of this soul, but also the ability to recognize fellow elves even if they just have a drop of our blood in their veins. There is no doubt. You don't have any elf ancestor. Now the question is, did you know about it or not?”

I was at a loss for words after hearing her explanation.

Various confused thoughts crossed my mind. I hoped that my elf ancestor from my mother would plead in my favor, but it seemed that this plan backfired.

“I didn’t lie, my mother told me that.” I helplessly answered after a few seconds. 
“Even if you had some Elven blood, that wouldn’t explain the amount of mana I’m sensing from you.”  
"I don't know, is it that unusual?"  
I didn't really understand why she was speaking about this. I just wanted to leave, nothing more. As a result, my tone was quite harsh and disrespectful, especially toward a Queen. However, before I could apologize, she answered my question like nothing ever happened.  
“It is. The majority of our mana is produced by our soul. Elves have a soul producing more mana than humans in general and our body can handle naturally more mana without needing any training. However, the difference between the soul of a human and that of an elf isn't necessarily very important, especially because there are a lot of differences between the individuals of each species."  
I understood what she was telling me. Elves have a stronger soul in general, but that didn't mean that the weakest elf had a stronger soul than every human. However, that didn't make any sense with what Gandalf told me. I couldn't help but interrupt her to ask a question.  
"If the difference between our soul isn't too important then why does your affinity with mana is better?"  
The furious glares coming from the other elves for interrupting their Queen made me regret asking this question, but Hirillë didn't seem to mind and answered with a voice as calm as before.  
"No matter the strength of our soul, the affinity of our body and soul with the mana is better. When you suffer from mana exhaustion, generally it's not that your soul can no longer produce mana, but that your body has reached its limit by handling this mana. Our body can naturally handle more mana and we are much more sensitive than humans to the mana in nature, which greatly facilitates progress in our magic. Humans don't have such a good affinity with mana so they have no other choice but to regularly exhaust their mana when they are children. By doing this, the capacity of their body to handle the mana coming from their soul skyrocket."  
I nodded after her explanation. Elves have a better talent for magic because their body can naturally handle more mana and because their perception of the mana is better. Humans don't have this talent so they are using hard work to make up for the difference.  
The Queen left me a couple of seconds to digest the information before resuming her speech. I already knew why she explained that to me and what she wanted me to understand, but I didn't interrupt her this time.  
"However, this advantage in affinity takes time to show. Young elves have a weak body just like any other children, so they can't really handle more mana than humans of the same age. The soul naturally restricts itself to adapt to the capacity of the body. After growing, our body grows stronger, making the difference bigger compared to Humans and, with a better sensitivity, our progress becomes easier."  
After her long explanation, she smiled a little. However, her gaze became sharper as well.  
"Do you understand why I'm telling you this?"  
I nodded and answered her question in a low voice.  
"At my age, there isn't much difference between the mana produced by an elf and a human. Our weak body naturally restricts the mana produced by our soul." I helplessly answered. 
"Exactly. You look like just a human child, but if I concentrate on feeling your mana then I can sense that the mana coming from your soul is strong. In fact, it is too strong. Even with the natural restriction of your soul due to your young age, many elves don't have as much mana as you do."  
The entire clearing was filled with whispers from the other elves. They all became agitated and stared at me suspiciously. I couldn’t help but be surprised by what she told me either.  
Did it have something to do with the fact that I was reincarnated? 
I didn’t know how to answer.  
“A soul like this can't come from a human lineage, and even if it was the case, the mana from your soul is so strong that the poor affinity of a human body can't possibly handle it. Just like a small well can't contain an ocean without breaking."  
She made a small pause before continuing.  
"I really don't know what to do with you."  
She made a troubled face.  
"Human or not, this doesn't matter. I told you the truth, I want to leave this forest without causing any trouble. In fact, I'm quite in a hurry, so if you could show me the way, I would be grateful"  
I was curious. I really wanted to know what was wrong with this body, but this wasn't a priority. I needed to leave this forest as soon as possible. Everything else was just unnecessary worry, for now anyway.  
“I believe in your story, Sillath." She answered after several seconds of silent thinking.  
A smile began to form on my face after her words, but her sentence wasn't over.  
"However, I must investigate, it's my responsibility as a Queen. I would like for you to come with me to meet our ancestor. He will be able to tell us if you have evil intentions or not. This will reassure my comrades. I'm sorry but I can't completely trust you on your words alone."  
Her sentence was just like she had poured cold water on my back. She waited for my answer, but seeing me without reaction, she made a sign to the nearby elves.  
Two men approached me to take me with them. As soon as they began to approach, I took a step back unconsciously.  
I just wanted to leave this forest quickly, I didn't have any time for that.

I gritted my teeth in frustration before making my decision. 
The elf on my right put one hand on my shoulder. As soon as I felt his hand, I reacted by reflex.  
I turned my body and caught his thumb with one hand before twisting his arm.  
In a few seconds, the man was on the ground with his arm behind his back.  
I heard the sound of arrows being shot but I was prepared and quickly rolled on the ground to avoid. Less than a second later, I heard the noise of three arrows crashing behind me.  
"Don't hurt him!"  
I nearly missed Hirillë's voice. I was too busy focusing on my current predicament to care about her words.  
The elves were already coming to catch me.  
I couldn’t defeat all of them, not with her around. 
I looked at the Queen.  
Her face was calm without any hint of nervousness or anger. However, I knew that I couldn't defeat her. It was almost an instinct, just like a rabbit knows that it mustn't get close to a wolf.  
Hirillë wasn't making any movement for now, but the small hamster was already standing on its two back legs with its eyes glowing red.  
It wasn’t cute anymore.  
I avoided a few punches from an elf before gathering as much mana as I could under my feet. I avoided another arrow and started to run in the opposite direction of the Queen and her pet.  
Six elves were in the way.  
They pulled arrows aiming for my legs, but it was too late.  
I already triggered my wind magic. I spent a lot of time thinking about ways to use my magic, especially the wind element which was known to be useless unless at a high level. A wind ball didn't have any usefulness in a fight or in any situation, but by using this magic with as much mana as I could under my feet, I was able to propel myself several feet high in the air. I already used it against Amanda.

This unconventional magic also helped me this time. 
It was enough to avoid the arrows.  
The elves didn't react fast enough. As soon as I touched the ground by rolling, I began to run away at full speed.  
I ran as fast as I could inside the forest without turning my head behind me to look at my pursuers.
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I ran as fast as I could inside the forest.

There was no way to know where I was going, but I didn’t care at that moment. I just knew that I didn't want to get caught.

Arrows were flying all around me.

If not for the trees densely packed together, I probably would have been hit already. However, even with the cover from the trees, I had to use several times 'Water shield' to divert the arrows.

I knew that I wasn't going to make it if I couldn't lose them.

My child's body wasn’t strong enough to run faster, therefore, I was relying entirely on my wind magic to propel me dozens of feet ahead and widen the gap between us. I was using a huge quantity of mana, but I didn’t have any other choice.

After ten minutes, seeing no more arrow flying toward me, I finally stopped using my wind magic and simply ran without magic to stay hidden.

I couldn't relax yet as I was still inside their forest.

I had to find a way out.

*Fsssssss*

The sound of an arrow flying toward me made me use my magic by reflex.

"Water shield"

A stream of water began to coil around my body at high speed forming a defensive layer of water.

It was the first barrier magic of the water element. The proof that I mastered the speed of my magic and that I became a Scholar water mage.

However, I quickly realized that this wasn’t a normal arrow.

*Bam*

I successfully deflected it, but I fell on the ground because of the impact.

The surprising strength of this arrow made me wonder if the Queen finally found me.

I turned my head just in time to avoid another arrow aimed at my left leg.

It wasn’t the Queen.

It was the female elf who interrogated me. Her long silver hair moved along the wind giving her an indescribable charm, but her green eyes were still furiously glaring at me.

“It’s over. Did you really think you could outrun elves inside a forest?”

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly. My hopes of escape were getting slimmer with each second spent with her. I carefully looked around, but I didn't find any other elf.

She was on her own.

A little smile began to form at the corner of my mouth.

I still had a chance.

“In fact, yes. I was pretty proud of my escape.”

The woman elf began to frown. She probably thought that I would immediately surrender.

“Then it’s a shame that I found you. You will come with me now. Don't worry, no harm will come to you if you don't have any evil intention.”

“I won’t."

“You won’t?”

She frowned harder not understanding why I was still challenging her.

"Of course, I won’t. I don't know any of you so why should I blindly trust you? Moreover, my escape wasn’t a total failure. You are alone after all !!!”

As soon as I finished speaking, I rushed toward her.

She calmly pulled the string of her bow and fired her arrow aiming for my legs.

*Fsssssss*

I avoided it with a sudden movement.

The arrow was fast and accurate. At that distance, it wasn't possible to dodge by reflex alone.

However, I had one advantage over her.

“When you know where your opponent is aiming…”

She knocked another arrow, but I avoided easily despite its speed.

I was coming closer.

“... arrows are...”

I used wind magic to propel myself forward. Her face began to turn serious, but it was too late. I appeared just in front of her surprised face as I clenched my fist covered with hard earth magic.

I was too close already.

“USELESS!”

I punched her in the solar plexus near her stomach with my entire strength.

I was far from being strong with this body, but I knew how to punch and how to put as much strength as possible behind my blows.

She fell on her knees while holding her belly and coughing.

“You little...”

She tried to stand up, but the pain prevented her from moving.

“Sorry about that!”

I was ready to punch her in the temple.

“You will sleep a little. Don’t worry, nothing will happen to you.”

I punched her.

*CREEEEEEEEEK*

A creepy noise came from behind her.

I stopped my punch just before her face and looked where the noise was coming.

I saw two little red eyes shining beyond the shadow of the trees.

"Shit"

I lost too much time dealing with her.

If the creepy hamster was here then the Queen couldn't be far.

The situation looked bad. I knew that I had to run away.

I didn't forget how this seemingly harmless animal played with me in the forest. Its speed was clearly way above mine. Even if I tried to flee I wouldn't be able to lose him. Moreover, it would lead the other elves, possibly the Queen toward me.

The whispers began to appear around me once more. The hamster was clearly standing right in front of me, but the whispers were everywhere.

I had to take care of him before I thought about escaping.

I prepared to fight, but I noticed that the whispers were different than before.

I was able to understand them.

“Kill….. Tear him apart… Eat….”

The little hamster was staring at me with anger burning in its red eyes.

I tried to ignore the whispers and gathered mana in my right hand to shoot a waterball.

This thing was fast but I was sure that I would be able to shoot him with many waterballs. One hit should be enough to deal with it.

While I was thinking that the hamster's fur suddenly turned black.

Its body grew longer.

Its little teeth became sharper and longer. Claws as long as swords appeared at the end of its paws. Its little horn became more than three feet long and turned completely white.

I couldn’t move as I looked at the hamster turning into a horrible monster at least fifteen feet high. Its murderous red eyes were glued on me as slobber began to leak from its lips.

The transformation was too sudden and left me baffled. Moreover, the whispers intensified. It was as if someone was whispering directly in my ear. I tried to ignore it, but I quickly noticed that I had trouble concentrating and even gathering my mana.

I shook my head and fired as many waterballs as I could with both hands. However, under the influence of the strange whispers, I wasn't able to gather my usual strength.

After much more effort than usual, I only managed to fire a couple of weak waterballs toward the creature.

The speed of those magic was clearly way inferior to what I was able to do usually. I didn't have any doubt that with this kind of speed, I couldn't hit.

However, the monster didn’t move and simply allowed my attacks to crash against its massive body.

I used other types of magic, but the creature didn’t seem to care and kept staring at me.

While shooting, I gathered mana in my legs to unleash a wind magic powerful enough to help me escape.

However, before I could activate it, the creature finally moved.

Its giant body disappeared.

It was clearly slower in this form, but I was still unable to react in time. The whispers were like shackles, trapping my mind and slowing my movements.

When I finally reacted, the creature was right in front of me. I couldn’t avoid its massive body. I tried to use my wind magic, but I couldn't gather my mana as I wanted. I could only watch horrified as its sharp teeth approached me.

I was easily lifted from the ground.

I didn't feel any pain, it was as if I was in a dream.

However, I knew this was real.

The huge mouth with sharp teeth right in front of me couldn't be a hallucination.

I will die!

This thought crossed my mind as I tried to resist.

However, it was no use.

I was like a baby in front of this monster.

I couldn’t even scream while I was swallowed.
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Am I dead? 
I couldn't help but ask myself that stupid question in my head.  
The reason for that was simple. 

I remembered clearly that I couldn't even fight back in front of that monster until I was swallowed. 
Therefore, I was sure that I would die in a few seconds.  
However, death wasn't coming.  
I was in a total darkness. I couldn’t see or hear anything. I only felt something soft and wet under me.  
I spent a few minutes in this prison until I saw rays of light in front of me.  
It was too bright.  
The rays became stronger, so I closed my eyes.  
As soon as I closed them, I felt my entire body moving at high speed. I couldn't resist at all.  
“Ouch”  
I was violently propelled outside of my prison and landed heavily on the ground.  
I blinked a few times before being able to see where I was.  
I was back in front of the Queen at the exact same place.  
She hadn’t moved at all. Hirillë was calmly standing as if nothing happened in the first place and looked at me with a small smile.  
“Thank you Bethil.”  
“Creek, Creek.”  
I turned my head to look where the sound came from.  
It came from the monster that had eaten me and that was currently shrinking and recovering its original color. In just a few seconds, the cute white hamster with a horn was back and quickly ran toward the Queen to reclaim its place on her slim left shoulder.  
I was glad to be alive but also quite irritated that this freak spat me like a chewing gum.  
I looked at this little monster with hate burning in my eyes as I tried to get rid of the saliva on me.  
I could swear that I saw the little hamster grin before happily rubbing its little head against the left cheek of the Queen.  
After a few seconds, the melodious voice of Hirillë resonated once more in the tranquil clearing.  
“There is no need to look so angry.”  
“What are you planning to do with me?"  
I ignored her soft voice and replied with a sharp and disrespectful tone.  
"Nothing. I told you already, it's not that I don't trust your story. If you were an ordinary lost child, then I would have helped you, but I know you're not. Someone with unknown origin and doubtful purposes is roaming inside our territory. No matter my feelings, I can't help you before being sure that you aren't a threat to this forest and its inhabitants."  
Her melodious voice didn’t appease me.  
I didn't like that feeling of helplessness in front of her, but I knew there was nothing I could do about my situation.  
"Aren't you the Queen? If you trust me, then just release me. Even if someone disagrees, this doesn't matter if this is your decision."  
"I'm the Queen of this forest, that is true. However, this doesn't mean that I can blindly make decisions involving the safety of my people based on emotion alone."  
After some time, I finally calmed down.  
She was right.  
She didn't know me and didn't have any reason to trust or help me. Even if she led me toward the edge of the forest, there was no proof that I wouldn't come back later with reinforcement.  
This forest was also a part of the wilderness. It wasn't a peaceful place.  
I was sure that many dangers and enemies were lurking outside, ready to attack at the slightest weakness.  
After collecting my thoughts, I began to become grateful to the Queen. After all, the safest solution would have been to kill me on the spot. The fact that she was willing to find another solution was already quite merciful.  
The elves gathered once more near their Queen.  
The woman elf was among them. She was standing by herself, but her steps were unsteady.  
"So what will happen now?  
After my failed attempt, I had no choice but to follow her will for the time being.

“We will go to meet the ancestor of this forest. He will be able to tell us if you have any evil intent. When we have the proof of your innocence, we will guide you outside of this forest and give you anything that you may need on your journey as a compensation. ”  
I turned my head to look at the perfect face of the Queen.  
"You're telling me this as if this is just a formality."  
She nodded with her usual smile on her thin lips.  
"Yes, because I think that you don't have any malicious intent. You didn't try to kill Hiraliel after all."  
“Hiraliel?”  
I tilted my head, not understanding.  
“It’s me!”  
The angry voice of a woman echoed in the clearing.  
I turned my head and finally understood.  
It was the woman elf I fought earlier.  
She was pale and her face was distorted with anger, but she was still incredibly pretty. I couldn’t help but look at her alluring waist and notice her rapid breathing that made her modest chest move rhythmically.  
I forced my eyes to leave her figure to look at the Queen, whose beautiful brown eyes once more shone with a mysterious light. 
"I want to trust you. Bethil also told me that you didn't try to kill Hiraliel but... that doesn't mean you never kill anyone before, right?"  
Her declaration made every elf gasp in surprise. They probably couldn’t imagine a little boy like me killing someone.  
“What do you mean by that?” I asked with a cold voice.

No matter what kind of ability she used to learn this, I didn’t like the fact that she pretended to know me. She didn't know anything about me, about my life and the choices I had to make.

It would probably be totally useless, therefore, I didn't try to lie to her.  
“It’s true, I killed before.”  
Everyone seemed shocked by my words except for the Queen.  
"Why did you take another life?" She asked as if she already knew the answer.  
"I killed because I didn't have any other choice, that's all. I won't kill someone if I don't have to.”  
I made a small pause and looked at Hiraliel. She was certainly the most surprised among everyone. I looked straight into her eyes before I finished telling what I had on my heart.  
“I killed before to protect my family and I will do it again if I had to. I don't regret it and I never will. However, that doesn't mean I like it or that I think it's a good thing. I will never kill again if I have another choice.”  
My voice wasn’t cold anymore.  
All my feelings left through my voice.  
My anger, my sorrow, my guilt and more importantly my determination filled the clearing.  
I glanced at the Queen.  
She was smiling and looking sad at the same time.  
“You’re definitely not a normal child. This world already made you lose your innocence. However, we won't judge you because of that. What happened before is none of our business. We will help you leave our forest once you meet our ancestor. It's the only way for us to be truly sure of your true nature and to know if you have any intention to harm this forest and its inhabitants."  
She turned her back and began to leave.  
"We don't have many visitors, so I hope that you will like our city."  
Some elves were obviously angry that I was so disrespectful to their Queen before, but after her welcoming words, they began to relax. 
I was glad that everything worked out well in the end, even if I was still worried about their ancestor. However, it was the truth that I didn't have any malicious intent against them. Moreover, there was nothing I could do about it.

I could only silently follow her lead for our small journey toward their city. 

After a few minutes, I finally began to grow curious. 
Who would not want to see an Elven city?  
However, despite my curiosity, I couldn't relax my mind.

I was replaying everything that the Queen told me.  
I didn't have any elf ancestor explaining my abnormal mana pool.

I never doubted my mother's words, but it seemed that she lied to me.

Why would she lie?

Was I a monster simply because I was reincarnated?

There had to be another explanation. 

The questions about my death and my reincarnation that I forsake suddenly once more appeared in my mind.

I tried to live this new life as if it was my first one.  
However, maybe this was a mistake.  
If I didn't understand what happened the day of my death, maybe I would never be able to live this life in peace. These worries filled my mind as I followed the Queen into the forest hoping to find at the end of the path the answers I sought.

  

    
        Chapter 16: Welcome

    
    
    
    
  
We kept walking for about half an hour.  
The tree's foliage became denser until it became hard to see the light anymore, but this didn’t seem to hinder the Queen who was leading us.  
Her beautiful figure moved gracefully in a straight line as if the trees themselves deviated from her path.  
After an entire week in this forest, I knew it wasn’t something natural.  
However, I didn’t ask her anything as it didn’t interest me enough to interrogate her.  
As a result, I followed her quietly until she abruptly stopped.  
I almost ran into her but stopped at the last second.  
I breathed a sigh of relief because I was sure it wouldn’t be nice to see if I touched their Queen. 
I looked ahead to see why she stopped and couldn’t help but gasp in surprise.  
We were in front of the biggest trees I had ever seen. There were dozens of different kinds of giant trees aligned together forming a giant natural barrier with their tangled branches. There were also several different kinds of plants with thorns under the trees.  
It wasn’t possible to continue in this direction.  
The forest itself seemed to forbid this to us.  
“So where are we heading now?” I asked her not understanding why she didn’t move.  
There was no point staying here as the trees wouldn't move to let us through.  
“We wait.”  
“Wait for what?”  
“For the forest to answer my call”  
I didn’t understand, but as if to explain what she was saying, the branches began to move.  
At first, I thought it was the wind, but after a few seconds, I clearly saw the enormous branches slowly spreading.  
“What the…”  
This time I couldn’t hide my surprise.  
The ancient trees were moving.  
It wasn’t fluid, but they were moving nonetheless.  
“These trees are alive?!?”  
“Of course. Did you think trees are merely objects?”  
“No but… I didn’t know trees could move.”  
“Every single plant is alive. Humans can’t sense or understand it. That’s why they aren't allowed near our forests. Elves are the guardians of those frail lives.”  
“I see. I never saw anything like that before.”  
Since my reincarnation in this world, I discovered several things. I learned magic and saw several unknown creatures, but none of them made me feel like this. While I was watching the trees moving, I felt that I was really in another world where different rules existed.  
I couldn’t help but smile in front of the breathtaking view of this giant cocoon opening in front of us.  
The Queen also smiled seeing my reaction.  
“You don’t seem to be insensitive.”  
“Who could stay impassive in front of something like this?”  
She smiled wryly and answered with a sad voice.  
“You would be surprised.”  
While we were talking, the trees continued to move in rhythm. After a few minutes, the barrier of trees was gone. Instead, there was a path made of grass large enough to allow four people to walk side by side.  
We walked together following the Queen.  
“Welcome to Numelil, the city of the Great Forest of the West!”  
My eyes widened in front of the view.  
Only one word came to my mind at this moment.  
Beautiful.

There were hundreds of trees with different shapes and even colors. Some were small while others were dozens of feet high. Several bridges connected the largest trees together forming an impressive view. There were also small lights around the bridges like fireflies moving along the wind.

I turned my head left and right to try to see everything and noticed a small river running along the green scenery with several small cascades along the way. The sound of the water falling was regular and incredibly soothing. The sun's rays reflecting off the surface of the water gave it a surrealist appearance. It was just as if another world was waiting for us beyond the water’s surface.
Suddenly, a chuckle near me brought me out of my silent contemplation.  
I turned my head and saw the radiant smile of the Queen.  
I felt my head becoming hotter.  
She was truly beautiful, even with the damn hamster on her shoulder.  
“Do you want me to show you around?”  
I thought she was making fun of me, so I didn’t answer immediately, but in front of her gentle gaze, I understood that she was serious.  
“I would love it.”  
I temporarily put away my worries and expressed this sincere wish.  
I really wanted to see as much as I could while it was possible.  
The last few years weren’t easy much least the last weeks. Therefore, this view coming out from a fairy tale was like a breath of fresh air.  
The Queen smiled once more before leading the way.  
There wasn’t any path or stone road. There was only bright green grass.  
We walked half an hour inside the city.  
Each tree I saw along the way seemed completely different from the one right next to it.  
My head was filled with questions. I’ve held out at first, but I could not hold back my curiosity when I saw a huge cushion of grass suddenly forming to catch young elves who jumped off one of the largest bridges connecting two giant trees.  

“What is this? How is this possible?” I asked with a shocked voice. 
The Queen turned her lovely head to look at my face once more. She had a small smile on her lips. She seemed to enjoy my childishness and my delight.  
“What are you talking about?”  
“The kids! They jumped and landed on the grass without any problem.”  
“It’s normal. The forest is protecting them."  
"The forest protects them? What do you mean by that?"  
She waited a few seconds before asking.  
"Do you know what symbiosis means?”  
I didn’t understand the word she told me. I never heard this word once since coming to this world.  
“I don’t know.”  
I knew I looked like a child with my innocent answer, but there was nothing I could do about it.  
“Look around you. What did we build here?”  
I looked around carefully and finally answered.  
“The bridges!”  
Her smile became larger.  
“Look closer.”  
I glanced at the closest bridge.  
I tilted my head, not understanding.  
After several seconds of pondering, I noticed that I couldn’t see the boards.  
I continued to look and saw that the ropes weren’t ropes, but creepers or small branches tangled together.  
This bridge wasn’t made by the elves.  
They were the continuation of the trees themselves.  
I looked around me one more time, but I couldn’t find anything made by the elves.  
I finally looked at the Queen and answered her previous question.  
“You didn’t build anything here.”  
“Correct. The forest allows us to live here and create everything to protect us. In return, we protect the forest and give her the magic she needs to live. This is a symbiosis relation. We help each other to be able to live together.”  
I finally understood what she meant. I also remembered what I learned a few years ago. Elves are terrible with fire magic. I finally understood why. They are the protectors of the forest. It was not possible for them to be really comfortable near a fire. 
I thought about the Elven's magic and if I could also use it to communicate with the trees when a question suddenly crossed my mind.  
‘Why are there only four primordial magic?’  
It was a stupid question.  
I never heard anyone asking something like this.  
For everyone, this was one of the laws of this world.

However, I was from another world.

A world where magic doesn’t exist. A world where humans could only imagine magic. It was weird I never ask this question. However, I was sure that even if I asked the only answer would have been that it was natural just like the sun rising every day.  
“Is something wrong?”  
The voice of the Queen brought me back from my thoughts.  
“No, everything is alright. It’s just that I finally understand that I don’t know anything about this world.”  
She smiled once more.  
"Time will let you know if you continue to look for the answers."  
I nodded at her words.  
We continued to walk through the city, but after a couple of minutes, Hirillë abruptly stopped.  
She turned her head toward me with a serious face.  
"We're close now. Are you ready to meet our ancestor?"  
"I am."  
I answered without hesitation. I knew that I didn't have any choice and already agreed to meet him. I also knew that I didn't do anything wrong except killing a few small animals to survive this last week. If they really called me evil because of that, then it would truly be an injustice.  
"Then, let's go Sillath"  
“Yes, Hirillë!”  
I used her name without thinking after hearing numerous elves along the way calling her that way. I quickly realized my mistake, but she didn’t seem to care.  
I was walking side by side with this Queen from another world with a dozen elves behind us.  
Life was really strange. 
In this paradise, it was hard to remember what I experienced just a week ago.  
The wind blew in my direction, making my hair move in rhythm. The smell brought by the wind wasn't the smell of death or despair.  
It was the smell of a newfound hope.  
The hope that this world would bring me something else than misery.

  

    
        Chapter 17: Judgment

    
    
    
    
  
I continued to walk with the Queen and her guards.

After nearly an hour in this city, I knew it was a nice place to live in. I even surprised myself wishing I could stay a little.

I knew it wasn’t possible because I needed to join my family. However, for that, I also needed the Queen's support because leaving this giant forest on my own was totally impossible. I already wasted an entire week this way, so I had no other choice but to depend on her.

For that, I had to fulfill her only requirement.

I needed to meet their ancestor.

“We’re nearly there.”

The Queen slowed down after her sentence, then turn right after a line of trees.

I stopped in my tracks when I saw what she meant.

We were in front of the biggest tree I had ever seen. Far bigger than the giant trees obstructing the entrance of the town.

I didn’t know if I could still call it a tree. It was at least three hundred feet high and more than thirty feet wide. Its branches spread everywhere with green, brown and even some golden leaves.

It was truly a majestic view.

However, what was the most terrific was the place where this tree stood. It was in the middle of a canyon. I could see roots as big as trees going down into this bottomless hole.

It was as if this tree consumed the soil near it.

“This is our sacred ground, where stand the ‘Millennium Ancestor’. ”

It was difficult to talk.

Since I entered this forest, I saw things I never imagined before, but this was really beyond everything else.

After a few seconds, I finally asked the Queen.

“Millennium Ancestor? Could it be that this gigantic tree is the ancestor you were talking about?”

“Yes, it is. This is the first tree of this forest. Do you know how forests are born?”

“How they are born? I don’t know… you plant seeds in the soil… I think.” I awkwardly answered after being a little taken aback by her sudden question.

“Wrong.”

“Then, I don’t know.”

The wind blew in our direction.

The Queen closed her eyes, enjoying the fresh air.

I waited for her answer.

“We will speak about it another time. For now, let’s just say that this forest developed after this tree was born.”

She opened her eyes and walked toward the canyon.

I felt the mana around us change.

It was hard to sense but it was undeniable.

During my training, I spent a large amount of time trying to feel the mana inside me. It wasn't instinctive like other children, so I had no other choice but to train. After several months, I was finally able to sense my mana, but I quickly noticed that I could do the same thing around me to a certain extent.

If I didn't concentrate then it was quite difficult to feel the changes around me, but when we came closer to the gigantic tree, the change was so strong that it was impossible to miss.

After a few seconds, the mana became denser.

It became easy to sense, but it was also oppressing.

The ‘Millennium Ancestor’ was moving.

I heard a huge noise when one of its branches, as large as a tree, came in our direction. The branch stopped in front of our feet becoming a bridge, allowing us to cross the bottomless canyon.

The Queen stepped on the branch with grace and walked forward.

We followed her on this path.

It took us a few minutes to cross it and to reach the giant tree.

The atmosphere was different in this place.

It was as if we entered another world.

The voice of the Queen also seemed distant.

I focused on her voice to escape the pressure I felt from the tree.

“Are you alright, Sillath?”

I sensed the worry hidden in her voice.

I was sweating and my hands were shaking.

Just standing there was difficult.

I gritted my teeth in frustration after seeing that the other elves were fine.

“What the hell is happening?” I screamed in anger.

“The ancestor is judging you. This is what I was talking about when I said that you had to meet our ancestor. It was the same thing for each one of us the first time we came. You won’t have any problem if you’re not an existence in opposition to nature.”

I could sense that the Elf Queen was trying to reassure me, but I wasn't sure if I really understood what she was telling me.

If I wasn't an abomination then, I would be fine?

I felt my heart beating faster after understanding what was happening. Terror began to seize me and made it hard to breathe because each second under this crushing pressure made me realize and understand one thing.

An existence in opposition to nature was exactly what I was and this ancestor could feel it.

I wasn’t supposed to be born in this world.

No matter how much I struggled, I couldn't gather my mana in front of this irresistible force. I continued to try until the pressure became unbearable and began to crush me.

I fell on my knees as a groan of pain escaped my mouth.

After everything I had gone through, I couldn't believe that I would die like this.

My vision was blurring and my consciousness was quickly fading.

I tried to look at the Queen. Her beautiful brown eyes didn’t hide her surprise, confusion, and worry.

I saw her lips moving, but I couldn’t hear her.

Her image was fading as the world around me turned white.

After a few minutes, I was alone in this blank world.

“Is it you?”

I shivered while hearing a profound and hard voice. It was a majestic voice. I couldn’t tell if it was coming from a male or a female, but I knew it was speaking to me.

I turned my head, but couldn’t find the owner of the voice.

“Is it you?”

This time the voice was louder.

My heart skipped a beat as those words pierced me like swords.

I was going to die.

This was what my instincts told me.

I clenched my fists in anger. I didn't want to die like this.

Shaking and lost.

I tried to stand, but my legs weren’t strong enough.

“Is it you?”

The voice crushed me again.

It was brutal as if my organs were about to break.

I didn't want to die without understanding anything.

Not this time.

I gathered my entire strength and finally stood up.

I was shaking and about to fall under my own weight, but I held on and screamed as loud as I could in anger and frustration.

“WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME!?!”

If I was going to die, I wouldn’t die on my knees.

“Is it you who killed those poor souls?”

The voice was as strong as ever, but the sentence was different.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

I was desperate.

Nothing I heard made any sense.

I stayed alone in this white world for several minutes until the voice spoke again.

“Did you kill those unfortunate souls?”

I answered with my head raised toward the white sky.

"I didn't kill them!!!"

I finally fell on the ground face first.

I couldn't stand anymore.

The world around me was spinning.

In my heart, I knew that the judgment was about to be rendered.
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I was awaiting my judgment, but to my surprise, the pressure crushing me lessened and finally allowed me to breathe.  
The white world quickly faded away as if washed away by the rain.  
I didn’t know what was happening, but I was sure that the worst was behind me. 
I relaxed a little, waiting for the moment I would leave this dying world.  
“You’re wrong!”  
I jumped in surprise when I heard the oppressing voice once again. 

I couldn't discern where it came from, but I relaxed when I realized there was no longer a hidden threat behind it. 
“What do you mean by that?” I replied while ignoring that I didn't have a clear interlocutor in front of me.

The white world surrounding me was almost gone. Large black spaces were quickly replacing it and making white pieces falling all around me.  
It was a surrealist view.  
The soil under my feet began to disappear as well with an incredible speed. After only a few seconds, I lost my footing and fall into the dark abyss.
I tried to use magic to slow down my fall, but I couldn’t.  
I could only close my eyes and prepare for the impact.  
However, I didn’t feel anything.  
I slowly opened my eyes.  
I was in a total darkness.  
The darkness was familiar, but I couldn’t remember why I felt that way.  
“You’re wrong.”  
The voice filled the space around me once again.  
"The worst isn’t behind you. Darkness and despair will come once again.”  
I unconsciously shivered as I heard these cold words.  
“If your heart stays weak like that then you will just be swallowed by the darkness of this world.”  
I couldn’t stand it anymore.  
"What do you mean by darkness? This doesn’t make any sense. Who are you anyway?” I screamed in anger.  
There wasn’t any echo as if my words lost themselves in the dark void.  
I waited a few seconds alone without any noise around me until I heard the voice once again.  
“I’m the protector of this forest, nothing more, nothing less.”  
“You’re the one they call ‘Millennium Ancestor’ .“  
“The elves call me by that name.”  
It was as I expected.  
It wasn’t difficult to understand that it was just a dream created by this strange tree. However, everything felt so real that it was difficult to believe.  
“What do you want from me? First, you try to crush me and now you speak nonsense about some future darkness. I came in front of you because it was the only way for the elves to trust and help me. But I'm sick of listening to your crap!” I finally lost my patience.  
I knew it wasn't wise to talk like that to this lunatic ancestor, but I already reached my bottom line.  
I waited anxiously for its answer.  
“You came in front of me so that I could judge your existence as I did with every other being in this forest. I don't have any influence on the outside world. I don't have any interest in it either. However, I won't allow any harm to come to this forest. It is my duty to destroy the evil existences with souls tainted by their sins. Just like yours!" 
I felt my body growing cold and shivering after those words.  
“Why did you spare me if you think that about me?" 

I could feel the loathe of this being toward me. 

I also knew that I wasn't innocent.  
In my mind floated the faces of Amanda and my brother, but also the deformed face of Arthur Waldemar. I didn’t feel any guilt when I killed him. Only disgust and fear of what I had become. The deaths of Amanda and Jordan were my fault, but they were still accidents. However, with him it was different. 
It was a choice.

That’s why I didn’t understand why it was sparing me.  
I waited anxiously for its answer.  
“I didn’t spare you.”  
A heavy silence followed those cold words.  
I slowly looked at my hands.  
There wasn’t anything wrong.  
No matter where I looked, my body seemed fine.  
I continued to check until I finally realized that it wasn’t my real body.  
I felt fear struck every part of my unreal body.  
"Did you do something to my real body?" I asked angrily while suppressing my anxiousness.

However, it simply ignored me and resumed its speech with its dominating voice. 
“You told me the truth. You didn’t kill those poor souls, however, you sin won’t disappear because of that.”  
I still didn’t know what it was talking about.  
With a trembling voice, I asked the words that scared me the most.  
Because I knew the answer.  
“What is my sin?”  
A cold and merciless voice filled the space around me.  
“Your sin… is your own existence.”  
The cruel reality was exposed bare before me.  
I wanted to scream and deny its claim, but the words lost themselves in my mouth.  
“One day you will realize it too. I didn't spare you. I simply postponed your judgment. I won't kill you this time because I think you’re a necessary evil. That’s the only reason you’re still alive.”  
It was difficult to think or speak anymore.  
My mind was filled with questions.  
As if to answer those questions, the voice rose again.  
“You already know the answer. Remember. The answer is hiding in your memories.”

I didn't have the time to think deeply about those words when weird images forced their way into my head. This sudden change made me close my eyes in reflex. I was only stunned and lost a few seconds until I realized what those images were.

Flashes of my previous life were flooding my mind.

Slowly at first before accelerating and becoming a mix of indescribable emotions, thoughts, and past events. It quickly became painful but, as suddenly as they appeared, those images stopped and left me alone in the silent darkness enveloping me only disturbed by my rapid breathing. 
After a few seconds, two powerful blue lights appeared in the darkness.

Those lights seemed familiar.  
However, I couldn’t remember where I saw them.  
I couldn’t until I felt that those lights could see through my soul.  
It was a familiar sensation.  
A feeling I forgot after all those years.  
A face came to my mind. A face, I thought would be forever a memory.  
With this face in mind, I remembered the laugh I hated so much.  
Those two lights appearing in my mind were exactly like the blue eyes of the man who killed me in my previous life.  
I finally remembered the moment I desperately tried to bury in my mind.  
The moment of my death.  
It wasn’t a peaceful death.  
It was a death filled with pain and regret.  
I remembered his merciless face when the strange circle started to glow.  
I also remembered his words.  
I didn’t understand them at that time. It wasn’t possible.  
However, nearly ten years later, some parts of his speech were making sense.  
Those were merely assumptions.

I knew that I needed help to understand the truth I heard that day.
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As soon as I realized that I couldn't understand the truth about this day on my own, I also knew exactly who could help me.  
When this thought crossed my mind, I felt a fresh breeze on my neck which made me open my eyes.  
I thought I would see the darkness around me once again, but I was wrong.  
The smell of fresh grass was assailing my nostrils as I raised my head from the ground where I collapsed.  
I blinked a few times to adjust my vision.  
The blurs around me finally became clear.  
I saw the faces of a dozen elves watching me with eyes filled with wonders.  
“Are you okay, Sillath?”  
The melodious voice of the Queen resonated in my ears.  
I turned my head to look at her.  
She was kneeling beside me with a worried expression on her face.  
“My Queen, you mustn’t get close to him!”  
The angry voice of an elf came to my ears.  
I didn’t know that voice.  
I turned my head and saw one of the male elves who accompanied me here.  
His face was distorted by his anger and fear.  
“The ‘Millennium Ancestor’ judged him guilty. He is an evil existence that we must erase right here.”  
He pulled his bow and aimed at my head.  
I was still crawling on the ground in front of the giant tree. However, I was ready to avoid.  
Before I could move, the calm voice of the Queen stopped him.  
“Calil.”  
Her voice wasn’t stronger than before, but the elf stepped back immediately before putting his bow down. His front was sweating abundantly as the red eyes of the hamster fell upon him.  
“It’s not up to you to judge him. It’s not the first time I see someone collapse in front of our sacred guardian. However, I never saw someone stand up after that. I don’t know why, but the decision changed. He was spared in the end, that’s the only thing we need to know.”  
I saw some elves nodding in agreement.  
After confirming that no one would shoot me, I stood up with difficulties.  
I was exhausted, but I fixed my posture as much as I could before speaking with the Queen.  
“I will tell you everything, but I need your help in return.”  
The Queen smiled a little before nodding.  
“Not here. Let’s go.”  
We moved away from the tree.  
I silently followed her.  
We walked for half an hour without anyone uttering a word.  
I didn’t have the strength to speak. I was shaken by this experience and wasn't in the mood to start a conversation.  
We finally stopped in front of a small house made from the roots of a tree several dozen meters high. It was difficult to guess there was a house here.  
This house was like everything else in this city. Not made by the elves.  
I didn’t realize immediately, but when I turned my head, I saw that I was alone with the Queen. The hamster was also gone.  
We entered the house together.  
"Welcome to my house, Sillath. Nobody will disturb us here."  
It was a really simple small house. It was difficult to believe it was the house of the Queen. The only pieces of furniture inside were a table with some chairs and a bed.  
“Do you live here?”  
“Yes, I do. It must be surprising for a human, but elves are very different. Our greed and material need are far inferior to yours.”  
“I can only agree about that.”  
I followed her inside and sat on one of her chairs. It was made of wood and seemed to come out from the ground.

While I was analyzing it, the Queen spoke again.  
“The forest is our true house. We have little attachment to material values. It’s the reason why there isn’t any elven kingdom strictly speaking. Our forest is a sanctuary cut off from the conflicts in the world.”  
She made a small pause before continuing with a serious face. 
“Now, let’s talk about what happened. As I said earlier, the ‘Millennium Ancestor’ of our forest judges the existence of those coming in front of him. Nothing will happen to you if your existence isn’t a problem for him, but it will mercilessly crush you otherwise. Earlier, I thought you were killed, but after a few minutes, you stood up. Honestly, I don’t understand what this means, therefore I will gladly hear your explanations.”  
“Well, I don’t really know where to start…”  
I hesitated a few seconds, but no matter how much I hesitated, the fact that I needed her help wouldn't change. She was the only one who could allow me to leave the forest. Moreover, I also had questions for her.  
I took a deep breath before telling her everything which happened since the moment I came in front of the ancient tree. It was difficult to explain. I spent a long time trying to find my words. However, the Queen didn’t interrupt me. Her serious gaze didn’t change in the slightest along my speech.  
When I finished, she wore a strange expression on her face.  
“Honestly, I don’t understand either what it meant by the sin of your existence. Did you tell me the entire truth?”  
I hesitated to answer.  
Should I tell her the truth about my reincarnation?

This question circled in my head for a long time without being able to decide. 
A part of me was strongly against it. I always thought that I would bring this secret along with me in my tomb.  
If I told her, there was a chance she would be able to help me, but her attitude might change after knowing the truth.  
A long silence fell in the tiny room as I was struggling with myself.  
The Queen sensed my internal conflict because before I answered she stood up and made me sign to follow her.  
I followed her in silence inside her house.  
She came close to a wooden wall before I heard her murmur something.  
After that, the mana in the room began to change. A few seconds later, the wall opened.  
“Is this your nature magic ?”  
I couldn’t hold back the question that was on my mind since the moment we entered the city. However, I immediately realized that it wasn’t the best moment to ask.  
The Queen didn’t seem to care and answered gently.  
“Yes, it is.”  
“So this is a magic that can influence life… Can you…”  
“You’re wrong.”  
She interrupted me before I could continue.  
“Nature magic isn’t about influencing or controlling life. It’s a magic to communicate. By controlling mana in its most basic form, we are able to communicate with other life forms. It’s also possible to treat others and help the body regenerate by giving this mana to accelerate the creation cycle.”  
I pondered for a bit after her explanations.  
It was different from what I expected.  
“This magic is really different from the others.”  
“You can say that. In fact, this magic use mana in its purest form, that’s one of the differences with other magic. Moreover, we don't use this mana to influence the mana of the world and the elements around us. We simply give mana to the life form to help it fulfill our request. Of course, if this life form isn't willing then there will be no result, no matter how much mana we give." 
“You’re not afraid of me leaking the secret of your magic?” I asked a little dubious. 
She laughed a little hearing my worries.  
“Even if I teach you everything I know, this kind of magic is only possible for people who have lived a long time in contact with nature while respecting it. It’s not something humans can use. Your soul isn't compatible as you try to control everything. This magic is principally a way to communicate with nature. We don’t control the trees, but we asked them to protect us.”  
I finally understood why she answered so easily. This magic was out of my reach since the beginning.  
The wall finished opening while I repressed a silent sigh of disappointment.  
I followed the Queen quietly into a room plunged in total darkness.  
It was impossible to see anything inside.  
I had difficulties walking when the Queen grasped my hand. She had a larger hand than me, but her skin was also much smoother. I smiled a little thinking about the reactions of the elves if they saw that.  
She guided me inside. I quickly realized that I was wrong.  
It wasn’t a room, but a very long corridor. 
After a few minutes, I noticed that we were going down. We were now under the level of the ground.  
She finally stopped and murmured something.  
The walls began to shake revealing a small passage large enough to allow us to enter side by side.  
This time it was a large room.  
I was able to say that because the room wasn't plunged into darkness. Some stones in the walls and roof were emitting a calm light.  
She let go of my hand.  
“What is this room?”  
“This is where I study magic.”  
“You study magic here?”  
“Yes, look at the ground in front of us.”  
I obeyed her and looked a few meters ahead.  
I saw a huge circle drawn in the soil. I didn’t see it earlier because the bright stones caught my attention.  
I felt my body grew cold as painful memories began to appear in my mind.  
“What is this?”  
“This is a magic circle, the only way to use Lost magic.”  
“You know how to use Lost magic?”  
“I only know how to use a couple of Lost magic because it’s completely different from other types of magic. You need to draw a complicated circle to force the mana to move according to your wish to obtain the magic you desire."

"You don't have any other way to use those magic than to draw those circles?"

"Yes, this is the truth about what we now call Lost magic. No matter how hard you try to control the mana, it isn't possible to obtain any result without a circle. Magic is endless, but people are not. Never forget that. Moreover, to trigger a Lost magic, the circle isn't enough. Each Lost magic is different. This is because of those different ways that it became a Lost magic after the last Great War.”  
I was a little curious about the Great War she mentioned because I already heard several other people talking about it.  
I probably would have learned about this if I had stayed in school. 
I became a little nostalgic when I thought about those peaceful times, but quickly shake off that feeling to concentrate.  
"Only a handful of the most common magic using circles wasn't lost. Now, we used most of them on artifacts, but we still call them Lost magic to remember what we truly lost after the Great War."  
I nodded slowly after hearing her words and came closer to inspect the circle carefully.  
There was no doubt possible.  
The circle was very different from the one used in my previous life.  
This one had a single triangle inside while the previous one had different patterns.  
The only common trait between them was the stones around the circle. There was at least a dozen of them.  
“What are those stones?”  
“It’s a stone able to stock mana inside. We need it to use Lost magic because the quantity of mana we need is quite large. Some stones have different attributes, but the stone here just stock raw mana and set it free when the magic trigger.”  
I pondered for a bit.  
Those stones looked exactly like the one in my previous world. It wasn’t possible to confirm it, but there was a high chance that it was from the same mineral.  
A mineral that exists in this world and my old one. 
I couldn’t tell which mineral it was but that didn’t matter. Because I realized that those two worlds might be closer than what I initially thought.  
I continued to observe the circle carefully under the gaze of the Queen. 
“Does each type of Lost magic use a different circle?”  
I was curious to know because I understood that it was the only way to really understand what happened that day. I already knew that the old man found a way to use magic in my old world and wanted to extend his life by using my life and dozens of others before me.

I also guessed why I had more mana than others did. It was only a theory, but it was quite convincing.

However, there was one thing that was a total mystery.  
Why was I reincarnated?  
The magic used that day was most likely a Lost magic whose purpose was to transfer the life force he accumulated to him. It was impossible that my reincarnation was just a side effect.

“Maybe. In fact, I don’t know. I don’t have enough knowledge to answer you. I’m sorry.”  
I was a little disappointed.  
Since I met her, I was sure she knew everything about magic.  
I shifted my gaze to look at her.  
There was a limit to how much I could learn just by looking at this circle.  
“Why did you bring me here?”  
Her face told me she was glad that I finally stopped looking at the circle.  
“I bring you here to use this circle.”  
I took a step back.  
I immediately realized what she was saying, but I wasn't really thrilled with her idea as I lost my life the last time I entered one of those circles.  
I watched her carefully, but her face didn’t show any evil intention.  
“You don’t need to be scared, Sillath. I don’t want to hurt you. This is the only way to know what our ancestor saw in you.”  
"What is the effect of this circle?” I carefully asked. 
“This magic circle will allow me to look at your soul. It won’t hurt, I promise.”  
She was telling me not to worry.  
I wanted to believe her, however, I had a disagreeable feeling. It was just like when you blindfold a beast before killing it so that it won’t struggle.  
I wanted to refuse, but I needed answers.  
I couldn't forget the words of the ancestor.  
It was probably my only chance to find an answer.  
Therefore, after a few seconds of internal struggle, I simply nodded toward her.  
She smiled a little.  
“Do you trust me Sillath?”  
I thought a little before answering.  
I didn’t know her for a long time.  
In fact, I just met her. My impressions of the Queen were quite good, but everything I saw could be an act, something to deceive me. However, I had the feeling that this was her true character.  
I couldn't explain it. It was an irrational and reckless feeling, but I couldn't shake it no matter what.  
With her power, she could have easily subdued me a long time ago, but she preferred to spend time talking to me.  
We don't judge people by how they act toward their equal, but by how they act toward those who are inferior to them.  
I didn’t know if I could call it trust, but I had the feeling that this woman wouldn’t hurt me.  
“I do.”  
She made a beaming smile at me.  
“Thank you.”  
I took a step toward the circle.  
I entered the circle alone and stopped in the middle of the triangle.  
“Stay like this Sillath, I need some blood from you to trigger the magic”  
Before I could react, a small gust of wind erupted from her. I didn’t immediately understand why I was feeling wind under the earth until I heard a small noise.  
I looked at my feet and saw droplets of blood.  
It took me some time to react as I didn’t understand where this blood was coming. I became nervous as I looked at my hands.  
I saw a single light cut at the end of my right hand.  
I almost breathe a sigh of relief when I realized it wasn’t a serious injury.  
It was obvious she was a powerful wind mage. The control she had on her magic was really impressive.  
A question suddenly popped up in my mind as I remembered that I also dropped blood in the previous circle.  
“Why do you need blood in this magic?”  
“It’s to designate the target of the magic. Now I just have to put a little of my mana to trigger the circle. The magic stones will do the rest and supply the circle with mana. As you’re the only one link to the circle right now, even if I enter the circle after the beginning of the magic, nothing would happen to me. Now, are you ready Sillath?”  
Despite my nervousness, I nodded in agreement. I couldn't let go of this chance to know the truth about my death, my new life and my true nature.

Was I really a monster?

Was I really something that wasn't supposed to exist in this world?

I needed to at least try to find this answer. 
The pain I felt because of the previous circle was still present in my mind. For a long time, those moments haunted my nights. However, I didn't move when she kneeled in front of the circle and put her hand on the ground.  
Immediately after that, the circle began to emit some light.  
It wasn’t a fierce red light like the last time, but a pink one.  
The feeling inside was also very different. As promised, there wasn’t any pain. Just a small heat spreading through my body. It was comfortable, but also disturbing as if something was moving inside my body along with the heat.  
The sensation lasted a few minutes until the light finally disappeared.  
“It’s over Sillath, you can come out of the circle.”  
I quickly left.  
Even if the sensation wasn’t painful, I didn’t want to stay inside the circle more than necessary.  
I was grateful toward the Queen for keeping her promise.  
After thinking about it, it was probably because she didn’t want to threaten me that she didn’t bring the monster hamster with her.  
Now that the feared moment end, I was curious about the result.  
“So what did you find out?”  
I waited for her answer, but she only smiled wryly.  
“I’m sorry Sillath, but it will take some time to extract the information from the circle.”  
“Extract the information? What do you mean?"  
“This Lost magic inspected your soul and body, but to gather the information, I need to modify this circle a little and use the new one on myself.”  
I understood why it was a Lost magic hard to redevelop after its near disappearance. It was too complicated and far from being convenient.  
"How long will it take? I'm in a hurry so I can't just stay here for too long"  
“Don't worry, I will have the result tomorrow if I stay here the entire night. This time will also allow us to gather the things I wanted to give you for your journey. You can stay in my house tonight and spent your time in the town. ”  
“Thank you very much”  
I began to leave when I realized something.  
“By the way, what was the trigger of this Lost magic?”  
Blood to designate the target, mysterious stones to supply the mana and a circle to guide it. But according to her, it also needed a 'key' to trigger the magic. Without it, the entire magic was impossible to accomplish.  
Her expression changed after hearing my words. She showed a bright smile revealing her white teeth.  
“It’s trust.”  
I was dumbfounded.  
I didn’t expect that answer at all.  
"Trust?"  
"Yes, only someone you trust can be allowed to look into your soul." She said while smiling.  
After a few seconds, I recovered from my surprise and smiled back at her.  
I finally left the room alone to return inside her little house.  
I carefully sat on her bed. It was soft, but also strange. I quickly realized it was made partly with leaves. It was quite surprising, but I was too exhausted to think about that.

After talking with her for a while, I followed her advice and decided to lay down on her soft and comfortable bed. 
The sweet fragrance I smelled helped me drift into the world of dreams.

  

    
        Chapter 20: Encounter in the night

    
    
    
    
  
I quickly fell asleep.  
However, the comfortable feeling I had didn’t last.  
I had a nightmare that night.

“Your sin… is your own existence.”  
I kept hearing the voice of the ‘Millenium Ancestor’ inside my head. I couldn’t move or speak. I could only hear the voice until it changed. The voice became more human-like.  
It soon became the voice of someone I knew a long time ago.  
The voice of my brother.  
“You’re a sinner Thomas. Why did you get another chance while I didn’t?  I was the one deserving to live another life, not you!”  
The accusations of my deceased brother were like sharp knives cutting my body. I couldn’t speak, but even if I could, I wouldn’t answer.  
His face appeared in front of me along with every person I ever loved in my two lives.  
I finally woke up drenched in sweat.

I couldn’t sleep anymore so I stood up and left the little house.  
It was the middle of the night, but I didn’t care. I didn’t know if it was a side effect of my meeting with the ancestor of the forest, but this dream seemed incredibly real.  
The cold air of the night helped me clear my mind.  
After a few minutes of walk inside the city, I was finally able to calm down.  
“What are you doing here?”  
The loud voice I heard behind me made me jump from surprise and turn my head to see who was talking to me.  
It was the female elf, I fought earlier.  
It was difficult to discern her face in the darkness, but some fireflies were flying along the trees illuminating her face from time to time.  
She wore an angry expression. Her bow was on her left shoulder.  
I looked at her beautiful face, then her bow before smiling a little.  
“Do you want to have a rematch?”  
I thought that she would be angry over my words, but she simply adjusted her bow on her back and replied with a calm voice.  
“We aren’t allowed to fight in the city. We can only fight if there is a threat. What are you doing here on your own so late at night?”  
I laughed a little hearing that.  
“I couldn’t sleep, so I walked outside for a bit to cool my head.”  
“Where do you sleep?”  
“Inside the Queen’s house”  
Her long ears twitched hearing that. Her lips were moving, but no sound was coming out. I held back my laughter as I didn’t want to tease her too much.  
“You’re lying, right?”  
"I’m not, you can ask the Queen if you want, but she is busy right now.”  
She didn’t answer.  
We stayed in front of one another without uttering a word for several seconds until I couldn’t bear it anymore.  
I sighed before telling her I intended to go back to sleep.  
I started walking back when I heard her soft voice.  
“I will come with you.”  
“Do what you want.”  
We walked together towards the Queen’s house.  
She probably wanted to confirm if I told her the truth. 
“Are you alright?”  
Her question surprised me.  
“You're interested in my well-being? It’s quite surprising. I thought you hated me.”  
“I don’t hate you. I was just doing my duty as one of the guards of the forest when I fought you. However, I’m not worried about you either. In fact, I’m more curious about what happened in front of the ‘Millennium Ancestor’.”  
“You want to check by yourself if I’m an evil creature;”  
My voice was cold.  
I didn’t want to talk about what happened earlier, especially so that I could be judged again.  
“No, I don’t. I think our Queen is right. It’s not up to us to judge you. I was just curious. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”  
“Thank you. I will tell you, but not tonight, I just want to go back to sleep.”  
She nodded before we continued heading together towards the Queen’s house silently.  
“Have you really been kidnapped?”  
She suddenly broke the silence between us.  
“Yes, I was." I answered calmly.  
“Why?”  
“It's quite complicated, so let’s just say that my kidnappers wanted to use my talent for magic. I spent four years training with a subordinate before I escaped a week ago.”  
“Did you kill this subordinate to escape?”  
I hesitated a little before answering. The Queen already told her I was a murderer, but she probably couldn’t believe that a small child killed someone.  
I could have explained to her what happened to find some excuses, but I didn’t want to.

No matter how it happened, the only thing important was the result.  
“Yes, I did.”  
She didn’t answer.  
We continued to walk together with a heavy silence between us.  
“Do you think I’m a monster because I killed them?”  
“Do you feel like you did something monstrous?”  
Her question made me raise an eyebrow.  
I remembered the face of Amanda trapped in the ice and then my hands covered with ice crushing my grandfather’s head. The pain and the horrible sensation along with this noise of my hands hitting his defenseless head.

I knew that this sound would haunt me for the rest of my life. 
“Yes, I do.” I finally answered with a quiet voice. 
“Then you’re not a monster.”  
“What?”  
Her answer surprised me. I didn’t expect her to say something like this to me.  
I looked at her and saw her serious gaze despite the darkness. Her beautiful green eyes were shining as the fireflies came near us.  
“It’s only if you think that what you did doesn’t matter that you're a monster. That’s what I think. In the human world, even at peace, killing someone isn’t rare. However, that doesn't mean that it's something to be proud of. ”  
She was right.  
In my previous world, murder was an absolute taboo in society. Here, even if it wasn't tolerated, as long as there wasn’t any big evidence against you or if the one who died wasn’t someone too important then the authorities wouldn't think too deeply about it.  
Of course, I knew that the murder of Arthur Waldemar was going to be investigated.  
They will probably interrogate the coachman who fled when we started our fight. That’s why I wanted to leave as fast as possible. However, after one week in this forest, it wasn’t possible anymore.  
As long as was in this forest, I thought that I didn’t have to worry about that. If I didn’t have a family, I probably would have asked the Queen to let me stay here for a while. 
As I was walking in this beautiful forest, I admired once again its natural beauty. There wasn’t any noise except the ones coming from the branches moving rhythmically with the wind.  
I didn’t know how much time it would take me to come back home, but I was sure it would be quite long.  
According to the words of my grandfather before his death, he was planning to kidnap my sisters in six weeks. If his plan was still ongoing despite his death, I only had five remaining.  
I worried about that, but there was nothing I could do even if I rushed. Moreover, I remembered he said that he didn’t have any subordinate anymore. For that reason, I still had some hopes that his plan disappeared with his death.  
However, after thinking about it, I realized it probably wasn’t the truth.  
After all, no matter what happened, he was still rich.  
He could hire mercenaries to kidnap my sisters.  
He could also have some loyal followers like Amanda.  
Just thinking about it made me anxious.  
I tried to calm down.  
This was just useless thoughts.  
The only thing I could do was to wait for the Queen to help me get out of this forest as quickly as possible.  
After that, I was planning to send a letter to my parents to warn them.  
“What are you thinking?”  
The voice of Hiraliel brought me back to reality.  
We were in front of the Queen's house.  
I didn’t realize as I was lost in my thoughts.  
“Thank you for coming with me. Your name is Hiraliel, isn’t it?  
“Yes, it is. Yours is Sillath if I’m not wrong.”  
“Yes, it is.”  
I smiled at her  
“Good night Hiraliel.”  
“Good night Sillath.”  
We finally separated.  
I entered the house before lying down on the bed.  
I had a small smile on my lips as I fell asleep without any nightmare this time.

  

    
        Chapter 21: Revelation and determination

    
    
    
    
  
I slept in the soft bed of the Queen.  
It was nice to finally sleep in a bed and not on the hard ground of the forest. Those nights seemed distant at this moment.  
I was feeling good, but something was touching my left cheek.

It was annoying.  
At first, I tried to ignore it, but it became impossible as the feeling became stronger.  
It became painful.  
I opened my eyes to see what woke me up.  
I saw a cute little animal near my face. I wasn’t fully awake, so I didn’t realize right away what was happening. I focused on observing the creature and saw a little horn on its forehead with a huge grin on its cute little face.  
I realized too late that it was the evil hamster.  
I couldn’t react when the hamster took a step back before charging toward me. 
*SLAP*  
“Ouch, you damn piece of shit!!!”  
I stood up while holding my cheek.  
The damn hamster waited for me to open my eyes before kicking my face.  
I tried to kick him back, but it was just too fast. My blows only hit the air. I could only watch angrily the little hamster running happily in the small room while mocking me.  
After a few minutes of humiliation, I finally gave up.  
“I swear you'll regret it someday, you damn hamster.”  
The hamster just grinned at me before turning around.  
“What the…?”  
The hamster was showing me its little butt while making vulgar movements.  
“Enough Bethil.”  
A strong but soft voice echoed behind me. The hamster immediately stopped its tomfoolery before running away.  
I turned around and saw the Queen standing in front of the entrance she made the day before. She had huge dark circles around her eyes.  
“Are you alright?”  
The impression she gave was different from before. She looked frail and weak.  
She smiled a little before answering.  
“Yes, I am. You don’t have to worry about me.”  
She walked to her bed with unsteady steps.  
“I’m sorry about Bethil's attitude. He is the guardian of this forest so he likes elves, but for humans, it’s different.”  
“I’m sure this is personal.”  
She laughed a little.  
Even her beautiful laugh seemed different today.  
She sighed a little before looking at me in the eyes.  
Her serious attitude changed the atmosphere of the room in an instant.  
I understood what she wanted to talk about.  
Therefore, I sat on the chair in front of her bed before fixing my posture.  
“I finished gathering the information.”  
A heavy silence fell between us as I waited for her to continue.  
“As I suspected, the strength of your soul is abnormal and way superior to the soul of a human. There is no doubt about that. I’m also sure that it’s not something natural. I can’t think of any magic that can do something like that.”  
I was a little disappointed.  
I already knew that or at least I suspected it strongly.  
“That’s not all.”  
I raised my head to look at her in the eyes one more time. I immediately focused on her words.  
“You’re not human.”  
I was caught off-guard.  
My heart began to quiver as more questions appeared in my head.  
“What do you mean by that? My parents are both humans, there must be a mistake.”  
“It’s not a mistake. Actually, it makes more sense this way.”  
“More sense?”  I asked in disbelief. 
“Yes, because even if your soul produces an important amount of mana and naturally restrict itself like other children, it’s still difficult to believe that a human body would be able to bear so much mana.”  
I couldn’t answer anything. What she said was believable, but I couldn’t ignore the uneasiness in my heart. 
“So I’m not human. What am I then?”  
“I don’t know, I’m sorry. I can only tell you that you’re at least partially human.”  
"Partially human… Is that a joke?" 
I had the unpleasant feeling of being a monster.  
“This is the only things I can tell you with just this magic. If you want me to help you, I need to know the truth that you’re hiding.”  
Her serious gaze made me uneasy.  
"The truth?" I asked hesitantly.  
"Yes. I know that you're hiding something from me. It's alright if you don't want to talk about it. We all have our secrets, but to be totally honest, I already have some assumptions."  
I stayed silent after hearing her words and waited for her to continue.  
"Even if you weren't aware that you aren't Human when I brought you into my study room, I saw your eyes and expression change after looking at the magic circle. This wasn't the first time you've faced a Lost magic, was it?  
I didn’t know how to react in front of her.  
I spent the night asking myself if I should tell her the truth or bury it in my memories.  
I wanted to tell her, but I couldn’t.  
It was as if my heart was frozen in fear just thinking about the possible consequence if this secret was revealed.  
“Do you trust me?”  
Her words hit me like a bullet.  
She asked me the same question as before.  
I trusted that she didn't want to hurt me, but talking about my reincarnation was a step that I wasn't willing to take easily.

This secret must never be revealed. This was what I've always thought since my reincarnation.

However, if I wanted to find an answer then this was the only way.  
I had to make a choice.  
I could refuse and end things there or I could tell her the truth.  
If I told her everything, I would take a risk, but if I didn't then this secret would haunt me forever.  
I clenched my fists.  
I couldn’t run away forever.  
It was a chance to discover the truth about my existence.  
If I didn’t seize it, I was sure that I would regret it.

And I had enough regrets for two lives. 
“I trust you”  
I took a deep breath to calm myself before starting the story about my life.  
“It’s a story hard to believe so it will be better if you don’t interrupt me before the end.”  
She nodded strongly.  
I finally started to talk.  
I told her I was born in another world. 
About my death and my reincarnation. I told her everything without hiding any detail. It was as if poison was leaving my body. The more I talked, the more I wanted to talk.  
The Queen didn’t interrupt me, but I saw her pretty face twitch from time to time. It was obvious she didn’t expect that.  
I didn’t know how long I'd been talking, but when I finally stopped, my mouth was completely dry.  
I waited anxiously for her reactions.  
Her face was paler than before.  
In front of her gaze filled with wonders I understood.  
I was an existence that shouldn’t exist in this world.  
As I clenched my fists in frustration, the Queen stretched her hand and grabbed mine.  
I was so surprised that I couldn’t react.  
She pulled me toward her before hugging me.  
“It must have been hard for you, Sillath.”  
I couldn’t believe my ears.  
Her soft voice softened my heart and calmed me down. We stayed like that without moving. Her embrace was warm. I wanted to stay like that forever.  
“You don’t have to punish yourself anymore. You don’t have to hold back your feelings anymore. Just let it go.”  
It was just a peaceful moment in the storm I have lived until now.  
However, it was enough.  
I stayed like that until I calmed down.  
I was happy she reacted that way, as I was afraid she would call me a monster like the ‘Millennium Ancestor’. 
I left her arms to stand right in front of her.  
“I don’t know what will await you in the future, but I’m sure of something, the ‘Millennium Ancestor’ is always right.”  
“What do you mean?”  
“I think you will have an important role to play in the future of this world. I’m also sure that something really bad will soon happen.  
“I just want to have a peaceful life. Besides, I’m not so easy to kill.”  
“Maybe, but you have people you care about. In this world, your own strength will always be your strongest support. But this isn't the most important. You have to possess a strong heart before anything else. And I think that yours isn't strong enough yet."  
The tree already said a thing similar to me.  
Life was cruel, ready to swallow everything in its path.  
If I didn’t stand up for myself then everything would just keep resetting. I would be once again no more than a spectator of my own life waiting for it to swallow me.  
I had to change.  
I had to face my guilt and my fears.  
“You know what I mean when I say your heart isn’t strong enough, don’t you?” 
I looked at her beautiful eyes.  
I knew exactly what she meant.  
“How do you know?”  
“The Lost magic I used on you told me about that. So, what do you need to do?”  
A silence fell between us. I remembered what happened that day. I was afraid just to think about it. I remembered Amanda’s face as the ice spread without stopping despite my efforts and my screams.

I was helpless at that moment.  
However, I couldn't stay like that. 
I clenched my fists as hard as I could.  
I knew the answer she was waiting for.  
“I need to use my Sacred magic once again.”  
She gave me a small smile after hearing my reply.  
“Yes, being able to discover a sacred magic by yourself is incredible, but if you don’t use it then it’s meaningless.”  
That day, thanks to the Queen of the Great Forest of the West, I decided to use my sacred magic once again.  
A magic that could protect my loved ones.  
A magic to change my fate.  
At that time, I didn’t know that this moment would lead me on a path very different from the salvation I was hoping for with all my heart.

  

    
        Chapter 22: A world of magic

    
    
    
    
  
The sun was already up, but I was still inside the Queen's house.  
They still needed some time to gather what they wanted to give me, so I didn't have any other choice but to wait. Of course, I could leave immediately without what the Queen had planned to give me, but that wasn't a smart thing to do given the dangerous journey ahead of me. 
In the meantime, I simply talked to her for almost an hour.  
She was very curious about my old world, so I spent my time answering her questions. She had trouble imagining the technologies I was describing.  
“You don’t have any magic, but guns to fight and cars to move. Strange world”

'Stranger than a hamster who shows its butt to provoke me?' 
I swallowed those words and answered.  
“Well, we also have phones, computers and many other things I miss.”  
Her eyes were sparkling.  
I immediately realized that I shouldn’t have told her that. 
I had to spend a huge amount of time answering her questions. She was clearly exhausted but didn’t want to rest.  
It wasn’t surprising.  
She seemed very curious, so someone who came from another world was probably the most incredible thing she could imagine.  
I answered all her questions. It was my way to thank her for her kindness. Without her, I probably would have died in the forest or I would still be wandering aimlessly wasting the precious time I had left.  
I was glad to see her smile. With the cute looking hamster on her shoulder, it was a beautiful view.

It was difficult to think that they could kill me when they wanted.  
Never trust appearances. 
I made this vow while looking at their beautiful and harmless appearance. It wasn't my old world anymore and I knew that if she wanted to use or kill me, there was nothing I could do to stop her.  
After all, I was just a small child.  
It wasn’t a pleasant feeling to know that you’re at the mercy of anyone. She wasn’t the kind of person to benefit from it, but I didn’t want to become the tool of someone like I was for the past four years.  
Hopefully, there was a way for me to escape this fate.  
It was to continue learning magic.  
In this kingdom, talent in magic was above everything else.  
If I could become a powerful mage with a high rank in various elements, I would be able to protect myself. The King would also favor me.

My goal wasn’t to become a Master mage. Not yet at least. I wanted a goal I could attain.

There were differences between each rank in magic, but it wasn’t rare for a Scholar mage to beat someone with a higher rank. After all, it all depends on how you use your magic.  
However, Master mages were mysterious existences and something almost impossible to reach. The classical rules didn’t apply to them. Even the King didn’t dare to offend a Master mage. They weren’t almighty, but they were still a very different existence.  
Incredible and terrifying at the same time.  
I didn’t know how many Master mages there were in our kingdom, but everybody knew there were at least ten Archimages.  
They were the members of the Magic Council  
They weren’t officially a part of the Dorell Kingdom even if several members came from this kingdom. It was because of their power that they could create this independent force.  
The noble houses desperately wanted to enroll a Master mage.  
This was easier said than done, as there were few things they could offer them that they couldn’t take by themselves.  
It was this kind of power I wished to possess.  
I didn’t want to bow in front of someone like my grandfather. I didn't want to be helpless anymore.

In this world, there were many rules to avoid chaos, but only one law.  
The law of the strongest.

These thoughts crossed my mind as I watched this unfathomable Queen and her mysterious pet. She was almost within arms reach, but I knew that her existence was much further away than that 
After a couple of hours of intense talking about my old world, the Queen seemed satisfied or was too tired to continue, it was hard to say.  
“I think I will rest for a bit now.”  
“I will leave then… Your Highness”  
She frowned a little after hearing my words.  
“You don’t have to call me that way. Just call me Hirillë as you did before.”  
I hesitated but finally nodded.  
“I will.”  
She gave me a tired smile.  
It was time to leave her alone to rest. She lay down on her bed before telling me she wanted to see me later.  
I wanted to inquire about how long it would take to gather their gifts, but I was afraid of sounding impolite, so I kept quiet.  
I left the house as to not disturb her.  
The sun blinded me when I exited her dark house.  
There wasn’t any way to know the hour in this world except by using the sun. It seemed the astronomical laws of my old world were the same here. Just by looking at the sun, I knew it was a little before midday.  
When my eyes finally adjusted to the daylight I was once again surprised by the beauty of this town. For someone like me who lived before in a small human town, it was really different. Especially since I lived even before that in a polluted and dirty city. The changes were like the difference between heaven and earth.  
I breathed with delight, filling my lungs with fresh air and began to walk in the city.  
I met various elves on the way. They were all extremely beautiful with hair more or less silver. I was curious why the Queen was the only one without this hair color, but I didn’t dare to ask. After everything she did for me, I didn’t want to be rude.  
As the Queen said, they weren’t hostile toward me. In fact, they were more curious about me than anything else.  
Nearly half of them never saw a human before. It was understandable because the youngest elves spent their entire life inside this forest without any human coming inside.  
I also noticed that only male elves had a bow. The only exception was Hiraliel. I was curious about that, but I didn’t see her during my stroll. I wished I could talk to her before I left.  
As I was wandering inside the city, I found a place empty without too many trees near it.  The place was deserted. It was quiet without any other noise except for a few animals and the sound of branches moving with the wind.  
I sat on the ground to enjoy this peaceful moment. My heart was calm, but my mind wasn’t. I couldn’t help but think about everything I learned. In the end, we didn’t speak about Lost magic enough to understand what happened that day.  
However, not knowing the truth wasn’t what bothered me.  
The words of the Queen replayed in my head.  
I needed to get stronger. 
Therefore, it was time to use this magic once again.

This desert place was perfect for that. Even if I lose control, no one will be hurt.  
I stood up and breathed slowly.  
I gathered mana in my right hand before raising it.  
I imagined the cold spreading in front of me, like that day.  
I closed my eyes to help me concentrate and tried to remember the coldness I felt while I was trying to free Amanda.  
The ice covering my hands.  
The cold spreading around me.  
The fear and helplessness seizing my heart.  
It was as if I was back to that moment.  
I gritted my teeth and triggered my magic.  
It was only the second time I used the Sacred magic of ice, so I wanted to be cautious. I didn’t gather much mana, but it was enough.  
Or so I thought.  
When I opened my eyes, nothing had changed.  
I tilted my head, not understanding. After a couple of seconds, I realized that I didn’t use enough mana.  
I tried again, but this time I gathered a huge amount of mana in my hand. Nearly as much as the first time I used the sacred magic of ice. I imagined the cold once again. Imagination was the key to use magic according to Gandalf. I was a dreamer in my previous life. It wasn't complicated for me to imagine something as simple as ice.  
I triggered my Sacred magic.  
*BOOM*  
I opened my eyes after I felt magic leaving my hand.  
However, after seeing the result, I was shocked.  
I wasn’t expecting that.

The magic left a small mark on a huge boulder a dozen feet away from me.  
“Why?”  
It was the only question on my mind.  
I came closer to the boulder and put my hand on it.  
There was no doubt.  
It was a failure.  
I didn't use my Sacred magic of ice, but a simple waterball.  
I failed, but I couldn’t give up so easily. Therefore, I tried again.  
Each time I increased the amount of mana in my magic.  
However, I chained failures.  
After several failed attempts, I fell to my knees breathing heavily. My rapid breathing wasn’t because I couldn’t continue, but because I couldn’t calm down. This situation was incomprehensible to me.  
That day, there was no doubt that I had used ice, so why couldn't I use it now?

I tried using the Sacred magic of ice again, but I couldn’t.  
“SHIT!!” I shouted as loud as I could.

This frustration was hardly bearable. I was completely lost about what to do.  
As I was starting to lose hope, I heard a small laughter behind me.  
I turned my head only to see the horned hamster laughing.  
“It’s not the time to piss me off, damn hamster”  
I was ready to vent my anger on this little devil when I heard light footsteps behind me.  
“Is something wrong Sillath?”  
It was the Queen.  
“Hirillë!!!”  
A smile appeared on my face. I hoped she could help me understand what was wrong with this magic.  
The Queen was startled when I explained to her that I couldn’t use Sacred magic anymore.  
“I didn’t know something like that was possible.”  
I was angry with myself.  
I wanted to never use this magic again after Amanda’s death, but when I gathered my courage to train this Sacred magic, it wasn’t possible anymore.  
I didn’t know if this was a joke, but the damn hamster found it hilarious. It was rolling on the ground while making strident noises.  
Its laughter was difficultly bearable. I felt a vein pop up on my front in irritation.  
“Sacred magic is a rare ability. If you used it before then this means that you have the ability to do it. This is the biggest obstacle for the majority of mages. I saw many Sacred mages, but they obviously never told me their secret. As a result, I don’t have the slightest idea how to use Sacred magic. I’m sorry Sillath”  
I sighed after hearing her words but it wasn’t surprising. If she wasn’t a sacred mage herself, then she couldn’t explain what was wrong with me.  
“It's a shame, but I don’t think you should spend your day trying to use this magic again.”  
I pondered for a while after hearing her advice.  
She was right. Several mages spent years trying to master a Sacred magic on their own and most of them failed in the end. I didn’t want to lose as much time.  
Moreover, I had other worries.  
I was a Sokeï mage, but the only element I could use effectively in fights was water. I became a Scholar water mage by learning the barrier magic ‘Water shield’ that taught me how to control the speed of the water I produced. However, it wasn’t the case for the other elements. If I wanted to become stronger, I could train exclusively my water element to quickly pass the second barrier and become a Wise water mage, but it would be a waste.  
Why use only one element when you can use four? 
Therefore, I put my Sacred magic problem aside and set myself the goal of becoming a Scholar mage in the other elements.  
I hoped the Queen could help me train, but she still looked tired.  
“Do you know where I could shoot magic? I don’t want to damage the trees.”  
“You want to shoot magic? In that case…”  
She made a small move with her hand. I only felt a slight disturbance in the mana around us before hearing a huge noise behind me.  
I turned around and saw the earth rising before taking the shape of practice targets.  
She controlled the form, so she was at least a Wise earth mage. 
I made the same deduction with Amanda.  
A mage who could control the speed of his magic was a Scholar mage. If he could also control the shape then he was a Wise mage. Amanda explained this to me clearly. Even if I didn’t know how to become a Saint or a Master mage, I was sure of that.  
I hesitated but finally couldn’t hold back my curiosity.  
“It’s incredible. If this doesn’t bother you, can you tell me your rank as a mage.”   
She seemed a bit surprised but wasn’t offended either. She made one of her usual dazzling smiles before answering with her soft voice.  
“It doesn’t bother me at all, Sillath. I’m a Wise water mage and a Master mage in wind and earth elements.”  
I made her repeat again.  
It was just too incredible to believe it blindly. If I didn’t trust her, I’m sure I would think she lied to impress me.  
I finally understood why the other elves worshipped her. She was kind, but her power was no joke. A Master mage had a complete control over the element. This meant she could use wind and earth the same way she used her limbs. Moreover, she was an elf so she obviously had a huge amount of mana.  
Since coming to this world, I tried to change. I tried becoming a good person without the pride I had in my previous life.  
However, it was easier said than done. When people around call you a genius all the time, you end up believing it yourself. I was proud of myself. I was proud of my talent in magic, but in front of her, I realized that I was insignificant.  
I knew she was strong, but I didn’t imagine she was a Master mage of two elements.  
It wasn’t her intention, but she shattered the pride I had in my magic. The fact that I couldn’t use Sacred magic anymore didn’t help either.  
It took me some time to digest this new. However, it was probably a good thing. Excessive confidence could be fatal. I needed to know my limits.  
After calming down, I started shooting earth, wind and fireballs at the target the Queen had made. She was sitting on the ground without making any noise.  
I started a couple of minutes ago until she raised her hand.  
I was surprised but quickly stopped to look at her.  
“Sorry to bother you Sillath, but why are you doing this?”  
“Well, I’m training my magic. I try to shoot elements as fast as I can to learn how to control speed. It’s the first step to learn the first barrier magic, isn’t it.”  
“You’re right and wrong at the same time.”  
“What do you mean by that?”  
“Well, it’s true that this exercise is important at the beginning to learn to control the speed of your magic but there is another purpose.”  
I was startled. It was the first time I heard that.  
“Shooting magic without moving doesn’t exhaust you physically. Therefore, you can concentrate and use your magic rather than lose your focus by running around. This exercise allows you to train your body's affinity toward mana and not your physical strength. I told you already, humans don't have a body with a high affinity, unlike elves. At the end of the exercise, your body will adjust. After some time you will be able to use more mana coming from your soul because your body's affinity toward mana would have risen."  
The soul produced our mana but needed a strong body with a good affinity to use its full potential.  
Humans didn't have a body with high potential so they could only bitterly train to raise this affinity. When the ability of the body to handle mana rise, the natural restriction of the soul to protect the body would weaken. Therefore, the mage would be able to use more mana and as a result more magic.  
I summarized in my mind her information before concluding.  
"Then this kind of training is useless for someone who doesn't have a soul producing a large amount of mana."  
In my opinion, raising the tolerance and affinity of your body was significant only if you had a strong soul producing a large amount of mana that your body couldn't naturally handle without training.  
However, Hirillë slowly shook her head in denial.  
"No, it's also important for those with weak souls because our body can also produce some mana after raising its affinity. This kind of exhaustion training raises our affinity toward mana, but also help in raising the amount of mana that our body produces. Of course, the amount is less important than the soul and for you, it's totally useless but for people with weak souls it could allow them to become real mages."  
“I understand, but I don’t see what’s wrong about that. It’s like killing two birds with one stone.”  
“Why do you want to kill birds?”  
Different worlds, different idioms… 
“…. Well, it’s just an expression from my world, don’t worry. It means that this exercise allows me to do two things at the same time. I have a strong soul, so I need a body with a high affinity to support it. If it also allows my body to naturally produce some mana then it's only beneficial.”  
“Ah!!! I feel stupid asking you that. Well, it’s true but for you, it’s nearly useless.”  
“Useless?”  
“Yes, even if you have an incredible mana pool that your body can't handle yet, don't forget that you are only partially human. There is no point in doing this exercise. For your body to be able to contain so much mana, it mustn't be ordinary. With a soul so powerful, able to produce so much mana, it would be impossible for a weak human body to support it even with the natural restriction created by your soul because you're still a child. When you grow up, your body's affinity will naturally rise much higher than what a human can do. When you will become an adult, I'm sure that you will naturally become able to use all of your mana.”  
I nodded after hearing her words.  
“Well, it’s true, but I still need to pass the first barrier magic.”  
She sighed while shaking her head. Her hair moving along gracefully.  
“Do you know what a barrier magic is?”  
“Well, it’s…”  
I stopped mid-sentence. I understood that I didn’t have the right answer this time either.  
“I don’t know.”  
“It’s just an illusion.”  
I was surprised but simply waited for her to continue.  
“Ranks, barrier magic, Sokeï mage… All of these are just illusions. It’s only a way to classify the mages between them. The kingdom invented barrier magic to help the people training. Without this, the number of decent mages would be much lower. They created methods of training like this to help the young mages. Those methods are really effective, but each person is different, if you just follow blindly the path of someone else, you will never become a powerful mage.”  
In a few sentences, she shattered everything I believed about magic.  
After thinking about it, I realized she was right once again. 
“So what should I do?”  
“First, you shouldn’t use three elements at the same time. You should concentrate on one element before starting to train with another. This is the greatest challenge for mages who are able to use three or four elements. You can use more elements than common people, but each element is different, you mustn't forget that. Second, you can continue to shoot your magic like that. It’s a good way to improve the speed of your magic. However, you don’t have to shoot so many times even if you can. You must concentrate and analyze what happened the previous shot to improve.”  
I nodded after each of her sentences. I believed Amanda was a good teacher, but the Queen was in another league. As a Master mage, it wasn’t surprising she understood more about magic than Amanda.  
She continued to give me bits of advice.  
I was eager to learn more from her. Learning from a Master mage was a rare chance I couldn’t waste. It was a shame I couldn’t stay here to train with her.  
“So what element do you wish to train first?”  
I thought about it.  
I was already a Scholar water mage, so I thought it might be more difficult to train an opposite element directly.

Therefore, I ruled out the fire element for now. 
My choices left were earth or wind.  
Wind magic was useful to change direction and move faster. It was clearly a good choice. I was ready to choose wind when I remembered my fight with Amanda. There was a clear difference in experience, but there was something else. My earth magic was too weak. I wasn’t able to stop her movements when I trapped her legs or when I tried to knock her out with my earth spear. If I choose to train my wind magic, then my earth magic would stay a useless element longer.  
“I will train my earth magic.”  
Hirillë already warned me that the things she wanted to give me were ready, but that I shouldn't leave so late. It would take several hours to leave the forest and, by that time, the sun would almost be completely set.  
I agreed with her.  
As surprising as it sounded, there wasn't any threatening animal in this forest, but the wilderness was different. It wasn't possible to just walk in the dark, so waiting until tomorrow morning to leave was the safest decision.  
I trained while following her advice for the rest of the day.  
Of course, I wasn’t able to become a Scholar earth mage yet, but I felt that this method of training made more sense.  
The sun began to set. It was time to go back to her house.  
However, Hirillë just stood up before closing her eyes while raising her head toward the sky. The rays of light coming from the setting sun swallowed her as her hair was moving rhythmically with the wind. It was a breathtaking view as if a goddess stood before me.  
“Can you feel it, Sillath?”  
I didn’t understand what she was saying. She was truly a mysterious person. I remembered she also closed her eyes like this in front of the ‘Millennium Ancestor’.  
I finally answered hesitantly.  
“The wind?”  
“Not the wind, I mean what is beyond the wind. Close your eyes and try to feel it.”  
I closed my eyes but couldn’t feel anything.  
The only thing I felt was the cold wind on my skin and some mana around us.  
I spent a long time with my eyes closed until I finally understood.  
I opened my eyes suddenly.  
“The mana.”  
She smiled but shook her head.  
“Yes, but not just that.”  
She made a pause, then closed her beautiful eyes one more time before extending her arms as if to embrace the air itself.  
“When my eyes are open, I feel the earth under my feet, the wind on my face and the warm caress of the sun on my skin. When I close them, I feel the mana under my feet, the mana on my face and the mana on my skin. Do you understand what I mean by that Sillath?”  
“I’m not sure.”  
“You told me you felt the wind and the mana around you, didn’t you?”  
“Yes, I did.”  
“This is a mistake because the wind and the mana are the same things.”  
I gasped at what she told me.  
“The same thing, what do you mean?”  
“Mana is the life itself. The rays of the sun are nothing more than one shape the mana around us takes. This is the same thing for the wind, the earth and everything around us.”  
Mana is life… 
To me, mana was just a way to use magic. Something that the people of this world have been blessed with. I never really thought about the mana even if the secrets behind magic were always inside my head.  
“Do you remember what I asked you in front of our ancestor?”  
“I do. You asked me how forests are born.”  
“Do you have an answer?”  
I smiled a little. The answer was obvious because she already told me.  
“Because of the mana.”  
“Correct. Mana is everywhere, not just inside of us. In most cases, using magic is just about using your own mana to interact with the mana around you. When a lot of mana gathers in the same place, life around change.”  
“You’re talking about the deviants, aren’t you.”  
“Not just them. Deviants are animals evolving and unable to restrain their violence and instincts for some time. Those animals slowly change physically after being in contact with a lot of mana. Few of them are able to overcome this frenzied period to become an intelligent magic beast. Those mindless and bloodthirsty beasts only answering their primitive instincts aren’t the product of the mana, but the result of weak hearts. When mana influences a strong heart, incredible things can happen. It’s what gave birth to the six mythical beasts and our ‘Millennium Ancestor’.  
Except for the Nenshik and the Kollath, I didn’t know any other mystical beast, but I understood what she wanted to tell me.  
Mana isn’t good or bad.  
Only the people are.  
“The ‘Millennium Ancestor’ changed because of the strong mana around. He became the protector of nature and the animals. After several hundred years, the Great Forest of the West was born. Do you understand Sillath? This forest was born from the desire to protect. That’s why I stay here, it’s my turn to protect it now.”  
Her melodious voice echoed in my ears and heart.  
When I looked at her, my heart was warm and filled with admiration. She was a powerful mage, but chose to live her life in this forest in a small house made from wood. She chose her path and found happiness along the way.  
I was sure of it.  
Humans were fools with their greed for power and control. Many of them missed the most important.  
We were just a part of this world.

We didn’t own it.  
I closed my eyes with the Queen to feel the mana around me along with her.  
As the sky darkened by the minute, I never felt my mind clearer and my heart calmer.

It was as if we were alone in the forest, together in this world of magic.
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We stayed like that until the sky became completely dark. The fireflies of the forest became our source of light as we head back toward her house.  
I was exhausted.  
In just a single day, the Queen changed everything I knew.  
My head was filled with questions. I knew I couldn’t sleep like that. There was no way I could wait tomorrow for her to answer my questions.  
Hopefully, Hirillë wasn’t yet ready to sleep either. 

As we sat down on the chairs in her small room, we began to talk about my reincarnation.  
According to the Queen, I wasn’t human. Not totally anyway. However, that was not what I wanted to talk to her about. After all, there was no way to discover anything about it with just the two of us.  
I wanted to talk about Lost magic.  
She's already explained the basics to me, but after thinking about it, I understood that it still didn’t explain what happened that day.  
They were too many things that didn’t fit her explanation.  
I explained to her in more detail how I died.  
I described the drawings inside the two circles to her, the lights, the pain. I didn’t hide anything because something was seriously wrong.  
“If I understood correctly, the circle emitted a red light before your blood was put on the circle. After that, the color became golden.”  
“Yes, it was exactly like that. The pain came as soon as the circle became golden.”  
She made a complicated face.  
“This doesn’t make any sense to me. I don’t understand what the trigger for this Lost magic was but, even if I ignore this, Lost magic can only activate after blood is put on the circle. Well, maybe this isn't really important, but one thing is sure. This wasn't a common Lost magic.”  
We fell silent together.  
I heard some birds outside the house.  
We were stuck. The more we thought, the less we understood.  
However, Hirillë didn’t want to give up.  
“I understand the part about the two identical circles. It’s difficult to make, but it’s really effective to strengthen the magic. However, even if we forget the fact that you didn’t put blood when the circle emitted a red light, I never heard anything about the change of color.”  
“I see… Is that really important?”  
“Yes, it is. You must understand that the color of the circle is linked to the magic created.”  
I thought about it.  
“I don’t know if it’s possible, but the fact that two different colors appeared means that two different Lost magic were used on me.”  
“It’s the only logical explanation. I don’t know what the red lost magic made, but with the words of your old master it’s clear that the goal of the golden lost magic was to transfer the mana he accumulated with his previous victims toward him.”  
I thought the same thing.  
His words were quite clear. I couldn’t understand them when I died, but after my encounter with the ‘Millennium Ancestor’, I remembered his words. The meaning hidden at that time became clearer.  
“That's why I have more mana in my soul than normal people, isn’t it?”  
She nodded lightly.  
“This is the only thing I can think about. It’s likely that the golden Lost magic transferred the mana he accumulated in the stones toward you.”  
“This also explains the pain.”  
“Yes. However, the mana should have been transferred to him after that. I think this is at this moment something went wrong. Do you remember anything else?”  
I tried to remember the tiniest detail, but after a few minutes of intense thinking, nothing came to my mind. I was tied to a cross, I couldn’t do anything. The only thing I could think of was that one of the guys around the circle did something, but it was unlikely.  
“I can’t think of anything else. I didn’t do anything after that as I was almost unconscious.”  
“I see. Well, I’m also curious about your old master. It’s hard to believe he knew so much about Lost magic. Maybe, in the end, it’s not Lost magic, but something from your world.”  
We spent some time talking about every possibility, but it was no use.  
We didn’t have any idea and even if we did, we couldn’t check if this was the truth.  
We couldn’t understand what was the red Lost magic or what went wrong with the golden Lost magic. One thing was sure, instead of transferring the mana toward the old man, I kept it in my soul and was reincarnated in this world.  
“Thank you.”  
Hirillë raised her head to look at me after I told her these words.  
“Why are you thanking me? We have not yet solved this mystery.”  
“Yes, but it’s just impossible. You already helped me more than you think."  
I was reincarnated.  
I couldn't change this truth.  
However, after the words of the ancestor, I began to feel like a monster. If not for her, I would probably still feel that way.  
“You’re right, but it’s frustrating not to understand. I still have many questions. For example, who was your old master?”  
“It doesn't matter anymore, my reincarnation is definitely an accident. I don’t think it’s something he can use at will. Moreover, if my guess is right then he is already dead. You helped me understand why I had so much mana, this is already more than enough.”  
I made a small pause before continuing.  
“Besides, I’m also glad I shared this with you.”  
“I’m also glad you trusted me.”  
She made one of her dazzling smiles.  
I smiled back.  
We stayed like that in front of one another without moving. After a few seconds, she finally broke the silence.  
“What do you intend to do? You can stay here if you want.”  
She knew why I was in a hurry so this proposal was clearly just to make the end of my time here more comfortable. I couldn't help but laugh a little. Allowing a human to live in the city of the elf was definitely not something common.  
“If I stay here longer, I will be struck by an arrow before the end of the week.”  
She shook her head strongly.  
“You don’t have to worry about that. Calil will surely change his mind. Moreover, I don’t think the others think the same way.”  
I remembered the elf who tried to shoot me after my judgment. I wasn’t afraid of him, but the idea of having an angry elf near me wasn’t pleasant.  
Hirillë, as if remembering something, suddenly smiled mischievously.  
“I also think Hiraliel will not let him hurt you. I heard that you two got along pretty well.”  
“What… What are you saying? How do you know I met her?”  
She was in her underground at that moment.  
Was she omnipotent in the forest or something like that? 

“Bethil told me.”  
She turned her head to look at the horned hamster that was resting on her bed lazily  
I gritted my teeth and spoke with some anger and annoyance in my voice.  
“This damn hamster”  
I also slightly raised my voice without noticing.  
The evil hamster opened one eye to look at me. After his gaze crossed mine, he turned his head to the other side. He wasn't interested in me at all. 
I suddenly had the urge to attack this apparently harmless animal. I knew that I shouldn’t have this kind of thought, but I probably developed a hamster trauma because of that little rascal. 
I changed my focus to Hirillë and could only sigh when I saw her mischievous smile. 
“Hiraliel was nice to me, but I don’t think she would be happy if I stayed either.”  
“Why do you think that?”  
I tried to make the same smile as her.

“Because she was really upset when she learned that I was sleeping here. I think she loves her Queen a little too much.”  
Her ears twitched a little after my sentence. It was cute and quite surprising. I couldn’t hold back my laughter.  
She became red from embarrassment.  
“Stop laughing, Sillath. You’re wrong!!!”  
She finally joined me in my laughter. After a few seconds, the hamster had enough and left the house.  
The atmosphere was nice between us. It was difficult to think we only knew each other for a couple of days. I really wanted to stay here with her in this marvelous city, but I knew I couldn’t waste any more time.  
It was time to relapse in the human world.  
After a few minutes, we calmed down. I smiled at her before telling her my feelings.  
“I would really like to live here. Honestly, nothing would make me happier. However, I need to join my family. I must also warn them about the possible kidnap attempt on my sisters.”  
Hirillë lost her smile.  
“Of course, I understand. You must do that as their brother, but I don’t think the kidnapping will take place. After all, Arthur Waldemar is missing, this is far more important. Even if he gave orders before he left, which is unlikely, I think this order doesn’t matter anymore without him. Except if he had some extremely loyal follower.”  
I nodded in agreement. Her words reassured me but, even if the risk was slim, I had to leave. I couldn’t spend my time here. Even if my sisters were safe, I had to tell my parents that I was alright.  
It must have been hard for them. 
Losing a brother was the hardest thing I ever experienced. However, I couldn’t imagine the pain of losing a child.

I was sure that if she wasn’t pregnant at that time, my mother would have rushed after me. It probably wasn’t possible after that because they had other children to protect. I had to go back to ease their guilt. I also had my old promise with Gaya. 
“If you’re leaving tomorrow, then there are a few more things I want to tell you about.”  
“Yes?”  
“In the future, if you still want to discover the secret behind your reincarnation, I know someone who could help you.”  
My eyes lit up. Someone who understood Lost magic better than Hirillë. It was easy to guess it was an incredible person. 
“Who is it?”  
“It’s the Queen of the Ancient Forest.”  
“Ancient Forest?”  
I never heard this name. I only knew about the Great Forest of the West and the Great Forest of the North.  
“Some believe that this is the first forest that appeared in the world. She is, without any doubt, the most powerful and oldest elf alive.”  
“Is she more powerful than you?”  
“Yes, there is no doubt about that.”  
When she saw my excited face, she quickly extinguished my disillusions.  
“You can’t go there yet. I’m only telling you this if you still want to know in the future. The Ancient Forest is in the western part of the West continent. It’s not a place a child can go, especially since it’s close to the border of the two other Human kingdoms. Trust me Sillath, this is not a peaceful place.”  
I looked at her in the eyes. Her expression was serious.  
“I understand. Anyway, I’m still in a hurry to go back home. Thank you for everything you did for me. I just need to know how to get out of this forest.”  
“Don’t worry, I will ask someone to guide you out of the forest, but that’s it. After that, you will be on your own.”  
“Thank you very much and don’t worry, everything will be alright.”  
She shook her head in denial.  
“No, you don’t understand. Did you encounter any hostile creature inside this forest?”  
I thought for a bit. As my mind wandered through my memories, I couldn’t help but remember an incredibly dangerous monster.  
I raised an eyebrow before answering her sarcastically.  
“I remember at least one…”  
A helpless smile appeared on her face.  
“I’m not talking about Bethil. He is the guardian of the forest. Therefore, if a deviant or people with bad intentions come inside, he will defeat them.”  
“You mean eat them…”  
“Anyway, this won’t be the case anymore outside the forest. Moreover, human settlements are far from the forest. You will have to cross an important distance before finding a human town. Bandits, vicious animals and deviants aren’t rare there. It’s dangerous, especially for a young child.”  
“You know I’m not a child.”  
“Maybe inside, but your body is that of a child. You will fall prey to the slave traders when they find a cute little boy alone in the wilderness.”  
I stiffened after hearing her words.  
Slavers were certainly no joke. I was also a fresh meal for wild animals. I understood what she wanted to tell me.

This trip was dangerous. It would be safer if I waited and trained for a bit in this city.  
“How long will it take me to get to the eastern part of the continent?”  
“It’s difficult to answer. If you're lucky enough, you will be able to find and rent a Vrapy carriage in the next town. It will be quite fast that way. Do you have any money on you?”  
“I don’t.”  
I hoped she could lend me some money. It was shameful, but if I could hire someone, it would be much faster.  
“I’m sorry Sillath, but I don’t have any Human money either.”  
“Oh…”  
It wasn’t surprising. Elves didn’t care about money. In this forest, human money was totally useless. Besides, if she wanted something, she could just ask. She was the Queen of one of the Great forests of the elves and a Master mage. Nobody would refuse her anything.  
“Don’t worry about that. So how long if I’m on foot?”  
"Difficult to say, that depends on the road you will take but if you don't take the 'Blueway' to avoid any unnecessary attention then maybe around a year. Maybe more.”  
“A year!”  
I couldn’t prevent myself from screaming.  
A year was simply too long. I knew it would be impossible to go back home in six weeks, but I never imagined it would be this long. I finally understood the true value of the Vrapy carriage.  
“It’s not only because of the distance. You will have to find food by yourself and sometimes make huge detours because of deviants or simply because of the geography.”  
“Then I definitely can’t spend more time here. I need to get to the next town quickly so that I can send a letter to my parents.”  
She sighed before hugging me.  
I was surprised by her reaction.  
“Just be careful, ok? Don’t forget what I told you about magic.”  
“I won’t forget.”  
“You won’t be able to train while shooting magic during your journey, but that doesn’t mean you mustn’t train by reflecting on your magic.”  
“You remind me of my mom when you’re giving me advice like this."  
She laughed a little, but I felt her uneasiness.  
The safest decision for me was to stay in the forest, but it wasn’t the safest decision for my family.  
I’ve already made up my mind, for the better or for the worst. 
As I went to bed with the Queen, I wasn’t disturbed by her alluring figure or her sweet scent. My thoughts were fixed on the long journey that awaited me.  
Wait for me… I’m coming home!

  

    
        Story of a past: Father's choice

    
    
    
    
  
Life is strange.  
A single choice can change your life forever.  
This was the case for Millodas Waldemar.  
Blessed with one of the most prestigious names in the Dorell kingdom, he made a choice.  
Nobody understood his decision.  
He was the son of Arthur Waldemar, the head of the Waldemar House and the future heir of one of the four great noble houses. It wasn’t a position someone could attain through effort alone.  
It was the unsurpassable wall of birth.  
However, Millodas chose a different path.  
The path of an adventurer.  
A lifestyle restricted to only the bravest of souls. For those who had nothing to lose and no family to mourn them.  
The day before his 20th birthday, he left his household under the screams and curses of his own father.  
He joined the Adventurer's guild located in ‘Jellan’, the capital of the Dorell kingdom.  
The day he turned twenty years old, his request was accepted and he became a C rank adventurer. It wasn’t all that surprising that he skipped directly from the E to C rank, as he was already a Wise earth mage and an experienced swordsman.  
He immediately left the city to start his own adventure.  
It was his only wish.  
He could no longer stay in his house for one simple reason.  
He was afraid.  
He despised the noble houses. Unlike many, he looked past the smiles on their faces and he discovered that it was only a veil. A sinister disguise to hide their greed and fear of losing their power.  
His father was just the same.  
He was a good father, but even he couldn’t change his nature, one that he had inherited from his own corrupted father.  
As a result of this, his fear wasn’t to confront a deviant in a life-or-death situation; neither was it being in the presence of a member of the Ryuno clan.  
It was the thought of becoming just like his father.  
This thought became unbearable, leading him to only one decision.  
He left his own household without turning back to keep his free will and the freedom to forge his own path in the world.  
However, the world wasn’t as nice as he had thought. Even if he knew how to fight, he had never fought in a situation where his own life was at risk.  
His first mission was to kill a deviant named Otsoll. A large wolf-like creature with greenish fur. Due to its violent nature, it was a common type of Deviant. The physical changes after its transformation weren’t very important. The only noticeable aspects were the birth of a second tail on its body and a slightly darker fur. 
Millodas hesitated to take this mission, simply because he thought it was an easy request.  
He was sure he could handle it easily. 
He did not even take his sword with him.  
And his confidence nearly killed him.  
He approached the beast carelessly and used a simple earthball to kill the deviant. He wanted to end it quickly. However, he had underestimated the deviant and its instincts too much. The deviant Otsoll, easily avoided his magic after catching a whiff of his scent and leaped toward him in an attempt to behead him using its sharp claws.  
The beast was fast, faster than he had expected. He didn’t have the time to react fast enough as the beast plunged its sharp claws in his neck.  
However, as soon as the beast came close enough, a golden light erupted from the necklace hung around his neck. A violent wind immediately blew directly toward the beast.  
The violent attack killed the deviant on the spot. Its head remained on the ground, split in two from the powerful force of the necklace.  
Millodas fell backward as blood erupted everywhere.  
He looked at his necklace, as it fell on the ground shattered into many small pieces.  
It was an artefact capable of creating magical winds to protect its wearer in times of danger.  
Without it, there was no doubt he would’ve died.  
Millodas clenched his fists in frustration.  
This artefact was made by the Dwarves and was, as a result, an extremely expensive item. Only the wealthiest people in the kingdom could afford to have one. It was a gift from his father on his nineteenth birthday.  
He felt like a hypocrite.  
He despised his father and his thirst for money and power, but it was because of his money that he lived to see another day.  
However, the artefact was only a one-use item. Now he was without any sort of magical protection. He won’t be saved like that the next time.  
Millodas only wanted to be free from his father’s grasps. To be able to live his life the way he wanted to, but he was no different from a rebellious child who didn’t know the cruelty of life.  
His instincts told him to return to his sheltered world.  
However, Millodas chose a different path.  
He trained and hardened his heart. He risked his life multiple times and was finally rewarded.  
A few years after his first mission as an adventurer, he met his future wife: Seledia Zadir and two years later, his son was born.  
His name was Sillath.  
When he saw the face of his firstborn child, he realized at that moment that he had finally become a father. He swore to protect him at all costs, even at the risk of his own life. However, as he watched his innocent face, he remembered his own father. He left him to find his own happiness. He had never regretted his decision, but he felt that it was the right time to see him and invite him to become a part of his life.  
He wanted his son to have a good relationship with his grandfather.  
As a result, a month after Sillath’s birth. He sent a letter to his father.  
In the letter, he apologized and told him that he wanted him to become a part of his life. He wished to introduce him to his wife and son. The letter contained Millodas’ feelings and hopes that one day he could reunite with his own father to share his happiness.  
However, it was already too late.  
The father he knew was already gone.  
Arthur Waldemar was destroyed by his illness.  
His once vigorous and strong body was now frail and sick. His joyful nature was replaced by anger and sorrow. More than his body, it was his mind that had changed the most. Abandoned by his own son, he lost his body and with it, his strength and power.  
He was merely a shadow of his former self.  
Now that his house was on the brink of destruction, the only feeling in his heart was shame. The shame that his great, noble house would disappear all because of him.  
Of course, Millodas wasn’t aware of the assassination attempt that deprived him of his mana. His father made sure that this matter wasn’t made public.  
He asked one of his last loyal subordinates to look after his son and to protect him and his family during their times of dire need. It was the last thing he could do because as long as his son was alive, the Waldemar house could live on through him.  
The day he received this letter from his son, he was already aware that he had a grandson. However, his frozen heart disallowed him from feeling joy.  
The once glorious and powerful Arthur Waldemar was now sick and weak. His last bit of pride prevented him from letting his son and grandson witness his pitiful state.  
As a result, he refused the hand his son stretched out to him.  
He chose his pride over hope.  
This decision changed his life and that of his son forever.  
Despair was invited but had yet to come.  
-- 

Over the years, Arthur Waldemar's condition has only gotten worse.  
It became impossible for him to use even the simplest of magic without feeling dizzy. 
His mind and judgment had become obscured as his loneliness and shame grew stronger.  
He lost hope for the future. Just wondering whether his life would be lost before his house.  
Some people say that you can’t taste true despair without hope.  
It wasn’t his opinion.  
Despair was already in his heart, but when a letter came from Amanda, his long-forgotten hope had finally arrived.  
A new world of possibilities opened in front of him after learning that his grandson had a tremendous amount of mana. He passed the Elementary test at a surprisingly young age but had already a large quantity of mana.  
If his grandson could become a powerful mage, he would ultimately be able to save the Waldemar house and rid him of the shame that was eating away at his heart for the past few years.  
The former Arthur Waldemar would have asked his grandson to lend him his strength in the future, but his pride and the anger he felt toward his son and his wife were too strong to consider that possibility.  
There was only one solution.  
He made preparations and gave orders to Amanda. His son became a B rank adventurer after only a few years. He was strong. There was no doubt about it. However, he did not fear the strength of his son.  
His fears rested on Seledia Zadir.  
He had conducted a lot of research on her history. She was an A rank adventurer and a Saint fire mage. There were also testimonies about her violence.  
Amanda was strong, but not enough to deal with her.  
They had to wait for an opportunity because they will only have one chance.  
As he was busy devising a plan to deal with her, another letter came from Amanda.  
Seledia Zadir was pregnant once again.  
Finally, fate seemed to move in his direction. He was going to have another grandson or granddaughter, but more importantly, their long-awaited opportunity to seize Sillath had finally arisen. The date was planned.  
Amanda will act when Seledia will be at her weakest, the moment before she gave birth.  
Everything had gone according to the plan and, Sillath was easily captured.  
In a decade, he would become the official heir and the beacon of hope for the Waldemar house. His house would finally rise from the ashes and his shame will soon disappear.  
This was his only hope, his primary obsession.  
But never did he consider that Sillath would become the one to destroy his hopes and dreams of reviving the Waldemar House.

  

    
        Story of a past: Father's fight (First Part)

    
    
    
    
  
“Where is Sillath?” Seledia asked with concern and pain difficult to hide in her voice.

She was about to give birth. She was sure of it. However, she was sad that her son wasn’t by her side.  
Millodas who was holding his wife’s hand anxiously shook his head.  
“I don’t know either…”  
They were currently in their bedroom. Seledia was on the bed with her husband by her side. Aten, the elf doctor of the town was also in the room. He had offered to help Seledia give birth.  
In this world, humans who weren't strong water mages were only able to use Primordial magic to help cure minor wounds and diseases. The only race that could truly use healing magic to its full extent was the Elven race.  
Giving birth without any medical attention wasn’t easy, but most importantly it wasn’t safe.  
With the mayor absent, Aten was the only one able to help her.  
Therefore, Aten’s assistance was extremely important to ensure a smooth delivery, for both Seledia and the baby’s sake.  
Aten couldn’t leave Seledia alone. It was the same for Millodas who was important to support his wife during this ordeal. They had all hoped that Sillath would come in due time, but they couldn’t afford to look for him. 
The childbirth finally started.  
The painful screams of Seledia echoed within the house for several hours. It was quite long, because to everyone’s surprise, she had to give birth to two children.  
Finally, her painful screams ended. The house was silent, except for the small cries of the two newborn babies in Seledia's arms.  
As soon as the delivery was over, Aten sat on the ground exhausted. He quietly caught his breath while staring at the beaming smile of Seledia and the tears of joy in Millodas’ eyes. It was without a doubt, one of the happiest moments in their lives.  
Seledia had given birth to two baby girls. It was difficult to tell whether they were identical twins or not, but on closer examination, they realized that their faces were very similar. The oldest one was moving fervently while the second one was about to fall asleep. 
The room was filled with nothing but happiness.  
However, they were just a little disappointed that Sillath missed this precious moment.  
They began to discuss the names of their newborn children. They had both already decided what to call their new child if it was a boy or girl. However, they had not expected to have two baby girls.  
After talking for a few minutes, they finally decided their second daughter's name.  
“Our oldest daughter will be Sellysse, and this little one will be Llinadia.”  
This decision left Seledia’s lips who couldn’t repress her smile.  
As the two of them sat down, staring happily at their two innocent baby girls, Seledia finally opened her mouth.  
“Can you go find Sillath, honey?”  
Her voice was weak and delicate. In addition to that, she had problems catching her breath.  
Millodas quietly nodded before kissing his wife and his two daughters on the forehead.  
He left the house before heading toward Gaya’s house. He knew that the two of them were quite close and Sillath was also a shy child. As a result, in his mind, this was the only place where he could be.  
He was wrong.  
Sillath was nowhere to be found and Gaya hadn't seen him since the morning when they separated.  
Millodas began to worry.  
As a city guard, he knew that Sillath was never in danger as long as he stayed within the city, but it was different if he had entered the forest alone. After paying a visit to the barracks, he quickly organized a search party with his colleagues. Sillath had disappeared only several hours ago, so this reaction seemed a bit excessive. However, this wasn’t the case.  
In the kingdom, cities were mainly isolated. It was rare for soldiers from the capital to come to another city, especially if it was a small one like ‘Tegralle’. It wasn't the role of the organization controlled by the magic council either. Their job was to prevent wars and to fight against criminal organizations. It wasn't their role to find lost children.  
Millodas could only rely on himself and his comrades to find his son.  
As time flew by and the sun about to set, his anxiety grew stronger. A fear like he had never felt before completely seized his heart. The last mission to kill a deviant was only around a week ago. It wouldn’t be surprising if another deviant was born, in the meantime. In front of a creature like that Sillath stood no chance of escaping alive.  
This thought worried him even more. 
Without luck to find Sillath within in the city, they began to set off for the forest, and just as they were about to enter it, a small child appeared in front of them. On the spur of the moment, Millodas was ready to embrace and secure him in his arms. He only felt joy and relief, but as he approached the small figure, he quickly realized it wasn't him.  
The night sky and his strong desire to see his son played tricks on him.  
It took him only a few seconds to overcome his disappointment and realize that the small child was none other than Gaya.  
“Please… Let me help!”  
“I can’t! The forest is too dangerous for a child. Go back home, we’re losing precious time here.”  
Millodas yelled at her. He knew she only had good intentions, but he only saw her as someone who would slow down their search. There was simply nothing she could do.  
“I can follow his scent.”  
He stopped in his tracks as he heard her declaration. He suddenly remembered that she was a member of the beast tribe. She was certainly capable of helping in the search.  
“Captain, we’re losing time.”  
One of his men reminded him of the seriousness of the situation. He no longer had the time to hesitate.  
“Please, help me find my son.”  
She only nodded her cute little head before closing her eyes. She seemed to be concentrating hard. It took the soldiers a long time to notice because of the darkness of the night. However, when a soldier held out a torch, a couple of men couldn’t help but gasp in surprise. Her pure white skin had turned completely dark, and soon after dark hair began to cover her entire body. Gaya’s form was changing right in front of their eyes. Even her clothes began to rip apart under her metamorphosis.  
After a few seconds, Gaya was gone and a little black panther was standing in her stead. Only her two beautiful electric blue eyes remained from her humanoid form, other than that she had gone through a complete change.  
“This way.” She said.  
To everyone’s surprise, the panther talked before running at top speed further into the forest. Millodas and the others just followed. She stopped from time to time with her nose on the ground, just like a tracker dog. There was no doubt that she was following Sillath’s scent.  
Unable to restrain himself longer, Millodas shouted as loud as he could.  
“SILLATH!!!”  
He screamed his name again and again. However, his screams were only met with silence. The guards around him were exchanging worried glances because they understood what the absence of an answer meant.  
Gaya was now moving in circles. Millodas quickly reached her.  
“Gaya, what is it? Where is Sillath?”  
She answered with a teary voice.  
“I-I don’t know, I lost his scent. He was here, I‘m sure of it but… I don’t know where he went from here onwards.”  
Millodas felt his entire body freezing as if cold water had been poured on his head.  
The nearby soldiers began to carefully inspect the trees. Millodas quickly noticed this.  
“What are you doing? My son isn’t here. Let’s split up and look for him.”  
His subordinates only nodded without arguing.  
After Gaya’s words, they suddenly lost hope. They weren’t looking for Sillath anymore, at least alive. They were only looking for blood trails or body parts on the ground to find any traces that Sillath’s body was here. However, under the desperate screams of the man they respected so much, they never had the courage to tell him that his son was probably already dead.  
They could only obey and began to split up.  
They spent the rest of the night looking for Sillath but found nothing.  
The forest was quite vast but not boundless. When the sun began to rise, they knew that Sillath was no longer in the forest. The good news was that they found nothing to conclude that he was dead. There was no body and no deviant. 
Nothing.  
A deviant rarely ever left its place of birth immediately. Therefore, the probability of Sillath being attacked by a deviant was quite low.  
It was time to head back home. Millodas could only hope with all his heart that he panicked for no reason, that Sillath was quietly sleeping in his room.  
He quickly came back to his house.  
Some of his colleagues went home to get some sleep, while only a few others continued to look for any possible clues in the forest. Gaya continued to sniff the soil desperately.  
Millodas finally reached his house. He searched every room, but could not find him. He suddenly thought that Sillath was probably sleeping with Seledia and his sisters because he had missed the childbirth.

This thought alone gave him hope once again. 
He ran up the stairs, imagining his loving family together in one place. He reached the front door of his bedroom and forcefully opened the door.  
*BANG*  
The babies’ cries echoed inside the room as soon as the door hit the wall.  
Seledia also woke up, startled, wondering what was going on. Until she realized, what just happened.  
“What are you doing!? You woke up the girls!!!”  She began angrily shouting toward her husband.  
Usually, her angry voice was enough to cover his entire body in cold sweat, but not in this moment.  
“Have you seen Sillath?”  
In front of his serious gaze, Seledia immediately understood that something was wrong.  
“I didn’t… What happened?”  
His final ray of hope was extinguished with the denial of his wife. He didn’t want to worry her, especially since she just gave birth, but the situation was out of control now.  
“Sillath has disappeared. Gaya hasn’t seen him since yesterday morning. I also spent the whole night in the forest with the guards, but we found no trace of him there either.”  
Seledia’s face immediately lost the color she won back from her calm, dreamless sleep.  
She suddenly tried to stand up. However, as soon as she was on her feet, she almost immediately fell down. Her delivery exhausted her physically more than she thought. Her entire body was shaking, but she gathered her remaining strength and walked resolutely toward the door.  
“Seledia, you can’t!”  
Millodas tried to stop her as she passed him. He grabbed her wrist, but she turned around angrily.  
Her blue eyes were full of tears.  
“Let me go! We must look for our son.”  
The cries of their daughters made her turn her head.  
“I know how you feel, but in this state, you won’t be able to help us. You must take care of our daughters for now. You’re the only one who can do that.”  
She knew he was right, but she couldn’t say it. She clenched her fists in frustration before wrapping her arms around her husband.  
“Find him, Millodas. Find him please.”  
She walked back toward the bed and sat down, weakened.  
Millodas could only nod, before quickly leaving the room without uttering another word.  
Only the sound of their daughters crying in the background and Seledia trying to hide her tears could be heard.

  

    
        Story of a past: Father's fight (Second part)

    
    
    
    
  
The news of Sillath’s disappearance quickly spread throughout the town.  
Each inhabitant decided to take part in the search. People began to form small groups to look for him on the outskirts of the town.  
Millodas was currently with Gaya at the place where they had lost track of Sillath the night before.  
She searched Sillath all night and was now exhausted. Tears began to form in the corners of her eyes. It was a strange sight to see her shed tears in this black beast form.  
Millodas could only pat her on the head to comfort her, but in fact, he was the one who needed comfort.  
“He lied.”  
The small voice of the little girl caught his attention.  
“What do you mean by that?” asked Millodas.  
“He promised… He promised me that he wouldn’t disappear. He lied, he lied.”  
“It’s not his fault Gaya!”  
“I know. Sorry…”  
A heavy silence settled down.  
“I’m alright now.”  
The little girl resumed her search once again. Millodas wanted to run around and look for him, but he understood that Gaya was the best chance he had to find his son.  
After a few hours, they left the forest together disappointed.  
Gaya suddenly stopped in her tracks. Millodas quickly took notice of this.  
“What is it? Did you catch a whiff of his smell again?”  
Gaya didn’t answer immediately and continued to sniff the ground carefully.  
“I know this smell.” She said curiously.  
“If it doesn’t belong to Sillath then there’s no point. It probably belongs to one of the guards.”  
“No, it’s not that…”  
She caught his interest again.  
“This scent… It belongs to a woman.”  
“A woman?”  
Millodas furrowed his brows as he started to think. There was no woman amongst the city guards and it was unlikely that a woman from town came this far alone into the forest.

"I think I can smell Sillath's presence here too." 
Her words took Millodas’ full attention while his heart began to beat faster and faster.  
“Are you completely sure of that?”  
She carefully sniffed the ground another time, but didn’t answer. Millodas lost his patience.  
“Gaya!!!”  
The little girl jumped in surprise.  
“I’m… I’m sorry… but I’m quite inexperienced in this.”  
“Is it Sillath’s scent or not?” He repeated himself.  
“Y-yes, I believe it is!!!”  
They continued to look around the area once again, but they were unable to find the direction in which the scent went. However, they weren’t back to square one. Thanks to Gaya, Millodas finally found a clue about Sillath’s disappearance.  
The news quickly spread among the soldiers and the general population, but they’ve never heard of a woman who delved so far into the forest.  
“I remember!” 
Gaya who was now back in her humanoid form suddenly shouted out unexpectedly.  
“This is Amanda’s smell.” 
“Amanda?” Millodas replied with a questioning look.  
His head was filled with many questions. He knew that his son wasn’t particularly close to Amanda, even if she was their neighbor. However, after seeing Gaya's confident face, he couldn’t simply reject her words, especially since it was the only lead they had gotten so far.  
Together with Gaya, they both headed toward Amanda’s residence.  
However, nobody was inside.  
Gaya was able to confirm that it was definitely the same smell she found in the forest. Millodas looked for any signs of her, but nobody had seen Amanda since Sillath was reported missing. She was gone.

Amanda took Sillath away. 
Millodas was now sure of this.  
It was the only possible explanation for her and Sillath’s sudden disappearance.  
However, Millodas had no idea why. If he could find the reason why she took Sillath, maybe he could find her.  
Sillath was a cute five-years-old child with an abnormally huge mana pool. When he remembered that, he found the answer right away.  
She wanted to sell his son as a slave.  
Only anger and frustration built up inside of him because he had no idea where she could possibly be. It was impossible to track her now. She probably had everything planned since the moment of his Elementary test and patiently waited for Seledia to give birth.  
Kidnappings were a very common occurrence in this world. A good-looking child with talent in magic was invaluable, especially if he was without parents. Unlike the other two Human Kingdoms, slavery toward humans wasn't so uncommon even if it was deemed as illegal and the reason was simple.  
People from noble backgrounds desired to own slaves.  
The younger, the better. This way, they could be trained from a young age and be raised to become a soldier, a worker in the mines or even a plaything to relieve the sexual needs of his master.  
It was one of the reasons Millodas left the Waldemar household, as he simply wanted no part of it. The allowance of slavery was a dark, despicable side of the Kingdom. Those who knew it could only stand by and let it happen, as they feared to provoke the wrath of the noble houses.  
Since Millodas abandoned his family name, he understood that nobody would offer to help him get his son back. The only organization which wasn’t under the control or influenced by the noble houses in the kingdom was the one created by the Council of Magic. It was an organization formed by powerful mages to preserve peace and fight against the injustice in the kingdom. However, they were too few in number. It was impossible for them to help every family whose child was kidnapped.  
After Millodas collected information about Amanda, he grew even more desperate. Nobody really knew her. Everybody only repeated the same thing: she was nice, quiet and came in the town at around the same time as Millodas and Seledia. Their only way of getting Sillath back was to gather information about the slave traders in their area and possibly buy their son back.  
After his explanation, Seledia only anxiously nodded.  
If they could only find their son’s whereabouts, then they would possibly be able to get him back. It was just a tiny ray of hope, but Seledia and Millodas were clinging to it desperately.  
However, when Millodas looked at Gaya, he understood that something was off.  
Gaya was a cute little girl from a rare beast tribe.  
Even if Human slavery existed, it was much less developed than slavery toward beast tribe members.  
She was definitely more valuable than Sillath and much more vulnerable, but if so, then why was Sillath the one kidnapped?  
The fact that Amanda chose to kidnap Sillath when Seledia was unable to protect him was understandable, but she even moved to the city shortly after they did.

It was too suspicious for it to be a coincidence.  
Until only one answer came to his mind.  
It was a ridiculous answer.  
It couldn’t be true, but no matter how much he thought about it, his uneasiness only increased. There was only one person who would choose Sillath specifically instead of Gaya.  
It was none other than his father.  
Arthur Waldemar.  
The thought was unbearable. However, Millodas knew that his father had a possible motive. After all, he left him to pursue his own goals, leaving him without an heir.

There was only one thing his father cherished above everything else: his family name. Sillath was his grandson, and as a result, a member of the Waldemar family.  
Even if he didn’t want to believe it, he had to make absolutely sure that his father had taken no part in his son’s disappearance.  
--  
He discussed his theory with Seledia and Aten. He knew that Aten was a trustworthy friend; therefore he hid nothing from him.  
Seledia couldn’t believe her ears.  
As soon as she heard Millodas’ suspicions, the room suddenly rose in temperature. An incredible amount of mana was immediately released from Seledia.  
“Seledia, stop it!”    
Her husband’s voice instantly helped her realize her sudden actions. The cries of her children could be heard echoing inside the room.  
“Sorry.”  
If Millodas hadn't told her to stop, she could’ve possibly hurt their daughters.  
It only showed how angry and frustrated she was.  
She wanted her son back even if she had to burn the world for that.  
Since the first time they met, Millodas was always the one who calmed her down and controlled her impulsiveness during her times of fury. Once again, he managed to calm her down.  
“I will go to see my father and investigate. If I find him innocent, then possibly… He might be able to help us find Sillath”.  
“I will come with you.”  
“No.”  
Millodas immediately rejected Seledia’s proposal.  
“You have to take care of our daughters and keep them safe from harm.”  
In this world, breastfeeding was the only way to feed a baby. Without their mother, their daughters would starve to death, there was no doubt about it.  
In addition to that, they were far too young to travel.  
“I know but…”  
She was anxious to let him depart alone.  
“I will go with him.”  
Aten raised his voice to offer his help.  
They both looked at Aten.  
“Thank you.”  
The relation between Humans and Elves was often tense because their cultures were opposite to one another. However, Millodas felt nothing but gratitude to this man. He was a trusted friend.  
“Please, be careful you two.”  
Seledia's prayers accompanied them as Millodas departed with Aten as fast as possible to meet his father and get his son back.

No matter the cost.

  

    
        Story of a past: Father's fight (Third part)

    
    
    
    
  
A lonely carriage was moving under the bright, scorching sun. It was a relatively hot day. As a result, the Preels pulling this carriage were moving slower than usual. 
 Those animals were very similar to horses except for the green scales on their legs and the fangs protruding from their mouths. Their black coat absorbed the heat and exhausted them. The Preels were raised by humans and were fairly common in the region. However, their speed and resistance couldn’t be compared to a Vrapy. 
 It took Millodas and Aten inside this carriage several days to reach their final destination just outside the capital of the kingdom. 
Millodas felt anxious and restless as the carriage moved closer and closer toward his former house. The familiar road gave him a nostalgic feeling. However, he didn’t allow himself to be immersed in this feeling. The more he thought about his son, the more worried and angry he became. If his father was really responsible for kidnapping Sillath, then he would never forgive him. 
 However, he was the head of one of the four Great noble houses. He was a powerful and dangerous man. Even if he did have some part in Sillath’s abduction, and if he went as far as announcing the kidnapping, only the King could force him to release Sillath. 
 It was something impossible to happen. 
 No matter how much he thought about it, Millodas was unable to find a solution to force his father to give his son back. 
 He could only pray that he was innocent and that he could possibly help him find his son. 
 The carriage finally stopped in front of a huge, familiar gate. This metal gate was several meters high with pikes at the end. 
 “Stop right there!”. 
 Millodas and Aten turned their heads toward the rasping voice of a man wearing a heavy steel armor. 
 Another man was following behind him. The two heavily armed guards approached the carriage. In spite of the heat, they still wore their steel helmets, thus hiding their faces. 
 Millodas came out of the carriage and stood to face them. They were both taller and much more muscular than Millodas and Aten. Millodas was hoping to recognize the guards, but he was sure it was the first time he met them. 
“I am Millodas Waldemar and I have come here to meet my father, Arthur Waldemar. Let me in.” 
 The two guards looked at each other in confusion. They were unsure if they could trust the man who would so boldly proclaim himself to be the son of Arthur Waldemar. 
 Millodas felt a little reassured as soon as he saw their reactions. If they were at the service of the Waldemar house, they would surely not be disrespectful. 
 As this thought crossed his mind, the two guards suddenly burst into laughter. 
 “Why are you laughing? Open this door right now.” Millodas yelled at the guards with a bewildered face. 
 The tallest guard finally stopped laughing and coldly declared. 
 “You surprised us here but in fact, whether you are his son or not, it is none of our business. The old man is paying us to guard the gate and let no one in. He mentioned nothing about his son coming to visit. The old man isn’t even here. Now fuck off before we kick your ass.” 
 Millodas was stunned by his reaction. 
 
He had never thought that a guard of the Waldemar house would ever talk to him in such a disrespectful manner. Several years earlier, no guard would have shown this kind of attitude toward him.

Millodas could only think of one reason to explain their abnormal behavior.  
These two men were not official soldiers of the Waldemar house, but mercenaries hired by his father. They swore no loyalty, except to money.  
Millodas had never seen a mercenary near his house before. His father couldn’t help but distrust and despise them.  
“Let’s go.”  
Aten grabbed Millodas’ arm and pulled him back inside the carriage. Millodas was so absorbed by his thoughts that he hadn’t realized that the guards were turning hostile.  
Aten had a good reaction.  
There was no point in talking to them especially since Arthur Waldemar wasn’t in his house. So just like that, they left inside their carriage. But as soon as they traveled a good distance away from the Waldemar house, the carriage stopped. It was possible to see the large gate from where they had stopped.  
They couldn’t risk getting caught by the mercenaries and couldn't force open the entrance either.  
Therefore, they secluded themselves in an area where they could view the road near the house, so they would know as soon as possible when Arthur Waldemar would return.  
Millodas couldn’t help but be surprised by this encounter.  
Something was definitely wrong.  
Except for the two men they had encountered, he saw no one in the courtyard. In the past, no matter who it was at the front gate, at least five guards and a couple of servants would be there, ready to welcome an incoming guest. However, from what he saw, the house felt deserted.  
If Sillath was inside, there would definitely be more than two guards occupying the estate.  
Millodas wanted to attack the front gates to see if his son was imprisoned inside, but if he was wrong, then his father would be offended and could even decide not to help look for him.  
The risk was too important.  
As a result, they both waited patiently inside the carriage for Arthur Waldemar’s return.  
--  
They spent several days surveying the area around the estate, only leaving for the city to stock up on food and water. Four days had passed since they started their stakeout when they spotted another carriage heading toward the front gate of the house.  
“Wake up Millodas.”  
Aten, who was on watch, immediately woke Millodas up.  
A massive carriage pulled by four ‘Preels’ came into their view. Millodas immediately recognized the carriage. It was the one he used with his father several years ago. However, this time it was guarded by at least ten other men suited in steel armors who were mounting ‘Preels’.  
It was the first time, Millodas saw his father under such a large escort.  
He no longer had the time to think about it. They had to intercept the carriage before it enters the estate. Aten immediately advanced their carriage toward the house.  
A couple of mercenaries spotted them and shifted their mounts to block the path of their carriage.  
Millodas and Aten stopped in front of this hastily made wall of soldiers near his father’s carriage. They quickly got out, just in time to see someone exiting from the other carriage.  
It was an old man wearing a long grey robe matching his hair, except for the white drills near his temple. He was around six feet tall, but his body seemed quite frail. His approach was slow. His steps were heavy as if it was costing him a great amount of effort.  
Millodas couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Nearly a decade passed since he last saw his father, but he had some trouble recognizing the man before him. 

His father was standing right in front of him, only a few feet away. As he came closer, Millodas saw that his pale face was filled with deep wrinkles and that he had profound bags under his once lively brown eyes.  
“Father!”  
Millodas yelled with great effort as his voice finally broke out.  
The old man made a gesture toward the guards to let them pass.  
Millodas was too shocked by his father’s unexpected physical changes to speak.  
“It has been a long time, Millodas. You’ve grown up to become a fine man.”  
Only his voice was unaltered by time. Memories began to resurface in Millodas' mind. Just by looking at him, he understood the suffering his father must’ve endured since he left. Guilt began to build up inside of him, but he quickly got rid of this feeling. He wanted to get straight to the point.  
He was here for only one reason.  
“Father… My son Sillath was kidnapped a few days ago by a woman named Amanda Finley. I came here to ask for your assistance.”  
Millodas bowed his head to his father while waiting for his answer. However, he only heard a chuckle.  
He raised his head and saw a malevolent smile on his father’s face.  
“You want my assistance. What a coincidence, I wanted the same from you.”  
Millodas raised an eyebrow in suspicion.  
“What do you mean by that?”  
“I’m sure I can help you find Sillath.”  
Millodas’ heart skipped a beat. He could no longer contain his pent-up feelings.  
“Do you know where Sillath is? Answer me!”  
Millodas was beginning to feel restless and impatient. He wanted an answer. However, in front of his son’s pleading, Arthur Waldemar only chuckled another time.  
Millodas immediately lost his patience.  
He approached him angrily to grab him by the collar.  
However, as soon as his hand was about to touch his father’s clothes, he was suddenly blown away. Flying in mid-air, Millodas was too late to even realize what had just happened.  
Aten agitated his hand. Millodas’ body began to immediately slow down and was returned gently to the ground.  
“Oh! Seems like we have an interesting little elf here.”  
The voice came from a tall man with an incredibly muscular body. He had short black hair and eyes that were as dark as coal. A huge smile was beginning to form on his rather brutish-looking face.  
He was the one responsible for sending Millodas flying with only a gesture of his hand.  
Aten and the huge man stood in front of each other without moving. The atmosphere was heavy and full of animosity. The surrounding soldiers took a step back. This man was clearly their leader.  
“Enough Vated!”  
The tired voice of Arthur put an end to the silent clash.  
“Vated?”  
Millodas, who was now standing next to Aten, stared at the mountain like-man without believing it. He instantly recognized this name.  
Vated was quite famous. He was known as one of the strongest and most vicious mercenaries throughout the entire Kingdom. He was a Saint earth mage and an accomplished warrior. However, his fame or rather his notoriety was more caused by his violent acts. There were several bad rumors about him.  
Rumors of rape and child murder.  
However, he wasn’t worried about the authorities because his clients were exclusively from powerful noble houses. They protected him and covered for his actions, so that they may freely use his power at will.  
Facing him in a battle would be quite difficult if they were to force his father to give his son back. Millodas looked carefully at the surrounding soldiers. Each of them seemed quite strong. Millodas knew that as long as they were around, it was clearly impossible for him to win.  
Aten and Vated continued to look at each other. They seemed ready to jump at each other’s throats.  
Millodas couldn’t understand Aten’s reaction. He was usually calm and indifferent. He was the kind of man who would never act too rashly but, in front of Vated, the atmosphere he released was very different.  
Cold sweat began to form on his back as he thought of a possible fight between those two.  
“Aten calm down.”  
If a fight was to suddenly break out, he would have no chance of finding his son. Aten started to relax a bit after hearing Millodas words. He knew it wasn’t the moment to act rashly.  
"What do you want from me?”  
Millodas' voice was cold.  
There was no doubt in his mind anymore.  
His father was responsible for kidnapping Sillath. He didn’t say it clearly, but more than his words, it was the atmosphere around him that was telling him that.  
The house he once knew was gone. As soon as Millodas understood that, he felt nothing but suspicion toward him.  
With his reaction, it was now clear.  
“Nothing. I said I wanted something, but it’s too late now.”  
“Don’t fuck with me!!!"  
Millodas' angry voice resonated as soon as his father finished his sentence.  
“Did you kidnap Sillath or not?”  
“Yes, I did.” Arthur calmly replied.  
Anger continued to build up inside Millodas as he heard his father’s calm answer.  
“Why!?”  
“Why you say?"    
Arthur's voice lost its calmness. He stepped forward to stand only a meter away from his son.  
"You abandoned me and your name. You left me alone without any heir. The other houses jumped on this occasion to attack me. Because of you, I lost my strength, my future and my dreams."  
His tone grew heavier as angry words flowed out of his mouth.  
"And you dare to ask me why!"  
His voice felt powerful and imposing as if he could swallow a man whole. Under the cold and merciless gaze of his father, Millodas took a step back.  
A long deep silence soon followed after.  
The atmosphere was heavy. No one dared to move, even the surrounding soldiers with the exception of Vated, felt sweat form on the back of their shirts.  
The silence was soon broken.  
“Sillath will save my house with his talent in magic and become an appropriate heir in your stead.”  
After hearing his words, Millodas clenched his fist before lowering his head as low as possible to beg his father with a shaking voice.

“I don’t know what happened after I left, but I never wanted something like this to happen. If you want to get your revenge, then you can kill me right here, but please give me my son back. I beg you.”  
Nobody dared to move after his declaration. Only Arthur Waldemar was smiling. He was clearly expecting this moment for a long time.  
“I don't want your death.”  
Millodas raised his head to look at the ominous smile on his father’s face.  
“There is only one way for you to get your son back.”  
“What is it? Tell me, I will do anything you want!”  
Millodas grew desperate and jumped on this chance.  
“Kill Seledia and bring your daughters here. That is the only way for you to live with Sillath.”  
“What?”  
Millodas was stunned after hearing his calm request. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  
This wasn’t his father.  
Not anymore.  
“I can’t do something like that!”  
Arthur lost his smile and coldly declared.  
“Then get lost. The next time I see your face, I will kill you and your whore, before taking your daughters.”  
Millodas immediately straightened. He knew that his father wouldn’t be happy after his marriage with Seledia, but he never thought his hate would be this strong.  
“You ask me to kill my wife, to kill my children’s mother.”  
“That is the only way to atone for your sin.”  
“I didn’t do anything wrong. I tried to live my life on my own, I tried to escape your power struggles. Is that a sin? You brought your own misery on yourself. You should have left this life as I did.”  
Millodas took his sword out in front of his father with hate burning in his eyes.  
Arthur stayed motionless.  
“I will get my son back, one way or another.”  
It wasn't possible to talk with him anymore. There was only one solution to get his son back.  
It was to kill him then and there.  
The mercenaries began to unsheathe their swords. Vated was holding a massive black double-handed axe at least as tall as Millodas himself. His face showed his happiness as blood was ready to flow.  
Millodas knew that even with Aten by his side, his chances were low. However, if he could take his father hostage then the other mercenaries wouldn’t be able to act as freely.  
Everything would be decided in an instant.  
Either he succeeds or he would die. 
His father was only a few steps away. However, he did not retreat.  
As the situation was ready to escalate, Arthur burst into laughter.  
“You want to kill me? This won’t bring your son back. He’s not here after all.”  
Millodas was startled but didn’t dare to relax.  
“You’re lying.”  
“He is currently in training. I can’t risk his life here in the capital. He is in a place where you will never find him. He will come back when he is ready.”  
Millodas lost his strength as soon as he heard his father's words.  
As if to bury his last hope, Arthur continued talking.  
“It’s already too late. His fate is sealed.”  
Millodas couldn't believe it. He gripped his sword harder and was about to assault him when Aten suddenly grabbed hold of his shoulder.  
“We can’t win. If he is telling the truth, then even if we kill him, we won’t be able to find Sillath. If something happens to him, we can’t be sure that Sillath would be safe anymore.”  
Millodas loosened his grip. His sword fell lifelessly on the ground in front of his father.  
“Come back with your wife’s head if you want to see him again. If not then never appear in front of me again.”  
Arthur Waldemar finally turned heels with the mercenaries around him.  
He stopped and turned his head one more time to take a glance at his son.  
“I give you the freedom you wanted so much. You’re not my son anymore. Consider Sillath to be the price for your freedom.”  
With those final words, he finally left and entered his house.  
Long after the metal gate closed behind him, Millodas stayed at the same place until he collapsed to his knees. Tears of frustration and sorrow were flowing from the corners of his eyes.  
It was the day he lost his only son.
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  Story of a past: Father's fight (Last part)
The trip back was eventless.
Nothing happened.
Even if something happened, Millodas probably wouldn’t have noticed. 
Aten watched over him as they traveled back toward their town.
Beyond a hill covered with grass, they finally saw their destination. The small town was just a couple of miles away. It was possible to clearly see the numerous white stone houses with black roofs.
The weather was bright, without a single cloud. 
It couldn’t be further from Millodas’s state of mind.
Anger like he never felt before was assailing him. He was angry at his father, but more importantly, at himself. If only he was stronger, then maybe he could have saved him. 
This sentence circled around his mind endlessly.
It’s only when he saw the small houses near the forest that his expression changed.
His face turned paler.
Aten put a warm hand on his shoulder to support him.
Millodas wasn’t ready for what was going to happen.
How should he announce to his wife that it was impossible to get Sillath back despise knowing who kidnapped him?
Millodas often cursed his fate for being born in a Great noble house while his only wish was freedom. However, at this moment, he wasn’t cursing his fate.
As he realized the hopelessness of this situation, he cursed this kingdom with all his heart.
This country was ruled by a King who was fair to everyone. This was what most people believed. However, Millodas saw behind the curtain of smiles and lies. The King was nothing more than a puppet.
The noble families were the one pulling the strings. 
They were the true rulers of this kingdom. Most people didn’t realize that until they experienced it themselves. 
Slavery; taxes; and power struggles. Everything was because of them and their thirst for power. They were responsible for so much suffering, but it wasn’t possible to oppose them alone.
Millodas saw what happened to other families as noble houses trampled and used them, but it was very different when you experienced it yourself. His father didn’t hesitate to take his son and to use him as a tool. He used his own grandson to get back his power and influence.
He despised other noble families, but now he understood that his father was the worst of them.
Millodas truly despised him from the bottom of his heart. However, no matter how much he cursed him, he was powerless. 
It was impossible for him to ask for help from the King or any organization in the capital. The problem wasn’t his father who lost the majority of his influence, but the other noble houses. If they learned the existence of Sillath then his life would be over.
As this thoughts were wandering in his mind, they finally entered the town.
Everyone gathered around the carriage when they saw them coming back. After a few minutes, Seledia came running in their direction. She was carrying a small blanket on each arm. Inside these blankets were her daughters. 
After Sillath’s kidnapping, she didn’t lose her babies from her sight even for a single moment. It was impossible for her to close her eyes to get some rest during the time Millodas was gone. As a result, her condition wasn’t much better than before. She had huge black circles under her tired blue eyes. Her breathing was heavy, but her steps were steady. She was nothing more than a weak woman at this moment, but the atmosphere around her was imposing. It was difficult not to feel fear in front of her majestic presence. It was as if the air itself was burning around, keeping everyone from coming close to her.
Everyone made way for her to approach the carriage.
Millodas and Aten came down and waited for her to come closer.
Her blue eyes were moving furiously as she looked for her son. However, as soon as she saw the pale face of her husband, she understood he wasn’t here. Her heart started to beat faster as she imagined the worst.
She finally stopped in front of the two men, breathing heavily. Her face was pale but her voice was fiercer than ever when she spoke to them.
"Where is Sillath? Did you find him?"
Millodas opened his mouth but closed it immediately after, not knowing where to start his story. Seeing the torment of Millodas, Aten was the first one to speak.
"Sillath isn’t with us, Seledia. I’m sorry. Let’s talk about it in your house."
Seledia’s lips shook slightly as she was ready to speak, but she changed her mind and quietly nodded before leading the way.
The crowd quickly dispersed after hearing the news.
Those who heard Aten were perplexed. Some thought Sillath was dead, but no one dared to say it aloud as they feared that Seledia would hear them.
They finally entered their beautiful garden filled with mysterious plants and flowers. The sweet fragrance penetrated everyone’s nostril, but the three of them didn’t pay it any mind. 
They entered the living room.
Seledia quickly walked toward a huge sofa and sat heavily on it. Millodas and Aten came in front of her without sitting. They stayed like that without anyone daring to talk.
Seledia hugged her daughters tighter before asking the question haunting her mind since the moment she saw her husband’s face.
"Did Sillath die?"
Her usually strong and soft voice was shaking.
"No!"
Millodas quickly answered her.
This was the only good news he could give her.
As soon as Seledia heard that her expression softened. As the pressure she endured lessened, she couldn’t prevent a tear from falling along her cheek.
"Then, what happened?"
Millodas took a deep breath before telling her what happened. As his story progress, his face became paler. Each word became more difficult to tell. He was filled with nothing but shame in front of her. 
He was unable to bring their son back. That was the only thought he had at this moment.
Seledia quietly listened without moving or uttering a single word. Her daughters in her arms were equally quiet as if they understood the seriousness of this discussion.
When the last words left his mouth, a heavy silence settled in the room.
Aten seemed uncomfortable. He felt that he shouldn’t be here, right now. He quietly took some steps back not to immerse any further in this family affair.
Millodas was the first one to speak again. He couldn’t bear the silence of his wife any longer. He wanted her to scream at him like she always did when she was upset. He couldn’t stand to see her motionless without any expression on her pale face.
"I’m sorry… I’m sorry… I’m sorry…"
For what felt like an eternity, his words of apology resonated inside the room. With each word coming out of his mouth, he felt his throat tightening and becoming drier.
Seledia finally stood up. She still had her babies in her arms. She gently extended her right arm toward him to give him Llinadia, who was sleeping peacefully. 
Millodas was surprised by her gesture but took his daughter in his arms nonetheless. Seledia then approached Aten and gave him Sellysse.
"Seledia what are you doing?"
Millodas' question left his mouth without thinking. However, she didn’t answer and waited for Aten to take her daughter. 
Aten was just in front of her. His gentle blue gaze looked at her beautiful face. 
Seledia wasn’t making any sound, but tears were dropping from her eyes endlessly. Her once blue eyes were glowing with a fierce red light. When Aten looked at this scene unfold in front of him, he couldn’t help but feel his heart shake. He understood that the pain of her loss couldn’t be comprehended through words alone.
Sellysse was still in her arms, waiting for Aten to take her. However, the elf doctor didn’t move.
"You can’t do that Seledia."
His usual calm voice betrayed his sadness from watching Seledia’s face. Millodas also finally understood what she wanted. He came closer to her and, with his free hand stroked her left cheek gently to wipe the tears flowing along.
"I have to save him…"
Her soft voice finally left her throat.
"Aten, take her and watch her for me. I won’t be long."
Her words weren’t soft this time. As if to show the determination hidden in her sentence, the temperature in the room rose.
"You know it’s impossible."
Aten didn’t move and waited for her to answer. She bit her lips in frustration. Blood began to slowly flow from her light wound. The light pain she felt made her realize what she was doing.
She trained harder than anyone to escape her curse fate. After many years of hardship, people finally began to respect her and fear her strength as an A rank adventurer. However, at this moment she was powerless. Her son had been taken away from her. It was her duty to take him back, to save him. After Millodas’ story, this was the only thing she could think of. 
She wanted to rush to the Waldemar estate and burn everything to the ground until they gave her son back to her. However, her daughters needed her. In her despair and distress, she forgot it wasn’t possible to leave them. Without anyone to take her role, her daughters would starve to death.
Protect her daughters or go save her son.
This was the only choices she had at this moment. She couldn’t do both.
She finally gave up her idea to give Sellysse to Aten. She put her teary face against the cheek of her baby trying to find some comfort to disperse the despair in her heart. Millodas, who was gently holding Llinadia, came closer and embraced her with his free arm.
Aten watched this scene without moving. His heart was beating faster as he watched his friends trying desperately to bury their despair in each other warm embrace.
He understood better than anyone the situation they were in. The priority wasn’t saving Sillath anymore. It was to protect these two frail babies. Arthur Waldemar was a dangerous man. Even if he lost everything as he said, there was still something he had in abundance.
Money.
With it, he was able to hire the strongest mercenaries like Vated. Moreover, his prestigious name protected him from any trouble with the authorities. If he decided to kidnap her daughters too, then it would be difficult to protect them. 
Especially since Seledia was so weak at this moment. If they wanted to strike, this was clearly their chance.
Aten prayed in his mind that Arthur Waldemar conserved enough reason to not foolishly take away babies, who were still breastfeeding, away from their mother.
Aten knew Seledia and Millodas since they came in this peaceful town. He was close to them and desired more than anything to see them happy. If Millodas and Seledia couldn’t protect their daughters on their own then he would help them.
He made his decision the moment he saw them like that.
With him around, Arthur Waldemar wouldn’t carelessly attack.
Seledia and Millodas finally broke their embrace and turned to face Aten.
"Thank you for your help Aten."
Millodas smiled at the gentle elf. Without him, things could have gone really wrong when he encountered his father. It was probably because of him that he was able to embrace the rest of his family one more time.
"It’s nothing, you don’t have to thank me."
Millodas smiled wryly but didn’t answer. Seledia was also silent.
"Long ago, my father told me something…"
Aten’s voice gathered Millodas and Seledia’s focus on him.
"… If you only look back then the only thing you will find will be regret."
Millodas tilted his head. Seledia didn’t seem to understand either.
"This means that you mustn’t only think about what you’ve lost in your past. You must also look at what you still have."
They finally understood the meaning of his sentence, but couldn’t answer.
"We will find Sillath but, it’s impossible right now. You must protect your daughters and raise them with love. This is the only thing you can do right now."
"We can’t give up on Sillath!"
Seledia finally raised her voice. Her babies began to move, clearly disturbed by the sudden noise.
"I’m not saying you must give up on him. However, there is no way for us to locate him right now. If you spend your time torturing yourself to find him then Arthur Waldemar would have won. You must stay strong for your children’s sake."
Seledia and Millodas looked at the same time the small babies in their arms. 
They weren’t alone. 
Sillath’s sisters were with them. If something happened to these babies then there wouldn’t be any salvation for them. They would never be able to face Sillath ever again.
"You must believe in him and in the future."

After a few seconds, the voice of Millodas broke the heavy silence.
"You’re right."
This time, he didn’t hesitate. He fled his father his entire life. However, this couldn’t last forever, it would be time to face him soon. He knew what he had to do. He looked at his wife and saw the same determination in her eyes. 
This wasn’t over yet.
His fight as a father had just started.

  

    
        Chapter 24: A path in the darkness

    
    
    
    
  
I finally woke up from my slumber.  
Hirillë was still beside me. I tried not to think about her presence when I fell asleep the day before, but it was difficult not feeling my heartbeat accelerate as I looked at her innocent face. Her breathing was regular as she was still peacefully sleeping.  
I didn’t dare to move, fearing that I’d wake her up.  
Therefore, I stayed in the bed, lying on my back with my eyes wide open. I stayed like that until I heard a little noise coming from her.  
She was yawning and stretching.  
She slowly opened her eyes and looked at me. She was still sleepy and her hair was messy, but even with that, her face was still incredibly alluring.  
"Sorry, did I wake you up?"  
I asked her with a worried voice, but she only shook her head slightly.  
"No, don’t worry. I slept very well."  
She smiled mischievously.  
"It’s quite comfortable to sleep near someone else. Don’t you think, Sillath?"  
I blushed a little after her sentence, in front of her inquisitive gaze.  
I was quite shocked when she proposed to sleep in the same bed. According to her explanation, they never had any visitors so there wasn't any inn in the town. She didn't have any other bed either, which was surprising for a ruler. I also understood that it was for my protection, as a couple of old elves had enmities with humans.  
Even with all those reasons, I still tried to decline when she proposed to sleep together and after that, I tried to occupy the least space possible in the bed.  
In the end, I finally relaxed and end up sleeping near her without thinking. 

It was still disturbing that she reads me like an open book. 
We finally got out of the bed.  
I quickly put on my shoes and jacket that I removed to sleep, but after I did that Hirillë made a complicated face.  
"Is something wrong?"  
She smiled wryly at my question.  
"Look at yourself and tell me if you find that something is wrong."  
Not understanding, I looked at myself and quickly discovered why she told me that.  
The clothes I wore were basically unusable.  
My once black trousers were full of holes and stained beyond salvation. The same could be said for my jacket and shirt. After one week in a forest, my clothes suffered quite a bit. Added to the fact that I had a fun little trip inside the mouth of a giant hamster, I didn’t look any different from a beggar.  
I had too many things on my mind the day before so, I didn’t notice. However, after her remark, it became quite embarrassing to face her with this kind of clothing.   
I blushed a little under Hirillë's gaze, who clearly saw that I understood why she told me that.  
"Hum… I’m sorry, but I don’t have anything else apart from that to put on."  
"Don’t worry, I already asked someone to bring new clothes yesterday, but I totally forgot about it.  
I couldn't blame her as we had other things on our minds at that time. 
She made a small gesture with her hand and immediately, with a faint purple light, a set of clothes appeared in her hands.  
I was taken aback by the sudden apparition.  
Seeing my surprised face, Hirillë giggled a little and waved her right hand in front of me to show a purple ring on her index finger.  
"It’s a gift from the Queen of the Ancient Forest when I met her. It allows me to transfer objects from a warehouse I have in this city to me directly. It’s quite handy, especially when I have to leave the forest."  
I looked carefully at the beautiful ring on her slender finger before letting a small sigh escape from my lips.  
"I would like one too."  
Even if I was a little disappointed that this ring didn’t bring an object from a different dimension as I read in countless light novels in my old world, this ring was clearly first class.  
"Unfortunately, I’m not able to replicate it. Sorry, Sillath."  
I shook my head strongly after her apology.  
"No, no, don’t be. Even if you had plenty, I wouldn’t dare to ask for something so precious."  
I wasn’t shameless enough to ask for a precious ring like that to someone I met a couple of days ago, although I didn’t get this impression at all when I talked to her.  
She had the mysterious power to draw people to her. It was probably her charisma and her charm or maybe just her gentle heart, but I knew she was fit to be a Queen.  
"Now, why don’t you try your new clothes?"  
I nodded gently. She was clearly trying to change the subject.  
As I was beginning to undress, I noticed that she was still in the room.  
I blushed a little before asking.  
"Hum, excuse me, but can I change somewhere…. Well… more private?"  
Her mouth made a round shape as she understood my reaction.  
"Yes, of course."  
She approached another corner of the room and, just like the time we went underground she muttered something to the wall made of wood. After a few seconds, the roots making this part of the room began to move, revealing another room. 
"Thank you."  
I quickly stepped inside.  
It was a small room with some roots taking a shape similar to a small desk. There was a small hole above letting the sun bathe this room with its light.  
After I stepped inside, a part of the wall began to move lightly to hide me from anyone in the previous room.  
No matter how many time I saw this, it was still incredible.  
I put on the clothes she gave me.  
After a few minutes, I was wearing dark-brown-trousers fitting me perfectly with a white belt, along with a white tee-shirt and a dark jacket with shades of green. 
I moved a little in my new clothes and didn’t feel any discomfort. I also spent a few minutes examining the material it was made from. At first, I thought it was common leather, but I quickly realized that it wasn’t the case. The clothes seemed much more elastic but strangely harder than the clothes I wore before.  
For a few seconds, I wondered if it was made from ‘Mithril’ like in the Lord of the Rings.  
I exited the room while continuing to wonder about this.  
"Wow, it fits you."  
Hirillë exclaimed as soon as she saw me.  
"Look."  
She made a small gesture and water began to appear between us. The water was gently moving, taking an oval shape. After a few seconds, I noticed that the small water form became thinner and clearer, allowing me to see myself just like in a mirror. 
I was impressed by her prowess and looked at myself. I was never a narcissist, but I still thought that I was quite handsome in those clothes. I was slim and still quite short with my height only around four feet, but it was normal given the fact that I wasn’t ten years old yet. The new clothes, along with my brown and red hair, gave me a mysterious charm that my sky-blue eyes amplified.  
I continued to look until I realized that admiring oneself in a mirror was exactly what a narcissist would do. 
After this sudden realization, I quickly looked away from the mirror of water.  
"Thank you for the beautiful clothes."  
"You’re welcome Sillath. It’s made from leaves of the ‘Millennium Ancestor’ along with other materials. It’s quite solid and should give you some physical protection, but be careful, it’s not armor either."

No mithril then... 
I repressed this sentence and simply nodded before looking at the clothes one more time.  
I wasn't disappointed that it wasn't made from mithril, but having to wear leaves from the Millennium Ancestor made me feel quite conflicted. I wasn't sure if this guy would be very pleased if he knew I was the one using it.  
The memory of my encounter with the mighty tree was still fresh and displeasing.  
With a wave of her hand, the mirror of water took the shape of a large ball before traveling slowly outside her house. This view helped me to change my mind.  
I knew she was a Wise water mage, but I was still in awe with her display of skills. The tentacles made by Amanda during our fight were far from this. The control she had over her magic was clearly in another league.  
I recalled the words she told me the day before.

Ranks are just illusions made by humans to classify their strength.  
After watching this, I clearly understood what she meant by that. Even if two mages with the same rank in the same magic competed, they wouldn’t be necessary of the same strength because there was an infinite way to use magic. According to Hirillë, it was up to each of us to find our own way of training and the magic fitting us the best.  
‘Barrier magic’ was invented by mages and was used to set a clear goal for the new mages. It was probably much easier this way and allowed many more mages to progress than on their own, but if you weren’t careful it could also limit your potential.  
After talking with Hirillë, I understood that my thoughts about magic were really shallowed. It became clearer after I trained my earth magic exclusively. The method to accelerate a ball of water was different than with a ball made of earth. It was something evident when you knew it, but as I was always training the four elements together, I didn't really notice this fact.  
I asked Hirillë about it and she explained to me that each element had its own feature. For example, changing the shape of earth magic was more difficult than with water, but it was more resilient and harder. As a result, it was difficult to create ‘tentacles’ moving like living things as Amanda did, but an earthball was much more destructive compared to a waterball at the same speed.  
"Well, now that you’re presentable, let’s go eat something."  
The voice of Hirillë cut my thoughts short.  
We left the small house together and headed toward the river in the center of the town.  
After refreshing ourselves in the river, we ate some fruits for breakfast. The day before, I chose to eat the rest of the provisions I gathered in the forest, but because they ran out, the Queen offered to show me some delicious fruits.  
It’s always a pleasant experience to discover something new, therefore this breakfast was probably the best I ever had. I tasted at least ten different fruits. I saw some of them while I was wandering alone in the forest, but didn’t dare to eat them. It would have been no joke if I ate a poisonous fruit.  
First, she gave me a grass-like type of fruit called ‘Pabamel’ that you must suck dry in order to eat. It gave an extremely sweet flavor, very similar to a candy. After that, I continued to discover new kinds of food. Each fruit surprised me. The ‘Nihel’ that was a blue orange-like fruit with a strong taste between a banana and an orange, and the red ‘Ovel’ that had a triangle shape with a sweet flavor mixed with a crunching sensation. Those two were my favorites.  
I wanted to eat more of those but, in front of Hirillë’s beaming smile, I tried every other kind of fruit she gave me. I even ate a ‘Sichel’ entirely, despite disliking it. It was very much like a grape, but blue in color. When I ate it, I was surprised to discover a totally different taste from what I expected. Without any juice, the dry fruit had a little salty flavor.  
I ate every single fruit she presented in front of me. Each time I made a surprised face after eating one, she giggled a little. She was clearly having fun just by watching me discover the taste of those fruits.  
Several other elves joined us in our joyous breakfast. As I thought, she was quite close to her people. It was really surprising if you knew she was a Queen. She couldn’t be further from the idea of a ruler Humans have.  
The little breakfast transformed into a farewell party without me noticing.  
I talked to many elves. Contrary to what Gandalf told us, they weren’t arrogant even if it was true that they were all beautiful.  
Woman elves all had beautiful faces with silver hair and alluring figures, while the men weren’t strong looking but fit, with defined muscles. They also wore a bow on their back.  
I spent a few hours with them under the watch of Hirillë. I even talked to the elf who wanted to shoot me in front of the ‘Millennium Ancestor’. He apologized for his reaction before leaving quickly. We wouldn’t become the best friends in the world, but at least he didn’t want to turn me into a porcupine anymore.  
I also spoke to Hiraliel after that. As I thought, she was nice and gentle but had quite a proud side. She was truly an elf just like humans described, except for the dark old bow she was wearing on her back like the male elves.  
When the sun was at its peak, the party died down a little. Several elves left for patrolling while the youngest had magical classes.  
I wanted to attend one lesson, but I couldn’t afford to waste more time.  
I stepped on a flat rock to gain some height before speaking with a voice loud enough so that the elves could hear me clearly.  
"Thank you, everyone for saving me and for your hospitality. I would like to stay longer in your fabulous city, but unfortunately, I don’t have enough time for that. I must leave soon so I wanted to say this to you."  
I bowed my head to them as a sign of respect.  
"Thank you very much."  
I saw some elves smiling while others were clapping their hands.  
Hirillë came near me. Even on the rock, I was smaller than her by a few inches.  
"The situation is just like Sillath explained. He must leave quickly for personal reasons."  
A small woman elf with silver hair and brown drills raised her hand to ask for permission to speak. Hirillë smiled and made a gesture toward her.  
"Excuse me, but who will go with him?"  
Hirillë instantly lost her smile. She looked worryingly at me before answering.  
"Hiraliel will lead him out of the forest, but after that, he will be on his own."  
After her sentence, many elves began to whisper among themselves. Some of them had looks of pity while others looked at me as if I was crazy.  
'Don’t look at me as if I was sentenced to death!' I silently thought in my head.

The small elf woman raised her voice again hesitantly.  
"Isn’t it too dangerous for a child like him to cross the wilderness alone? If a party of at least five of us came with him then his trip would be safer. I can be one of them."  
Several other elves raised their hand to offer their help.  
I was surprised to hear they were willing to put their lives in danger for a stranger like me. I felt moved by this scene, but when I looked at Hirillë, I only saw her sad face.  
"Unfortunately, it’s impossible."  
I was confused by her answer. Sure, it would be too shameful for me to ask for a party of elves to accompany me on my trip, but it was a different matter if they offered their help willingly.  
"Why is it impossible?"  
I asked with my little kid’s voice.  
Time for the puppy act.  
I wasn’t confident in my strength or stupid enough to declare boldly that I would be fine alone. I had to put every chance on my side.  
The Queen looked at my innocent blue eyes. As soon as our eyes crossed, I remembered she knew I was an adult in a child’s body and that, as a consequence, my cute little face was useless.  
"I was going to announce this later when everyone gathers but…"  
She took a deep breath before continuing her sentence.  
"The ‘Wild Wave’ is coming."  
Her words didn’t make any sense to me, but as soon as those words left her mouth, the elves became agitated and talked among themselves with faces full of worries.  
"Uh… What is that ‘Wild Wave’ thing?" I asked her to understand what was happening.  
She looked at me with a serious expression. Her usual smile wasn’t on her lips this time.  
"It’s the moment when the deviants from the Great Desert in the South gather to attack this forest."  
I gasped after her sentence.  
I didn’t spend much time in school, but I still learned a couple of things with Gandalf.  
One of them was geography.  
The Eastern continent had two Great forests with elves living inside, a single Human kingdom, and several beast tribes wandering without any country of their own. The dwarves mostly lived in the mountains of the Western continent, though it was possible to find strong Dwarf clans in the Red Mountains.  
Deviants appeared near places where mana was strong, meaning where the influence of nature was the strongest. As a result, they appeared mostly in forests, mountains and places where the climate was harsh. It was rare for a deviant to survive long enough to become strong in lands filled with different races hostile to their existence. For example, my father's job as a guard was also partly to kill newly awaken deviants so that they couldn't harm anyone, but also to avoid the birth of a strong magical beast. 
However, this rule didn’t apply in the Great Desert.  
The ‘Red Mountain’ in the South crossed nearly the entire East continent from East to West. Beyond those mountains, in the southernmost part of the continent, was the Great Desert. A savage place far from the influence of any other race. In this harsh environment, only the strongest animals survived and, by natural selection, most of them were deviants.  
The interesting thing about the ‘Red Mountain’ range was that it stopped only in the western part of the continent, near the ‘Great Forest of the West’. As a result, this forest was also called the ‘Gate of the Burning Hell’ because it was the only place where you could easily join the desert without crossing directly the 'Red Mountain'.  
"The ‘Wild Wave’ is coming. We need to stay in the forest to prepare for the wave of Deviants from the Great Desert in the South."  
The woman elf who proposed her help hung her head depressed, not talking anymore. The elves around were the same, their pale faces betraying their fear.  
It was easy to tell that it was a serious matter just by looking at their faces.  
I turned my head to look at Hirillë.  
Her eyes were serious when she looked at me.  
"The ‘Wild Wave’ happens when the population of deviant in the desert becomes too important. The last wave was five years ago. It was a small one, so we repressed it easily, but there is no way to know how many deviants will attack this time. If we’re not careful and ready when they come, the entire forest will be destroyed."  
I nodded, understanding what she was telling me. She couldn’t allow a party of elves to come with me. It was her responsibility as the Queen to protect them and the forest. Even if she wanted to help me, there was no way for her to do it. She couldn’t endanger them for personal reasons.  
"Sillath."  
The soft voice of Hirillë brought me back to reality.  
"If you still want to leave, then Hiraliel will accompany you to the end of the forest, but after that, you will be on your own."  
"I know. Thank you very much."  
I bowed my head to her and bowed one more time to the crowd of elves who weren’t making any noise since the announcement of their Queen.  
A couple of hours later, I was alone with Hirillë and Hiraliel in front of the entrance of the town.  
The trees surrounding the town were already on the side, revealing the dark forest beyond.  
"This is for you Sillath."  
Hirillë handed me a green and brown backpack. According to her, it was made from fallen leaves and herbs collected inside the forest. It was quite supple and robust, making me wonder how they made it from those materials.  
I found a small knife and food for several days inside. It wouldn’t be enough until the next town, so I would have no other choice than to hunt when this food runs out. The knife was to remove the fur of my prey. It wasn’t really fit for fighting.  
I also found several vials containing potions able to cure wounds. Potions like those were apparently really valuable, especially in Human Kingdoms where the techniques required to make it was unknown. Even after decades of research, humans were only able to make a ‘lesser potion’ with an effect several times less potent than those created by the elves.  
"This is also for you."  
She took my hand and put a small object inside.  
It was a small white ring with complicated patterns around. I examined it closely. It was, without any doubt, a fine piece of jewelry, but I didn’t know why she gave it to me.  
As if to answer my internal question, Hiraliel opened her mouth.  
"No need to look so surprised, this is an artefact."  
"Artefact?"  
Hirillë nodded.  
"You know what an artefact is?"  
"Yes, but it’s the first time I see this one."  
Gandalf and Amanda talked to me about those artefacts.  
Special objects with magic patterns on it guiding the mana to produce a single type of magic. Even someone who wasn’t talented in magic was able to use it as long as he was able to pour some mana inside the artefact. After talking with Hirillë, I understood that it was very similar to Lost magic, except that the magic was destined to an object instead of a person. To support the magic, the artefact needed to be made with a particular material depending on the kind of magic you wanted to produce. This white ring seemed to be made from a peculiar type of mineral I didn’t know.  
"It’s a ring of calamity."  
My face stiffened when I heard the name of this beautiful ring.  
"Why is it called that way?" I asked nervously. 
She giggled a little while Hiraliel also gave a small smile.  
"Don’t worry, it’s nothing dangerous. The magic of this ring is really handy. This ring is able to detect the presence of deviants. Trust me, it will be a necessity during your journey across the wilderness."  
Hearing the explanation from Hirillë, I relaxed a little, knowing it was just a detection type of artefact.  
"This ring is different from other artefacts. You don’t need to pour mana to activate it."  
I was surprised by her explanation.  
"This ring doesn’t need mana to work, then how…"  
"Of course it needs mana silly."  
Hiraliel cut me off before I could finish my sentence.  
"The mineral from this ring accumulate mana by itself. When a deviant is near, the mana will be released on its own and the ring will glow. If a deviant is really close, it will burn a little."  
"This ring will act on its own. Therefore, even if you’re not on your guard, the ring will still react."  
Hiraliel added that to complete the Queen’s explanation. I looked at this little ring with a newfound respect. It would clearly become really useful, although I hoped that I wouldn’t encounter any deviants.  
"Thank you very much, I will treasure it."  
Hirillë made one of her dazzling smiles.  
"I’m sure you will."  
She took a step forward toward me and, without giving me time to react, pulled me toward her to embrace me closely.  
The softness of her body was directly transmitted to mine. I felt my head becoming hotter, but her sweet fragrance calmed my mind almost instantly. I stayed in her embrace without moving. It was so comfortable that I wanted to stay like this forever.  
However, everything ends at some point. I reluctantly parted from her.  
"Be careful Sillath. I hope we will be able to see each other again."  
"Me too. Thank you for everything."  
Hiraliel patted my shoulder from behind before telling me that it was time to go.  
I turned to exit the beautiful elven city. I was cautious when I entered, but as I was leaving, I felt a warm feeling in my heart. I turned my head one more time to look at the magnificent and captivating view.  
The sun illuminated the river, giving it a magical appearance, but my gaze wasn’t attracted toward this. I couldn’t help but steal a last glance at Hirillë who was standing a few feet away bathing in the sunlight. At this moment, everything I went through didn’t matter. The only thing I could think of was that I wanted to survive to be able to come back one day.  
As I continued to walk, the radiance gradually faded. I finally turned my head to look ahead. The darkness of the forest made the previous view almost surreal.  
I walked with steady steps toward the darkness with a smile on my face.  
I didn’t know what the future held for me, but for the first time, I wasn’t afraid.  
Because even if I walked a path in the darkness, I knew the light wasn’t far away.
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  Chapter 25: Promise 
We walked for several hours inside the forest. Even with Hiraliel guiding me, this forest just seemed endless. I finally understood why it was called ‘Great Forest’.  
I was really foolish to go inside as I did. 
At that time I didn’t have much choice either. I was alone in the middle of nowhere after killing the head of the Waldemar house. With the coachman as a witness, I couldn’t just stay on the same path we were taking.

I had no choice but to enter the forest to avoid any unfortunate future encounter. However, this forest was way bigger than what I initially thought.  
Without someone to guide me, it would have been impossible to find the exit. I was sure of that. 
We walked together in silence while I was careful not to fall on the uneven ground because of the thick vegetation. On the contrary, Hiraliel was walking gracefully among the roots, vines and trees as if she was a part of the forest itself. She barely let any footprint on the soil.  
I tried to follow her example, but it was easier said than done. Even if I didn’t fall, I wasn’t able to avoid some vines scratching my new trousers. However, not a single trace of that was left on the clothes I wore. Just as Hirillë said, it was no ordinary clothes.  
Even if it wasn’t like an armor, I was sure that this kind of protection would come in handy during my journey. The fact that I was able to get rid of my old, tattered, and smelly clothes just added to my pleasure.  
While I was admiring my new set of clothes, Hiraliel’s voice echoed inside the forest.  
“If you don’t want to lose yourself again then follow closer.”  
Hearing her sarcastic sentence, I shrugged my shoulders. However, I clearly didn’t want to be left alone in this forest again so I quickly ran to catch up with her.  
We continued to walk together. We didn’t talk much at first, mostly because I had to focus to follow her rhythm, but after a couple of hours, I started to get used to walking at this speed in the forest. It was a little tiring, but Hiraliel clearly wanted to come out of the forest before the sky turned dark.  
As I was finally able to follow her without too much trouble, we began to talk to kill the boredom.  
It was quite fun talking with her. She was proud but also strangely ignorant of the way the other races lived.  
Apparently, she never left this forest since her birth.  
“Aren’t you able to leave the forest?” I asked with a puzzled expression.  
She shook her head strongly while explaining to me with a hint of pride in her voice.  
“Why should I leave? The forest is immense with all my friends and family members living inside. I don’t particularly crave for the outside world. Maybe when I’m older, I will want to leave to encounter other races and experience new things in unknown places, but it’s far too soon for now.”  
Her explanation already answered my question, but she continued to talk, apparently flared up by the topic.  
“Even if I leave now, I will just be putting my life at risk without any clear goal. I’m still not strong enough. I know that much.”  
She seemed a little depressed after her own words, so I quickly shifted the topic back to the many unknown things I saw inside the forest.  
She answered me with a smile. It seemed like she noticed my intentions, but even if this wasn’t the case, it was alright.  
We relaxed together while talking about many different things that we didn’t know. She talked to me about many different plants and animals living in the forest, while I explained to her the way humans live. I also described to her the town I came from, which was also the town where I desperately wanted to return to.  
Across our talk, I learned that she was only seventeen years old. I was quite surprised because I pictured every single elf I encountered as having lived at least a hundred years.  
However, according to her words, most of the elves I encountered were quite young. Even Hirillë was considered young from the standard of elves as she was less than a century old.  
Apparently, the oldest elves lived deeper inside the forest, in somewhere that’s considered a sanctuary. It was a place with such strong defenses that it was basically impossible for any outsider to discover the place by accident.  
We already talked for several hours straight. It was quite an interesting talk, as I learned many things I didn’t know about elves.  
I especially learned why the elves didn’t rule the world.  
Sure, they didn’t want to do something like that in the first place, but I always found it strange that Humans could have such large kingdoms whereas Elves were far superior to them in magic.  
The reason for that was because they weren’t very fertile.  
It was rare for an elf to have more than one or two children. It was a dangerous matter for the elven race, therefore, even the most extremist elves like the ‘Queen of the Great Forest of the North’, had to accept the reproduction with other races with better fertility.  
It was a delicate matter because reproduction between an elf and someone from another race gave birth to an elf with a less pure blood. It was something really important, especially for the oldest elves. An elf with a pureblood had a very long lifespan, being able to easily exceed several hundred years.  
Elves with less pure blood lived shorter lives. It also seemed that the pureblooded elves had a really high capacity to feel and manipulate the mana, making them naturally powerful mages. In fact, the ruler of the elves were all from pureblood clans.  
Hirillë was from one too. It seemed that her ears and her hair color were a mystery. More like a handicap in fact. It’s only because she was so talented in magic that she was able to become a Queen, despite the opposition from other high elves.  
Well, according to Hiraliel, except for the three ruling clans of the elves, it seemed that the number of true pureblood elves was really few.  
As a result, it wasn’t rare for elves who left their forest to marry someone from another race. It was rare for an elf to procreate with a dwarf as the two races didn’t seem to be really compatible. The marriage with a member of a beast tribe was more common but not as much as with humans. The high birthrate of the Human race was probably the reason for that, but it seemed that it had some restriction.  
Only the reproduction of a female elf and a male human was allowed.  
I was surprised because I never heard about something like that.  
The child of a male elf and a female human wasn’t considered an elf, but a totally different race look down upon and discriminated. They weren’t able to manipulate the mana easily and, more importantly, couldn’t use nature magic. It was something the pureblood elves couldn’t accept.  
The reason for that was because the woman elves hold the most powerful blood. The extreme majority of the elves using magic were female. Because of that, the leading figures of the race were all females. Mixing the weak blood of a male elf with a human woman without a high natural affinity with magic gave birth to children who weren't even considered elves.  
The fact that those half-elves didn’t have the long vertical ears of the elves didn’t help them either.  
I gasped after hearing this because the word ‘earless elf’ wasn’t new for me.  
For a long time, I believed that I was one. After remembering the reaction from Aten following the explanation of my mother about her silver hair, I was sure he thought that my mother was a half-elf with a human mother and an elf father.  
I would still believe it without what Hirillë told me.  
She was sure that I didn’t have any elf blood in me. Even if my father was a human and my mother a half-elf, I should still have some elven blood in me.  
The explanation just fit too well so, for an instant, I thought that she may have made a mistake. However, I quickly discarded those thoughts.  
No matter how much I thought about it, the only one who knew if I had elf blood in me or not was my mother.  
We continued to talk without slowing our pace and, after a few more questions, I also learned that to compensate for their lower reliability in the use of magic, the male elves relied on arrows.  
“If I understood correctly, the male from the elf race relies on arrows to fight with some magic, but then, why are you also using a bow?”  
My question didn’t seem to bother her.  
She fondly caressed the old black bow which was resting on her right shoulder before answering.  
“This bow is an heirloom. Something my Grandfather, who was a high elf, used during the Great War.”  
“The Great War?” I ask while furrowing my brows.  
I was sure that I heard this somewhere already but I couldn’t remember anything about that.  
“It happened a long time ago. I don’t know many details except for the fact that it was the greatest war that our world has ever known. Before it, there was a constant struggle for power on both continents, but after this, the situation drastically changed. We called it the Great War because it swallowed every single race and determined the face of our current world. This is what my father told me when I asked him. Apparently, the elders of the clans held a meeting every decade to explain the events of this war to the younger generation but I haven’t participated yet so I just know what my father allowed me to know.”  
After this long explanation about this mysterious war and, without waiting for me to comment on what she said, she just continued her explanation about her bow with a loving expression.  
“After his death, my father inherited it and, five years ago, when he died, I inherited it as I don’t have any male siblings.”  
I fell silent after hearing her circumstances. After a few seconds, I muttered a few words.  
“Sorry for asking you that. It must be painful to remember your father.”  
She shook her head. Her beautiful silver hair moved in rhythm with the rays of the sun illuminating them.  
“Not really. I’m proud of my father who died during the last Wild Wave and proud to be able to wield his arc. This is why I fight with it and became a patroller inside the forest.”  
I smiled wryly after her answer.  
For me, remembering the dead and the people I lost was just a painful memory. Something that shackled me to my past. However, it was the opposite for her.  
The person she lost strengthened her will.  
After losing myself in my thought for a moment I focused again.  
“Even if you use a bow, you can use magic I suppose.”  
“Yes, I can.”  
She smiled mischievously knowing why I asked her that.  
I made a complicated face hearing her answer.  
“Then, you weren’t serious during our fight…”  
“You’re wrong, I was serious but I underestimated you. I never thought a child could fight like that. Where did you learn such skills by the way?”  
I thought for a bit about her question not knowing how to answer.  
“I had an old master who taught me how to survive.”  
“It’s incredible that someone could teach such skills to a young child. I would be glad to meet him.”  
“It’s impossible. He is not in this world anymore.”  
“Oh…”  
Hiraliel fell silent after my sentence. I knew she thought the master I talked about was dead. I didn’t correct her thoughts.

It was probably the case anyway.

Even if he wasn’t dead yet, this was irrelevant as we were in different worlds now.  
“Do you miss him?”  
I was taken aback by her question.  
Did I miss the old hyena? Impossible… 
I remembered the harsh training, the beating, the constant teasing and his final betrayal.

I could only feel hate for him.

This is what I thought.

However, even for a twisted reason, this man was probably as close as a father to me.  
He destroyed the path I wanted to take in my old world, but I won another in this one. I couldn’t forgive what he did to me, but there was no meaning in holding grudges beyond death.  
“A little.”  
The only things I had left of him were memories and his teachings, which saved me more times than I could remember. Those skills would probably become my lifeline in my future journey. I was sure of that.

As if to change the subject, Hiraliel quickly added.  
“It’s also incredible to be able to use so much magic while being so young.”  
I smiled wryly before answering.  
“It’s because I have a huge mana pool apparently.”  
“I see. With your physical training from your master, it explains your abilities to use magic.”  
I tilted my head to the side because I didn’t see the connection between the two.  
“What do you mean by that?”  
She looked at me with a surprised look on her face.  
“I thought everybody knew that because I’m sure the Human schools teach it.”  
I stiffened a little after her answer. I went to school but because I was kidnaped I didn’t finish my curriculum.  
I thought it wasn’t really troublesome because I only missed the second part of the Primary school which was more about magic and history. I was sure that I didn’t miss anything as Amanda was teaching the magic part to me, but it seemed that she forgot to teach me a couple of things after all.  
It wasn't really surprising as she wasn’t a teacher in the first place. 
Fortunately, I still attended the first part of the Primary school about the kingdoms, the races and the animals living on the continent. It gave me enough common sense with the books I read in my house.  
“So, what do you mean by that?”  
“Well, how should I say it… You know that your capacity to use mana is related to your soul and body right?”  
“Of course I do”  
“Well, in fact, it’s the truth that our soul creates a fixed amount of mana different for each individual and is influenced by the race and ancestors of the person. This is the so call mana pool. The body also produces some mana, but the quantity is a lot less. In contrast, the mana created by the body can be influenced by our action which is not the case for the mana coming from our soul. That’s why the beginning of the training for every human mage is to exhaust their mana so that their body could create more mana later.”  
I nodded after her explanation. It was just like Hirillë told me and exactly what I did by shooting a target until exhaustion.  
She continued her explanation after seeing that I understood.  
“However, there is more to this. A part of the training for a mage is about strengthening their physical abilities because the mana always proceeds by the body. The soul creates the mana used by the body, so even with a high affinity, if the body isn’t strong enough, then the mage wouldn’t be able to use as much magic no matter the depth of its mana pool. By training the body, the amount of mana produced will slightly rise, but our capacity to handle the mana will skyrocket.”  
I nodded after her explanation.  
She explained the same thing as Hirillë. I needed to exhaust my mana to attune my body and raise my capacity to handle this mana. She also added that I needed to have a strong body to support this mana, something which Hirillë didn't really mention.  
Maybe she thought it was evident or that it was not necessary.  
Before, the explanations of Hirillë and Hiraliel, this question has always bothered me. 
I was supposed to have a great reserve of mana, but I already experienced multiple times the lack of it. I blamed my lack of control and my waste of mana for this, but this wasn’t all there was to it apparently.  
If the body played this role then it made sense that the weak body of a child wouldn’t be able to support as much magic as an adult even if his mana pool was higher. It wasn’t that I exhaust the mana coming from my soul but because my body wasn’t strong enough to support the toll of my magic. The disparity between my abnormal soul and my weak body was the cause of this.  
If this was true then when I grow up, I would be able to use more of my mana. 
The new information of Hiraliel also meant that I had to train physically from now on. It was something I didn’t want to do when I was living with my family because I didn’t have any goal anymore. Without someone to beat, I didn’t see the point to train as I was already able to defend myself well enough. I didn’t want to appear weirder than I already was by training alone either.  
What kind of child would suddenly decide on his own to train if no one encouraged him to do it?  
After this explanation, we continued to walk while chatting.  
I talked about my hometown, my parents and my sisters.  
She was astonished when she heard the reason I had for crossing the wilderness on my own.  
“You’re rushing alone for your sisters' sake?”  
“Well, I’m too far to do anything except sending a letter to warn my parents about the threat.”  
“You’re unexpectedly soft.”  
She put her slim hand in front of her mouth and asked me in a mocking tone.  
“Are you perhaps one of those boys who can't say no to their sister?”  
I reddened a little hearing her teasing words.  
“Wha… What are you saying !?! I never even met them, how is that possible?”  
She laughed hearing my panicked answer. Her laughter wasn’t as pure as Hirillë’s, but it still gave her a very feminine aura.  
We could talk just fine together. It was hard to believe that we fought each other just a few days ago. 

It became even more obvious that elves were not as resentful as humans. It was another reason to like this race. The more I thought about it, the more I realized it would not have bothered me if I had been reincarnated as an elf.

I was already lucky to reincarnate in a loving family even with the existence of my Grandfather. 
A slave, a persecuted member of a beast tribe or a human from the Kingdoms of Ledrack or Vifalm that were constantly at war on the Western Continent. It could have been so much worse. Living in a mountain as a Dwarf or in the sea as a member of the ‘Shinawa’ people wasn’t appealing either.  
All I had to do was come back home safely and my peaceful life would be nearly assured.  
This thought filled me with joy and anticipation.  
Especially since after my abduction, I gave up all hope that this would happen.  
Sure, at first, I had wild thoughts about killing my grandfather along with Amanda before escaping. However, no matter how I planned it, this was just impossible. Even if I put the fact that Amanda was stronger than me aside, I didn't know where I was being held captive.

I lived in a lone house in the middle of nowhere without any means of transportation. Escaping on my own on foot without knowing where to go was just suicide if I was outside of the Human kingdom. This world and the creatures living inside weren’t as nice as to let a child go where he wanted unharmed.  
We finally approached the exit of the forest.  
The foliage became less dense as the sun bathed the entry as if to welcome us into this other world.

We stepped together in this bath of light.  
I would never forget the sight I had that day, not until my last breath.  
Endless.  
This was the word that came to my mind as soon as I looked at the wilderness before my eyes.  
The end of the forest was on a hill giving us a high stand view. Because of that, we were able to look at the entire wilderness at the same time.  
There were plains, hills, small forests, impressive holes and rocky valleys as far as my eyes could see. I could also see a large river far away. I was in awe in front of this majestic view, but I also became anxious. I finally understood why Hirillë and the other elves said it wasn’t a place for small kids. In fact, the more I look at it the more I understood that it wasn’t a place meant to be dominated by Humans or any other race. The weather wasn’t rough, nor there was any major obstacle like an endless abyss, but there were just too many different kinds of ground making any kind of large settlement impossible.  
The closest grassy plain was full of giant pitch-black holes certainly made by some creature. The large lake on the left side of my view was surrounded by a profound valley from one side and a small mountain in the other.  
The numerous small forests scattered in front of my eyes surely sheltered many animals and vicious deviants. I could also see some giant trees standing above other trees inside those forests. Probably some kind of lesser ‘Millennium Ancestor’. 
To my left, I could see a vast plain with few obstacles allowing me to look at the sea far away.  
I couldn't help but wonder when was the last time I saw the sea. 
I spent a few seconds immersing myself in the dazzling blue light released by the sea far away due to the rays of light striking its surface.  
I finally turned my head to my right.  
I could see afar a large mountain that wasn’t like any I had seen in my previous life. The reason for that was the red color of the stone giving the impression that a wall of fire was standing there.  
By coming closer to this Red mountain, it was clear that the vegetation was less dense and the ground rougher. It gave a strange feeling attracting me mysteriously toward it.  
I chased that thought out of my mind because I knew what was awaiting anyone coming close to this mountain.  
Death.  
Firstly, it wasn’t rare for Deviants from the Desert in the South or ‘Narior Desert’ to come in this area. However, this wasn’t the main threat. It seemed that strong creatures were mysteriously drawn toward this strange mountain. Animals and deviants alike seemed to be attracted by something inside the mountain. The dwarf clans wouldn’t be able to live here no matter how strong they were if not for the protection of one of the six mythical beasts: the ‘Kollath’.  
“You can still change your mind you know.”  
Hiraliel’s soft voice brought me back to reality.

Realizing that looking at this view any longer would make me look afraid, I turned my head toward her. We were still bathed in the rays of the sun. I was dazzled for a few seconds by the beauty of her figure and her shining silver hair.  
“No, I will go. I just hope that I will be fast enough. Hirillë wasn’t sure about the exact location of the Human settlement or about the time it will take to go there. According to her, there are numerous small towns and garrisons in this area but their exact location isn’t publicly known.”  
Hiraliel tilted her head a few seconds before answering.  
“Are you not going to join the ‘Blueway’ to enter the King’s Valley? It’s the safest way to cross the wilderness you know.”  
The sudden question of Hiraliel made me raise an eyebrow.

She was right. The safest and fastest route should be to follow the ‘Blueway’ until I found some Human camp.  
This path built at the cost of an enormous amount of men, money and time with the conjoined effort of Humans and Elves crossed the wilderness and connected the Dorell kingdom with the Great forest of the West.  
The special magical blue stone forming this 'Blueway' kept most animals away and was the only way for messengers and merchants’ carriages to cross the wilderness in safety. With a fast Vrapy carriage, it was possible to cross the wilderness quite quickly if you were lucky enough not to attract the attention of any strong deviant.  
This road was the cornerstone of the relationship between those two races. Even if the contacts between the two races weren’t numerous, this road still allowed some friendly and commercial relation which was impossible to do with the other Great forest located in the North of the continent outside of the Wilderness.  
If I followed this 'Blueway', I would be able to go straight to one of the two entrances to the Dorell Kingdom from the Wilderness, the King’s Valley.  
However, this wasn’t possible.  
“I’m well aware of that, I spent quite some time talking about this matter with Hirillë. It would probably be possible if I wasn’t wanted.”  
“Wanted?” Hiraliel asked carefully.  
I nodded slowly.  
“People are looking for me. I’m sure of that. If they find me then I won’t be able to see my family again. Therefore, I have to avoid the ‘Blueway’ because it’s clearly the place where they will look for me. Even if they don’t, they probably posted men in the checkpoint of the King’s Valley.”  
“Then where are you going?”  
“I’m going to cross the wilderness to enter the Dorell Kingdom by the Southern part near the guarding fortresses. It will be difficult, but according to Hirillë, I will have a greater chance to enter undetected.”  
I spent some time speaking with Hirillë about my options and the best route I should take. After four years, I wanted to see my family more than anything, but I knew it wouldn’t be easy to join them.  
The reason was simple.  
I didn’t have any money.  
In this world, there wasn’t any authority to take care of lost children. This world wasn’t nice enough.  
Arthur Waldemar came with an expensive Vrapy carriage while using the Blueway, something that I couldn’t afford.  
I could only rely on myself to return home.  
I wanted to join them fast, but I had to be careful. I couldn’t take this road or go to any well-known settlement.  
After all, it wouldn’t be a joke if I was arrested the moment I found a settlement or if I brought my chaser with me in our house. The fact that I killed Arthur Waldemar had to stay secret, or else I would lose any chance to have the life I wanted.  
“Well, if the Queen said it, then it’s the best solution. Besides, the ‘Blueway’ isn’t totally safe either. Some may say it’s even more dangerous without a Vrapy using its natural ability to keep weak deviants away. If you walk there by yourself, you would become an easy target for both deviants and humans alike.”  
“That’s how it is.” I muttered.  
I made a small pause before resuming my speech.  
“I will march along the Red Mountain until I arrive near the fortresses designating the entry of the Human Kingdom, but it will take me a long time if I’m on foot. I need to send my letter as soon as possible. Hirillë said that there is a human settlement that was recently built in this direction.”  
Hiraliel nodded after my words.  
“Well, it’s difficult to say how long it will take you but if you’re fast enough, you might be able to reach it in less than two weeks… probably.”  
I smiled a little hearing her answer.  
There was still some hope left to arrive in time.  
Sending a letter with a fast ‘Meriadoc’ would take a week at most. In fact, I wasn’t sure how fast the ‘Meriadoc’ were. They were the fastest method to send a letter which was accessible to the commoners. It was much cheaper than a Vrapy carriage, but even if they had the aerial advantage, their stamina wasn’t endless, unlike the powerful and nearly tireless Vrapy.  
So if it takes a week for the letter to arrive with a Meriadoc, because I spent a little more than a week inside the forest, then I have to find a town and send the letter in around four weeks at the latest.  
This was the time limit.  
I was a little anxious knowing that using a ‘Meriadoc’ to send a letter was expensive. Not nearly as expensive as a carriage, but expensive for me nonetheless. I didn’t have any money so I had to find a way to earn money quickly.  
Thinking about that now was just a needless worry.

I had to find a Human settlement first. 
I sighed a little thinking that everything would be much simpler if the elves had ways to communicate with Human towns but they didn’t train birds to carry messages in the first place. Considering their attachment to nature and the animals it was quite understandable.  
In fact, it was because of this choice that the ‘Blueway’ between the Human kingdom and their forest was so important.  
“Time for goodbye I suppose.”  
Hiraliel nodded lightly after my sentence.  
I guessed she wasn’t the hugger type like Hirillë so I extended my hand for a handshake, something humans commonly do in this world too.  
Her soft hand slowly reached mine before finally grabbing it.  
Her grip was firm and strong, no doubt molded by years of bow practice. Yet, I didn’t feel any roughness on her incredibly soft hand.  
She smiled a little before stroking my hair with her other hand.  
“Take care, kid. I hope you will be alright and that we will be able to see each other when you’re taller.”  
I felt my cheeks burn a little after hearing her seductive voice.  
“Don’t forget, if you find it impossible for you don’t be stubborn and just come back here. There is no shame in retreating sometimes.”  
“I know, thank you for your concern.”  
If I was truly unable to cross the wilderness on my own, my only option would be to give up going home alone and wait for the Wild Wave to end so that elves could accompany me in my journey.  
Even if I said to her that I would come back if something went wrong, I knew in my heart that it wasn't an option.

If something happened to my family because I gave up, I would never be able to forgive myself.  
If I was responsible for my family break down a second time then there would be truly no salvation for me.  
I fought in my previous life because I wanted to escape from my sins and my guilt. I gave everything I had in my training and in the matches.

I didn’t lose a single time.

However, in the end, I wasn’t able to accomplish anything.  
I couldn’t return to my country, to my mother.  
I couldn’t apologize.  
I realized in this life that all those fights didn’t bring me anything except for pain, fear and despair.

That’s why I didn’t want to fight anymore in this life.  
This was my true wish.  
Maybe this was why I accepted for so long to be a prisoner. I was running away from reality. I didn’t want to fight anymore, so I told myself that as long as my family was safe, then I wouldn’t complain even if I became a political tool.  
However, I was wrong.  
If I didn’t fight, then I would just become a spectator of my own life like I was for the last four years.  
I turned to face the endless Wilderness in front of my eyes.  
For the first time in a long time, I had a determined glint in them. In front of this unknown land, I wouldn’t give up no matter the cost.  
I stepped forward to get away from Hiraliel toward the edge of the hill.  
I was going to cross this savage land on my own.  
This was my duty and my test.  
This time nothing would stop me from coming home.  
More than a wish or a desperate hope, it was a promise. A promise that I will have to fulfill no matter what awaits me.  
However, even with my firm resolve, I still knew that death doesn’t care about promises.
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  Chapter 26: Across the wilderness 
After stepping down from the hill, I continued to walk ahead for at least an hour on a grassy plain, without many trees and without any hole like the ones I saw far away from above. With this clear view, I was confident that I wouldn’t be ambushed by any creature.  
I tried to maintain a fast pace without letting my guard down, but as I walked among the tall grass shining with a mystifying green light, I couldn’t help but relax and allow myself to look longer at my surroundings. The green scenery was breathtaking and gave an eerie feeling.  
It wasn’t like in the Great forest where nature seemed quiet and peaceful. In this vast plain, no matter where I looked, I had the impression of a more savage nature.  
The animals in this place reflected that quite well, as I saw many different species that were just absent in the Great forest. I was glad to notice that the animals I saw along the way were clearly herbivorous and more afraid of me than the other way around.  
After a couple of hours, I already saw a dozen of ‘Vormur’ moving together. They were just like deer, but a little smaller and with a single horn on their forehead. We could see some spikes on the back of the males. I knew that as long as they didn't feel threatened, they wouldn’t attack me. As a result, I paid extra caution not to come too close to them. 
After all, even if they were herbivorous, their speed coupled with their deadly horn shouldn’t be underestimated.  
I was glad to see that I recognized numerous species. The reason for that was simple, I studied about them mostly in class but also at home. When I still couldn’t read, I spent a large amount of time trying to read books. Well, more like trying to decipher the alphabet of this world.  
I obviously couldn’t, but there was a thick volume in the house gathering numerous different species with a drawing to represent them. After learning to read with Gandalf, I was finally able to understand the description next to the picture along with the names.  
Of course, I couldn’t remember every single one of them, but I knew quite a bit as it was a subject I found interesting before I could use magic.  
After all, discovering new species from another world was just a thrilling experience.  
As I made a small detour to avoid a small group of ‘Vormur’, I nearly stepped on a little white animal with red ears and sharp claws on its front paws. On its back, it had long yellow streaks. I remembered seeing its picture in my book, but I couldn’t remember its name. It was more like a dangerous rabbit to me.  
*Grrrrr*  
The small animal began to emit a threatening growl.  
I was too close, so I stopped and took some steps back while getting ready to shoot a waterball if it chose to attack me.  
We stared at each other for what seemed like an eternity.  
As we were motionless, two of its mates came closer.  
Three against one after only a couple of hours on this plain.

Apparently, my luck was still as good as ever. 
Those animals were probably faster than me. If I wanted to touch them with my magic, I had to take the initiative.  
However, I didn’t know how many of them were lurking around me. If it was only three, then I could still manage, but more than that and it would become dangerous. 
I was confident in my ability to defend myself against ordinary humans, even with the body of a child, but animals were a different story altogether. I couldn’t predict or read their movements as I did with Humans. With fewer physical abilities, I could only rely on my still lacking magic skills.
Better safe than sorry. 
I decided to take the initiative and attack first, but as I was gathering mana in my hand, the small creatures suddenly left.  
They just turned their back on me and left together.  
I was dumbfounded for a few seconds before breathing out the air I was holding without realizing.  
Becoming all worked up for some rabbits, the beginning of an epic journey…
I was sarcastic to myself because I knew that those little devils were nothing more than food for most species in this area. 
*Creeeak*  
The sudden noise made me jump in surprise. I turned my head quickly toward the sky to see where the noise was coming from.

As soon as I saw the dozen little birds flying together, I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Just some Ellaf" 
Those were just common birds found everywhere in nature or even in small towns. I didn’t see those in a book but in my hometown. There were always a couple of those little blue birds flying around. They didn’t possess any physical ability, only relying on their speed to escape from their predators.  
That and their ‘mutual cry’.

It was one if not their only special ability. When they were in a group, they would shout together at the exact same time to amplify their cry and intimidate the predators around.  
It was that ‘mutual cry’ that made me jump out in fright just a moment ago. Despite the terrifying noise that was disproportionate compared to the threat they represent, the ‘Ellaf’ were totally harmless and peaceful. Because of their calm and kind nature, those animals rarely became deviants. 
They were so calm that it was easily possible to tame them. They were mostly used by Humans as a way to send letters.  
However, even if they had a high flight speed over a short distance to escape their predator, they couldn’t fly fast for a long time. As a result, I couldn’t use this kind of bird to send my letter as it would just take too much time. 
Remembering that I had to hurry, I turned my focus away from those birds to walk at a fast pace once again.  
*Creeeak*  
They sure are noisy. I silently thought while walking faster. 
*Creeeak*  
"Seriously, those damn birds." 
I turned my head just in time to see a huge red bird just a few feet away from me. I immediately threw myself to the ground and felt the air moving right over me as the sharp claws of the creature closed just a few inches from my body. 
With cold sweat on my back, I quickly stood up and prepared to fight. 
As I looked at the sky, I understood why the ‘Ellaf’ were so noisy. There were three of those giant red birds flying in the sky.  
Two of them were having a buffet of poor little ‘Ellaf’ who were desperately trying to escape from those predators only to be caught by the creatures that were obviously faster despite their larger size. 
The third had decided that it didn’t want to eat these little sparrows, so it chose the side dish.
The vicious giant bird was most likely from the ‘Zaël’ species. A kind of scavenger, eating corpses and small birds. It was already bad luck that they spotted me, but it was really the worst that it had to be in an open plain like that without anything to cover me.  
In this place, I was a prey they could attack from any direction without any disturbance.  
Those birds were cowards, so they wouldn’t easily attack an opponent stronger than them, which meant that I was just like a little bird for them.
I made a bitter smile after reaching this conclusion.  
I didn’t move from my place as I watched the ‘Zaël’ making circles above me readying itself to duck toward the ground at any moment.  
I couldn’t just run away as I would just expose my back to the creature, but I couldn’t just shoot it blindly either.  
I was unlikely to touch it while it was flying high above me.  
As I carefully scanned its movements, the creature suddenly plunged to the ground. 

Fast. 
In just a few seconds, the creature was already just a few feet away from me with its sharp claws ready to tear my head apart.  
I released my magic immediately. 
Since I saw the bird flying above me, I concentrated mana in my feet. I instantly released my wind magic to propel myself to the side, away from its deadly claws. 
“Waterball!”  
Before the giant bird could gain altitude again, I fired more than a dozen waterballs toward its head. Only a few hit him, but it was enough to stun him.

A waterball wasn’t nearly hard enough to kill it.  
Therefore, I concentrated fire magic in my left hand and slowly created a fireball. It was just too slow to form. The bird was already gaining height when the small ball of fire left my hand. 
Fortunately, I hit him in the back just before it was out of reach. Its beautiful red feathers began to take fire. The bird flew higher and faster to try to extinguish the flame, but the wind was just making the fire on its back stronger. 
The giant red bird with its feathers in fire was exactly as I imagined a phoenix even if this mythical creature from my old world didn't actually exist. 
The shriek of pain from the bird was powerful enough to make my eardrums hurt. 
I decided to leave the crime scene before reinforcements were drawn by the horrifying screams of the beast.  
As I was running away, I heard the sound of the bird falling to the ground behind me. I turned my head to see that the bird was lying on the soil still burning. Its body was still moving from time to time, but it didn’t have the strength to extinguish the fire out or to shout in pain anymore.  
I finally understood why fire magic wasn’t popular. 
I wasn’t bothered because I had to kill a creature that was gladly going to eat me alive, but burning a living creature to death wasn’t a pleasant experience either. It left a bad aftertaste in my mouth.  
As I made a complicated face in front of my burning foe, the two other birds quickly came in my direction to avenge their comrade. I wasn't fast enough to run away while they were busy.  
Not hesitating, I activated once again wind magic under my feet to propel myself ahead. I was getting used to run like that. Of course, it was only a rough technique, not useful for precise movements, but it was still quite useful to accelerate for a short while as long as I focused enough. 
At first, I had to stop each time I touched the ground, but now I was able to use it a couple of times without any problem. Of course, I didn’t have a good control over my magic, so my propulsion was far from graceful.  
Sometimes I used too much magic and was propelled further than I expected which almost made me fall. I couldn’t change direction either. To avoid some obstacles and holes along the way, I still had to run around.  
But even with that, I was able to put some distance away from my angry pursuers.  
After what seemed like an eternity, I finally saw the end of the plain a few hundred meters away. Just like I saw when I exited the Great Forest, the grassy plain ended abruptly leaving the place to a profound valley with a steep fall. The grass was replaced by small rocks and a dry soil. It was difficult to understand how those two landscapes could exist so close to one another.  
As I was wondering about that, I looked back and saw that the two birds hadn’t yet given up. Their speed was truly impressive. Each time my magic put some distance between us, they would accelerate to close the gap.  
I was starting to get tired. I didn’t train physically before and was starting to regret it as my breathing became rougher.  
A sharp pain also appeared near my ribs.  
I clenched my teeth to hold on.  
I could see the valley ahead. By reaching it, I hoped that I would be able to escape those troublesome fellows. 
After all this time, my running speed had shrunk by a lot. Without the propulsion of my wind magic, they would have caught up with me already.  
They were only a few feet behind me when I was finally just sixty feet away from the end of the plain.  
However, I couldn’t hold on any longer.

My breathing was painful and uncontrollable as my legs began to collapse under my own weight.  
I gathered as much mana as I could under my feet to propel myself ahead.  
From a single giant leap, I was able to cross nearly the remaining distance.  
However, I wasn’t able to remain standing when I touched the ground. Unable to support the impact, my legs finally gave in.  
My speed made me roll head first on the harsh ground for a distance long enough to reach the slope. The birds were only a few feet behind me when I finally rolled down.  
I couldn’t see if they pursued me anymore as I was rolling at high speed on the harsh ground. I tried to fix my posture and stand up, but the slope was just a lot stiffer than what I had expected.  
As I was rolling faster and faster, I felt my skin tearing from the friction and dizziness spreading in my mind.

I could only use earth magic to cover as much skin as I could and placed my arms around my head to protect me.  
I rolled for what seemed like an eternity.  
When I finally stopped, I was completely disoriented with my entire body in pain.  
I stood up and focused my gaze, but the whole world around me was spinning as every breath of air I took burned my lungs.  
After a few seconds, I saw that the ‘Zaëls’ seemed reluctant to follow me in this little canyon. They were circling in the sky glaring at me probably with hate. 
I smiled a little understanding that my guess was right.  
We weren't on their hunting ground anymore. They hesitated whether they should pursue me here or not. 
I began to recover my breath, but my head continued to furiously spin. It took me a while to repress the urge to throw up from this alcohol-free hangover. 
The furious cries of the birds above my head made me understand that they made their decision.  
They were going to attack me at any moment.  
I lacked the firepower to confront them both at the same time. If I wanted to kill them with a waterball, I had to shoot them behind the neck or on another sensitive spot, but with their aerial advantage, it was unlikely that I would be able to hit the two of them at those spots.  
My other magics were too slow to form, so I had to think of another way than a direct confrontation.  
The only good news was that their aerial advantage over me was less important in this narrow valley as they couldn’t attack me at their top speed on my sides.  
Suddenly, the two ‘Zaël’ plunged toward the ground.  
One was aiming straight ahead while the other was making a small turn to catch me from behind. 
I was surprised by their smart combination, but I didn’t lose my calm. This didn’t change what I had to do.  
I gathered mana and released it in every direction a few seconds later. However, this wasn’t water magic I used.  
I created a gush of wind all around me. It was a strong wind, but not nearly as strong as it would have to be in order to hurt them.  
This didn’t matter as this wasn’t my objective.  
As soon as I created this wind, the dust and sand around me began to move. This magic only had the purpose to hide my figure from them. 
It was getting thicker every second. As I controlled the wind, so that the cloud of sand didn’t fall down, I closed my eyes.  
I robbed them of their sight, but I did just the same for me. I had to rely on something else than my eyesight.  
I concentrated and, after a few seconds, I was finally able to feel their position in the sky by sensing the mana coming from them.  
I grinned a little after succeeding. 
I trained for several long months on my own for that. I had no choice but to learn to feel my mana if I wanted to start learning magic. Therefore, I naturally became much more sensitive toward the mana around me. It was only during the week that I spent in the Great forest that I realized this ability to differentiate and locate the animals by sensing their mana. 

Without their sight, the two giants crimson birds stopped in the middle of the ‘sandstorm’.  
It was my chance. 
I created a pillar of earth under my feet just large enough to allow me to stand on it without any trouble. 
The pillar slowly rose in the sky, but as I was using earth magic it became too difficult to use wind magic at the same time.  
The wind stopped and the sand began to fall toward the ground clearing little by little the sky.  
I hoped that the dust would stay longer in the sky but the reality was harsher. 
As I was slowly rising on my earth pillar, the birds began to turn their head around them to look at me.  
I was only a dozen feet below them.  
It was enough.  
I used wind magic under my feet to propel myself above them.  
As soon as I left, my platform crumbled, but I didn’t need it anymore.  
While soaring in the sky, I gathered mana in my hands as fast as I could.  
The two fireballs slowly formed in the palm of my hands. They were only the size of a tennis ball when I began falling from the sky. The light drew the attention of the two beasts.  
I had to be the first to attack. 

All or nothing.  
I released the fireballs.  
One for each bird.  
The closest ‘Zaël’ didn’t have any chance to avoid and was struck directly in the head, but the other one managed to avoid by a thin margin.  
I thought that I was close enough, but the speed of my attack was insufficient.  
After my failed attempt, I was still falling toward the ground without any means to fight on equal terms with my flying enemy.  
This was probably what the ‘Zaël’ thought as it furiously flew toward me to crush my body with its sharp claws keen like sharp blades.  
I knew that I didn't have any chance to win if it came closer. 
Therefore, I released a barrage of Waterballs toward the approaching bird. Even with its superior speed and incredible reflexes all of it was meaningless in front of dozens of waterballs shot from point-blank range.  
If I had to shoot at the two birds at the same time, I wasn’t confident that I could hit them with enough power, but with a single target, it was possible as long as I was close enough.  
The last ‘Zaël’ made a desperate attempt to avoid the water magic but it couldn’t. Two of them touched it in the head while its large wings were also hit a couple of times each.  
Unable to stay in the sky longer, the ‘Zaël’ fell to the ground along with me.  
I was the victor, but as I was falling from this height, I didn’t find any time to celebrate.  
I gathered as much mana as I could in both of my hands that I directed toward the ground and, when I was only a few feet away, I released the most powerful wind I could to slow down my fall.  
However, it was almost useless.  
*Boom*  
I fiercely crashed on the hard ground.

It took me a long time to carefully stand up.

While I was suffering from the pain of the impact on the hard ground, I quickly inspected my injuries. 
I knew that it wasn’t rare for people breaking a bone not feeling pain immediately, so I inspected my limbs carefully. However, except for some nasty scratches on my arms and hands, I saw nothing wrong.  
I was bleeding from my arms and legs but they weren't serious injuries. After confirming that, I finally slowly got back on my feet. 
On the contrary, the birds stayed motionless on the harsh ground of the valley.  
As soon as I confirmed their death, I decided to rest.  
I couldn’t help but sigh a little.  
My trip was just starting, but I already fought with my life on the line. My face grew darker as I started to wonder what was waiting for me on my journey.

  

    
        Chapter 27: First night

    
    
    
    
  
After my fight, it took me a few minutes to calm down and regain a normal breathing.  
I wanted to rest a little more, but I didn’t want to stay in the same place for too long. I was a little worried that other animals might have been attracted by the commotion.  
It was time to leave this place before another creature spotted me.  
I looked around me to be cautious, but I was alone in this rough valley. As I was observing my surroundings, I noticed the slope from where I was coming from. I involuntarily gulped down when I saw that I rolled down on more than a hundred feet.  
Even with the protection of my earth magic, covering my arms during my fall, I knew that it wasn't the reason for my lack of serious injury.  
These clothes that Hirillë gave me were probably responsible for this and proved their toughness brilliantly.  
The canyon was at most twenty feet wide, but it was fairly long as I couldn’t see its end. The soil was covered with small gray rocks, but except for that, it was totally empty without any vegetation.  
While I was wondering if it was a river before, I quickly headed to the other side of the canyon. The slope was as harsh as the other side. I carefully put my right feet on the ground and made the first step to climb.  
It took me some time to reach the top, as I was careful not to glide. When I finally reached the top, I looked at my surroundings for any possible animal ready to ambush me.  
I also looked at the ring on my thumb, but the elegant white ring of calamity wasn’t emitting any light signaling me that there wasn't any deviant around me. If I had bought this ring, I probably would have been a lot more careful, not knowing if it would really work, but it was different because it came directly from Hirillë. 
Even if I didn’t know her for long, I still trusted the mysterious Queen. Therefore, after a quick glance to the ring, I relaxed a little.  
I looked around only to see that I was close to a forest. This forest didn’t seem too large, but it would take me quite a large amount of time to make a detour.  
Should I enter inside?  
Even if I lose some time, I chose to get around it as forests were just bad news for someone like me who easily got lost.  
Moreover, the idea of entering a dark forest where different types of animals I did not know lived was not very pleasing. Even more so given the risk of meeting vicious deviants.

I walked for ten minutes between the forest and the canyon at my right side. I turned my head to look where I came from and noticed that I could still clearly see the Great Forest on the hill where I bid farewell with Hiraliel.  
It was enough to notice that I didn’t travel a very long distance despite running for a while. 
I walked for a couple of hours to reach the end of the forest while avoiding animals and suspicious places. Everything was going smoothly when I stopped in my tracks.  
The reason for that was simple. I was so focused on looking at my surroundings, fearing that an animal would attack me, that I didn’t notice that the sun was quickly going down.  
The fierce yellow light was slowly turning redder as the sun began to set. I became frantic as I realized my mistake.  
I needed to find a shelter quickly. 
I began to run. I was only jogging at first, but as the sky became darker, I ran faster and faster.  
Sleeping alone was dangerous, but without any shelter, it was no different to ask the animals to eat me.

After half an hour of frantic running, I discovered several huge boulders in a triangle shape, leaving a space of a dozen feet between them. I nearly missed them. Therefore, I had good chances that those huge rocks, at least thirty feet wide each, could hide me a little from the sight of outsiders. It would also help protect me from the cold wind of the night.  
I gathered enough wood to light a fire to keep me warm for several hours. The nights weren’t especially cold in the Great Forest, but they weren’t warm either. Moreover, the cover of the dense trees protected me from the cold wind, which wouldn't be the case here. 

After putting the wood in a corner of my provisory shelter and using earth magic to delimit a circle around, I used fire magic to light it.  
I quickly felt the warmth spreading through my limbs. I feared that the fire would attract some animals, but the coldness I felt over my limbs won my internal struggle. I didn’t notice, but after the fight with the giant birds, I was drenched in sweat. The cold wind along with the humidity of my clothes made my entire body cold.  
I intended to keep it a couple of hours before putting out the fire. 
I opened the backpack Hirillë gave me and pulled out two triangle-shape ‘Ovel’ that I particularly liked and ate them greedily.  
I looked inside the backpack and, after a few seconds, I noticed that if I wasn’t too greedy by eating with some precautions, then I would be able to make my food last for around five or six days.  
After that, I would have to hunt for my food.  
Water wouldn’t be a problem as I was a water mage, but I still hoped to find another water source along the way because the water I made wasn’t particularly refreshing and had a really bad aftertaste.  
I gave a last glance at my backpack and saw something under the fruits and other provisions. I pulled it and almost cheered out loud.  
It was a long dark blanket carefully folded. Its width and thickness would be enough to protect me from the coldness of the night.  
Thanking Hirillë in my heart, I quickly wrapped myself in the blanket and lied down.  
I was comfortably installed on the grassy soil under a thick blanket near a small fire. The sky was almost totally dark, only illuminated by brilliant stars which seemed to come out one after another.  
I remembered that I had to put out the fire before sleeping. 
I let out a long sigh and prepared to stand up, but when I opened my eyes, I saw that the fire had enough wood inside to probably last around one or two hours at most.  
Thinking that I didn't need to intervene and that it would die down on its own in a short while, I lazily turned around to allow my back to be warm up by the fire.  
Exhausted after this first day, I quickly fell asleep.  
I had a strange dream that night.  
I didn’t remember all the details, but it was a mix of my old world and this one.  
I saw some scenes where I showed my magic to my old classmates who, upon seeing my performance, clapped their hands loudly and cheered for me. Everybody looked at me with respect. I was in my old body, but the more I used magic the more I changed physically. My body became thinner and shorter while my eyes turned into a clear sky-blue color with red drills appearing in my hair.  
As I was turning into the body of Sillath, the scenery around me changed quickly as if it was washed away. My classmates disappeared one by one and after a few minutes, I was left alone with Trisha on the rooftop where I wanted to confess to her.  
Her long silky blond hair moved along the wish of the wind and hypnotized me totally. As I was immersed in this mesmerizing view, her soft voice spoke to me with a hint of disdain hidden inside.  
“Sorry, but I can’t go out with a kid.”  
“But… look, I can do magic.”  
I formed a waterball in my hand and showed it proudly to her. However, she only sighed before replying.  
“So what? Even if you could create an ocean, I still wouldn’t go out with you. I already have someone I like after all.”  
After those words left her mouth, she turned heel and headed toward the door to exit the rooftop.  
I still had the small waterball in my hand and, after a few seconds, I released it toward the wall next to me in frustration and anger.  
As soon as I did that the scenery changed once again. I was in front of a metal target with my right hand still raised.  
“Why are you stopping? Continue Sillath!”  
I turned my head and saw long hair as dark as the night with a mysterious glow floating next to me.  
“Yes, Amanda.”  
I shot as many balls of each element as fast as I could. Each time, the metal target was hit, a clear sound rang in the courtyard in front of the house where I spent four years of my new life.  
“Faster Sillath!”  
After Amanda’s command, I increased the pace of my shooting.  
Water, fire, earth, wind.  
Each element flew toward the practice target. 
I gathered mana and created a fireball as fast as I could and prepared to launch it like the others, but the ball didn’t fly out of my hand. I tried again, but the fire didn’t move at all.  
Surprised, I tried to get rid of it by shaking my hand, but as soon as I did that the fire on my palm spread over my whole hand. 
“Ouch.”  
I burned my hand, but the burn mark quickly disappeared. The fire finally disappeared as well.  
I breathed a sigh of relief, but immediately after that, my thumb took fire.  
I screamed a little after the surprising pain and waited for it to disappear like before, but the burning sensation only increased until I couldn’t repress my groans of pain anymore.  
“It burns!!”  
I opened my eyes abruptly only to notice that the burning sensation wasn't gone.  
It wasn’t a dream, my thumb was really burning.  
It wasn’t to the point of a sharp pain, but it was quite unpleasant.  
Still not totally woken up, I looked at my right thumb only to see a radiant white light. It took me a couple of seconds before realizing what I was seeing.  
"The ring!!" 
*Grrrrrr*  
I immediately turned my head in the direction of the growling noise. I did it just in time to see two radiant yellow eyes above me shinning in the darkness of the night.  
The four-legged creature leaped toward me with its sharp claws out.  
I rolled on the ground to the left, barely avoiding the lethal attack. I tried to stand up, but the creature didn’t slow down in its assault not letting me any time to fix my posture.  
Still lying on the ground, I desperately aimed with my right hand and shot a waterball in its direction.  
With its momentum, the beast wasn’t able to avoid and received the magic directly on its torso. The impact made the creature miss its attack and back away a little.  
I took this chance to stand up.  
I was still inside the triangle shaped rock formation. My back was against a boulder, but the creature hidden in the darkness of the night was still less than ten feet away from me.  
A threatening growl left its mouth once again making me shiver a little.  
I realized that had to stay away from this thing. Therefore, I used wind magic to propel me and make a backflip so that I didn’t turn my back on the creature.  
I was now standing on the boulder, towering the creature which allowed me to see it more clearly.  
The vicious creature that attacked me in my sleep had an orange fur the color of fallen leaves while its four strong legs were as dark as the night giving the impression that the creature just had its body floating in midair. I could also see a long red spike on the end of its back instead of a tail.  
I never saw something like that.  
The pointy dark ears on the top of its monstrous head were twitching furiously while its sharp claws sank into the soil, readying itself to duck forward. The impressive red teeth protruding from its open mouth, with saliva leaking slowly outside, made my heart quiver.  
The mad look in its eyes made me realize that this creature was different from any other I encountered until now. The presence it released was clearly in another league. It was much more ferocious than any wild animal I ever saw.  
Even the giant hamster that swallowed me didn’t have the mad look in its eyes and a presence betraying its thirst for blood.  
Just a glance at this beast and at the shinning ring on my thumb made me understand what was in front of me.  
A deviant.  
The mana I felt emanating from the core of this creature told me one thing clearly.  
This monster was an aberration from nature.  
Something born for slaughter that each race made their common enemy.  
This creature was now standing a couple of feet away from me, ready to take my life and my hopes away at the same time.

  

    
        Chapter 28: The price of survival

    
    
    
    
  
The orange creature growled louder and louder until it let out a few aggressive barks. 
I didn’t know what species it belonged to before degenerating into this cruel entity, but I didn’t have any time to worry about that.  
The threatening noise echoed in my ears and instilled fear in my heart. I had many battles in my old life, but it was against humans. This was the first time I had to fight against a beast like this. Of course, I had killed some animals, but my instincts told me that this fight would be completely different.  
*Grrrr*  
Another growl reached my ears, but this time, the deviant wasn’t the cause of it. I quickly turned my head behind me, only to see four other figures in the dark coming closer to me.  
As soon as I turned my head, I realized my mistake and quickly shifted my attention back to the deviant, but it was already too late. The massive monster had already jumped toward me with all its might.  
I sidestepped with pure reflex on the rock, but I couldn’t totally avoid the sword-like claws. I felt a sharp pain on my left arm as my flesh got torn apart by the beast.  
I repressed a yell and immediately backed away, but the creature only turned its fierce head toward me and let out a long red trail of flames.  
“Water shield!”  
I shouted in reflex while activating my protective magic. It was the Barrier magic from the water element and the proof that I was able to add speed to this element.

However, I quickly understood that my magic wasn’t strong enough to resist it. 
The fire from the beast struck me head on, and the impact sent me flying. 
When I landed on my back, I felt an intense burning sensation on my torso and my left cheek where the fire had hit. This time, I couldn’t repress a painful scream as I felt my flesh melting under the fierce fire. I quickly concentrated water in those areas to extinguish the fire.  
The creature’s eyes shone with a terrifying yellow light as it looked at me repress my pain after its devastating attack. However, it didn’t charge and simply watched me struggle. 
I didn’t know if it was enjoying the sight, but I was glad that it didn’t pursue its attack.  
The pain was so strong that it prevented me from thinking clearly, but more than that, it was the fear striking my heart that was the most difficult to bear.  
I felt my heart quiver as I imagined what would have happened without my protective magic.  
I would have been burned to death and probably eaten moments later.  
To be disfigured was a small price to pay after its attack.  
My clothes also hindered the progress of the fire.  
There was no doubt that normal clothes would have been turned into ashes right after the impact, but the Millennium Ancestor’s fallen leaves showed an incredible resistance even against fire.  
As I began to calm down, I quickly analyzed the situation. I was on a boulder facing a deviant who could obviously use fire magic and I was surrounded by other similar creatures.  
No matter how much I thought, I began to feel all hope slowly disappear in front of this desperate situation.  
But even so, I couldn’t just lie down and die.  
I had to fight.  
The deviant seemed to have enough of just watching me and took a step forward with its enormous black pawns.  
He slowly came closer while I retreated at the same time.  
I had the impression that it was toying with me, enjoying the fear in my eyes.  
I covered my arms with the sturdiest earth magic I could produce. The color of my limbs turned a darkish brown color as the earth slowly covered me. It was difficult for me to use different kinds of magic at the same time. In this situation and without any weapon, I didn’t want to fight without any kind of protection.  
I also prepared to switch and use wind or water if the situation called for it.  
I couldn’t use fire magic against this creature who burned me a minute ago, but I readied myself to use every other kind of magic I learned until now.  
I concentrated and sensed the four animals behind me. Their mana was different from the one in front of me. It was calmer and more natural.  
This made me realize that only this one was a deviant. 
It also seemed that the others wouldn’t intervene. Their only goal was apparently to prevent me from fleeing.  
The tension between us was palpable. The creature seemed aware that I wasn’t cowering in fear, but preparing to fight back. Its growls became more intense as anger began to emanate from its being as if it was perspiring from its own fur.  
The deviant pressed its powerful claws on the hard boulder, making small cracks, as it prepared to launch forward.  
I released a small gust of wind under my left feet as the creature finally jumped to crush my head.  
I sidestepped and twisted my body while letting the rotation of my body accelerate my blow. The massive red mouth was ready to swallow me but, when the monster was just an inch away, I punched it at the end of my rotation.  
*Bam*  
My hardened arm struck directly at the left side of its head. The impact didn’t send it flying but was enough to shake it. As I used Wind magic just before, I didn’t concentrate enough to maintain the full hardness of my earth magic, but it was still enough to inflict some damage.  
“Time for payback!”  
This time I advanced toward the creature without letting it the time to regain its spirit.  
My hands simultaneously released waterballs. Each of them struck the six feet high body directly making a slapping noise each time. The creature let painful growls escape its mouth while its body began to fall back under the assault.  
My attacks were hitting its body, yet I didn’t feel that any of those attacks had any real impact. Even if the deviant didn’t seem to take any damage, I continued to shoot my magic furiously as fast as I could.  
Not enough. 
None of my attacks was able to penetrate the hard skin of the deviant. I knew that the moment I stopped the creature was going to crush me. There was no doubt about that.

I had to finish it while I could.  
I concentrated on sensing the four other animals behind me, but none of them were moving.  
“Waaaaaa!”  
I let out a furious scream as I added more speed to each of my projectiles. Even with its sharp claws solidly driven into the hard boulder, the deviant was sent back a few inches each time.  
The furious assault lasted for what seemed like an eternity until finally one of the hind legs of the beast lost the support of the rock.  
The deviant lost its balance the same moment.  
"Now!" 
I stopped the water barrage and ran forward while hardening the earth on my right leg. I jumped so that my small body could attain the head of the creature.

*Bam* 
My knee directly hit its head.  
The beast let out a painful shriek piercing the dark sky as its body fell back under the impact in the center of the rock formation. 
Blood was gushing from its left eye continuously after the spike I created on my knee struck it.  
I knew that it was my only chance to finish it. 
I concentrated earth magic in my right hand to create an earthball that was much more solid than a waterball, but also slower to form with my current strength. It wasn’t possible to hit it before, but now that it was on the ground, I had a chance.  
After several seconds, the solid brown projectile was ready to be launched.  
*Warfff*  
A sharp pain assaulted my left shoulder as one of the four animals behind me plunged its sharp teeth into my flesh.  
I forgot about them and was deeply regretting it as I felt a huge amount of blood gushing out of my wound.  
I fell on my knees under the weight of my opponent who was furiously devouring my flesh.  
“Bastard!”  
I released the earthball in my right hand directly in its head by aiming above my shoulder.  
*Bam*  
A loud noise echoed under the impact. The creature finally released my shoulder, causing more blood to flow in the process.  
I pressed my wound with my hand before looking behind me just in time to see the three other animals coming together. My left arm was dangling without moving so I raised my right arm covered in blood to create another earthball.
I waited until the closest jumped on the boulder to release my mortal projectile.  
The beast couldn’t avoid in midair and was hit mercilessly, sending its body flying back to the ground. However, two more were coming.  
They jumped together on the boulder where I was staying without leaving me more time to create another earthball.  
They ran toward me browsing the distance separating us in a few seconds. I avoided the claws of the left creature by twitching my body before jumping backward to gain some distance.  
However, the closest animal didn’t let me and jumped in my direction.  
This was what I was expecting.  
While I was retreating, I released my wind magic to suddenly change direction and propel myself in front of the animal before hitting it with my hardened right fist aimed toward the side of its neck.

The monster was sent flying by my blow with its head turned at an unnatural angle.  
I succeeded in my front assault, but as soon as my feet touched the ground, the last one jumped on me and pushed me down. 
I just had enough time to place my right hand in its mouth before the white teeth of the beast tore my throat open.  
I was on my back on the hard rock while the beast was furiously trying to devour me. Without the protection of my earth magic, I would have already lost my right hand. However, I couldn’t do anything anymore under the weight of this huge beast.  
I felt the earth on my right hand beginning to crack under the pressure of the terribly powerful jaw. I concentrated as hard as I could to prevent it from being totally crushed, but I wasn’t going to hold on much longer.  
I desperately grabbed the upper side of its open jaw that was still firmly closed on my arm.  
I didn’t have any time to feel any fear as I was struggling to survive with all my strength, but I still realized that I would die if this continued. The adrenaline in my body helped me hold on until now while my mind was desperately trying to think of a way to escape the jaw of death.  
My vision began to blur as I continued to lose blood.  
This will be over in a few seconds. 
As this terrifying thought crossed my mind, my body struggled furiously once more in a last attempt to free myself.  
However, it was no use.  
The body of a child couldn’t compete against the strength of a wild beast.  
In the last moment of my life, I made a decision.  
“You can have my right arm!”  
As soon as these words left my mouth like a curse, I stopped focusing on maintaining the hard protection of my arm. The pressure of the jaw became enough to pierce the hard earth and slowly reaching the flesh of my small arm.  
My only valid hand was still firmly gripping the upper jaw, near the nose of the beast, when I released my last magic. A simple waterball began to form in the palm of my right hand. 
I maintained my magic and added more mana so that the water would surround its nose and mouth completely.  
The pressure on my arm increased as the beast began to shake its head to prevent more water from coming inside its nose and mouth.  
The last part of my earth protection finally shattered exposing my bare flesh to the sharpened fangs of the beast. The pain was intense as I began to lose the sense of my hand. Blood flew everywhere while my arm was slowly but surely ripped apart.  
However, I couldn’t spare any thought to my hand or held any regret while I was struggling with the ferocious beast. 
If I didn’t kill it, I would be the one to die.

This was the only thing I could think about.

As the beast began to suffocate, the pressure of its powerful jaw finally lessened a little whereas its head continued to move fiercely to escape from my grasp.  
“Not so fast.”  
I circled its head with my legs to not let it get away and continued to concentrate so that my magic didn’t crumble.  
The beast shook its entire body to make me let go, but I gritted my teeth to hold on.  
The struggle didn’t last longer than a minute, but to me, it felt like an eternity. My body was sent flying into the air like a puppet each time the wild animal twitched its body.  
However, I didn’t let go.  
The beast began to slow down. Its movements became less powerful while its legs began to drop under its own weight.  
I continued to pour water a few more seconds to make sure I drowned the animal.  
Finally, the animal’s last bit of strength left its body. Its heavy body collapsed on the hard rock without moving.  
I let go of the upper jaw of the beast and looked at my crippled arm. The sharp teeth of the beast nearly tear off a part of my arm. The torn flesh of my arm revealed the bones of my forearm.  
Blood flowed without stopping and made this view along with the pain hardly bearable. Especially since I knew that I probably wouldn’t be able to use this arm anymore. 
This was the price for my survival.  
However, I was losing too much blood. My vision blurred further every second.
I bit my tongue to stay conscious while enduring the sharp pain crushing my entire body. Then, I used fire magic to close the wound on my left shoulder and on my right arm.  
I couldn’t repress a painful scream as I burned myself to close the wound. It was the only solution available to prevent me from bleeding to death. 
The self-inflicted pain threatened my consciousness and my sanity while an odor of burned flesh filled the air around me.  
I fell on my knees after the painful treatment was over. My breathing was harsh and quick. I was unable to calm myself after this near-death experience.  
It was only after a couple of minutes that I finally regained some senses.  
I slowly turned my head to look at the ground where the deviant fell.  
Its enormous body was partially merged in the darkness, but I was still able to see its fur moving.  
It was still alive.  
Under my horrified gaze, the creature began to move more and more. The head that was facing the ground slowly turned in my direction.  
The wound on its eye was slowly closing.  
The brightness and fierceness of its gaze returned just before the deviant attempted to stand up once again.  
I watched the deviant slowly rising from a massive pool of its own blood. Its orange fur was dyed red while its yellow eyes were furiously looking at me.  
The legs of the beast were shaking, but in a few seconds, it would be ready to attack me once more.  
My head was dizzy after losing too much blood and mana. My body was also covered in bruises, blood and burn marks. No matter what, I couldn’t stand up anymore.  
I focused my last bit of strength to gather enough mana in my right hand that also had a terrible bite mark on it and tried to create another earthball.  
However, I couldn’t.  
I didn’t know if my mana wasn't enough anymore or if I couldn’t concentrate because of my blood loss, but the usual earthball didn't appear in the palm of my hand to save me.  
I could only produce a small rock one tenth of the ordinary size. I couldn’t help but gasp in defeat as I watched the creature covered in flames circling around its body readying itself to kill me and burn my body to ashes.  
Despair began to seize my heart as I compared this fierce beast to the small earth pebble I painfully managed to produce.  
It would be my final attack.

If I couldn’t kill it then I would die.  
Still on my knees, I closed my eyes to concentrate. I could sense the furious mana of the beast a couple of feet away from me, but I wasn't interested in that. My entire focus was on the small rock in my hand.  
I concentrated and readied my hand aiming for the creature by painfully raising my mangled right arm.  
What I sought was speed. A speed to hit him. A speed able to kill it and save my life. 
I opened my eyes just when the deviant covered in flames let out a furious growl while jumping toward me with all its power and anger.  
Faster. 
As the beast landed on the same rock as me, I released my last magic.  
The small earthball instantly flew at high speed toward the head of the creature who attempted to evade.  
*Bam*  
The earthball hit a boulder in the opposite side after piercing straight through the skull of the beast.  
Its huge body immediately fell limp on the hard boulder.  
The deviant was dead, not moving in the slightest. The flames around its body slowly extinguished as if it was nothing more than a dream.  
I wanted to shout in joy and relief after defeating my foe but I couldn’t.  
I fell face first on the hard rock and lost consciousness.

  

    
        Chapter 29: In the palm of my hands

    
    
    
    
  
I don’t know how long I was unconscious, but when I slowly opened my eyes, rain was falling from the sky.

My whole body was soaked by the fresh rain. However, it wasn’t an unpleasant sensation as it helped me cool my burns and ease the pain assaulting all parts of my body.  
I tried to stand up, but my legs refused to obey.  
I was lucky not to have been attacked by other animals while I was unconscious, but I couldn’t stay in the same place. 
As I couldn’t stand up, I slowly crawled toward the end of the boulder to reach the center of the rock formation.  
Slowly, painfully, I dragged my battered body toward the edge with only my right hand and small pushes from my legs. No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t move my left arm anymore.  
The tendons of my shoulder were probably severed. 
I finally arrived at the end of the boulder. I had no other choice but to fall as gently as possible to the ground. However, even with my cautiousness, I still fell from around five feet high.  
*Boom*  
I suppressed a scream while my body cracked in protest after this harsh treatment.  
I stayed on my back to gather my strength and fought to stay conscious before crawling once again. 
After a few minutes of painful agony, I finally arrived in front of my backpack. I used my clumsy mangled right hand with my teeth to open it before recovering a small vial containing a blue liquid. 
It was one of the potions Hirillë gave me.  
I opened it as fast as I could before drinking it in one gulp.  
The taste was bitter, but I couldn’t be less concerned about that.  
My eyelids were heavy.

I couldn’t resist the urge to let go of my consciousness any longer.  
Praying that no animal would attack me, I let the darkness get a hold of my consciousness once again.  
--  
The sky was still dark when I slowly opened my eyes. Only a timid moonlight illuminated my surroundings, giving an eerie feeling.  
I was in a puddle of water created by the constant rain. It was so large that I was lucky not to have drowned while I was unconscious.
The potion seemed to have some effect, as the pain assailing me lessened by a lot.  
I carefully raised my upper body to sit in the water. The stiffness I felt confirmed that the fight against the deviant wasn’t a nightmare.  
My body and clothes were totally soaked in cold water. I sneezed and put my right hand by reflex in front of my mouth.  
“Eh?”  
I let out a surprised sound as I looked at my right hand in front of my mouth. The bite mark was gone, but that wasn’t the reason for my surprise. The wound wasn’t severe on my hand in the first place. It wasn't the same for my arm.  
However, I couldn’t see any trace anymore.

Except for some numbness remaining, my right arm was as good as new without any bite or burn mark. I stared blankly at my arm for several seconds while remembering the bones protruding from under my skin after the severe bite.  
I moved my right arm and hand in every direction, but I couldn’t feel any real discomfort.  
I immediately reached for my left cheek, but instead of a burned skin, I could only feel my usual smooth skin.  
My left arm was the same.  
I couldn’t move it after the surprise attack by one of the deviant’s followers, but I couldn’t feel any pain anymore.  
I slowly rose to my feet and touched my body carefully to search for a painful area but I couldn’t find any.  
I was amazed as I looked at the empty vial next to my backpack.  
It wasn’t just a potion anymore in my mind. I finally understood why Humans desperately tried to replicate it for decades.  
It wasn’t a curing potion, but a regenerative one.  
I couldn’t help but laugh a little as the anxiety left my body. I couldn’t thank Hirillë enough in my mind. I knew Elves could make different kinds of potions, but this one was clearly of the highest grade.  
I took the empty vial in my hand as gently as I could and looked at it with eyes filled with thankfulness.  
"Thank you Hirillë." 
As I turned my head to look at the body of the deviant almost completely hidden in the darkness of the night, a small dizziness assailed my head.  
This potion had an incredible regenerative ability, but it clearly couldn’t completely restore the mana.  
I used too much mana in my fight, and even if my body was healed, I wasn’t in any condition to fight anymore. I was sure that if the light of the moon illuminated the water under my feet more brightly, I would be able to see my reflection betray the pallor of my skin.  
I sat again on the ground with my back against the boulder trying to protect myself from the furious rain coming from the sky.  
I wished I had enough strength to look for a shelter, but I wasn’t in any condition to leave my hiding ground.  
Even if I was, walking alone in the darkness was just asking for death.  
I wrapped the drenched blanket around my body trying to protect me from the coldness of the wind.  
My first night in the wilderness was almost the last and was definitely the most painful I had in my two lives.  
Without anybody to stand guard, it wasn’t possible to sleep peacefully.  
I finally understood the true terror of the wilderness.  
I spent the night fighting against the cold while watching anxiously at the white ring on my thumb praying for it not to illuminate the darkness around me.  
--  
When the morning light timidly came, the rain had almost completely stopped. I didn’t close my eyes the entire night. I felt that my body wasn't yet able to handle much of my mana as I didn’t get to rest properly. However, I couldn’t stay like this forever.  
I slowly stood up and stretched my sore limbs. I was completely frozen with my entire body soaked by the rain the entire night. Even without the rain, I didn't want to make another fire because I was afraid it would attract another deviant.  
I couldn’t know for sure, but the fact that a deviant able to spit fire was attracted by the fire I created wasn’t an unrealistic idea. As I wasn’t in any condition for another fight, I chose the cold and the darkness.  
However, now that the sun was almost up, I wanted a fire to dry my clothes and to warm myself a bit while eating some fruits from my bag.

I was in a hurry to find a town where I could send a letter, but I knew that I couldn’t rush into the wilderness without regaining some strength first.  
I was already lucky that Hirillë gave me these miraculous potions, otherwise, I would have no other choice but to spend several days resting.  
With such thoughts, I climbed the huge rock that was the ring of my deadly fight against the deviant and its followers last night. The corpse of the creature was still lying with a part of its head missing. I watched the wound while recalling my last attack. The speed of my small earthball was without any doubt far superior to any other earthball I shot before that.  
I didn’t know if this speed was because of my abnormal focus in this life or death situation, or just because the projectile was smaller, but this was something I had to check in my future training.  
The hole in the head of the beast was the only trace remaining of our fight. The rain had washed the blood covering its fur, which regained its natural orange and black color. After a few seconds of silent contemplation, I gathered some mana in my hand and finally used fire magic to burn the corpse of my mortal foe  
I didn’t want any other scavenger or god knows what creature to be attracted by a rotting corpse.  
I did the same with the four other bodies, which quickly disappeared into the flames of my magic.  
I spent some time watching the body of the deviant burn slowly as dark smoke erupted from it along with a displeasing smell. 
"As I thought, it had a fire resistance." 
My choice not to use fire against it was correct and probably saved my life.  
I had quite a few narrow escapes when I fought in organized matches in my old world, but confronting a savage beast was totally different. I wasn’t able to easily predict its movements and with my short and weak body, it wasn’t possible to resist with physical strength alone.  
I didn’t predict that this deviant would have a regenerative ability either. If I had been just a bit slower dealing with my other assailants, I would not have the chance to escape their combined assault.  
"So this is a deviant…" I slowly muttered. 
I was still in shock after my fight with the deviant. As far as I could remember, my parents always told me not to go play too far in the forest by fear of a deviant attacking me. This fear and those precautions were engraved in the mind of the children very early. Therefore, it was a natural thing for the children of this world to fear them. Only a few who dreamed of becoming Adventurers wanted to confront them.

However, for someone like me coming from a different world, the words of my parents didn’t instill fear in my mind.  
Only cautiousness and curiosity.  
I was already interested in the animal and the mysterious creature of this world, so it was no wonder that the deviants picked my interest. 
I searched in several books about them, but I couldn’t find anything else than what I already knew. Deviants were dangerous creatures born from normal animals under the influence of a dense mana. Deviants able to suppress their surging instinct and bloodthirsty state were so rare that some Humans thought that only creatures with a vicious heart would awaken as a deviant even if it was proven to be wrong. In their bloodthirsty state, they had a primal instinct several times stronger than those of the original animal. Their physical ability also increased accordingly with their age most of the time. For this reason, guard patrols were organized to deal with them while they were still weak and vulnerable after their awakening.  
I asked Gandalf about deviants once, but he only told me that there were many different kinds of deviants and that I mustn’t look for them under any circumstance. My father, who was an adventurer, added to that that there were different levels of deviant before my mother sent him another of her furious glare.  
I never heard that deviants could use magic, so it probably wasn't the case for all of them.  
This was likely what my father meant when he spoke of different levels among deviants. 
I finally got away from the corpse on fire before heading carefully toward the small forest I had seen five hundred meters away from my hiding spot.
The small forest was probably no more than a couple of kilometers wide, but even with its small size, the mana emanating from it was clearly a little denser than in the bare plain.  
It was no wonder.  
After all, forests were places overflowing with life and, as a result, with mana.  
I didn’t dare enter the forest in my weakened state and instead chose to cut some small branches with my bare hands. I also gathered wood on the ground. After a few minutes, I headed with a log of wet wood in my hands toward my resting place.  
It took me some time to light a fire because I had to dry the wood first, but it was worth it. The small fire emitted a small light along with a comfortable heat. I got rid of my clothes and enjoyed the warmth of the fire to dry them.  
I waited clutched near the fire enjoying the comforting heat until the last embers died out. My clothes were nearly dry, so I put them on before eating another ‘Ovel’ inside my backpack as my breakfast.  
"Time to go." 
I was able to rest a little bit so I could finally resume my journey. I headed east one more.  
I spent the rest of the day walking at a steady pace while avoiding every animal I saw. Fortunately, none of them were interested in me.  
I was able to travel quite a bit of distance before I decided to stop. The sun was still high in the sky, but I wasn’t a fool. I wasn’t going to repeat the same mistake I made the day before.  
I had to start looking for a shelter. Something to hide me from animals and to protect me from the weather. 
I didn’t forget the coldness I felt during the previous night and wasn’t willing to experience the same thing twice.  
After nearly an hour of research, I found a small isolated cave. The entrance was quite well concealed, so I nearly missed it.  
I approached carefully and prepared to fight.  
I had trouble seeing beyond a couple of feet in front of me. After some time, the narrow cave became larger. A large dome illuminated by strange plants on the walls replaced the small passage.  
The pale-green light coming from those plants projected numerous shadows all around me. Those green shadows gave an eerie feeling, but also helped me see the whole cave.  
The entrance was small and hardly visible from the outside, but the interior was impressive. I couldn’t clearly see the end of the cave, but there was no doubt that it was very wide.  
I was growing more cautious each second as it seemed difficult to believe that such a cave didn’t have an owner.  
I looked for any trace of life, but the meager light coming from the plants on the walls didn’t allow a careful examination. A good part of the cave was plunged into a total darkness.  
I spent the day walking while being attentive to my surroundings, but my focus couldn’t compare to this moment. I pushed my senses to their limit, trying to see or hear anything. However, there was nothing. It was as if life itself left this cave. Even time seemed to have slowed inside.  
The deathly silence around me was oppressive.  
After a minute as long as a century of careful observation, I finally relaxed.  
I lowered my hand that I held ready to shoot magic at any time.  
The moment I put my guard down, I sense shivers running down my spine. I didn’t hear or see anything. I just knew that something was wrong. My body moved on its own and jumped to the side.  
*BOOM*  
The place I was standing a moment ago had a frightening hole printed in the ground.  
However, I didn’t have the leisure to watch this terrifying scene. After rolling on the ground, I stood up as fast as I could and fired a waterball.  
My magic quickly left my hand and powerlessly crashed against a wall of the cave without touching anything else.  
I was ready to use a fireball to illuminate my surroundings when a terrible gust of wind forcibly extinguished my meager flame too slow to form.  
I instantly used wind magic under my feet to retreat a couple of feet toward the entrance.  
There was something dangerous in this cave. As I was looking for a safe place to spend the night, I didn’t have any reason to stay in this cave anymore.  
However, just as I was ready to run to the exit, I heard a clear laughter coming from the depth of the cave.  
The laughter was bright, just like the laugh of a child. It was horribly out of place in this gloomy cave.  
“You’re quite good to use the walk of the wind while being so young. Well, your use of it is so primitive that it’s difficult to call it by this name. If you only have those abilities, then you’re just looking to die by coming here.”  
The previous long laughter belonged without a doubt to this clear and young voice whose owner had yet to be seen.  
I focused my attention on the direction of the voice, but it was still impossible to discern anything.  
Does a human live here? 
This question crossed my mind after hearing the voice speaking the language of the Human race.  
I didn’t dare to ask for the identity of the person in front of me and simply answered while slowly taking a few steps back toward the entrance of the cave.  
“I’m sorry for disturbing you, I thought this place was empty. I’m leaving.”  
I continued to retreat, but as I finished my sentence a mysterious force began to slow me down. It was negligible at first, but after a couple of seconds, I clearly felt that it was impossible to take a single step backward anymore.  
It was as if someone was pushing my back.  
“Now that you’re here, why don’t you stay a little longer? I don’t have many human visitors.”  
I felt my heart grow cold after his words. It was as if a glass of cold water was poured on my back.  
Before I could answer or react, the ground began to tremble. It wasn’t a massive shaking, but a regular one accompanied by an impressive noise.  
Huge footsteps were coming closer.  
After a few seconds of anxious waiting, a massive body finally appeared under the glow of the mysterious plants stuck against the wall.  
I had to raise my head to observe the towering figure around six feet high. Even if its voice was that of a human, its body wasn’t.  
The huge frame was covered by a thick and long green fur with some dark mix in it. Its huge arms were nearly touching the ground and gave it a sloppy feeling. The body in front of me was that of a beast, but the bright green eyes revealed a human-like intelligence intensified by the disturbing smile on its huge dark lips.  
This mysterious creature slowly came closer to me. The strong pressure behind my back was still present and prevented me from fleeing.  
“Are you surprised to see me?”  
The childish voice once more resounded in the cave, but this time the pressure it gave was in another league.  
I could only quietly nod without muttering another word.  
The appearance of a beast but a human voice… Could it be a beast tribe member? 
I didn’t dare to ask this question as I clearly understood the balance of power between us.  
After answering, the beast didn’t speak anymore and just watched me closely without making a noise.  
“What’s your name child?”  
The sudden question surprised me, but I still answered with a respective tone.  
“Sillath”  
“Why are you here Sillath?”  
“I didn’t intend to disturb you, I was just looking for a place to spend the night. If you don’t mind, I will just leave this place immediately.”  
“You already told me that earlier. Let me ask you differently. What does a human child is doing in the wilderness on his own?”  
“I’m going back home, that’s all. I don’t have any vile intent against you.”  
“Of course you don’t. With your abilities, you’re powerless against me. However, Humans are vicious. Maybe you’re just a decoy to distract me.”  
The childish voice was getting colder every moment while the pressure behind my back became stronger forcing me to take a few steps toward the creature.  
Before I could answer, the creature once more opened its dark lips revealing sharp white teeth to speak.  
“This is not the first time Humans come here. Why do you think I can speak your language?”  
My face turned pale after its words.  
“That’s right, I captured the last group of Humans who came to kill me. I learned everything I could from them including their language before killing them. However, you don’t have anything to teach me, child. That’s a shame, our encounter will only be shorter.”  
The pressure coming from the beast suddenly increased. The massive beast opened its ridiculously long arms as if to embrace me.  
I tried to raise my hand to shoot a magic at the creature whose hatred for humans was clear. However, the pressure coming from behind me suddenly changed.  
Instead of pushing me forward, the pressure crushed me from above preventing me from even raising my arm to use my magic. After a few seconds, I was on my knees, unable to move and with difficulty breathing.  
I didn’t have the time to think or be afraid when the pressure crushing me shifted once again.  
It was as if a giant kicked me from behind. The huge force sent me flying toward the monster who still had its arms opened to welcome my small body.  
Without my feet touching the ground, I couldn’t change my trajectory.  
I was only a few feet away from the beast when I activated my wind magic. I couldn’t escape from the pushing force behind me, but I could use it.  
I used as much mana as I could to propel myself forward with my own wind magic.  
I arrived much faster than expected.  
My body was like a bullet when I entered in contact with the beast who still had its arm opened.  
*BAM*  
I crashed against its torso at full speed.  
However, it was as if I crashed into a wall. The creature didn’t even take a single step backward while I powerlessly fell to the ground.  
My mind was hazy after the sudden shock. I shook my head and gathered my mana once more, but before I could trigger my magic, I felt two powerful hands catching me and raising me above the ground.  
“Water shield”  
I use my strongest water magic to escape its grasp, but my magic barely manifested.  
“Do you think you will be able to use magic when I directly suppress you? You really don’t know anything human. Now die!”  
The pressure of its hand suddenly increased. The strong grip became unbearable.  
I couldn’t breathe. I felt my bones crack under the irresistible force. I could only painfully moan and struggle before my vision started to darken.  
I couldn’t even fight back.  
This was how I met my end.  
Powerlessly.  
Miserably.  
Alone.  
Why am I so weak?  
This last question lingered in my fragile consciousness until the very end.  
My heart was full of regret as the last bit of my consciousness faded into nothingness.  
“What are you?”  
The pressure crushing me suddenly disappeared. I barely felt the contact with the floor as I fell on my back.  
I had troubles to understand the sudden question with my fading consciousness.  
“What are you?!?”  
This time the voice was stronger, like a thunderbolt. The massive voice brought my entire consciousness back.  
I slowly opened my eyes.  
I was alive and still lying near the feet of the giant creature.  
I didn’t know why it let me live, but life or death was its choice. I finally understood the fate of the weak in this world.  
Your life or death was only in your hand if you had enough power.  
If the creature decided to kill me, there was nothing I could do to stop it. However, I still had a chance.  
I knew that my answer would determine my fate.  
I slowly raised my body and looked straight into the big green eyes of the creature.  
The eyes that had constant pride and scorn against me hidden in it were now full of disbelief and interrogations.  
“Not a Human!!!”  
A long silence followed my sentence.  
I didn’t know what this creature was. Was it a lost member of a beast tribe or a deviant who evolved? I had no way to know it, but I knew one thing.  
This creature despised humans.  
The creature’s eyes gradually overcame the shock of my declaration.  
The menacing expression of the beast became gentler and more cautious.  
“With a soul like yours, there is no way that you are a human.”  
“You can sense my soul?”  
“Of course I can. However, for me, it’s only possible if I have a long and direct contact with my own body.”  
I finally understood why it suddenly let me go.  
It believed that I was a simple human child here to deceive him when he suddenly sensed the abnormal strength of my soul.  
“What will you do with me now?”  
The situation didn’t change.  
I couldn’t fight against him or escape.  
I was at his mercy.  
“Leave. This cave is my home. I won’t allow anyone else to spend time here. Count yourself lucky for leaving alive. If you were one of those humans…”  
The creature didn’t even finish its sentence. I didn’t need to hear the end of it to understand its meaning.  
I turned my back and left as fast as I could.  
The narrow tunnel seemed to last an eternity before the setting sun finally appeared in my view.  
I finally left the cave.  
I took a breath of fresh air as if to confirm that I was out.  
My heart was still furiously beating in my chest after my near-death experience. I already fought with my life in the balance, but this time it was different.  
It wasn’t a fight.  
I couldn’t call it that way.  
It was an execution.  
The sensation of having my life in someone else’s hand was something that I would never forget.  
I didn’t want to experience something like that ever again.  
My wishes, memories and feelings.  
None of that mattered.  
Only strength mattered in this world.  
The strength to hold your life with your own hands.  
--  
A word from the author: If you read my previous message then you know that I was thinking about ending this story. After much thinking and because of the support and comments you sent me (special mention for Daryun), I chose to continue this story. I will say it again but I'm only a novice writer who doesn't even speak English fluently. The amount of work I invested in each chapter is quite significant so if you want this story to go on then leave a review to let me know that I'm not just wasting my time. 
If you have questions or remarks, you can send me a private message, I will gladly answer it.
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It's been six days since I entered the wilderness on my own.

I nearly died half a dozen times in this savage land since my encounter with the mysterious monster in the gloomy cave. The wild animals I met were much weaker but still didn’t hesitate to attack a weak-looking prey like me. I had to endure a dozen animal attacks per day.  
Fortunately, I didn't encounter another deviant since that night with the fire deviant, but I didn't dare to relax and kept looking at the ring on my thumb.  
I knew that the strongest creatures in the wilderness probably weren't interested in me, but if I encountered them, I knew I was unlikely to escape with my life. Just like with the giant green monster hidden in the profound cave.  
Being tense and on guard day and night was tiring for the body, but especially for the mind. The fact that I had to quickly arrive in a human settlement added to my nervousness and my impatience. There was nothing I could do except walk faster toward the east while being aware of my surroundings.  
My supplies began to run out, so I started to hunt. My favorite preys were the small rabbit-like creatures I saw in the plains the first day. They were numerous and fast, but I had one huge advantage.  
They underestimated me.  
It was probably because I had the body of a child, but they didn't attack me or ran away as soon as they saw me. As a result, I was able to launch a fast attack with a waterball to kill or at least stun them before ending their life with an earthball in the head at point-blank range.  
I wanted to hunt other animals to vary my meals or at least search for fruits on the way but I didn't dare to do that. The reason was simple, I didn't want to take any risk and lose more time than necessary. Places with fresh fruits were likely to shelter some animals and fight with other species was obviously a risk that I wasn't willing to take.  
After so many battles, I slowly began to learn from my mistakes and, as a result, the near-death situations became less numerous, leaving me time to relax my mind a little. I learned many things regarding the way of surviving alone and regarding the best way to use the magic I had under many different circumstances.  
I thought that I would be able to train my earth magic along the way, but it was impossible, just as Hirillë told me. My only way to train, since I became an Advanced rank mage in each element was to shoot at a target to learn how to control the speed of my magic. Without being able to do something like that, I didn't know what to do.  
As I walked along plains, hills, and small mountains I always had this question in the corner of my mind.

Even if I learned to use my magic in the most efficient way possible, I became painfully aware that I was weak. I had to get stronger on the way or there was a chance that I would meet a foe that I couldn't defeat or run away from.  
The only thing awaiting me at this moment would be death.  
As a result, I began to think about what magic was and how I was supposed to train it. Hirillë taught me a lot, but even with that, there was something bothering me.

The teachings of Gandalf and Hirillë were nearly contradictory at some points and even Hirillë's explanations were quite vague sometimes. For example, she couldn't use Sacred magic and didn't have any idea why I wasn't able to use it anymore. The only thing I could think of was that I was able to unlock this magic in a desperate situation and that I wasn't yet able to use it consciously. 
However, even with this unconvincing explanation, there were other things that had been bothering me for a while.   
It was the reason I was able to use the four Primordial magic.  
According to Amanda, it was quite rare but there were still a few other mages like me who existed. However, I didn't think that these rare individuals were able to use Sacred magic on top of that. Maybe it was because they never bothered trying to learn it, but I still found it hard to believe it was a coincidence that I could use so many different kinds of magic.  
In the first place, why are there differences between the Primordial magic each human can use?  
This question lingered in my mind and bothered me because I was also thinking about the differences between each race. The elves weren't able to use fire magic at all while the dwarves were really proficient using it. Gandalf explained to us that it was because of the difference between the races.

It wasn't an explanation at all.

It was more like saying: ‘it's like that so don't think too much about it'. It could truly be differences between each race, but if this was the case this didn't explain the differences between individuals of each race.  
I elaborated various hypotheses after thinking about it.

At first, I thought it was partly because of the difference in each person's lifestyle. For example, elves mostly lived in forests and as a result, never used fire while dwarves spent an enormous amount of time near the burning heat of the furnace when creating mighty weapons and precious artefacts. 

Maybe this hypothesis was a part of the answer, but this just couldn't be all there was to it. For me, there was a chance that heredity had a part in this too. I had no way to check this idea because I didn't know what type of 'Primordial magic' my parents could use. I knew my mother was a good fire mage while my father was more proficient in earth magic. I didn't know if they could use water or wind magic like me, but even if they couldn't, that didn't mean anything as it could just miss a generation or two.  
“Ahhh, I can't think anymore!!!”  
I exclaimed with a big sigh after thinking for several hours straight while walking. I felt my head becoming hotter with useless assumptions. Moreover, my thoughts were often interrupted because of animals around me or change of ground. As a result, I felt that my thoughts kept repeating without making any progress.

This couldn't be helped as it wasn't a casual stroll after all. 
I wanted to become stronger, but I couldn't just put myself in danger by being immersed in my thoughts and lowering my guard. 
I stopped in my tracks as I saw a little white rabbit-like creature near a tree approximately fifty meters ahead. The sun was high in the sky signaling me that it was almost time to eat. I still had a couple of fruits in my backpack, but after walking all day since the sun was up, I wanted some meat to regain my strength.  
I approached carefully, reducing the distance to approximately twenty meters. The little devil was busy eating what looked like mushrooms near the tree. I concentrated to sense if there was another creature near him.

Scanning the area like that was slowly becoming easier.

At first, it was quite difficult. In fact, the only thing I noticed immediately after leaving the Great Forest was that it was more difficult to sense mana outside it. I needed to concentrate harder, but as I often used this method to look for a possible ambush, it was becoming easier to sense and differentiate the mana around me.  
I closed my eyes to help my research.

I could feel the mana swirling around me. I could faintly discern some difference between the earth under my feet and the air around me, but this was the best I could do with my current ability. Hirillë was able to differentiate the mana coming from the sun, from the earth and the air with ease but it was impossible for me.

However, I could still feel the mana concentrate in the small life form in front of me. According to Hirillë, mana was the life around us taking many different shapes. Sensing mana concentrated on a single point was the sign of an intelligent life form. However, I quickly noticed that many trees also concentrated the mana. It took me some time before becoming able to differentiate animals from plants.  
I concentrated not to miss anything, but I couldn't sense any other animal near it. I didn't dare to totally relax as the perimeter I could scan was still quite short, around a hundred feet at most. Of course, I relied entirely on my ring to search for eventual deviant in my stead.  
The ring didn't shine and no one was around this one.  
I opened my eyes and smiled a little.  
"Time to eat." 
I carefully came closer to the little rabbit who raised its cute head to look at me. We stared at each other for a few seconds before it resumed its meal without giving me any more attention.  
I felt a vein popped on my forehead.

The fact that they underestimated me was to my advantage, but I still felt insulted.  
I continued to move toward the little creature. When I was thirty feet away from it, the rabbit finally decided that I was a discomfort and raised its little head while glaring at me furiously.  
*Grrrr*  
An intimidating growl, not suited for a small body like that escaped its small mouth, making me halt in my tracks. I backed away a few steps to let it relax before releasing my magic.  
“Earth bullet”  
I quickly raised my hand and, almost at the same time, let out a small pebble of earth toward the creature. I wasn’t confident enough at first, so I used Water magic instead as my first strike. However, with more experience, I chose to just use an earth bullet from the start. The speed of the projectile was nearly on par with my waterballs.  
It was enough.  
The bullet pierced the body of the little animal without letting him any time to retaliate. It immediately fell on the ground near the tree while a strident noise escaped its mouth.  
I approached the tree and took its body away with a smile on my lips. I wasn't happy to kill a nearly harmless animal like that even if it was to eat.  
I was glad because of my earth magic.

I was really satisfied with my progress with this element because I painfully learned the weakness of a waterball.  
As Hirillë said, each element was different and the strong point of the water wasn't its solidity or its ability to harm the opponent directly. After all, no matter the speed, it was still water. If I could become a Wise water mage, able to manipulate the shape of the water I produced, then this element would clearly become a useful weapon.

In the meantime, this new magic raised the usefulness of my earth element. 
Since the attack of the deviant, I experimented if the speed of my last blow was because of the extreme situation I was in or because I made a smaller earthball.  
The result was that both were true.

I wasn't able to attain the same speed, but there was clearly a difference when I reduced its size.  
By the way, even if I raised the speed of my earth magic, I couldn't call myself a Scholar earth mage yet as I hadn't mastered the Barrier magic 'Earth arrow' which was simply an earthball raised to the speed of an arrow even if the shape was clearly different. This made me wonder about the naming sense of the humans in this kingdom, but I didn't dwell on the matter as I found my earth bullet easier to use.  
Shrinking the size of the projectile to raise the speed.

I realized that even a child could think of something like that. The fact that I never heard about that was probably because every new mage tried to master the Barrier magic.  
To me, this was as Hirillë told me. If I followed blindly the human teaching, I will probably end up being shackled by them sooner or later.

I got away from the forest after gathering some branches to light a fire.

With my spoils of war, I tried to find a suitable place to eat. I couldn't be too close to a forest as it would probably attract numerous animals, but I couldn't stay on an open plain either. I was sure that it didn't really matter in my old world if the hunter ate its prey at the same location, but with deviants possibly lurking around, I didn't dare to take any risk.

After half an hour, I found a suitable place.

It was a grassy plain with a rock formation at its center that was strangely similar to the one I used on my first night. Whenever I had to stop to prepare some supplies, I would choose a similar place. An open place to see possible predators and with enough obstacles to obstruct the view of the animals nearby. Since I chose to do that, I was only attacked once during my meal which was encouraging, especially considering the number of attacks I had to endure each day.

Fifteen minutes later, the rabbit was slowly burning above the small fire I lit with magic. I unskillfully removed the pelt with the small knife given by Hirillë and put a small branch through its body to make it easier to cook.

I took the opportunity to reflect on the magic of this world as I did every time I stopped to cook.

 Primordial magic... Sacred magic... Just what was the link between them?

The more I thought, the more I was sure that it was the key to understand the magic of this world.

I had the strange feeling that the differentiation between these two types of magic was also something to classify the mages between them. I felt that they did the same for the number of Primordial magic usable for a person.

However, it was true that the number of Sacred mages was much lower, so Sacred magic was clearly something different.

 Even if I couldn't anymore, there was no doubt that I used the Sacred magic of Ice against Amanda.

I heard that a Sacred mage had to immerse himself in the element he wanted to master to use it. Even with this method, numerous mages spent a lifetime without being able to use it at all. However, I used it despite the fact that I never saw any snow or ice in this world.

I didn't spend much time near the snow in my previous life either.

If immersing in the element was enough then the mages living in the cold North of the Western continent should also all be able to use the Sacred magic of Ice or something similar which wasn't the case.

These questions occupied my mind like every day while I slowly turned my future meal above the small fire. After some time, I shrugged my shoulder as usual because I couldn't attain the answer I was looking for.

Then what was the difference between these people who can't use Sacred magic and me?

I didn't know the difference between Primordial and Sacred magic, but the answer to this question was simple.

The only difference was that I was reincarnated.

No matter how many time I asked myself this question, I was sure that it had something to do with my reincarnation into this world. This was, without doubt, the answer.

I looked at the little rabbit being cooked in front of me. I felt my concentration waver as the smell penetrating my nose thrills made me drool a little.

Meat was the best thing in this world after all. I would prefer a hamburger, but there was nothing I could do about that.

 I stood up and prepared to withdraw the meat from the fire.

"It would still be better with a bit of mustard." I couldn't help but say with a sigh.

Coming into another world was incredible, but it still had its downside. I missed the food a lot. It wasn't that the food was bad. On the contrary, it was refreshing at first to discover many new dishes but, for a 'classical' meat' cooked simply like that, I always had the impression that something missed.

I was ready to grab the stick of meat when I stopped in my tracks with my hand still extended. It was as if I became a statue with my eyes fixed in front of me looking at my future meal.

I muttered in a breath my last thought.  
“Something is missing...”  
As if to continue my previous thoughts, the answer struck me without warning.  
I wasn't simply reincarnated into this world. My thoughts were too shallow. I also absorbed the souls of eighty-two other peoples into mine.  
I was immersed in my thought while my eyes wandered in front of me without any real focus.  
The mana was produced mostly by the soul. It was a common knowledge, even among the commoners, but maybe our soul wasn't just a source of mana.  
A little smile appeared on my lips as I reached a conclusion. I couldn't check if this was the truth, but I still had the feeling that I wasn't far from it.  
It was our soul that determined our affinity with the elements.  
This simple conclusion explained many things about my abnormal way of using magic. With eighty-two other souls combined with my own, this was no wonder that I was a Sokeï mage.  
If my conclusion was correct, the ability to use the four Primordial magic depended on the soul, whereas Sacred magic appeared by immersing oneself in the element.  
“Ouah!!!”  
I finally noticed that my dinner was burning in front of my eyes. I quickly removed the small animal from the fire and, after a few seconds of struggle, finally managed to put the fire out. 
I looked with a wry smile at the corpse black as charcoal.  
After getting rid of the part inedible, which was nearly half of it, I sat again on the ground to eat my meat in a light mood despite only saving half of my precious food. My mind was still furiously working while I was chewing the juicy piece of meat.  
The sky was blue without any hint of a cloud in it. The sun was brightly illuminating the plain I stayed in while diffusing its warmth to the world.  
There wasn't much wind, so the temperature was quite difficult to bear. I had little shade to protect myself from the burning rays, so I put one hand on my head to stop the sun from blinding me. The sun was hindering me and clouded my thoughts a little.

I supposed most animals didn't want to stay under the sun like me and were hiding in the shadow.  
I munched on the meat. The part that wasn't burned was quite good and juicy, filling my empty stomach and giving me another kind of warmth, different from the one that the sun had to offer.  
I savored my meat and allowed myself to relax a little. I stretched my legs as far as I could on the grass under me with one hand still protecting me from the overwhelming radiance of the sun as I began to sweat.

Thinking that I would get a sunburn if I stayed too long under the sun's rays, I finished my meal as soon as possible. I stood up and wrapped in a large leaf the rest of the meat that I didn't eat.

I left to resume my journey when I suddenly stopped in my tracks.

I looked at the rest of the plain that was still bathed by the sun in front of my blue eyes. It was as if the answer I sought was offering itself to me.  
With my previous assumption, my idea about Sacred magic was still bothering me. Even with the fact that I could use the Sacred magic of Ice despite not having been exposed to ice, I still believed that a mage had to expose himself to the element he wished to master. Every rule has its exception, so I categorized my case like that. I was an abnormal individual after all.  
However, the sun was different.  
We were always under the sun. This was the same thing for nearly everyone, but I never heard about a single Sacred mage of Light in the entire Dorell kingdom.  
It wasn’t like it was impossible to become a Sacred mage of Light. Nearly everyone was aware of that.  
In 'Ledrack', the Human Kingdom of the southern part of the western continent, there was a group of people under the direct command of the higher up of the church who were all Sacred mages of Light. According to Gandalf, they were selected by the Order of the church, but even with a strict selection, those people still came from another Human Kingdom.

They were fellow humans who lived under the same sun. Maybe there was some difference in the climate but I found it hard to believe that the difference was important enough.  
If the time spent under the rays of the sun were the same then another factor was involved.  
"Maybe Sacred magic is exactly like Primordial magic. The immersion in the element could be important, but maybe the soul plays the same role."  
If our soul determined from the moment of our birth what kind of magic we would be able to use in our future, then I clearly held a huge advantage over normal people. The fact that some mages couldn't use a Sacred magic despite spending a lifetime trying was maybe only because they couldn't. Since the beginning, their soul didn't give them the opportunity to learn the Sacred magic they wanted.  
I felt a shiver run down my spine as I imagined myself trying something for my entire life, whereas it was impossible from the beginning.  
However, I quickly suppressed this feeling as a small smile appeared on my thin lips.  
If I was right then maybe I was potentially able to use many kinds of different Sacred magic.  
With my soul, I could probably use more than a single kind of Sacred magic, but I couldn't just spend my time trying. Moreover, I had no idea how to do something like that in the first place.  
If I encountered other Sacred mages maybe I would be able to learn from them. 
It was quite vague, but my theory satisfied me nonetheless.  
I was satisfied until I remembered one critical fact.  
I couldn't use the Sacred magic of Ice anymore.  
My smile froze on my lips while my expression grew dimmer. I was happy to understand new things about magic but, in the end, this didn't change my situation. What was truly important was to understand why I wasn't able to use Sacred magic anymore.  
I should have resumed my journey already, but I just couldn't with my current state of mind. I sat on the ground in the middle of the grassy plain while elaborating different hypotheses. The idea of being able to use a Sacred magic only once touched my mind and made me depressed.  
This was the only thing I could think of.  
A one-use magic.  
"How could I ever master a Sacred magic if I can only use it once? If this is because of my reincarnation, then this isn't a cheat anymore."  
I felt wronged.  
I stayed on my back on the grassy field under the scorching rays of the sun. My mind was filled with frustration and disappointment.  
Deep inside me, I was proud to be able to use a Sacred magic on my own. The price for its discovery had been monstrously high with the death of Amanda, but after choosing to use it again, I couldn't help but be excited by this new power. I was sure that if I mastered it then crossing the wilderness on my own would be safer.  
However, I couldn't.  
I would never be able to feel this coldness ever again. The sensation of the entire mana around me slowing little by little would remain a vague dream for the rest of my life.  
I remembered the coldness to help me fight against the scorching sun.  
I spent several minutes lying on the grass without moving. The world around me seemed equally immobile without any animal disturbing this moment. However, I was the one to put an end to this stillness as I suddenly sat up straight on the grass. 
A distant memory of the life I lost forever reanimated my lost hopes.  
I remembered words of encouragement mixed with complaints.  
The words of Trisha.  
It was once a precious memory for me, but after the tragic events between us, I buried it as deep as I could in my mind.  
We were sitting together on a bench in our school under a scorching sun similar to the one I was experimenting at this moment as Sillath. We were reviewing together for a math test that was coming the following week. I tried my best to show my good side to Trisha, but I already gave up the idea of surpassing my brother, so after a single hour I closed my textbook. I enjoyed the warmth of the sun instead while stealing furtive glances toward her beautiful figure and dazzling long blond hair that stole my heart the moment I saw them.  
“You’re already done, Thomas?”  
She raised her head from her own book to look at me in the eyes.  
“Yes, I will try to get a passing mark. That will be enough.” I replied in a slightly embarrassed voice.  
Her cute small lips pouted a little before her soft voice left her mouth.  
“Don’t be like that. I know you’re smart even if you don’t believe it yourself. You always give up too quickly. That’s your greatest weakness.”  
She smiled a little before declaring with a profound voice unsuitable for her slender and slightly childish figure.  
“Remember, you mustn’t give up no matter what, because one day, your efforts will be rewarded!”  
“Life isn’t such an easy thing to be influenced by just that much.” I replied with a dejected tone hiding years of frustrations obtained after uncountable failures.  
However, she just continued as if she didn’t hear my answer.  
“If you don’t believe in your success then how are you supposed to succeed at anything? Believe in yourself first so that others can believe in you later!”  
Even now, I didn’t know if these were more words of complaints or encouragement, but I was sure that I didn’t know, at that time, that I would remember these words beyond my death.  
I wasn’t a good person.  
I died while trying to repent for my sins. However, in the end, I couldn’t obtain the forgiveness I was looking for from the people I loved.  
I regretted that more than anything, but I had enough regrets for one life.  
I clenched my fist and focused once again.  
My body wasn’t moving, but that wasn’t the case for my mind anymore.  
Questions, hypotheses, refusals.  
This cycle repeated itself in my mind without interruption. I immersed myself in my thoughts so deeply that I forgot where I was standing. Nothing mattered at this moment except for the thoughts circling in my mind created by my newfound will.  
I didn’t know how much time I spent without moving.  
I finally stopped my swirling thoughts going in every direction as a small glitter of hope appeared when my mind finally discovered another path. I focused my thoughts on this path I created.  
"The soul determines if we're able to use Sacred magic, that's what I deduced, but... why immerse myself in an element would help me use it? Maybe... maybe I wasn't an exception like I thought." 

I clearly remembered the words of Hirillë when she asked me if I remembered anything the last time I used the Sacred magic of Ice, but at that time, I couldn't think of anything.  
However, at that moment, I clearly remembered the thought I had when I was half-conscious.  
I wanted to slow the mana swirling around me.  
A simple thought that I almost forgot after everything happening later, but now it was different.  
Slowing the molecules to lower the temperature.  
This was a basic knowledge of my old world that I discarded since discovering the existence of mana. However, this was my mistake.  
Clouds in a blue sky.  
Green grass and blue water.  
The heat and light offered by a yellow sun.  
Our worlds were maybe even more similar than what I initially thought.  
The physical laws of this world were clearly very close to my old one. This thought was turning endlessly in my mind.  
"Then… that would mean that it’s not the time of contact with the element that matters but… it’s understanding!"  
If the soul allowed it, and the understanding was sufficient, then the Sacred magic would naturally be within reach for the mage.

This was the conclusion at the end of my path.  
After thinking about it a little more, I understood why people would think it was necessary to immerse in the element. To understand it, they had to first observe it.  
I came from a world with a technology far above this one. We could observe the infinitely small along with the infinitely large and deduce the laws governing our world. This knowledge became a public matter along the time.  
Something like that didn’t exist in this world.

The only way to understand a part of those laws was to observe it yourself or have someone give the key directly to you. If this was the truth, then this would explain why Sacred mages could teach their magic to the disciples they chose. This would also explain why it was extremely rare for a new Sacred mage to appear without the help of another one who already discovered the key to this magic.  
After all, would I be aware of something invisible like atoms if nobody told me beforehand?  
It was clear that I would never have the idea to slow the mana around me to transform water into ice.  
Unable to wait longer to test my theory, I finally stood up and created a waterball in my small hand. The small chunk of water stayed peacefully in the palm of my hand while undulating lightly.  
I fixed my gaze on the blue water and concentrated. I imagined the ice and the coldness spreading to my limbs. I concentrated with all my might but, after several seconds, the waterball was as intangible as before.  
Just as I expected, just imagining the magic wasn’t enough.  
I prepared to test the theory I developed just a moment ago and focused my mind on my hand holding the waterball.  
I looked at my hand bathed in the sun once more.  
I squeezed my eyes to look closer.  
I hadn’t noticed because of the brightness of the sun, but the small white ring on my thumb was emitting a small white light.  
The pureness of this single light warned me of a calamity ready to befall me.

  

    
        Chapter 31: Path of magic (Second part)

    
    
    
    
  
A deviant was coming

I stayed too long in the same place and was too far from the protection of the rocks. It did not matter to me previously as I was absorbed in my thoughts, however, I realized that it was a mistake.

The kind of mistake that could cost me my life. 
I looked around but I couldn't see my future foe. The ring wasn’t burning yet, so the deviant wasn’t within range.

I wasn’t going to wait for him. 
I picked up my backpack lying beside me and ran away from the open plain where I was an easy prey for a flying type deviant. I didn’t go toward the forest where I came from because the risk of the deviant coming from there was high. 
I was frantically looking at my surroundings while running east, where I planned to head from the start, to resume my journey. 
I ran for a while, but the light was still firmly stuck to my thumb. Hirillë didn’t tell me how far away the deviant would be when the ring starts emitting some light. It was probably because the ring wasn’t specific enough or because it varied from one deviant to another.

The light on my thumb suddenly became brighter. 
I stopped in my tracks as soon as I realized what it meant. 
The deviant was clearly faster than me because, despite my desperate run, it was still getting closer. 
I raised my right hand ready to shoot the moment I saw it, but no matter where I looked or how much I strained my ears, I was alone. 
The panic in my heart was growing stronger every moment. 
Could this deviant become invisible? Was something like that even possible in the first place? 
Suddenly a chill ran down my spine as the ring began to lightly burn my thumb.

I looked at the sky in reflex, but there was nothing. 
Nevertheless, the ring continued to burn stronger.

"Too hot!" 
I immediately activated my wind magic under my feet to propel myself back. 
A second later, the earth where I was standing disappeared. 
A huge creature was standing where I was just a moment ago. Its long brown body came out of the ground with a mouth several feet wide with long and sharp teeth protruding out of it. 
I was engulfed in the giant shadow that the monster produced while standing dozens of feet above the ground. 
"What is this? It’s huge. And it’s not even completely out yet." 
I shook my head to regain my focus. 
With a body that huge, it was impossible to dodge.

I gathered my mana as fast as I could and shot my new magic toward the giant creature.

“Earth Bullet!” 
My projectile flew directly toward the giant body and pierce it easily. 
The deviant let out a cry of agony as soon as my attack connected with its body. 
A smile began to appear on my lips after confirming my victory. 
However, after a few seconds, the beast's roar transformed. It wasn’t an agonizing shriek, but a furious roar. 
The giant worm suddenly jumped out of the ground toward me at an unbelievable speed. I felt a shiver run down my spine as the giant jaw of the beast approached my body in a couple of seconds. 
“Earth Bullet” 
I used my attack again. The bullet entered directly into its mouth and exited on the other side just as easily as before, but the deviant didn’t stop at all.

I didn’t lose any time to watch the result of my attack as I was directly in front of the beast. 
I immediately used wind magic under my feet to propel myself into the sky. I heard a crunching sound as the jaw of the beast missed my legs by a hairbreadth. 
I repressed the fear invading my mind as I imagined what would have happened if I had been slightly slower. 
“Waterball” 
I shot as many Waterballs as I could while I was still above the creature. I was only able to shoot a dozen times before falling. I twisted my body and landed directly next to the tail of the monster. 
I leaped back to gain some space. 
My earth bullet didn’t have any effect even after I shot its head. Therefore, I chose to use water magic, but as I looked at the deviant returning to the ground in an instant, I understood that my attacks didn’t have any effect either.

My breathing was quite harsh after our small fight, but I couldn’t wait to catch my breath for one reason. 
My ring was still burning. 
It was still here under me. 
I used wind magic and propelled myself a few feet back as I did before, but the deviant didn’t come out this time. 
I repeated this process a couple of times, but the result was the same. 
The burning sensation made my mind frantic. I couldn’t hear it, much less see it, but I knew it was lurking under me ready to engulf me the moment I halted my steps. 
I couldn't stay on this plain. If I left its hunting ground, maybe it would leave me alone. 
This was the only idea I had at this moment. 
I ran east, as I planned to do before the attack, and continued to change my trajectory by relying on my wind magic. However, I wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer. 
My wind magic was after all only at Advanced Rank. The consumption of mana wasn’t negligible, although it seemed like my body was slowly getting used to using magic continuously in battle.

“Uhhh” 
The soil under my foot suddenly collapsed. 
I desperately used Wind magic with pure reflexes to survive the sudden attack of the deviant. I avoided the mortal jaws of the monster under my feet, but I couldn’t do the same with its giant tail. 
“Water…” 
Before I could use my magic, a giant tail came out of the soil from another hole behind where its head came out. It struck me, sending my body flying and rolling for dozens of feet before stopping. 
I quickly stood up, but before I could focus again on my foe, I felt some blood flowing on my left arm. I looked at the wound and almost at the same time, a sharp pain assaulted me. 
My arm was bent in the wrong direction. 
I clenched my teeth to bear the pain as I watched the giant worm-like monster returning to the ground in an instant for the second time. 
It seemed that the beast wasn’t just going to let me run away.  
I had to kill that thing. 
However, with a broken arm my chances of victory were quite slim, especially since this creature didn’t seem to be affected by physical attacks. 
I quickly grabbed a potion from my backpack and drank its contents in a single gulp. I immediately felt a burning sensation on my broken arm. 
I could see the bones, muscles and skin around the wound healing at an inhuman speed. The pain lessened until it was impossible to say that my arm had been broken. 
I was forced to use one of my precious potions to heal my wound. 
“Time for the second round, damn earthworm!” 
I couldn’t even see it while it seemed to be able to locate me easily. 
"Maybe it’s hearing my footsteps." 
With this idea, I chose to remain at the same place while closing my eyes to focus. I strained my ears to their maximum to locate the movements of the deviant under me. 
I couldn’t see or hear it, but there was another way. If I could sense its mana, then even under the earth I would be able to know where it was. 
I focused on this single thing. I feared that the deviant would still attack while I was immobile. However, I knew that my previous method wouldn't allow me to win. 
The more I concentrated, the more I felt the mana swirling around me. I was bathing inside as if I was in an ocean. I couldn’t differentiate the elements of the particles of mana around me, but that didn’t matter. 
It was difficult to sense the deviant’s mana clearly inside the dense mana of the earth, but I decided to put my faith on the same method I used during my hunts. 
After a few seconds of intense concentration, I found it. 
Like a dim light at the bottom of the ocean, I finally sensed it.

The life of the deviant moving under me. 
It was only ten feet away, circling around me, waiting for the moment to strike and engulf me. 
I found it, but I still didn't have any way to deal with it. Physical strikes with water or earth didn't work. It probably had a vital point on its body, but it didn't stay out of the ground long enough for me to find it.
I smiled wryly after making my decision. 
If I couldn't run away from it or defeat it, then I had to trap it. 
This was the answer I found.

However, I knew there was only one magic that could help me do that. 
I sensed the deviant moving quicker under the soil. At the same time, the ring on my thumb began to burn once again. 
I couldn’t hesitate any longer. 
"The Sacred magic of Ice will decide my fate." 
I activated my wind magic to leap backward the moment I sensed the deviant's attack. 
“Waterball!” 
I fired several water balls at the gigantic body, but none of my projectiles seemed to bother the beast propelling itself out of the hole it made with a stunning speed. 
I rolled on the ground to the left to dodge. 
The beast’s jaw passed an inch away from my body. As soon as its head missed me, I stretched out my hand to touch the deviant’s side. 
If my theory was wrong, then I would be doomed. I chased this thought away as soon as my hand touched the hard scales of the beast drenched in water. 
I concentrated my entire mind on a single thought. 
Slow down. 
I sensed the small particles of mana around me beginning to halt under the influence of my own mana. The air became colder as the temperature seemed to have dropped a few degrees. 
However, there was no ice. 
I jumped back to avoid the tail of the beast that was furiously twitching its body to hit me. 
I clenched my teeth in frustration and anger as I realized my failure. 
I was wrong. 
As soon as this terrible thought crossed my mind, I felt my knees growing weak, making my footage unstable. 
“Not now!” 
I shouted in anger against my own weakening limbs. I forced my legs to move to get away from the deviant as soon as possible. 
However, as I was beginning to turn heel, I turned my eyes once more toward the deviant. I could only stay dumbfounded at the scene unfolding in front of me. 
The deviant was furiously twisting its body in every direction. The plain began to turn into a battlefield as the giant beast scraped its right side on the soil. 
When the furious beast began to slow down and turned to face me, I saw it. 
The blue light of hope. 
There was a small chunk of ice on the right side of the beast just around the place my hand touched. 
The ice was slow to form, but I knew that as long as I could get in contact long enough with the beast, then I would have a chance to win. 
Once again, the deviant plunged toward me, but faster than before. The furious roar escaping the giant mouth full of murderous teeth was enough to make my heart waver, but I was ready. 
I released the most powerful gust of wind I could to propel me into the air above the giant body. I evaded the jaws by a large margin. The beast missed me, so I knew it would return under the cover of the earth one more time. 
I didn’t have time to hover in midair like before. 
Therefore, I used wind magic once again to change my trajectory and landed directly on the back full of brown scales as hard as stones of the deviant. I put my hands on those scales immediately after touching it with my feet. 
The air cooled as I began to concentrate to stop the particles of mana around me. 
This time I didn’t hold back at all. Using as much mana as I could, I triggered my magic. 
“Ice Coffin” 
I unleashed the magic that I hated and feared the most for going out of my control and robbing the life of Amanda against my will.

However, I didn't hesitate. 
I spent no more than five seconds on the back of the creature before I felt its body twitching furiously to make me fall. I held on and continued to concentrate until I finally saw ice forming under my hands. 
I jumped down from the beast and landed on the ground while rolling to soften the impact. 
I gained some distance and watched my magic slowly taking form. 
There was no special technique, no useless thinking in my magic. Just a pure wave of cold and uncontrollable ice that seemed to freeze my insides along with my opponent. 
The furious roar of the deviant was growing weaker and weaker as a large portion of ice began to appear on its brown body. The ice was reflecting the light of the sun in the sky, giving the scene a mysterious aura. 
The layer of ice was slowly stretching from the point where my hand touched the body and slowly made its way to the rest of the deviant. 
The scene was the same. 
An unstoppable ice coffin was slowly being born around the creature. Its movements became slower with each second until the deviant stopped moving completely. 
I intended to trap it to give me enough time to gain some distance, but once again, the ice didn’t comply with my wishes and completely engulfed the creature. 
The strength in my legs finally left me. I fell on my knees with my eyes still glued on the mesmerizing view in front of me. 
This was the day I truly awoke as a Sacred Mage.

  

    
        Chapter 32: Alone

    
    
    
    
  
I rested on my knees for several seconds while breathing heavily. I used a good chunk of my mana with this attack, but there wasn’t any other choice.  
I realized that Sacred magic was the same as Primordial magic in this aspect. If you didn’t have a good control over your magic, then you had to use much more mana to achieve the same result.  
The waste of mana when using a magic not fully mastered was no joke.  
I hadn’t regained a regular breathing, but I stood up nonetheless and began to head toward the east once more. I hurried because I didn’t want to stay in the plains for too long after seeing the huge black holes left by my defeated foe.  
Those holes reminded me of what I saw on the hill near the Great Forest.  
It was probably this creature that made these giant holes. However, I quickly remembered that the holes I saw before were much larger. 
I gulped down as I realized that a monster at least ten times larger was lurking under the ground.  
I had my hands full with just one.

If another came then I would die. 
As if to mock my fears, the ring of calamity on my thumb began to glow once more.  
I felt my heart skip a beat, but this time I didn’t lose any time.  
I ran as fast as I could to leave the grassy plain.  
After ten minutes of frantic running, I was standing on a rocky hill. A perfect standpoint to see eight other creatures, similar to the one I fought earlier, emerging from the ground while letting furious roars out of their monstrous mouths.  
After a couple of seconds, the horde of deviants gathered around the ice coffin trapping their fallen comrades and dragged it under the soil.  
I didn’t know if they did this to eat it, bury it, or to help it, but I was dumbfounded after witnessing this scene.  
Not wanting to become the next one to be dragged underground, I left the crime scene to resume my journey.  
-- 
After a couple of hours, I crossed a river and finally relaxed. Having enemies able to move underground was now on my list of things I hated the most, just behind being bitten and burned by a monster. 
I spent the rest of the day walking and hunting with my earth magic. I could use it whenever I wanted, but my sacred magic was another story. It was incredibly hard to control.  
Understanding that I needed to slow the mana around me to create ice was one thing, but actually doing it was another. I used it several times against other animals but each time the magic was difficult to control and consumed a large part of my mana. 
Of course, using the four Primordial elements was also difficult, but using ice magic was different.  
More than difficult, it was unpredictable. Like a violent beast ready to wreak havoc the second, I released it.  
After several attempts during which I almost lost control of my magic, I chose to limit the amount of mana to use with this magic. 
Less power but more control.  
This was the only solution to avoid losing control once again.  
I was sure that if I continued to use this magic I would slowly become better with it and release more of its power, but for now, it was impossible. I couldn’t just spend my time training on animals either because the only times I engaged in a fight was to eat. My earth magic was a better choice for that as I quickly discovered that trapping an animal in a big portion of ice wasn’t exactly the best way to hunt.  
I had no other choice but to take things slowly. Getting better at my own pace was enough for the moment because I still hadn’t sent the letter to my parents. 
This took priority over everything else.  
Even if I couldn’t waste time training, I still felt safer with this magic as my trump card. A strange feeling of power was rising inside me. However, I didn’t dare to be overwhelmed by this because I knew that any mistake could be fatal.  
Not because it would make me overconfident, but because I remembered the ice that covered my hands while I tried to free Amanda.  
I wasn’t immune to this magic even though I was the one who created it.  
Coldness released from my own soul, freezing everything in its path including my own flesh. This was for me, the true nature of this magic.  
There was no doubt in my mind.

This magic could be my doom.  
I spent the night in a small cave with these thoughts. I didn’t light a fire this night either. I haven’t done it since the attack of the fire deviant. Although it was my choice, I couldn’t help but shiver under the blanket protecting me from the coldness of the night.  
The following day was uneventful. I avoided as many lifeforms as I could. I just had to get rid of two little ‘Accaris’ who tried to ambush me. The small purple creatures looked like a lemur, but with hands as large as the head of an adult. Those hands were strong enough to crush my skull, but it didn’t mean a thing if they couldn’t touch me. My two earth bullets didn’t give them any time to do that.  
I gathered the little meat I could on their bodies and resumed my journey.  
After a couple of hours, I entered the area of a series of hills, making my progress slower and my travel more exhausting. The uneven ground wasn’t to my liking, but I didn’t encounter another deviant trying to kill me, so I endured it silently.  
I used wind magic regularly to avoid some obstacles which made my progress faster.  
However, despite that, I couldn’t see the end of those hills.  
--  
Two days later, I was still crossing the hills as fast as I could. My journey became tranquil because, since the day I entered the range of those hills, I wasn’t attacked even once.

I should be happy about that but I couldn’t. It was not just that I wasn’t attacked, I didn’t encounter any other animal either. I was more and more worried about this fact because it had been two days since I met any other lifeforms.

I looked around me. Dozens of hills stretched in every direction as if I was in the middle of giant earth waves.  
Alone in an ocean of red earth.  
The hills were covered with green grass at first, but after a day of walking, the grass disappeared revealing a hard brown and dark soil. This color gradually changed until it wasn’t possible not to notice the new color.  
I didn’t know why the earth of the hills became as red as blood, but it was far from the greenish color of life where vegetation and animals were plentiful.

After spending a day without encountering any other lifeform, I became vigilant. However, after noticing the color of the earth I became frantic.  
I concentrated and stretched my senses in every direction, trying to sense the mana around me to detect a lifeform.  
Yet the result was the same no matter how many times I tried. I could only sense a dense mana swirling around me. The movements I felt weren’t peaceful or graceful like what I felt in a grassy plain full of life.  
It was rougher, more brutal.  
I didn’t know what the cause was, but I was sure of one thing.  
I had to leave this place as soon as possible. 
When the sun started to set, I still hadn’t found any shelter for the night. I sighed knowing that I wouldn’t be able to sleep this night either. I simply sat on the red ground to rest.  
The ground was unexpectedly soft and quite comfortable even if I would rather sleep in a real bed.  
I put my back against a large rock to rest a little. At first, I thought it was a rock but the sensation was different. As the soil under me, it was much softer than what its appearance left me to believe.  
I turned my head abruptly, but after a few seconds of careful examination, I concluded that it was indeed just a rock with a large layer of soft red earth making the surface a little softer.  
"I thought it was an animal. That scared the shit out of me…" I couldn't help but mutter. 
I knew that I was slowly getting paranoid in this place.

It was a natural thing and I was sure that anyone would be the same if they had to spend so much time alone in an environment where almost anything could kill you. 
After calming myself, I took out the last fruit Hirillë gave me before my departure and ate it greedily. In this place where vegetation was absent, I didn’t encounter any fruit or prey to renew my stock of food.  
After my meager meal, for the first time, I was really without any food.  
If I couldn't find something to eat tomorrow either, the situation would quickly become serious.  
I chased these thoughts out of my mind as there was nothing I could do at this moment. It wasn’t as if I could hunt in the dark.  
If the situation truly became desperate, I intended to light a fire big enough to attract nearby animals. It wasn’t because I couldn’t see or sense them that this place was totally devoid of life after all. However, as I might attract deviants in the process, I kept this method as my last way of not starving to death.  
With such thoughts, the sky slowly turned dark.

Everything around me was silent. All I could hear was the murmur of the wind passing between the rocks but I couldn’t sleep.

It was just too dangerous, even with the ring. It was the second night I had on these hills without being able to sleep at all. Walking all day without anything to eat and without being able to sleep was just impossible to bear for a human, much less a kid.  
However, I found a way to recover my strength without any sleep.  
It was to drink the potion Hirillë gave me in the morning.  
I didn’t like this method because these vials were far too precious to be used like that, but I knew that I wouldn’t hold on otherwise. Fortunately, recovering my strength when I wasn’t injured only cost me a couple of drops.  
Even if I couldn’t sleep, I still closed my eyes in this sitting position with my back against the soft rock. The noise of my stomach didn’t help me relax so I concentrated on the mana around me.  
I tried to do this as many times as I could for two reasons.  
First, it helped me relax because I was able to sense the lifeforms to a certain extent around me. After being ambushed several times, I no longer trusted my hearing and therefore decided to rely as much as possible on this technique. 
The second reason was that I wanted to be able to clearly feel the difference between mana from different elements like Hirillë. I was sure it was the best way to improve my magic because I was certain that Primordial magic was the same as Sacred magic in this aspect. 
The understanding of the element was the key to improve and control the magic.  
If I didn’t understand the basic knowledge about a Sacred magic then I wouldn’t be able to use it. It wasn’t as absolute with Primordial magic, but I finally understood that I would never be able to master an element if I didn’t understand it first.  
Of course, I would still make some progress if I constantly used the same magic, but I was sure that the final result would be far less impressive.  
It was just as Hirillë told me, there was no reason to shoot stupidly earthball after earthball if I didn’t try to understand how to improve myself. To understand something I had to observe it first, therefore, I tried to sense the mana coming from the earth.

 However, it wasn’t so simple.  
I could feel millions of particles swirling constantly around me. At first, I thought it was incredible, but after a few times, the only impression I had left was a chaotic feeling. Each particle moved at its own speed, colliding with others sometimes and merging with them other times. Each of their movements and trajectories was different. It was mysterious and fascinating at the same time.  
Despite all my efforts, I wasn’t able to discern any pattern in these movements. I was only able to sense where these particles gathered, namely in intelligent lifeforms, but that was almost everything.  
I felt that I had made some progress as I could now feel them more clearly, but it wasn’t enough to sense the difference between them. I was sure that the particles of mana were different for each element but for my inexperienced senses, they were all the same. 
I immersed myself in them trying to attune my mind to the rhythm of their movements. The more time I spent with my consciousness among the mana, the more I became aware of its presence.  
It was impossible to obtain results if I looked at the millions of particles at the same time. Therefore, I tried to focus on a small part. I wanted to understand the movements of these particles, to predict where they would go to do the same with my own mana.  
Even with poor results, I continued to do the same thing each night. The sensation wasn’t displeasing either so there was no demerit doing that. In fact, I was better rested after the training session. Of course, it couldn’t compare to a full night of sleep, but in my situation, it was better than nothing.  
I spent the entire night in this world that was invisible to the eyes.  
It was only when the first morning light came to illuminate my face that I opened my eyes. I stretched my sore limbs before taking one of the potions from my backpack next to me. I drank a few drops to recover some strength before leaving.  
The sun moved slowly in the sky, bathing the world with its light. I always found the first rays of the morning sun beautiful, but in this red world, I wasn’t at ease.  
I ran at a regular rhythm to leave this place as fast as I could.  
Several hours later, the pain of my stomach began to become hardly bearable. I drank as much water as I could to alleviate this feeling, but it wasn’t working well and the taste of the water I had created with magic was as horrible as usual.  
I wanted to eat something.  
This thought became my only companion on my lonely journey. Therefore, when I arrived in front of a massive cave on my way, I couldn’t help but halt my steps.  
It was the largest cave I saw since I began to walk on those red hills.  
The entrance was at least thirty feet wide and twenty feet high from top to bottom. I slowly approached the entrance while readying my magic.  
I carefully looked inside but it was too dark to discern anything. I stretched my senses as far as I could but I didn’t sense any lifeform inside either.  
A mysterious dark cave.  
I didn’t forget my encounter with the invincible green monster. I didn’t have my sacred magic to fight back when I encountered this monster, but that didn’t mean that I would be able to put up a fight against it. Therefore, I chose to stay away from this kind of places along my journey.  
This place definitely smelled like trouble but I still hesitated. I knew I should continue to walk and not lose time or take any risks here, but I feared something more than the animals possibly lurking inside.  
After nearly three days of walking, I still couldn't see the end of those red hills. 
The potion could help me regain some strength, but I wasn’t sure of its effect on starvation because, despite drinking some potion in the morning, my empty stomach kept hurting me. I had to find something to eat as soon as possible.
I took a few steps inside the cave and carefully sensed my surroundings.  
Once more, I couldn’t sense anything. My ring wasn’t shinning either.  
"Maybe there isn’t anything inside." I muttered with a dejected voice. 
I tapped my foot three times on the ground to make some noise and stayed on my guard while waiting for a reaction. However, despite repeating the process several times, I couldn’t hear or sense any movement inside.  
I created a small flame with my left hand to illuminate my surroundings and finally decided to step inside.  
The small flame illuminated a couple of feet around me. It allowed me to see the red walls and the top of the cave covered with strange rocks coming down, just like stalactites.  
I supposed that if the place wasn’t so creepy, these red spear-like stones would be quite beautiful but it wasn’t the case in this situation.  
Slowly, carefully, I advanced further and further until I saw a massive shape ahead.  
I halted my steps because I knew it wasn’t a rock.  
My white ring wasn’t shining so it wasn’t a deviant. Moreover, I couldn’t feel the mana gather inside that thing. I slowly approached but, as I was standing only a couple of feet away, I became sure of one thing.  
This thing wasn’t alive.  
I concentrated more mana into my hand to create a bigger flame.  
The form in front of me slowly revealed its secrets under the light of my magic.  
A giant dark body with a reddish hue appeared in front of my eyes. The round form had several members joining at the same place on its wide back.  
At first, I didn’t know what it was.  
I circled around the creature to get a better view.  
I discovered that the body was covered with a thick dark fur. I also noticed several other long limbs with sharp points at the end. I counted six limbs reuniting at the same place on the back.

"Then this is!" I suddenly shouted.

I was too shocked to care about the noise I made and unconsciously took a couple of steps back after the name of the dead creature appeared in my mind.  
A ‘Durnïel’.  
A rare animal living in seclusion except for the time it appears to mate. They were rare because humans gathered several punishing forces to eradicate them.  
Normally, the only forces assembled by the Human kingdom were against deviants or violent hordes of animals coming too close to the border, but the Durnïel was one of the rare exceptions.  
They were mercilessly killed for one simple reason.  
Humans feared them too much.  
A vicious creature strong enough to split a boulder in two with one stroke of its ‘legs’ was already quite terrifying and the fact it easily preyed on humans didn’t plead in its favor.  
However, it wasn’t for this reason that it was annihilated.  
It was because of its unique ability: ‘thousand poisons’.  
A poisonous beast was quite dreadful, but if you had some antidotes or a skilled water mage with you, it was possible to survive. This was true against nearly every poisonous creature but not against a Durnïel.  
It was impossible to predict what kind of poison the creature would use against you.  
Humans feared the unknown more than anything else. Therefore, this animal, no… this monster couldn’t be allowed to live.  
There was the classic poison that killed you in an hour or in a few seconds but there were other more vicious types as well.  
The book in my house describing the different kinds of poisons wasn’t exhaustive, but I still learned that it could secrete a poison able to paralyze your muscles, put you to sleep or show you dreadful nightmares.  
One kind of poison could also show you illusions for several days. This poison was the one that triggered the massive hunt because one day a famous mage fell victim to it.  
I didn’t read this story in the book describing the animals of this world.  
It was Gandalf who told this story to each child.  
One day he came into our classroom with a grave look on his old face before telling us just a few words: ‘It’s time for you to understand this world’.  
Almost all children dreamed of adventure, of fights against legendary monsters to get fame and power. I thought this wasn’t a bad thing, but Gandalf told us this story because he wanted to open our young, innocent and naive eyes.  
The world wasn’t as kind as children sheltered in a town could imagine.  
The name of the mage was Oras. A powerful water mage who was known throughout the country for his good deeds and his exploits.  
He was a hero. The kind that little kids admired.  
However, one day he decided to hunt down a monster that killed adventurers.  
After a long fight, he succeeded and killed the beast. Moreover, he didn’t suffer any serious injury, just a couple of scratches from the sharp members of the beast.  
He didn’t feel that something was wrong, but the effects began to show when he returned to his hometown.  
The poison he suffered didn’t destroy his body or threaten his life.

It only created illusions mixing with reality.  
Nobody knows what he saw that day.  
Nobody knows what happened either.  
However, when merchants entered the town to sell their goods, they couldn’t find any living soul. Only pools of blood, shredded bodies and lone limbs could be seen.  
Every single inhabitant was killed.  
Old and young.

Men and women.

Even newborns were massacred by this mage.  
When the effect of the poison disappeared, the mage fell on his knees in front of his old house clutching the bodies of his family until the arrival of the army.  
He explained everything about the Durnïel, but when one soldier asked him what happened, the mage looked around him one more time.  
He just took a single glance at the hell he created and killed himself.  
This story was about the fall of a hero.

It was to instill fear in the heart of children so that only the boldest, only those who desired a life full of danger would walk on this path. It was a horrible story to tell the children, but it probably saved countless naive individuals.  
I didn’t intend to become an adventurer in the first place, but after this story, I was even more against the idea.  
I calmed down a little after remembering that the monster in front of me was dead. I looked one more time at its giant body before a wry smile appeared on my thin lips.  
I wanted a quiet and peaceful life but I was standing in front of a monster from tales destined to scare children. Something was seriously wrong with my luck.  
I decided to give up my exploration. I was sure there were no animals that could live with a beast like that. Even if there was one, I was sure I didn’t want to meet it whether it was its roommates or the creature who killed it.  
I looked one more time at the corpse which was strangely well preserved.  
A huge growling sound suddenly echoed in the quiet cave, but I just quickly hit my own stomach in frustration.  
I was hungry but not that much.  
Only a madman would eat a monster feared for its poison.  
I turned around and began to head toward the exit of the cave.  
*Crissssh*  
I only walked a few minutes when a strange sound halted my steps. I felt my heart skip a beat and my face turn livid as I quickly stretched my senses to scan my surroundings. I also created a bigger flame to illuminate a larger space around me.

Holding my breath, I slowly looked around me. 
However, there was nothing.  
I listened carefully while slowly retreating with my back turned toward the entrance to the cave. 
I didn’t know what created this noise but I had a bad feeling. I didn’t think about my stomach anymore, I just wanted to leave this place as fast as I could.  
*Criiiiiissssh*  
This time there wasn’t any mistake possible.  
This noise was made by something alive.  
I didn’t have any other chance to stretch my senses when a black figure appeared in front of me. 
“Earth bullet!”  
I fired my magic but the monster was nimbler than I thought. It avoided the three bullets I sent and disappeared into the darkness.  
"You must be kidding me!" 
My assailant was around three feet tall with sharp and long legs moving strangely fast.  
It was a Durnïel.  
However, its size was much smaller than the corpse in the cave.  
I didn't know if this baby Durnïel already awakened its poison ability, but I didn’t want to stay here to find out.  
An animal that wasn’t an adult yet wasn’t much of a threat most of the time, but it wasn’t the case for this one. Moreover, something worried me more than its shocking speed.  
"Why am I unable to sense it?" 
From the moment I found this method, I never imagined that a creature could escape my senses. I wasn’t an expert at detecting mana particles, but an intelligent creature was like a light shining in the dark. I thought it was impossible to miss it if I was close enough, but no matter how many times I tried, I couldn’t detect the presence of this creature.

Without any other option, I put my hands on the ground in front of me.  
“Ice Wall”  
The ice slowly formed under my hands and slowly spread. I stepped back and anxiously looked at the ice that was beginning to seal the cave.  
A few minutes later, the ice wall joined the roof of the cave sealing it completely.  
I looked around and heaved a sigh of relief when I saw the monster on the other side of the wall, furiously trying to break it.  
The sight of this monster moving its six legs like spears against the wall gave me cold sweats.  
I ran toward the exit as fast as I could and even used my wind magic to accelerate.  
Less than a minute later, I was outside and welcomed by the sight of red hills all around me. I hated those hills, but it was much better than what I found in this cave.  
I didn’t care about my hunger anymore.  
I fixed my backpack and left.  
“Ouch”  
Suddenly, I felt a throbbing pain in the back of my neck. I twisted my body in reflex and turned my head to look behind me. A small rock fell on the ground.  
As soon as it touched the ground, the rock began to move revealing its true nature.  
A small creature, smaller than a fist, was running toward the cave. I watched dumbfounded as the small creature disappeared into the darkness where it belonged.  
With a trembling hand, I touched my neck where I could still feel a throbbing pain. Traces of blood appeared on my shaking hand.  
I was bitten. 
This horrible truth couldn’t be denied.

I didn’t notice, but a small Durnïel, far smaller than the one who attacked me, stuck to my backpack and bit me.  
I quickly let go of my backpack and violently shook my clothes to see if another one was hiding. I couldn’t find any other, but the deed was already done.  
I had been poisoned.  
I couldn’t feel anything wrong with my body, but I knew this wasn’t going to last. I had little hopes that this young creature had not yet developed its poison. I quickly pulled out a vial of potion and emptied it in one gulp.  
I didn’t wait to see if the poison or the potion had any effect.  
I quickly ran toward a safe place because if it was a paralysis type of poison, I certainly didn’t want to be close to this cave.  
Maybe the potion will work, maybe the poison has already been treated.  
I kept repeating these sentences in my mind while praying to the gods of my old world that I had already forsaken.  
One hour later, I sat on the ground while waiting to see if the poison had any effect. I couldn’t resume my journey, not until I was sure that I was safe.  
I waited anxiously, attentive to any change in my body.  
It’s only when the sun began to set, covering the space around me in a faint darkness that I began to relax. After so much time, the poison would probably never break out.  
I breathed a sigh of relief until I remembered one critical fact.  
"Why is the night already falling? It should be early in the afternoon."  
I looked around me, but there was no doubt.

The darkness was spreading around me.  
I created a small flame in my hand to illuminate my surroundings, but what I found made my heart beat so fast that I began to worry that it would come out of my chest.  
The flame didn’t illuminate my surroundings at all.  
There was only one explanation.  
"The night isn’t falling, it’s… my eyes… I’m losing my sight!"  
I quickly swallowed another vial of potion, but the darkness continued to spread. It was thicker and thicker until it became difficult to discern my surroundings.  
I was paralyzed by fear, unable to make a decision or know what to do.  
I could only wait powerlessly as my eyes lost their light, transporting me into a world of darkness.

  

    
        Chapter 33: Beyond the darkness

    
    
    
    
  
Humans all have something they fear. No matter the individual, there was no exception to this.

It is almost an absolute law.

Some people feared closed spaces, while others couldn’t stand heights. There was almost an endless amount of phobias infecting the human mind.

Despite this, the fear of the dark was one of the most common and strongest fears existing.

This fear was currently clutching my heart tightly with its strong grasp. I couldn’t calm down, my breathing was harsh and my senses in disarray.

Each noise around me became threatening as my eyes moved furiously despite not perceiving light anymore.

It had only been a few minutes since the moment I became blind, but it felt like an eternity.

After several minutes of intense panic, I forced my mind to calm down and stretched my senses as far as I could.

As soon as I entered the world of mana, my mind calmed down a little because I saw that there was nothing around me that could attack me. However, after my painful experience in the cave, I understood that I couldn’t sense every lifeform around me. As a result, I didn’t dare to let my guard down.

With a slightly calmer mind, I began to analyze my situation.

I was blind, alone in the wilderness without any food or shelter.

Certainly, the situation didn’t look too good. In fact, it became truly hopeless. Without even talking about the future fights without sight, just walking without falling would be quite a challenge.

I won’t be able to continue my journey like this… Is this how I will die? 

Without having accomplished anything.

Alone in the dark.

I quickly shook my head to drive these thoughts out of my mind because I knew that the moment I succumbed to my fear would be the moment of my death.

I didn’t totally give up because I still had a faint hope that my situation was only temporary.

With this distant hope, I began to organize my thought.

I pondered for a while before creating a long stick made from earth magic. I tested it and tried to take a few steps while waving it in front of me to discern the obstacles. I stumbled a little at first but finally succeeded.

With that, I could avoid the obstacles but it wasn’t practical at all. I knew that with this method it would take me an enormous amount of time to reach a human settlement.

Therefore, I wanted it to be only a temporary solution.

I hoped I could rely more on my other senses than on this stick. Of course, I could focus on my hearing, but I could also use the mana around me to guide me. In any case, it wasn't possible to use only this method as I wasn't yet proficient enough in it.

However, I couldn’t wait here and train, so after making sure I couldn’t sense any animals nearby, I resumed my journey.

Fortunately, I remembered the direction I wanted to go before losing my sight. It was obvious that I would slowly diverge from my path, but it couldn’t be helped.

My steps were slow, but as I grew slightly accustomed, my pace became faster. My steps became more assured.

After a couple of hours, I felt the air around me turning colder. I knew even without seeing that the radiance of the sun was slowly disappearing from the sky, only leaving progressively the coldness of the night.

However, for the first time since the beginning of my journey, I didn’t stop.

There was no point doing this because day and night became the same for me. Moreover, my pace became really slow so if I wanted to leave this place sooner I had to walk for a longer period.

I spent the night carefully scanning my surroundings while making my way on the rough ground.

I didn’t encounter any animals on my way. 

I was truly alone in the dark.

When the sun rose in the sky, I was still walking. The heat of the sun coming from the east helped me adjust my trajectory.

I was exhausted and the pain coming from my stomach was becoming difficultly bearable, but I steadied my will and continued to walk. If not for the drops of potion I took at regular intervals, I would have already collapsed without a doubt.

The only good news was that I was sure not to starve. My stomach was still furiously growling while sending me regular waves of pain, but I ate a single fruit in three days, and despite that, my condition didn’t get much worse.

Of course, I could still be wrong, but I suspected that the potion acted on my hunger in the same way that water magic acted on my thirst. They gave me the necessary elements to survive but didn’t satisfy me. Therefore, I was thirsty and hungry but I probably would not die from it.

Well, this would only be the case as long as I had some potion to drink. As my consumption skyrocketed, I wasn’t going to hold like that much longer.

“Shit!”

My foot hit a small rock that made me stumble a little. I managed not to fall, but it was already impossible to tell how many times I fell because of that. It was really an unpleasant feeling.

I focused my senses on the small rock that was almost detached from the ground after the impact. I remained motionless for a few seconds to reflect on something.

I extended my hand to completely pull the piece of rock off the ground. As I held it in my hand, I turned my entire focus to it.

The mana of this rock was different from when it was among the earth.

It didn’t make any sense to me, whether in the ground or in the air, it was still the same rock. However, after a full day of walking, relying only on observing the mana around me, I was confident in myself.

The mana of this rock became different.

Sensing the mana didn’t actually allow me to see the shapes around me. If this was the case, I wouldn’t need a stick to walk. Therefore, I couldn’t discern the shape of the rock in my hand. However, the moment I took the rock out of the ground, the mana became different.

The pace of the particles became faster.

Suddenly I understood.

The mana of the rock didn’t change.

It was what surrounded the rock that changed.

When it was among the earth, it belonged to a cohesive whole but as I held it in my hand it was different. The small rock has become totally surrounded by the atmosphere, by the wind circling around.

I felt that the mana from the rock had become faster, but that wasn’t the case. Just like molecules held together and forming something solid, the particles of mana from the rock didn’t move. No, they did move but the movements were much smaller and too difficult for me to detect at the moment.

The particles in my hand were moving faster, it was true but it did not come from the earth.

It came from the wind around the rock.

I now understood why I wasn’t able to discern the earth around me and why I had to rely on a stick to walk. It was because the mana from the wind was everywhere. Its movements were unpredictable and hindered my perception of the mana from the earth.

Then I just had to ignore the particles of mana moving.

It was easier said than done because something moving was always attracting attention. I stayed immobile for nearly an hour until I felt some progress.

It was far from perfect, but I was finally able to sense the particles of mana that didn't move much. It was quite tiring to fix my attention on thousands of tiny almost immobile particles as millions around moved fiercely.

After this small success, I tried to walk without using my stick. My steps were cautious because I expected to hit a rock at any moment.

However, I didn’t fall.

I slowly walked while avoiding obstacles in front of me and on the ground. After a few seconds, I finally stopped in my tracks with a satisfied expression on my face.

Maintaining such concentration was difficult, but with it, I was able to roughly discern the ground around me.

It was quite a strange feeling. I couldn’t see my surroundings, nevertheless, I could tell where I was walking.

With this newfound ability, I was able to accelerate my pace. I couldn’t help but feel my heart calm down at every step.

As I rushed to the end of this desolate land, my mind was completely focused on the world of mana. It was exhausting but I didn’t let my will waver.

Hope finally appeared in front of me, I wasn’t going to let it pass.

 --

In the blink of an eye, two days passed.

It was probably the most tiring period of my two lives. As I remembered the harsh training with the old hyena in my previous world, I couldn’t help but sigh a little.

I never thought I'd do something more tiring than this.

By using my senses and this new ability, my journey became faster. I still relied on my stick, from time to time, to rest my mind a little. However, as I continued to walk, I felt that it became easier to locate and differentiate the particles of mana forming the earth from the rest.

Fortunately, I was right. The potion was enough to allow me to survive despite not eating anything. It could restore my strength to a certain extent, but the pain was enough to make me growl or even scream sometimes.

I didn’t care much about that but, there was something else I was worried about.

I could feel my strength gradually fading despite the potion.

Each movement became harder to do and my pace also became slower.

I had no idea if the potion was losing its effect on me or if it wasn’t enough to sustain my strength anymore, but I was sure of something.

I was reaching my limit.

If I couldn’t find something to eat soon then my fate was sealed.

However, shortly after this terrible realization, something marvelous happened.

I began to recover my sight.

Everything was still blurry around me, but it was still much better than being in total darkness. 

I didn’t know why I suddenly recovered. 

Maybe it was because of the potion I was taking regularly or simply because the poison only lasted a few days. It could also be because the Durnïel that attacked me was too small and didn’t develop a potent enough poison.

I wondered about that for a while, but I clearly didn’t care enough to think too much about it. 

What was important was that I was no longer blind.

Despite this, I kept my eyes closed. I still didn't see well enough to rely entirely on my sight, and by keeping my eyes closed, I could continue to train while walking.

As I was walking along the rough ground, I suddenly stopped.

Something was different. I didn't know what, but I knew something had changed. I slowly opened my eyes to look around. Everything was blurry and I had troubles just discerning my surroundings.

I squatted and grabbed a handful of earth.

Then, I approached it near my eyes to examine it.

Even with my defective sight, I could tell that the color of the earth was different. It wasn’t red anymore. A more classical brown color has replaced it.

I excitedly ran a few meters ahead to look at another handful of earth, but the result was the same.

"I finally left that desolate place."

An indescribable joy surfaced in me. I thought I would never leave this forsaken place where life seemed to have disappeared.

I looked at these hills to sense the mana in that direction. The different nature of the mana caught my attention and made me open my eyes a moment ago. I didn’t know what was special about this place, but since the only creature I found was a Durnïel, it was obviously not somewhere where humans should go.

I closed my eyes and continued to get away from it.

After a couple of minutes, the mana around me became more difficult to analyze. I opened my eyes and, after a few seconds of inspection, I noticed that I was near a forest.

These red hills were really bad news, but since there was no vegetation, it was easier to only feel the mana coming from the earth.

I sighed a little before increasing my focus to adapt to my new environment. After ten minutes, the surroundings became clearer in my mind, which allowed me to walk again.

Suddenly, a ball of light appeared in front of me.

I couldn’t help but have a smile on my face as my stomach began to growl with impatience. It was the first animal I saw in several days and it would also be my first meal.

Just sensing the mana didn’t allow me to know what creature I was facing so I opened my eyes. However, I could barely discern its figure from where I was standing.

It was a four-legged black creature that was about three feet tall.

With so few information, I wasn’t able to know which species it was but I didn’t care. I was too hungry for that. As long as it wasn’t a deviant, I wouldn’t back down this time.

“Earth bullet”

My magic left my right hand and headed directly toward the source of light. I was sure of my victory, but to my surprise, the light didn’t disappear and instead, headed in my direction. The creature clearly avoided my surprise attack.

I was a little surprised, but after so many fights against animals, I didn’t lose my calm and quickly took a few steps back.

Seeing my retreat, the creature began to accelerate and leaped toward me. However, as soon as I sensed the movements of its body change, I activated my wind magic to propel myself into the sky above the creature.

I rotated my body and landed a furious axe kick to the animal under me. The earth covering my leg made the blow quite strong.

It was too heavy for this creature still in midair.

With a piercing shriek, it fell to the ground. As the light didn’t disappear, I used several earth bullets to pierce its body and end the fight.

This time there was no doubt. 

The light I was seeing in the world of mana slowly faded away. The particles of mana quickly dispersed around me signaling the end of its life.

I sat on the ground and began to remove the thick fur of the creature with the knife Hirillë gifted me. No matter how many times I did that, I didn't get any better. Since I was almost blind and in a hurry to eat something, I didn’t bother trying to do a good job either.

I quickly removed a piece of meat and gathered some wood before starting a fire to cook.

I endured with difficulty the hunger as the piece of meat was slowly cooking. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, I was able to stuff my mouth with the juicy meat. In a few seconds, I swallowed it.

The meat clearly needed more time to be ready. However, I ignored the taste of blood in my mouth and continued to furiously devour my first meal in almost a week.

If someone looked at me eating like a madman this piece of half-cooked meat dripping with blood, they would think that I was nothing more than an animal.

Maybe this would have bothered me before, but after experiencing true hunger I couldn’t care less.

Feeling your guts burning with pain and your stomach rumbling as if a furious beast was eating you from the inside wasn’t something I could easily forget.

I knew that this experience changed me for the rest of my life.

When I felt that my stomach was full, I finally stopped eating. I wasn’t a good cook and the meat was poorly prepared, but I was sure that I never ate something as good as this. After that, I cooked several other pieces of meat but with more care this time. Then, I put them in my backpack with a large leaf carefully wrapped around.

I wanted to resume my journey but after my meal, tiredness began to assail me. My eyelids became heavy as I felt my body numb. I wanted to rest a bit.

"Just a few seconds..."

The comfortable feeling of the grass against my cheek made me almost completely succumb to a deep slumber. With a last effort, I forced my eyes open and drank several drops of potion.

I recovered some strength almost instantly. 

It was enough to stand up and resist the urge to sleep.

"Even when I was wandering China, I didn’t take any drugs but it seems like I still became an addict in the end." I helplessly muttered.

I knew that I had to stop drinking this potion to regain my strength now that I was out of the range of the red hills. It would be no joke if I was injured without any potion left.

However, I couldn't sleep in this defenseless place. I silently promised myself that in the future I would take the potion only after an injury.

I left but didn't even make ten meters when I heard a growling sound behind me. I quickly turned my head and stretched my senses. Another animal was standing near the fur of the animal I ate. I opened my eyes which allowed me to see a similar figure to the one I just fought.

"Very well, more meat for me."

I didn’t know what species it belonged to but it was clearly not my match.

“Earth b…”

I stopped mid-sentence as I noticed another light on my left side.

Two against one seemed more like a challenge.

I was still confident in dealing with them, but after a few seconds, several other lights began to appear around me. Some were still far, around a hundred feet away, but the number kept increasing.

Twenty…Thirty…Forty…

These numbers made my face turn pale and my will waver. After a few seconds, I focused and sharpened my senses waiting for the beginning of the fight.

Blood was ready to flow and I knew that this time I couldn’t make any mistakes.

  

    
        Chapter 34: End of loneliness

    
    
    
    
  
The number of lights appearing was constantly increasing while the furious growls around me made my heart accelerate.

Before I could react, I was surrounded without any way out. 

There was no deviant, but I just couldn’t cope with so many animals at the same time.

I had to leave.

I examined my surroundings before making my move. I propelled myself as fast as I could to my right where the number of animals was smaller.

As soon as I moved, I sensed dozens of lights moving at the same time. I didn’t pay attention to those behind me and focused as hard as I could to sense the movements of the animals in front of me.

We made contact after only a few seconds.

I evaded two enemies coming at me at the same time. The vicious attacks of their sharp claws were quick and powerful but missed my head. I didn’t have any time to counterattack and simply ran past them. As soon as I passed those two, I sensed five others coming closer in front of me.

Without any space to dodge, I activated my magic with the maximum output.

“Water shield”

Water began to furiously spin at high speed around me. It was the Scholar barrier magic of the water element. A defensive magic able to repel most projectiles. I was sure it wasn’t powerful enough to stop one of my earth bullets, but against those animals, it was enough.

The claws and jaws of the five animals collided with my magic, but the speed of the water was too high. As soon as the contact was made, the attacks were repelled and my foes were sent backward slightly stunned.

I took advantage of this little delay to once again propel myself forward with wind magic.

I continued to evade while moving forward, not daring to waste any time by counterattacking.

I didn’t know how many attacks I already evaded, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t see the end of it. Even with my magic, claws still struck me from time to time. Fortunately, I wasn't hurt thanks to my protective clothes.

Another attack hit me but this time on my right hand. As it wasn’t covered by anything, I felt the blood flowing from the deep cut.

“Bastard”

I shot an earth bullet at point-blank range directly into the animal's head, leaving it no chance to evade.

A part of its head exploded immediately, covering its surroundings with fresh blood. My face was also covered with blood but, with my eyes already closed, it didn’t bother me.

I couldn’t escape as I originally wanted because every evasion movement gave them enough time to surround me again.

“If you don’t want to leave me alone then don’t blame me.”

I continued to skillfully evade the vicious attacks on me, but this time I didn’t try to escape.

Each time I avoided an attack, I immediately released an earth bullet. I used this magic on a daily basis. Its activating speed couldn’t compare with what it was in the past. There was already almost no difference with the creation of a waterball.

However, while water was soft and difficult to use to directly injure an opponent, the earth was hard. I couldn’t counterattack too often as the number of foes was too important, but each time an earth bullet left my palm, a corpse followed.

Blood began to rain around me as corpses piled up. When the number of animals around me became too important, I just used my Wind magic to jump several feet high and break the encirclement.

After several minutes of constant fighting, my breathing became rough as my stamina began to run out. I was far from my peak condition in the first place, so I gradually felt my movements becoming duller and my reactions slower.

More and more attacks struck all over my body covering me in cuts and blood.

“Earth bullet”

Once again, my aim was right as my magic pierced the head of my foe. The corpse fell immediately near my feet, but I didn’t have any time to rejoice as even more animals appeared. While I was ready to use wind magic once again to gain some distance, I felt a sharp pain in my ankle.


I opened my eyes in reflex and looked at my wound.

The animal that I shot just a few seconds ago didn’t die on the spot but gathered its strength to hinder my movements in a final struggle. When I killed an animal, I could feel the mana disperse after a few seconds, but with so many opponents, I didn’t notice that I failed to kill this one.

I quickly shot an earth bullet to end the life of my living shackles, but its goal was already fulfilled. 

I lost my chance to evade.

“Water shield”

I activated my magic by reflex while sharp claws were ready to slit my throat. I deflected them successfully, but I didn’t have any time to rejoice because of the storm of attacks that immediately fell on me.

Each attack lacked the power to break through my defense but they continued their rampage nonetheless, leaving me no chance to counter.

If this continues like this…

I chased that thought out of my mind and gritted my teeth as I endured the attacks.

With my water shield activated, I couldn’t spare any of my focus to counter for fear that the power of my magic would decrease, leaving me vulnerable to the sharp teeth and claws of my foes.

If I couldn't use another magic then so be it.

I used as much mana as I could on my water shield. I didn’t spare any effort because I didn’t just want to increase the speed, I also wanted to increase the range of my magic.

“Water sphere…”

The armor of water began to expand under my will. After half a minute, I was surrounded on all sides by walls of water five feet away from me. It was a derivation from the water shield I previously used. It was the first time I used it so it was difficult to control.

I couldn't use this kind of magic for a very long time.

However, it was never my intention.

“… break”

I gave a violent impulse to my magic. Immediately after, with a huge sound, the water that was moving at high speed was sent flying all around me.

The animal surrounding me couldn’t avoid and were mercilessly struck by my attack.

No matter how strong a defense was, if I couldn’t maintain it for long enough then it was meaningless. In this situation, I knew that my only chance was to transform defense into attack.

Some of the beasts died because of the shock, but the majority were simply sent flying away.

Therefore, I didn’t lose any time.

As soon as I saw that my technique was successful, I gathered mana in both hands and released my magic with my arms raised in opposite directions.

“Fireball”

My aim wasn’t the animals that were still confused by the previous impact, but the grass around me. After a few other fireballs, a nearly complete circle of fire surrounded me twenty feet away.

Unlike my water shield, this wall of fire that burned the long grass around me didn’t need to be maintained with my mana, nor could it be controlled to form a defensive formation. As a result, the circle wasn’t complete so it was possible for them to simply avoid this impressive wall of raging flames.

Sure enough, the animals didn’t retreat but let out several furious growls before running together toward the breaches of this wall of flames.

A small smile formed on my lips as I saw their assault.

“Wind Blow”

I released the strongest gust of wind I was able to muster. It was a completely harmless magic and, except for lifting some skirts, it didn’t have any usefulness. At low rank, the wind magic was considered by most as a trash element. Without any practical use in fights or daily activities, it wasn’t surprising that this element wasn’t very popular.

However, it was perfect for this situation.

Under the impulse of the wind, the flames began to spread at high speed. The gaps were rapidly filled and the animals that rushed toward these gaps were engulfed by the fire.

I ignored the shriek of pain surrounding me. I wasn’t cruel, but that didn’t mean I would show mercy to my enemies, especially if they were animals trying to eat me.

I continued to control and spread the flames with my wind to engulf as many of these animals as possible. It was far from being a precise control, but it was enough to make flames erupt with a violent gust of wind.

It was harder than I thought to control these flames with just the wind I could produce. However, I didn’t have any other choice. If they broke this encirclement, things would quickly worsen for me.

A couple of burning beasts rushed to me, trying to get their revenge by tearing me apart, but I just used an earth bullet to end their lives before resuming my control over the flames.

The sound of the crackling flames around me wasn’t strong enough to cover the furious growls that came everywhere. Their intellect was far from that of a human but they could still feel emotions. I didn’t need to be a genius to guess that after killing so many of their kin the only emotion released by these growls was a rage burning stronger than my flames.

Despite that, after a few minutes, the surviving group began to retreat. They probably understood that they couldn’t win against me in this situation and would just end up with more death if they continued.

Dozens of corpses were burning around me when the surviving group finally decided to leave me alone.

I waited for a while before using water magic to extinguish the flames circling around me. After some efforts, I finally completed my task and breathed a sigh a relief.

My complexion was pale after the fight, and I had trouble concentrating enough to feel my surroundings because of my tiredness.

I used quite a bit of mana and my physical condition was already poor after several days without proper meals and rest. With such a weak body, it was already incredible that I was able to use so much magic.

I clearly sensed that Hiraliel was right. 

The strength of your body was linked to the amount of mana you could use. 

As my physical condition was quite bad despite the potion I drank regularly, I couldn’t use as much mana as before.

That's why I didn’t use my Sacred magic despite the situation. The toll on my body would have been too much to bear. Moreover, this magic was still lacking speed so it wasn’t usable in this situation.

I winced a bit after finally noticing the pain coming from my body. With my adrenaline more or less back to normal the sensation of my body also returned. I looked at my arms and legs covered with wounds. The amount of cut and bite marks was far more important than I originally thought.

If I just had a couple of cuts I wouldn’t bother to heal them, but some of my wounds were still bleeding profusely, especially the bite at my ankle.

Without any other choice, I opened my backpack. After a quick look inside, I smiled bitterly.

I still had four vials of potions.

It had only been a little over a week since I had entered the wilderness, but I was already almost out of potion. I knew that these potions were my lifeline. As long as I had them I would have an edge over my enemies and a greater chance to survive.

I carefully took a sip of one of the vials before stopping halfway. It wasn't necessary to empty the vial if the wound wasn’t too severe.

After a couple of seconds, the blood coming out of my body began to slow down as my wounds closed at high speed.

I was ready to resume my journey when I sensed something.

I closed my eyes to focus and quickly found out that eight lights were coming toward me.

I felt my heart throb in fright as I realized that another fight was going to break out. I didn’t have any time to rest my body. In this condition, I wasn’t sure how many more magic I could create. With such a disadvantage, I quickly decided to leave this place.

I began to run in the opposite direction, but I quickly noticed the true speed of these lights. They were already too close. I could use wind magic to accelerate, but if I failed in my escape, then I would have just wasted my already sparse mana.

"Can’t those bastards let me some time to rest?"

I turned around and readied myself to fight the incoming foes, but instead of the growls of beasts, I heard heavy and fast footsteps.

It was a familiar noise. 

Not familiar, but it was close to the noise made by a running horse. 

Finally, the lights stopped a few feet away from me.

Now that they weren’t moving, I felt that something was weird. There were eight lights but it felt like there were differences between some of them.

I carefully opened my eyes to see what kind of beast I would have to deal with.

It was difficult to discern clearly the huge shapes with my blurry vision, but I didn’t have to wait long before my doubts were cleared.

A clear and loud voice emanated from one of the animals in front of me.

“What are you?”

No, it was coming from above.

I finally understood why I felt that something was wrong. I felt eight lifeforms, but only four were moving on the ground. Moreover, it wasn’t just animals standing in front of me. For the first time since I entered the wilderness, other people were standing in from me.

Four men riding animals similar to horses.

I was cautious with them. Despite that, I couldn’t help but feel a bit of happiness in my heart.

While I was immersed in my thoughts, I didn’t notice that the person who asked me the question earlier was growing impatient.

“Answer me, what are you?”

His voice didn’t hide the threat carried with these words. I finally broke free from my stupor and regained my calm.

I closed my eyes once again to focus on my senses. If a fight broke out, I would need my senses more than my defective sight.

We were in the wilderness so they obviously had some skills. Moreover, I was surrounded by numerous corpses and covered with blood so I couldn’t play the card of the innocent and harmless kid anymore.

Maybe it would have been better if I encountered animals instead, I silently thought.

I repressed a sigh before answering the question with an unhappy tone.

“What do you mean by ‘what’? It’s rude. Aren’t you supposed to tell me ‘who’ are you?”

My words clearly displeased them, but I didn’t care because even though they were human like me, that didn’t mean they had any goodwill toward me. I didn’t want to fight, but if they forced me then I wouldn’t hesitate.

Moreover, what I said was true. It was indeed a weird question. It was as if they didn’t consider me as a human being.

After a couple of seconds of thinking, I finally realized what they meant by their previous question.

“I’m human if this is what you’re curious about.”

A cold snort only followed my words. Another man with a strange high pitch voice replied.

“Don’t take us for fools. There is no way any human kid can do that.”

“Do that? What do you mean?”

“Open your damn eyes and look around you. Are you the one who did that?”

His strident voice was quite ridiculous, but the comment of this guy made me realize my situation.

As I had my eyes closed, I almost forgot where I was standing. I didn’t have enough time to leave the battlefield from earlier. Dozens of corpses were still resting near me around the burned grass.

They couldn’t believe that a child who killed so many animals by himself was Human. It was much more realistic to think that I was of another, stronger race. However, I still didn’t know what they thought I was. I didn’t have the long ears of the elven race and my build was probably too thin to take me for a dwarf.

The most obvious answer was that they thought I was a member of a strong beast tribe.

If they thought that, then it was really bad.

“My eyes were injured a couple of days ago, so I keep them closed until they recover. And even if you don’t believe me, I’m still a human. It’s just that I’m a good mage.”

I already accepted the fact that I wasn’t totally human. I even used that fact to escape death by the monstrous green animal a few days ago. However, I was still partially human and it wasn’t normally possible for them to tell my origins just by looking at me.

I wasn’t sure of my origins, but it wasn’t the time to complicate the situation.

For now, the most important thing was that they forget the idea that I came from a beast tribe.

It would be asking for troubles because slavery on beast tribe members was a common thing in this kingdom.

“Then, what are you doing here on your own? I’m sure that I didn’t see someone like you in town.”

The first man who talked to me opened his mouth once again. I knew that he wasn’t believing me, but I was more concerned about his last words.

“A town? There is a town near here?”

I had trouble hiding the excitement in my voice.

“We’re from a vanguard garrison less than a day away. We established a small fortified town a couple of days away to provide the soldiers with food and materials.”

He paused for a moment apparently to look at my reaction. Despite the fact that I had my eyes closed, my face couldn’t hide my joy anymore. I hoped day and night to find a town soon enough and, after all this time and harsh moments, my wish was finally right in front of me.

I couldn’t fight or displeased these men anymore. I needed them to find the town more than anything.

“I answered your question, now it’s your turn. Who are you and what are you doing here on your own?”

After the sentence of the man who looked like their leader, I carefully chose my words while adjusting my tone to sound more respectful.

“Thank you very much for your answer. My name is Thomas and as I said, I am a human. I came into the wilderness with my master a couple of weeks ago. My master is a very strong mage, but he really is merciless in his training. He left me alone in the wilderness with the mission to find the closest human town on my own. To be honest, I was beginning to lose hope. Therefore, my meeting with you is really fortunate.”

After my little fake tale, I put my gentlest and most innocent smile on my face still covered with blood.

My story was full of craps, but I couldn’t possibly tell them the truth. This would raise too many questions. I killed Arthur Waldemar, one of the highest noble in this kingdom. I wasn’t a fool. I knew people would be looking for his murderer even in the harsh wilderness.

Arthur Waldemar and his house lost their strength over the years, but this name didn’t lose all of its prestige. If his murderer went unpunished, wouldn’t that just mean that it was fine to do anything to a Greater Noble? I was sure it was something that even the other three great noble houses couldn’t tolerate.

I would be more relaxed if nobody saw me that day, but I knew that the coachman saw my face and probably even heard my name. That’s why I chose to give another name.

“Can you lead me to the town please, sir?”

I anxiously waited for his answer as the man seemed to hesitate a little. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, his strong voice broke the silence once more.

“Alright Thomas, I will believe in your story for now.”

I smiled a little hearing his words. This name was quite nostalgic.

“Then will you lead me to your town?”

“We will lead you to our garrison, but we can't go to the town whenever we want, so the best I can do is give you the direction of the town.”

I was a little disappointed, but I knew it was already quite generous of him to show me the way.

“Thank you, sir. You really save me.”

I got closer to these men when the man with a girly voice finally raised an objection.

“We can’t trust him, boss. There is something weird about him. It would be better to leave him here.”

I frowned a little hearing his words.

“What are you saying, Klaud? He is just a kid. Even if he isn’t telling us his entire story, we can’t just let him alone in the wilderness. Did you forget our oath?”

He was slightly angry.

“I didn’t. I will protect the weak and innocent but look at him. He is probably not more than ten years old, but he killed so many Otsoll on his own. He is dangerous.”

“I agree.”

“Me too”

The voices of the two other men who stayed silent until now finally resonated in my ears. I felt my heart tremble when I realized that everything would not happen as I wanted.

My options were limited in this situation. I wasn’t confident in my ability to deal with four adult soldiers with my peak strength, much less in my current state. Moreover, even if I managed to defeat them all, I wouldn’t accomplish anything as I need them to find the town.

As I was pondering my options, the strong voice of the leader resonated once again and put an end to my internal struggle.

“Enough, I don’t want to hear about that anymore. We will bring him back to the garrison and tell him the way to find the advanced town. Unless you are all afraid of a child…”

I didn’t miss the mocking tone in his voice as he ridiculed the reaction of his subordinates. Immediately after, his strong voice once again echoed, but this time, the harshness of his tone was back.

“I will keep my word Thomas, but if you try to do anything suspicious then I won’t show any mercy even if you’re a kid. Are we clear?”

“We are.” I immediately replied without hesitation.

I didn’t have anything to complain about as his offer was already the best thing I could hope to obtain.

I slowly made my way toward the leader of this group under the harsh gazes of his men.

“Give me your hand.”

I extended my hand above my head before I felt a strong hand grab it. A second later, my feet no longer made contact with the ground. I carefully sat behind the leader on his mount.

Without any other choice, I grasped his strong waist so I wouldn't fall when the creature began to move.

I could feel the powerful muscles of the beast under me as its speed gradually increased.

After, a few seconds, our speed seemed to reach its peak. The wind blew in my face so forcefully that I was glad to have my eyes closed beforehand. We were moving at high speed toward our objective.

I didn’t pay any mind to the distrustful attitudes of the three other men. My mind slowly relaxed as I could finally perceive the end of my struggle.

Without the fierce wind blowing on my face, I would have already fallen into sleep.

I will soon be able to send a letter to my family. Moreover, if I could get a place to live and a way to earn my food, then I would be able to wait for their arrival inside the security of the town.

Everything was perfect.

Very soon, I would be reunited with my family.

However, with my eyes closed, I couldn’t see the malicious glares of the remaining soldiers threatening my hopes.

  

    
        Chapter 35: One step into the wilderness

    
    
    
    
  
I didn’t know how long we rode, but my butt ached quite a bit when the speed of our mount finally decreased.

“We have arrived.”

I quickly jumped off the horse-like creature after the words of the captain.  

After my feet touched the ground, I slowly opened my eyes. The blurry figure of a huge fence made of wood roughly cut welcomed me.

The barricade was around fifteen feet high and was built in a circular shape with a trench in front of it. I often forgot that the technology of this world was far from the one in my previous world, but this medieval-like defense reminded me of this fact.

The other soldiers of the party also dismounted their respective mount. I turned my back on them as I was following the leader of their small group. Even if I didn’t face them, this didn’t mean that I dropped my guard. I hadn't forgotten how they begged their captain to abandon me to my fate.

I didn’t know why they reacted that way, but I doubted that it was only because they were fearful of me. Certainly, a child able to survive against so many opponents was far from ordinary, but I was sure they didn’t consider me a real threat.

They were well-trained soldiers dispatched into the wilderness by the kingdom after all. Their strengths and battle experience couldn’t be possibly lacking.

While being alert toward them, we reached the fence on foot.

After passing in front of a couple of other guards, we entered with the leader of the soldiers leading me. By only perceiving the mana, I wasn’t able to discern any details of my surroundings, so I chose to keep my eyes open for the time being. Even if it wasn’t really pleasant to have a blurred vision, it was still necessary to observe my surroundings and gain some understanding of my situation.

After opening the huge wooden gate, I was allowed to enter the camp.

With the exception of a few small wooden buildings, there were only large tents arranged in an orderly fashion. The camp was tidy but still gave a weird feeling. First, the tents seemed quite old and damaged. They seemed to be made from animal’s pelts from different species and gave an impression of disorder that shouldn’t belong to a military camp.

I noticed various fighting brands on the fence, but also on the grey armors worn by the soldiers. It was obvious that life in this camp was quite harsh and that it had already been some time since their arrival.

A human camp inside the wilderness.

From the moment I learned of its existence, I was curious about its appearance but now I was quite disappointed. There wasn’t a great army as I originally thought. The soldiers looked strong and well-versed in combat, but they gave a feeling closer to men desperately struggling to survive than conquerors.

I was already aware that I only encountered a fraction of the creatures living in the wilderness. My greatest advantage was that I was alone. Unless I encountered them, it wasn’t very likely that the strong animals living in this region would attack me. However, it was a different story altogether for this fortified camp. They clearly tried to dissimulate the fences as much as possible, but their presence still didn’t go unnoticed.

As a result, the number of attacks that they suffered was probably quite high. The fact that they were able to settle despite that was a sufficient proof of their strength and determination.

Sure enough, while walking into the camp, every soldier I met was a veteran of life and death battles. Even if I wasn’t a soldier myself, the three years of fighting in my previous life gave me enough experience to discern someone who was well-versed in combat. Despite their appearance, it was impossible not to notice that.

We walked a couple of minutes under the curious stares of the surrounding soldiers. Their surprise was understandable. A child suddenly appearing in a military camp located deep into the wilderness was certainly something to be surprised about.

The three men finally left under the order of their superior. I started to relax after their departure.

As we were heading deeper into the camp with their captain, I began to grow impatient.

“Where are we going? I thought you were only going to tell me the location of the town. There is no point for me to head deeper into this camp.”

The leader of the party, whose name was Farris, didn’t even look back to answer and continued to walk.

“We are not bandits. We won’t send a child out just before the night even if he can defend himself. I will give you a small tent but go wash first. It’s difficult to think of you as a human with all this blood”.

I didn’t look at my face after the fight with the horde of Otsoll, but the strong stench of blood had already penetrated my nostrils. The soldiers had arrived too quickly and had not given me enough time to wash with my water magic as I have always done. 

I obediently nodded and quickly expressed my thanks before accelerating my pace to catch up with him.

While we were heading toward the place to wash, I tried to ask a few questions about this camp to gain a better understanding of the situation.

I didn’t have much hope that he would answer me, but contrary to my expectations, he answered without arguing.

“Why are you stationed here?” I asked in a curious tone.

“What do you mean? We were dispatched by the Kingdom.”

He immediately answered but his voice showed that he didn’t understand the point of my question.

“Well, I know that but your goal can’t be to establish a colony in the wilderness, right?”

I understood it the moment I laid my eyes on this endless and savage land. The wilderness wasn’t meant to be dominated by Humans. The time spent on my own in this place devoid of human influence only strengthened this belief.

“We tried, a long time ago. However, the most dangerous creatures of the wilderness are hiding deep inside. As long as we don’t disturb them, they will not act. As long as we don’t disturb them that is… Even Master mages don’t dare to enter rashly inside the wilderness by fear of provoking these powerful existences. If we try to gather powerful mages or numerous people in the same place then we would be attracting too much attention.”

I nodded after his explanation. I didn’t know what kind of creature could instill fear in the heart of an entire kingdom, but I clearly didn’t want to find out. Humans were already lucky that these strong monsters didn’t want to conquer their territory.

“However, gathering several garrisons of a few hundred men who aren’t strong mages isn’t a problem except that we must adapt to the environment and fight with animals and strong deviants on a daily basis.”

“If these garrisons and advanced towns aren’t to conquer the wilderness, then why are you here?”

“You’re quite curious, aren’t you?”

My repeated questions began to irritate him as his answer became sharper. I quickly shut my mouth. I was curious about it, but not enough to risk being excluded from the camp just before nightfall.

However, to my surprise, the captain leading me sighed a little and resumed his explanation as if he didn’t say anything earlier.

“We are here to help the elves.”

“The elves?” I asked carefully.

“They live in the wilderness right in front of the entrance of the 'Narior Desert'. They are in the front line when fighting against deviants coming from there. However, if they can’t repel the Wild wave then it would threaten the Dorell Kingdom. So we are here to help them if they wish.”

I frowned a little hearing his words.

“Wouldn't it be simpler if you were fighting alongside them in the first place instead of waiting for them to ask for help?”

Hearing my words, the captain smiled sadly.

“It would be, but this is impossible. We don’t know when the Wild wave is coming. We can’t live in the Great forest of the West because elves wouldn’t allow it and we can’t live in a large fortified camp near it either. Elves are able to live together in the wilderness because they are much closer to nature than us. The strong creatures living inside probably think of them as a part of the wilderness which will never be our case no matter what.”

I nodded firmly. There was no doubt that what he said was the truth. The elves lived in harmony with nature and didn’t have any hidden motive or ambitions, unlike humans.

“We can’t live in great number or a long time at the same place. That’s why the position of our camps like this one needs to be changed on a regular basis.”

I finally understood why these soldiers gathered. It wasn’t to help the elves as he said. Maybe it was a part of the reason, but it was more than anything else because of human’s fear of deviants.

These vicious and bloodthirsty creatures became more powerful with time, so it was probably a wise choice to hunt them regularly even in the wilderness as they did in the forest near my hometown. They scattered many small camps and hunted weak deviants before they could become a threat to the Human kingdom. However, because of the harsh environment in the 'Narior Desert', it was impossible to do the same there.

Their only choice was to wait for this wave of strong deviants to enter the wilderness. The elves were their first target so they took the duty to repel them, but if they failed then the number of strong deviants in the wilderness would skyrocket. It wouldn’t be possible to hunt them in the same way.

While I thought about the words I heard, I recalled a map of the Eastern continent I saw in school.

It was clearly separated into two distinct parts. 

One for men to live and one where they couldn’t prosper no matter what.

These lands, where humans couldn’t really settle, were called wilderness and were located in the south-west part of the continent. The desert of the south, or 'Narior desert', located south of the red mountain along with the Great Forest of the West belonged to these lands where ancient monsters were lurking and new threat constantly rising.

Outside the dangerous wilderness was the only Human Kingdom of this continent, the Dorell Kingdom. Even if the humans in this Kingdom had to hunt down new deviants on their territory, it was far from the situation that was unfolding in the wilderness.

It wasn’t that humans could perfectly protect their borders, but because natural barriers prevented the strong and mysterious creatures from roaming the entire continent.

The sea to the west and a large river to the North separated the wilderness from the rest of the continent. This great river has allowed the Dorell kingdom not to be totally cut off from the western part of the continent. Finally, a large mountain range to the east of the wilderness, fortified by Humans, allowed the Kingdom to defend its territory.

Because of this great mountain, there were only two possible accesses to the Dorell Kingdom from the wilderness.

The King’s valley, from which began the Blueway linking the Dorell kingdom and the Great forest of the West, was one of them. The three fortresses at the South-East of the wilderness was the other possible access and was the entrance I was trying to reach.

The Dorell kingdom developed along these barriers to prosper but still feared that one day the monsters that were hiding in these lands would take back what they owned.

While I was trying to remember the details of the map in my head, the captain still leading me inside the camp became silent, no longer wanting to speak.

We walked a few more minutes inside the camp with only silence between us. This man seemed reliable but I stayed on my guards.

However, when we arrived at the place where soldiers washed, he quietly waited in a corner without looking at me or uttering another word.

After cleaning myself in this corner of the camp made for this purpose, I finally arrived in front of a poor-looking grey tent. It was so old that it seemed like just a gust of wind would blow it away.

There was just enough space inside to stuff a simple bed. In my old world I would certainly have complained, but after several weeks sleeping outside on the hard ground with the constant threat of being attacked, it was heaven.

“You will sleep here for tonight. We will give you enough food and water for a couple of days along with this map.”

Farris quickly handed me the items he mentioned. My gaze was immediately attracted by the small piece of yellow paper.

“I don’t have any money to pay you for this.”

“I don’t need money. Each soldier has this map so it’s not a big loss. Just remember that you will leave tomorrow.”

“I understand. I won’t make things difficult for you. Thank you very much.”

I expressed my sincere thanks to Farris before his departure.

If not for his good will, I knew there was no way they would let me sleep inside just like that. I appreciated the basic comfort, but I was the most grateful for the small map given to me.

It was crudely drawn but it was a map nonetheless. According to the information on this map, I will be able to reach the town in three days at most.

I couldn’t refrain a small smile from appearing at the corner of my lips. 

I was finally seeing the end of my troubles.

--

While Sillath was peacefully sleeping in his tent, a young man was calmly strolling in the camp while eating what looked like an apple. The cold breeze stirred his long, unbound dark hair. His steps were light and didn’t produce any sound disturbing the tranquility of the night.

After a few minutes, his pace finally decreased. He stopped his feet in front of a large tent dimly lit. 

Without any hesitation, he stepped inside as if he owned the place.

Three men were quietly waiting inside. Two of them looked exactly the same with a rough-looking face and middle length dark hair along with a robust appearance. The third one was thinner with short blond hair devoid of any shine. They sat on the hard ground despite the fact that a couple of wooden chairs were available.

The young man slightly furrowed his brows after witnessing the expression on their faces.

Something clearly happened.

After slowly sitting on one of the chairs, the delicate yet cold voice of the man finally broke the silence.

“So, what are you doing here with these faces?”

His words clearly held a touch of mockery, but the three men seemed not to notice it. They were clearly accustomed to such daily abuses.

"Have you heard about what we found this afternoon during a patrol with Farris?"

The high pitch voice of the short man didn’t hide his anger.

“How should I know?”

The young man was clearly slightly irritated by the stupid question of his subordinate.

“We found a lonely kid.”

“A kid? So that’s your great news? Why should I care about a lost beast man or a running slave?”

The young man finished his fruit quickly as if to compensate for his disappointment.

“That’s not all, boss.” The high pitch voice of the man broke the silence once more.

“Then explain Klaud”

His cold voice didn’t hold the slightest bit of respect for his comrade in arms. Their equipment was similar, with a worn-out plate mail along with gauntlets made of steel. Only Klaud had a short sword on his belt. The only other difference between them was the small gold medallion on the young man’s chest. It was the same that Farris wore, a captain’s medallion.

Except for this detail, they looked exactly the same but their attitude couldn’t be further away. While one was sitting on the harsh floor with a pale face, the other was sitting proudly in his chair as if he was sitting on his throne looking at his subject.

“He wasn’t alone when we found him. He was surrounded by dozens of dead Otsoll.”

“Otsolls?”

“Yes, it was a small pack without any deviant leading it, but the kid is probably around ten years old. It shouldn’t be possible to kill so many strong foes on his own.”

The young man pondered for a bit before asking.

“Are you sure he is the one who killed them.”

“He was the only one there and he was still covered with their blood. Honestly, boss, this kid was creepy with his eyes closed bathing in the fresh blood of these animals.”

“Is he human?”

“He said that he was, but honestly, I don’t believe him.”

“Then which race does he belong to?”

The high pitch voice which was frantically speaking until now finally stopped. Klaud scratched his short blond hair with an embarrassed expression on his ordinary face.

“A beast tribe probably but honestly I’m not sure which one. He doesn’t have the long ears of the elves nor the large build of a dwarf so he is clearly not part of any of those.”

The young man finally smiled after hearing these words. His face was a little pale and cold, but this little smile on his pretty face gave him enough charm to bewitch any ordinary woman.

“I finally understand why you’re pissed Klaud. You’re afraid, aren’t you?”

“That…”

The face of Klaud contorted in an awkward expression without another sound escaping his mouth.

With a mocking smile, the young man turned his attention toward the other two men in his tent.

“It’s the same for you two, isn’t it? Ozan, Hator?”

The two men with the exact same sturdy stature, unfitted for the race but quite effective for hand-to-hand combat, turned their heads uncomfortably after hearing their names.

These two were the twins of the garrison. They were well known for this fact among their peers but also because they rarely spoke. Some soldiers often joked that their fists talked more than their mouths.

However in this instant, with the piercing eyes of the young man on them, they didn’t dare to stay silent.

“Yes”

“It’s not natural.” added his brother on his left.

After hearing these words, the young man finally lost his smile and looked at them as if he was looking at ants.

“Klaud, Ozan, Hator. To be honest, I don’t dislike any of you but when I hear this crap coming out of your mouth, I can’t help but want to slap your sorry faces.”

None of the three men dared to make a single move after hearing this cold sentence. They were simply waiting for their captain and master to make a decision. Be it blames, recompense or punishment they could only wait for his decision. It has been their fate and daily routine since they met this man six years ago.

“You’re afraid of this kid because you don’t know what race he belongs to and you’re angry at Farris for letting him enter the camp just like this. I clearly understand that. Your fear is justified. After all the weak always fear what they don’t know.”

He paused for a slight moment to give them a mocking glance. They were fellow soldiers, but he clearly did not value their abilities much.

He cleared his voice before resuming his speech.

“As for Farris, I agree with you three. This fellow is too honest and straightforward. Knowing his temper there was no way he could leave this kid alone in the wilderness. Well, he isn’t a complete fool either, so I doubt he will let him stay long in this camp. I’m also sure he put him under surveillance so that he doesn’t cause any trouble.”

“So this kid will soon leave, right boss?” the high pitch voice full of hope resonated once more inside the tent.

“I’m sure he will. That’s why we must hurry up with our preparations.”

The three men looked at each other with puzzled expressions. After a few seconds, Klaud voiced out their interrogations.

“What do you mean, boss?”

The young man sighed a little in front of their lack of competence and understanding

“For his kidnapping, of course.”

He didn’t let them any time to voice their surprise. He quickly continued to explain his thoughts.

“If he isn’t an Elf or a Dwarf then there is no need to dig it any further. If his story is true or not doesn’t matter. As long as he isn’t part of these two powerful races, then it doesn’t matter if he is a human or a beast man. On the contrary, what matters is that he is alone and can use magic well enough to kill. I would be a fool to miss this chance.”

“We didn’t see him use magic. He just told us he was a mage but he may be lying. Maybe he used his beast form to kill those Otsolls”

“And what kind of beast man is able of that? Killing dozens of Otsolls by relying entirely on the strength of their beast form? Moreover, he is just a kid so this form shouldn’t be strong enough yet.”

Klaud finally closed his mouth after the reasonable explanation. Beastmen referred to many different clans able to transform and regress to their ancestral form of animals. It was a powerful ability but not almighty. The strength of this form depended on the race they belonged to. If a kid was able to kill so many Otsoll on his own by relying entirely on the strength of this incomplete form then he obviously belonged to a powerful clan. Although most of them were extinct or hidden, it was simply impossible for them to leave one of their precious children alone in the wilderness.

Klaud slowly nodded after the reasonable argument of the young man still sitting on his chair above him.

After a few seconds of silence, the young man spoke again.

“If he didn’t use his beast form to kill these Otsolls, then he used magic or a rare treasure. There isn’t any other option. However, he is just a kid. He isn’t a threat to you, much less me.”

His three subordinates nodded frantically after the words full of confidence of their superior.

He was a Saint earth mage. Someone who achieved the last Barrier magic of the earth element. His prowess as a mage was quite good because he was only sixteen when he achieved his rank.

No matter the strength of the child they saw, it was impossible for him to have attained this rank already.

Moreover, just like Farris and their boss told them, he was only a kid. His strength and potential were far from complete.

The soul produces the majority of the mana. It’s the amount of mana produced by the soul that is measured before school because it varies between individuals. Everybody knew that the Great noble families had members with an important mana pool. In the first place, it’s partially because of this that they have become Greater noble houses in this country where magic is king.

However, even with a mana pool as important as them, it was impossible for a child to have a perfect control over his mana like a Saint mage. The waste of mana with each magic wasn’t negligible. Klaud knew that a special physique, able to naturally handle a large amount of mana, could balance the loss of mana by a lack of control. However, it was something extremely rare in their Continent.

Moreover, even if the child had a large mana pool and a good control over his mana, he was still limited by his body. Nature was made so that a child would always be weaker than an adult.

It was an unshakable law of nature.

The physical abilities of a mage were directly related to the amount of mana he could handle.

To obtain a greater ability to use magic, every mage had to train physically and had to use their magic daily. However, something like that took time and required a fully grown body.

As a result, a child's undeveloped body couldn’t possibly handle the entire mana produced by the soul reducing his ability to use magic.

It’s because of this fact that the warriors living in the Northern part of the Western Continent were famous. Their control over their mana was lacking and inferior compared to the other human kingdoms, but their physical abilities created by the cruelty and the cold of the north were top notch.

With a harsher environment and a more rigorous training, they could hold their ground and even scared the mages from other kingdoms who had a better instruction from an early age.

However, even their strongest children could not compare to the most ordinary adult.

After thinking about the words of their leader, the three men finally understood.

The strength of the soul.

Control over mana.

Physical strength and affinity of the body with his mana.

A child couldn’t possess all these things.

That’s why a Saint mage like their leader who achieved perfect control over his mana and who trained as a soldier for several years didn’t put this child in his eyes.

They weren’t in the same category.

After thinking for a bit about the words of his boss, Klaud finally opened his mouth with a slightly relaxed face.

In a world where magic existed, it wasn’t possible to judge the strength of someone by his appearance, especially considering the number of different intelligent races existing. That’s why Klaud was afraid of this fierce-looking child covered in blood. However, after the words of his leader, he remembered that this fact didn’t apply to children. That’s why they were the principal target of slavers.

“Then are we really going to kidnap him?”

His leader simply nodded, moving his long and beautiful hair together.

“Of course. A child using magic will get me a fortune in the slave market.”

“And what if he is really a human?”

One of the brothers finally asked with his rough voice.

His question was justified. Even if slave trades were perfectly legal for most of the Beast tribe members, selling a human child wasn’t legal.

The young leader smiled mischievously after his words.

“Then it would be even better. Human slaves aren’t allowed in the Kingdom, but once we sell him who would check if he is human or not? The rarer a product is, the more it pays.”

The three men quietly accepted the words of their leader without uttering another word.

“We can’t act while he is inside the camp. Tomorrow, I will lead a mission with you three to hunt a few animals. Once he is further away from the camp, we will use this chance to capture him.”

The brothers nodded at the same time, but Klaud knitted his eyebrows.

In front of his reaction, the young man couldn’t help but grow slightly irritated.

“What is it Klaud?”

“Nothing boss, it’s just that I don’t understand what we will do with him after that. With the cover of a mission, it will be easy to capture him without anyone noticing but we can’t bring him back to the camp. We can’t stay too long away from the camp or this will raise suspicion.”

“True. We will have to sell him immediately after his capture to an ambulant slave caravan. The price will be lower but it’s our only choice.”

The wilderness couldn’t hold any large human settlement, but many small hidden villages of beast tribe members existed. After the Great War and the loss of their native land, they didn’t have any other choice but to wander in the wilderness to escape the persecution from humans. Because of this, many slave caravans traveled inside the wilderness in search of these numerous villages. They could also escape the influence of the Dorell kingdom while doing their job.

For these men, the wilderness was the place where they collected the most of their ‘resources’ while the Dorell kingdom was their market.

A lonely human kid using magic and without any background was a rare opportunity for any slave trader. They couldn’t let go of this chance, no matter what.

“I will contact them tonight. Go rest, and be ready to leave at dawn.”

“Yes, boss”

Not daring to ask any other question, the three men quickly left the large tent.

The place finally became quiet. 

The young man couldn’t hide his large smile anymore. Even if the light smile he exhibited previously made his face charming, this smile revealing his white teeth gave him a ferocious face, almost savage.

This man was Haron Tagrar, the third son of a noble family in the Dorell kingdom. Even if he achieved the last barrier magic of the earth element at only sixteen, he wasn't recognized as a powerful mage by his family.

As his two brothers inherited the lands of his father, he had no other choice but to rise in the hierarchy of the kingdom through magic. He trained bitterly for five years while perfecting his barrier magic, but nobody paid any mind to his effort.

In the end, he had no other choice but to engage on this mission in the wilderness with these men he despised to gain some fame and brighten his future.

However, two months after his arrival, he still didn’t have any remarkable military achievement. He couldn’t waste any more time, but he didn’t want to risk his life either. Only a strong artefact could bring him the strength he needed.

However, these mysterious objects were expensive.

Too expensive for the third son of a second-rate noble house.

This lonely boy was his chance to change his life.

He had already waited for too long. 

This time he was ready to succeed no matter the cost.

--

"I don't create characters, I free them so that they can tell us their story."

  

    
        Chapter 36: Ambush

    
    
    
    
  
After a comfortable night, I woke up in the small and slightly hard bed of the garrison. It had been a long time since I slept so well. In fact, it had been a long time since I slept at all. The tiredness I had accumulated during my trip seemed to have subsided considerably.

I still wanted to enjoy the warmth of the bed, but I knew I couldn’t.

The light of the sun was still dim, but its presence couldn’t be denied. It was time to leave this camp.

I slowly got up and stretched my sore limbs.

I tried to focus my gaze, but the hazy figures in front of me were the only result I got. I wasn’t disappointed though. I already knew that it would take some time for my sight to recover completely.

I was already glad not to be in total darkness.

I was also aware that the time I spent focusing on my other senses instead of my sight was really beneficial. My ability to sense the mana around me greatly increased. The movements of the particles of mana around me were still chaotic and mysterious, but I had the feeling that I was starting to understand them better. It was like looking at a gigantic moving picture. It was incomprehensible at first, but I was able to gradually expand the sight and the comprehension I had of it.

If I could progress by doing this, I was sure that my ability to handle my own mana would skyrocket.

With such thoughts, I finally gathered my stuff and headed out of my tent. As soon as I was out, I noticed two soldiers standing guard a hundred feet away with their eyes on me. I smiled wryly after seeing them.

I was already aware that I was under surveillance the moment I set foot in the camp. I didn’t care about that as long as they didn’t harbor any ill intent toward me.

While thinking that, I remembered the three men I encountered the day before. They clearly didn’t have any good intention toward me the moment they saw me. If I was the same as before then I would be worried about them, but now that I could use the sacred magic of ice, I was sure that I had enough power to protect myself from these men.

I quietly left the camp after thanking Farris one more time.

He quickly nodded and turned heels. He clearly was a little rough, but he didn’t seem to have a bad personality. Without his help, things could have become quite problematic.

The huge wooden gate closed behind me the moment I stepped outside. I followed the map I acquired and walked once again while closing my eyes with a slight smile on my face.

This time I knew where I was going.

After several hours of walking, the weather had deteriorated. The particles of mana above me began to move faster. It became quickly impossible for me to analyze their movements anymore. Therefore, I opened my eyes.

Even if my vision was blurry, I was still able to somehow discern my surroundings. Dark clouds were starting to form above my head. Soon, droplets of water began to fall.

After a couple of minutes, the light rain became heavier until it became difficult to see more than a few feet ahead.

I was already soaked, but I didn’t care. I was more concerned about the inability to see clearly what was going on around me. The dense rain obstructed my defective sight while the loud noise created by the droplets of water bothered my hearing.

I hesitated a moment, not daring to move. 

After a while without moving, I gritted my teeth and steeled my resolve before resuming my journey.

I couldn’t waste any more time than I already had.

The noise of the rain around me made me more vigilant than ever. Any suspect sound made me turn my head.

My advance was slow because, for the first time since the start of my journey, I tried to sense the mana around me while keeping my eyes open and my other senses ready. It was quite challenging and required all my focus.

It was like having six senses instead of five. 

Disturbing and difficult, but incredibly appealing.

After a couple of hours, the rain finally decreased.

I was exhausted mentally but I was happy in my heart. I knew that it was possible to sense the mana around me despite keeping my eyes open. With more practice, it would probably become easier until it became a natural thing.

However, for now, it was too tiring to keep doing that.

I let out a sigh of relief and closed my eyes once again. As soon as I stretched my senses, I felt my heart skip a beat.

Three lights were surrounding me.

They were nearly two hundred feet away from me. I didn’t sense them earlier because, even if the effective range of my sense had increased since the start of my journey, it still decreased without my eyes closed and my mind entirely focused on this task.

However, once I closed my eyes and focused my mind, I didn’t have any doubt.

Three lifeforms were following me. Two were together while the last one was further away from them.

I continued to walk while sensing their movements. I kept changing my pace and direction, but after a couple of minutes, the lights were still at the same distance from me. They stayed this close despite my movements.

I felt my heart grow cold as I realized what was following me. 

I had some doubts at first because I couldn’t discern animals from humans based on their mana alone. However, I was now sure that my followers were humans.

It can’t be them, right?

I furrowed my brows thinking.

Three humans following me.

There wasn’t much possibility except for the three soldiers who were with Farris and who tried to leave me to my fate.

I didn’t know why they were following me, but if they continued for several hours despite the rain, then they clearly were not here just to see me off.

I was at a loss about my next course of action. By following me so far from their camp, they clearly had no good intention. I could run away but I quickly dismissed this idea from my mind.

No matter how fast I ran, it was useless, because they knew where I was going. I didn’t plan to let them ruin my unique chance to send a letter to my parents.

I had to fight them, but they were too far away to attack them by surprise.

I was still thinking about my next move when I suddenly stopped in my tracks. The path I was taking led me to a hill that I had to climb to continue. I opened my eyes to see this unexpected obstacle.

The flat ground was replaced by many rocks obstructing my way on an irregular ground. The slope was steady at first before becoming harsher after a hundred feet.

This couldn’t be considered a challenge to climb, but my speed would definitely decrease a lot. Also, once I start climbing, I would have no other choice but to continue to the top.

I didn’t have much knowledge of strategies, but I still knew that this field was perfect for an ambush.

As if to confirm my thoughts, the lights kept moving while I was motionless.

Despite changing paths, they maintained the same distance this whole time. 

However, they started to come closer.

It was obvious that they knew the way toward the advanced town and simply waited for me to reach this place before making their move.

I began to slowly climb the slope.

I was waiting for them to make their move. I had enough confidence in my senses and my evading ability for that.

When they reached the nearest tree behind me behind which they could hide, they finally ran forward. A few seconds later, I felt a magic aimed at my back.

Without any time to think, I used my wind magic to propel me into the sky.

*Bam*

Two waterballs crashed where I was standing just a second earlier.

While I was still rising, several water tentacles approached me swiftly. Without my feet on the ground, I was unable to avoid by any normal mean.

I gathered my mana around my feet and used my wind magic once more. I avoided two tentacles by rapidly changing trajectory, but more were coming. I used this magic several times, moving in the sky along the wind as if walking on the air. With this magic, I continued to decrease the distance between us.

The field was perfect for an ambush, but only if your feet were tied to the ground. With my wind magic, I could escape and move toward them at a fast pace.

The tentacles’ movements weren’t able to match the speed of my change of direction.

After a final move, they finally disappeared, only leaving a pool of water where they fell.

Without their threat, I let my feet rejoined the ground at the base of the slope. I fixed my posture and looked at my surroundings.

Three men were standing less than fifty feet away. Two were together while the other one was on the opposite side with his hand still raised.

Even with my defective sight, I was able to immediately recognize them.

As if to confirm my thoughts, a high pitch voice, unsuitable for a grown man resonated in my ears.

“You’re quite fast for a kid.”

He clearly intended to speak more, but I didn’t care. They attacked me already. No matter what he had to say, their intentions were clear.

I wasn’t going to waste words with them.

I raised my right hand and shoot an earth bullet as fast as I could toward this man.

Ever since I developed this magic, its speed increased by a large amount. The time needed to activate my magic also lessened considerably. Although I didn’t formally master the scholar barrier magic of the earth element, the speed of my attack was enough to make the man's face turn pale.

He clearly didn’t expect a sudden and mortal attack like that. He didn’t have any time to activate a magic to counter mine, but his reflexes as a soldier were clearly top notch. He evaded my earth bullet and got ready to counter-attack.

“Earth arrow.”

A large earthball left his hand and headed in my direction at high speed.

His mates didn’t stay idle either. Without wasting another word, one of them launched a waterball while the other one ran toward me at full speed.

The earth magic was the first to reach me but, this kind of attack shot from this distance could never possibly touch me.

I bent over to let the magic pass just above my head and quickly straightened up while avoiding the waterball with minimal movements.

Immediately after these attacks, I faced the man running toward me as fast as his large body allowed him. His height was impressive and his massive body testified of his strength far surpassing mine.

A fist covered with hard earth headed in my direction. I avoided, but instead of retreating, I advanced by a single step. My reach was shorter than his, so it was more difficult for him to touch me if I was closer.

Nevertheless, he had enough experience to fix his posture and aim his fist at my head a second time almost immediately. I walked on his feet before retreating with my wind magic.

I avoided his fist with this magic and used the propulsion to hit him in the jaw with my foot.

Speed gave weight to attacks. 

I didn’t forget these words from the old hyena.

Despite the difference in physical abilities, he stumbled backward while I was already several feet away from him.

"What's wrong with this kid?" one of his partners screamed in anger and frustration.

Seeing this short exchange of blows in my favor, his mate, who was as big as him, started running toward me. At the same time, the man with a high-pitched voice shot other water tentacles.

They knew that if this water magic succeeded and grabbed me, then it was their victory.

Therefore, their faces couldn’t hide their surprise when I shifted my focus on the huge man running toward me instead of evading the tentacles of water.

“Earth bullet”

The man was also surprised by my choice and didn’t have any time to avoid. He could only move his body slightly to the side to avoid a fatal injury. The bullet pierced his armor but didn’t go through him.

It was still enough.

The big man coughed blood before falling on his knees with one hand on his chest to stop the bleeding.

However, I didn’t have any time to rejoice. 

Before I could turn my head, the tentacles of water reached from behind and quickly wrapped around my arms and legs.

Nearly at the same time, the man I hit in the jaw raised his hand to the sky and shot a fireball.

I just had enough time to notice this signal when the man with a high pitch voice showed a triumphant smile on his face despite the injury of his comrade.

“Don’t resist anymore, it’s already over.”

His voice had trouble hiding his excitement.

“I know”

Mine had trouble hiding the coldness of my heart.

If I was the same as before, then I probably would have already fled. I spent too much time fighting in my previous life without gaining anything. Instead of strengthening my will, my failures had shaken my resolve.

I didn’t want to fight in this life.

I didn’t want to kill for my sake.

However, I already awoke from these disillusions.

I wouldn’t have any regret anymore.

The moment they launched their attack, I was ready to kill them.

“Arg”

The voice of the first man I directly confronted finally resonated. His sudden cry startled his companions, but they immediately discovered what was wrong with him.

A translucent spike of ice pierced his feet. 

I started my magic the moment I stepped on his foot. The ice was slow to form, but the result was sufficient.

Their faces showed their incomprehension and slowed their reaction.

When the man with a high pitch voice turned his head to look at me, his tentacles of water were almost completely stopped by the ice that was heading toward him.

I already suffered from this magic. 

Thanks to my ice magic, instead of a threat, this magic became an opportunity. There was just no way I would lose because of it.

I already broke free from my restraints and coldly watched as a coffin made of ice once more appeared.

I watched the scene without looking away. 

I was taking another life. 

I didn’t want to become accustomed to that, but I was also aware that I had to take his life.

While the ice was slowly trapping him forever, the man with an injury on his foot launched a waterball toward me.

However, with this injury, he was already no match for me.

I evaded and prepared to kill him with an earth bullet. My magic was ready when I felt a different kind of mana behind me. 

Without turning my head, I quickly jumped to the side.

An earthball with sharp spikes around it missed me by a hair’s breadth. I rolled on the ground and turned to counter, but before I could gather my mana, three more of these deadly earthballs came toward me.

One of them scratched my arm and opened a large cut on it. I didn’t have any time to worry about that as more magics were heading my way.

As I was desperately evading, I saw a glimpse of my assailant. A man with long dark hair and a proud appearance stood on a huge creature similar to a horse.

The animal was running toward me at top speed while its rider was furiously firing his magic at an alarming rate.

The number and the speed of the attacks made my heart waver as I realized that this man was different from the ones I fought.

“Water sphere…”

I used the scholar barrier magic of the water element while running at top speed to avoid. After a few seconds, I expanded my magic to create a wall of water a few feet away from me.

The projectiles of earth were nearly unperturbed by it, but I didn’t care.

“… Break”

The wall of water surrounding me suddenly busted apart sending various balls of water flying in every direction.

The rider skillfully avoided being hit directly, but he had no choice but to stop shooting to control his mount.

I didn’t miss this chance.

The entire area was already covered with water.

“Ice field”

I put my hand on the ground and released my magic as fast as I could.

The ice began to spread around me. As soon as I felt the cold reaching my feet I used wind magic to escape.

I already knew that this magic was wild and unpredictable after all.

It was dangerous even for me.

However, if the ice didn’t touch me directly, then I didn’t have to worry about it.

Guided by the water, the ice quickly spread around me.

It was possible to use ice magic without creating water first, but I discovered that the speed of ice creation was higher and that it was possible to guide my magic in this way without requiring more effort.

The water turned into ice while the rider was approaching at a break-necking speed. He was nearly a thousand feet away when he launched his first attack but he was now only a hundred feet away.

His face betrayed his anger and surprise as he saw the ice forming and engulfing his subordinates who didn’t have the time to get out of my reach. 

The ice quickly covered their bodies and their screams forever.

With this kind of speed, he didn’t have any time to stop his mount even after seeing this scene. 

The ice reached his mount in a few seconds.

The crunching noise of the horse-like creature walking on the ice began to resonate. Its speed was too high to allow ice to form. However, with its legs obstructed, its speed lessened until more and more ice formed.

The eyes of the creature betrayed its fear, but even with its furious movements, it wasn’t possible to escape by sheer force anymore.

The man with the long dark air gave up his mount and used it as footage to leap beyond the range of effect of the magic.

I only turned my head to see the result of my attack but didn’t stop in my tracks. I quickly overcame the hill with my wind magic and disappeared from his sight.

I didn’t want to run away, but this man was different from the opponents I faced until now. He was able to hurt me despite shooting on a moving mount a thousand feet away from me. This kind of achievement wasn’t possible for everyone.

Moreover, the earthballs he launched had spikes on them. It was the sign that he was able to manipulate the form of his magic. Therefore, this man was at least a Wise earth mage.

A rank higher than Amanda in this element.

She had to use a model to create a different form than the simple earthball. During our fight, she used a twig to create a long stick. This move startled me, but according to Hirillë, it was a trick commonly used by earth mages who weren’t able to freely manipulate the form of their magic.

If this man was only a Wise earth mage then I wouldn’t hesitate to fight him head on even with his mount, but the number of attacks he launched in a short time was enough to leave me speechless.

I wasn’t sure if a Wise mage was able to do that, but I had trouble believing it.

If he wasn't a Wise mage, then was he a Saint mage?

I didn’t really know how to differentiate a Wise mage from a Saint mage before encountering Hirillë. According to her, these ranks were an illusion. Something used to rank the mages between them. However, she still explained them to me.

A Saint mage mastered the three barrier magic of his element.

The first barrier magic was about the speed, the second about the form and the third about the control.

Once a mage mastered the three barrier magic corresponding to these three abilities then he was titled as a Saint mage.

Only a Saint mage was considered as a true mage by the Dorell kingdom.

As I was pondering about his strength and about my chances of victory if a fight broke out, I heard a sharp cry filled with rage and resentment.

I turned my head only to see the figure of a furious man emerging from the hill.

After crossing it, I didn’t stop for a second but I was still not really far away from him. On a bare plain, he just had to raise his head to see me running.

After uttering his furious roar and catching a glimpse of my small figure running, the man finally chased after me. He didn’t use any magic nor did he have his mount anymore but was still faster than me.

The body of a child couldn’t compete with the physical abilities of trained soldiers. If not for my wind magic propelling me a dozen feet ahead at a regular interval, he would have caught up with me already.

While running away from him as fast as I could, I was furiously thinking of a way to get out of this situation.

Even if I was able to outrun him, it wouldn’t make any difference as he probably knew where I was heading. I didn’t plan to change my destination either.

I couldn’t waste this chance to send a letter to my parents.

I had to fight him, but for that, I had to find a field where I would have an edge against him.

After several minutes of intense running, I found what I was looking for.

I knew what I had to do, but even with this method, I wasn't sure I could come out victorious.

I clenched my fists and headed as fast as I could to the arena of my fight.

  

    
        Chapter 37: Memories

    
    
    
    
  
Haron Tragrar watched furiously at the fleeing figure of the kid before turning his attention to his three subordinates already covered by a large chunk of ice.

He couldn’t help but click his tongue in frustration.

It was too late to save them.

Even if he didn’t think highly of them, they were still his only subordinates in the wilderness. They were useful and, even if he would never admit it, they reminded him of his past authority as a member of a noble family.

Before this mission, he could order all those who had a lower status than himself. However, in the wilderness, even if he was a captain and a noble, he was only a soldier like the others.

Being able to bring these three with him as his personal men gave him the authority that he dearly missed.

He gritted his teeth in anger. He was there, but couldn’t prevent this kid from killing his men. He clearly underestimated him, but there was no way to predict that he would be able to use a Sacred magic.

If he was able to use it then he might have a master somewhere. Normally Haron would have left this kid alone after learning this, to avoid any future trouble, but he knew that he was a gift from heaven.

Another opportunity to earn a large sum of money wouldn’t appear easily. Moreover, the anger burning in his heart couldn’t be quenched easily.

He couldn’t kill this kid as he was similar to a treasure for him, but he already confirmed with the slave dealer that a broken limb or a missing eye wouldn't lower his value.

He contacted him last night. Few were aware of this, but every slave dealer posted some men inside the garrisons of the wilderness. This way, they could get information faster on the location of potential beast men's camp.

Only those deemed trustworthy were aware of this. 

Haron was one of them while Farris wasn’t. 

Farris was too honest and straightforward to accept this side of the reality. Slave trades were an important part of the economy of the kingdom. By relying on the money and support of these slave dealers, it was easier for the kingdom to establish these camps and towns inside the wilderness. In return, they had to accept the presence of these men in the camps.

Haron already made a deal with the man posted in his camp. A lonely kid able to use magic would be used as a slave mercenary by a noble family. Therefore, it was fine to hurt him as long as these injuries didn’t disable him permanently.

He was still speaking about the details with the slave dealer when Sillath left the camp. Therefore, he let his subordinates follow him discreetly. They already planned the place for the ambush, so even without following them closely, Haron knew where they were heading.

After completing his meeting, he left with his mount to join his men. He followed them some distance away because the noise of his Preel would have betrayed his presence. Moreover, he was sure that the surprise attack from these three would be enough to deal with him.

Less than five minutes after the start of the fight, the signal was launched into the sky. 

He expected to find his men victorious, but the scene welcoming him left him dumbfounded. Although he hurried, he couldn't get there in time and could only watch his subordinates die a miserable death.

After confirming the death of his men, Haron immediately left in pursuit. As an earth mage, he had no way to increase his speed, but he was still confident in his stamina and speed to pursue him.

However, no matter how fast he ran, he wasn’t able to shorten the distance between them. Each time, he came closer, the kid would use a strange magic to suddenly accelerate. Haron was sure that there wasn’t any barrier magic able to accomplish that.

If someone had told him that a little kid would use a magic he could not recognize, then he certainly wouldn't have believed it.

His desire to catch this mysterious kid grew even stronger than before.

However, after chasing him for nearly ten minutes, Haron became nervous. They were in the wilderness. He was afraid that their pursuit and their previous fight would attract deviants.

He was actually planning to give up the pursuit to wait for him in the next town when the kid abruptly changed course to enter a small forest.

“Stupid kid”

Haron couldn’t help but growl in displeasure. If he ran to the next town, then all he had to do was go back to the camp to get a new mount and rush to the town. There would be some troubles capturing him if the kid entered the town before him, but all this would still be manageable.

Although we called it a town, it was after all only an Advanced town inside the wilderness.

However, the kid suddenly ran straight into the forest on his own.

This action made Haron wonder if this kid had a death wish.

Forests in the wilderness almost always sheltered many kinds of violent animals and maybe even vicious deviants that even he wouldn’t dare to confront.

Fortunately, small forests like these were places that a soldier knew like the back of his hand. The dense mana inside was favorable for the birth of deviants. Therefore, most of the missions he carried out were located in this kind of small forest.

He had never been to bigger forests sheltering stronger deviants, but he had enough confidence to step inside this one on his own.

Haron only hesitated a couple of seconds before following him inside.

He couldn’t wait anymore and let him die.

While cursing this reckless kid in his mind, Haron quickly followed behind him. Less than five minutes later, he also reached the border of the forest.

It couldn’t be called a large forest, but the trees inside were densely packed and obstructed his view. It was much more difficult to find him in this kind of environment.

He carefully looked around but didn’t notice the kid or any other lifeform. 

He was totally focused on his surroundings when the pained roar of a beast resonated. Haron was badly frightened by this unexpected noise, but quickly sharpened his mind and headed toward the sound.

After some time, Haron finally discovered the source of the noise.

The corpse of an Otsoll was burning. Its fur emitted an ominous dark smoke along with an unpleasant smell of burning flesh.

There was another bloody corpse right next to the one burning. The two corpses were bathed in a massive pool of blood. The smell of fresh blood was masked by the disturbing odor of burned flesh. 

Haron looked around him but, after a few seconds of careful observation, he couldn’t find anything. He wasn’t able to sense the mana coming from other lifeforms around him as it wasn’t something commonly taught in the kingdom.

He finally advanced toward the corpse to examine the wounds of the beast. However, just before he could observe it carefully, he noticed a small earthball aimed at him.

Haron didn’t let his guard down, therefore, he was able to easily avoid the projectile. He also spotted the culprit.

A kid with red strands of hair still had his hand raised while standing on top of a branch of a nearby tree.

Haron couldn’t repress a snort as he angrily cursed this bold assailant.

“Do you really think that something like that would be enough to kill me? You’re too naive, kid.”

The kid didn’t answer and immediately shot another magic at him.

However, this time the earthball coming toward him was larger. The size of the previous projectile was ridiculously small, but this one was closer to the size of a standard earthball. The speed was nearly the same, but this time Haron didn’t have to avoid as the aim was off.

*Bam*

He didn’t have any time to wonder why this shot lacked accuracy before the earthball crashed into the corpse of the Otsoll at his feet.

Under the shock, the head of the beast exploded. Blood and brain matter splashed all around, covering Haron from head to toes.

The kid smiled mischievously before jumping to another branch of a nearby tree.

He was heading deeper into the forest while Haron was boiling with rage. Not wasting any time, he quickly went after him as fast as he could.

However, after a few minutes of running, the kid was still ahead of him. There was no doubt that Haron was faster than this small kid, but he couldn’t catch up.

Each time he got closer, the kid would use some magic to propel himself forward. The earthballs that Haron fired to hit his legs were also avoided without trouble.

Despite not being able to close the distance, Haron wasn’t too worried. This kid was using magic to run. Therefore, it wouldn’t be long for him to exhaust his mana. The control over the mana of a Saint mage couldn’t compare with the control of a small child. It was only a matter of time before he exhausts himself.

While Haron was looking at the tree where the kid just landed, a noise on the ground made him shift his focus.

As soon as he saw what was heading his way he couldn’t help but curse mentally.

Several Otsolls were heading his way while baring their teeth. Otsoll was a widespread species well known for rarely attacking humans. They preferred to hunt smaller animals to eat, but this time there was no doubt that they intended to attack him.

Haron quickly raised his hand to activate a magic. The moment he saw his arm covered with blood, he understood.

Otsolls lived in a pack and had a strong bond together. They preferred to hunt smaller animals, which did not pose a threat, for food. However, if one of their own was killed, then they would mercilessly attack the one responsible.

The smell of blood attracted them and designated Haron as the culprit.

This unexpected event caused the proud and handsome face of Haron to twist into a savage expression of anger. His eyes looked at the back of the kid with a dark glint in them.

“This damn kid… Wait for me. I’m gonna show you what hell is like before selling you.”

--

After jumping from one branch to another for a while, I finally got down. I looked at the dozens of Otsolls running after my pursuer. I knew how wild these beasts were when you attacked one of them.

My goal was reached. They didn’t pay me any mind and wholeheartedly attacked him from all side.

I carefully watched the fight unfolding before my eyes. The man with long dark hair had a furious look on his face, but his movements were smooth. I hoped this much would be enough to deal with him. However, his experience seemed to be plentiful as he dealt with the Otsoll one after the other as if he was cutting grass.

This was going to be troublesome.

I wasn’t naive enough to believe that these animals would be enough to kill him, but I still intended to use them to exhaust or even hurt him.

However, the difference in strength was just too obvious. Far from exhausting him, they would only delay him a little.

At first, I didn’t want to attack him while he was still fighting the animals for fear of getting their attention and shifting their target.

However, I didn’t have a choice anymore.

I concentrated, raised my right hand and carefully waited for an opening. He didn’t seem to have the slightest chance of losing, but the number of attacks was enough to make him focus entirely on his fight.

Less than a minute later, the opening I was waiting for finally appeared. I focused my mind and aimed three earth bullets at him from a blind spot.

The whistle of the wind made by my magic was enough to attract his attention. He was forced to hurriedly avoid my attack.

I couldn’t help but gasp in shock after seeing his evasion. Even in this situation, he was able to avoid my three bullets. His reflexes and experience weren’t ordinary, but the moment he avoided was enough to distract him.

One Otsoll finally succeeded and furiously bitted his ankle.

He let out a furious roar along with an earthball aimed at the head of the beast.

The attack was enough to deal with it, but the balance of the fight already shifted. His movements weren’t as smooth as before and seeing that their opponent was struggling and shedding blood made the beasts attack even more viciously.

In a fight, a second of distraction was enough to cause death. The words of my old master couldn’t be more accurate.

I was ready to launch another earth bullet to end his fight, but before I could attack, the man covered with small wounds let out a sharp cry.

“Earth dance”

He fired an earthball covered with sharp spikes from each of his hands. This magic didn’t seem any different from his previous attacks, but before reaching their target, they abruptly stopped and began to rotate around him.

After a few seconds, several Otsolls were hit by the violent earthballs moving like a living being.

He released several other earthballs. After a few seconds, six of those deadly weapons were rotating around him creating a ring of death.

The Otsolls were ferocious and didn’t fear his previous attacks, but in front of certain death, they began to retreat.

"Shit."

I fired another earth bullet, but he didn’t avoid this time. One of his earthballs encountered my magic and completely blocked it before resuming its rotation.

I didn’t expect that he had such a trump card, but even if his magic seemed overbearing, the toll of mana seemed quite important.

I couldn’t kill him but I made him use quite a bit of mana.

As long as he was using this magic, I couldn't come close to him and normal attacks would not harm him in the slightest.

In front of his magic and imposing manners, the remaining Otsolls surrounding him finally left along with furious growls.

When I realized that the fight would soon be over, I left and ran deeper into the forest.

As I was running as fast as I could, I heard a cold voice behind me.

“Still trying to run away. Dream on!”

As soon as his cold words left his mouth, three of his earthballs flew toward me at high speed. The previously sharp spikes that had shredded the beasts around him were retracted, leaving only a smooth surface.

However, the whistle of the air still testified of the serious of his attack. 

I couldn't be directly touched by something like that.

I avoided the first one by diving to the ground. The magic flew above my head at high speed. The movement of my hair was enough to show me the terrifying power of this attack.

I rolled on the ground to avoid the second, but the third one was already too close. I used wind magic to propel me into the air.

The last attack crashed at high speed on the ground and left a terrifying mark.

I turned my head toward him just in time to see his cold smile. With a wave of his hand, the first attack I avoided came back toward me without losing any of its former speed.

I didn’t have any time to wonder how he was doing that. Another wind magic helped me avoid the attack, but it was already too late.

The other two earthballs were already coming back.

I was trapped in this deadly whirlpool.

Without my evading training and my wind magic, I would have already been hit. However, even if I made tremendous progress with my wind magic, it was far from perfection.

One of my propulsion was too weak and didn’t allow me to completely avoid an attack.

My side was hit at full strength.

My balance was instantly broken by the impact, but contrary to my expectation, my ribs weren’t broken. I felt some pain but the damage seemed incredibly low compared to the speed and the weight of the projectile that hit me.

The other two earthballs were flying toward me to finish the job, but the previous impact didn’t hurt me enough to leave me defenseless.

“Earth guard”

I gathered all the mana I could to create a protective layer of earth on my torso. The earthballs hit me head on and instantly crushed my defense, but they weren’t able to harm me.

I released my wind magic and borrowed the strength of the impact to exit the whirlpool trapping me.

The mage didn’t move closer since the beginning of his attack. I didn’t know if he was afraid that I would attack him or if he judged that there was no need for him to move, but his choice gave me the chance to put a bit of distance between us.

If he had chosen to get closer, I would have been in trouble. However, it was too late for him to act. The force from the impact of his magic along with my wind magic helped me to get away from him, far from his attack range.

I landed on the ground and began to run at top speed toward my objective.

I couldn’t help but thank Hirillë in my heart for the precious clothes she gave me. If not for it, my ribs would have been broken by his previous attack.

I ran for a couple of minutes in the forest before seeing the reason for my entry into this place.

A small stream of water crossed the forest. Its length was quite long since it crossed it on both sides, but its width was moderate, no more than a few feet.

I entered the forest because I knew that this place was my only chance to defeat him. The plan to use the Otsoll to attack him was improvised, but it still gave some results even if I was nearly caught because of it.

I crossed the small stream and calmed my breathing while waiting for him to arrive.

Thirty seconds later, a man with long dark hair and eyes filled with disdain finally appeared in front of me.

His breathing was harsh and his magic was nowhere to be seen.

“So you finally stop running. Good, I was sick of chasing after you.”

He took a step forward and was ready to cross the river when he stopped. As if recalling something, his expression darkened before he took a couple of steps back.

“So that’s how it is… What a shrewd kid. I saw your sacred magic before. I know of its strength, but you won’t be able to defeat me with just that”

I looked at him coldly.

This sensation… 

It was the same.

The feeling I had while facing this man was almost nostalgic. Memories from my previous life rushed into my head like waves.

I tried to forget those three years of fighting as if it had never happened in the first place, but these moments were deeply engraved in me.

A new opponent every month.

The fear before the fight.

The pounding of my heart and the calm of my mind while we exchanged blows.

The relief and rapt after each victory.

I treated all of it as if it was a dream to start a new life without any fight, but in this instant, I remembered. These memories, these emotions that I nearly forgot all came back to me.

It wasn’t a dream. 

Even in this body, I was still Thomas.

The words of my old master, that I buried along with the memories of my previous life, came rushing into my mind once more.

‘If you want something then fight for it, only those who win have the right to decide their fate.’

My mana was circulating faster than ever throughout my body as if boiling with excitement while my eyes turned sharper with a dangerous glow.

This new life, I won’t let anyone take it away from me.
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Only a dozen meters separated us. I was standing on the other side of the stream on a slightly higher ground.

The hunter was right in front of his prey, but he didn’t take any step forward.

The atmosphere around us suddenly turned colder as if the night suddenly fell and enveloped the world with its cold embrace.

The expression on the handsome face of the mage in front of me began to turn serious for the first time. There wasn’t disdain or rage in his eyes at this moment.

I looked at him coldly, examining each of his movements.

Time seemed to have suspended between us. I don’t know how much time we spent staring into each other's eyes, but at this moment, it was as if we were the only ones to exist in this world.

Without any warning, I suddenly raised my hand and immediately shot him with an earth bullet. With a wave of his hand, an earthball crashed against my attack, disintegrating it instantly. His attack was much more impressive than mine and didn't slow down in the slightest upon contact, but continued to fly toward me.

The attack came flying at high speed, but I didn’t retreat this time. I used wind magic to propel myself forward directly in front of his magic.

His face couldn’t help but show his surprise as I threw myself directly into his attack

However, his surprise suddenly changed into shock and seriousness as I used another gust of wind to slightly alter my trajectory.

I avoided his earthball by a hair’s breadth but didn’t lose any speed doing that. I was still heading toward him like an arrow.

I immediately shot an earth bullet and a larger earth ball at him.

He easily avoided my first attack but he didn’t have to avoid the second as I didn’t target him.

My large earthball crashed into the stream just in front of him. Large drops of water splattered toward him, but with a wave of my hand, the blue water turned into numerous small sharp chunk of ice.

He let out a furious roar and launched another powerful earthball to crush my attack.

However, hundreds of droplets of water already turned into ice. He couldn’t avoid them all. He could only protect his face while bearing the cuts on the rest of his body.

The shreds of ice were numerous but too small to deal any significant wound.

I knew it from the beginning but I didn’t care. I only wanted to obstruct his view and delay his reaction for a few seconds.

When his eyes focused again on my figure, I had already landed in front of him beyond the stream that separated us. I could see the surprise on his face and the mocking smile on his lips as I just entered his attack range.

He aimed a vicious punch at my face.

I was smaller and weaker than him, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t hurt him in close combat. I couldn’t remember the number of times I fought with someone stronger than me.

Strength wasn’t everything.

Accuracy was even more important.

I slightly rotated my body and stroked the side of his arm. His punch deviated from its trajectory and missed me.

Before he could recover from it and punch me again, I used wind magic to propel myself and hit his right flank with my knee.

*Bam*

Without his breastplate, he would probably be out of breath already, but his equipment prevented him from receiving too much damage.

Nevertheless, his face couldn’t help but distort because of the pain. He punched me once again, but I evaded as easily as before.

His magic was impressive but his close combat skills were lacking. His movements were too wide, too easy to predict.

His eyes and posture betrayed his actions.

Before he even started his movement, I already knew where he was aiming. After another round of furious missed punches, he furiously kicked at me but I avoided and kicked his support leg behind the knee.

Under my strike, his leg couldn’t support his own weight and made him collapse.

“Earth dance”

Sensing the threat, he activated his magic before I could shoot at him while he was on the ground.

Two earthballs chased me away and forced me to use my wind magic to gain some distance.

One of them pursued me at high speed.

I avoided but the other one was already in front of me.

“Earthball”

I created the largest piece of earth I could and aimed it at his magic coming at high speed.

*Boom*

The impact of our magic happened just a foot away and made me stumble backward.

I stomped my feet violently on the ground to stop my course and watched him create other earthballs to complete his deadly magic.

“You should watch your back, kid.”

His mocking words hit me like thunder.

I was too focused on the magic he was creating in front of me to notice that his previous attack was already coming back at full speed. I tried to evade by jumping to the side but the attack followed me without delay.

I could only cover my back with the hardest layer of earth I could before the impact.

*Bam*

I was thrown nearly thirty feet forward before stopping in the stream. I landed heavily while coughing a mouthful of blood.

The clear water was being tainted by my blood flowing from my back. Despite the protection of my clothes, I still received a serious injury.

I gritted my teeth and stood up with difficulty.

The small stream wasn’t too deep as I only had water at knee level.

While I was painfully struggling to stand up, he already created his six earthballs furiously circling around him.

“Time to end this”

I didn’t stay idle as he uttered these cold words.

I ignored the pain and created a waterball. However, I didn’t launch it but continued to gather water from the stream.

After a couple of seconds, the waterball was already more than five times larger than before.

Seeing what I was doing, he fired his attacks. I retreated but still continued to gather more water. Even with my eyes open, I could sense the particles of mana circling at high speed in my hand. I focused on these particles and slowed their movements under the influence of my own mana.

The crystal-clear water began to turn transparent.

The nearly intangible giant ball of water slowly turned solid and heavier.

“Ice cannon!”

I launched my attack with as much speed as I could. The speed of this projectile couldn’t compare with my earth bullet, but its size was much more impressive than any of the attacks I used until now.

Without using the water from the stream, I would never have been able to gather so much water with only my mana. 

Under the might of my magic, the mage seemed to be disturbed. His reaction was too slow to hope to avoid my attack.

With a furious roar, he launched the six earthballs rotating around him to meet my attack.

*Boom*

A series of huge noises echoed inside the small forest scarring some small animals watching the fight.

The man was projected backward by the impact but didn’t seem to have sustained any major injury.

His body seemed to be fine, but his mind was without a doubt in disarray. His dubious and shocked expression was enough to tell me that I succeeded.

Under the protection of his magic, he was like a ruler sure of its strength and victory as if nothing in the world could threaten him. His arrogance and confidence in his magic were enough to make me understand that, no matter the attack, his first reaction wouldn’t be to avoid.

I was right, he was a step too slow to avoid.

When he realized that the might of my attack was too much for him to bear, it was already too late.

His defense was impressive but that didn’t mean that it was impenetrable. Even after firing his six attacks, he wasn’t able to nullify the impact and was sent flying.

When his gaze full of shock and wonders landed on me once again, I was already gathering water from the stream for a second attack.

He could probably use his magic another time to protect him from my attack but he didn’t do it. The toll of mana for controlling these projectiles seemed to be quite important.

On the contrary, I was using water from the stream so my consumption of mana was less important.

He couldn’t do the same and gather the earth around him to use. I already tried it during my trip. Gathering the earth around him to become a part of his attack was probably possible, but the toll of mana would be too much to handle.

This was a difference between earth and water.

A difference between these two elements.

Earth was solid but hard to manipulate. It belonged to a cohesive whole. To extract a part of this entity and refine it into a usable attack would be much more difficult than what I was doing with water.

Water wasn’t hard or difficult to manipulate like earth. On the contrary, its strength resided in its softness, fluidity and handiness. Water wasn’t hard by nature, but its ability to change form was unequaled.

Water becoming ice lost its fluidity, but gained hardness that didn’t lose compared to the earth he was using.

After a couple of breaths, the water I was gathering formed into another boulder made of ice.

“Ice cannon”

My attack was heading at high speed toward him but he didn’t launch his magic another time.

Instead, he put both of his palms in front of him and cried out in a voice filled with rage and unwillingness.

“Earth wall!”

A small wall made of earth was quickly erected in front of him but, before both of us could wonder if this defense would be enough to withstand my blow, my attack landed on it.

*Boom*

Earth and ice shattered together in a thunder like noise.

The blood-covered figure of my opponent awkwardly rolled away to avoid the strength of the blow. However, the impact of my attack clearly shook him.

I didn’t lose any time and rapidly fired numerous earth bullet to end the fight.

He desperately avoided my attacks for what seemed like an eternity. Some of my bullets reached him but the earth covering his body, that he summoned along the way, didn’t let him get truly hurt.

After this perilous state and, seeing that I wasn’t able to finish him off, the man seemed to regain some of his confidence and arrogance.

His movements weren’t as desperate as before.

While regaining his composure, he smiled maliciously at me before screaming with a voice filled with ridicule and rage.

“You missed your chance kid!!!”

He fixed his posture while avoiding some of my attacks and blocking the others with his armor made of earth.

“My turn now!”

He raised his hand and was ready to activate a magic when the noise of his feet walking in the water echoed in the clearing.

His face turned pale by the fright. He realized what was going to happen but it was already too late. The earth bullets I used until now weren’t supposed to kill him but to lead him precisely where he was standing.

“You should watch your back too.”

My words didn’t even leave my mouth before I launched my attack.

“Ice Lance”

A quiet noise suddenly resonated in the peaceful clearing, disturbing the silence between us.

His deep dark eyes, which were fixed on me this entire time, suddenly left mine. His pale face filled with anger and pride only showed his disbelief as he looked down at the bloody hole in his chest.

A long and thin piece of ice tore through his chest from behind.

“How?”

He muttered before coughing a mouthful of fresh blood, tainting the transparent piece of ice in red.

Losing blood along with the strength of his body made him collapse under his own weight and fall backward in the stream.

I watched him struggle for several seconds before he managed to get his head out of the water to breathe some air mixed with fresh blood.

His gaze was already becoming hazier, but I knew he understood what had happened to him when he walked into the water.

With my feet in the stream, I was able to control the water to a certain extent to create ice and attack him from behind. This wasn’t something that I was able to do just a couple of weeks ago. However, all this time fighting with magic and sensing the mana made my ability to control my mana skyrocket.

I couldn’t help but feel stupid when I recalled all that time I wasted shooting my magic at a target with Amanda. If you used the same magic continuously then you will progress because it will become more familiar, but this didn’t amount to anything compared to understanding the magic and the element you were using.

I finally understood that.

If I didn’t then I would probably be the one currently struggling for each breath of air.

Even with his willpower, his unwilling gaze finally became hazier before losing its light.

His upper body fell into the water, never to emerge again.

I watched him for what seemed like an eternity before sitting on the ground.

The wound on my back was still bleeding. Without any other way to heal it, I could only unwillingly swallow half a vial of potion.

Even after curing myself, I was still exhausted.

My entire body was aching but I was happy.

In fact, not happy but satisfied.

For the first time since a long time, I was at peace with myself. I struggled for too long between my two identities, my two lives.

I wanted to bury and forget the first one and start all over again in the new one, but that was a mistake.

This fight helped me end this struggle.

It was time to accept what happened in my old life.

My mistakes, my lost family, my regrets.

To accept it and to move on.

I recalled the words of Hiraliel while we were walking together across the forest. The memories of her lost family gave her courage to live her life.

I had to do the same.

Memories that weren’t shackles but a new strength to live the life I wanted.

I stood up and stretched my sore muscles.

I stopped these thoughts and prepared to exit the small forest. This wasn’t the time to stay idle, I still had to find the advanced town as soon as possible. I started to walk, but after a couple of minutes, I sensed several lifeforms coming toward me at high speed.

"Shit… What is it now? This day is endless."

I just had time to finish swearing when several animals finally emerged from the forest in front of me.

I got ready to attack when I noticed that something was wrong.

They were running at top speed but didn’t seem ready to fight.

"Are they… fleeing?"

I watched dumbfounded as a small horde of these animals bypassed me without sparring a single glance in my direction.

What are they fleeing?

I stretched my senses as far as I could but I didn’t notice anything. This didn’t reassure me because I already knew that this method wasn’t infallible.

 Without any way to know what was happening, I started running in the same direction as the horde.

After a couple of minutes, several other kinds of animals joined us in our frantic run.

It was as if the entire forest was going to meet its doom.

Trusting their instincts, I continued to run before hearing a strange noise. I didn’t know what it was or where it was coming from but the noise was getting louder every second.

The earth around me began to quake in a massive rumble. Some of the smallest animals couldn’t run anymore because of the vibration of the ground.

Even for me, it was becoming harder.

However, the desperation of all the animals around me and the increasingly strong quaking of the earth under my feet, made me understand that I couldn’t stop.

I used wind magic at maximum output to escape.

However, I didn’t have any time to regenerate my mana after my fight.

I couldn't hold on much longer.

The earthquake became stronger until the earth under my feet began to crumble and even open in some places.

Finally, the end of the forest appeared in sight.

I didn’t even have the time to rejoice when the ring on my thumb began to burn stronger than ever.

Without any time to think, I used all the strength I could muster to run faster and exit the forest along with hundreds of different animals.

I only had the time to turn my head back to see the entire forest disappear before my eyes.

Trees and animals alike were swallowed together by the biggest monster I ever saw emerging from the earth.

A gigantic mouth swallowed a large part of the small forest only leaving a gigantic hole from which emerged a body so long that it even obstructed the rays of the sun from my sight.

It was the same kind of deviant that I had fought some time ago, but their sizes were so far apart that they weren’t even in the same category. In front of something like that, I didn’t have any way to fight back.

I could only run away but, as I was trying to accelerate, the monster let out the most terrifying roar I could ever imagine. A cry shaking the air, the earth and everything around me along with my soul.

I stared at the hundred feet long creature in a dazed state along with the other animals that stopped their run with me.

I shook my head to regain my mind, but it was too late.

The deviant's head, facing the sky after emerging from the earth, finally turned toward me.

Its hideous gigantic mouth full of sharp rows of teeth was wide open only a few hundred feet away from me.

The animals around me didn’t even dare to run anymore. I watched this bringer of death closing its mouth with despair in my heart.

The long body awkwardly twitched a couple of times. None of the animals around me moved in front of this spectacle but I knew that something bad was coming.

I covered my body with the hardest earth I could before dropping to the ground in a hurry.

I didn’t even touch the ground when the mouth of the beast opened again.

It wasn’t an earth-shaking roar this time.

It was a whirlpool of death.

Trees, boulders, water, corpses of animals came rushing out of its mouth in a massive gust of wind.

My body didn’t touch the ground.

I was thrown hundreds of feet away along with everything alive or not around me. The strength of the blow was so strong that I couldn’t even lift my arms or try to fix my posture.

I was like a small doll in a tornado.

Rocks crashed on me and broke my meager defense along with my bones.

So this is the smell of death…

Just before my consciousness disappeared in this storm, I remembered having this last thought.
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I didn’t die.

This was my only thought when I opened my heavy eyelids to look at the disaster around me.

The dust didn’t even settle so I couldn’t get a clear view of what was around me, but I already figured out everything I needed.

The deviant was still there, rampaging and changing the landscape along with its mood, but I couldn’t get away from its fury.

My legs were both snapped while my right arm was bent at a strange angle. A rock hit my head and opened a bloody wound on my forehead. Blood was flowing endlessly from it and obstructed the view of my left eye. I had no other choice but to turn my head to inspect my left arm.

However, it was gone.

Only a small pool of blood remained instead of my arm.

I had trouble seeing all the wounds on my body, but I was still able to see a long branch firmly stuck in my stomach causing blackish blood to flow endlessly.

I didn’t even know if I was in pain or not.

I wasn’t wounded this time.

It was beyond that.

I was broken.

I regained consciousness just before dying, like a small flame burning stronger before going out.

"I didn’t make it … in the end…"

My heart was filled with unwillingness, but no matter how much I tried, I couldn’t move. Tears gathered at the corner of my eyes as I realized what happened.

My spine was broken.

I was paralyzed.

I could only watch the rampage of the monster hundreds of feet away from me while waiting for my last breath.

"Jordan, I’m coming…"

My vision was getting blurry.

My breathing slowed down.

My consciousness slowly disappeared while everything around me turned black.

This was the end.

However, after a few seconds, the cold place where I was started to warm up. The darkness around me disappeared, replaced by a dim light slowly becoming brighter.

My vacant consciousness became clearer.

My senses that had disappeared were coming back.

The smell of dust, the taste of blood in my mouth along with a sharp pain coming from my entire body appeared. Even my hazy vision began to grow clearer.

I looked at my left arm. Blood already stopped flowing from my wound and was healing at high speed.

At first, I didn’t understand what was happening, but after a couple of seconds, I realized that there was only a single possible explanation.

The potion I took to heal the wound on my back earlier was still effective and saved my life.

However, I didn’t take enough potion to heal all my wounds. I needed to take another one from my backpack hanging on my arm and lying by my side when I realized there was a wound that couldn’t heal.

The dark blood coming from my belly didn’t stop.

The branch in it didn’t allow for any regeneration. Even with the remnant of potion, I knew that I would die soon if this wound didn’t heal quickly.

I couldn't die like this.

I frantically tried to move my right arm, but a piercing pain assaulted me. A pain so strong that it was as if my whole body was screaming at me to stop moving.

However, I continued.

Slowly, painfully, I grabbed the piece of wood in my stomach.

Only death awaited me if I didn't take a potion, but I couldn't take it with that in my body.

I didn't have any choice.

I gritted my teeth and pulled the branch out as fast as I could.

“Arg!”

After what seemed like an eternity, I succeeded. I grabbed a potion from my backpack as quickly as I could. The few vials I had left were curiously still intact despite the violent shock. Maybe in normal times, I would have wondered what kind of material these bottles were made of, but I could not at that moment.

The noise I made while pulling the branch out seemed to have attracted the attention of the deviant.

Its gigantic head was fixed in my direction as I swallowed a vial of potion.

The healing of my body finally accelerated. It couldn’t be called a healing anymore but a regeneration. Even my left arm began to grow back. I watched my body coming back to life but I couldn’t rejoice. 

The giant deviant was coming at high speed toward me while swallowing everything on its way.

My limbs regenerated at high speed while the wounds on my body were closing up. The miraculous potion was perfectly working, but it was too late.

After a couple of breaths, the gigantic monster stood erected ready to attack.

Unable to move, I closed my eyes in despair just before the jaws of the monster closed on me.

The smell of blood was all around me, but the pain didn’t appear. Only the frightening and unexpected scream of the beast.

"Huh?"

I opened my eyes only to see the wide back of a small man only a couple of feet away from me.

His long dark matted hair flowed along the wind. He had broad shoulders carrying a large golden battle axe covered with blood.

I watched dumbfounded as this small man turned his bearded face to look at me.

His dark eyes made his face appeared quite young despite the small wrinkles in the corner of his eyes.

“Don’t worry lassie, I will handle it.”

His grave voice filled with playfulness almost seemed surreal in this situation but made a small ray of hope appear before me.

The roar of the beast covered his next words.

The monstrous head of the deviant had a large wound, but its ferociousness didn’t disappear.

On the contrary, it seemed to have entered a state of frenzy.

I watched with fear lingering in my eyes as its immense body began to twitch in a weird manner.

I swallowed the blood I still had in my mouth to speak with the strongest voice possible.

“Careful! It’s going to attack!!!”

However, despite my desperate warning, the man only smiled playfully at me before answering in a relaxed manner.

“I know, I know. Don’t scream like that”

As soon as these words left his mouth, he bent his body before jumping like a cannonball toward the beast.

I didn’t know if it was possible to call it a jump anymore as the small man not only crossed the distance between them with a single leap but also reached its head dozens of feet away from the ground.

“World wave”

The man hacked at the beast at high speed with its golden axe while shouting those words in a growl.

Contact was made between the two of them before the man fell back to the ground at high speed.

*Bam*

He landed heavily but steadily only a couple of feet away from where he jumped.

The deviant didn’t seem hurt in the slightest. Despite that, he put his axe on his shoulder before turning his back on the deviant to look at me.

“Still well and alive? Pretty tough for a kid”

I looked at him in the eyes, but I couldn’t find any trace of concern for the deviant.

I rapidly understood why.

The deviant let out a shriek filled with pain nearly enough to make my eardrums explode if I was closer.

Its long body strangely undulated before stopping and falling to the ground.

The twitching of its giant body was enough to wipe the entire region clean, but only a couple of breaths later, the furious movements of the beast became duller before stopping completely.

I watched dumbstruck at the mountain-like corpse lying on the ground without any apparent mortal wound.

This undefeatable opponent, who destroyed my entire body, died by the hand of this man in a single blow.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t accept that this invincible existence bringing death and fear was totally wiped out without any apparent real effort.

I couldn’t understand.

“How? How did you do something like that?”

I asked in an amazed voice.

The man just took out a long pipe from his pocket before replying in a cheerful voice.

“Magic. What else could it be?”

He lit his pipe with a snap of his fingers and put it in his mouth. He closed his eyes with a satisfied expression on his face before looking at me still lying in a pool of blood.

“Oy, instead of asking that, are you alright?”

I struggled a few seconds to straighten my upper body. The pain was still strong, but it wasn’t worth mentioning compared to what it was a few minutes ago.

I looked at my left arm.

My missing limb was back.

I didn’t sense any pain or any real discomfort except for a light stiffness.

I couldn’t help but be amazed at the miraculous effects of this potion.

“Cough”

I turned my focus back to the man who pretended to cough to regain my attention.

“Ah sorry. Yes, I will be fine in a moment. Thank you very much for saving me.”

“Sure, don’t worry. However, you were almost dead earlier, so how is it possible that you're almost healed now?”

I knew he was going to ask me this question. I could tell a lie to cover the existence of the potion, but it did not seem like the right thing to do to my savior. 

I struggled for a few seconds before answering honestly.

“An elf friend gave me a potion. I didn’t think that it would be so effective.”

“Ah, so it was an elf’s potion. No wonder then. You’re a lucky little girl. Elves usually don’t give these potions to outsiders. You must be on really good terms with them.”

I watched him anxiously, but even after mentioning the potion, the man didn’t seem to mind and continued to smoke joyfully.

I sighed with relief when I noticed that there wasn't any greed in his eyes.

I only had two potions left. It was like having two other lives, so I was still determined to keep them with me. However, with his strength and experience, I knew that any lie would have been obvious. Therefore, I had to tell him the truth even if I had no chance to stop him from stealing them if he wanted to.

I relaxed and, while I was still healing, I remembered how he called me.

“By the way, I’m not a girl but a boy.”

The man who was humming a little song while smoking finally looked at me in surprise.

“A boy? That can’t be, you have such a pretty little face. Ah, what a shame. I thought I was saving a future beauty but… it’s a boy. What terrible luck!”

“Ah?”

The man continued to mutter shameless words as if I wasn’t just a couple of feet away from him. His strange internal speech made of mumbled sentences continued for so long that it gave me enough time to heal completely.

He finally shut his mouth and continued to smoke while totally ignoring me.

My previous good impression of him became poorer after his curious speech and his reaction to the news that I was a boy.

However, even if this man was a lunatic he still saved my life.

I stood up with my gaze fixed on this strange man. After standing up, I noticed that he was really short for a grown man.

He was only a bit taller than me who was only ten years old.

However, his short height didn’t give the same feeling as mine. He didn’t seem fragile like a kid but, on the contrary, steady like a mountain and strong like a beast.

His black tunic couldn’t hide the muscles of his upper body or the strength in his short legs while his large battle-axe completed this warrior image that his whole body emanated.

“Thank you again for saving my life.”

I gathered my thoughts and decide to thank him once again.

He finally turned back his focus on me. His expression was the same as before as if his previous speech didn’t happen.

“Sure, I had to kill this Krath anyway so it didn’t bother me. My name is Jazor, I’m a member of the red Dwarven tribe.”

His introduction was totally normal compared to his previous speech. He even confirmed my thought about his race.

He was the first Dwarf I was seeing but his short build didn’t leave much room for mistakes.

“I’m Sillath, nice to meet you.”

I hesitated to tell him my name but still decided to trust him.

“Right. Then Sillath, what are you doing on your own so far in the wilderness? Are you a part of the Advanced town?”

My eyes lit up when I heard him mention the Advanced town.

I avoided his question and asked him in a respectful tone.

“I’m trying to find this town, do you live there?”

Jazor didn’t seem to mind that I didn’t answer his question. He continued to smoke before answering in a lazy voice.

“Sure, I’m working there as a mercenary. It’s three days away from here. If you want to go there, then you can just go with me. I’m going back now that my mission is over.”

“That would be perfect. I don’t know how to thank you.” I hurriedly answered.

“No need for that. I told you, I’m going back anyway. Then if your wounds are healed, let’s go right after I finish taking the core of this Krath.”

He sighed a little before walking toward the gigantic corpse in a dejected manner.

However, after only a dozen steps, he stopped.

As if recalling something, he slowly turned to look my way. His beard didn’t hide the small smile on his face.

“You said that you wanted to repay me for saving your life, didn't you?”

My body stiffened when I heard his sentence mixed with a difficult to hide happiness.

“S..Sure”

“Great! Then come here”

I walked toward him with hesitant footsteps.

He put his large hand on my shoulder and showed me the corpse of the deviant with his other.

“You see this corpse? There is a small core the size of my fist somewhere in its head. I need you to find it for me.”

"A core?"

This was the first time I heard about the existence of a core inside the body of deviants. However, in front of his insistent expression, I didn’t have much time to wonder about it.

I could only walk toward the giant corpse while wondering how I was going to find something so small inside this giant head.

I turned to look at him, hoping for some advice.

However, he was already sitting on the ground while smoking his pipe in a relaxed way.

One hour later I finally brought him the small dark core. I was exhausted and covered with the blood of the beast.

“Over? Took you longer than I thought. Then let’s go!”

He happily took away the core and began to walk at high speed without even thanking me for my labor.

I ran after him but his speed was not a joking matter.

"He’s not trying to shake me off, right?"

I continued to follow the shameless dwarf in a frantic run with a small smile on my face.

I escaped a certain death and even gained a precious ally to reach the town.

I just had this unpleasant sensation that I was just a new free labor for him.

--

Nearly three days passed since my encounter with Jazor, the mysterious and shameless dwarf.

We were only a few hours away from the town.

These last days were kind of peaceful as no matter what kind of animals we encountered, Jazor easily disposed of them.

I didn’t have to fight, but he still made me work. Mostly cooking and making camp. I had trouble adjusting to this new role but I didn’t complain.

He saved my life and took me with him to the town. I couldn’t easily repay this debt, but helping him that way was the only thing I could do.

I tried to fight with him at first, but I soon realized that I was totally useless.

The difference in strength between us was just too large.

I was starting to have confidence in my new abilities after defeating a possible Saint mage, but seeing him dispose of any threat with a single punch made me realize the gap in strength between us.

He was strong and I was weak.

I knew it but I couldn’t understand how the gap could be so large.

I was able to defeat a Saint mage so he was a Master mage. This was my conclusion after seeing him fight.

Unable to restrain my curiosity any longer, I decided to ask him while we were quietly walking together.

I avoided bringing up this topic for the past few days, but now that I had a better understanding of his personality, I finally asked him.

“Jazor?”

“Hmm?”

“Are you a Master mage?”

“Nope.” he lazily answered while exhaling a mouthful of smoke.

“Then you’re a Saint mage.” I asked dubiously.

“Yep”

“What kind of magic do you use?”

He inhaled a mouthful of smoke before answering lazily.

“Earth.”

“But I never saw you summon any earth. When I look at you fighting, it’s as if you’re just casually punching your opponent.”

“Well, I do punch them.”

His casual answer made me wrinkle my brows.

“Not with a normal punch.”

“Of course.”

“Mind telling me how you do it?”

“I don’t mind”

“…”

I waited for his answer for several seconds before losing some of my composure.

“Mind telling me now?” I asked a little annoyed.

This was the part of his character that I had the most trouble with.

He was lazy.

He wouldn’t move a finger if something didn’t catch his interest. For example, even after three days together, Jazor didn't ask me any detail about my circumstances. He just knew that I spent some time alone in the wilderness and that I needed to reach the Advanced town as soon as possible.

Most of our discussions ended early because of his bad habit to ignore me after a couple of sentences.

However, this time I didn’t let him ignore me.

“Jazor.”

“…”

“Jazor”

“…”

“Jaz…”

“Ah fine! I use the same earth magic that I used against the Krath to save you. This is a magic of contact. I need to touch the opponent to use it. The strength of the blow doesn’t matter much because this magic mostly ignores external defenses and destroy the internal organs.”

I was left speechless after his fast explanation.

“A magic directly destroying the organs? How is it possible?”

“It’s only one of the aspects of the earth element.”

“One of its aspects? What do you mean by that?”

He sighed a little before answering in a depressed voice.

“You don’t even know that? How the hell did you survive on your own until now?”

“I was lucky I guess.”

As I recalled the near-death experiences I had these last weeks, even I didn’t know if I could be called lucky or not.

“Well, you’re a kid so, in fact, it’s not that surprising that you don’t know about it.”

Seeing that he continued to smoke without finishing his explanation annoyed me even more.

“Jazor!”

“Ah right. Open your ears wide and listen well. Do you know why only Saint mages are true mages?”

“Because they are the only one who mastered the three barrier magic of the element.”

“Wrong.”

“Wrong? Then why?”

“Simple. Because they use their own magic. Barrier magic had been made to help the kingdom develop new useful mages among ordinary people. Anyone who works hard enough can master these magics, but only those who have talent can go beyond that.”

“Beyond?”

“Yes, beyond. Magic isn’t just about creating the element and manipulating it a little to make it useful. If you’re only able to do this much, then even if you have the title of Saint Mage, you won’t become a true mage in your lifetime. Do you think it’s possible to kill a Krath like the one who attacked you only by firing earthballs?”

“Totally impossible.”

I answered immediately. I still had a lingering fear in my heart just by thinking about this terrifying monster. In front of it, my battle experience, my will and all the tricks in the world weren’t of any use.

This was a difference in strength.

A difference between our existences

“That’s right. It’s impossible. A Scholar mage learns to change the speed of its attacks, a Wise mage can change the form and a Saint mage learns to control his magic and its consumption. This is what the kingdom spread. This is what most of the common people will know, never questioning this fact, passing their time perfecting their barrier magic. These people aren’t mages. Even those wearing the title of Saint mages aren’t true mage if they just use the barrier magic.”

The lazy dwarf finally ended his speech. It was the first time I saw him get so fired up.

I quietly thought about his words.

Hirillë already explained to me that the rank didn’t matter. As a result, I wasn’t really surprised.

“You still didn’t answer my question. What do you mean by ‘aspect of an element’?

“When I say aspect, I mean a feature of the element. Each element is different. You can’t use water the same way you do with earth. Each of them has its own strength, weakness, and secrets. We call that the aspect of the element. It's not something I can teach you. This is something that every mage must understand by himself before creating his own magic. Of course, it’s still possible to guide you. Magic universities exist for this purpose after all, but you still need to rely on yourself to deepen your understanding of an element and create your own magic. For example…”

He stopped in his track and put his hand on the ground. Before I could ask what he was doing, I began to sense the earth shake around me.

I didn’t even have the time to ask anything when he straightened his back and started to walk again.

“See, I used one of the aspects of the earth element. The same one from which I created the attack we were talking about earlier. You know what it is, isn’t it.”

I only hesitated for a couple of seconds before answering.

“You can create earthquakes. You use these vibrations in your attacks to ignore the physical defense of your opponent.”

For the first time, he put his pipe out of his mouth while exhaling a big cloud of smoke. His shaggy beard had trouble hiding the large smile on his face.

“You have a sharp mind, kid. That’s the most important if you want to become a good mage. You’re right. I tried to understand this aspect of the earth element. How earthquakes are formed and how could I do the same. After understanding the basics, I was able to create my own earthquakes. Deepening my understanding allowed me to integrate this principle with my attacks. After learning the three barrier magic, my title was already that of a Saint mage, but it’s only after understanding this aspect of the earth element that I was able to become a true Saint mage.”

I engraved these words in my memory.

I understood that even the man I defeated wasn’t a true mage. He only used barrier magic to fight. 

He was strong but he wasn’t a true Saint mage.

However, Jazor was one.

If I hadn't already understood most of his speech on my own when I was pondering about my sacred magic, then I would probably be a little lost after his explanation.

In fact, creating ice from water was probably one of the aspects of this element.

If I guessed well then if I tried to understand this aspect of the water element, I would be able to create ice after some hard work.

I could use it without understanding much of the water element because I was able to use it directly.

This was what we called Sacred magic.

I didn’t need several years of practice but I used it only by understanding the key point of changing water into ice.

It was probably only possible because of my abnormal soul giving me a great affinity with magic.

I was sure of it.

Each element had its own secret, its own aspect.

Studying them to understand these aspects and use them to develop new personal magic was what made a true Saint mage.

Sacred magic was a shortcut to do that. Instead of slowly studying the aspect of the water element, the affinity of my soul with this element allowed me to create ice directly. I saved an incredible amount of time, but I also lost something in return.

I didn’t study it enough to understand and control it. That’s why I had to reduce its power. If not, this magic would have already destroyed me along with my opponents.

These thoughts rushed through my head and distracted me from the rest of our journey.

After a couple of hours, we finally saw a large town hidden in a small canyon. Large dark walls made of hard-looking earth were circling around it.

The thoughts invading my mind since my discussion with Jazor finally stopped.

I looked at those dark walls.

Beyond that was my only hope to help my family.

"Finally…"

Each day I spent on my own looking for this town was like a torment.

A torment bringing my fears together.

Fear of failing.

Fear of getting there too late.

However, I didn’t fail.

I followed Jazor toward the town with large strides devoid of hesitation.

This time, I still had a chance to change the fate of the people I loved.

  

    
        Chapter 40: Advanced town

    
    
    
    
  
The wilderness.

 A piece of land as large as the Dorell kingdom under the control of a multitude of different species and powerful deviants.

 Only the Elves and the Beast-men tribes hiding in it could live without being repeatedly targeted by the local wildlife.

 Humans didn’t have this chance.

 Their greed and low affinity with nature didn’t give them the right to live in peace on these lands.

 However, to protect their interests, they still had to try.

 They created military expeditions to eradicate potential future threats but it wasn’t enough. They needed to have a footing in those lands to increase their influence.

 That’s why they created the Advanced towns of the wilderness.

 Small fortresses built in the safest location possible.

 To avoid being too visible, military camps attracting the attention of the local creatures were created around it. These camps had many missions, but they also had to endure the attacks instead of the Advanced towns that had only a supportive role.

 They provided food, weapons and even allowed communication with the Human kingdom.

 I was currently standing in front of one of these cities hoping to use their communication methods.

 I was inspected before entering, but I didn’t encounter any real problem as I was together with Jazor. This would have been much more difficult without his help.

 The large gate made of strong metal finally opened before us.

 We entered together.

 In front of me stood the largest human town I ever saw in this world.

 I was ready to be disappointed like when I saw the military camp but it was the contrary. The size of the town was impressive. Many rows of buildings stretched in every direction. The streets were wide but the maintenance appeared to be only perfunctory.

 I was looking everywhere to find what I wanted when Jazor interrupted me with his grave voice still filled with playfulness.

 “What a country bumpkin. I bet you've never been in such a big town before.”

 “You’re right, it’s the first time.”

 I was a little annoyed and wronged by his remark especially considering that I lived in a town hundreds of times bigger in my previous life.

 “Well, even if it’s big there is not much to watch. All the buildings here are made to help the city survive in the wilderness. Except for weapon stores, farmlands, inns and brothels you won’t find anything more.”

 I snorted a little hearing his words.

“It’s the first time I hear that brothels are essential to the survival of a town.” I replied in a mocking voice.

 “You’re just a child, you can’t understand their preciousness. They are essential for the morale of the soldiers and to comfort them when they feel tired.”

 He answered in a voice full of confidence.

 I rolled my eyes hearing his vulgar words.

 “Sure… Sure”

 I was getting used to his deviant personality. He was a good man but he was also lazy, narcissistic and above everything else vulgar beyond compare.

 Therefore, I ignored his words and resumed my search while we were walking around the bustling town.

 I believed that the majority of the inhabitants would be soldiers but it wasn’t the case. Although soldier patrols weren’t rare, ordinary citizens were the most numerous. However, even these ordinary citizens seemed to be well versed in fighting.

 Even though the number of soldiers patrolling the streets didn’t appear to be significant, it was another story altogether near the walls.

 Patrols around and on the wall could be seen everywhere. The strong-looking men and women had various equipment such as swords, lances or axes. Their black armor was the only thing that made them recognizable.

 Jazor explained to me that only those with a medal on their chest were mages. All the soldiers could probably use magic to a certain extent as they were part of a kingdom where magic was king. However, only those with a certain amount of skill could carry this medal.

 After half an hour of walking, I understood that what Jazor said earlier was true.

 Not about the greatness of brothels but about the lack of diversity of the buildings.

 Most of them were small weapon stores or shops buying materials found in the wilderness.

 Inns were also numerous.

 However, I couldn’t find the only building that interested me.

 “Well, I’m tired so I will be going. Bye kid.”

 The sudden words of Jazor pulled me out of my thoughts. I looked at him in amazement after his sudden declaration.

 “You’re leaving now? Why?”

 “Told you, I’m feeling tired.”

 I immediately understood what he probably meant by this. I repressed the words I was about to say.

 It wasn't my business after all.

 “OK. Thanks again for saving my life. I will do my best to repay you in the future if I have the opportunity.”

 “Don’t worry about that. I will stay for a while in this town. If you want to find me, I’m staying in the ‘Diamond horn’. It’s an inn located in the third district.”

 He started running at full speed without giving me the time to ask him about the building I wanted to find.

 I smiled wryly seeing his small figure dashing as fast as he could across the street.

 I asked a passerby the direction of the building in charge of the communication and began to head this way.

After half an hour, I finally found the building I was looking for.

 It was probably one of the largest in the entire town, just like a small tower. Dozens of small windows were distributed across it. Various birds could be seen going in and out probably delivering various instructions to the camps under the command of the town.

 I entered under the dubious gaze of the two guards stationed outside.

 The interior was strangely small and crowded. Not with people but with materials. It seemed that this building was not only responsible for communication, but also for the official trade in materials.

 The numerous shops dealing with this kind of business that I saw on the way couldn’t compare with the scale of this one.

 I wasn’t interested in what they had to offer, so I ignored the large shelves completely filled and directly walked toward the dusty counter.

 A tall and thin man was standing behind it while looking at me with piercing eyes watching my every move. His thin pale face along with his long dirty brown hair didn’t give me a really good impression of this man.

 I still tried to sound as respectful as possible when I asked nervously.

 “I want to send a letter to a town in the Human kingdom. Is it possible?”

 “What kind of letter?”

 “Family business.”

 “Urgent or not?”

 “I need this letter to arrive in Shaisal within a week at the latest.”

 “Urgent then.”

 He replied almost automatically.

 Shaisal was the biggest town near our small village. I learned in school that it wasn’t possible to deliver letters directly to small villages. They were too numerous. Taming birds to deliver letters to these places would be too difficult and complicated.

 Therefore, the kingdom created the system of Relay towns.

 Each village had a Relay town where the letters were issued. If I wanted to send a letter to my parents, I couldn’t do it directly. I didn’t have any other choice but to send it to their Relay town called Shaisal located dozens of miles away from our village.

 The man looked at a map fixed on the wall behind him before answering.

 “You will need a fast Ezio to go there.”

 “Ezio?”

 “Shaisal is close to the capital, therefore, there aren’t many villages connected to it. The bird trained to go there aren’t numerous. The best quality we have is an Ezio. It’s far from being the fastest but it should be good enough for your request.”

 I nodded hearing his words. As long as my letter arrived on time, I didn’t have any reason to complain.

 “How much?”

 “Five golds”

 “…”

 I stared blankly after hearing his price. I wasn't familiar with the cost of living in the Dorell kingdom, but I still knew that five golds for a single letter was an outrageous price.

 “Are you kidding me?” I asked unable to hide the anger in my voice.

 “We’re in the wilderness. I don’t think you will find a better price. We’re the only one doing this business after all.”

 The man smiled mischievously at me after his shameless sentence. As soon as I saw his eyes filled with greed I understood.

 I was just a kid.

 An easy target.

 An opportunity for him to make some money.

 The price was probably fixed. By asking a higher amount, he would be able to keep the change for himself.

 It was clever and pathetic at the same time.

 I hesitated a moment about my next course of action. Refusing his offer and putting to light his shady scam would probably be possible, but it would take me quite a bit of time. I didn’t have any time to waste and the risk of doing something like that couldn’t be ignored.

 I finally chose to silently endure.

 I didn’t have any money, to begin with. I just wanted to know how much it would cost me to send my letter.

 I planned to take a few requests in town to earn the money, but after hearing the outrageous price, I knew that a casual job would take me too much time.   Selling one of the two vials of potion I had left was also out of the question as it would attract too much attention and too many unwanted questions.

 Therefore, there was only one option available to me.

 I exited the shop and went toward the inn called the ‘Diamond horn’ where Jazor was staying.

 It took me nearly an hour to find the right building.

 It was located further in the town. The patrols of soldiers weren’t as numerous as near the walls. As a result, the public order seemed to be lacking. Drunk men were lying on the streets, and shady people were doing business in the shadow of the buildings.

 I even saw a couple of them looking at me with a strange expression.

 Not wanting to attract too much attention, I picked up my pace.

 I only stopped in front of the entrance of the ‘Diamond horn’.

 The ladies lightly dressed, waiting in front of it and looking at me with a dubious gaze made me understand that it wasn’t an inn.

"Diamond horn… This pervert dwarf"

 I cursed him in my heart before walking into the building.

 The interior was vast and quite cozy. It could even be called comfortable if not for the atmosphere inside.

 I ignored the stares fixed on me and looked around to find Jazor.

 I smiled in relief when I saw his back. He was in front of the bar circling by two beautiful women.

 He was laughing loudly while his hands cuddled the bodies of his escorts.

 Honestly, it was difficult to miss him despite the crowd inside.

 I walked toward him.

 “Yes, you’re totally right!!! The great me isn’t afraid of any deviant and I…”

 “Jazor.”

 I interrupted his fiery speech.

 He turned his head toward me. His gaze was a little hollow as he was looking at me from head to toe.

 “Oh little girl, what are you doing here?”

 I felt a vein pop up on my forehead when I heard his words.

 “Open your damn eyes already! It’s me, Sillath. And I told you, I’m a boy.”

 He shook his head a little and looked at me again. He clearly drunk too much but he still answered in a happy voice.

 “Oh yes Sillath, it’s good that you came. Sit, this daddy here will teach you how to drink. Hey ladies, this is Sillath. He is the one I saved along the way. Ask him how strong I am if you don’t believe me.

 This damn drunken dwarf was clearly trying to boast in front of the two ladies.

 I needed his help, therefore I tried my best to stay courteous. I helped him boast about his accomplishments. This didn’t really bother me as it was the truth, but I was in a hurry nonetheless.

 Therefore, after half an hour, I started to lose patience.

 “I need your help Jazor.”

 He turned his head to look my way.

 I wasn’t sure if he understood what I said but I continued nonetheless.

 “I need you to lend me some money. I will pay you back but I need it as soon as possible.”

 “How much?”

I was surprised that he understood me. However, there was no doubt that just after talking about money, his gaze turned sharper as if he wasn’t under the influence of alcohol.

 “Five golds”

 “Pfff”

 Jazor who was drinking his beer nearly strangled himself with his drink when he heard the amount of money I wanted.

 “You don’t have them.” I asked with a disappointed voice.

 “Do you think money grows on trees? I only have one silver left.”

 Hearing the amount of his wealth left the two ladies as disappointed as me. They excused themselves and left us at lightning speed.

 “No don’t leave, we were having a good time. Come back!!!”

 Jazor desperately pleaded to their fleeing back but they didn’t return.

 “Proud of you now.” He said to me in a grumbling voice before sinking again in his pint of beer-like alcohol.

 I ignored his grumpy mood and pondered for a while before asking.

 “I need to send a letter to the kingdom. It's not something that can wait but I don’t have the money for that. Do you know a way to make money fast?”

 Without turning his head to look at me, he replied in an indifferent voice.

 “There is a lot of ways. You can find a work in one of the shops or even on a farm in the town.”

 I shook my head after hearing his proposals.

 “That won’t do. I don’t have enough time for that.”

 “Then there is only one option left.”

 “…”

 He ignored me while taking big gulps of his drink.

 “Jazor!!!”

 As if waking up from a dream, he hurriedly replied.

 “Oh yes. There is only one way: deviant hunt.”

 I nodded slowly hearing his words.

 It was nearly what I had expected.

 There wasn’t anything free in this world. If I wanted to make money fast then I would have to give something else in return.

 The riskier the job, the faster I could make money.

 “However, I don’t recommend that. Deviants aren’t something to be trifled with. You would be courting death by doing that. Even if you're a little too young, you could work as an apprentice guard, the job is boring but because there are quite a few daily attacks, the pay is quite good.”

 I nodded and left after asking a few more questions.

Night had already fallen on the city.

 I didn’t have any money or lodging as I didn't want to owe even more things to Jazor. Anyway, this perverted dwarf was broke and completely drunk when I left.

 I looked around but the bustling streets filled with drunken men weren’t appealing in the slightest.

 In this town filled with people, I was as lonely as I was in the wilderness. I wasn’t particularly bothered by it as it became a habit.

 I was walking without aim in the streets of the city while thinking about my options to earn money.

 The job of a guard was without a doubt the safest choice. If the pay was satisfying or if it was possible to borrow some money then I would choose it. However, if I couldn’t gather the money fast enough with this job then I wouldn't have a choice anymore.

 After an hour of walking, the buildings became less numerous until I left the town district to enter the farmland district.

 I could see numerous fields from where I was standing.

 I didn’t really care about it but I was glad to finally find a quiet place.

 I sat down with my back against a small tree to have some sleep before going to the garrison at dawn. I was starting to doze off despite the cold of the night when I sensed someone coming toward me.

 All those nights alone in the wilderness honed my senses and my ability to react especially in this situation.

 I opened my eyes, straightened my back and watched a slender figure emerging from the darkness.

 It was a beautiful young girl around fifteen years old. Her elegant figure and pale skin made her appear as a fairy in my eyes dazzled by the brilliance of the moon.

 She put away a strand of silk-like blond hair near her left eye before asking in a gentle voice.

 “What are you doing here on your own so late at night?”

 Her voice was appeasing like a fresh breeze of wind, almost melodious. Her round blue eyes were staring at me with curiosity.

 “Trying to sleep.”

 “You can’t sleep here, your parents will be worried.”

 Her voice betrayed her concern and worries.

 “My parents aren’t in this town.”

 The young girl frowned hearing my words.

 “How is it possible? It’s an Advanced town, it’s impossible for a kid to come here alone.”

 “I just arrived yesterday.”

 Seeing that I wasn’t willing to continue my explanation, the young girl dropped the matter and asked me in a kind voice.

 “I’m Alianelle. What’s your name?”

 “Sillath.”

 “It’s cold tonight, why don’t you come with me to have a good meal and a good rest in a real bed?”

She smiled as she extended her jade-like hand toward me. Her face was pretty and childish at the same time. Her bright smile revealing her white teeth was so pure, so devoid of falsehood that it was enough to make me dazed for a couple of seconds.

 I smiled at her before replying.

 “Thank you but it’s not necessary. I have to leave early tomorrow.”

 The gentle smile on her thin lips immediately disappeared. She puffed up her cheeks and walked toward me with large steps. If it wasn’t a young girl coming toward me like an angry beast, I would probably have already put some distance between us.

 However, I couldn’t sense the slightest amount of threat from her.

 I allowed her to forcibly take my hand to pull me toward her. Her smooth white hand was small but still larger than mine. She was also a good head taller than me.

 “Don’t be shy, I won’t eat you. Come with me, I can’t let a kid sleep outside just beside my house.”

 She pulled me away with surprising strength. I resisted at first but I quickly gave up. There wasn’t any problem with her proposal after all.

 Less than five minutes later, we entered a small farm isolated from the other buildings. Even in the dark, I could see fields as large as the house stretching around it.

 We walked together into the cozy house. A large fire was burning in the fireplace giving an agreeable warmth to the room.

 The interior was simple without many decorations. Many of the furniture was made from simple wood.

 A single glance inside made me realize that she was living a simple life.

 “Dad, I’m home. We have a guest.”

 A few seconds later, a tall man appeared in the small room. He wasn’t burly but still had a sturdy appearance, probably from the days he spent working on the field. His slightly tanned skin probably originated from it as well.

 He raised an eyebrow of surprise when he saw me, but he still kindly introduced himself.

 “I’m Paul. Nice to meet you.”

 He gave me a nice impression just like his daughter. He had the same air around him as her. It was as if nothing in this world could cause him to become angry.

 I was ready to introduce myself but the gentle voice of Alianelle was faster.

 “His name is Sillath. I found him sleeping outside. His parents aren’t in this town so I asked him if he wanted to eat and sleep here tonight.”

 I only smiled and nodded after hearing her fast explanation.

I didn’t comment on the fact that she didn’t really ask me but rather dragged me here by force.

 Paul seemed surprised but didn’t ask any question.

 I ate while talking about various things with them. However, I still carefully avoided any personal question from Alianelle.

 Contrary to his young daughter, Paul didn’t ask me anything and simply let me eat my fill. Although I was reluctant to come to a foreign house, it was still relaxing to eat a warm meal with someone to talk to. I simply ignored the natural curiosity of the young girl before going to sleep after this simple but refreshing dinner.

 More than dinner, sleeping in a real bed was the real heaven. It was as if the tiredness I had accumulated over time had vanished.

 I had a dreamless night sleeping like a log.

 When morning came, I was well rested and ready to leave. I thanked them while making empty promises to the young girl about a future meeting.

 I was in a good mood after a good night of sleep, but I was also a little sad because I knew that I probably wouldn’t see them again in the future.

 I buried these feelings and hurried toward the garrison located in the outer district. The building was large but simple. I could hear loud laughter coming from inside.

 I talked to a soldier and, after several minutes of negotiation, managed to get him to call his superior.

 The tall and muscular man who came seemed to be in a bad mood.

 After seeing me he sighed a little.

 “What do you want, kid?”

 “I want to work as a guard.”

 His subordinate clearly repressed his laughter after hearing my sentence. On the contrary, his captain who had a shining insignia on his chest didn’t seem in the mood to laugh.

 “Not a work for kids. Scram.”

 He coldly shouted while turning to walk away.

 Despite my shouts, the man didn’t turn back and simply ignored me completely.

 I understood his reaction but I was still quite irritated as I didn’t have any chance to ask him or show him anything.

 “Give up kid. It’s not worth it.”

 “Why?” I asked angrily.

 “You’re too young. The pay is not high enough for you to die for.”

 “I need money as fast as possible. How much do you gain?”

 The soldier seemed to hesitate a little before answering in a dejected manner.

 “If I tell you, you will leave?”

 “Definitely”

 “Five silver a week”

 My mind turned blank hearing his words.

 “So few?”

 One gold was worth ten silver. To gather the five golds, I would have to work for at least ten weeks.

 “Well, the pay can be much higher if you’re part of a team venturing around to take care of possible threats but it’s impossible for you.”

 “Why?”

 “Who would want to be on the same team as a kid? It’s not a game. Now leave, I already wasted too much time with you.”

I watched him turn his back on me with a dark look on my face. If I wanted to be part of one of those teams, then I had to prove my worth first. However, even if the soldiers acknowledged me I didn’t know if I would earn the money fast enough.

I also wasn’t confident in my abilities. After meeting Jazor, I knew that my strength didn’t yet amount to much. I was strong but only for a kid. I didn’t know if I was strong enough to compare myself to a real soldier.

 After a few minutes of pondering, I finally left.

 If I wanted to become a guard then I had to reveal my strength and probably my Sacred magic. It would attract too much attention.

 There was only one choice left for me.

 I wanted to ask some help from Jazor but I gave up this idea. He saved me and brought me to the town but I didn’t do anything for him.

 I couldn’t rely on him forever, this was something I had to do by myself.

 I steeled my resolve as I stood in front of the town’s gate.

 “Where are you going!?!”

 A strong voice resonated behind me.

 Jazor was rushing toward me with a pale face.

 “Jazor?”

 He stopped in front of me while breathing heavily. I understood his poor condition after remembering his drinking contest with himself the day before.

 After catching his breath, Jazor angrily grabbed me by the collar and lifted me off the ground.

 My feet didn’t even touch the ground anymore when his angry voice echoed in my ears along with his bad breath right in my nose.

 “Where do you think you are going? You’re not thinking about hunting deviants, are you? I was drunk when I told you that. You’re not that crazy right?”

 I was a little surprised but also happy seeing the lazy and shameless dwarf shouting for my sake.

 “I don’t have a choice, I need money, and I need it fast.”

 He put me on the ground while grumbling a little.

 He took out a fist-size dark core from a pouch on his belt and gave it to me.

 “Take this core. It will probably sell for two or three gold. It’s not enough but it’s the only thing I have right now.”

 I hesitated a moment before smiling wryly and accepting his gift.

 I didn’t have the leisure to refuse his goodwill in my situation.

 “Thank you Jazor. You don’t have to worry about me, I will be fine.”

 “I leave tonight for a mission and I will only come back in two weeks. I can’t come with you now, but in two weeks I will come back and gather the money for you. You can always pay me back later”

 I felt some warmth in my heart hearing his words. We only knew each other for a couple of days. Even though he had no obligation to me, he still offered his help without restraint.

 His beard hid his face just like his laziness and vulgar words hid his gentle side.

 “I can’t wait for that long. Don’t worry, I will be fine. I already killed deviants before. If I had known they had cores worth money in them, I wouldn’t have to go out now.”

 “You can’t be careless!!!”

 Jazor shouted despite standing only a foot away from me. I was once again overwhelmed by his bad breath and nearly lost the good impression he had just given me. However, the seriousness in his voice didn’t let me any chance to comment about that. It was the first time I saw him this serious. Even in front of the giant deviant, he wasn’t so serious.

 “Even if you killed hundreds before, you will still die if you underestimate them. It’s difficult to kill a deviant because each of them is different.”

 I nodded after his words, but he still continued to talk with a serious voice unfitting of his usual joyous character.

“Animals going crazy when they awaken their magic because of the strong influence of the mana around them. That is a deviant. When they are still in this awakening phase, they are vicious and bloodthirsty. However, after regaining their sanity they will only grow stronger, more intelligent and more dangerous. Depending on their age and awakening, two identical deviants can be a world apart in strength.”

 His grave voice gave me a heavy warning.

 However, I couldn’t back down.

 I couldn’t give up.

 Therefore, I hid my fears and worries behind a small smile.

 “Thank you Jazor for everything. See you in two weeks”

 Without adding another word, I walked toward the large gate leaving Jazor behind.

 “Never let your guard down or you will die before realizing it”

 His final warning accompanied me as the large steel gate opened loudly in front of me.

  

    
        Chapter 41: Deviant’s hunt

    
    
    
    
  
When a deviant awakens its magic, under the influence of the mana around, it enters a berserk state.

This truth was well-known in the Dorell Kingdom. 

Humans living on this continent learned to fear these creatures. Their bloodthirsty actions incurred the dread of the entire Human race and made them chase every specimen on their land.

As soon as an animal began to show signs of awakening into a deviant, it would be mercilessly killed by the local guards.

However, the same couldn’t be done in the wilderness.

The Advanced towns and their military camps, along with the adventurers undergoing subjugation missions, weren’t enough to eradicate or control the number of deviants.

Fortunately, most of them died early in their frenzied state by natural causes.

Despite this, I was well aware that the number of deviants living in the wilderness was too important to allow me to cross it without the help of Hirillë’s ring.

The ring heats up gradually as I approach a deviant. I used it daily to avoid many deviants along the way, but it was time to do the opposite.

I left the protection of the Advanced town several hours ago hoping to find one of these deviants but I didn’t have any chance in my hunt.

I did not expect an easy work, but I was hoping that the ‘ring of calamity’ and my expanded senses when I had my eyes closed would be enough to give me quick results.

However, I couldn’t find the trace of any deviant despite searching for several hours near the town. Without any other choice, I started to walk further away from the Advanced town that I desperately tried to reach for several weeks.

I encountered numerous dangerous animals, but none of them made the ring react. When the sun started to set, I had no other choice but to stop my blind search.

If I couldn’t find them, then I had to make them come to me.

I lit up a fire in front of a seemingly large forest and left the fresh corpse of a small animal that I killed on the way, near it.

The heat and light of the fire in the darkness of the night would definitely attract many animals. 

That’s what I was hoping for anyway.

If this little plan wasn’t enough to attract more than simple animals, then I would have to use more radical means.

After hiding, I waited while watching intensely at the small bonfire.

Most of the ordinary animals were scarred by the fire, but the enticement of the fresh prey was enough for the bravest to come.

After an hour, a large bear-like animal snatched the small prey and left happily. I hoped that the fire and the smell of blood remaining around it would be enough to attract a deviant.

However, none came that night.

The next day, I walked even further away from the town and tried again but the result was the same.

I couldn’t waste more time.

Therefore, the third night I chose to add something else.

I made a small cut on my hand and let my blood flow out near my new fire. 

My reasoning was simple.

If the blood of an animal wasn’t enough to stir up their interest, then maybe human blood would do the trick.

If there was an area in which Humans were unmatched, I was sure it was our unpopularity in the wilderness. It was a sad truth but nobody could beat us in this field. However, I was still afraid that this small amount of blood wouldn't be enough.

Therefore, I also used wind magic to scatter the smell as far as possible before covering my small wound with a piece of cloth.

I didn’t want to use this method to attract a deviant because there was no way to control how many would come.

However, I didn’t have any time to worry about that anymore.

This was a dangerous method but the deadline for sending my letter was dangerously close.

I was hiding while anxiously waiting, but after less than an hour, my patience was finally awarded.

The ring on my thumb began to heat up.

A deviant was coming.

I wasn’t able to tell what kind of animal it originated from. It was standing on two strong furry legs with an awkward way of walking. The creature was only three feet tall, but it still had a robust appearance. Its large round head covered in long fur revealed two big green eyes shining in the darkness of the night.

Despite its sturdy appearance, the creature still gave me a harmless feeling with its lustrous fur and big round head. However, the saber like claws of its long arms still warned me about its true nature.

It was the first time I saw a deviant looking like this, but its attitude was even more surprising.

I only saw a couple of deviants before but I could still vividly remember their violence and bloodlust.

However, this one was different.

It didn’t have any frightening aura. On the contrary, it seemed highly intelligent when it looked around with its big green eyes.

Without the ring shining on my thumb, I would have doubted it was a deviant.

I didn’t know if its attitude was because it wasn’t in its frenzy state anymore or because there wasn’t any human in front of it, but I still didn’t dare to underestimate this strange opponent.

I patiently waited as the deviant approached the corpse I had left behind.

Slowly, carefully, the deviant finally walked into the large puddle I left behind. Since it was water that I had created, I was able to easily manipulate it to a certain extent if I wasn’t too far away.

As soon as I saw this, I launched my magic.

“Ice Lance”

A part of the puddle extended before turning paler and transforming into a sharp spike of ice.

The lance of ice was fast but the time it took for the water to turn into ice was longer than I expected. The deviant had enough time to react and avoid my attack.

With surprising agility, it leaped out of range but I was ready for that.

“Earth bullet.”

I launched several attacks while the creature was still in the air looking for its attacker. Not knowing where the attack came from, it didn’t have any chance. My attack struck its side, going through its body.

"Got him!"

I came closer and ended its life swiftly.

After a couple of minutes of labor, I extracted a small core from its head.

Confident after this unexpected easy success, I changed location and tried again.

That night, I killed three other deviants with the same method. For them, the ice lances were enough to deal a fatal blow. They were all from different races and some of them looked quite bloodthirsty making me slightly hesitate before striking.

However, they all had something in common.

Their defenses weren’t strong.

The surprise attack was enough to turn their agility ineffective and deal a big blow.

If I had fought against deviants with strong defenses, the situation would probably have been totally different. Because of that, I purposely avoided some hard-looking deviants and focused my hunt on nimble-looking ones.

When the first rays of the sun came into view, I had five deviant’s cores in my possession including the one Jazor gave me.

The first one I got from the smartest looking deviant was the largest and would probably earn me quite a bit of money.

I repeated the same process the following night after walking a little further away during the day.

I encountered and killed two other deviants, but contrary to my expectations, none of them had a magic core.

I finally understood why deviant’s hunt was difficult. It was risky not to know the strength of your prey, but it also wasn’t really possible to know if a deviant had a core or not.

The number of deviants killed each year by the kingdom’s guard was astronomical, but the corpses weren’t worth much because most of the time the deviant, still in a frenzied state, wasn’t totally awakened.

According to Jazor, the magic core of a deviant, showing the accumulation of mana into the deviant’s body, only took shape after the frenzied period.

This was why deviant’s cores were so precious. They had many useful uses in making artifacts and had to be extracted from a real deviant who had awakened as a true magic beast.

The first deviant I killed that night directly rushed toward my trap with an incredible bloodthirst. It wasn’t difficult to deduce that it was still in its berserk state.

Dangerous but without any magic core.

In short, all the danger without any reward.

The second wasn’t in its frenzied period and even appeared somewhat intelligent but it didn’t give me any magic core either.

After this unsuccessful night filled with false hope, I decided to go back to town to sell the magic cores I obtained the night before.

As Jazor said, I couldn’t be careless.

The last deviant I hunted had a stronger defense than I thought, leaving me with no choice but to face it directly.

After this fight, I understood that my choice to use traps was the right one but also that I needed to be in top shape for this strategy.

I was already tired and needed some treatment for minor wounds.

Therefore, I decided to go back to have some rest before trying again.

I also had some hope that the number of magic cores along with the one Jazor gifted me would be enough to earn me five golds.

I silently walked back toward the town.

The sun had not yet fully risen but its heat had already spread to the great plain on which I was walking

A small mountain was standing behind me, hiding the warm rays of the sun from my back.

As I was cold, I accelerated a little to go beyond the range of the mountain’s shadow.

However, after five minutes I was still in the cold.

I usually kept my eyes closed while walking, despite the fact that my eyes were nearly healed, but I still opened them at regular intervals to check my surroundings.

However, it was not the mountain’s shadow hiding me from the sun that I saw when I opened my eyes.

I found in its stead a slight white mist around me.

I stretched my senses but didn’t find anything unusual.

However, this mist appeared too suddenly to be natural.

I kept walking while readying myself. My pace was slow and my movements were careful as I was looking at my surroundings with a nervous gaze.

After half an hour, the mist grew denser until it was impossible to see more than a few feet ahead.

This time, I knew that something was amiss. As if to confirm my thoughts, the ‘ring of calamity’ began to burn.

The heat of the ring didn’t appear progressively but all at once. It was as if a tongue of flame was nearing my hand.

"Too hot!"

Sensing the rapid change of heat made my heart waver and made my body react almost on reflex.

I ducked to the side.

The whistle of the wind near my ear and the sharp pain on my neck made my body shiver.

The claws of a deviant were only one inch away from taking my head and my life. The sharp claws even left a long cut on the right side of my neck.

I had goosebumps when I realized that I avoided death by a hair’s breadth. I stretched my senses to locate the lifeforms around me.

However, I didn’t sense any. It was just like the time in the cave hiding the Durnïel.

My ring suddenly emitted a bright and scorching light. I just had the time to sense the heat when I noticed a furred animal attacking me at high speed.

I barely evaded but, before I could counterattack, the creature went back hiding into the dense white mist.

This time just before the deviant initiated its attack, I was barely able to sense its presence a couple of feet away.

I finally understood that this deviant wasn’t like the Durnïel whose presence couldn’t be detected no matter how much I tried. I was able to sense this deviant when it left the protection of the mist.

After adjusting my senses, I finally realized what was wrong.

The mist contained the mana of the deviant and acted like a screen hiding it from me.

It was as if the deviant was all around me.

With my current proficiency to feel mana, I wasn’t able to see beyond this screen. I had no other choice but to wait for the moment it left the protection of the mist.

There was no doubt that I would be dead before even realizing it without the ring.

However, even with the ring, I didn’t have any chance to inflict any threatening counter-attack with this kind of speed during the short amount of time it was exposed.

“Windstorm!”

I used the Scholar barrier magic of the wind element to blow up the mist around me. I didn’t use this magic until now because it was just a gust of wind without any attacking power.

It was useless against an enemy but it was exactly what I needed in this situation.

Or so I thought.

My magic blew up the mist and cleared my view but after a few seconds, the mist was back even denser than before.

*Crick*

A small crisping noise beyond the mist at my right side made me attack by reflex.

“Earth bullet”

However, my attack didn’t have any result.

*Criiiik*

The same noise repeated itself around me, but no matter how many times I attacked, I didn’t touch anything.

I couldn’t succeed like that.

The deviant was toying with me like a cat with a mouse.

The unpleasant sensation of powerlessness spread in my heart, but I wasn’t the same as before.

I faced death too many times across my journey to lose hope that easily. However, I still knew that the situation wasn’t looking good. I couldn’t blow up the mist and rush into it. That was out of the question.

After a few seconds of pondering, I finally realized that I only had one solution.

I closed my eyes and fully focused my senses within a dozen feet radius around me.

Seconds as long as minutes quietly passed.

The disturbing noises continued but I didn’t pay attention to it at all.

After several minutes, the ring began to glow and, almost at the same time, a flame like heat hit my hand.

Without any time to think, I ducked to the ground as fast as I could while stretching my hand forward. I triggered my magic as soon as I felt the fur of the animal with my hand.

The contact between us was so brief that it was almost impossible to tell just by looking.

The deviant was too fast for me to catch up. I couldn’t pursue it either as it returned under the protection of the dense mist to hide and to prepare its next assault.

I opened my eyes and looked around me frantically.

I couldn’t see anything except for the dense white mist surrounding me like a prison.

However, after a few seconds of search, I finally spotted what I wanted.

A tiny dot of light less than twenty feet away from me was floating among the mist just like a tiny firefly.

I concentrated and shot the fastest magic I could muster.

“Earth bullet”

My magic flew at high speed toward the small light that was akin to a beacon in the dark of the night.

*Criiiik*

The cries of pain of the beast told me that my magic hit its target.

I ran forward inside the mist while shooting several other earth bullets.

I couldn’t take any risk.

If my assault failed and the creature fled then it would be a huge loss.

I crossed the curtain of dense white mist separating me from my now motionless opponent.

The large grey-furred creature was now lying in a pool of blood tainting the green grass around the corpse.

“Windstorm”

I used my magic to get rid of the mist around me. It was useless before but now that the deviant was dead, it only took a couple of seconds to clear my view of my surroundings.

I looked down at the corpse near my feet.

Several bloody holes could be seen on its luxuriant grey fur, but I wasn’t looking at those wounds. After a couple of seconds of careful examination, my gaze finally rested near the front paw of the creature.

This part of the deviant was covered with a small part of the ice that I created during our previous exchange. I didn’t touch the creature long enough to hope to hurt or to trap it with my ice magic alone.

However, I didn’t need to trap it.

I just needed to know its location when it was hiding beyond the mist.

I leaned forward to extract the precious item I used to do that.

After some efforts, the ‘ring of calamity’ trapped into the chunk of ice was finally free.

A ring shinning when it was near a deviant was the only way I had to foil the trap of the creature.

I extracted the core of the deviant while trying to catch my breath. I couldn’t help but feel a lingering fear from the previous fight.

Jazor was right.

Deviants couldn't be underestimated.

Without the ‘ring of calamity’ gifted by Hirillë, I would be dead without any doubt.

However, my hunt was still a success. 

It was time to go back.

I should be proud of myself and satisfied with my spoils.

However, I realized during my last fight that no matter how much I prepare, it was impossible to ensure that the one lying in a pool of blood wouldn’t be me the next time.

While I was lost in my thoughts, the ring began to shine once again.

My previous fight attracted other deviants.

I clenched the ring tighter in my hand while running at full speed toward the Advanced town.

I came looking for deviants but I end up running away from them.

This last fight reminded me of the true nature of the wilderness. 

Humans weren’t the hunters on those lands but the prey.

Without the strength or the preparation to fight, I could only run away without looking back.

It’s only when I saw the strong-looking dark wall of the city that I started to relax.

I was covered in dirt and blood but I didn’t care.

I was just glad that I came back alive this time.

Because I knew that luck wouldn’t always stay on my side.

  

    
        Chapter 42: Letter

    
    
    
    
  
I couldn’t help but sigh with relief when I saw the hard-looking gate of the town opening before my tired eyes.

I entered without much interference from the guards who seemed to recognize me.

The looks on their faces were enough to tell me that they didn’t expect me to come back.

They let me enter nonetheless.

I didn’t have any mirror but I knew that I looked pretty terrible.

I was afraid that the smell of blood from the wound on my neck would attract other deviants so I rushed forward with my wind magic.

I only stopped once to clean the wound, but I didn’t lose any time doing it for my clothes.

Dirt and blood mixed on my face which became too pale to look healthy because of my lack of sleep and my overuse of mana in my frantic run.

I touched the cut on the side of my neck with my hand.

The wound wasn’t deep and already stopped bleeding on its own. Therefore, I didn’t use any of my precious but meager resource of potion to heal it.

I should put a bandage on it, but for now, I had other priorities.

I walked further into the town under the curious gazes of passers-by.

I could hear various whispers around me but I didn’t care. I only stopped in my tracks in front of the imposing guard near the communication tower of the town.

“This isn’t a place for slaves, get lost!”

He obviously didn’t recognize me and shouted immediately when I came close enough. His roaring voice caught me off guard, but I didn’t flicker and answered with my strongest voice.

“I’m not a slave. I’m a customer.”

I took out one of the cores I brought back under his dubious gaze.

After a few seconds, the guard finally reluctantly stepped aside to let me enter the small store crowd with objects.

The same dirty looking man was behind the counter with his finger crossed. A cheerful smile hung over his thin and pale lips when he recognized me.

I ignored his malicious stare and stepped forward.

“I want to sell some deviant’s core.”

“Sure boy, let me see your goods.”

I ignored his squeaky voice and put the various cores on the counter.

When he saw the number of deviant’s core, his face couldn’t help but lit up in front of this pleasant surprise.

“Well, boy for these cores, I can offer you…”

“I’m not a boy!”

I interrupted him with the strongest voice I could muster with the body of a child while pulling out the last core I kept hidden until now.

The luster on the core of the Krath killed by Jazor was clearly a notch above the other cores I had. Even if I didn’t have much knowledge about magic cores, I still clearly understood that it was way more precious than the ones I displayed earlier.

The malicious and rotten smile hung on the heartless face of the merchant seemed to freeze after seeing the dark core.

I had the body of a child. I couldn’t change that, but that didn’t mean I had to appear defenseless.

If I didn’t put on a strong front then I would just be asking to be ripped off.

A heavy silence settled between us while the merchant carefully watched me from top to bottom.

“Where did you find this core?”

His voice didn’t hide his doubts.

“Inside the head of the Krath I killed.”

I couldn’t back off or show the slightest opening.

After what seemed like an eternity, the thin man finally let out a soft sigh before resuming his speech.

“This core is of a rather good quality. I can give you three golds for it. As for the others…”

He stopped speaking to examine the cores I brought back on my own.

His examination was meticulous as if he was afraid of making a mistake.

“So, how much for these cores?”

I couldn’t help but ask without hiding the impatience in my voice.

The gloomy eyes of the merchant finally left the cores to meet mine.

“You’re impatient dear customer, well time is money after all.”

I nearly strangled myself when I heard his sentence.

Seemed like some things were the same no matter the world.

“I can give you one silver for those cores and one gold for this one. No more than that”

I felt like screaming in indignation but I controlled myself and replied with a firm voice.

“Don’t try to rip me off. You want me to believe that all these cores together aren’t even worth one gold?

“Deviant’s cores are worth a lot of money. The core of the Krath is only worth three golds here because we are inside the wilderness where this kind of good isn’t really rare. Because of that, the price is lower but you won’t sell it any higher no matter where you go in this town.”

Jazor already told me about the price of this core, so I didn’t have any claim about it. I had trouble accepting the price for the other cores.

Before I could ask again, the merchant resumed his speech while showing me the cores nearly devoid of luster.

“These cores are from deviants. There is no doubt about it but if I’m not mistaken, none of them used any magic while they were fighting you.”

I quickly remembered that it was the truth before slowly nodding in a dejected manner.

“Deviant’s cores are worth a lot only because they can store mana. These cores are from deviants which weren’t mature yet. When the core is taking shape, the animal enters a berserk state that it leaves only when the core is finished. However, most of the time the deviant still need some time after that to be able to gather mana in his core and to use magic. Only the core coming from one of these deviants using magic is really mature and may be sold at a high price. Some deviants are unable to leave their bersake state even after the formation of their core but they are quite rare.”

He showed me the core I gained from the grey deviant that nearly cut my head off.

“Only this other one is coming from a mature deviant. Therefore, I can give you one gold for it. However, the other altogether are nearly worthless. I can give you one silver for all of them but not a copper more. That’s my last price.”

I silently cursed in my head but there was nothing I could say.

If he had tried to buy me the core of the Krath at a lower price, I would have known that he was trying to rip me off. However, he didn’t. His explanations also made sense.

Before accepting his offer, I tried to ask him if he could send my letter instead of giving me money but he refused. He clearly understood that I had to send that letter no matter what. By refusing, he ensured that I would come back with more materials to sell.

After a couple of seconds of internal struggle, I could only nod in defeat.

I left and walked toward the corner of a small building to look at my earnings.

Four golds and one silver. I was only nine silver short.

Without the core Jazor gifted me, it would have been almost impossible for me to gather the money on time but I was still missing nearly one gold to send my letter.

I didn’t need to think much to realize that I only had one solution.

I had to to resume my deviant’s hunt.

However, this time a single one was enough.

A single deviant using magic.

I had a bad feeling when I thought about it.

I wasn’t afraid of going out, but hunting a deviant using magic was another story altogether.

After my previous hunt, I finally realized how bad it could turn out. I had to find a deviant able to use magic, but I could encounter a young and weak deviant unable to get out of its bersake state as I did on my first night or I could meet a terribly powerful one.

There was no real way to differentiate between them.

In the end, it was almost a matter of luck.

Entrusting my fate to luck another time wasn’t appealing but I didn’t have any other choice.

Either way, I knew that a tough and bloody fight was awaiting me. More importantly, I didn’t know how long I would need to find a suitable deviant.

A deviant using magic that I could easily kill seemed awfully hard to find.

The growling noise of my stomach put an end to my thoughts.

I needed to regain some strength first.

The bustling streets and the curious stares of the passers-by weren’t to my liking. Therefore, I walked for ten minutes to enter the farmland district.

The sun wasn’t set yet so many people were still working in the fields. I sat under a large tree on the verdant grass and took out the remaining cooked meat that I gathered the day before.

I tried to put away all the negative thoughts swirling in my mind to enjoy this peaceful moment and regain some strength before my next departure.

The dazzling rays of the sun put the farmers under its heat. However, the robust men working together didn’t seem to mind and continued untiringly their manual labor.

I watched them for a long time. Their regular and harmonious movements were like a lullaby for my tired mind. Without realizing it, I fell asleep.

It’s only when the warmth of the sun began to decline that I woke up. I was a little cold but more importantly, I was well rested.

I took a final glance toward the farmers who were slowly leaving the field to rejoin their houses and families.

I also had to join mine. No matter what.

I stood up with a renewed vigor and prepared to leave.

I walked away from the farm district, crossing many farmers along the way.

The robust men would probably not have noticed me if I wasn’t still covered in dirt and blood. As I was about to leave the city to begin another expedition, it was useless to take care of my appearance.

“Eh kid, are you alright? Are you hurt?”

A kind looking middle-aged man stopped in his tracks when he saw me.

His tanned face couldn’t hide his shock when he saw the blood covering my clothes and the large wound on my neck.

I smiled bitterly seeing his reaction, but just as I was ready to answer him that I was alright, another man stopped and asked me the same question.

After a couple of minutes, a small commotion started with me at the center.

Some thought that I was attacked inside the walls and wanted to call the guards. Other kindly offered me a meal.

The situation quickly got out of hand, but the fact that so many people were worried about a complete stranger made me feel a certain warmth in my heart. Seeing the various anxious faces around me made me reassess the value of humans in this world.

Until now, except for my parents, there were few humans who didn’t try to gain some benefit from me. Without realizing it, I had started to think that it was the normal value of this world.

However, the current situation told me that I was wrong.

I gently refused their various offers before leaving the small crowd when a familiar face appeared in front of me.

“Sillath!”

The melodious voice of Alianelle was soon followed by the rougher voice of Paul.

“You know him, Paul?” One of the farmers asked.

“Kind of. I met him a couple of days ago.” He awkwardly answered.

“Then what happened to him?” Another one asked while excluding me from the conversation.

“I don’t know.” Answered Paul helplessly.

“Dad”

Under the pleading gaze of his daughter, who was closely examining me to find any hidden wound, Paul no longer hesitated and declared with a strong voice to the other farmers.

“I will take care of him. Thank you for your concern everyone.”

 I didn’t have any time to object when the strong voice of Paul resonated.

The people slowly left one after the other, leaving me alone with Paul and Alianelle who was done looking for wounds but who still seemed quite shocked by my appearance.

“What happened to you, Sillath? Someone attacked you?”

I hesitated for a couple of seconds before answering honestly.

“Nobody attacked me. It’s just that I come back from an expedition outside the town. I didn’t have time to wash properly but you…”

“Outside!?!”

I was cut off before I could finish my sentence by the strident voice of Alianelle.

Maybe I should have taken a bath.

This bitter thought crossed my mind while Alianelle was looking at me as if I was a madman.

“Why did you do something like that?” She asked in a sharp voice not hiding the anger and incomprehension in it.

I furrowed my brows hearing her sentence full of reproach. I had a very good impression of this kind young girl and her father, but they were still in the end just strangers.

Sharing a single meal and a night under the same roof wasn’t enough to bring us closer together to the point where she could blame me.

I swallowed the words I was about to tell before answering in a slightly annoyed voice.

“I needed money.”

As soon as these words left my mouth, Alianelle yelled in my ears stronger than ever.

“For a stupid reason like that! There are a ton of safe jobs that you can do inside the walls. You…”

“Enough!”

I cut her fierce speech with a strong voice unfitting of my small stature and innocent face.

She stopped her sentence and looked at me with her beautiful eyes that strangely had some tears in them ready to flow out.

“I’m grateful to you and your father but we barely know each other. You have no right to question my decisions.”

The words that I swallowed earlier were finally spilled. I wasn’t in the mood to argue with her. I knew what I was doing was dangerous and maybe reckless but I didn’t have any other choice.

I already made my decision and I didn’t have time to waste with useless worries from strangers.

Seeing the teary face of the young girl in front of me made me sigh a little.

The expression on my face became gentler.

“You’re really too kind. Why would you shed tears for someone you barely know?”

She didn’t answer, but the expression on her face still became paler while her usually clear eyes darkened a little.

Seeing her eyes shrewd by pain and loss, I finally understood.

She lost someone.

Probably not long ago.

Faced with the harsh reality, she still remained a gentle and kind girl worrying about strangers. She probably didn’t want to see someone else suffer the same loss.

It was just a feeling, but seeing her downcast eyes and her father's sad face gently stroking her slim back next to her made me realize that my assumptions weren’t far off.

“Sorry about that Sillath. You’re right this is not our business. It’s just that she is… We are…”

“I know.”

I interrupted Paul’s words.

“You don’t have to apologize. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have said those words.”

I took a step forward toward Alianelle.

“I’m sorry Alianelle. Thank you for worrying about me.”

Her dejected expression suddenly brightened.

“Then you’re not going to do that anymore?”

Her expectant expression was difficult to disappoint, but I didn’t want to lie to her. Not after the kindness she showed me.

“No, I have to go outside.”

I was ready to hear her strong rebuke once more but, contrary to my expectations, Paul was the first to speak.

“You’re too young to be a part of the guard so you are hunting deviants, aren’t you.”

I silently nodded in approval.

“I know this isn’t our business but I saw too many people die. Good people overestimating their abilities. I don’t know you. I don’t know if you’re really able to hunt deviants or not but I know that no matter the reason there is nothing more precious than your own life. Putting your life on the line just for money isn’t worth it.”

The usually quiet man finally expressed his thoughts.

His face wasn’t teary like his daughter, but I could still sense the concern in his rough voice.

“You’re wrong. There is something more precious than my own life. Each of us has something for which we are willing to risk our life. Yours is standing right next to you.”

Alianelle and Paul looked at each other for a few seconds before finally understanding my meaning.

“Can you explain to us why you need this money?” Paul asked with a serious face.

“I need to send a letter. It’s an urgent matter.”

I patiently answered his inquiries without giving any detail.

I was ready to bid them goodbye when Paul’s voice once more resonated.

“How much do you need?”

I stared at him blankly for a few seconds before answering awkwardly.

“Nine silvers.”

Paul looked at me with serious eyes before turning his head toward his daughter. As if coming to a mutual understanding, they both nodded.

“I can lend you this sum.”

His previous questions already made me understand his intentions but hearing his straightforward proposal still left me a little speechless. I was well aware that a farmer’s work didn't yield much. It was a tiring job that didn’t bring him much money. With his daughter to support on his own in this Advanced town, nine silvers wasn’t a small sum for him.

“I can’t accept”

Paul shook his head a few times before answering strongly.

“Of course you can. I don’t give them to you after all.”

“Then you mean?”

“I will lend them to you. You will have to work hard in my farm for a while to pay me back.”

Alianelle who remained quiet until now finally chuckled a little before adding.

“You can trust him, he will make you work hard.”

In front of this duo, I silently thought for a few seconds.

I didn’t like the idea of having too many debts, but I quickly chase that negative thought out of my mind.

I didn’t have the leisure or the confidence to refuse their goodwill.

Therefore, after a few seconds of thinking under the attentive watch of Paul and Alianelle, I finally accepted.

“Thank you. I will definitely pay you back.”

“I’m sure you will.” Paul answered with a much brighter expression.

We went back to his house where Paul retrieved the money before accompanying me to the communication tower.

We gave the five golds to the unscrupulous merchant under the harsh gaze of Paul. He silently handed me a piece of paper to write and waited a couple of minutes for me to finish my letter.

As I wrote my feelings, fears and hopes on this piece of dirty paper I suddenly thought of something.

“Can I send an object with the letter?”

The unscrupulous man’s eyes brightened after my question but, before opening his mouth to announce his new price, his gaze landed on Paul standing next to me.

Understanding that it wasn’t possible for him to raise the price anymore he sighed before declaring with a dispirited voice.

“You can if it’s a small object. You’re renting the bird so as long as it can fly then I don’t have any objection.”

I smiled after hearing his words before pulling out what I wanted to send along with my letter.

It didn’t take long to attach the letter and a small dark box to the paws of a robust yet strange-looking green bird.

I watched together with Paul and Alianelle the bird flying away beyond my sight at fast speed. I had some troubles realizing that this frantic run against time was finally over.

However, I couldn’t relax yet.

Not until I received an answer.

I could only pray that this letter would arrive soon enough to prevent the worst from happening to my family.

I remained at the same spot long after the shape of the bird disappeared beyond the horizon, silently praying that my efforts wouldn’t be in vain.

“Be safe…”

These words silently left my mouth like a prayer coming from the deepest part of my heart and soul.

  

    
        Chapter 43: Town’s heart

    
    
    
    
  
For most of the common people, the entire of their vast world was only divided between two large continents. The Western continent inhabited by two giant forces constantly fighting each other and the Eastern Continent sheltering the large and savage Wilderness along with the Dorell kingdom.

This powerful kingdom also called by many the magic kingdom had to face the constant threat from the deviants lurking at their very doorstep but, without realizing it, this exterior threat became the reason for the rise of a much greater risk for the daily lives and liberties of its inhabitants.

The rise in power of the Nobles.

Using the fear of the deviants, they spread their influence like wildfire. After several decades, even the King became powerless against the four strongest noble houses. He could only watch at the sideline their power struggles against each other while trying to conserve the power and authority he had left.

Only some small towns without much prospect or interest for the nobles could escape those destructive power struggles.

Near the capital on the land of the Waldemar house stood a small city in this situation. Because it lacked precious resources, it became a land free from the usual struggles between the noble factions.

However, it wasn't free from the threat of deviants awakening in the vast forest near it. If not for the forest having some value, this large noble house would never have been interested in the survival of this town and its inhabitants. However, even if it could provide some resources, it wasn't nearly enough to justify the deployment of a large force. Therefore, the guards dispatched by the Waldemar house were barely enough to defeat the deviants and protect the town.

Under this constant threat, many inhabitants chose to leave to find a safer location.

Humans’ fear of deviants was after all too strong and embedded in the bones and souls of every child and elderly.

With the decline of the Waldemar house, the strong guards ensuring the protection of the town simply left the villagers to their fate. 

Living this close to a constant threat was too much to bear for most of the inhabitants. After three years, the small town became only a medium size village of only a few hundred souls.

This village was also doomed to disappear sooner or later when a miracle occurred.

A young couple chose to settle in this low key village.

They were former A rank adventurers and had enough strength to back up this title.

Their names were Seledia and Millodas.

In a few years, the village gained back its safety and raised its reputation thanks to the hard work of the husband working as a city guard. He was strong beyond compare but was also extremely gifted at teaching others. He slowly trained various villagers and taught them to fight so that they could defend their lands themselves in the future. Without the threat of the deviants lurking nearby, there was no more reason to avoid this location.

The villagers came back one after another to reform the town to its former splendor.

The saviors of this town became well known among the common folks. Their strong atmosphere and the image of a perfect couple that they radiated were enough to make them famous in this rebirth town.

While Millodas was restoring the prosperity of the former town, Seledia was giving birth to a small boy.

His name was Sillath.

This perfect family could have lived happily together in this town under the warm and respectful gazes of the people they saved but fate decided otherwise.

One of the most shocking events that has taken place in Tegralle since the desertion of the Waldemar guards hit those who saved it.

Sillath was kidnapped.

Millodas led the guards to search the forest, but despite the effort of the entire town, the little boy was nowhere to be found. Most of the villagers continued to search for him for several days without rest but with no result.

Witnessing their heroes suffering such a cruel fate let most of the citizens incredibly angry. However, without anyone to vent this anger or anything they could do to help, this anger slowly faded away replaced by helplessness and sadness.

According to what Aten reported, Sillath wasn't dead but losing a child in such a vast kingdom where slavery was common was also a calamity. It wasn't hard to imagine his fate but there wasn't much hope to find him anymore. 

Unknowingly, years slowly passed one after another.

The small town regained its peacefulness and tranquility. The anger and indignation were buried along with the memories of the young boy and his cruel fate.

Everyone knew that Millodas and Seledia didn't give up on him, but watching their young daughters growing up made them understand that there was nothing they could do to find him.

In a certain way, their love for their daughters was the greatest obstacle to find Sillath or at least to search him with their entire strength.

Four years after his kidnapping, no one dared to say Sillath's name anymore, fearing to open a fresh and too deep wound in the heart of their heroes.

However, they remembered.

They couldn't forget that four years ago, an innocent young boy was taken away from his parents by someone they trusted.

It's in this small town hiding its wounds that Sillath's sisters grew up, oblivious to his very existence.

Every inhabitant watched them grow up together while vowing in their heart that they wouldn't let an unjust fate befall this family.

Never again.

  

    
        Chapter 44: Our life without him

    
    
    
    
  
In a world of magic where strength represents everything, adventurers became the epitome of courage and boldness. They use their own strength to defeat strong deviants and climb their way toward wealth and glory.

Many failed and died in the process without leaving anything behind, be it legacy or even a corpse.

Even the most famous and powerful adventurers knew that they would eventually share the same fate sooner or later. The portion of adventurers who could survive and accumulate enough wealth to live without any care for their entire life was incredibly scarce.

Even so, the number of new adventurers never decreased. The prospect of endless fame, wealth and adventures were too enticing for many young and bold spirit.

These young adventurers would often say that they preferred to live a short fulfilling life than a dull one.

Better to live a single day full of passion than an entire life without any thrill.

However, those who were blinded by their thirst for rapid wealth and fame discovered during the life and death battles dotting an adventurer's life that the most common feeling experienced by all adventurers wasn't thrilled, excitement or passion.

It was despair.

Despair for not being strong enough to avoid death.

Despair for seeing their comrades fall near them.

Despair for not being able to escape their own fate.

Seledia and Millodas knew only too well this kind of despair. That's why, when Seledia discovered that she was pregnant, she didn't hesitate and gave up this lifestyle to settle in a small village.

Seeing the faces of her caring husband and her beautiful son every single day was enough to tell her that she made the right decision.

Some people say you can't realize your chance until you lose something.

It wasn't the same for Seledia.

She knew the chance she had been blessed with.

However, after losing Sillath, she finally realized that all the trauma, struggles and fierce battles she experienced as an adventurer were nothing compared to this kind of torment.

You can't taste despair with just fear alone.

You can only taste true despair if hope is right beside it.

Sillath was still alive. She had the hope of seeing him again. Every single day she looked beyond the hill overlooking the small town hoping to see the small figure of Sillath dashing toward her.

This constant expectation was a torment for her spirit and soul constantly gnashing away her strength and resolve.

If not for her husband and daughters by her side, she would probably have gone mad with anger and sorrow by now.

She knew the culprit but couldn't do anything to him without putting the life of her son in danger.

There were probably few things worse than that in this life.

Four years already passed since the kidnapping of Sillath and the confession of his grandfather.

When she regained her strength after a rude childbirth, she rushed toward the Waldemar's mansion to crush it and get her son back. However, the residence was totally devoid of any life except for a couple of guards near the gate.

Millodas hired a couple of mercenaries to stay near the entrance and warn them if Arthur Waldemar was back.

However, all those efforts were futile.

The Waldemar house was already on the brink of destruction and its former glorious head was on the run, constantly moving or under a massive escort when he had an official appointment.

There was nothing she could do if she couldn't find him.

This new kind of helplessness filled her mind with fury against this treacherous stepfather, but those feelings couldn't change the reality of the situation.

Seledia and Millodas had their own feelings, but they could feel the same weight pressing down on their hearts as if a stone entered their bodies unable to exit.

If Seledia was filled with fury and sadness, Millodas' mind was filled with nothing but regret and shame. It was his own father who kidnapped their only son under his nose. Moreover, after meeting him, Millodas finally realized how much he hurt him by leaving his side all those years ago.

He wanted to be free and escape those deadly power struggles, but that didn't mean he didn't love his house or his father.

Seeing the suffering of his father along with the pain and false smile on his wife's face only made a single sentence circulated endlessly in his head like a curse.

"All of this is my fault!"

These four years of shame made his once handsome appearance look much gloomier. It was still possible to discern the elegant trait of his face, but the lack of sleep couldn't be denied. He was much thinner and paler than before.

However, all the gloominess and sorrow immediately disappeared with his daughters by his side. His pain didn't lessen, but he still hid it behind warm smiles.

These girls were totally unaware of what had happened on the day of their birth.

They were oblivious to Sillath's existence and fate.

They were only four years old after all and had never met him. It was useless to tell them. It would just disturb and perturb their curious mind without any benefit.

"Dad, play with us!!!"

The loud but melodious voice of his daughter resonated across the house putting an end to Millodas’ thinking.

He turned around only to see a little figure dashing toward him at full speed. Millodas just had enough time to prepare before the little girl jumped into his belly like a cannon shell.

Millodas skillfully softened the impact and caught the small girl in his arms.

"Okay let's go Sellysse"

The young girl put on a big smile on her thin and cute face after hearing her father's word.

"Let's go find Gaya and Llyny first!"

"Yes... yes!"

Millodas could only smile wryly in front of the authoritative words coming from such a small mouth. Sellysse was the oldest daughter. She was like a wild flame moving everywhere without limit, restrain or tiredness. Her authoritative voice strangely looked a lot like Seledia.

Llynadia was calmer and a little shy especially when he compared her to Sellysse. The character of this girl certainly looked a lot like her mother. She also had the same sky-blue eyes. No matter how much Millodas looked at her, he could only think of her as a mini-sized Seledia.

She couldn't possibly have the same silver hair as her mother, but while Sillath had only a few red strands, her head was full of this kind of peculiar fiery red hair.

When she ran frantically around the house, these long fiery red hair moved along with her like a tongue of flame.

Sellysse happily clung unto his arm while Millodas exited the living room and headed toward the garden.

The blazing rays of the sun illuminated the vast green garden covered with strange flowers delicately arranged and beautifully reflecting its radiance.

Two small girls were crouched down in front of a massive blue flower at least four feet high. Their slim backs faced the entrance of the house so Millodas couldn't see their face, but he didn't need it to know who was so meticulously taking care of the flowers.

"Gaya, Llyny! Let's go play with dad!!!"

The loud voice of Sellysse broke the delicate and subtle quietness of the garden.

Millodas smiled wryly while putting his hand near his right ear which was still slightly uncomfortable after the loud shout near his head.

Sellysse didn't notice her own lack of delicateness or the loudness of her voice and simply rushed toward the young girls who already turned around to see the little flame running at full speed.

Gaya pouted a little and reproachfully told Sellysse.

"No need to scream."

Sellysse simply smiled at her. It was a smile devoid of any falsehood. It simply reflected her happiness and her joy of living. Even when she made mistakes or mischievous things, this simple and pure smile was enough to free her from any harsh reproach.

She knew it and didn't hesitate to use this weapon to have her way with her parents.

Gaya helplessly shook her head after seeing Sellysse ignore her reproach and simply using her favorite trick. However, she also had a small smile on her cute face seeing Sellysse running as fast as she could with her short legs.

Gaya was now already ten years old. She was still only a small girl. Her small stature and frail yet delicate frame couldn't hide this fact.

However, she had grown up.

She was taller and more beautiful than four years ago. She still had a smooth and peerless white skin along with the same electric blue eyes, but her gaze was a lot more profound and determined than before.

She still used her old white cap to cover her black ears and hair, but that hat was already becoming slightly too small for her. Her black hair was much longer than before and nearly reached her slim waist.

It was still easy to recognize her even after growing up so much, but everyone around her knew that the biggest changes she had weren't physical.

She used to be a very shy girl who never talked or expressed her feelings but the pain of Sillath's disappearance made her change. She still didn't talk much but she didn't hesitate to express her opinion anymore.

She became a strong-willed girl who didn't talk much but didn't hesitate to stand for what she wanted. Her nature was gentle and she probably wasn't fit to fight, but the sudden disappearance of Sillath made her young and influential mind understand that this world wasn't as nice or harmless as she thought.

She didn't remember her parents or any relative. She was found by Aten and the mayor of the town while they were on a trip near the wilderness. They took care of her and welcomed her inside Tegralle. She was very grateful to these two who saved her especially to Aten who acted as her guardian. Even though she was young, the tragedies she experienced finally allowed her to understand what kind of fate would have befallen her without their help.

She liked this town even if most of the other inhabitants were slightly cold because she was from a beast tribe.

She even suspected that without Aten's or Sillath's family protection, some would have already sold her as a slave.

Children who lost their disillusions and experienced the reality of the harsh world usually grew up much quicker than others.

Gaya was one of those.

She was young and still naive but she was also strangely mature for her age.

She understood that if she wasn't strong enough then she would have no other choice but to be protected by others or watch those that she held dear disappear just like Sillath.

She didn't want to lose anyone anymore without being able to do anything to help.

Therefore she trained hard.

Her elementary test revealed that she had an important mana pool and that she had the potential to become a mage.

Nearly everyone could use magic but the majority of the common people could only use some basic magic before being totally exhausted.

Therefore, having several children like Gaya or Sillath being able to enter a magic university to become a real mage was incredible for a town of this size.

However, people were rapidly disappointed as Gaya was only able to use wind magic. The most useless of all Primordial magic.

Even if most of the common people thought she would have to give up becoming an official mage because of that, Aten didn't agree.

He made Gaya understand the reality.

These people were ordinary without any experience or practice in magic. Their opinions didn't amount to anything.

Wind magic was slower to develop. It needed more time to become useful, that's all.

It wasn't inferior to the other Primordial magic.

Aten was specialized in wind magic and obviously knew what he was talking about. Therefore, he began to train Gaya but, after several months, he noticed that something was wrong with her.

She was monstrously gifted in wind magic.

Her instinct toward the wind and her ability to manipulate this element was way above what it should have been for a small girl of her age.

She couldn't use any other element but that didn't matter at all as her affinity for wind magic was stronger than anyone else he ever saw.

Aten was an elf. He was naturally much more gifted in magic than Humans or Beastmen, but even him couldn't compare with this kind of terrifying basic affinity.

Most of the common people would have called her a genius and wouldn't have thought beyond that, but Aten wasn't common. He was one of the strongest elves of the Great Forest of the North. Even if he couldn't return there anymore, this didn't change his abilities and experiences in magic.

Aten knew that he couldn't simply call her a genius. He had a couple of hypotheses to explain this kind of affinity but no way to prove anything.

While looking at the small girl absorbing his teaching like a sponge, he couldn't help but wonder who she was and what happened before he found her.

Aten didn't say anything about that to Gaya and simply watched her grow stronger and more skillful at a frightening pace.

After four years she already mastered the barrier magic for the speed and the form of her magic. She could already be called a Wise wind mage.

In a few years, she would probably be able to master the last barrier magic to become a Saint wind mage.

A Saint mage so young was incredibly rare even in the entire kingdom.

However, Aten knew that this was only the first and most simple part on the path of a mage. If she was older, he wouldn’t even consider letting her train those barrier magic. She wasn’t destined to become a normal mage only using these magic made for common people. Considering her talent in wind magic, as long as her understanding was enough, then she would be able to become a really strong wind mage in the future.   

Gaya didn't know anything about that and continued to learn with her entire strength as if her life depended on it.

Her willpower and determination to learn were impressive for someone as young as her. Each time she reached her limit, she would remember what happened to Sillath.

She couldn't help that night.

She couldn't search for him either.

All because she was too weak.

Therefore, she continued to train while living with his family and burying her sadness deep in her heart. She didn't understand exactly what happened to him, but seeing the faces of his parents becoming darker and more desperate each day was enough to tell her that his fate wasn't enviable.

"Slow down Selly, don't walk on the flowers." firmly shouted the small girl beside Gaya.

She was even smaller than Sellysse and shyer than Gaya ever was. However, in front of her twin sister, she wasn't the least bit afraid and firmly reprimanded her.

She had long brown glossy hair without a single red hair on sight. Even if she was a girl, she looked more like Millodas than Seledia especially with her beautiful brown eyes glancing everywhere with an unquenchable curiosity.

She also always carried a gentle and shy expression on her face that was very different from the craftiness and boldness always ready to erupt on her sister's face.

Even if she was very young, there was no doubt that she would become a very beautiful woman in the future.

Sellysse looked a lot like her mother so she will obviously also be very pretty when she grows up, but it was a different kind of beauty that Llynadia exuded. It was a tranquil beauty like a calm lake without any imperfection as if nothing in the world could make her react.

When Sellysse was only a couple of feet away, she abruptly stopped in front of them while nearly falling forward in the process.

She didn't seem to care and simply watched them with an urgent expression.

"Come on! Let's go play with dad."

Llynadia shook her head and beautiful long brown hair in denial.

"I can't, I need to take care of the flowers."

However, Sellysse simply took her hand by force and pulled her toward her father who was helplessly looking at her.

"You can do that later. Let's go! Gaya you come too"

Gaya was ready to refuse but seeing the expectant eyes on her irresistible cute face made her change her mind.

"Alright, I'm coming but I can't play for too long. I need to train."

Sellysse pouted a little but simply nodded in approval. She knew like everyone else in the house how serious was Gaya about her training.

Aten spent some time teaching her personally but he didn't have the leisure to stay with her all the time. Therefore, Gaya trained on her own lately. Aten was still her guardian, but he was away most of the time. That's why she was now living with Seledia and Millodas.

He took care of her on his own for all these years, but not anymore, or at least not as much as she would like.

However, she didn't resent him, as she knew why he was away.

He was looking for Sillath.

Seledia and Millodas had to stay to take care of their daughters and protect them. He also had much more connection than them in the kingdom. Therefore, he was the only possible choice to look for him across the country.

However, even with his help, Gaya knew that finding Sillath without a single lead was unlikely.

She knew how difficult and tiring it was but he still didn't give up. Gaya was grateful for that just as much as Seledia and Millodas.

He was also the one who rushed to Alderal, the gigantic port city at the extreme west of the kingdom, immediately after Sillath's kidnapping. It was the only city able to send ships to the Western continent. By using his connections and experiences, Aten was able to ensure that Sillath did not cross the sea and was therefore still on the eastern continent.

After that, he searched across the entire kingdom and even took the risk to go back to the Great Forest of the North to find him. He didn't have enough money to take a Vrapy carriage all the time so he rarely came back and simply sent letters to inform Seledia and Millodas of his progress or, in most of the case, his lack of progress.

Millodas was away a couple of days ago to fetch these letters and only came back in the morning.

Seledia had not come out since she took hold of the letters.

Each time she read Aten's letter, she was filled with hope and expectations before being disappointed. She usually had to spend the rest of the day inside, away from her daughters, to be able to smile like usual in front of them.

Millodas and Gaya knew that Seledia wouldn't be coming out today.

After four years, they became used to her reaction but were not less heartbroken.

While Millodas, Gaya and Llynadia were pulled by an energetic Sellysse to play in the garden, Seledia was standing in front of the window looking at them.

However, there wasn't any smile on her beautiful face.

Her right hand was tightly grabbing a letter with her entire strength.

It was a letter from Aten.

The letter was almost completely crumpled and beyond salvation but Seledia didn't care. She had read it and, as always, the letter had nothing of interest to her. There was still no news of her son from Aten.

She furiously bit her lower lips in grievances while tightening her grip.

Immediately after, the small piece of paper took fire.

The dazzling light created by the violent fire didn't catch her attention. She was still staring outside beyond the gate of her house. She could see the cliff overlooking the entire town, but her expectation to see her son appear on this cliff didn't come true this day either.

Seledia stood still with a hazy gaze for a long time.

These four years nearly drove her crazy with sadness and anger. However, she still endured it because she was even more afraid than angry. Afraid that her daughters would also be taken away from her.

Millodas and Seledia talked about leaving Tegralle to hide but they quickly dismissed this idea. Peaceful towns were rare in the kingdom. It was also illusory to think that they would be able to hide from Arthur Waldemar on his own territory. They couldn't move to the territory of another Great noble house either. Millodas was still the heir of the Waldemar house. If someone from another Great noble house took hold of this information then they would mercilessly kill him, and everyone related, to completely erased the Waldemar's bloodline.

Therefore, they chose to stay in the same house while never daring to let their daughters out of their sight for a second.

Seledia was torn between this terrifying fear of losing her daughters and the irrepressible wish to get her son back.

Four years already passed but her feelings were the same as the first day.

After what seemed like an eternity, Seledia's emotions finally settled down. She exhaled a long breath, forced a wide smile on her pretty face and walked out of the house toward the rest of her family while burying her anger and frustration deep in her heart.

The sun was already going down, hiding behind the large hill overlooking this peaceful city.

The rays of this orange sun were becoming dimmer with each second. This imposing being was slowly buried behind the large hill along with Seledia's wish of finding her son today.

It would rise again soon enough to revive her hopes for another day.

  

    
        Chapter 45: Six weeks agreement

    
    
    
    
  
In this vast world lived many different races. 

One of the least known by the common folk but most feared by the various Human Kingdoms chose to live in the large sea separating the two giant continents. This noble race called by the human, the 'Shinawa People' were the guardians of the sea and were well aware of the greedy Human nature.

To expand their territory and gather more resources and wealth, these Kingdoms wouldn't hesitate to wage war against other Humans. Therefore, this proud noble race always living far from the others has implemented a strict regulation for the ships crossing the sea between the continents.

Only commercial ships could cross the large sea and a single port city for each Human Kingdom was allowed to exist.

The strength of each Human Kingdom was probably not inferior to the Shinawa People but, on the sea, they were the indisputable supreme rulers.

After several vain attempts, each Human kingdom reluctantly accepted these rules and developed as much as they could these lonely port city.

That's why, in the entire Dorell Kingdom covering half of the Eastern continent, only the capital could compare itself to the large port city of Alderal gathering the entire commerce with the Western continent.

Not far from Tegralle stood this imposing capital.

In the heart of this majestic city stood numerous buildings more luxurious than the one next to it. However, none could compare to the royal palace. This symbol of the King's strength sheltered the entire royal family but also the King's advisors, most of whom came from the four Great Noble Houses. 

It's in the West wing of the palace that Dano Calrimann, the King's advisor replacing Arthur Waldemar, was living.

He was sitting in front of a massive desk made of luxurious wood loaded with an impressive mountain of papers.

He wore simple clean clothes far from the usual extremely luxurious garments worn by the nobles. However, he couldn't care less about his appearance at the moment.

He had too much to think about.

Arthur Waldemar, the head and last remaining member of this Great Noble House was dead.

Dano didn't spare any effort to hide this information from any outsider. Therefore, Arthur Waldemar's death was still a secret. However, it wouldn't remain that way for much longer. He already missed an appointment with the King incurring his wrath and suspicion in the process.

It was only a question of time before everyone realized that he was dead.

His death symbolized the true end of the Waldemar great house.

Once this fact was confirmed then everything would be over. The lands, properties and wealth not hidden of the house would be split between the other houses and this great name that shook the entire kingdom for so many years would slowly disappear from everyone's memory.

Dano would also lose everything.

He couldn't let this noble House disappear and lose its support even if it only had the presence of greatness that Arthur Waldemar sought to maintain for so many years.

He wasn't an outstanding mage who would be welcomed with open arms no matter where he went. Therefore, if he lost his position he would simply become again a simple warrior risking his life against deviants in the wilderness.

However, it wasn't over yet.

Arthur Waldemar still had a son who became an adventurer many years ago.

Dano knew that his master would have never agreed to let him become the head of the house. His hate and suffering were already too strong for any possible conciliation. However, he was already dead and Millodas was his last heir alive. 

Therefore, he was currently exercising all his efforts into finding this last heir and hope of the Waldemar house. However, so far his efforts were in vain. Finding someone in this vast continent was easier said than done especially if this person didn't want to be found.

While he was looking for Millodas to bring some hope to the Waldemar house, Dano continued to investigate the murder of his former master.

His corpse was found near the Great forest of the West along with Amanda's body trapped in a coffin made of ice.

Dano sent numerous men to track the culprit and many strong mages near the King's valley to ambush him the moment he was ready to enter the Dorell Kingdom.

However, all of it was also in vain.

The culprit remained untraceable as if he completely vanished.

Of course, finding someone in the vast and dangerous wilderness was an incredibly difficult task in the first place, but Dano still hoped that his fast reaction would be enough to find him.

Now that the murderer chose to avoid the 'Blueway' to reach the King's valley, it was most likely impossible to find him in the wilderness. However, Dano still had the testimony of the coachman describing the culprit as a clue. To his surprise and horror, it was a young boy around ten years old who killed his master.

Dano had troubles believing this testimony but the coachman didn't have any reason to lie.

Therefore, he stopped his blind search in the wilderness and concentrated his effort in the kingdom with this physical description as the only clue.

Dano wanted to find him to avenge his master but also to have answers.

Who was this boy?

Why did Arthur Waldemar hide his existence from him and took so many risks?

These questions circled endlessly in his mind.

To make matters worse, this young boy was apparently a Sacred mage of ice. 

This sensitive information should have been kept secret. However, one of his subordinates who found the corpses wasn't careful enough. Dano was only able to prevent the death of Arthur Waldemar to be known but the existence of a Sacred mage of ice was disclosed. 

He knew that Jalyse Vanothice, member of the magic council, would expend as much effort as she could to find him.

Even if he used the remaining authority of the Waldemar house, he wouldn't be able to influence her decision in the slightest.

She was after all one of the leaders of the 'Sanctuary Order'.

This powerful organization gathering many famous mages didn't care about politics or power struggles.

In this kingdom, the Noble houses used their impressive resources and nearly unlimited wealth to hire powerful mages and gain an enormous amount of influence. These mages gave them enough military strength to force the King to recognize their influence and to allow them to direct a large part of the politic of the nation.

However, the 'Sanctuary Order' was different.

They could ignore the wishes of the noble houses and even the King in some circumstances.

This kind of favor didn't come from wealth or connections but from power.

An overwhelming and frightening power.

This organization didn't gather many members, but each one of them was a strong mage who embarked on the true path of magic. They weren't just some artificial mages who blindly trained their barrier magic.


The future achievements of each of these members would probably not be negligible.

However, the reason why even the King couldn't casually order members of this order was that the magic council that led this organization was entirely made up of Master mages.

These powerhouses were also led by the most powerful and ancient mage of the kingdom, the War hero: Yllion Exdel.

Only the Ryuno clan could threaten or order this council around. It wasn't something that the Waldemar house would have ever attempted, even at the peak of its power.

If Jalyse Vanothice, the Water Master mage of this council, wanted to find this mysterious young Sacred mage, there was nothing he could do about it other than finding him before she did.

He had to find the culprit before this organization but also had to look for Millodas as fast as he could while keeping secret the death of his master.

All of this was enough to drive him crazy with despair and anguish.

At some point, Dano even hesitated to take the entire wealth of the house for himself that he was currently guarding, before fleeing toward another country. 

However, he knew that it wasn't something possible. 

He was under surveillance by the other noble houses. If they learned that all these treasures were guarded by him without any real protection, then he would be beyond dead.

This terrifying amount of wealth was useless in his hands. Only a true family member of Arthur Waldemar sharing his blood and name would have a chance to use these treasures along with the information and connections accumulated throughout the years to let this house regain its former glory.

Dano was helpless as his fate was already closely tied to the fate of the Waldemar House.

There was no turning back.

While Dano was still lost in his thoughts, trying to figure a solution to his multiple issues, a loud booming sound echoed in the elegant office disrupting him at the same time.

Before Dano could swear or even wonder who had the boldness to be so disrespectful, the door slammed open revealing a tower-like man with a large grin on his plain face.

If Millodas or Aten were there, they would have instantly recognized this bulky man with eyes as black as coal not hiding the viciousness of his nature. His impressive muscular body was barely enough to manipulate the large axe hanging on his back.

This savage man named Vated Kolur was one of the most nefarious mercenaries of the Dorell Kingdom. His crimes were horrifying and numerous while the testimonies against him and his men were as numerous as the clouds. However, he was still calmly and arrogantly standing straight in front of one of the King's advisors inside the Royal Palace.

This fact alone was enough to prove that he was protected by influential factions.

The Waldemar house was one of them.

Arthur Waldemar often hired this man and his subordinates to protect him and to execute various missions.

The price for hiring him nearly continuously wasn't low. Dano was clearly aware of this fact but when he saw the dazzling white pendant half-hidden behind his dirty shirt, he nearly strangled himself.

Vated noticed the gaze of Dano on his neck but simply smiled mischievously while playing with the long chain lazily with one hand as if he didn't care about this precious item.

A heavy silence settled down between the two of them for some time before Dano forcibly swallowed back his indignation and frustration.

For better or for worse, Vated was one of the last support he had. He was one of the strongest Saint earth mages of the kingdom as he developed to a very high-level several aspects of this element. As long as he was protected and paid, he would prove to be very useful.

"What are you doing here?" Dano asked while trying to sound as calm as possible.

In this world, strength was what mattered the most and a single glance at this man was enough to tell Dano that he wasn't his match.

Even with the high status of Dano as a King's advisor, Vated didn't seem to mind as he walked into the luxurious office with big strides.

He totally ignored the question or even the presence of Dano who didn't dare to raise any objection. He simply curiously explored the office while touching nearly everything picking his interest. Dano even saw him shamelessly put a valuable statue decorating the room in his pocket, without restraint or embarrassment.


Dano turned a blind eye to his actions. He knew that it wasn't a wise move to anger this powerful madman, especially in his precarious situation.

It's only when this strong man finally sat on a massive red couch in the corner of the room that he spoke again with his rough voice and vulgar speech unfitting of the Royal Palace.

"I don't talk with minions. Go get the old man to come here."

"He isn't here. If you have some business with him, you can talk to me."

"Not interest. Go get me some wine little worm, I will wait for him here."

Dano nearly strangled himself hearing his disrespectful words and finally lost his temper.

"Stop fooling around. I don't have time to waste with you. State your business with me now or leave."

Seeing the cold glint and murderous intent in the eyes of Vated made Dano immediately regret losing his composure and shouting louder than he wanted. However, Dano wasn't a pushover either. He spent too much time fighting for his life to act like a coward in front of someone stronger than him.

Moreover, he knew that even if he was a madman, he wouldn't casually attack a King's advisor inside the royal palace.

After seconds as long as minutes of silence between the two men, Vated finally snorted and unhappily replied.

"I'm here to complete the mission that the old man gave me several months ago. I had another assignment so I couldn't come sooner, but the old man insisted on the importance of this task. Where is he by the way? It's rather surprising that he would miss another appointment."

Dano's face darkened hearing his words.

"You know about that?"

Vated smiled mockingly and answered with the same perkiness as before.

"Of course. Nearly everyone influential in the capital knows that Arthur Waldemar missed an important meeting with the King. It's a little suspicious for a serious and prideful man in his unfortunate situation to miss this kind of appointment."

Dano tried to maintain his composure while hearing the suspicion in his words. Vated looked at him as if he was trying to extract the truth from his reactions.

Even if he was more versed in fights, this didn't mean that Vated was stupid. After hearing about the missed appointment with the King, he was a little suspicious especially knowing the character of Arthur Waldemar.

He frowned a little seeing him ignore his words but still continued to speak.

"Don't you also think that's it's a little weird that he is not here to welcome me? I just finished a long mission, so I wanted to take some rest but he insisted that I had to come back as soon as I could to complete his mission."

"What is your mission?"

"The old man didn't tell you about that?" asked Vated mockingly.

"So?" Dano continued with some annoyance.

Vated who was still comfortably sitting on the red couch befitting a King simply shrugged his shoulders while smiling indifferently.

"I already told you, go get the old man. I don't talk to minions. Go get him or the mission is no more."

For the first time, Dano expression changed slightly. He tried to push Vated into telling him the nature of his mission. This way he would have been able to better understand the last actions of his master before his death. However, Vated didn't fall for it. He couldn't be violent with a King's advisor but likewise, Dano couldn't do anything to him either. He didn't have the power for that.

As long as Vated refused to cooperate, then Dano wouldn't learn the nature of the last mission given by his master.

In such a dire situation, Dano couldn't afford to lose a possible precious clue.

However, before Dano could make his choice, Vated's voice resonated once more in the quiet office.

His voice wasn't carefree or derisive like before. His expression also changed and darkened as his suspicions were finally confirmed.

"The old man is dead, isn't he?"

Dano who struggled to take a decision finally sighed before silently nodding in approval.

"Fuck, how the hell did this stubborn old fool kicked the bucket?"

"You can't tell anyone!"

In front of the loud voice of Vated, Dano ignored his question and warned him.

He couldn't silence this man but that didn't matter. In a desperate situation, Dano made a gamble.

He had to use the strength of this man.

If he decided to sell the information about the death of his master, then he would probably be able to earn quite a bit of money but Dano wasn't too worried about that. Vated was a bloodthirsty killer but he was also smart and greedy.

He knew that he could earn much more from a noble house on the brink of destruction.

Each with their own motives, the two men began to exchange information.

Carefully at first before talking about eventual rewards.

In the end, Dano didn't hide anything about the circumstances of the death of Arthur Waldemar to him while Vated told him all about his mission and his appointment with Arthur Waldemar.

All the pieces, the events and the information that Dano collected without being able to understand finally put themselves together.

He finally understood the actions of his master before his death and why he didn't tell him anything about it.

He could even make an assumption about the identity of the mysterious young murderer of his master.

All his previous efforts to find Millodas were nothing more than a last desperate struggle.

However, now everything was different.

There was some hope.

Even with the death of his master, as long as he could complete this mission then the Waldemar house wouldn't be on the brink of destruction anymore.

This six-weeks agreement that Vated spoke about was definitely his last chance.

Nothing could go wrong.

No matter the cost or the number of lives he had to sacrifice.

He couldn't fail.

  

    
        Chapter 46: Heartless night (First Part)

    
    
    
    
  
Dano used an incredible amount of effort, wealth and manpower to find Millodas in this vast kingdom. He even sent numerous men to Alderal in case he decided to cross the sea to reach the Western Continent.

 However, his efforts bore no fruits.

 If not for the information brought by Vated, Dano would probably never have learned that his master was long aware of the location of his son.

 He was peacefully living as a simple city guard with his family in a small town of only a few hundred inhabitants.

 What made Dano the most frustrated was that this lonely town was on the Waldemar house’s territory. 

 He searched everywhere only to find out that he was right under his nose this entire time.

 However, none of this mattered anymore.

 If Vated succeeded then he would finally be able to revive the Waldemar house or, at least, give it another final chance.

 Dano anxiously waited in the royal palace for the return of Vated with the granddaughters of his master.

 --

Several days already passed since the encounter between Vated and Dano and their decision to complete the six-weeks agreement previously decided with Arthur Waldemar.

Vated had been aware of the details of this mission for several months. He couldn’t execute it when Arthur Waldemar spoke to him because he already accepted another mission.

However, he still left several of his men to watch the habits of this family.

Now that Vated had come to an agreement with Dano, he could finally accomplish his mission.

To capture the granddaughters of Arthur Waldemar hiding in this town and to bring them back to Dano. 

Vated was well versed in this kind of job. He had done it more often than he could remember.

Most of the time, he would simply use strength to capture his target and kill every obstacle, but he agreed to use another method this time.

Dano preferred if this job was done as secretly as possible. He didn’t want to bring too much attention on this matter, as the other great noble houses would not let the last members of the Waldemar house live if they learned of their existences.

After a prior refusal, Vated finally accepted the request by increasing its price by a significant amount.

Vated used his bloodthirsty and violent reputation to trap Dano into raising the price of the mission. In truth after hearing the report of his men, Vated would not have chosen a frontal assault.

All this for one simple reason.

Seledia Zadir was the mother of the girls he had to abduct.

Only her presence made him slightly anxious.

He loved to battle and wasn’t afraid of anyone, but he still had to consider the safety of his subordinates.

Trusted and capable subordinates weren’t easily found and trained after all.

He couldn’t rashly sacrifice them especially if he had to face this crazy woman. 

Vated himself wasn’t confident in his chances of victory against her without the precious equipment and artifacts accumulated by working under Arthur Waldemar for several years.

However, even with this clear advantage, the reputation of Seledia was too shocking to be ignored.

She was a Saint fire mage rumored to be only one step away from becoming a Master mage. She was also well-known for her violence among the adventurers and mercenaries.

Taking her daughters safely from her while also taking care of Millodas would probably be too troublesome.

Therefore, Vated chose another way.

He used the relation network of the Waldemar House to have the Adventurer guild send her an official request directly to her house for a meeting. 

Even if she was retired, as a Saint mage, she still had to report her location and situation to her former guild and by extension to the Kingdom. 

It was the only method that the Kingdom found to keep track of the capable mages on its territory, especially the most powerful ones like her, in case of an armed conflict.

Millodas was also constricted by this rule, but by purposely using Seledia’s name, he avoided any unnecessary attention on his family name.

The men watching them already reported that Seledia never left the town on her own and that she spent much of her time with her daughters.

However, in front of an official meeting order, Seledia didn’t have any other choice but to go unless she didn’t want to live safely in the Dorell Kingdom anymore.

This forceful method was the only way to drag her away from her house. The closest relay point of the Adventurer guild was the town of Shaisal in the South-West of Tegralle. Unless she used a fast carriage, it would take her at least a couple of days to come back.

 Vated didn’t need as much time to complete this mission.

Once she was gone only Millodas would be left to assure the protection of his family. Vated already met him and knew that he wasn’t his match. Only the elf who came with him before would have been more challenging if he wasn’t currently far away from the town.

Vated was confident in his scheme and patiently waited two boring days for the letter to be delivered. His fifteen men stationed with him outside of the town, near the large forest, also waited until Seledia finally left the house.

 “Get ready boys. Tonight is your time to shine.”

 With a wide smirk on his savage face, Vated signaled two trusted subordinates.

 “Yes, boss.”

 Their affirmative voices were not louder than a whisper, but it was enough to make those who heard them shiver.

 --

A pale moon was hanging lonely in the sky, giving a meager light to the dark world. The entire town of Tegralle was calm without much noise disturbing this usual silence.

Only a couple of guards could be seen patrolling near the edge of the forest bordering their town. 

With the regular subjugation missions carried inside the forest, it was unlikely that a deviant would suddenly attack the town in the middle of the night.

Millodas trained them well so they didn’t dare to relax despite the apparent calmness of the night.

However, no matter how vigilant they were, they didn’t notice two shadows moving silently near the forest. Those shadows quickly entered the border of the town without attracting any attention.

After a couple of minutes of impressive silent running, the shadows came to a stop in front of their objective. In this nearly starless night, the pale glow of the moon was barely enough to give away the identities of the shadows.

The two men that Vated sent were slim with short dark hair with most of their face hidden in their clothes.

Their dark eyes glanced at the garden in front of them. There was only a small fence to prevent them from entering and crossing it.

After a couple of minutes of careful examination and, seeing that there was no trap, the two men prepared to resume their hunt and proceed inside the garden.

However, just before acting, the darkness of the night brightened a little under the influence of the moon which had freed itself from the shadow of the clouds.

Under this new light, they saw that this desert garden in front of the house wasn’t as defenseless as they thought.

 A soldier could be seen hiding several dozens of feet away from the house while overseeing the entire building.

 If not for this sudden change in lighting, they wouldn’t have noticed his presence.

 Moreover, he wasn’t the only one.

 They spent nearly ten minutes to carefully look for the position of each guard.

 It was a tiresome and difficult task that would have been impossible without their experience.

 The positions of these guards were quite clever as it was clearly impossible to take them down without one of the others noticing.

 Therefore, they forgot this idea and waited for the moon to be covered by clouds again.

 After an hour of patient waiting, an opportunity arose and allowed them to leave their spot. They silently left their hiding place to reach the garden.

 After what seemed like an eternity, they succeeded in crossing the garden and entering the large house from a window.

 It was their first time inside this building, but observing this house from afar for so long made them familiar with the location of their target.

 The room of the girls was upstairs.

 They quietly made their way toward this room. The door made of fine wood didn’t make any noise when it opened.

 The room shared by the two girls was a large one. Even with two wide beds and several imposing pieces of furniture, it still had space to spare.

 Their eyes were long used to the dark and allowed them to immediately notice two wide beds each in a corner of the large room.

 The peaceful snoring of the girls was enough to tell them that they were totally asleep.

 Without a single word, each of them went to one bed. The tallest of the two men went toward the right side of the room while his teammate naturally chose the one in the left corner.

 Many small and bigger objects were lying on the carpet in front of the bed at the right side of the room making the progress of the tallest man much slower than his comrade who walked unhindered toward the other bed.

A single glance at each other in the nearly totally dark room was enough.

They acted as fast as silently.

They both directly caught the head of each girl nearly completely hidden beneath the blankets. With one hand on their mouth, their other one quickly hit them behind the head.

Only two small impacts and a muffled noise could be heard in the silence of the night.

Their mission was a success.

The tallest of the two men couldn’t repress a small smile from forming on his lips behind his clothing acting as a mask.

These two were infiltration specialists, but with Vated as their boss who preferred to crush his enemies with raw strength, it was difficult to show their usefulness.

This kind of opportunity was too rare for them.

Therefore, even with the little girl in his arms, he still didn’t dare to relax until he was out of this house.

He made a small gesture to his comrade and prepared to exit the room.

As soon as they entered the long corridor on the second floor from where they entered, they silently closed the door behind them and prepared to head downstairs.

However, the tallest man only had the time to put one foot on the first stair when he heard a door opening behind him along with a small voice similar to a whisper.

 “Sellysse! Don't make so much noise, you will wake up Llynadia. I will go with you to the bathroom so…”

 The small figure exiting from the door just in front of the previous bedroom was rubbing its eyes while silently talking at the same time.

 It was Gaya.

 She was living in this house while Aten was away. 

 The two companions couldn’t help but curse their bad luck not knowing that it wasn’t a coincidence if Gaya opened her door at this exact moment. 

 They were very discreet and silent in their movements, but only from a human point of view.

 Gaya wasn’t Human.

 As a member of a Beastribe, her ears were naturally much more sensitive. Even the tiniest abnormal noise was enough to wake her up.

 She could also see in the dark so, when she saw the two unknown men, she immediately stiffened.

 No matter how much she trained or how fast she grew, she was after all only a little girl half-awake. In front of this scene, she didn’t immediately react.

 On the contrary, the kidnappers didn’t hesitate. 

 The closest, who was only a couple of feet away, immediately rushed toward her.

 This little girl wasn’t their target but now she was a threat and would become a witness.

 She had to die.

 The tallest man holding the unconscious Sellysse in his arms knew that his comrade, who was rushing toward her, would think the same way as he did.

 He was only afraid that she would scream before dying.

 However, Gaya didn’t scream.

 She acted on reflex.

Contrary to their expectations, while her assailant was only one step away from her, she didn’t scream but raised her hand and used the magic she was the most familiar with on reflex.

 Wind arrow.

 The powerful gust of wind, compressed to only go in a single direction without dispersing, was the Wise barrier magic for the wind mages.

 It was a magic she practiced daily until she was nearly sick of it.

 The assailant was too close and too unprepared for this kind of reaction from a little girl.

 The magic hit its target at point-blank range.

 However, there was a reason why wind magic was looked down upon in this kingdom.

 Even this Wise barrier magic didn’t have any real attacking power. 

 The man was forced a couple of steps back by the powerful gust of wind but didn’t fall. 

 On the contrary, Gaya wasn’t so lucky.

 With her small weight and stature, she couldn’t withstand the strength of her own magic and was projected several feet backward.

 She violently hit the floor but didn’t even have the time to scream when a strong hand was put on her small mouth forcibly silencing her.

 The darkness didn’t obstruct her view in the slightest and allowed her to see the man dropping Llynadia before taking a small knife from his waist.

 She was terrified but didn’t have any strength to resist.

 She could only see in horror as the knife flew toward her throat to end her life.

 A lifetime of effort could end in a second because of bad luck.

 It was Gaya's fate.

 She trained daily to be able to live with her own power. However, she didn’t have enough time to accomplish her wish.

 It was a cruel fate, but the world she was living in wasn’t merciful.

 In her last moment of despair, the image of her missing friend appeared in her mind like a fleeting memory destined to disappear alongside her.

 No tears came out of her eyes when she closed them under the cruel gaze of her murderer.

 The small corridor regained its previous quietness as if nothing happened.

The tallest man near the stairs looked at his comrade still holding his knife against the throat of the limp little girl.

No tears came out of her eyes.

No cry came out of her throat.

No blood came out either.

The tip of the knife stopped against her pale skin but didn’t go further.

His companion couldn’t understand why he stopped his movement at the last second because he couldn’t see clearly the head of the little girl.

Above her lustrous long dark hair spread on the floor of the corridor, twitched two long dark ears covered in a luxurious dark fur. As she was previously sleeping, Gaya didn’t put her usual hat to hide her ears when she came out of her room.

This choice saved her life.

Her assailant with his body above hers still had his large hand covering her mouth preventing her from moving or emitting a single noise. His dark and cruel gaze lit up with greed upon confirming what he was seeing.

These ears were the proof that she was from a beast tribe.

A beautiful young girl from a beast tribe was incredibly valuable. 

Capturing Beastmen members to sell them as slaves was officially allowed in this Kingdom contrary to Human slavery who was much less tolerated and developed. 

The price for Beastmen could be low or shockingly high depending on the tribe they came from and their usefulness.

Selling a beautiful young beast tribe girl to a noble as a sexual slave would earn him much more than what he ever earned by working under Vated.

If he wasn’t so afraid of Vated, he would definitely forget his mission to take her away for his own profit.

However, to enjoy money, one had to be alive. If he betrayed Vated, he had no doubt that he would be doomed. He saw too many time Vated ravage his enemies before raping or killing their families.

 The cruel scenes he witnessed were enough to cast a profound fear of this man deep into his heart. 

 Any thought of betrayal was long gone from his mind.

 However, even if he couldn’t enjoy the benefit all by himself, Vated would surely reward him for his contribution.

 These thoughts quickly circled in his mind.

 In less than a minute, the man made his choice.

 He put down his knife and prepared to knock the young girl out to give her a much crueler fate.

When he was ready to strike, he saw his companion silently moving toward him. Even with the corridor plunged in a profound darkness, it was still easy to understand the incomprehension on his face.

Without saying a single word, the man moved a little allowing his mate to see the body under him. He used his other hand to point at the long ears of the young girls furiously twitching.

His companion was equally cruel and equally greedy. He immediately understood the value of this girl.

He nodded in approval for the wise choice of his teammates before going to pick Llynadia who rolled on the floor previously.

The man above Gaya looked at him picking the other girl. This single glance away from Gaya wasn’t long but it was enough to stimulate her will to live and her desire for freedom.

She suddenly released her wind magic. 

It wasn’t a wind arrow like before. Her mind was in disarray and chaotic while her heart was filled with fear. She just desperately summoned as much wind as she could in a last struggle. This magic wasn’t enough to hurt them or to free her from the grasp of the strong man restraining her.

However, the surprise of her attack made the grasp of the hand on her mouth slipped a little.

Gaya didn’t wait for another opportunity and furiously bit the hand near her mouth. 

She bit with all her strength. 

In her struggle, her small white teeth became sharp fangs sinking deeply into the hand of the man restraining her.

The man refrained from shouting in pain, but his hand still unconsciously moved away.

The electric blue eyes of Gaya filled with despair and anguish, but also unwillingness didn’t miss this opportunity.

She immediately let go and, while tasting the fresh blood flowing in her mouth, she did the most natural thing for a little girl in her situation.

She screamed.

However, it wasn’t the usual strident scream of a little girl, but the powerful roaring of a beast that came out of her small mouth.

The furious roar broke the silence of the small house and resonated across the entire town. 

In the deepest moment of the night, this desperate yell resonated across the land shaking the souls of those hearing it.

The man acted quickly despite his surprise.

He hit Gaya on the head, putting an end to her resistance.

However, it was already too late.

In the profound night, this scream reached the ears of Vated patiently waiting in the forest for his men to return.

His face twitched in displeasure after understanding that their mission failed.

“Those useless scumbags.”

After a few seconds of an uncomfortable silence, Vated sighed a little before revealing a savage expression on his brutish face.

“Well, this kind of discreet job isn’t our strong point anyway. Let’s rampage guys! Bring the girls safely and kill anyone in the way.”

Vated uttered those cruel words with a small smile on his face as if he was happily anticipating the fight awaiting him.

His men hearing his cruel words felt their blood boil in anticipation.

In the calm and dark forest, this small group issued a sharp cry filled with malicious intent before heading toward the peaceful town with their weapons in hands.

They didn’t feel an ounce of fear in front of this defenseless town.

Only an incredible ardor for the slaughter to come.

In this heartless and starless night, blood was ready to flow.

  

    
        Chapter 47: Heartless night (Second part)

    
    
    
    
  
It will be a lonely night.

Millodas, who was watching Seledia leave the house on her own, couldn’t help but have this thought cross his mind.

He had mixed feelings watching the Preel carrying Seledia walking away from Tegralle. 

This convocation letter from the Adventurer Guild was sudden but didn’t let them any other option. He knew that if she had a choice, she wouldn’t choose to let her daughters out of her sight.

It wasn’t possible to know how long the meeting would take, but Millodas was sure that with her mount, it would take her around two days to get back.

Two days couldn’t be considered a long period, but this wasn't the case for someone who hadn't left her house for four years.

 Usually, Millodas was the one doing the errands in Shaisal, such as collecting the letters from Aten, while Seledia was the one constantly watching over their daughters.

With her as a guardian, Millodas didn’t have to worry about the security of his daughters. However, with the situation reversed, he wasn’t so confident.

He knew that his strength couldn’t match Seledia’s.

However, he didn’t let her see his apprehension.

Even if he wasn’t as strong as her, he was still confident enough in his strength to watch over their daughters for a few days especially since he dispatched some of his men to protect his house until she came back.

More importantly, Seledia needed to leave the house.

Constantly looking after their daughters with fear, while desperately waiting for news from Sillath, has changed her over the years.

She wasn’t the bright woman with a fiery temper but a kind nature that he met all these years ago.

Millodas knew that he wasn’t the same either.

The pain and fear of Sillath’s kidnapping were too much to bear for them and cast a strong shadow over their hearts.

Millodas wasn’t sure what they would have become if not for their daughters brightening their lives and giving them a reason to persist longer. He didn’t know if he would see his son ever again, but he knew that he couldn’t let anything happen to his daughters.

Therefore, he hid his fears behind his usual carefree smile and reassured her before saying goodbye.

He only returned to his house when her figure was completely gone from the horizon.

Millodas had trouble sleeping that night with these feelings constantly disturbing him, but after turning over and over in his bed too wide for him alone, he finally forced his eyes to close and his mind to shut.

He spent a lonely but dreamless night until the quietness of the night suddenly broke apart.

A mighty roar woke him up abruptly.

In his muffled and half-awake state, his first thought was that a deviant was attacking the town.

However, the roar of the beast didn’t just resound in his ears but also seemed to shake his very soul.

Despair, fear, unwillingness, anger.

All these feelings threatened to submerge him until the powerful roar abruptly stopped without any prior notice.

The night regained its apparent calmness until Millodas finally came out of his torpor.

He jumped out of his bed in haste. He didn’t take the time to put any protective gear above his ordinary thin black shirt and pants. However, before rushing out of the room, he took the time to take his sword along with an ordinary-looking rock the size of a fist from his drawer that he put in his pocket.

The house was large but it took him less than ten seconds to reach the base of the stairs leading to the rooms of Gaya and his daughters.

At the same time, he heard the sound of broken glass coming from upstairs.

He rushed ahead only to discern at the end of the dark corridor two shadows jumping through the window.

He felt his heart skip a beat when his worst fear suddenly came true.

However, this fear was almost immediately buried by his rage.

With a roar of anger, Millodas unsheathed his sword while rushing after them.

He quickly jumped out of the window, but he didn’t even have time to wonder where the two shadows had gone when he heard the sound of fighting and clashing steel resonating to his right.

 He immediately rushed out, only to see the men he dispatched around his house fighting the mysterious intruders.

Even if they were at a slight advantage as they outnumbered the intruders two to one, the movements of these two men were clearly a level higher. After being taught for several years personally by Millodas, these men acquired good fighting abilities but they still lacked experience against other humans in a real situation.

They were trained to face deviants and protect the town from this threat after all.

However, despite their obvious disadvantage in terms of skills and experience, they still managed to delay and even push back the two men. Millodas didn’t have to wonder for long before he noticed that these men were fighting while carrying something.

He quickly analyzed the situation while running to join the fray.

While getting closer, he finally realized that the closest intruder from his position was fighting while carrying Sellysse and Llynadia under one of his arms.

For Millodas, it was as if his fears torturing him for four years were coming true before his own eyes.

His anger erupted like a volcano while releasing his mana at the time. His speed suddenly increased dramatically as he triggered his magic.

“Careful!!!”

The voice of the kidnapper carrying Gaya resonated among the clashing of weapons to warn his partner.

However, it was too late.

The kidnapper who was fighting two guards with a single arm didn’t even have the time to turn his head when he felt all the hair on his body rise in alarm.

He immediately let go of the girls to dodge, but it was too late.

Millodas cut his head off with a single strike of his sword. He only felt a cold sensation near his neck before losing consciousness forever.

“Stay near my daughters!”

He briefly turned his attention to his men, now without an opponent, before rushing toward the last kidnapper who was still fighting. This man didn't hesitate after seeing the man who easily killed his comrade rushing toward him. He immediately let go of Gaya to free his hand of this burden. Then, he skillfully avoided the sword strikes coming from his right and left before turning his hand toward Millodas, who was running at top speed behind him.

“Earthball”

A large ball of earth left his hand at an astonishing speed, but Millodas simply sidestepped a little while continuing to run forward.

“Shit”

Seeing that his surprise attack didn’t bear any fruit, the man began to grow desperate.

He kicked away his opponents while trying to get away from this situation.

Without Gaya as a burden, the two guards couldn’t slow him down anymore.

Seeing his men falling on the ground while the kidnapper was quickly widening the distance made Millodas’ anger burst once more.

“Don’t even think of running away!” He snorted coldly.

With a wave of his hand, several long earth spikes were shot at high speed toward the back of the opponent.

The kidnapper skillfully changed his trajectory several times to avoid the attacks, but after avoiding all the incoming blows, he suddenly lost his footing. The man glared at his right foot in panic only to see that the hard soil suddenly became incredibly soft at the exact spot where he put his foot down.

Millodas was still several feet behind him, but his cunning use of magic made him want to curse his bad luck. He tried to adjust his footing, but before he could resume his run, a long sword dazzled by the rays of the moon arrived in front of his face.

He ducked his head to avoid only to meet Millodas’ knee at full speed under his chin.

*Bam*

Several of his teeth shattered under the impact, but before he could truly feel the pain or regain his spirit, a sharp pain along with a warm sensation spread from his defenseless back. The earth spikes, that he avoided previously, came back under the influence of Millodas’s magic and directly hit his back tainting his dark clothes with fresh blood.

The vision of the man began to blur while Millodas looked at him coldly with his sword by his side.

Despair and unwillingness seized his heart before Millodas raised his sword one more time.

A silent strike from the deadly sword ended the fight.

Before he could even begin to beg for his life, the corpse of the man fell on the ground with his head rolling by his side. 

The night finally regained its previous calmness.

After killing the last opponent, Millodas shifted his focus toward the three unconscious girls. 

He heaved a sigh of relief after confirming that they were only unconscious.

However, before he could give other instructions to his loyal men, several screams resonated from the town.

Millodas quickly realized what was going on, but he didn’t panic and turned his face toward his four subordinates who gathered around him after the end of the battle.

“We’re under attack. Hebrel, Loder, go to the barracks to gather the men. Don’t forget that the priority isn’t to engage the enemy. Give priority to evacuate the civilians.”

“Yes, sir”

“On it”

The two men quickly rushed toward the town.

“Edil, go see how many people are attacking the town. Remember, stay out of their sight. Then rush straight to the barracks to pass them the information.”

“Roger.” answered the thinnest looking man before rushing out even faster than the previous men.

Millodas finally turned his head toward the last of his men still by his side. His name was Idlan and his fighting and leadership skills were only second to those of Millodas.

“They’re here for my daughters. I need to get them out of here and put them to safety first. When they realize they aren’t in the town, they will probably stop their attack and focus on tracking me. Can you help me? I can’t fight if I have to carry the three of them together”

Millodas could see that his subordinate had many questions on his mind. It was natural not to understand what was happening. However, contrary to Millodas’ expectation, Idlan didn’t ask any unnecessary question and took Gaya in his arms.

“Yes, Captain. Let’s go.”

Millodas nodded to thank him. 

While carrying his daughters, Millodas ran alongside him out of the town.

Several large explosions could be heard from the town which was getting further and further away every second.

Millodas bit his lips in frustration hearing that sound of devastation.

“Damn you, father!”

This was his town.

These screams came from the people living with him.

Millodas wanted to immediately rush back to save them especially since he knew the identity of the culprit. More than the shame he constantly felt after Sillath’s kidnapping by his own father, this time he felt responsible.

However, he couldn’t go back.

He was a father before anything else. Those men were clearly here for his daughters. He had to put these girls to safety first before anything else. 

Moreover, Millodas was confident that those men would quickly leave the town if their target wasn’t there. He would only be playing their game if he turned heels toward the town now.

With these thoughts in mind, Millodas steeled his determination and accelerated.

“Captain, where are we going?” Shouted Idlan while frantically trying to follow Millodas.

“Remember, the hiding place I showed you last year? We’re heading there.” Millodas answered briefly. 

Idlan quickly nodded in understanding as if he was awaiting this answer.

He was Millodas’ most trusted subordinate. Because of that, apart from himself, the mayor and Seledia, he was the only one knowing the location of the hideout created outside of the town in case of something like that happening.

“We have to hurry up. When they realize that their target is no longer in the town, they'll come after us. We won’t be able to outrun them if we don’t hurry before then”

Before Millodas could give other instructions, a loud and regular noise caught his attention.

Idlan and Millodas’ faces almost immediately dropped when they noticed that their pursuers were much closer than they initially thought.

The sound of the hooves furiously chasing them and drawing closer with each second couldn’t be missed.

In the darkness of the night, it was hard to discern the figures of the riders chasing after them, but judging by the thunder-like noise coming from their direction, there were more than just one or two.

Moreover, they weren’t riding the commonly seen Preels.

Their mounts didn’t have the usual green scales on their legs or the fangs protruding out of their mouths. They had the same deep-black mane in common but these mounts were clearly a lot more majestic and faster than the robust Preels.

Their most distinguishable features in the darkness of the night were the large hooves, emitting a fragrant and vivid blue color along with their deep-blue eyes shining like a furious flame burning away the darkness. 

These famous racial traits were enough for Millodas to guess the nature of the creatures chasing after them.

“They are riding 'Lovrax'. We won’t be able to reach the hiding place in time. I will hold them back, you go to the hideout and don’t come out under any pretext.”

“You can’t. They will kill you. I will fight with you so that…”

“Idlan!!!” Millodas interrupted him with a strong voice before he could finish his sentence.

Idlan swallowed the words in his mouth and turn his head toward Millodas who was holding out his unconscious daughters to him as he ran.

“I entrust my daughters to you !”

With the darkness of the night only bathed by the pale moonlight, Idlan wasn’t able to see Millodas’ expression. However, his voice was enough.

Millodas and Seledia were everyone’s benefactor in the town. They saved this town and taught them how to defend it with their own strength.

Idlan became a guard of Tegralle to learn from Millodas.

To learn from the man he respected the most in his life.

Therefore, he didn’t try to argue with him anymore when he sensed the determination in his voice.

He reached out his arms to carry the two small girls along with Gaya before answering with the strongest voice he could muster.

“I will wait for you!”

Immediately after entrusting his daughters, Millodas stopped in his tracks to face the riders behind them. 

He took out his sword while gathering his mana and focusing his mind.

The thunderous sound of the mounts running at full speed toward him broke the fragile peace of the night.

“He’s here.”

“Get him!”

Several fireballs flew toward him at full speed, but Millodas didn’t move one inch from his spot as if he was rooted in place.

The first two magic hit the ground and scorched the earth just before him, but the following three were much more accurate.

Finally, just before the threatening fireballs hit him, Millodas moved.

He slightly bent his knee before activating his magic.

“Earth blessing”

Gathering the strength of the earth in his legs to power up his own strength.

It was one of the magic he developed after gaining understanding about the concept of vitality of the earth element.

The magic only took a single breath to activate.

As soon as he felt his strength soar from his feet, Millodas abruptly jumped while releasing this pent-up power just like an arrow released from a bow.

With the earth breaking under his feet along with the whistling sound of the air around him, Millodas soared and avoided the attacks crashing where he was standing a second before.

The five riders, who were already gathering their mana for their next attack while controlling their Lovrax, didn’t immediately notice that Millodas was gone from his previous spot.

It wasn’t that his speed was too fast, but the darkness of the night along with the disturbing strong lights from the fireballs didn’t allow their eyes to follow his movements.

However, the scream of one of their comrades made them quickly realize what happened.

Millodas used the speed of his projection to reach one of the riders who didn’t have any time to avoid or counter.

With a thunder like noise, Millodas’ foot crashed against his thorax, breaking several of his ribs at the same time.

The impact, which was enough to break his bones, was also enough to knock him off his Lovrax.

Seeing their comrade falling backward along with Millodas while screaming made the four men stop their mounts by reflex. They stopped and quickly turned back to assist their friend.

However, they were still one step too late.

As soon as Millodas touched the ground, he stabbed his sword into the heart of his opponent.

The man didn’t have any chance to react or counter before feeling the cold blade firmly embedded in his body.

“Bastard!”

“Rody!!!”

The furious shout of the men resonated in the ears of Millodas making him change his focus.

He quickly pulled out his sword and began to run toward the men who were rushing with their mount and their swords ready to strike. At that distance, they didn’t have the time to release another magic to deal with him.

They weren’t Saint mages after all.

However, Millodas was one.

“Earth Lance!”

He abruptly put his hand on the ground, just in front of the closest rider. Immediately after, a short lance made of solid earth sprouted from the ground.

*Bam*

The sound of the impact was enough for the three other men to go pale with fright, but they quickly reacted and ignored the Lovrax that violently impaled itself before being projected in the air along with its rider.

The remaining men launched their attacks at Millodas who still had one hand on the ground.

However Millodas, as calm as ever, simply gathered his momentum from the earth just like before.

Their swords were only one step away from his body when he once again jumped to avoid the blows.

The three riding men were furiously trying to hit Millodas with their magic or their swords, but no matter how much they tried, they couldn’t touch him.

Except for his extremely short burst of speed, his movements weren’t fast enough to allow him to avoid all of their blows. However, the three men finally realized why they were at a disadvantage against him.

He was skillfully moving close to the Lovrax while staying out of range of their swords. With this kind of movement, they couldn’t run rampant with their magic either as they would simply hit each other.

After several minutes of fighting, the three men finally came to a silent understanding.

They stopped their previous strategy of overpowering him with the speed of their mount and simply got down.

Seeing the three of them giving up on their mount made Millodas coldly snorted.

“Fight on foot if you don’t know how to fight while riding. Took you long enough to understand that.” 

Millodas coldly ridiculed them.

Instead of growing angry, the three assailants didn’t speak anymore and simply surrounded Millodas. Their respective mount stayed several feet behind them without moving.

Millodas expression was much more serious than before.

He was successful in his previous attacks because those men clearly weren’t skilled enough to adjust their position and speed while riding against someone who had much more experience than them.

However, the atmosphere those three emanated on the ground with their weapon in hand was in another league.

They were clearly much more used to fighting on foot than on a mount.

Millodas was ready to attack when a noise behind him attracted his attention.

 Several men running toward them could be heard.

 His face sank after understanding that reinforcement was coming.

 --

While Millodas was fighting to hold back the pursuers, Idlan was running as fast as he could with Gaya under his right arm and Millodas’ daughters under the other.

He ignored the furious shouts, the screams of pain and the clashing of steel coming from behind him and simply rushed forward as fast as he could toward the hideout.

He ignored the noise coming from Millodas’ battle and focused his senses on his surroundings. No other noise except the whistling sound of the wind and some small nocturne animals could be heard. His heart relaxed slightly when he realized that there was no longer any other pursuer. 

He was currently running near the border of the vast forest near Tegralle while carefully looking around, afraid of going past the hideout.

His eyes were fighting against the darkness of the night to observe the forest on his right when a slight rumbling sound appeared ahead.

His heart skipped a beat, but he didn’t panic and simply scanned his surroundings to discover the source of this noise. However, he still felt all the hair on his body rise when he discovered the origin of this noise.

The rumbling sound became stronger but was quickly covered by a loud laughter sounding atrociously out of place in this peaceful and silent night.

The figure of a man slowly emerged from the ground several feet ahead of Idlan who immediately stopped in his tracks.

The figure slowly stretched while becoming taller and wider.

From short to tall.

From tall to imposing.

The figure of a muscular man with a large grin on his brutish-looking face made all the blood drain from Idlan’s face.

“Why are you here? How could you…” His voice dropped as if losing the strength to oppose his presence. 

Not everyone knew who this man was but Millodas already described him to Idlan.

As if cursing his fate, Idlan’s voice finally became stronger while shouting the name circling in his head and crushing his determination. 

“Vated!”

  

    
        Chapter 48: Heartless night (Third part)

    
    
    
    
  
Each continent and country has its own precious resources.

Its own special commodity giving it an edge over other Kingdoms.

However, no matter the country, the most precious type of commodity wasn’t necessarily money or magical items.

It was information.

In a world without any common means to record or diffuse knowledge, only books, oral teaching and rumors could pass down these pieces of information.

Even in the Dorell Kingdom, only rumors could pass down information among common people. They were like wildfire spreading at an incredible speed across the towns and villages to bring various types of news.

Some became deformed or exaggerated, but most of the time, the essence of the information didn’t change by much.

That was the case for Vated.

His cruel actions against defenseless townsfolk and even children long spread across the Kingdom. He was almost as nefarious and feared as another man known as the ‘Red murderer’ rampaging across the continent without anyone able to do anything to stop him.

His name alone inspired fear among most of the common inhabitants of the Dorell Kingdom.

Even in Tegralle, the name of Vated and his nefarious reputation long spread among the inhabitants.

Idlan also heard about him, but he didn’t pay it much mind as a famous figure like him wouldn’t be interested in their isolated small town.

However, with Vated standing before him, all those rumors he had ignored before, were rushing into his head crushing his will and determination.

For a second, Idlan even had the irresistible desire to give up on the girls and flee for his life.

However, he didn’t do it.

His feet remained firmly planted on the ground while he was gritting his teeth to fight his fear.

“Oh, not running away?”

The mocking voice of Vated echoed in front of him and seemed to crush his courage.

Idlan was at a loss about what to do.

He wasn’t strong enough to defeat him and obviously wasn’t skilled enough to fight while carrying three unconscious girls.

Vated’s mocking voice was right. His only choice was to run away.

However, even before he could make his move, Vated took a step forward.

“Then let’s play together!”

--

At the same time, Millodas was still facing his opponents to prevent them from going forward.

However, there were no longer three opponents. 

Seven of them were already surrounding him, and others were clearly on their way.

If he had to face ordinary soldiers then, not even counting seven of them, even if fifty came together they still wouldn’t be a match for Millodas.

He was a true Saint earth mage and spent a long time fighting with his life on the line after all.

Even if he wasn’t at the level of Seledia or Vated, he was skilled enough not to be defeated by ordinary soldiers anymore.

However, he wasn’t facing ordinary soldiers.

Even Millodas had troubles holding seven of them. It wasn’t that their individual strength was overwhelming, but rather that they lacked neither experience, bloodlust, or the ability to coordinate.

Due to this, they could display capabilities far greater than normal.

After several minutes of fighting, Millodas was already cut and burned at several places. His breathing wasn’t as steady as before either.

“You’re quite fierce, but you won’t be able to win against all of us on your own.”  One of the mercenaries holding a large axe finally spoke to Millodas. 

His breathing was quite rushed, but his expression was still relaxed as if he was already sure of their victory. Just as he finished speaking, three other men rushed together from behind and joined the group of assailants.

"Surrender. We have our orders so we won’t kill you.”

“Won’t kill me?” Millodas, who was feeling the pressure brought by his opponents, couldn’t help but snort coldly when he heard the mercenary's words.

 “Yes, we won’t kill you. So step aside.” The axe-wielding mercenary answered as if he hadn't detected the anger and scorn hidden in Millodas’ voice.

Millodas tightened the grip on his sword.

After using several different kinds of magic consecutively, mana was constantly emanating from his body ready to strike at any time. However, after hearing those words, this mana quietly dispersed as if he was finally choosing to surrender.

Seeing this, the mercenaries smirked.

However, despite this apparent calmness, his mana was circulating in his body even faster than before under the influence of his emotions just like the sea retracting before rushing back with a giant wave.

“You won’t kill me if I let you pass?”

“Right, if you’re smart then you…”

“Don’t fuck with me!” Millodas anger erupted in his voice as he cut short the words that the mercenary was about to say.

Millodas was clenching his sword so tightly that his knuckles already turned completely white but he didn’t notice it. Only the words of the mercenaries were circling in his mind.

“You want me to step aside and let you kidnap my daughters?” 

This time even the densest person could notice the fury behind his words.

Before another mercenary could speak, Millodas continued as if he was more talking to himself than them.

“I already lost a son. If I lost my daughters while they were under my responsibility and protection, then I wouldn’t be able to face my wife or myself anymore. If that happens then I…” 

Millodas took a single step forward before releasing all his pent-up mana and anger.

“...prefer to die right here!!!”

Four years of constant shame and powerlessness erupted in this instant.

Millodas disappeared from his location and swung his sword so fast that none of the mercenaries could react in time.

By the time they spotted Millodas figure again, his sword had already cut the axe-wielding mercenary in two just above his abdomen.

Blood and gore flew everywhere as the corpse fell in two different places.

However, immediately after, the group of mercenaries reacted together.

“How dare you!!!”

Some of them rushed forward to engage in close combat with Millodas while several others were already firing fireballs toward him.

It was as if a sea of flame was rushing toward him. The brilliance of the light emitted by the magic destroyed the surrounding darkness of the night as if engulfing the world alongside them.

Facing this attack, Millodas didn’t avoid it.

With a cry coming from the deepest part of his heart, he rushed forward to meet the attack head-on.

An explosion scarring all the nearby lifeforms resonated.

It was only the first of many others.

Millodas didn’t hesitate anymore.

Sword against sword.

Magic against magic.

Blows were exchanged at an incredible pace, but no matter how hard he fought, Millodas couldn’t take the advantage.

They were too many.

Each time he was about to deliver a fatal blow, another mercenary would rush to block him and another would attack him from a blind spot forcing him to stop his offensive and to move away.

Millodas’ heart was pounding frantically while his mind was racing to find a solution.

"Ahhhhh!!!”

Millodas was still standing strong against his opponents when a terrible scream resonated across the land.

For the first time, Millodas’ expression dramatically changed while he unconsciously turned his gaze toward the too familiar voice resonating beyond the darkness.

This scream was so strong that even the clashing of swords and the explosion of magic couldn’t hide it. The mercenaries all subconsciously stopped their attacks to look in the direction of the scream.

It wasn’t possible to see beyond the darkness, but immediately after hearing this scream, everyone understood what happened.

“Boss is having fun over there.”

“I wanna go see what he’s doing.”

“Me too.”

“Sound interesting.”

Various comments were made one after the other in a totally relaxed manner as if the previous fight with Millodas didn’t matter anymore.

Those words made Millodas frown. He couldn’t hide the concern in his eyes anymore.

“You want to go take a look too, right?” A thin mercenary with piercing blue eyes asked in a mocking tone when he saw the look on Millodas’ face.

Millodas didn’t answer and simply allowed the mercenary to continue his taunt.

“I wouldn’t go if I was in your situation. Our Boss is already there. You know who he is, don’t you?”

Millodas ignored his words, but he knew the answer to this question.

Vated was there.

He was a part of this assault team.

His heart grew colder when this thought crossed his mind.

He was the only one that Millodas didn’t want to confront no matter what.

He knew that Vated was most likely stronger than himself, but he didn’t fear him only because of that. Millodas never refused to challenge someone apparently stronger. If he feared those deemed stronger and acknowledged their superior strength without a fight, then he would have never become as strong as he was right now.

Millodas really hoped that Vated wasn’t the one to lead the assault because of the rumors plaguing his name. His missions were all bloody, ruthless against those who resist but also cruel even toward the innocents near him.

This was almost an established fact that Vated was a monster who already raped and killed many innocents.

Millodas knew that children weren’t safe from his madness.

These worries plagued his mind but didn’t obstruct his judgment.

If Vated showed up then Idlan didn’t have the shadow of a chance against him.

Sellysse, Llynadia and Gaya were in danger.

“You can’t win against all of us and stopping our Boss is nothing but a pipe-dream. We can’t defeat you either without sacrificing several of us. This fight is meaningless.”

“Drop your sword!

After a few seconds of a tense silence, Millodas finally answered to the mercenaries urging him to surrender.

“You’re right.”

Millodas smiled mockingly before slowly releasing the grip on his sword.

“I can’t win against all of you and act against Vated at the same time.”

*Clang*

His sword dropped on the ground at his feet in front of the mercenaries circling him.

“However, it’s not up to you to decide if it’s meaningless.” He suddenly shouted angrily.

Before even finishing his sentence, Millodas raised both of his hands in a flash.

"Earth spike”

Several long spikes of earth left both of his hands in different directions at an amazing speed, but none of the mercenaries were surprised by his action. With his previous attacks, they were already very wary of his short burst of speed.

Therefore they didn’t drop their guard and avoided the attacks easily.

“Hiiiiiiii”

Sharp screams suddenly resonated behind the mercenaries who turned their heads just in time to see three Lovrax dropping to the ground with several bloody wounds on their bodies.

“Bastard”

One of the mercenaries, seeing his mount die couldn’t help but curse and rush forward, but Millodas was already gone from his previous spot along with his sword.

The mercenaries temporarily lost sight of him before spotting him near the last Lovrax.

“Stop him.” Shouted one of them after understanding what he wanted to do.

However, Millodas was already riding the last remaining Lovrax that was also the furthest from them.

His previous goal was to prevent them from going after Idlan and his daughters. However, with Vated fighting Idlan, there wasn’t any point in fighting against these mercenaries anymore.

Therefore, Millodas chose one mount and killed the others before using it to rush toward the screams of his friend. The mercenaries were left in the dust with the speed of this mount and could only powerlessly run after the trail left by Millodas.

This sudden move allowed him to break free from his fight. However, Millodas wasn’t relieved.

On the contrary, he had to tighten the grip on the reins to dissipate his anxiousness.

This horrible scream belonged to Idlan.

There was no doubt about it.

“Please let them be safe!”

His silent prayer escorted him under the thunderous noise of his mount breaking through the deep night.

  

    
        Chapter 49: Because I’m a father

    
    
    
    
  
Inside Tegralle, the evacuation of the town was still ongoing.

The guards reacted quickly in accordance with the strict training drilled into them for several years. They didn’t panic and, following the orders of their captain, didn’t try to engage the enemy directly.

They gathered together and covered the civilians rushing out of the town by following lit up torches.

The men attacking in the middle of the night killed several unprepared guards and wrecked chaos on their path by burning several houses but didn’t try to engage with the retreating guards or the fleeing population.

With Vated by their side, they weren’t afraid even if they had to face the whole town.

However, they didn’t have time to lose with that.

Without anyone to obstruct them, they directly rushed toward Millodas’ house before giving chase leaving a desolate and quiet town behind them.

Only the crackling of fire burning several buildings could be heard after they left.

The unprepared civilians and guards finally calmed down with their departure, but they quickly understood who was their target.

“It’s happening again.”

A tall middle-aged woman close to Millodas and his family couldn’t help but utter these words with helplessness and anger in her voice.

The people near her understood what she meant.

Millodas and Seledia saved this town but only got their only son kidnapped as a reward.

Everyone understood that another tragedy was about to befall this family.

The mercenary group led by Vated, that left Tegralle to pursue Millodas and his daughters, has already gathered and began fighting against Millodas.

Even if they couldn’t win against him, they never thought that he would put them in this situation.

They watched helplessly as the last living Lovrax, ridden by Millodas, disappeared beyond the darkness of the night at an astonishing speed.

They only had five Lovrax accompanying them for this mission. Vated clearly held a deeper interest in artifacts, and precious pieces of equipment than in fast mounts.

The other mercenaries didn’t have any other mount either.

Compared to the fast but expensive Lovrax, the commonly seen Preel wasn’t of any use. Its robustness was quite good, but its speed was average. Bringing a slow and noisy mount for this mission wasn’t wise.

Therefore they only brought these Lovrax to chase down Millodas if something went wrong with the silent kidnapping of the girls.

However, when they saw their target's fleeing figure disappearing beyond the darkness of the night, they began to regret their previous choice.

They could only chase after him on foot together.

“Boss isn’t going to be happy about that…”

“Tell me about it.” Helplessly shrugged one of his nearby comrades who knew better than anyone else the bad temper of their leader.

--

After Millodas rushed out of the encirclement, he used the speed of his new mount to let his pursuers far behind.

Blood continued to ooze from various wounds while his breathing was still somewhat rushed but he ignored it.

Fear for his daughters was tightly grasping his heart making him shiver, but he didn’t lose hope.

The screams of Idlan still resonated in the night and led him across the darkness.

Hearing the heartbreaking screams of his friend made him more anxious, but it also showed that Vated was still there.

Even with the speed of his mount, it still took some time for Millodas to reach the place of the screams.

When he saw his daughters and Gaya lying on the fresh wet grass, Millodas felt his entire body turn colder.

“Hiiiiiiii”

However, before he could rush forward, his mount issued a heartbreaking cry filled with pain. The powerful Lovrax suddenly stumbled to the ground without any prior warning just like a puppet having suddenly lost its strings.

Millodas was caught off guard by the sudden fatal injury that caused his mount to fall in a shocking rain of blood and was violently thrown dozens of feet forward by the accumulated speed.

However, he still managed to fix his posture in the air to some extent before landing safely but heavily on the ground.

“How?”

Millodas mumbled unconsciously to himself before raising his head by reflex.

Only a couple of feet away from the little girls lying on the fresh grass was standing a tall man with his right hand still raised. He had a massive large axe fixed on his back.

Even by standing more than fifty feet away and with the dark slightly obstructing his view, the strong body and familiar savage-looking face of this man was enough for Millodas to recognize immediately who he was.

“Vated!”

After hearing his name, a wide devious smile appeared on his lips. There was some blood on his face which added to his savage appearance as it was obviously not his.

He was standing proudly like a ruler before his subject, but the man curled up before his feet made him more look like an executioner.

When Millodas finally noticed the young man at his feet, he abruptly stood up from his previous crouching position while screaming.

“Idlan!!!”

The man twitched a little when he heard his name before weakly muttering.

“Sorry… I couldn’t…”

Millodas couldn’t bear to look at him in this state and was ready to rush forward when Vated’s rough voice finally resounded at the other end of this vast grassy plain just at the edge of the forest.

“I didn’t think that you would be able to come here with my men fighting against you. Seem like I will need to train and discipline them a little more after that.”

It was easy for Millodas to understand from his speech that for him, his presence made no difference.

“Well, this guy was almost done for anyway.”

After finishing his sentence, Vated gave a slight kick in the stomach of the curled up Idlan at his feet as if he was already bored with him.

Idlan didn’t even react from the kick and simply stayed motionless as if he was already unconscious.

“You should have kept the little elf near you, that would have been smarter instead of him running everywhere. You aren’t a challenge for me!”

Millodas coldly listened to his taunt while looking at this scene and trying to come up with a solution to save everyone from this situation.

He couldn’t delay for too long as the rest of the mercenary group was already rushing toward them. Once they were gathered together with Vated, Millodas knew that he wouldn’t stand a chance.

However, before acting he still had to understand something.

“How did you catch them so quickly? I didn’t see you bypass me earlier and I doubt that you were simply waiting here all this time before luckily encountering them.”

“Well, it’s one of my magic. I can merge with the earth and move with quite a good speed if I say so myself. I can also sense the footsteps around me so it’s quite convenient. I would be glad to show it to you, but each time I use it, my clothes get dirty and dusty.”

Vated wasn’t forced to answer, but he didn’t mind either. For him, it was just another opportunity to taunt and laugh at his opponent because, no matter what, Millodas wasn’t his match in his mind.

After hearing his words, Millodas’ expression contorted in displeasure.

Seeing this, Vated’s smile grew wider.

“Seem like you understand what this means. No matter what kind of trick you use or how fast you run away, I will be able to sense and follow you. As long as I’m here, your daughters can’t get away no matter what.”

The wide disturbing smile was still hung on his face, but his rough voice gradually turned sharper and more menacing.

His previous playful tone felt like an illusion when he continued his talk.

“Your only choice is to kill me and bring your daughters away before my men come here.”

Millodas expression further darkened while he clenched tighter his sword in his hands.

“As for him…” Vated cast his cold gaze to his feet.

“We don’t need him anymore. You won’t be able to bring him along with you anyway.”

He abruptly bent and stretched his large and powerful hand to grab Idlan by the neck before raising him with unbelievable ease above the ground in front of his eyes.

Millodas face greatly changed as he watched the cruel scene unfold before him.

“Don’t!!!” He madly yelled.

As if aroused by his scream, Idlan finally twitched and began to struggle with his feet kicking the air above the ground.

He looked completely powerless, but just as Vated was ready to mock him further, his sluggish movements suddenly became sharper and faster.

In the blink of an eye, he took out a hidden dagger from his sleeve and immediately aimed at Vated’s throat while he wasn’t looking.

*Clang*

His sudden action surprised Millodas who was ready to rush forward to save him.

However, the sound of pierced flesh and blood flowing wasn’t the result of his last struggle.

“Don’t ruin the mood!”

The wrist of Idlan was firmly caught by a large hand stopping his movement and preventing the dagger from moving further.

“You won’t need that anymore.”

His hand exerted a stronger pressure and made Idlan drop his dagger.

However, the pressure on his wrist continued to increase.

*Snap*

“Ahhhhhh!!”

The scream of Idlan once more resonated across the plain as his right wrist broke with a loud noise.

“Don’t make things difficult. It will be over very soon.”

His other hand suddenly increased the pressure on the throat in his grasp.

“Gaya, run!”

Vated was ready to kill Idlan, but Millodas' sudden shout distracted him and made him turn his head in reflex toward the girls.

However, Gaya wasn’t up.

She was still unconscious and lying near the two other girls.

Vated wanted to curse, but the whistling sound of the wind made him react on reflex before he could speak.

He used Idlan in his hand as a human shield toward the three sharp projectiles coming from Millodas.

His reaction was faster than the surprise attack of Millodas.

A smile appeared once more on his lips as he saw the attack reach Idlan’s back.

“How heartless.”

The projectiles reached Idlan and hit him at full speed.

However, there wasn’t any loud noise, scream or blood flowing from the impact.

The apparently solid and sharp chunk of earth completely disintegrated upon contact, only leaving behind a large and dense cloud of sand engulfing the upper bodies of Vated and Idlan.

“Son of a bitch!” Vated cursed while coughing.

“Well, I shouldn’t speak like that of my boss.” He immediately added in a playful tone.

This attack surprised him and obstructed his view. Nevertheless, he didn’t panic.

He prepared his magic to quickly disperse the cloud of dust around him when he saw a palm near the right side of his face. A small flame suddenly appeared on this palm and headed toward his head.

Idlan, who was almost strangled to death, poured all his remaining strength into this attack.

This sudden fireball, aimed at point-blank range to his face, couldn’t be avoided.

It would have been the case if Vated was up against a Saint mage able to complete instantaneously this magic.

However, Idlan was still far from that level.

Even by gathering his mana in his hand before releasing his magic, the attack still took a couple of seconds to activate.

It was just enough for Vated to swing his hand down on reflex with all his strength.

The violent movement threw Idlan on the ground while his fireball missed its target and flew in the sky.

The impact was so strong that it made his entire body crack under the pressure. Idlan didn’t lose consciousness, but before he could try to stand up, a strong foot pressed him against the ground.

“You piece of…”

Vated began to loudly cursed in frustration, but his expression suddenly changed.

He retracted his foot just in time to fix his posture and face his real opponent.

Millodas didn’t have the leisure to have the same relaxed attitude as Vated. He used the time bought by this surprise attack to gather and accumulate the power of the earth in his legs.

The large cloud of sand was still covering Vated and obstructing his view when the sound of the earth shattering under Millodas’ feet echoed.

With his sword raised, he crossed the distance separating them in an instant before striking downward in his momentum.

He went all out with this strike.

The sword avoided Idlan and aimed at Vated’s neck, but a large axe suddenly appeared in its path to block.

*Bang*

Speed gave power to an attack.

However, even with his speed, the sword was easily stopped, unable to advance further.

It was as if Millodas had hit a wall.

The shock nearly made his sword slip from his grasp.

“I misjudged you Millodas.”

The cloud of sand finally naturally dispersed with the cold wind of the night.

With a sharp pain across his entire arm, Millodas looked in shock as Vated turned his head to give him a murderous glare.

The moment he saw his eyes, he understood that Vated wasn’t playing around anymore.

“You’re not as weak as I thought. That strike was quite good, it forced me to use my weapon. You can be proud.”

The apparent words of praise made Millodas furrowed his brows. Even within the cloud of sand, he clearly saw that Vated only used an instant to fix his posture and a single hand to block him with his large axe.

Despite that and his all-out attack, he was stopped with utter ease.

“You monster…” Millodas uttered in disbelief.

“Well, thank you.”

Vated suddenly put more strength in his left arm which almost made Millodas fall backward.

Millodas was far from his match in terms of strength even with the ‘Earth blessing’ magic as a support.

Vated knew that and continued to progressively add more strength while watching him struggle.

He liked to fight, but playing with weaker opponents wasn’t bad either in his opinion especially because he couldn't kill Millodas according to his agreement with Dano.

While Millodas and Vated were in an apparent deadlock with neither side retreating, Idlan finally gathered his spirit and stood up.

Seeing this Millodas eyes lit up and Vated’s expression finally changed.

“Run with the girls. I will hold him back.”

The sudden voice of Millodas reached Idlan who was painfully standing while holding his broken wrist.

Even after the torture and wounds he suffered in Vated’s cruel hands, he still reacted quite quickly and began to run with difficulty toward them.

“Where are you planning to go?” Shouted Vated in anger.

With a violent movement, his tyrannical strength erupted and finally pushed back Millodas’ sword.

Millodas was forced three steps back, but he quickly rushed back to prevent Vated from attacking.

“Yaaa!”

With a loud battle cry, Millodas attacked fearlessly. Vated was forced to turn his attention back toward him. He quickly raised his large axe above his head ready to cut anything in his path.

Idlan, who had his head spinning furiously, was still struggling to reach the girls while Vated and Millodas were exchanging violent strikes against each other.

Vated’s physical strength was far above Millodas’.

There wasn’t any possible contest between them.

However, Millodas was nimbler than him. The powerful strikes of the axe couldn’t be stopped no matter what, so Millodas simply avoided them.

Vated couldn’t hit him carelessly with his axe either. He didn’t want to deal a fatal blow so he couldn’t use his entire strength recklessly.

Despite his superiority Vated couldn’t easily get rid of him, but Millodas’ strikes weren’t strong enough to penetrate his defense.

Without taking a single step back, he was able to dominate him and overcome his assaults just like an unmovable mountain.

After much more time than wanted, Idlan finally joined the girls and struggled to painfully carry the three of them with his only valid arm.

“Fortunately, they are so small.” He couldn’t help but mutter while running away from the intense fight.

Seeing this, Vated gave a sudden violent kick to Millodas’ stomach. The powerful strike sent him flying several feet backward.

Vated used this moment of weakness to turn his attention toward Idlan.

Seeing Vated rushing angrily toward him made Idlan pale face crumble further, but Millodas didn’t let him down.

He fixed his posture and, as soon as he touched the ground, he triggered his magic.

“Earth life!” Millodas suddenly shouted while putting one hand down.

Immediately after, the earth around Vated began to move, preventing him from giving chase.

Three impressive pillars of earth as high as Vated appeared around him.

He waved his large axe and immediately cleaved the weird magic surrounding him.

However, it was as if nothing happened. The towers of earth didn’t crumble, but continued to stand around him while changing shape.

The straight chunks of earth each grew two long and sharp spikes while their figures continued to take a human-like shape.

Millodas was still pouring his mana into the earth to maintain his magic while Vated was furiously striking against his magic.

He didn’t panic seeing Idlan awkwardly running away with the girls, but he clearly wasn’t willing to chase after them another time.

His previous smile hanging provokingly on his face was nowhere to be seen anymore.

“So this is your plan? You want to hold me down to allow this half-dead man to run away?” He loudly asked while striking again against Millodas’ magic. However, the result was the same. In a few seconds, these opponents made of earth reformed and resumed their awkward but violent attacks.

“I already told you, you will have to kill me if you want to save them!” Screamed Vated with anger and frustration.

“That’s my intention!” Millodas coldly snorted before using even more mana than before.

The three rough humanoids made of earth, that were relentlessly attacking with their long spikes like arms, began to once again transform. Their bodies lost their human shape and grew wider while numerous small and long spikes of solid earth grew all over them.

Vated continued to attack with his axe, but in a few seconds, Millodas’ attack was ready.

“Eat this!”

Millodas suddenly put his hands together in a forceful clap. At the same time, the three earth entities covered with sharp spikes like three living weapons gathered together and attacked from all around him.

*Bam*

No matter how large his axe was or how wide and overpowering his movements were, Vated couldn’t block this attack.

With a loud noise, the three masses of earth covered with deadly spikes landed on him. Vated’s muscular body almost completely disappeared, hidden by the impressive mass of hard earth.

Millodas adjusted his posture to look at the man still standing, but with his face hidden by the strange magic. Seeing that his figure remained motionless like a statue even after several seconds made Millodas doubt his own success.

“I did it.” He muttered while looking at the man with disbelief.

He was confident in his strength, but he never thought that Vated would fall for his trick so easily.

“You really underestimated me, didn’t you?” Muttered Millodas.

However, before he could truly rejoice, the noise of several men running toward him from behind suddenly caught his attention. Now that he wasn’t exchanging blows anymore, he realized that the mercenaries he left behind earlier finally caught up with him.

“I can’t fight all of them on my own.”

He was ready to turn heels when he finally understood why he felt something was wrong.

There was no blood flowing from Vated’s body.

“Pathetic!”

The sudden loud and mocking voice made his expression sink.

At the same time, the strange cocoon of sharp earth around Vated crumbled to piece without any movement from his large body.

Vated was covered with a dark-brown layer of earth on his face and probably on the rest of his body.

The earth slowly disappeared revealing his uninjured state to the horrified eyes of Millodas.

“Catch the man running away with the girls. He went that way.” Coldly ordered Vated while pointing at a direction beyond the darkness.

“Yes, Boss!” Answered this group of men.

Seeing the dozen men trying to bypass him, made Millodas turn his attention toward them. With a flick of his arm, he shot more than a dozen sharp spikes of earth in an attempt to block them.

However, the mercenaries were no pushover. They were far from Millodas and had more than enough time to skillfully avoid without losing much time.

Seeing Millodas shifted his attention to deal with his men made Vated coldly laugh.

“You want to hold all of them back with just you. Don’t be so full of yourself. You’re not even my match. Don’t forget, if I wanted it, you'd be dead already!”

The reality of the situation finally overwhelmed Millodas’ resolve.

He couldn’t win.

He wasn’t strong enough for that.

If Seledia was there, then everything would be different.

However, he was alone.

He feared this day for four long years but, in the end, he was completely powerless. Despite his preparations, he couldn’t stop them from taking these innocent girls away from him.

If this was the result, then why did he train for so long?

Why was he so weak?

These questions assaulted his mind and threatened his sanity. However, thinking about Seledia made him realize that he would never have the courage to face her if anything happened to their daughters.

As a husband and as a father, he couldn’t bear this kind of pain and shame anymore.

He preferred to die.

Millodas clenched his fists and finally took out a small round stone from his pocket shining with a strange brown light under the moonlight. The stone inspired an impulsive desire in those who saw it as if nothing else in this world was more precious.

Just like a natural treasure of the world, the brownish light of the stone dominated the darkness around.

It didn’t take much effort to notice that this wasn’t an ordinary stone.

“Where did you get that?”

Seeing this stone in Millodas’ hands made Vated unconsciously shout in shock.

“You threatened to take away my family for years. Did you think that I would let you act without preparing anything?”

“You’re crazy! If they learn that you have that, the Ryuno clan won’t let you off!”

“It’s you who forced me. I won’t let you take away my daughters! No matter what it takes.”

Millodas strongly declared before clenching the stone tighter in his hand.

The pale brown luster began to grow stronger as if competing with the light of the moon to outshine it.

All the mercenaries turned their heads at the same time toward the unknown luster, but it was already too late.

“Earth eater!” Furiously shouted Millodas.

Immediately after, the dense earth around him patched with fresh grass began to crumble and turned into sand.

At first, only a couple of feet around him were affected, but the light of the stone in his hand suddenly grew stronger. Under the influence of the strange yet dominating brown light, his magic expanded all at once.

In the blink of an eye. The entire vast plain was changed into a sand desert.

Vated and his group didn’t have the time to avoid because of the sudden expansion. They were caught inside the range of effect of this magic.

They felt their feet immediately sink into the ground.

Vated was the quickest to react.

He gathered his strength and was ready to jump out of range of the magic, but the sand under his feet abruptly moved, sucking him downward, and preventing him from extracting himself.

The suction force of the sand was too much to bear for most of the mercenaries who lost their footing and fell into the whirlpool of sand with their whole body.

Only Vated and a couple of his men had enough resources and strength to endure the violent suction. Even so, the spinning and sucking whirlpool of sand prevented them from going out of range of Millodas’ magic.

“Bastard.” Screamed Vated in a fit of rage.

He was well known for his strong physique powered by his magic, but without a stable footing, he couldn’t muster the necessary amount of strength to extract himself from this trap. He couldn’t use his magic to enter the ground either as he needed to be perfectly still for that.

This strange flow of sand was also disrupting his flow of mana preventing him and his men from using magic.

“You’re way too confident. I was like that a long time ago. It’s too late for you to regret. As long as I’m standing, you won’t leave!”

--

While Millodas was using his magic to trap Vated and his men, Idlan continued to painfully run toward the hideout with the girls. He also heard the words of Vated. He could follow and catch him with ease just by locating his footsteps.

If this was the truth then his only chance was to reach the hideout before Vated could use his magic. Once there and, as long as he didn’t move, Vated wouldn’t be able to locate them.

He was worried about Millodas but there was nothing else he could do at this moment.

For the first time in his life, Idlan truly hated his weakness.

In this Kingdom, if you didn’t have money or status then you could only rely on yourself. The strong dominated the weak without any care.

It was because of his strength that Vated was allowed to rampage with complete impunity. There wasn’t any authority to help them. Not a single noble house would stand up for them as they didn’t have anything to win.

Having lived in this small town all his life, Idlan never really thought about it, but while he was pitifully running across the forest to save these innocent little girls from this cruel madman, he finally realized.

Something wasn’t right in this Kingdom.

Sellysse and Lynadia were under his valid arm while Gaya was on his shoulder. Despite his efforts, Idlan moved quite slowly with this kind of burden and injury. However, he didn’t give up and clenched his teeth to hold on.

Minutes as long as hours for him continued to pass.

The violent noise of the sand swirling behind him was growing fainter.

Idlan clearly understood that it wasn’t that he crossed a long distance. It was the magic itself that was weakening.

“Millodas…”

He awkwardly tightened the grip on the girls with his remaining arm before picking up his pace.

The deepest part of the night was already over, but for him, the situation never seemed as obscure as it was in this instant.



  

    
        Chapter 50: Never again

    
    
    
    
  
Outside Tegralle, on a vast plain at the edge of the forest near the town, it was usually possible to see numerous kinds of animals enjoying the peacefulness of this area.

It was particularly the case at night.

However, that night was different.

Animals long deserted this place to enter the forest.

The once luxurious grassy plain was replaced by a colossal amount of sand moving at high speed and trapping numerous men inside.

Millodas didn’t know how much time passed since he triggered his magic.

However, he knew one thing.

With his injuries, Idlan couldn’t have reached the hideout yet.

Knowing that, he couldn’t allow anyone to follow him. 

With the mysterious stone in his hands, the strong magic swallowing his opponents seemed endless.

Even Vated was struggling to barely stay standing, but he still couldn’t get out from the furious whirlpool of sand.

It was as if the earth itself wanted to bury him.

Millodas coldly looked at Vated and his men struggling inside his magic. Large beads of sweat were already flowing from his forehead and back. Even his hand holding the ‘elemental stone’ started to shake.

“Release us!”

“You can’t trap us here forever.”

He turned a deaf ear to the furious screams of the mercenaries and continued to concentrate on his magic.

Vated wasn’t shouting and despite the fact that he was obviously furious to have fallen into his trap, he still maintained a calm appearance.

It was because he already understood the limit of this magic.

It was its consumption.

To trap all those men together, Millodas had to expand the range of his magic far beyond his limit. Without the ‘elemental stone’ in his hand continuously strengthening his magic and providing mana to use, it would have been impossible.

Even so, the energy of this magical stone wasn’t infinite. Its grade wasn’t high enough to reach this level yet.

With such a wide reach, its energy was quickly depleting.

Millodas and Vated could easily say that at this rate, it wouldn’t even take ten minutes before it shattered.

However, Millodas didn’t have any other choice.

This was the last trump card he had prepared.

“How much longer can you hold on? Five minutes? Maybe ten?” Vated asked him in a mocking tone.

Millodas didn’t answer and continued to carefully control his mana and the ‘elemental stone’ to avoid any unnecessary consumption.

“Give up.” Coldly added Vated.

The output of the magic was already less strong than before. Vated had much less difficulty standing and it would clearly only take him just a little longer to escape from this magic.

“For you to believe that you would be strong enough to hold all of us together. I am truly impressed by your arrogance and your naivety. Even so, your magic is quite impressive. What a shame that by expanding its range you sacrificed its mortality.”

Millodas clenched the small rock tighter in his hand after hearing his words.

“Give up. You can’t win. You never could but there is no reason to fight so desperately. The girls will become true members of the Waldemar house and will help revive your house. They will have a brilliant future. Much more important than wasting their lives in a pitiful town like you and Seledia did.”

“Don’t give me your crap. I know what is truly happening in those so-called Great houses. I know what my father will do to them. He will use them just like objects. I won’t let that happen.”

“You’re too weak to stop anything.”

Long minutes slowly passed until it became apparent what was going to happen. Millodas couldn’t prevent his hand holding the ‘elemental stone’ from shaking anymore.

Seeing this, a vicious smile finally reappeared on Vated’s face

It would be over soon.

Like a curse, amidst the weakening rolling noise of the whirlpool of sand, Vated let out his pent-up anger.

“You should have listened to me.”

Millodas’ head was spinning and his heart was tasting despair once again.

The energy inside the stone was almost totally exhausted. Without its support, he wouldn’t be able to continue using his magic on a large scale and the men trapped inside would be free to pursue his daughters once again.

Finally, the extreme border of his magic didn’t have enough mana to sustain the movement of the sand. Without this restraint, a couple of mercenaries finally stood up and rushed as fast as they could on the hard ground, outside of the range of influence of his magic.

“Well done guys!” cried some of their companions who were still trapped.

“Quick, get him. I’m already at my limit!”

The free mercenaries didn’t need anyone to tell them to act against Millodas. They had already fought against him and watched him helplessly as he stole their last mount before being almost trapped to death by his hateful magic.

Their anger was already on the breaching point so they began to circle around the area full of spinning sand to reach him.

Millodas was still standing, but he couldn’t divert his attention nor did he have enough strength left to do anything about the men coming to him. He knew that he had to keep Vated trapped as long as he could.

He concentrated harder to prevent other mercenaries from escaping, but he knew that he wouldn’t be able to hold them much longer.

“Get him!!!”

“Careful, guys don’t kill him.”

“And leave him conscious for us.”

The free mercenaries were only fifty feet away from him when three others managed to escape.

More and more began to extract themselves from the clutch of Millodas’ magic. Only a few other mercenaries were still trapped with Vated, but they were already starting to break free.

The impressive loud noise of his magic was only a memory as more and more mercenaries began to climb out of the pit of sand. Except near Vated, the moving sand was nearly completely stopped.

“What the…”

The constant sound of his magic having died down, another one replaced it. 

A rumbling sound growing stronger with each second reached them. 

The earth around them began to slightly tremble.

The free mercenaries shifted their attention away from Millodas to look behind them from where the rumbling noise was coming.

Distant lights piercing the darkness began to appear revealing to the dumbfound men its nature.

A horde of riders was coming at high speed toward them.

Even with the darkness, it wasn’t hard to see that they outnumbered them.

“Quick get into formation!” Ordered the still trapped Vated to the rest of his men.

Despite being caught off guard, the experienced men quickly got into formation and prepared their magic to welcome their mysterious new opponent.

“Millodas!!!”

One of the riders abruptly shouted.

Hearing this familiar voice, Millodas understood who was coming.

After several seconds, more and more riders began to appear in front of the mercenaries.

They were the guards of Tegralle.

Millodas watched dumbfounded as the men that he personally trained for numerous years appeared on their respective Preel one after the other.

They were only about thirty official guards inside Tegralle, but there were at least eighty different riders who rode the commonly seen Preels raised on the city's border to earn their living.

After carefully looking, Millodas realized that some of the ordinary citizens of the town were present alongside them on different mounts. They all had rudimentary weapons and protections, but the determination that burned in their eyes could not be underestimated.

“Why are you here?” Shouted Millodas in disbelief.

“To help you obviously!” Strongly replied together some of his most trustful comrades.

Millodas felt a rush of warmth in his heart threatening to overcome him, but after the initial bliss he felt seeing those reinforcements in this desperate situation, he quickly calmed down and realized what was going to happen.

“Go help Idlan carry my daughters to safety. He went that way. You should be able to catch him easily with your mounts.” Quickly explained Millodas while pointing with his finger to the direction in which Idlan had gone.

“Got it.” 

Two thin-looking guards hurriedly moved their respective mount away from the pit of sand and rushed toward Idlan at top speed.

The group of mercenaries in battle formation were facing the rest of the riders and couldn’t rush to stop them while Vated was still trapped inside Millodas’ magic.

Seeing the two men successfully leaving to help Idlan made Millodas breathed a sigh of relief before his tired face turned more serious.

“Why did you come? You can’t face them like that, they are too dangerous” Shouted Millodas while breathing heavily.

He knew more than anyone else the true strength of his men and also personally faced the mercenaries.

This bunch of brave amateurs who only faced weak deviants barely awakened weren’t a match for those battle-hardened warriors much less the ordinary citizens awkwardly brandishing swords too heavy for their weak arms.

Millodas himself as a true Saint mage couldn’t face them all by himself. His previous fight was the proof of it. If not for them not wanting to kill him, the situation would probably be totally different.

“We know that it’s dangerous.” Answered one of his men. This honest-looking bulky fellow couldn’t hide his shaking hands holding the reins of his mount.

“Then hurry and escape. You’ve already done enough!” Pleaded Millodas.

“No, it’s not true!” 

A heavy silence suddenly settled after the sudden shout of several other guards that even the mercenaries didn’t disrupt.

“You saved this town, you saved us and taught us how to fight and stand for ourselves without begging the noble houses for protection.”

“Even so..”

“Even though you’ve done so much for us…”

“We couldn’t help you save Sillath!!!”

Millodas inhaled a sudden breath of the cold air of the night after hearing their answer.

“We watched you and Seledia hiding your sadness all these years. We won’t let that happen again!”

“Never again!!!”

This violent shout filled with their repressed feelings that they have accumulated over the past four years has made the heart of all the men present shiver. Even Vated couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow in irritation when he saw these fearless men getting in his way.

A long silence settled on the soon to come battlefield after their strong declaration.

A sacred and unbreakable silence created by the determination of these men ready to risk their lives to repay the gratitude and kindness shown to them.

This delicate atmosphere settling in the night seemed to want to last forever until a rough voice filled with fury and coldness echoed amidst the faint sound of the sand still trapping him.

“Kill them. Don’t let a single one alive.” 

Immediately after this cruel order, several large fireballs suddenly flew at high speed from the mercenaries.

The forefront riders, formed by the most experienced members quickly reacted and hurriedly avoided. However, only a few of them showed this level of training and reaction speed.

The violent blazing impact disrupted their ranks. Several men and mounts screamed in pain altogether before the most experienced guards at the forefront of their chaotic formation issued a battle cry.

“Attack!!!” 

As if woken up from a dream and, forgetting the raging flames surrounding them, the riders rushed together forward.

The earth trembled under the massive hooves of their mounts making an impressive racket feeding their bravery.

Nearly a hundred riders rushed like a single man to crush the dozen mercenaries who were waiting for them together with their weapon raised.

Several other fireballs flew in their direction but, after a few seconds of an intense run, they finally reached the mercenaries and engaged in the first real battle of their life without exchanging any other words between them.

Despite their clear disadvantage in number, Vated’s men didn’t falter and also rushed forward.

The once peaceful plain where families used to come to relax didn’t exist anymore. 

A cruel battlefield replaced it.

After the initial fierce impact that nearly made their formation collapse, the superior training of the mercenaries began to show its might.

Despite their disadvantage in number and their lack of mounts, they were able to fight equally against their opponent. However, the difference in number was too much for them to completely suppress these weak yet brave enemies.

The less skilled didn’t hesitate to awkwardly gang up together whereas the strongest guards attacked in smallest squads while using the superior speed of their mount to try to break their formation.

They acted just like sharp knives crashing repeatedly into their enemy.

They maximally used their advantage in number, but this tactic had a price.

Their losses were much more important.

Several minutes already passed since the initial attack, but only a single mercenary fell whereas around a dozen men from Tegralle were already lying on the ground, some dead, some wishing they were.

This devastating result wasn’t only due to their recklessness, but was simply the result of the most crucial difference between the two groups.

All of the mercenaries could use magic with the potential to kill.

On the contrary, only a few guards trained their magic to a satisfying result. Most of their comrades were not too bad and could still use a couple of times some useful magic but the normal citizens were totally overwhelmed.

They didn’t have much potential as a mage and could only use some magic for their daily use.

They weren’t physically or mentally prepared to face the downfall of fire and sharp rocks that the mercenaries regularly created.

The fierce fire sweeping the small plain was enough to understand that victory wouldn’t be easy.

And that it would come at a price.

Everything was clear from where Millodas was standing.

He could see his friends falling one after the other.

He could hear the clashing of steel and the screams of agony.

He could smell their blood tainting the grass and sand among the sickening smell of burnt flesh.

Millodas watched in a daze those events unfold before his already red eyes.

However, he didn’t turn his head away.

He didn’t have this right.

Because they were fighting for him and his family’s sake.

Millodas didn’t get overwhelmed seeing them fight desperately because he had his own duty.

“Let me out!”

The voice of Vated full of rage overcame the frightful noise of the battlefield to reach Millodas who was standing near him apart from the battle. 

The anger that Vated felt before couldn’t compare with what he was feeling while seeing his men slowly weakening and falling one after the other, drawn by a massive number of enemies. 

He was violently struggling to break free, but no matter how much he tried, the magic of Millodas prevented him from joining his subordinates.

The mercenaries didn’t have the leisure to attack him to free their boss either.

Millodas was already on the brink of rupture earlier, but since he didn’t have to worry about the mercenaries anymore, he could concentrate all his remaining strength on Vated and as a result on a much smaller place.

He could still hang on.

“Let me out, you bastard!” Screamed Vated once again.

“I won’t!”

Millodas was breathing heavily while trying to hold on. The light of the ‘elemental stone’ in his hand was almost completely gone. However, he didn’t give up.

His whole body was shaking, but his eyes shone with an even stronger determination as he saw his friends fighting for his sake.

“If I let you out then you’re going to kill them all.”

“MOVE!!!”

“I WON’T!!!”

Millodas clenched his fists tighter and gritted his teeth while looking at the enraged Vated struggling against him.

“Until they win, you will stay here with me.” 

For what seemed like an eternity, the battle raged, illuminating the night with fierce lights and thunderous explosions.

Millodas and Vated, each struggling against the other, could only watch helplessly at the devastation unfolding before them.

Finally, they watched with opposite emotions the last man on one side still standing falling in a pool of blood.

Seeing the result, Millodas went pale.

Witnessing this heartbreaking scene, his voice got stuck in his own throat while Vated finally stopped struggling.

The fresh grass was bathing in a river of blood with numerous small mountains of charred corpses on it.

“We did it!” Finally exhaled one man still standing with numerous cuts on his bodies.

He turned his head to look at his comrades near him before finally looking at Millodas and Vated.

“Let’s go guys! We’re not done yet.”

While raising his sword in the sky, he rallied the rest of the standing men. More and more began to painfully stand to join him. Some had burns on their bodies while others were bathed in blood.

The few men standing and the others joining them began to once again form a small crowd. 

The small tattered crowd slowly began to grow larger.

Millodas watched with a pale face his friends and subordinates awkwardly and painfully gathering together.

There was no doubt anymore.

The winner of this cruel fight were the men from Tegralle. 

The dozen mercenaries were all dead while only around fifty men from Tegralle were able to stand. Many others were only injured on the ground unable to stand up, but even so, the number of dead wasn’t low.

Despite the clear difference in ability and experience, their number and courage helped them wear down the mercenaries to defeat them one by one.

It’s only when the men began to walk toward him that Millodas recovered his wit and voice.

“Don’t stay here. Run!!!”

“What are you saying? We won.” Answered some of the most baffled men.

However, most of them quickly realized why Millodas was suddenly screaming.

Vated was emanating an incredible amount of mana. His eyes were red with fury as he gathered his mana to finally break free from his weakening prison.

“We can’t give up on you, Captain. If we join our strength, I’m sure we will be able to defeat him. While he is trapped, we just have to shoot him down.” Proposed one of his subordinate witnessing the change in Vated.

However, Millodas hadn't even considered this option.

Because he knew what was going to happen.

“Don’t be stupid. No matter how much you try or how many attacks you launch, you guys can’t defeat him.”

Vated was like a volcano ready to erupt at any time while Millodas was the last barrage to his fury.

“I won’t hold on much longer. Gather the wounded and leave now!” Millodas continued to urge them.

Seeing his men hesitating in this situation while he was already suffering from the depletion of his mana finally made Millodas shout in anger.

“Hurry!”

Some began to finally step back, but some of his men still hesitated.

“But… and you?”

“Vated won’t kill me so hurry and leave! You can’t die here. You still have to protect the town.”

After his final urging, the men of Tegralle still covered in bruises and blood began to run away.

They quickly gathered the wounded on their mounts still usable and prepared to desert the battlefield.

Some of the ordinary citizens still didn’t understand why they finally ran away after obtaining a difficult victory, but the guards who heard the name of the man trapped by Millodas understood.

They could surpass the mercenaries with their number, but that tactic would never work against that man.

Since the beginning, they couldn’t win but that didn’t matter anymore.

They had already helped Millodas stall for time.

It was too late for Vated to catch up with his daughters anymore.

*Crack*

Only a couple of minutes passed since the end of the battle. The men were still busy running away with the wounded when a sudden noise made them turn their head toward Millodas.

They didn’t know what caused this noise but Millodas and Vated both knew.

The miraculous ‘elemental stone’ that created a magic strong enough to trap Vated for so long finally shattered.

There wasn’t anyone able to contain Vated’s fury anymore.

After losing the last bit of strength he had left in him, Millodas immediately fell to his knees.

Contrary to his expectation, Vated didn’t immediately rush out to chase after his men.

He slowly climbed out of the hole of sand.

One step at a time.

The regular noise of his steps was like a hammer hitting his heart.

Veins protruding from his face with eyes already red with anger. The terrifying appearance of Vated towering before him made the will of the running guards and civilians of Tegralle crumble.

Even the least willing to run finally understood at this moment why they had to escape.

But it was too late.

Vated clenched his huge fist and raised it slowly high above his head.

“DON’T!!!”

Among the desperate scream of Millodas, the fist abruptly came down and silently hit the ground.

Immediately after a huge rumbling sound spread.

Hearing this terrifying noise, the men still running away couldn’t help but turn pale as they watched a huge crack in the earth beginning to head in their direction.

The thin crack quickly became wider and spread throughout the plain. 

After only a couple of seconds, the crack reached and went beyond them while turning the earth upside down along with the men on it.

Millodas watched powerlessly at the apocalyptic scene in front of his eyes.

The earth spreading apart.

Huge chunks of rock crumbling to piece.

His men desperately trying to run only to get buried by the moving earth.

The chaotic scene lasted for several minutes before his men’s screams finally stopped completely.

“It was wise to let them escape first.” Finally growled Vated before standing up.

He then proceeded to slowly head toward Millodas still kneeling with his gaze fixed on the devastated plain. 

“It’s all your fault. Because of your pointless struggle, my men died.”

Vated slowly spoke with neither anger or sorrow in his voice anymore.

“It didn’t have to turn out like this.”

He finally reached Millodas and stopped right beside him.

“Now I will have to erase this pitiful town and every one of its inhabitants for that. I won’t let a single one of them alive. I will kill every man, woman and child to accompany my men to the underworld.”

“...”

“This is the price for your actions.”

Millodas gritted his teeth in anger and sorrow while painfully raising his head to look with defiance at Vated in his eyes.

The darkest period of the night was already over with the moon beginning to cede its place.

The dawning light of the world allowed him to clearly see the calm appearance of Vated with his savage face towering him.

“Don’t worry I won’t kill you.” Finally added Vated after several long seconds of silence.

“I will take your daughters away and after destroying this town, I will butcher your wife in front of you.” He calmly explained while keeping his calm face as if the words he pronounced didn’t have anything to do with his intentions.

Millodas, with tears of frustration and anger in his eyes, was trying his best to stand. However, his strength already left him.

He couldn’t face or stop Vated anymore

“It’s only when you will hold her dead body in your arms that I will finally allow you to die.”

Millodas finally gave up standing up, but he continued to look at those cruel dark eyes with enough hate and resentment to kill.

“You won’t find them. They are already too far.”

“We will see…” Peacefully answered Vated before raising his fist once more.

Millodas didn’t avoid nor moved his gaze away in front of this attack. 

The strong fist hit his temple and finally robbed him of his consciousness.

  

    
        Chapter 51: Hunt

    
    
    
    
  
The terrible battle that shook the surroundings of Tegralle finally came to an end.

The screams and sounds of destruction already disappeared, but only Vated could contemplate the terrible sight that he created.

Millodas was already unconscious at his feet and nobody stood in his way anymore, but he didn’t feel happy about it.

He gravely underestimated Millodas and his will to protect his daughters. As a result, all the men that he slowly trained and disciplined died.

It wasn’t a small loss, but it wasn’t insurmountable either.

However, to recover from this setback, he needed Dano’s money and support.

He couldn’t fail this mission.

Therefore, immediately after neutralizing Millodas, he didn’t wait to activate his magic.

His feet began to sink and blend with the earth before his whole body slowly disappeared into the ground. 

This magic didn’t have any offensive potential or usefulness in battle as it took too long and was difficult to activate, but it’s this magic that made Vated confident when he was tracking his enemies.

He was one with the earth and the earth was one with him.

This earth fusion allowed him to move at high speed but more importantly to perceive and locate the movements on the earth, like footsteps, as long as they weren’t too far away from him.

Once his magic was fully activated, Vated started heading in the direction where Idlan took the girls while fully using his senses to locate them.

However, after half an hour of intense search, the girls and their escort were still unfindable.

“This is going to be troublesome.” Grumpily muttered Vated before resuming his search.

--

The intense rumbling noise was finally over but Idlan and his two companions still didn’t dare to move.

With the help of their respective mount, the two guards named Brit and Hammiel quickly reached Idlan who was struggling painfully to take the girls away.

It took them less than five minutes with their mounts to reach the underground hiding place at the outer border on the western side of the forest.

Following Idlan’s instructions, they let the mounts continue to run forward and entered the hideout together with the three unconscious girls. 

It was an inconspicuous place rarely visited by anyone in the town because many strong animals chose to settle there. Millodas spent a lot of time and effort to create this little underground hideout only a few dozen feet wide, but it was worth it.

Immediately after entering, they sealed the small metal hatch that served as the entrance before finally feeling safer. 

Idlan was confident that it was impossible for anyone to locate the small entrance. As long as they didn’t make too much noise, Vated would have no way to locate them even with his magic.

The entrance was totally hidden and definitely impossible to find with eyes alone. To avoid being trapped inside in case something happens, Millodas also built a long tunnel with his magic acting as an emergency exit and leading to a small clearing deeper inside the forest.

While Idlan rested near the bed where the three unconscious girls were sleeping, his two companions were turning their heads around anxiously as if they were trying to locate something.

“The noise is gone.” Finally, declared Brit.

“We can all say that, you idiot.” Rebuked Hammiel as he sat on the harsh ground beside him. His black eyes were looked at his friend as if he was looking at a retard.

“I’m more concerned about what created this noise.” Added Hammiel while sucking a mouthful of cold air.

“Trust me you don’t want to know.” 

Hearing this, the two guards turned their heads toward Idlan who was trying to move as little as possible to avoid reawakening the pain in his arm.

Seeing his body covered in bandages along with his roughly immobilized arm made Brit and Hammiel reluctant to imagine what had happened to him.

His terrifying appearance along with the loud noise they just heard only added to the anxiousness they felt for their comrades and friends who stayed behind to fight.

“So what do we do now?” Finally asked Hammiel in a heavy tone.

“We wait.” Plainly answered Idlan.

“Wait? Wait for what?” Asked Brit nervously.

“Wait for Seledia to come back. If she is fast, she should be back by the end of the day, but the most likely assumption is that she won't be back until tomorrow afternoon."

“What!?!” Exclaimed Brit after hearing Idlan’s calm answer.

“This is your plan?” Asked Hammiel with irritation.

Idlan looked at his broken and painful wrist before turning his head toward the small bed. His gaze softened when he saw the innocent little girls sleeping peacefully. They were hit quite hard on their head, but after a quick examination, he didn’t discover any other injury. The only consequence of this attack would probably be a severe headache upon waking up.

“There is no plan…” Finally answered Idlan helplessly.

Seledia was always there to look after her girls all these years. With her as a guardian, only a fool or a suicidal man would try to attack this town.

Millodas and Idlan were both aware of this reality. 

Despite that, they couldn’t prevent what happened that night. The attack was too sudden and the enemy was too strong. Even with all of Millodas’ training and preparations, the end result was catastrophic.

Idlan was more experienced than Brit and Hammiel and already confronted Vated once, barely escaping with his life.

He knew that the chances of Millodas triumphing over him were almost nil. He didn’t hesitate to explain his view to his comrades so that they could prepare for the worst.

Just like the other guards who remained with Millodas to fight, Idlan grew up in Tegralle and assisted powerlessly as the Waldemar house and other nobles abandoned the town. He knew just like everyone else in town that hopping for the help of the Kingdom or a Noble house was even more unrealistic.

This is why Idlan couldn’t come to love this Kingdom where human life was so cheap. 

He couldn’t trust a Kingdom where a monster like Vated was allowed to roam free and rampage for so long.

He couldn’t forgive this Kingdom either for giving up on them.

All of his heart and mind were always screaming to him that something was seriously wrong.

And he had the proof and result of it tonight.

They were helpless against Vated and could only hide like frightened animals.

A couple of hours already passed since Idlan entered the hideout with the others. There was no sign nor noise outside, but he still couldn’t relax.

He had already decided with Brit and Hammiel that they should avoid moving as much as possible inside the hideout. They all quickly came to this decision after hearing about the mysterious magic of Vated.

Nevertheless, spending more than two hours without moving while remaining alert was more mentally exhausting than they could have imagined.

They maintained their vigilance as much and as long as they could. However, they still became a little muddled after all this time without anything happening.

That’s why they didn’t immediately notice what was happening inside the hideout.

It’s only when they heard the rustling noise of the blankets that they finally regained their focus and turned their attention to the bed.

A small figure was trying to stand up while holding her head with her small white hands.

“Ow… My head..”

The soft and unfocused voice of Gaya reached their ears as they watched the little girl slowly and painfully struggling out of her blanket.

Idlan, who was still beside the bed, stood up and spent several minutes calming Gaya down and explaining to her what had happened.

Seeing the little girl calmly listening to Idlan’s explanation made them secretly heave a sigh of relief. They were afraid that she would suddenly scream and give their location away.

That would truly be an unjust way to die.

“I know you are here!!!”

Suddenly an earth-breaking voice echoed in their small hideout making their heart shiver and their mind panic.

“He found us!” Exclaimed Brit with despair in his voice.

“We must…”

“Shhht” Drily cut Idlan.

Brit, who was almost ready to speak again, was abruptly stopped by Idlan.

Gaya watched anxiously the three guards, whom she often saw with Millodas, suddenly stopping their movements like newly formed statues, looking anxiously around them and trying to determine if anyone was coming.

“There’s no one around.” Suddenly softly spoke Gaya.

With her sensitive hearing, she was best able to tell if someone was approaching them or not.

Idlan and the other two nearly had a heart attack earlier and still decided to wait a little more before relaxing.

“Come out!!!” 

The violent and thundering voice once more appeared, but this time they didn’t jump out of fright. 

They calmly observed their surroundings and, seeing that nothing was changing, they finally allowed themselves to calm down a little.

“Vated is here.”

“Yes, but he is still looking for us.”

“Don’t move. He will eventually go elsewhere if he doesn’t detect something abnormal here. Also, don’t speak anymore!”

The four of them kept their mouth shut and their ears open while anxiously waiting for the voice to powerfully resonated in their small hideout once more.

They didn’t have to wait long before the enraged voice of Vated once more appeared.

--

“You fuckers!!!” Screamed Vated from the top of his lung.

More than two hours of constant research finally made him completely lose his calm. 

He already reached the mounts used for their escape and knew that they were on foot, but despite his speed and his enhanced senses with his magic, he still couldn’t find them after all this time.

He knew that they were hiding, but he couldn’t locate them if they weren’t moving.

It was already dawn and he couldn’t wait anymore.

Seledia was going to come back tonight or tomorrow at the latest. He didn’t want to fight her without taking the girls away first. It wouldn’t be funny if they put the girls to safety while he was killing her. 

After letting his rage coming out through his voice, Vated calmed down and rummaged through his interior pocket.

After a couple of seconds, he finally took out a strange object. It was a short and thin white string connecting two small red square pieces. He placed one square end under his left ear before doing the same thing under his right ear with the other square object at the other end of the strange-looking string.

He then placed each of his thumbs on the squares at the same time. Immediately after, the previous loose string suddenly adjusted its length and tightened around his large neck. However, the sharp-looking string didn’t cut him.

On the contrary, it seemed to almost blend into his neck.

After injecting his mana into the squares like objects on each side of his neck, the string began to turn blue.

“I know you are here!!!”

The previous shout of Vated was made of his pent-up emotion, but the loudness of his voice couldn’t compare with the sound he suddenly emitted.

As an earth mage, this artifact was almost useless to Vated and he planned to sell it sooner or later to a Wind mage, but after using it, he was glad that he didn’t find the right buyer yet.

It was an artifact used to reinforce the voice.

It was only priceless for wind mages who developed this concept of the wind element, but Vated still found it a use in this situation.

“Come out!!!” 

After confirming the amplified range of his voice, Vated finally let out his loud and imposing speech.

“I know that you’re hiding somewhere around here. I’m gonna find you sooner or later. Get out now and I won’t hurt you. I will only take the girls and go. You have my word!”

His voice was so loud that it seemed able to make the entire forest tremble. Vated waited a couple of seconds, but without any movement or answer, he continued.

“Fine. You made me do this. I let you ten minutes to show yourself. Otherwise, I'll change my target to the rest of this town's inhabitants."

This time, Vated didn’t wait for them to answer. 

“You can hide but so many people can’t. They aren’t far from here. My name is Vated in case you didn’t know who you were messing with. I trust that you know what will happen to them if you don’t hand over the girls in ten minutes.”

Vated crossed his arms with a vicious smile on his face before raising his voice again.

--

The atmosphere inside the hideout became heavier with each vicious word of Vated coming to their ears.

They all had their families inside the town.

Even Idlan had his fiance waiting for him. He didn’t want to risk his life, but he made the choice to stay by Millodas’ side and help him to repay his gratitude. 

However, it was different for his soon to be wife. 

She didn’t choose anything.

She was innocent and defenseless. If Vated really attacked her along with the other inhabitants then it would be a massacre.

Thinking about it made Idlan clenched his remaining fist tightly in anger before muttering.

“Vated… You coward…”

Idlan was at a loss about his next course of action. He couldn’t let him hurt the innocent people of the town. However, he couldn’t give the girls away either.

He wasn’t naive enough to think that Vated would really let them off either. He already saw what this vicious and cruel man was capable of.

“We need a diversion. I will…”

Before Idlan could finish transmitting his thoughts to his comrades, the ridiculously loud voice of Vated once more resonated.

“All I want is the girls. They are descendants of a large noble house that wants to get them back no matter what. I won’t hurt them and my employer certainly won’t. You want to save them but save them from what?”

The silent atmosphere suddenly became somewhat restless.

Brit and Hammiel turned their heads to look at each other in confusion before turning back their attention to the bed where still lied down Sellysse and Llynadia.

“They are from nobility?”

“What’s going on? Is he telling the truth?” Muttered Hammiel in wonder.

Seeing their gazes over the girls made Gaya react. While still on the bed, she placed herself in front of the girls in a protective manner obstructing at the same time their line of sight. Crossing Gaya’s electric-blue gaze made Brit and Hammiel unconsciously turn their eyes away.

Idlan didn’t miss their reactions.

However, before he could say anything, Vated’s voice once more resounded inside the small hideout stronger than ever.

“Only a life of riches and power awaits them. I can always come back later with more men to catch them, but I will raze the town to the ground this time. You want to sacrifice everything you own and your loved one just to prevent these noble girls from going back to their true family?”

The atmosphere inside the hideout was already heavy. It finally became awkward and somewhat hostile after hearing Vated’s words.

Brit and Hammiel, like everyone else in town, already suffered from the noble houses. They were totally distrustful toward them, but they were also well aware of the strength and influence that a noble house could have.

They perfectly knew that erasing a small town without any backing would be utter simplicity. 

They became guards to protect the town and their families.

To keep them safe from harm.

“If he doesn’t get those girls in ten minutes then everyone’s gonna…” Finally muttered Brit more for himself than the others.

“Brit!” 

Idlan raised his voice hoping to see his comrade regain his wits, but without much success. Brit didn’t move but his gaze was fixed on his feet as if he was afraid to look directly at the girls.

Hammiel was anxiously looking between Idlan and Brit as if he was waiting for their choices.

Only Vated's regular voice counting down every minute that passed could be heard.

Gaya and Idlan were in a corner near the bed while Brit and Hammiel were on the other side. It was as if the small hideout, with only a couple of furniture and provisions inside, became separated into two parts with neither side willing to cross the invisible border between them. 

A heavy silence and a stifling atmosphere began to settle.

“Only two minutes left!!!”

The loud and powerful voice of Vated broke the subtle balance of the situation.

As if awakened from a dream, Brit raised his head and took a heavy step forward toward the bed.

“Wait!” Idlan placed himself in front of the bed to bar the way.

“Move Idlan. I will do it.” Said Brit with resolution.

“Don’t! It’s a trap. You can’t trust him!”

“Brit, wait. Don’t be rash!” Hastily added Hammiel.

“Then what should I do !?!” 

The previously resolute voice of Brit seemed to crumble unable to support his emotions. He clenched his fists so strongly that his nails dug into his skin. However, he didn’t pay it any mind.

“My wife… she is… She is pregnant. I can’t let this monster hurt her!”

“You can’t trust him!” Repeated Idlan.

“Then exactly what am I supposed to do?” 

This time Brit couldn’t contain himself and angrily raised his fist in anger and frustration as if he was trying to hit the air around him.

“You can’t trust him but you can trust me.” Resolutely answered Idlan.

Hearing his words, Brit put his arms down and looked at Idlan’s determined eyes.

“I have loved ones too. I won’t give up on them, but that doesn’t mean that we have to hand over the girls to him. What would you think if they were your children?”

“They are from nobility. They don’t risk anything even if we hand them over.” Added Brit quickly.

“Who are you trying to convince except for yourself? Even if they have noble blood, they are innocent. In what world separating children from their parents is the right choice?” Angrily retorted Idlan.

Unable to answer, Brit could only open and close his mouth like a fish out of the water, unable to breathe.

Seeing his appearance, Idlan took a step forward and waited for Brit to look at him in the eyes before declaring strongly.

“You can trust me and you can trust Millodas. We won’t give up!”

Hammiel walked toward Brit while slowly putting his hand on his shoulder.

“What can we do?” Finally asked Hammiel.

“No matter what we do. We must do it together” Answered Idlan while looking at his two friends standing in front of him.

The heavy atmosphere inside the hideout finally dissipated.

“He isn’t counting anymore!” 

The delicate yet rushed voice of Gaya recalled them abruptly of the current situation.

Hearing her words, Idlan’s face immediately changed. Brit and Hammiel also quickly realized what was happening.

Vated wasn’t speaking anymore but the two minutes were already used up.

If he wasn’t speaking anymore despite their lack of answer or reaction then that only meant one thing.

He didn’t need to speak to them anymore.

“So this is where you were hiding?”

A rough voice above them immediately made their faces go pale and their hearts shiver. 

They looked up at the hidden entrance to the small hideout. His rough and savage voice could already be heard while bulky arms were trying to force the entrance.

The metal hatch began to furiously crack before being totally ripped open. Rays of fresh light penetrated inside the dimly lit underground hideout revealing the large figure of the man standing with the newly risen sun behind him.

His large silhouette preventing the sun from reaching them casted a great shadow on their faces and hearts.

“This is over for you!”

--

The sun wasn’t totally up yet when an old man leading several dozens of men and women finally arrived at the place of the earlier battlefield.

The stench of blood and burnt flesh could still clearly be smelled.

“What brutality…” Sighed the old man seeing the desolate scene in front of his eyes.

However, he quickly regained his wits and practically ordered the various men and women around him.

“Hurry.”

“Yes.” They replied together before dispersing quickly across the vast plain.

The old man watched his various followers with a serious expression before turning his gaze toward a large pit of sand seemingly incredibly out of place. However, his gaze didn’t rest on the strange dune of sand but on the lonely man near it.

He drew closer and watched with sad eyes the unconscious Millodas at his feet.

He watched him with complicated eyes for long seconds before exhaling a long breath.

“I wish I didn’t have to do this, but now I don’t really have a choice anymore.”

  

    
        Chapter 52: Last will (First Part)

    
    
    
    
  
“Vated!!!”

Like a curse, the name of the man standing above them passed through their lips at the same time.

Idlan was the first to regain his wits. He threw a small fireball at Vated who didn’t even move from his spot to avoid it.

The magic hit him right in his face but Vated didn’t even flinch.

However, Idlan didn’t have such hope in the first place.

 He pulled out a sword with his last valid hand while shouting toward Brit and Hammiel.

“I will stall him. Take the girls and…”

A loud snort interrupted him before he could follow with his next attack. Immediately after, Vated suddenly waved his large hand.

The ground immediately started to sink as if the soil was no longer solid. The three men with their weapons in hands couldn’t react in time. They struggled but could only watch powerlessly as their feet began to sink into the ground.

For the three men, the entire hideout was like a quicksand making them sink deeper rapidly. They were struggling fiercely and didn’t even have time to notice that the bed with the three girls on it along with the other furniture inside the hideout were unaffected by his magic. In fact, they were the only ones affected by his strange magic.

“You think I will let you run away so easily?” Finally spoke Vated with annoyance.

He still couldn’t forget the time he spent running around everywhere to catch them. The simple mission already cost him too much. He didn’t want to delay things anymore.

First, get the girls then come back to settle those debts.

Seeing the three men struggling together and shooting various low-level magic made him smile in ridicule.

He couldn’t go all out in this small hideout because of the girls, but against this kind of magic, he didn’t even need to raise his hand. He just needed to wait for them to exhaust themselves.

As long as he took care of these three men, then getting the girls would be a simple task. They were far too young to offer any kind of resistance. Therefore, he let those attacks hit him without moving. The various elements crashed violently into him with a loud noise but no pain or wound followed.

“It’s useless.” Added Vated after a minute of a violent downpour. 

His earth guard was the magic he was the most familiar with. By covering a part of his body with the hardest kind of earth he could create, it was basically possible to ignore this kind of simple attack. He developed it by mostly relying on his understanding of the concept of hardness of the earth element. 

Attacks at this level couldn’t hurt him no matter what and, more importantly, Vated knew that their violent attacks wouldn’t last long.

Sure enough, after a bit of time, the downpour slowed down before totally stopping.

After a few seconds, the smoke created by their violent yet desperate outburst finally dispersed only to reveal the three men with their legs still trapped breathing heavily and unable to raise their arms anymore.

“Done?” Coldly laughed Vated before turning his head toward the bed where he saw his target lying earlier.

However, instead of a wide and vicious smile, his face crumbled in surprise.

The three girls that he was expecting to see were gone.

“Where are they !?!” He angrily roared more to himself than to the three defeated men.

Two of the three young girls were still unconscious, it should have been impossible for them to escape on their own. After the brief surprise and anger, he quickly calmed down for one simple reason.

Focusing his mind allowed him to easily find the girls running away. They were still close and, as long as they were moving, finding them wasn’t an issue for him.

Brit and Hammiel didn’t even have the strength to raise their head anymore. Therefore, they didn’t see Vated who closed his eyes in front of them to concentrate. 

He totally ignored them as they weren’t a threat to him. He knew it and they also clearly understood it earlier. Brit and Hammiel couldn't move and didn’t have the strength to resist his magic anymore but Idlan still had this last bit of resource.

He looked coldly at Vated and raised his left arm slowly to gather his mana to strike one last time.

However, he didn’t have this chance.

“I’m done with you.”

Disregarding their wills and existences, Vated simply waved his massive and muscular hand to welcome this last desperate struggle.

Immediately after, the entire hideout collapsed on its own. A vast amount of earth and rock fell all at once stopping Idlan’s attack and burying the three brave men together.

Their screams and curses were drowned by the massive rumbling of the earth. The violent outburst quickly stopped to let its place to a disturbing and eerie silence.

Vated straightened his posture and closed his eyes calmly one more time.

His feet once more slowly sunk into the ground to take him to his targets.

--

Gaya watched powerlessly at the internal struggle and dispute of the guards after Vated’s threat.

As the only member of a Beast tribe living in a Human town, she always had troubles trusting those around her, and these three guards weren’t an exception. She anxiously watched their arguments, ready to take the girls away with her at a moment’s notice.

Without anyone noticing, a thin dark fur slowly covered her limbs. Her tail and ears slowly grew as her small white teeth became sharper and more fitting to a predator. However, the rest of her body stayed unchanged unlike the previous time when she transformed.

Among the various races and species populating the continents, few could compare to the Beastmen in terms of versatility.

The number of various subspecies of their kind was beyond compare, but they were also gifted with a unique ability.

The ability to morph, to change their shape along with their will.

Most of them could only alternate between their human and beast form, but some gifted individuals could mix their different traits.

A transformation somewhere between these two forms allowing them to conserve their human appearance while gathering the raw strength, agility and heightened senses given to them by their bestial attributes.

After a couple of minutes of hard concentration, Gaya’s transformation was complete.

Except for a thin layer of dark fur on her arms, her somewhat longer ears and her sharper teeth having troubles to fit in her small mouth, there was no major change to her physical appearance.

Her long dark glossy hair was still the same and her beautiful electric blue eyes were still gazing with the same intensity at the scene happening in front of her.

Still arguing together, none of the three men noticed the changes in her appearance.

She was standing ready to move the girls to the hidden passage behind the bed, but contrary to her expectations, the two guards along with Idlan didn’t make a move against her to take the girls away.

However, she didn’t have any time to breathe a sigh of relief when she noticed the source of their fear near the hideout.

“He isn’t counting anymore!” She quickly exclaimed when she noticed the abnormal silence outside.

However, it was too late.

The man tracking them had already locked onto their position because of the earlier commotion. 

There was only one way for her to help the girls.

She didn’t stay behind to waste the brave moments of these men protecting them.

As soon as the smoke of their attacks hitting Vated began to spread and covered the inside of the hideout, she took each girl under an arm and swiftly entered the hidden passageway behind the bed.

She ran as fast as she could in the narrow and dark tunnel, barely passing through certain parts with the unconscious girls against her body. Something like that would have been totally impossible if not for her temporarily heightened strength, given by her newly acquired transformation.

Even so, the long tunnel seemed endless for the young girl.

Several minutes already passed since she began to run, but the noise of the attacks from the guards of the town already stopped.

Anxious, she pressed forward as fast as her thin and short legs allowed her to.

Because she knew that she couldn’t rival this opponent. Her previous encounter with the men in the middle of the night made her understand this simple truth.

Despite her will and all the efforts she made these past years, she was still weak.

However, she couldn’t give up.

She didn’t exactly know what happened to Millodas, but she was sure that no one else from the town would come to save her and the girls. 

She was the only one who could protect them until their mother or Aten came back.

She looked at the beautiful sleeping faces of the girls in her arms and buried her fears deep inside her.

The idea of giving up on them to save herself didn’t even cross her young mind.

She tightened her grip on the girls who grew up like her own sisters and strengthened her will before pressing forward even faster than before.

After what seemed like an eternity of running, Gaya finally reached the narrow end of the tunnel giving a small dim light to the underground construction.

She slowed her steps and focused her hearing around her. It took her several seconds to calm her mind and ignore her erratic heartbeats, but she quickly noticed that no one was beyond the end of the tunnel.

Therefore, she didn’t hesitate anymore.

She cautiously stepped outside with the girls and emerged from a small hole carefully dissimulated inside a clearing of the forest.

She didn’t know where to go, but she knew that she couldn’t stay near the hideout or return to the town.

Various ideas began to form in her young mind to put the girls to safety, some realistic, other dangerous but most of them simply desperate. 

In the end, she decided that the only possible choice for her was to hide inside the dense forest or to leave with the girls to seek help outside.

She continued to think as she ran forward, trying to put as much distance as she could between her and the imposing man who attacked the hideout. 

She didn’t know who this was. Idlan had neither the time nor the will to explain exactly who was trying to kidnap the girls. 

However, even without any information, Gaya knew that this man was dangerous and that she couldn’t do anything about him

After several minutes of frantic running inside the dense forest, strangely devoid of any significant lifeform, Gaya finally began to calm down.

The dense foliage of the trees around her obstructed the fresh rays of the morning sun making the cold wind more difficult to bear for Sellysse and Llynadia who seemed ready to wake up at any moment.

“You’ve run far enough.”

In the middle of the calm forest, a rough voice suddenly broke the silence and the train of thoughts of Gaya.

Surprised, the young girl stopped in her tracks and slowly turned her head toward the voice.

An imposing man a least ten years older than Sillath’s father calmly stood a hundred feet away from her. He had a calm expression, but a vicious smile on his lips while looking at the lonely little girl trying to run away from him.

The forest was quite dense, but Gaya was sure that no one was there when she looked a moment ago.

Unable to understand, she ignored her questions and reacted on instinct.

“Wind arrow!”

She used her strongest magic without any useless word. However, even at point-blank range, such a magic was useless in a real fight. Therefore, she didn’t aim directly at the man but aimed at her feet.

The strong gust of wind blew the dead leaves and the soil of the forest toward this man.

After creating this unusual tempest, Gaya immediately ran away in another direction while frantically looking behind her.

She ran as fast as the uneven ground allowed her to. Her breathing was becoming faster and more irregular along with her fears and anxiety growing in her heart.

“Stop, don’t make me break your legs.”

As if to answer her fears, her frantic run was once again stopped by the rough voice suddenly ending the silence of the forest. However, this time the voice was a lot harsher and hid little of its anger.

The man was standing around fifty feet away from her.

His expression and posture were the same as if they didn’t move from their previous spot.

The same dark eyes, devoid of any feelings, stared at the young girl who was desperately trying to catch her breath while calming her fears. 

However, she couldn’t stop her arms and legs from shaking in front of this massive man.

Powerlessness once more seized her heart as a shiver ran down her back after being stared by his malicious and lustful gaze.

She prepared to cast another magic, but a simple look from the man stopped her attempt.

She couldn’t fight him.

She couldn’t escape.

However, she didn’t give up the girls to their fate and instead, tightened her grip on their small bodies.

“Don’t come closer!” She screamed in panic when she saw him take a step forward.

Her voice looked more like a threatening growl making Vated furrowed his brows.

As if he had suddenly understood something, his expression darkened and his face became wilder, forcing the girl to take a few steps back by reflex.

“So it was you!”

He took a heavy step forward in her direction while intensely glaring at her with his eyes as dark as coal.

“It was you who alerted the entire town! You little bitch, you’re as responsible as Millodas of what is going to happen to this town.” He said with a twisted expression.

“What do you mean? What do you plan on doing?” She asked confused and frightened.

However, instead of answering her, he took another heavy step toward her making the ground around him crack.

“You shouldn’t worry about that.”

Before she could prepare or ask another question to earn some time, the massive man suddenly vanished from his previous spot.

She failed to see him moving and couldn’t react in time when an impressive large hand appeared near her face.

*BAM*

Vated’s large hand directly landed on her small and delicate face breaking one of her long and sharp teeth along with her small nose.

Unable to withstand the shock, she was sent flying along with the girls a dozen feet backward.

She rolled on the harsh ground of the forest before finally abruptly stopping against a boulder.

The impact and the pain nearly robbed her of her consciousness, but the taste of blood flowing on her face and in her mouth helped her regain her mind.

She painfully stood up while holding her broken nose and her swollen cheek with her small hand. She tried to regain her spirit while focusing her blurry vision on the large man staring at her.

After a couple of seconds, she finally noticed that the impact made her drop the girls.

Vated calmly watched her struggle and running toward the girls with a vicious grin on his face.

“Gaya… It hurts!”

A small sleepy voice welcomed Gaya when she reached the girls.

The impact of the fall finally awoke Sellysse. Llynadia also was slowly awakening, but her sister was quicker to come to her senses.

Seeing Gaya's swollen and bloody face, made the young girl scream in horror.

Not understanding the situation, she held back her tears and shouted from the top of her lungs.

“MOMMY!!! Someone is hurting Gaya! MOM, DAD!”

However, only the disturbing chuckle of Vated welcomed her pleas.

She turned her small head to look at his imposing stature but strangely didn’t shrink back. Instead, she stood up, took a step forward and pointed at him angrily with one if her tiny fingers.

“Mommy is gonna punish you!”

As if to reinforce these innocent words, Gaya also added with hate in her voice.

“Seledia isn’t going to forgive you if you hurt them.”

However, the smile on his lips only grew wider after their words.

“I don’t need her forgiveness, I will come to find her soon enough. I told you already, you should worry about yourself.”

His rough voice full of desire for violence finally made the brave Sellysse shrink back behind Gaya to stand next to her still confused sister.

“You made me lose my men so you’re going to compensate me, little one. Don’t worry, I will find a nice buyer for you.”

Gaya immediately grew paler after his words. Aten already explained to her why she shouldn’t easily trust strangers. She already knew more than many others the risk of being a Beastman member in this Kingdom.

However, she didn’t try to run away after his threats.

She bravely stood in front of the pale and confused Llynadia along with the angry and scared Sellysse.

She gathered her will and strengthened her transformation.

The blood stopped flowing from her beautiful pale face while her electric blue eyes stared without blinking in front of her as if she was looking at her prey.

Amidst her fears and despair, another emotion was surging from the bottom of her heart like a giant wave threatening to drown her.

The will to fight.

The desire to defend her life and those she held dear.

Long and sharp claws slowly grew from her hands. The thin fur on her arms slowly disappeared, replaced by strange-looking marks on her forearms and face.

“What the?” Asked Vated in reflex, surprised by her sudden changes.

However, his surprise only lasted an instant before being replaced by glee.

“Seems like you can be more than just a sex slave after all.” Grinned Vated viciously.

Gaya ignored his words and continued to focus her feelings on her transformation.

The small dark symbols and marks grew longer and more refined along with the appearance of a strange green hue surrounding her and answering her feelings.

Her fears changed into courage and, more importantly, her despair slowly turned into unwillingness.

Unwillingness to submit to this man and the fate that he represented.

She was no longer a shy girl. 

She wasn’t willing to accept the choices of others anymore.

With a long roar, she completed her transformation and intensified the mysterious green hue around her body.

She wasn’t the same as four years ago.

This time, she won’t accept this reality.
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Vated continued to look at the strange transformation happening in front of him, but even with his experience, he never witnessed something like that.

Only her roar filled with unwillingness woke him up from his thoughts. However, her transformation was already complete.

With another long roar, she released her strongest magic.

A violent wind blew the foliage and the leaves on its path toward Vated who was still wearing his usual mocking grin.

He didn’t try to avoid and simply welcomed her attack.

Contrary to his expectation, the attack was much more powerful than previously.

However, it was already too late to avoid.

The attack hit him head-on under the attentive gaze of Gaya. Surprised by her sudden newfound strength, she began to regain hope for victory once again.

Motivated by her previous assault, she didn’t stop and continued to launch her magic.

For several minutes, her angry growls and the violent noise of the wind were the only things that Sellysse and Llynadia could hear.

They watched with their mouth wide open as Gaya bravely fought against an adult without fear.

For several almost endless minutes, she continued to attack without stopping as if she didn’t need to take back her breath or use mana.

After nearly five minutes of continuous attacks, all more violent than the previous one, Gaya finally stopped and immediately dropped on her knees while holding her chest with her hands.

She was seriously out of breath, but her transformation was still ongoing. The same green hue was still around her and, more importantly, even after the end of her attack, Vated wasn’t moving.

She didn’t take her beautiful blue eyes away from the scene happening in front of her. The rumble disturbing the peace of the forest slowly stopped while the dust continued to fall down on the destroyed soil. 

Witness to her violent outburst, an impressive long trench of dug earth appeared dozens of feet in front of her.

She watched the long trenched further and further until her blue gaze finally landed on the figure of a large man still standing among the cloud of dust and leaves.

His usual mocking grin couldn’t be seen anymore. A long trail of blood on the side of his face took its place.

With the slowly disappearing dust, Gaya could finally see her target. 

His clothes were dirty, the side of his face had a long trail of blood slowly falling drop after drop, but except for a cut on the side of his forehead, Vated was totally unharmed.

“How? …”

Shaking in horror and fear behind Gaya, who was still on her knees, the girls didn’t even have the time to react in front of this sight when the small body of Gaya was once more blown away with an impact many times stronger than before.

*BAM*

Sellysse and Llynadia didn’t immediately understand what had happened until they heard, in a heartbreaking noise of broken bones, the body of the little girl crash at full strength on a large tree a dozen feet away. 

Her eyes were still open when she began to slowly slide down while leaving behind an eerie trail of fresh blood.

“No!!!”

The mutual screams of the girls immediately followed when they understood what had happened.

With tears in their eyes, they rushed together toward the distant tree and the fallen girl in front of it.

They fell, glide and hurt their bare feet with the harsh soil while running but they didn’t care.

They only stopped when they reached the girl that they knew for as long as they could remember. The serious yet gentle sister who was always there for them in their happy or sad moments was lying motionless in a small pool of her own blood. 

Seeing this scene of Gaya’s limp body face against the earth, Sellysse and Llynadia both couldn’t stop their tears from falling anymore.

The previous green hue surrounding her was no more. Even her long furred ears, which were usually almost always in motion, no longer reacted.

“This can’t be…” Slowly muttered Llynadia under her breath.

“GAYA!” Screamed Sellysse while kneeling in front of her bloodied back.

Not daring to touch her, they stayed near her with their eyes blurred by their tears until loud noise of steps echoed behind them.

They turned their attention at the same time toward the approaching Vated.

His muscular appearance along with the thirst for blood shining in his dark eyes made the two innocent little girls shiver and crawl backward.

However, this time nobody stood in front of them.

With each step drawing him closer, the pounding of their young hearts grew heavier and the strength in their legs weaker.

“Don’t come closer!” Suddenly screamed Sellysse while turning her red and swollen teary eyes toward this tower like man.

However, he simply ignored her pleas and, after a couple of long seconds, he calmly reached them.

His impressive body stopped just in front of them, hiding the rays of the newly awakened sun and robbing them of its warmth.

Without uttering a single word to the fallen Gaya, his large hand reached forward like an unstoppable monster ready to swallow them whole.

Sellysse screamed with her entire strength and even the usually calm and composed Llynadia couldn’t hold back her tears in this situation.

However, Vated simply furrowed his brows in annoyance before taking each girl with one of his powerful hands.

To prevent them from struggling anymore he simply put them under one of his arms but this didn’t end their cries and screams. It would have been much simpler for him to knock them out, but hitting their heads again so soon didn’t seem like a wise idea even for this violent man.

These girls in good health were worth a lot of money and precious equipment making this discomfort worth it.

After adjusting the girls and completely restraining their movements, he turned away from the motionless girl he hit earlier. He intended to sell her as well, but her previous surprising outburst made him lose his temper. He already regretted his reaction but it was too late. He disregarded her small corpse and prepared to leave.

His mission was finally complete but its cost was way beyond what he could tolerate.

Swearing to take his revenge, he finally left the forest.

However, after only a few steps, he stopped in his tracks.

Without any apparent interlocutor, his deep and powerful voice echoed inside the forest while easily overwhelming the screams of the girls.

“Still alive?” 

Even with his usual rough voice, this question couldn’t hide his surprise.

He slowly turned his body to face a little girl trying to raise her upper body from the ground with one of her tiny arms.

Seeing this scene seemed to wake up the crying girls. They used their hands to awkwardly wipe their tears away and make their blurred sight clearer.

The slim figure of Gaya was painfully twitching on the ground while her bloodied back was slowly moving up and down along with her weak breathing.

Her face was even paler than before making the blood covering her almost surreal, but her blue gaze was the same and didn’t waver when she crossed Vated’s gaze.

As if waking up from a nightmare, Sellysse and Llynadia both stopped crying at the same time.

Their sadness turned into joy until the regular noise of Vated’s steps, walking once more toward Gaya, brought them back to the cruel reality of their situation.

“No, leave her alone!”

“Gaya run!!!”

Despite their desperate pleas, Gaya didn’t move from her spot. The large wound on her back and her broken bones prevented her from moving, but she still desperately tried to stand up from her own pool of blood.

However, her efforts were fruitless.

She didn’t have enough strength to stand up anymore. 

The pain of her entire body was nearly unbearable. She just wanted to curl up in a ball on the ground and not move anymore.

However, she didn’t. 

She couldn’t just leave the girls to their fates.

Still on her knees, with one hand on the ground to support her, she watched Vated drew closer.

His previous calm appearance was nowhere to be seen. His brows were furrowed while the expression on his face couldn’t hide his bewilderment.

The girls that he tried to catch all night were in his hands totally defenseless but he didn’t leave yet.

He couldn’t.

His dark gaze was fixed on the small girl taking slow and careful breaths while his mind was full of various unusual thoughts.

After a couple of seconds, as if he had made a decision, his brows relaxed but his gaze grew wilder.

“You should have stayed down.”

His free hand reached forward to catch her small defenseless neck.

Despite the desperate screams of the girls under his other arm, he slowly tightened his grip making her turn even paler than before.

“You have some value as a Beast girl but something is wrong with you. I don’t know your secret or your origins, but I won’t take the risk. You’re more trouble than what you’re worth so… die.”

The disturbing and cruel scene continued for long seconds.

Her pale face turned red with the lack of air while her only moving arm, supporting her on the ground, lost its strength leaving all the weight of her small undeveloped body to her executioner who continued to slowly tighten his grip.

Even in her half-conscious state, she understood what was happening.

She was dying.

She didn’t think about the consequences when she tried to stand up. She didn’t have any other thoughts than wanting to save the girls she always considered as her own sisters. This innocent thought in this cruel world spelled her doom.

She watched her murderer in the eyes.

His dark emotionless eyes were like two monstrous holes swallowing and destroying everything.

The man who tried to kill her in the house earlier had the same kind of eyes.

However, this time this terrifying gaze without remorse didn’t seem as scary anymore.

On the contrary, it seemed a little empty to her.

Devoid of emotion.

Devoid of love.

A lonely gaze.

She didn’t want to die while looking at this kind of gaze.

Therefore, she gathered the last bit of strength she had inside her and turned her electric blue eyes toward the girls struggling with their entire strength to free themselves.

Their eyes full of tears were also full of love for her and unwillingness to see her death.

It was a nicer last view to die.

However, their teary eyes were also full of regrets and sadness.

She didn’t want to die either but she didn’t have the strength to save herself.

“Curse your fate for crossing my road.”

She nearly failed to hear his last heinous words among the screams of the girls and her weakening senses.

Her eyelids were becoming heavier and her gaze harder to maintain.

She knew that this was the end.

Just before her eyes lost their light forever.

Just before her last strength disappeared, she tried to scream.

However, the large hand on her neck prevented her from emitting any sound.

She wanted to scream.

She wanted to say a thousand words, to evacuate her feelings, to declare her unwillingness to die and her love for her adoptive sisters.

She wanted to scream her emotions to the world.

It was more of an instinct than a rational thought.

This instinctive idea replaced her fear of death and became her whole world. 

No air could come out of her mouth, but she still opened it.

No sound came out but she continued to try nonetheless.

Seeing her last struggle made Vated smile viciously.

His smile grew wider until a blue light began to illuminate her face.

The strange blue light wasn’t coming from the girl but was simply reflecting on her.

After noticing this point, it only took him an instant to understand its origin.

This mysterious light was coming from his own artifact, still hanging around his neck, that he used earlier to threaten the hidden guards. The light of the artifact grew stronger and quickly became impossible to ignore. 

The artifact was activating without his mana or his will.

In front of this impossible situation, Vated watched the only possible responsible and finally decided to crush her neck.

The simple movement taking half a second was more than enough to rob the young girl of her fleeing life.

However, the sound of her broken neck didn’t resonate across the forest.

The strong hand holding Gaya didn’t answer his will. 

No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t close or move his hand.

Slowly, along with the mysterious blue light, his hand began to open offering a saving breath of fresh and most desire air to the young girl.

As soon as his hand opened, the long-desired roar repressed by sheer strength finally resonated inside the forest.

The roar coming from the deepest part of her young soul and holding all of her feelings before her death made the entire forest tremble with its might.

While her previous roar was a cry for help this time it was a declaration, a scream coming from her soul.

The powerful and unexpected scream strengthened the artifact still attached to Vated’s neck. Its blue light illuminated the whole sky above the forest and made Vated take a couple of steps back while dropping the girls on the ground.

His ears were ringing while his eyes lost their focus. For long seconds, his strong mind was shaken and unable to react.

“Ahhhhh!”

With an angry scream, Vated awkwardly tore apart the artifact around his neck with his massive and powerful hand. Immediately after, his sight grew clearer and his desire to kill the mysterious girl stronger.

“You!”

With a large motion, he wiped the blood near the corner of his lips distorted by his anger and finally took out his axe on his back under the terrified eyes of Sellysse and Llynadia.

They watched in horror as this great bringer of death rose high in the sky, ready to take Gaya's head.

“Stop!!!”

Vated ignored the desperate screams of the girls while Gaya’s roar finally end.

She stayed on her knees with her blue eyes glued on the sky beyond the large axe threatening her life.

However, despite the blood all over her face, her expression didn’t betray any kind of worry when the axe finally hacked downward.

She didn’t miss anything happening around her. It was as if time was slowing down under her electric blue gaze.

Sellysse and Llynadia crying.

The blue sky overlooking the calm forest.

The light of the day suddenly becoming stronger.

Vated's change of expression in the middle of his attack.

*Boom*

The loud noise broke this magical moment.

However, it wasn’t coming from the mortal impact of the axe. Likewise, the blood splattering the ground didn’t come from Gaya.

Just before reaching Gaya, Vated stopped his attack to protect himself on instinct. However, even with his reflexes, a large bloodied wound still appeared on his arm. The mysterious impact sent him flying dozens of feet backward before he finally stopped by putting all his strength in his legs.

“How?” He exclaimed, shaken and surprised before raising his head from the ground.

Gaya was still at the same place with the same peaceful expression on her tired and bloodied face. 

However, she wasn’t alone with Sellysse and Llynadia anymore.

A tall and elegant woman was standing in front of them to confront him.

Her slim figure and beautiful blue eyes gave a strange contrast to her imposing presence and the fury on her pale face.

It only took an instant for Vated to recognize this woman who hit him as soon as she appeared.

However, it took him long seconds to accept this reality.

“How… how can you be here...” He muttered before raising his voice in anger and incomprehension.

“ ... SELEDIA !?!”

Her usual elegant silver hair was no more.

As if to answer her feelings, long fiery red hair took their place.

Bloody red hair fluttering along the wind, like a wild and angry flame awaiting for too long, finally ready to swallow everything in its path.
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Everything is doomed to change sooner or later.

Everyone more or less understood and accepted this idea.

However, some things don’t change easily especially in small towns like Tegralle.

For several weeks after Sillath’s disappearance, an uneasy feeling settled between the inhabitants.

Fear, doubts, anger and sorrow all mixed together. However, without any change in this case, the minds of the inhabitants slowly calmed down and their heavy heart somehow settled.

Slowly, more and more people avoided this subject, as if not talking about it made it less real.

Similar days followed one after another and the situation went back to what it was before this sordid case. 

Everyone chose to continue to live their life as if nothing ever happened.

A sober, simple, but comfortable and tranquil life.

Some people could say that it was a boring life but it was this kind of life that Seledia and Millodas wanted for their children.

A peaceful life to protect them from the cruel and harsh reality of the outside world that they both discovered as adventurers.

Even after Sillath’s kidnapping, they tried to give this kind of life to their daughters.

During four years, they watched over them together and made sure that no harm befalls them.

Especially Seledia who simply refused to let them out of her sight for a single moment.

Millodas was nearly the same, but he still had his duties as a guard to fulfill. He also had to regularly go fetch the letters gathering to the Relay town of Shaisal.

It was his only link with Aten and their only hope to find their son.

This routine continued without much change for four years until Millodas brought a letter different from the others.

On his previous trip to the Relay town of Shaisal, gathering the letters of the local small towns, he brought back an official letter.

This letter was a convocation from the Adventurer's guild in the name of the Kingdom.

The kind that only the most powerful mages in the country could receive.

The kind that it wasn’t possible to ignore for too long.

Therefore, even if Seledia hesitated for several days, she had no other choice.

For the first time in four years, she had to leave Tegralle. She wanted to take the girls along with her, but Millodas changed her mind.

For once, she had to let go. He convinced her to use this convocation as an opportunity to forget and free herself from their situation.

To break their forceful routine and to stop her watch just for a couple of days.

Seledia wasn’t especially thrilled by his proposal, but she quickly accepted his words. Because she knew that she had to go to this meeting sooner or later.

She bid goodbye to her family under the cries of her daughters for the first time separated from her.

The trip was eventless and boring, but Seledia still had to agree with her husband.

It was a nice change of pace compared to the years of anxiousness that she accumulated. A good breath of fresh air before returning to her daily anxious watch.

The sky was already turning darker when her Preel set foot in the bustling town of Shaisal.

Her long silver hair gathered some attention from the guards, but after a few curious glances, they quickly turned their heads to look elsewhere.

Seledia ignored them and crossed the town in a dozen minutes.

She sighed a little when she saw the door of the Adventurer guild closed.

As expected, the meeting ordered by the official letter would have to wait until tomorrow.

She left her Preel in a specialized barn and chose to walk around while looking for an inn.

“Nothing changed.”  She muttered while looking around her.

The same narrow streets were still crossing this old but bustling town. Numerous stores selling food and all kinds of products could be seen around her.

She often went to this kind of medium sized town. It was far from the activity of the capital or the Port city of Alderal, but it was still much more active and noisy than Tegralle.

It took her a few minutes to adapt to the ambient noise of merchants trying to sell their goods and the footsteps of the numerous people bypassing her.

Some of them turned their heads to curiously look at her silver hair, but none made any remark.

Silver was the hair color of the elves. Everyone knew this but it didn’t really matter as the relationship between the two races was distant but peaceful.

Ignoring the noise and some of the most insistent gazes, Seledia slowly walked through the streets, trying to enjoy this moment of freedom as much as she could.

On her way, she finally found one of the most imposing buildings of the town.

The inn of the Terminal.

This inn wearing this curious name was bigger than most inns found in other small towns.

The reason was simple.

It wasn’t just an inn.

It was also the gathering place for various events, but also the place where it was possible to receive letters.

It was there that Millodas regularly went to gather these letters.

Seledia hesitated for a couple of seconds before entering the large inn by a massive wooden door.

It wasn’t the first time she came but the last time was at least five years ago.

The Terminal was as bustling as in her memories and, except for a few different decorations on the walls, nothing changed.

She crossed the vast hall and waited for her turn in front of the welcoming office.

After a couple of minutes, the waiting line finally ended, allowing Seledia to face a sturdy man in his fifties.

Long unbound dark hair longer than Seledia’s and descending on a sturdy back along with a thick beard still unable to conceal the calm and peaceful expression on his face.

A single glance was enough for Seledia to recognize this man.

“Hi Rob, it’s been awhile.” Greeted Seledia with a small smile.

The peaceful expression of the man immediately underwent a drastic change when he heard her words and recognized its owner.

“Seledia? Is that really you?” He asked dumbfounded.

“Of course it’s me big dumbass! Do I really look like that much older to you?” She asked with a harsh and reproachful tone contrasting with her widening smile.

“I didn’t mean it that way. I swear it!” He answered a little panicked.

His rushed explanation only brought a giggle from Seledia. 

Nostalgic emotions of a past life briefly made their way into her heart. 

Rob was one of their companions when she was still adventurer with Millodas. He was one of her dearest friends. 

The kind that everyone would want to support you in a difficult time, but also the kind belonging to the past, belonging to another life.

When she got pregnant and chose to retire along with Millodas, Rob chose to follow their example.

He found a calm town and became the owner of the largest inn of this town with the money he accumulated during his life as an adventurer.

He was one of the oldest adventurers when he finally chose to retire. His long journey ended in this small town and this inn became his Terminal.

Her small laughter without any trace of anger finally reminded him of her old habit of playing with him and immediately helped him to calm down.

He took a deep breath while examining the young woman in front of him for the first time in five years.

She was still as beautiful as ever. Her pretty pale face, beautiful sky blue eyes along with her silver hair gave her a mysterious charm. The kind of charm that no makeup in the world could imitate.

However, her eyes were less lively than in his memories. The bags under her eyes were easily visible, giving her a tired look as if it had been a long time since she last enjoyed a comfortable night of sleep. She also seemed thinner than he could remember.

Even if it had been five years since their last meeting, Rob was well aware of her situation. He regularly saw Millodas in his inn to fetch his letters.

Rob was also using the relations that he created along his numerous years as an adventurer to help them find their son.

However, even after four years, he still didn’t have any clue to offer to his dear friends.

After a few seconds of silent contemplation, Rob finally opened his mouth with his usual calm and grave voice.

“You’re as beautiful as ever Seledia. It’s just that it has been so long since I've seen you.”

“I know.” She briefly answered while losing the small smile that she rediscovered too rarely.

Seeing her nostalgic face, Rob chose to change the subject.

“So, why are you here? You just wanted to see me or did you want one of my famous rooms?”

“Famous isn’t the word that I would use” She lightly snorted with another small smile.

“...”

“Don’t worry, I’m kidding. In fact, I have an appointment tomorrow in the adventurer guild so I would like to take one of those famous rooms.”

“As you wish.” He answered in a professional voice that didn’t match his muscular and robust appearance.

A couple of minutes were more than necessary to complete the meager administrative work. 

After receiving her key, a sudden thought crossed Seledia’s mind.

“By the way, did you receive new letters for me?”

“New letters? Usually, it’s Millodas who comes to get them but you’re right, it has already been more than a week since I last saw him.”

Rob called one of his workers to check.

After a couple of minutes, the man didn’t come back empty-handed.

A small black box and a tattered letter were in his hands.

“What is this?” Asked Rob intrigued by the unusual small black box.

Millodas regularly came to fetch the letters sent by Aten but until now, none had a package with them.

“I don’t know, but the letter with the package is addressed to Millodas and Seledia Zadir.” He answered professionally.

“When did we receive it?”

“Around five days ago. By the way, I want to ask you something, boss.” Answered the worker before continuing with his own unrelated question.

Seledia watched the conversation between Rob and his employee in silence. Even if she never went to Shaisal personally to fetch the numerous letters sent by Aten, she still read all of them. After four years, her expectations for any positive news were already almost completely gone but the strange package sent along the letter still attracted her attention.

Not wanting Rob to waste any more time, she bent forward above the counter before taking the letter and the dark box from his hands.

Surprised, Rob stopped talking before apologizing for the delay.

However, Seledia didn’t hear his apologies.

She was too concentrated on the letter. She couldn’t recognize the writing, but the letters on it were poorly made and the paper badly damaged by the travel.

Not knowing what to expect, she opened it.

Her pale face became redder and her beautiful blue eyes slowly gathered tears inside of them after only a few seconds of reading.

Rob watched dumbfounded Seledia’s face slowly crumbling along with her reading until large drops of tears began to slide down her red cheeks.

“What is it, Seledia?” Unskillfully asked Rob.

Another silence was her only answer.

Her teary eyes gradually changed with her reading. Her cheeks full of tears dried too fast for it to be normal. 

All the people in the hall of the inn suddenly felt the temperature abruptly rising at an alarming pace.

Rob, who was the closest to Seledia, had to bear with the most violent temperature change. The hot air flow rushing toward his face made this strong adventurer and mage take a couple of steps back while putting one hand in front of his eyes.

He struggled to raise his head and looked at Seledia who was still reading the mysterious letter. 

However, no more tears could be seen in her eyes anymore.

Only violent anger replaced it, threatening to burn everything around her.

“Seledia, don’t!” Suddenly screamed Rob who was too familiar with what was going to happen.

However, he didn’t have the time to plead for her to calm down.

*Boom*

A sudden violent rush of a burning airflow projected him backward. He wasn’t the only one in this situation as all the closest customers and furniture were sent flying while the most distant people had to take several steps back.

The inn was deadly silent while looking at the woman responsible for this sudden attack. Her eyes were still glued on the letter in her shaking hands while she seemed totally oblivious to the situation she just created.

“SELEDIA!” Screamed Rob after fixing his posture.

As if waking up from a nightmare, the young woman carefully folded the letter and put it to safety with the small black box inside her inner clothing near her heart as if it was the most precious thing in the world. Then, she slowly turned her eyes with lingering tears in them toward him. 

Her beautiful and calm blue eyes were now full of anger but also anxiousness.

“Sorry, Rob.” She quietly muttered before bending her knees.

The expression on Rob’s face suddenly changed, but before he could react, Seledia suddenly moved.

Her bent knees propelled her toward the massive ceiling at an alarming pace. This monstrous jump, that couldn’t be called that way anymore, scared many of the people around.

Most of them didn’t even have the time to wonder how something like that was possible when Seledia reached the ceiling.

However, instead of crashing against it, the massive ceiling of the largest inn of the town easily broke letting the young woman pass right through it by a human-sized hole.

The whole inn was dumbfounded to see the woman easily escaping the attraction of the ground and flying away into the dark night.

Some of them saw a couple or mages able to fly but none with her speed. However, what frightened the most experienced mages wasn’t the sudden and powerful flight but how she did to destroy the ceiling.

Most of the people present couldn't follow her movements and only thought that she passed through it with sheer strength, but some of them noticed that she never touched the massive wood of the ceiling.

It seemed like it simply disintegrated when she came close enough.

“What a frightening mage!” Exclaimed some of those who saw this disturbing detail.

The entire inn immediately erupted in an intense chatter to discuss what just happened. Only Rob was quietly staring at the human-shape hole in his roof.

He knew Seledia and her fiery temper like the back of his hand, so he understood that the letter should contain some frightening news to make her react in this way.

After some time of thinking, Rob finally sighed while muttering to himself.

“You could have gotten out first instead of ruining my inn…”

His silent complaint was not what worried him the most. It had been a long time since he last saw her in this state, but just remembering what happened that day made this battle-hardened adventurer shake in his boots. 

People in front of the inn only heard a terrifying explosion before seeing a bright red flash cutting the dark night like a blade.

It was already impossible for them to see the figure of the beautiful young woman anymore.

Like a passing dream, she disappeared into the darkness of the night.

--

Seledia flew across the dark night as fast as she could. She didn’t take her mount back or even wasted a second to get out of the inn before flying away with her magic.

She wasn’t calm enough to do something like that.

She could feel the letter and small dark box protected inside her clothes near her heart. Despite her impressive speed of flight, her clothes barely moved. It was as if the wind wasn’t able to impact it in any way.

Seledia’s magic allowed her to cross the sky much faster than any mount on the ground. Even so, she couldn’t relax.

It took her the entire day to reach Shaisal and, even with her speed, she knew that it would take her at least several hours to reach her destination.

She waited four years in fear of this day, but with this letter in hand, she realized that for the first time she was out of time.

Her determined blue eyes flickered with a strange light and, after a few seconds, the flow of magic power inside her body started to rise along with her efforts to accelerate. Her speed continued to steadily grow until she seemed to reach her limit.

However, she still continued to gather and concentrate her magic power. Along with an angry scream, her elegant long silver hair fluttering behind her began to change under the influence of her growing mana.

Their silver color quickly faded like snow under the sun replaced by a deep red. Her lonely red strand of hair quickly became impossible to distinguish between the rest of her new fiery red hair.

After this strange physical change, Seledia’s speed once again rise.

With a deafening noise, she crossed the sky with the fastest speed she ever managed to reach.

The words in the letter echoed inside her head and gave her the strength to break past her limit.

Emotions couldn’t help you learn new magic but it could unleash your entire potential. Some people said that it was the key to become a Master mage while others thought it was ridiculous.

Seledia didn’t know the answer to this question. No matter how angry or desperate she became during her most dangerous fights, she was only able to raise her strength for a short amount of time under the influence of her emotions but could never become a Master mage.

However, these questions didn’t even cross her mind in this instant.

She couldn’t help but recall what was written in the letter.

Sillath was alive.

He was alive but alone inside an Advanced town of the wilderness. Despite the initial glee of getting news about her missing son after all these years, fear soon followed.

The letter only said that Arthur Waldemar was dead but didn’t explain what happened. Moreover, even if the first lines were meant to reassure her saying that he wasn’t in any danger and that farmers took care of him inside the town, the end of the letter was different.

It was a warning.

It confirmed the fears and suspicion of Seledia and Millodas.

Arthur Waldemar intended to kidnap her daughters and it wasn’t just a distant project according to Sillath.

Unknowingly after all these years, she and Millodas started to relax their watch while telling themselves that only Sillath mattered to Arthur Waldemar. She probably would have been more vigilant if her daughters had shown the same talent for magic as Sillath, but they were too young.

It was still way too soon to know that.

They didn’t even pass the elementary test of their mana pool. It was impossible to know if they had the aptitude to become a real mage.

However, according to Sillath’s letter, Arthur Waldemar didn’t care about their aptitude in magic. Contrary to their expectations, he never intended to wait several more years to make his move.

Recalling the sudden summons of the guild, she realized that it might have been a way to get her away from her house.

They were in danger.

With fear and anger mixed together, she cut through the dark sky toward her home hoping to reach her destination in time.

--

Several hours later, Seledia was still flying but her speed sharply dropped.

Her burst of anger calmed down replaced by worry and fear. Even though her hair remained red, their deep hue, which seemed to embody Seledia's anger, weakened considerably.

Beads of sweat ran down her forehead while her face turned paler than ever.

Even with all her determination, this flying magic couldn’t be maintained for this long without an enormous cost of mana that she had troubles handling.

However, she didn’t give up.

She didn’t stop.

She continued to move forward when the first rays of the sun shined on her tired face.

Forward.

Always forward.

She was almost there.

She could already see the forest near Tegralle.

Praying that nothing happened, she prepared to adjust her trajectory to directly rejoin Tegralle when something caught her attention.

A violent roar echoed inside the forest followed by a bright blue light overshadowing the brilliance of the newly awakened sun for a brief instant.

The light quickly disappeared just like a fleeting dream, an illusion belonging to another world, but the mysterious roar continued to resonate inside her head.

A wave of strong foreign feelings threatened to overcome her.

Despair, anger but above all a desire to live.

This cry echoing within the deepest part of her soul was drawing her toward it.

It only took her an instant to understand what happened.

It was one of the deepest and most complex concepts of the wind element, but she didn’t have the time to wonder who used it.

A bright flame burst from under her feet and propelled her forward at an incredible speed toward the origin of the blue light.

She reached her destination in just a few seconds, just in time to see a robust man ready to use his giant axe against a small girl crouching in front of him.

Another flame exploded once more behind her.

She flew toward the huge man from behind, under the mysterious and calm eyes of Gaya who was directly looking at her as if she was expecting her arrival. 

Recognizing her little pale face covered in blood and her daughters crying next to her made Seledia immediately exploded in fury. She used her speed to reach the huge man in an instant and kicked him with her entire strength with the intention of breaking his neck.

However, contrary to her expectation, the man was fast enough to react. He slightly turned his head and used his massive left arm to defend against her kick.

*Boom*

The man was sent flying but his arm didn’t break and his course stopped sooner than she expected.

Seeing the tall man with his giant axe standing up with only a slight bloody wound on his arm despite her attack made her immediately realize who was in front of her.

Vated, the nefarious mercenary under the order of Arthur Waldemar.

Millodas told her about his strength and cruelty.

However, she wasn’t afraid of him.

He should be afraid of her.

“How… how can you be here...” Muttered Vated before raising his voice in anger and incomprehension.

“ ... SELEDIA !?!”

  

    
        Chapter 55: Mother’s fury (First part)

    
    
    
    
  
Seledia completely ignored Vated’s shocked words when he called her name.

She was paler than usual and had trouble catching her breath, but she was still standing straight without faltering to shelter the three little girls watching her with teary eyes.

When they realized who was standing in front of them, Sellysse and Llynadia couldn’t hold back any longer.

They burst into tears and ran to their mother.

Their tiny hands grabbed her legs from behind with their entire strength afraid to be left behind.

Seledia ignored her tiredness to look lovingly at her daughters along with Gaya.

“Don’t cry honeys, don’t cry it’s over now. Mom is here.” She tenderly said while crouching to hug both of them.

Despite their loud and unstoppable screams, Seledia knew that she didn’t have the leisure to comfort them for too long.

Her blue eyes turned to look at Gaya, still on her knees, who was taking slow and careful breaths.

Her incredible physical abilities as a Beast tribe member fully displayed its might. Even though she was still covered in bruises and blood, the horrible wound on her back had already stopped bleeding. If she was human, that kind of injury would have been enough to kill her. 

Her appearance was terrible but her life didn’t seem to be in danger.

It wasn’t the time to treat her yet. 

Seledia released herself from the forceful hugs of her daughters and slowly stood up to confront Vated.

His shocked expression was already gone from his face. Instead, the blood slowly dripping from his left arm gave him a wild look.

Fearless.

Confident.

Angry.

Seledia could tell with a single glance that he wasn’t afraid of her.

His savage eyes along with his previous reaction against her surprised attack made her realize that this man was dangerous.

“Stay with Gaya sweeties, she is injured. You have to watch over her.” Slowly spoke Seledia to her crying daughters with the softest voice she could muster in this situation.

She couldn’t wonder what had happened to the town or where Millodas was yet.

She had to get rid of this man first.

“Let’s get away from here.” Announced Seledia to her opponent.

“You want to protect the girls?” Snorted Vated.

“I’m not against it. The girls are important to me too, but now that you proposed it yourself, I changed my mind.” He taunted with his usual wide smile.

“Make me move if you want to…”

Before he could finish his sentence, a stretched hand appeared before his eyes.

He didn’t see her move but the hand only a few inches away from his face was real.

Vated immediately took several steps backward while hacking with his axe on reflex.

*BAM*

However, before he could complete his attack, a violent scorching air current hit him square in the face and sent him flying.

Seledia’s hand didn’t even touch his face, but he was still propelled hundreds of meters backward without being able to react. His large and powerful body wasn’t prepared for this kind of impact and flew away like a doll in a storm.

The numerous trees breaking in his way were enough testimony of the violence of the attack.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Vated regained control over his body and immediately adjusted his position in midair. It’s only when his two powerful feet touched the ground once again that he managed to stop.

“Here should be far enough” Seledia’s voice brought back Vated’s attention.

He immediately noticed that they weren’t in the same clearing anymore. Her previous attack was enough to send him flying across half of the forest if he didn’t stop in time.

Realizing this point didn’t worry him. He underestimated her but not anymore.

“And I'm the one everyone treats like a monster.” Loudly laughed Vated.

Once his laughter stopped, his eyes and expression turned sharper. The previous easiness he had while facing Millodas was nowhere to be seen anymore. 

A frail-looking woman standing proudly with her long fiery red hair fluttering along the wind.

A mountain-like man with a savage face and a giant axe in his hands fit for the violence he exuded.

They silently stared at each other with the same eyes burning with anger and the desire to fight.

With a loud rumble, each of them took a heavy step forward.

Nothing could stop them anymore.

--

“Where am I?”

On a vast devastated plain, not far from the forest where Seledia was confronting Vated, slowly woke up a middle-aged man with blood all over the right side of his face.

The rays of the newly awakened sun further blurred his misty sight just before a strong headache assaulted him and perturbed his senses. It took him several seconds to realize where he was. 

After wiping the dried blood with the back of his hand, it was finally possible to recognize him.

“You’re finally awake Millodas.”

An aged voice sounded to his left side.

Millodas immediately recognized this voice.

“Mayor! You came!?!”

After his initial surprise, Millodas quickly cleared his thoughts and remembered what had happened to him.

“My daughters!!! I need to save them!”

Millodas tried to raise his body, but before he could do that, an old and frail looking hand was put on top of his torso.

This crouching bald old man preventing him from moving and wearing a long white robe stained with blood was the mayor of Tegralle. 

He was one of Aten’s friend and came to this town along with him not long after Seledia and Millodas. He quickly became the indisputable mayor of the town because of his gentleness and his vast experience with people. 

It’s because of his incredibly good reputation that the other inhabitants accepted Gaya in their town after he found her during one of his trips with Aten. Living with a young Beastman tribe member risked to attract unwanted attention and desire from other humans.

However, none of the inhabitants questioned his decision.

Because this frail old man was worthy of respect.

Beside his gentle nature, he was also a former Saint water mage well known for his healing skills in his younger days.

However, time is cruel. 

His health deteriorated these past years and prevented him from going outside most of the time explaining Millodas’ surprise when he saw him.

Unable to hold back Millodas with the strength of his hand only, his deep tired voice took over.

“Calm down. Can’t you feel it? This rushing and violent mana from the forest. It can only be Seledia. She is fighting to save your daughters. Now that she is here, you don’t have to worry about anything else than healing from your wounds.”

Seledia finally arrived.

Millodas didn’t have the leisure to wonder how she could be back so soon. In this desperate situation, she was his only hope.

Millodas should feel happy and relieved.

However, for a reason that he couldn’t explain himself, only a single feeling invaded his heart in this instant.

Fear.

He had the horrible impression that something terrible was going to happen.

It wasn’t a reasonable thought. 

He was sure that Seledia was stronger than Vated. She should be able to defeat him and bring their daughters back. 

Even if he couldn’t explain it, he still felt it from the deepest part of his heart.

Seledia was in danger.

“I have to help her.”

Millodas got on his feet despite the old mayor trying to prevent him, but as soon as he was up, his head began to spin making him want to throw up.

“What’s happening?”

“You were hit pretty hard on the head, but above all, you overused your mana earlier. You can’t fight in this condition. Not anymore. You need to rest.”

“I can’t rest, I need to help her.”

“Even if you want to rush there, what will you do? They are both much stronger than yourself. I healed you before because I thought Seledia wasn’t going to make it on time. However, she is already here.”

Millodas couldn’t calm down despite his reasonable words but his attention was diverted when his gaze finally landed on the rest of the plain.

Plain wasn’t a correct word to describe it anymore.

Vated’s last attack completely ruined it. A long chasm separated this once peaceful plain in two while numerous rocks of different sizes were all over. Charred and mutilated bodies could also be seen giving an eerie feeling to the entire place.

After several seconds of silent contemplation with complicated emotions, Millodas finally realized that the mayor wasn’t the only person in white on this plain.

Nearly a dozen people were separated into small groups while other villagers were busy running everywhere.

This activity strangely seemed out of place in this desolate landscape and startled Millodas.

“This is… You came with your disciples?”

The mayor only slightly shook his bald head before replying with his usual characteristic deep voice.

“You didn’t think I came on my own, did you? There are too many people to treat for me alone.”

After a couple of seconds of an uneasy silence, the old mayor solemnly declared.

“We don’t have the strength to fight but we can save lives. ”

It didn’t take long for Millodas to realize that these people were the personal disciple of the mayor. All the people with a little prospect in water magic these past years were personally taught healing skills by him.

They didn’t amount to much as true water mages, but after a rigorous training, they were able to perform some of the healing abilities possible by the water element.

It was hard to tell if this old man foresaw today’s events to create a corp specializes in healing but Millodas was certainly grateful for this.

“How many people survived?” Asked Millodas with a strange rough voice unfitting of his slim physique and young face.

Recalling the bravery of his men and friends in their desperate fight against the mercenaries along with their last moments made his strong heart waver.

“Hard to tell but probably more than you think. We came almost immediately after the end of the battle after all.”

Hearing his reassuring and comforting words didn’t make Millodas feel any better. None of these good people should be lying dead on this plain for his sake. It should have been his duty to protect them, not the other way around.

As if feeling the guilt assaulting his heart, the mayor resumed his previous speech.

“This isn’t your fault, Millodas. You didn’t force these men to fight. It was their choice.”

“If I was stronger… None of this would have happened.” Whispered Millodas in frustration.

“You can change the entire world with ‘if’. However, this won’t do you any good. You have to rest and pray that your wife will emerge victorious.”

A heavy silence settled between them after these last words from the mayor.

One that none of them was willing to break until a loud explosion echoed far inside the forest.

The violent shockwave even made the ground of this plain shake for a couple of seconds.

The old mayor was well aware of Seledia’s power, but this attack, which shook the whole region with its might, was from the earth element.

It wasn’t coming from Seledia.

The bad feeling in Millodas' heart reappeared once again.

“Mayor, I…”

“I know. Something is wrong.” Cut the mayor.

“I’m worried too. However, what I said earlier is still true. You can’t fight anymore.”

*BOOM*

Another deafening explosion, even stronger than before, resounded and made the feet along with the hearts of those hearing it waver.

“Mayor, I need to go.”

The old man couldn’t help but bit his lips in frustration.

“I won’t send you to your death.” Finally strongly declared the mayor. 

The rays of the sun shined on his old face making his numerous wrinkles even more apparent. 

He never seemed as old as in this instant.

“I can’t lose her. I can’t lose them. Please, mayor…”

Millodas clenched in fists in frustration but also in determination.

He wasn’t like Seledia who could be an insurmountable wall against their enemies for so many years.

He wasn’t fit to protect his daughters because he wasn’t as strong as her.

He wasn’t strong or wise enough either to be like Aten who was looking for his own son across the continent.

All of this was his father’s fault.

However, Millodas knew that it was also the result of his past actions. 

He ran away from his home, his family and his duties and had to pay the price for his choices today.

It didn’t matter if he wasn’t strong enough.

Today he couldn’t run away.

Not anymore.

“Mayor! Please…” Finally pleaded Millodas with a voice choked with his emotions and determination.

“Give me the strength to fight! Once more… One last time!”

This was his will.

The mayor only knew too well that it was already too late to try to dissuade him

“There will be consequences.” Finally declared the old man with an even deeper voice than usual.

For the first time since the start of this sordid case, a small smile formed on Millodas lips. 

It wasn’t a happy smile but a self-mocking one.

“As always.”

--

Fights between mages could be decided in an instant.

This was especially true for low-level mages.

However, Vated and Seledia belonged to another league entirely.

They were both true Saint mage who spent a large amount of time to understand their element and create their own magic.

The once peaceful forest near the small town of Tegralle became the place for their confrontation.

Several minutes had already passed since the beginning of their fight but it wasn’t possible to predict who would be victorious yet.

Seledia was much faster than Vated and each of her attacks was devastating. However, Vated’s defense was, for the time being, too strong for her.

“Is that all you’ve got?” Taunted Vated.

His massive physique was covered in small cuts and burns, but his eyes were still blazing with the same desire for violence and none of these light wounds could change that.

Vated was standing almost at the same place as before with his giant axe raised high ready to strike. Seledia, on the other hand, was flying tens of feet above the ground with no visible flame or magic to explain this ability.

Her long hair fluttering along the wind seemed more in disarray than before. She was also paler but was still more than able to continue this fight.

However, for the first time since the start of this confrontation, she stopped her assault.

Something was wrong.

She could feel it.

There was something she didn’t understand about this man.

“If you don’t plan to come, then it’s my turn.” Vated madly roared before putting one hand on the ground.

Immediately after, the earth around him began to tremble and change shape.

A couple of seconds later, a large chunk of earth in front of him began to raise itself like a wave.

“Avalan!”

His words just left his mouth when the calm growing wave of earth in front of him expanded, to reach several dozens of feet above the ground in an instant, before crashing at high speed toward Seledia.

The violent attack was enough to crush her.

She didn’t have the same abnormal defense as her opponent. As a fire mage, this element didn’t give her the same advantage in this field.

However, it gave her another.

A powerful flame burst from under her feet and propelled her at high speed into the sky just out of reach of his magic.

This downpour of earth missed her before relapsing to the ground, crushing the trees on its way.

Seledia, high in the sky, was far beyond Vated’s range but the contrary wasn’t true.

She spread her slim arms wide as if embracing the sky. 

Immediately after, long flames began to form and concentrate around her arms like two wings of fire.

“Radagast star...”

Her calm voice was like a whisper almost inaudible among wind movements and the crackling of fire around her.

However, when she put her hands forward toward him, Vated immediately understood that she was serious.

Long tongues of flame began to leave her hands before congregating by her side.

These newly formed flames were few near her, but after only a couple of seconds, they quickly became impossible to count.

This swarm of fire seemingly wanting to burn the entire sky even made Vated’s expression change.

Like a curse filled with anger and desire for destruction, Seledia’s voice once more resonated across the sky and, this time, it wasn’t a whisper.

“... fall!”

Under her control, her magic left her side and began to fall toward the forest. Slowly at first before suddenly accelerating.

“Earth guard!!!”

With a loud roar, Vated gathered his entire mana to resist this violent and seemingly infinite rain of fire.

*Bang*

The violent impact made the earth shake while creating a dense cloud of dust and sand mixed together.

Vated stood straight with his arms raised when the attack hit him head-on.

His massive physique quickly became impossible to discern among this sea of fire burning the trees near him to ash in an instant.

Long trails of fire could still be seen across the sky where these flames traveled.

Seledia watched with cold eyes the result of her attack.

For long minutes, her fire burned wildly before slowly going out under her control. If she allowed this kind of fire to roam freely for too long, the whole forest would be reduced to ashes.

After waiting for the dense black smoke replacing the violent fire to naturally disperse, she slowly flew down.

A carbonized soil welcomed her feet with the usual crisping sound that she only knew too well.

Even if she held back the fire at the end, an entire radius of one-hundred-meters of the forest was completely razed to the ground. 

It was this kind of destruction that inspired dread to her enemies when she was still an Adventurer.

However, not this time.

“Is that all?”

The same arrogant voice as before echoed at the other side of the clearing.

Seledia’s expression drastically changed after hearing these words and further darkened when the smoke completely dispersed to finally reveal Vated’s appearance.

He was standing at the same place as before with his arms raised above his head. His usual tanned skin on his face and arms was completely dark, but a single glance was enough to tell that it wasn’t due to Seledia’s flames.

It wasn’t charred.

On the contrary, it gave a vigorous and healthy feeling as if nothing in this world could cause it any harm. 

Seledia could recognize this magic with a single glance.

It was the most popular method of defense for many earth mages. The principle was simply to cover the skin of the user with the hardest earth possible to act as an armor.

By exploring the concept of hardness of the earth element, it was possible to greatly enhance this ability.

However, despite her numerous years as an Adventurer, it was still the first time she saw someone push this magic this far.

To develop it so much that the skin and the earth completely became one.

Slowly, the dark skin with a rough aspect began to disappear, revealing Vated’s natural skin color.

“Surprised? You thought that your attack would be enough to kill me?” Mocked Vated while showing his unharmed face.

Seledia didn’t answer but her heart was in disarray.

This attack was one of her strongest moves. 

It wasn’t something she could use as many times as she wanted. The toll of mana was too much to bear even for a true Saint mage like her.

On the other hand, Vated’s magical defense didn’t seem to cost him as much mana.

This made her even more perplex.

Even if she wasn’t able to kill him, she should at least have been able to harm him. At the very least he should have used his entire strength to defend against something like that.

However, this wasn’t the case.

Something was wrong.

Seledia’s eyes became lost in thought for long seconds until she realized the simple truth.

She narrowed her eyes to look at her opponent and confirmed her suspicions.

“Give up. You can’t defeat me.”

Vated’s words woke her up from her thoughts and immediately made her snort in disagreement.

“You think you’re invincible? You think because you blocked my attack then I can’t do anything against you. Dream on! If this kind of attack can’t harm you, then I will just have to use my own hands.”

Seledia immediately raised her small pale and delicate-looking hands in front of her in a fighting stance.

However, Vated didn’t seem to care and simply continued to talk.

“It’s no use. I said you couldn’t defeat me for one reason. Because I’m now sure that the rumors about you were true.”

“Rumors?” Asked Seledia a little taken aback.

“You don’t know? A lot of people know your story. You were one of the most famous Adventurers back then after all. Even I admired your power to the point that I also feared you. However, everything is different now.”

As if deeply regretting what happened, Vated’s smile disappeared replaced by a serious expression.

“You’re a monster. Everyone knows that, but all these years of peace made you duller. While I spent my time risking my life and sharpening my magic, you lost it playing with your kids. You’re not the same fire mage inspiring fear to her enemies. This person no longer exists!”

A long silence followed his words.

As if taking this silence as an agreement from her part, Vated concluded.

“Becoming a mother and living this sheltered life made you weak!”

Her small pale hands, still in her fighting stance, shook for a few seconds before her angry voice took over.

“Someone like you doesn’t have the right to judge me. How can you possibly understand what it means to become a parent?”

Her hands slowly began to shine while she continued talking.

“To have children depending on you… To have a family to support and to protect.”

The red glow on her hands became brighter until it was impossible to look at them directly without blinking.

“You’re wrong, becoming a mother didn’t make me weak. To have people so precious that I would rather die than to lose them changed me. It made me stronger.”

The glow on her hands couldn’t get any brighter when she finished speaking. This magic gave an even more oppressive feeling than the previous one, which burned the sky and the entire clearing.

However, Vated didn’t put more distance between them or prepared for her imminent assault.

“Rather die, huh?” Suddenly snorted Vated.

He didn’t move but started to speak with a voice filled with ridicule and provocation.

“Then why the hell are you still alive? Where is your precious son?”

Seledia was taken aback by his sudden remark before her expression darkened and her gaze turned vicious.

“Don’t talk...” She muttered under her breath.

“Did you make this vow to rather die than lose your family only after his disappearance?”

“Don’t talk about my son…” She repeated almost more to herself than to Vated.

“Poor kid. Because of parents like you, he had to become a monster. I certainly don’t want to become a pitiful parent like you or Millodas.”

His last words finally made Seledia exploded in anger.

“I told you to stop talking about my son!!!”

With a scream filled with rage, she propelled herself forward as fast as she could with her hands raised, toward the apparent defenseless Vated, who stood still without fear.

Her anger and shame obstructed her reasoning. 

If not, she would have realized the situation.

She would have noticed his dark eyes only reflecting his anticipation and his desire for violence.

And above all, she would have seen the small smile forming on his lips.
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A single second of distraction, a single thought astray from the fight and your opponent, could cost you victory.

This was especially true for mages.

This simple belief was known by many warriors and adventurers.

Seledia wasn’t an exception.

However, in this instant, she completely forgot this simple belief that saved her life so many times.

She couldn’t bear to hear his words directly aimed at the guilt and pain hidden in her heart.

When your pain can’t get any stronger, only the fury remains.

The kind of unquenchable fury created by years of frustration and sorrow.

The kind that only needed a little push to control you.

She forgot how dangerous it was to get drown by her own emotions and recklessly charged forward.

She just wanted to silence this man.

With her speed, she reached him in the blink of an eye and punched him with her right hand still glowing with the magic she prepared earlier.

She was too fast for him.

Her punch, with her entire strength and rage behind, hit him right in his muscular chest.

And went through him.

Vated wasn’t fast enough and was mortally wounded.

Seledia froze after her surprising success.

With half of her arm still in his chest, she looked up to meet his eyes.

Cold and cruel eyes devoid of pain.

As if waking up from a dream, she realized her mistake but it was too late.

The earth under her feet suddenly became unable to support her weight making her rapidly sink.

She didn’t have the time to free her feet when the figure of Vated began to blur.

His muscular figure quickly disappeared to let place to a massive chunk of earth the same size as him.

Her arm was trapped by this chunk of earth while her feet continued to sink.

At the same time, the massive figure of Vated appeared a dozen meters behind the chunk of earth as if he was always standing there.

“Die!!!”

With a powerful war cry, Vated ran toward her with his giant axe raised high in the sky ready to strike.

He wasn’t as fast as Seledia, but he crossed the distance separating them in just a few seconds.

Seledia’s heart skipped a beat while she used her entire strength to preserve her life.

“Overload!!!”

Just before Vated’s axe could reach her head, a wide ring of fire appeared around her and spread in all direction.

Just as if she was at the center of a giant growing fireball.

The blast was strong enough to repel Vated and free her arm from its prison of earth.

However, her feet were still trapped while Vated was only pushed back a couple of meters away.

After fixing his posture outside of reach of her magic, he immediately put one hand on the ground.

“Earth Lance!”

He couldn’t come close to her but his magic could.

A large spike of hard-looking earth materialized near Seledia’s feet to skewer her.

Unable to counter on time, she twisted her body to avoid but it was impossible with her feet trapped.

She repressed a scream of pain when the attack pierced her right thigh and nailed her in place.

“I’m not over yet!!!”

With a loud cry, Vated once more released his magic.

Three more lances made of earth attacked Seledia.

However, this time she was able to react.

Her overload magic disappeared, immediately replaced by a powerful wave of fire under her feet.

The power of the blast, under her trapped feet, was enough to burst the earth around her.

“Ahhhhh!!!”

With a loud scream of mixed pain and anger, Seledia was propelled out of reach of Vated’s magic while the three lances pierced the air just under her.

Ignoring the blood freely flowing from her wound and the aching pain, she once again triggered her magic.

Another powerful and violent blast of fire sent her flying at high speed toward Vated who immediately raised his large axe to welcome her assault.

Still in midair, Seledia suddenly violently kicked downward to hack at Vated’s head.

His weapon intercepted the attack but the violence of the choc made his powerful feet sink into the ground.

With a backflip, Seledia fixed her posture and finally landed.

The pain of her wound, when she touched the ground, made her flinch for a second. However, she quickly clenched her teeth and, once more launched forward without fear.

Seeing her attack without any regard for her wound made Vated frown in annoyance. He knew that he missed his chance to end this fight quickly.

Even if she was violently charging ahead to confront him, this time, it wasn’t a reckless charge anymore.

She wouldn’t fall into the same trap twice.

Seeing her hands once more glowing with a fiery and disturbing light made him realize that he would have to put his life on the line to defeat her.

He had to go all out.

Following his will, the skin on his face and exposed large arms began to turn darker.

“Earth guard”

With the magic he trusted the most, Vated also rushed forward.

Seledia’s punch was fast but Vated still blocked it and made Seledia back off. He immediately countered with a violent swing of his axe meant to cut her in two.

Seledia bent backward to avoid just in time the deadly attack.

The air moved by the large axe tickled her face but she ignored it. She didn't try to stand up, but used the support of her hands on the ground to rotate her lower body and give a powerful kick with her valid leg glowing with the same fiery light.

This counter was too sudden for Vated to defend with his sturdy but difficult to handle large axe.

He let go of the handle with his left hand and used it to parry.

*BAM*

Despite the fact that his arm was covered with the magic of which he was most proud, Vated still felt his whole arm burning and going numb after this strike. 

Vated knew of Seledia’s famed magic power, but the raw strength of this frail-looking woman was enough to surprise him.

However, his magic wasn’t there for the show.

It helped him defend and bought him enough time to use his right hand to attack with his axe.

However, Seledia seemed to already anticipate his intention. Before he could hack downward, she already retracted her leg and pushed her body up with the strength of her arms to quickly stand.

Her elegant movements were fluid and much smoother than Vated’s.

His axe was still above his head when Seledia returned to her feet just a meter away from him.

Too close.

His eyes narrowed when he realized it, but it was already too late to parry or move away.

He clenched the handle of his axe harder and followed with his attack, intending to crush her skull before she could reach him.

However, she was just too fast.

With her entire strength behind, Seledia sent a powerful palm strike with her right hand glowing with a light seemingly strong enough to melt anything.

The attack was sudden and landed on Vated’s abdomen just before his axe reached her head.

This time, even his magic wasn’t enough to protect him.

*Boom*

With a loud exploding noise, Vated’s massive body was sent flying backward. The shock cut his breath and made him groan in pain.

His back was the first thing to touch the ground when he landed.

Even with his experience, it still took him several long seconds to surmount the burning pain on his stomach, regain his senses and to stand up. Without his earth guard to protect him, this kind of attack would have killed him.

Contrary to his expectations, Seledia didn’t follow up with her attack, but remained standing with her right arm still raised in front of her. 

However, instead of her palm, a single finger was raised toward him.

“Shit!” He cursed when he realized what was going to happen.

It was too late to react.

Too late to avoid.

Too late for anything.

With eyes that could kill alone, she adjusted her breathing and released her magic.

“Flame Oblivion!” She coldly whispered.

Immediately after, from her harmless finger, appeared a single red dot.

A seemingly ordinary dot, much less impressive than her previous large scale magic.

However, its radiance was without equal. 

Just like a newly created sun burning for the first time and wanting to flood the entire world with its light.

The incredible blaze only lasted for a second before disappearing from Vated’s view. 

His eyes didn’t see the attack leave Seledia’s finger. He didn’t have the time to notice the long red trail that the magic left behind either.

Only a peculiar whistling noise announcing its arrival reached his ears.

For the first time since the start of this fight, Vated felt the shadow of death coming closer.

Because his instinct told him that he couldn’t evade or resist this attack.

In this split of second, he already knew without a doubt that he would definitely die.

Just before the attack reached him and robbed him of his life, Vated looked at Seledia’s cold and murderous eyes.

He didn’t scream.

He didn’t curse her.

He simply smiled and welcomed her attack.

*BAM*

The destructive attack reached his heart.

However, there wasn’t any blood. Only a blinding light suddenly coming from Vated’s left hand.

The light lasted for long seconds before disappearing as suddenly as it appeared.

Seledia narrowed her eyes in front of this unexpected turn of events.

A disturbing silence settled between them while Seledia slowly put her arm down.

This time, there wasn’t any doubt in her mind anymore.

“I knew it…” 

She couldn’t even finish her sentence when an ordinary-looking ring began to crumble on Vated’s left hand.

“You’re using artifacts!”

Vated’s smile grew wider after her words.

“You’re right, but knowing it won’t change a thing. However, I’m surprised. It seems like you kind of expected it.”

Hearing his words, Seledia snorted before replying.

“I’m not blind. Even if your magic is strong, my understanding of my own element is obviously much higher than yours. Despite that, you resisted some of my most powerful attacks without breaking a sweat. I would be a fool if I didn’t notice that something was wrong. I suppose that it’s also one of those artifacts that helped you create this illusion earlier, right?”

Vated laughed in derision after her words.

“You’re still sharp despite all these years after all… I didn’t want to reveal it for as long as possible, but I didn’t have any other choice in front of your attacks. However, even if you know that, it won't save you." 

“Who do you think I am? I’m not a newbie. This was a defensive artifact, probably of the earth attribute. I know perfectly that those kinds of protective items can enhance your magic and even automatically save your life once. I also know that artifacts of this quality are extremely rare and expensive. You can’t have several of them on you.”

“You’re sure?” Taunted Vated.

One by one, Vated slowly revealed the artifacts on him hidden under his clothes while enjoying the incredulous expression on Seledia’s face slowly forming.

Two rings.

A small inconspicuous dark earring on his left ear.

A wristband.

Vated revealed one by one the artifacts now shining with a deep brown light, one after the other.

Despite losing one, he still had at least four other artifacts.

“You can go visit your stepfather’s grave to thank him for this. He sure was a pain in the ass but he wasn’t stingy.”

Contrary to his expectation, his attempt to destabilize Seledia was vain.

Her expression didn’t even change after his words.

“Oh? You seem already aware of the truth about the old man. How is that possible?”

Seledia stayed silent in front of his surprised and suspicious face.

“Well, I don’t know how you could possibly know the truth or why you came back so soon, but don’t you find it funny?  Even dead, the old man still doesn't seem to want to leave you alone.” 

His laughter following his words resonated inside the desolate clearing until Seledia suddenly interrupted him.

“Those artifacts can enhance your strength, your magic and give you this kind of abnormal defense, but you seem to forget something… They can only protect you from a fatal wound once each!”

“...”

“I just have to kill you again… and again… until no other artifact can act as a substitute!”

Seledia immediately punched the air in front of her after her words. She was too far away from Vated to touch him directly but that didn’t matter.

A large fireball flew at high speed toward him after her casual punch.

The taunting smile on his brutish face disappeared, replaced by a serious expression.

He rolled to the side to avoid the attack. Despite its speed, the strong magic missed him but three others soon followed.

Vated didn’t avoid this time. While getting back on his feet, with his giant axe in his right hand, his skin once more turned dark.

*Bam* *Bam *Bam*

The three attacks crashed against him but were unable to penetrate his defense.

“Earth Judgment!”

Immediately after, Vated punched the earth under him with his massive fist.

With a loud rumble, the earth around quickly cracked apart. In a deafening rumble, a large rift overturning the earth around, reached Seledia in only a few seconds.

When she saw the earth cracking apart in front of her, she didn’t hesitate. 

A powerful flame burst from under her feet and propelled her into the air.

Her mobility was her most obvious advantage against Vated. 

Especially her ability to fly.

As long as she was far enough from the ground, then no matter how strong his attacks were, he wouldn’t be able to harm her.

In the blink of an eye, Seledia reached several meters high. The earth quickly disintegrated under her, but none of it was able to influence her.

She pointed out one of her fingers forward directly toward Vated’s heart.

The same blinding red dot began to form once again at the end of her slim finger.

Seeing this made Vated’s expression turn ferocious.

“As if I would let you!!!”

With a loud scream, he raised both of his arms at the same time in a violent movement full of rage.

The cracked earth under Seledia suddenly changed.

“You!”

She canceled her attack and once more used her magic to fly further away.

*Whoosh*

A giant spike of earth nearly skewered her. Despite her fast reaction, the attack still scratched her back, draining blood at the same time.

Seledia didn’t even have the time to wonder what had happened when another strange rumbling noise alerted her.

Another spike of earth rose toward her at an incredible speed, like a thin and sharp tower of earth, long enough to reach her in the sky.

Seledia’s reaction speed was fast enough to avoid again but more were coming.

One after another, giant spikes appeared all faster than the previous. They disintegrated even faster than they formed, but no matter how many she avoided, others continued to appear.

Faster and faster.

Vated, with his arms still raised, wore a serious expression on his face while intensely looking at the fleeting figure of Seledia.

Short burst of flames could easily be seen among the appearing and disappearing deadly spikes of earth.

Another spike grazed her, barely missing her left shoulder.

No matter how fast or agile she was, Seledia couldn’t get out of this situation. She was well aware that Vated’s previous attack was to create this trap.

His previous magic wasn’t meant to harm her.

He was obviously aware that this kind of attack targeting the ground was totally useless against someone able to fly.

The real purpose of his attack was simply to destroy the earth around her.

Seledia couldn’t use the earth element. Therefore, she didn’t immediately understand what happened.

However, when she saw these deadly spikes, forming so fast underneath her that she could barely avoid them, she realized that by destroying the earth, he was able to get rid of his most obvious weakness.

His lack of speed.

His defense was impressive enough to force her to fight him head-on in the hope of killing him. However, the difference in speed between them was too much even with this kind of defense.

That’s why he destroyed the earth.

Earth belonged to a cohesive whole.

Its hardness and resistance were second to none among the other elements, but its ability to be manipulated was quite lacking.

Even Vated, an experienced true Sacred mage, couldn’t use the earth under Seledia to attack her fast enough to hope to hurt her.

However, everything became different if he destroyed this cohesive whole.

The destroyed earth was much easier to manipulate, allowing him to create these endless spikes at an incredible speed.

With a wave of her hand, Seledia skillfully sent a fireball flying toward Vated while avoiding another deadly attack.

The attack connected but Vated didn’t even flinch.

This kind of power wasn’t able to break his defense nor was it able to stop his mad assault.

Among all her aerial maneuvers, she couldn’t gather enough power to threaten him.

After several minutes of vain attacks, Seledia nearly couldn’t endure anymore.

She could probably fly away into the sky despite his attacks. This would allow her to catch her breath and get out of this situation, but she knew that it wasn’t a smart move.

Vated was covered in artifacts. 

Their first role was defensive, but they could also have other functions. Just like the one able to create illusions.

She didn’t doubt that among his cheaty arsenal, he had one of them helping him recover or saving stamina and mana.

She knew that the longer this fight dragged out, the higher her chances of defeat were.

She couldn’t afford to delay her assault.

She had to attack him with real life-threatening magic. 

To force his artifacts to protect him.

This was the only way to destroy them and the first step to defeat him.

As she strengthened her determination not to run away, two close spikes sprouted at high speed from the ground almost at the same time.

One aimed at her head, the other at her chest.

Other spikes were coming around her, cutting all of her retreat paths.

Seledia clenched her teeth and gave up on avoiding.

With a violent kick downward, one pillar was completely destroyed. She immediately rotated her body in midair to give another violent kick toward the other attack coming almost at the same time.

The two rising pillars of earth shattered under the combination of her strength and magic.

However, the short time she used to strike was enough for Vated to lock into her position. She didn’t have the time to fly away when other spikes of earth rose from the ground to kill her.

“Overload!”

Just like previously, a huge growing fireball started spreading with her at the center. This violent multi-directional attack was enough to destroy the earth spikes around her.

However, this kind of magic had a cost.

Seledia knew it.

In this battle of stamina, she had to preserve her mana. Therefore, she quickly dispelled her magic making her vulnerable once again. However, she didn’t wait for the situation to repeat itself.

She spread her arms toward the ground and triggered another magic.

“Wind arrow!”

The barrier magic of the wind element shot toward the ground at high speed.

Even if her ability in this element wasn’t able to hurt Vated directly, it was more than enough for what she wanted.

The blow of wind hit the destroyed earth.

Almost immediately, a dense cloud of dust rose and surrounded her.

“What the…” Cursed Vated while putting one hand in front of his eyes to protect him from the sudden dense cloud coming his way.

Without any way to know where Seledia was, Vated couldn’t continue his attacks. He strengthened his earth guard and clenched his axe harder.

With a large motion, he wildly swung his axe. The violent attack was enough to cut the smoke in front of him.

After a few more violent hits, the dense smoke quickly scattered freeing his eyes from this unnatural and dangerous veil.

However, before he could react, a slim figure appeared behind him.

“You!”

With a large motion, Vated pivoted on his feet and hacked behind. 

Seledia didn’t avoid and simply let the giant axe cut her head.

However, like a dreamy mist, the axe passed through without inflicting any wound.

“You think the same trick will work twice on me!” Furiously roared Seledia while launching forward with her usual flame.

She clenched her glowing fist and punched the air in front of her without any hesitation. Among the dispersing cloud of dust, the figure of Vated suddenly appeared at the end of her fist.

“Woah!”

Even the dark skin on his face couldn’t hide the surprise and pain he felt in this instant.

The red punch hit him straight in his stomach.

“You’re mine!” Roared Seledia before releasing her magic.

The glow on her fist, still in contact with Vated, condensed and shot out. This kind of attack was more than enough to pierce through him despite his abnormal defense.

However, a blinding light suddenly enveloped him.

*Bam*

The violence of the impact sent Vated flying backward at high speed. His massive figure flew for several tens of meters without being able to stop.

*Boom*

His mad course finally abruptly stopped against a giant tree almost fifty meters away from Seledia, still hidden by the cloud of sand.

The light around Vated disappeared as soon as he touched the tree.

Despite the violence of her attack, Vated stood up almost immediately after regaining his ability to move.

The ferocious expression on his face along with the lack of wound was enough to understand that her attack didn’t hurt him

However, when she saw the small earring on his left ear crumbling, she understood that she still succeeded.

“I’m not done yet!!!” 

With a scream filled with determination, Seledia rushed forward with her magic to not let him any time to counter.

She had to destroy his artifacts before it was too late.

Before running out of mana.

Before losing the ability to fight.

She had to crush him.

However, Vated didn’t back down.

Without his axe in his hands, his dark right hand still punched forward to welcome Seledia’s attack.

Dark and red.

These two colors clashed, trying to devour each other, none willing to lose against the other.

Neither Vated or Seledia took a step back.

He had to kill her to survive.

She had to kill him to protect her family.

Along with their growing determination and emotions, the respective lights covering their fists spread around.

Slowly, these lights engulfed their figures and their surroundings while spreading a noise seemingly announcing the end of the world.

  

    
        Chapter 57: Mother’s fury (Last part)

    
    
    
    
  
The forest near Tegralle has always seemed dangerous and somewhat mysterious to most of Tegralle’s inhabitants. Few chose to venture deep inside because they knew that many animals and possibly newly awaken deviants could threaten them.

However, no life form could be seen in this instant.

The usual rulers of this territory chose to hide or escape in front of the devastating scenes currently unfolding.

*Boom*

A violent explosion suddenly occurred. Just like hundreds of times before, the strength of the magic was enough to uproot the few trees still standing around while the blast projected a massive amount of dirt and rocks around.

*Bam*

Seledia’s fist hit Vated’s own fist at full speed. A sound totally different than human flesh colliding, once more resonated. Every time Seledia hit Vated’s body, she had the impression to hit pure metal. 

However, she didn’t stop her attack.

She took a quick sidestep and immediately sent three quick successive glowing red punches toward her opponent. 

This time, Vated didn’t meet them with his own fist.

He took a heavy step back to avoid the first punch, but he couldn’t do the same with the others. He used his axe to block one, but the last one hit him straight in the stomach.

However, Vated didn’t seem to mind and violently countered with a round kick that forced Seledia to retreat.

She was faster than him. This advantage became even more obvious when she powered and accelerated her punches with her fire magic. However, his defense was just too strong. 

If she wasn’t protected by her own magic, her own hands would have been broken already.

In front of his violent kick, she had no other choice but to use her superior speed to retreat backward.

However, she also used this time to concentrate her fire magic. Her right fist, glowing with a fiery red light, abruptly turned blindly white while she loosened her hand. Instead of a red fist like before, a white palm distorting the air around welcomed Vated’s assault.

“Ahhhh”

With a loud scream, Seledia released her magic with a wide circular movement as if she was trying to cut the air in front of her with her hand.

Even Vated’s face, darkened by his protective magic, seemed to turn pale in front of this sudden deadly attack.

With surprising reflexes, honed by years of practical combat along with innumerable life and death situations, he quickly interrupted his attack and awkwardly threw himself to the ground.

*Woosh*

The white arc of burning light passed just a few inches above his head and continued its course for hundreds of meters while cleanly cutting in two everything in its path.

Vated didn’t need to turn around to see the result of her devastating attack. He didn’t have the leisure to do it either.

Immediately after avoiding, he rolled away just in time to avoid Seledia’s downward kick aimed at his head.

However, he couldn’t avoid the fireball that crashed into his face immediately after he straightened up.

*Bam*

The quick attack didn’t have enough power to pierce his abnormal defense even without the enhancement of his artifacts. However, it was still enough to rob him of his sight for a few seconds.

Unbalanced and unable to see her next move was more than enough for Seledia.

With impressive speed, she appeared in front of him with her glowing red fist ready to strike.

*Boom*

This time, the ferocious attack landed on his head and sent him flying at high speed. Even his defensive magic wasn’t enough to protect him.

However, just like several times before, Vated immediately stood up without any injury. Only the sound of the destroyed artifact that protected him at the last second, testified that her assault was a success.

“Just one more!”

Seledia furiously roared while launching herself forward at high speed with her magic.

After nearly an hour of a devastating battle, Vated was left with only a single artifact to protect his life. With this single dark rink remaining, his proud appearance and provocative face were nowhere to be seen anymore.

She could win.

Vated also realized this.

Even in his wildest dreams, he could never have imagined that Seledia would be this hard to defeat.

Without his impressive collection of high-grade artifacts gathered over the years, he would have already died several times.

He thought that those years of peace would have dulled her battle senses, but that didn’t seem to be the case at all. Her deadly attacks and unbelievable fast movements were enough to crush his determination.

If he had the choice, he would have retreated already.

However, a single look at her was enough to understand that she wouldn’t stop until he was dead.

*Bam*

Vated used his axe powered by his magic to defend against another of her violent attack.

Before he could counter, she was already above him to deliver another one of her downward kicks.

With his artifacts almost all destroyed, he didn’t benefit from their advantages anymore. His earth magic was still amplified, but all the artifacts that allowed him to preserve and regenerate his mana were destroyed. His defensive magic was incredibly powerful but its consumption was equally enormous especially when he had to keep his entire body constantly covered with it. 

He knew he would soon lose the ability to totally protect his body. Against her terrifying speed and offensive magic, any other form of defence would no longer be sufficient to face her in a direct confrontation.

Seledia’s pale face and body covered with bruises and blood testified that she wasn’t going to last much longer either, but even so, she currently had the upper hand. 

Vated knew that he was going to lose if he continued to fight her directly.

*Bam*

Once more, Vated couldn’t avoid Seledia’s punch and stumbled backward as a result. It wasn’t enough to hurt him, but after exchanging so many blows with her, he knew that she would use this kind of attack to slowly build an opportunity to deal another fatal blow.

“Scram!!!”

With a violent movement, he stomped his feet on the ground and rotated his muscular body to cut her with his axe.

Another burst of flame sent her into the sky, just above Vated’s axe. With a flip, she used her momentum to deliver another furious kick from above.

“Avalon”

Unable to keep up with her speed and her ability to fly around him, Vated had no other choice but to use this magic.

Just like earlier, an enormous wave of earth formed and condensed around him at high speed before rushing to crush Seledia. Their long confrontation had long destroyed the earth around them making it easier for Vated to launch quick earth magic.

Even so, Seledia’s ability to fly proved once again to be the perfect counter for this magic.

She quickly flew several meters into the sky to avoid the violent attack.

The mighty wave of earth spread around Vated and finished destroying the last remaining boulders and trees still standing around them.

Seeing the end of his attack, Seledia prepared to launch forward once more when Vated abruptly raised his right hand toward her.

“Earthball”

This attack was by far the simplest magic he has used so far. It was a barrier magic of the earth element and was as a result widely spread even among common mages.

Even so, Vated was still a true Saint mage. Even this kind of basic attack wasn’t so simple in his hands.

The earthball, as large as a boulder, was launched at an astonishing speed.

However, it was still useless against her especially when she was flying more than ten meters away from him.

With a burst of flame, she gracefully avoided the attack, that continued its course unhindered in the blue sky.

“Earthball”

Despite missing, Vated didn’t give up and immediately launched the same attack. This time Seledia was completely prepared and, while easily avoiding, she clearly saw him gathering the earth around his feet to form his magic.

This feat would have been difficult if the earth around him was still a cohesive whole, but after his last wave-like attack, the ground was completely destroyed making this earth only slightly more difficult to gather than water.

This trick allowed him to quickly launch more powerful attacks while conserving his mana.

It was completely worth his previous effort and would have been quite dangerous for anyone else, but against Seledia, all of this was worthless.

She continued to stand proudly in the sky while avoiding attack after attack with a simple burst of flame each time.

Despite his complete lack of success, Vated still continued tirelessly. He even let go of his large axe to use both of his hands at the same time and launch faster attacks. However, despite his efforts, boulder after boulder missed their mark before flying into the sky almost beyond his sight.

Seledia didn’t understand why he was continuing, but against this kind of uninterrupted series of attacks, she couldn’t come closer.

This was probably the reason for those attacks. Without his artifacts, he was unable to equal her in a direct fight because of her speed so he tried to hit her at a safe distance. Indeed, all she could do in front of this kind of assault was to stay away while continuing to avoid.

However, she knew that it was a desperate struggle.

Several minutes later, Vated’s attacks finally slew down. A large part of the earth around him was missing making him look like he was standing on a lonely pillar of earth ready to crumble at any moment.

His face wasn’t covered by his defensive magic anymore revealing his brutish face almost completely devoid of color.

Seeing the numerous beads of sweat dripping on his pale forehead along with his quick breathing finally allowed Seledia to relax.

It was over.

Even with his trick, launching so many earthballs still quickly depleted his mana and left him in a weakened state. Even if Seledia was equally pale and tired, she knew that victory was right in front of her.

If she could destroy his last artifact, he would be at her mercy.

As if to confirm her thoughts, Vated’s muscular body seemingly strong enough to resist anything suddenly swayed. With a loud noise, he finally put a knee on the ground.

Just like a last struggle before his defeat and doom, Vated still raised his hand toward her, but no magic answered his call.

Seeing this, Seledia didn’t drop her guard. She slowly descended from the sky while looking coldly at this man who attacked her family and who tried to take away her daughters.

No matter what, she couldn’t forgive him.

Her beautiful blue eyes seemed to turn red with anger when she remembered what she had almost lost today.

Finally, her feet touched the ground a few meters away from Vated. He was on his knees with his head down while his right hand was still raised toward the sky as if he didn’t have the strength to aim at her anymore but was unwilling to give up.

She slowly raised her right hand just a few inches away front his pale face. 

The entire forest was finally silent. The animals and vegetation around them had long since disappeared. In this instant it seemed as if they were alone in a desolate world.

Time also seemed to have stopped until a blinding white light slowly emerged front Seledia’s hand. For long seconds, the light intensified, until it became impossible for Vated to open his eyes anymore.

“Wait!” He desperately shouted.

“I won’t” 

She had nothing else to say to this man. She had to crush his last artifact first before extracting information from him.

With a thought, the white light left her hand and engulfed Vated still on his knees.

It was impossible to avoid or to resist this kind of magic at point-blank range.

Even with his defensive magic, the only way for him to survive was by using his last artifact.

The blinding attack didn’t last long. The secret to this magic was to compress and concentrate her flames before raising the temperature to the extreme limit. The result was her most powerful direct attack, but the effects dissipated quite quickly.

Sure enough, after a couple of seconds, the heat of her magic quickly disappeared.

However, the blinding white light didn’t.

She didn’t understand what was happening in front of her, but sensing that something was amiss, she moved backward at high speed while putting her arms defensively in front of her face on instinct.

*Bam*

Immediately after, she felt her entire body being crushed by a huge pressure sending her flying uncontrollably dozens of meters away.

She nearly fainted on the spot because of the violence of the shock. Fresh blood flowed around her but she was unable to determine where it was coming from. Her fleeting consciousness couldn’t process what was happening.

*Boom*

After what seemed like an eternity, she violently crashed against the ground while coughing an impressive amount of blood.

Her right arm was bent in the wrong direction while her entire body was covered with bruises and blood. A large cut on her forehead let blood flow on her left eye and further disturbed her sight. However, she was still able to see that the cloth covering her stomach was gone revealing a gaping wound from which fresh blood continuously flowed.

She had troubles focusing her gaze, but she still quickly put her left hand on her stomach. 

“Ahhh!!!” 

Seledia couldn’t restrain a scream of pain when she used her fire magic to close the wound and stop the bleeding. She did this numerous times when she was still adventuring on her own, but it had been years since then and she had troubles to bear the sudden outburst of pain.

Still disoriented, it was the noise of someone running who brought her back from her muddled state.

Vated didn’t miss this opportunity and ran toward her as fast as he could with his giant axe raised above his head. His previous weakened state seemed to have completely disappeared.

“Die!” He furiously roared.

Seledia couldn’t process how the situation changed so quickly. She just had enough time to use her fire magic to jump into the sky. However, her mind wasn’t clear enough to use her magic to fly away. It was too complicated to use this kind of high-level magic in her current state.

All she could do was to propel herself several meters backward to put some distance between them. When she landed on the ground, she immediately clenched her last valid hand and concentrated her magic into a red fist.

Without thinking, she immediately punched forward after seeing Vated less than five meters away.

*Bam*

A violent gust of hot air was immediately sent from her glowing red punch. Vated was too close to hope to avoid this kind of magic.

However, a blinding white light immediately engulfed him and absorbed her magic.

Seledia widened her eyes in shock when she realized what was happening. Almost instantly, she rolled to the side.

The pressured ball of hot air she just sent returned at high speed and landed exactly where she was standing just a second ago. If not for her quick reaction, she would have been hit by her own magic.

She fixed her posture just in time to see Vated with his axe raised just in front of her.

Unable to counter or back away with her magic, she quickly bent her body and lowered her head and avoid the fatal axe strike destined to cut her in two. 

However, she couldn’t avoid the powerful kick that followed.

With surprising agility, Vated used the momentum created by his previous attack to kick her right side with the full strength of his left leg.

With Vated’s defensive magic on his leg acting as a reinforcement, the strength of this blow was well beyond what her body could endure.

She felt her ribs cracking under the impact and had just enough time to jump back to soften the blow and avoid a fatal injury.

Once her feet left the ground, her body was projected so fast that it wasn’t possible for her to fix her posture. Fortunately, no tree for several hundreds of meters survived their long confrontation.

Therefore, her mad and violent course wasn’t brutally stopped.

It took her several long seconds to fix her posture with her flames. She used them to end her course as she had done many times before. However, this time her movements were far from her usual elegance.

Her feet touched the ground, immediately followed by her knees when she finally stopped.

She coughed a mouthful of blood, tainting her dark tattered clothes.

Several of her ribs were broken by the previous impact. Even she couldn’t easily overcome this kind of injury.

“You’re done!”

With a large motion, Vated raised his hands above his head while furiously roaring.

“Avalon”

The wave of earth was much smaller than previously. Its height and width couldn’t be compared with his previous attacks. However, this time Seledia couldn’t fly into the sky to avoid.

The small wave of earth quickly appeared in front of her.

“Overload!!!” 

She concentrated her mana to destroy this attack with her overwhelming powerful magic, but the stabbing pain of her stomach flared at the most crucial moment and prevented her from correctly using her magic.

The weak ring of flame she created wasn’t able to protect her.

She could only helplessly watch the wave of earth crashing at high speed and engulfing everything around her.

*Boom*

A deafening rumbling sound once more echoed inside the forest.

The violent noise continued for long seconds before being replaced by the first true silence since the start of their fight.

From where he was standing, Vated could only see a large cloud of dust forming around Seledia. If this kind of attack had landed on anyone else, he would have already burst into laughter while mocking his defeated opponent.

However, Seledia has already far exceeded his previous predictions and continued to shock him over and over again. Therefore, he didn’t relax and carefully looked at the giant cloud of dust being dispersed by the blowing wind.

He couldn’t see anything but a strange yet familiar whistling sound made him react on reflex. With a thought, his muscular arms turned dark and were placed defensively in front of his face.

*Bam*

Immediately after, a violent attack crashed against him. This kind of attack wasn’t able to pierce his defense but its nature made him dumbfounded.

It wasn’t a fire attack.

It was an earthball.

He quickly lowered his arms from his face to look ahead, only to see a man suddenly appearing in front of him.

His posture was lowered so that it seemed as if his upper body was almost touching the ground. It wasn’t possible to see the face of his assailant.

Only the glint of a sharp sword appearing in his view almost immediately.

With a swift and quick motion, the man’s entire body immediately rise from his previous posture along with his sword.

Vated could only take a heavy step back to avoid being cut in two.

However, this time he didn’t react fast enough.

He couldn’t avoid a fatal injury from this violent sword strike. However, just like many times before, blood didn’t follow. Only a sudden but brief light followed by the crumbling of an ordinary-looking dark ring on his finger.

“Bastard!!!”

With a loud scream of anger after the destruction of his artifact, Vated immediately punched with his right dark hand. However, the man didn’t seem to want to continue his assault. Before Vated’s punch could reach him, he already jumped backward at a speed inhumanly impossible without the use of magic.

With his attack missing and his opponent backing several meters away, Vated was finally able to observe the face of his assailant.

“I should have killed you back then!” He growled in anger.

“Yeah, you should have.” Simply answered Millodas.

His clothes were tattered and covered with dust after his previous fight with Vated and the mercenaries. However, his back was straight and it was impossible to see that he was injured and completely depleted of his mana just a couple of hours earlier.

“You should have stayed down. You’re not my match. This time, I will really kill you!” 

Given his current state, Vated didn’t have the luxury to follow Dano’s instructions and spare Millodas.

This time, he was determined to kill him.

“You’re right, even in your current state, it will be difficult for me to defeat you.” Admitted Millodas with a wry smile.

Seeing his serious yet relaxed face made Vated’s anger erupt once again. With eyes that could kill, he prepared to rush forward when he heard the steps of another person.

His face couldn’t help but distort when he saw the thin figure of Seledia slowly walking out of the disappearing cloud of dust. Her face was deathly pale and greatly contrasted with her bright red hair and profound blue eyes. Her clothes were also in tatters and covered with fresh blood showing the grievous wound she just suffered.

Even so, her steps were firm as she slowly walked to stand on her husband's right side who clenched his sword tighter while declaring with a strong voice.

“That’s why we will finish this together!”

 

  

    
        Chapter 58: Heirloom

    
    
    
    
  
For a long time, the violent rumbling noise continued to spread until no resident of Tegralle could ignore it. Young and old people alike heard with fear and dread in their hearts the menacing sound that no human being should have been responsible for.

Only the people around the mayor on the devastated plain were aware of the truth.

They knew who was responsible for this sound crushing their courage and their determination to intervene.

The mayor’s old eyes looked at the forest with worry just like everyone else. However, his eyes were hiding something else.

A small tear at the corner of one of his eyes revealed the nature of this hidden emotion.

The small tear disappeared in the profound wrinkles of his face as if it was never there, but his old and deep voice wasn’t the same.

After a deep breath filled with sadness, he softly muttered a single word coming from the deepest part of his old heart.

“Millodas...”

--

The terrifying deafening noise scaring all the inhabitants of Tegralle finally stopped. A scene of devastation replaced the once peaceful clearing of the mysterious forest. The burned trees and destroyed earth were enough testimony of the violence of the confrontation that just took place.

Among this disturbing scenery, Seledia and Millodas stood together side by side to confront Vated one last time. None of them were in their best shape, but despite their tattered appearance, they stood straight without faltering. 

Seledia had mixed emotions while she stood by the side of her husband as she did so many times in the past. After all these years, they will fight beside each other one more time. In such a desperate moment, this was probably the most reassuring thing she could hope for.

Therefore, despite her injuries, with her loved one beside her, the determination to triumph over this man glowing in her eyes couldn’t be any stronger.

“So this is it…” Slowly mumbled Vated.

His brutish face was pale and totally devoid of the dark glow of his strongest magic. A single glance toward him was enough to understand that his weakened state didn’t seem to be completely faked. His previous arrogance and mocking smiles were also nowhere to be seen. Only deep regret mixed with the determination to survive this hurdle could be seen in his tired eyes.

Seledia who just suffered a grievous injury was without a doubt the most weakened among them but she stood straight by her husband’s side with her last valid hand clenched tightly while she carefully observe her opponent as if it was the first time she was looking at him.

Her beautiful blue eyes suddenly widened in surprise when she finally noticed what she was looking for.

“So this is what you used…”

Millodas followed her gaze toward Vated’s thick neck. An elegant-looking white necklace could be seen hanging around it. This simple jewelry gave a mysterious feeling of purity and sacredness. Previously, Seledia carefully observe him to look for his artifacts, and she was sure that there was nothing around his neck at that time. The strange ability of this conspicuous looking necklace to dissimulate itself gave her a really bad feeling.

As if to confirm her bad premonition, Millodas suddenly shouted after noticing the white necklace without hiding the anger and astonishment in his voice.

“Why do you have that? It can’t be! My father would never have given that to you!”

“And yet, he did.” Calmly answered Vated.

“Lie!” Screamed Millodas unwilling to believe it.

“You seem to underestimate your old man’s despair and loneliness all these years.” Slowly explained Vated.

His rough voice was unusually soft unfitting of his character. It seemed even more out of place than the elegant necklace around the neck of such a brutish man.

“When you lost everything and everyone around you, your values change. What was sacred becomes ordinary and what was ordinary becomes worthless. This is my story. This was the story of your father and this is also the story of this necklace.”

Millodas’ face distorted after hearing his words while he silently clenched his teeth to repress his disgust to see this sacred object around the neck of this man known for his violence.

“Millodas…” Slowly muttered Seledia toward her husband.

Without needing any other word, Millodas slowly relaxed and began to explain to his wife.

“This is the only Legend grade artifact of the Waldemar house.”

“Legend grade artifact?” She couldn’t help but exclaim with shock.

“Yes. This necklace was once the most precious artifact of the Waldemar house. It was the heirloom that my father was the most proud of. It also is without a doubt the strongest artifact of our house. Even to me, my father never clearly explained all of its abilities.”

“Even you don’t know?” Asked Seledia dumbfounded.

“All I can say is that its main ability is to reflect any magic. This ability is very powerful and rare but I’m not sure if it has any other hidden function.”

“This power is already outrageous enough…” Bitterly said Seledia after experiencing it with her own flesh not so long ago.

Her blue eyes were glued on this mysterious necklace because she knew that this would be the decisive factor of their battle.

“However, this kind of ability to reflect magic should be very limited in its number of uses and it will be almost useless if we don’t use strong magic directly against him. Moreover, in the end it’s still an artifact so it should follow the same rules.”

Seledia slowly nodded after her husband’s explanations. 

As one of the strongest adventurers in the country, she knew many things about artifacts. However, most of the artifacts she ever had were of limited use in battle. Most of them were used in very specific situations.

The kind of artifact that could act as a substitute to save your life at the last moment was incredibly precious and rare. Millodas explained to her that he once possessed this kind of artifact and that it saved his life on his first mission as an Adventurer. 

It was a gift from his father and greatly enhanced his earth magic. However, this precious artifact was immediately destroyed after saving his life. 

This was the rule of these first-grade artifacts. 

No matter the nature of their power of enhancement, it was always a secondary function while their primary role was to act as a substitute to save the life of their wearer.

However, Seledia had already understood that even if the white necklace shining proudly around Vated’s neck had the same main protective role and thus followed the same type of rules, its secondary functions weren’t limited to some passive enhancement.

The ability to reflect a magic against its opponent was an active ability directly under Vated’s control. It was even more precious than the ability to create illusions like one of the artifacts he previously used. Moreover, to be able to counter-attack one of her strongest strikes while remaining in perfect shape was already something well beyond the scope of all the first-grade artifacts she ever saw.

“So this is a Legend grade artifact...” She slowly muttered to herself.

This was the kind of object that only the wealthiest and most influential people in the Kingdom could hope to possess. She could only curse her stepfather for allowing this kind of man to possess such a treasure to hurt his own family.

After sorting out her thoughts about the mysterious artifact, it was easy for her to confirm what had happened earlier. Sensing the tilt of the battle in her favor, Vated faked his defeat to reflect her strongest magic at point-blank range with this hidden artifact.

Without her fast reaction and Millodas’ intervention, she would have died. However, even if she escaped death, her wounds were still extremely serious. It was impossible for her to move as fast as before. If she was alone, she would be at the mercy of this man.

However, she wasn’t alone this time.

Moreover, all of Vated’s cards were henceforth known. With Millodas’ previous attack the last of his first-grade artifacts broke apart to protect his life.

Even if this white necklace around his neck was special compared to the other artifacts, this was still the last one. They only needed a single direct attack to force the artifact to act as a substitute, then victory would be within sight.

“Then we will have to first destroy it if we want to defeat him.” Slowly concluded Seledia.

After her words, her husband smiled fearlessly before straightening his posture.

“Of course!”

Against him, Millodas didn’t have any choice.

He had to go all out from the beginning.

Millodas clenched his sword tighter while his foot silently moved forward. This silent movement didn’t escape Vated’s trained eyes. He clenched his axe tighter while shouting with the strongest voice he could muster.

“COME!”

Immediately after his words, Millodas disappeared from his previous spot.

Earth Blessing!

With his incredible speed borrowed from the vitality of the earth, he arrived in front of Vated in the blink of an eye. His sharp sword followed almost as fast as him.

*Clang*

Vated’s large axe stopped Millodas’ strike just before his sharp sword cut his head off. Vated already faced this technique and was able to offset it easily before. However, in his current state, things were different.

The violence of the impact made him take a couple of steps back to fix his posture but Millodas didn’t let him the time to counter.

A flurry of fast attacks quickly followed after his initial rushed strike. Even if he used the earth blessing to enhance his strength and speed, these attacks were still devoid of magic. Therefore Vated couldn’t use his artifact to repel them.

He could only use the crudest and sole way at his disposal.

He didn’t have enough mana to protect his whole body as before but he still covered his muscular arms with his proud earth magic and used them along with his difficult to handle large axe to parry Millodas’ attacks. Vated was completely overwhelmed by Millodas’ speed and ferocity but his reputation as one of the strongest warriors of the continent wasn’t for show.

He let go of his axe that was nearly a burden in this kind of situation and used both of his arms to parry.

Despite the sharpness and the violence of his strikes, Millodas couldn’t pierce through Vated’s magic. In front of this perfect defense, his initial ferocious assault started to dull. 

Vated didn’t miss this opportunity and caught Millodas’ sword with his right hand. The sword was immediately completely stopped by his monstrous natural strength. Even with his earth magic enhancing his physical abilities, Millodas was far from his match in a direct confrontation of strength.

Vated was ready to use his free arm to punch a hole through Millodas’ head when a shadow followed by a strong voice appeared in his field of vision.

“Don’t forget about me!”

Seledia who was the last to engage suddenly appeared above Millodas from behind. Small flames around her feet propelled her into the sky just above them.

With her injuries, she couldn’t move as fast as before, so she used the opportunity created by her husband to give a violent kick from above toward Vated’s head who had no other choice but to shift from attack to defense with his free arm.

*Bang*

The violent impact of her glowing feet and the invincible dark arm of her opponent once more echoed inside the clearing. 

For long seconds the three fighters seemed completely motionless with Vated trapping Millodas’ sword while using his other hand to parry Seledia’s violent strike.

However, this standstill didn’t last.

Millodas focused his magic and destroyed the earth under Vated’s right feet. His imposing posture immediately crumbled and allowed Millodas to free his sword from his grip. Seledia also used her other leg to propel herself a few meters above Vated before both of them resumed their assault at the same time.

*Bang*

Violent strikes far from the usual noise of flesh colliding continued to echo.

One on the ground.

One in the sky.

A violent confrontation against these two opponents using different fields began for Vated. 

Even with his superior strength it quickly became difficult for him to follow their pace. Millodas’ strikes were fast and precise combined with his earth magic smartly used to destroy his footing made him a tricky opponent. 

On the contrary, Seledia wasn’t as violent as before. It was obvious that she was already at her limit. Even so, she was still using her magic to constantly stay above them just outside of Vated’s reach and to deliver violent and deadly strikes in his blind spots when Millodas was in trouble.

A single glance was enough to notice their compatibility and experience together.

Moreover, neither of them directly used magic against him making his ability to reflect their attacks completely useless.

*Bang*

Vated once more barely stopped one of Seledia’s kick with his arm above his head. 

Millodas used this opportunity to violently strike with his sword. Vated once more used his other arm to parry but this time the impact wasn’t as strong as he expected it to be.

Millodas faked a full power assault but didn’t put his entire weight behind this strike. This feint was enough for Millodas, who let Vated push back his sword, to grab his large forearm with his other hand.

Vated didn’t understand what he was trying to accomplish by grabbing his arm especially considering their difference in strength. But immediately after this thought crossed his mind, a sensation of weakness started to assault him.

His dark forearm firmly held by Millodas started to lose its dark color symbol of his invincible defense.

“You!”

This was Millodas’ earth blessing. 

The ability to absorb the vitality of the earth element to strengthen himself wasn’t limited to the earth under his feet. His opponent’s earth magic covering his arm was the same for him.

Vated didn’t have the time to understand why his magic was disappearing when Seledia once more attacked him at high speed.

He parried with his other arm while violently shaking off Millodas’ grip. The violent movement immediately made Millodas take a couple of steps back and gave him enough space to parry the violent strike from above.

*Boom*

However, this time, the sound of the impact wasn’t the same. 

Immediately after, a sharp pain assaulted him followed by a heat difficult to bear directly transmitted by Seledia’s kick.

Vated couldn’t repress a scream in front of this unexpected pain. Seledia didn’t miss this opening and rotated in mid-air while giving him another violent kick in his chest with her other leg.

*Bam*

The impact took his breath away and made him take several steps backward but this wasn’t the end.

Millodas’ sharp sword appeared in front of his face almost immediately after.

“Ahhhhh!!!”

With a sharp instinctive scream reflecting his will to survive, Vated once more concentrated his magic in his arms and crossed them before his face to stop the deadly strike.

However, this time the sharp sword wasn’t stopped. It deeply penetrated Vated’s right arm before stopping against his bone just a few inches away from his face filled with pain and fear.

Millodas didn’t try to cut through Vated’s arm. Immediately after sensing his blade stopping against his reinforced bone, he let go of his sword, took a heavy step forward and punched Vated’s stomach with his entire strength and magic.

*Bam*

The strike powered by his magic was too fast and Vated’s defense was unexpectedly too fragile to withstand this kind of blow.

His muscular body was sent flying backward before he landed heavily on his back several meters away from Millodas. 

Seledia who was still flying in the sky didn’t miss this opportunity and launched herself as fast as her wounded body could to finish him off.

“Earthball!!!” Roared Vated by reflex at this moment deciding his life or death.

Three small earthballs were shot from his unarmed arm at high speed toward Seledia who had no other choice but to interrupt her assault to avoid the deadly magic.

Vated was on his back with his only valid arm busy firing magic to keep Seledia away.

Seledia and Vated both knew that this was the perfect opportunity for Millodas. 

Vated tried to stand up as fast as he could and turned his attention back toward Millodas. 

A sword too fast for him to react and forcing his last artifact to protect his life. This was what Vated expected to happen.

However, Millodas’ violent sword didn’t follow.

Under Seledia’s surprised eyes, Vated had enough time to stand up while fixing his posture. The opportunity that they painfully acquired was gone.

For the first time since the start of the battle with Millodas, Seledia landed on the ground and turned her attention toward her husband. Vated also focused his sharp gaze on Millodas while covering his wounded right arm with his earth magic to stop the bleeding.

Millodas was at the same spot from where he struck Vated with his bare hands while his sword was still on the ground near his feet.

His usual straight back was crooked and his entire body seemed to shake. One of his hands was put on his face and completely covered his eyes.

His strange posture as if he was wounded surprised Vated and Seledia who both knew that he didn’t receive any direct hit.

“Millodas?” Softly asked Seledia with a difficult to hide apprehension in her voice.

After hearing her words, Millodas seemed to regain some of his spirit. His hand almost completely covering his face was slowly put down while revealing his eyes.

“What the?”

Even Vated who was carefully observing the situation while trying to regain his breath was dumbstruck and couldn’t help but let out this exclamation.

Millodas’ sharp gaze was no more. His eyes betrayed an intense feeling of pain that his entire body, which was constantly shaking, only amplified.

However, this wasn’t what snatched an exclamation of surprise from Vated.

Strange and abnormal thin blue lines could be seen around Millodas eyes just like new veins making him look somewhat different. These stigmas that weren’t there earlier slowly expanded around Millodas’ eyes and seemed to amplify the pain he was feeling in his entire body.

“What did you do, Millodas?” Slowly asked Seledia with her last valid hand covering her mouth in shock.

Her muffled voice when she realized what was happening to her husband couldn’t hide her fear and her incomprehension.

Millodas didn’t have the time to explain when Vated who finally stabilized his condition suddenly exclaimed.

“I knew it… I should have understood the moment I saw you that there was no way for you to be ready to fight so soon after exhausting your mana and physical strength.”

Millodas didn’t answer. Only a muffled groan of pain escaped his mouth while he was trying to pick up his sword.

“So there was a hidden mage proficient in healing in this town. He used the water element to forcefully stimulate and replenish your mana pool. This is what allowed you to fight and use magic again.”

Faced with Vated’s affirmation, Millodas didn’t deny. His lack of reaction in front of his own fate seemed to trigger Vated’s anger.

“Something is definitely wrong with your head! If you continue to fight and use your magic like that then there would be no return possible for you.”

Millodas, who had finished picking up his sword, finally seemed to react after hearing his words.

“I don’t need you to tell me that!” He suddenly exclaimed in anger.

He clenched his teeth to bear the throbbing pain assaulting his entire body after his overuse of mana in his previous attack and slowly strengthened his back.

“It’s you who forced me to do this!” He exclaimed while releasing his pent-up emotions.

“I’m not as strong as you or Seledia and I will never be. I know it and accepted it. I’m fine with being weak, I never really desired strength. I only wanted the freedom to live the life that I chose. However, even if I’m weak, even if I can never surpass you, I won’t let you destroy my family. No matter what it takes, I will stop you!”

A heavy silence followed Millodas’ strong declaration filled with emotions and determination. Even Vated remained silent for a few seconds before continuing with a heavy voice betraying his incomprehension.

“You should have stayed down. Don’t you understand already? If we continue to fight like this, I’m not sure I will be able to emerge victorious against the both of you. However, your fate will be sealed. You know what will happen to you, don’t you?”

Millodas didn’t answer and simply focused his gaze while the thin blue lines slowly swirling around his eyes gave him a ferocious appearance.

In front of his lack of answers, Vated changed the target of his interrogation.

“What about you, Seledia? You’re alright with that? You’re his wife, you should be the first one to disagree with his choice.”

Seledia, with tears on the verge of falling from her eyes, clenched her fist but didn’t answer as if she was silently acknowledging her husband’s decision and sacrifice.

“To think you would go this far… Is allowing your daughters to live like nobles such a repulsive idea that you have to sacrifice your life for this?

“Explaining this to someone like you who only knows how to destroy is useless.” Simply answered Millodas.

There was nothing more to say.

Confronted with this pair of parents both grievously wounded, but animated by an unshakable determination started to worry Vated. After all, there was nothing more frightening in a fight than an opponent who was ready to discard and sacrifice everything for victory.

“Let’s go!”

After Millodas’ scream, Seledia immediately sent a huge fireball flying toward Vated.

“Idiot.”

Vated infused mana in his last artifact to send back this attack. However, before the attack reached him, Millodas waved one of his hands.

A huge wind pressure assaulted the flying fireball which immediately lost its round shape, but despite this, the fire seemed even stronger than before. 

Vated could only use the earth element, but this wasn’t the case for Millodas. Even if his other elements couldn’t directly hurt someone like Vated, in a magical fight, the way you used your magic was what really mattered.

In front of this wall of flames, Vated couldn’t use his artifact anymore. Countering a single attack and sending it back was possible but against an area of effect magic, this artifact’s power was extremely limited.

He only had the time to cover his arms with his earth magic while putting them in front of his face before this sea of flames engulfed him.

This magic wasn’t overly powerful for someone with such an abnormal defense as it wasn’t focused on a single point. However, it still deprived Vated of his sight for a few seconds. It was enough for Seledia and Millodas to once more engage him in close combat.

For long minutes, the violent confrontation continued. 

Each time Millodas used magic, the blue veins on his face started to twitch and expand immediately followed by an intense feeling of pain but he didn’t let it stop him this time.

Vated was strong but he couldn’t support the violent onslaught and the coordination of Seledia and Millodas.

His entire body was covered with blood, bruises and burns. His valiant and intimidating appearance was already just a memory.

His defeat was near.

Finally, one of Millodas’ sword strike bypassed his defense and went straight for his defenseless neck. Vated didn’t have the time to evade, parry or cover his skin with his magic.

An intense light welcomed the fatal sword strike and repulsed Millodas’ attack.

Even if he didn’t cut Vated’s head off, Millodas still knew that his attack succeeded. Seledia also knew it. She landed on the ground with a relieved smile on her face and waited for the blinding light to disappear and for the artifact to crumble.

However, the light didn’t disappear.

“What the?”

To answer Millodas’ interrogation, Vated who was almost out of breath screamed with anger.

“You made me do this!”

He immediately joined his hands above his head in a forceful clap.

Seledia and Millodas watched together his strange reaction

“Why is the light of the artifact not disappearing?” Asked Seledia with worry.

Millodas couldn’t answer but Vated did.

“It’s protecting me. Its destruction is a foregone conclusion, but before that, this artifact will continue to deplete its energy to protect me from any harm.”

Millodas wasn’t aware of this ability, but he didn’t really see the value of this power. What if Vated was protected for a few more minutes? In the end, the artifact will crumble and victory will be theirs.

Seledia didn’t understand his strange declaration either. As soon as the light disappears, she will resume her attack with Millodas and once more overwhelm him, but she was also painfully aware that she shouldn’t underestimate this man so she maintained her guard while carefully looking at Vated.

However, even after a couple of minutes of tense wait, nothing happened. The shield of light around him was still strong and ready to protect him from any of their assault, but likewise, Vated’s counter-attack didn’t appear.

Just when she was starting to relax her guard, Seledia noticed that the temperature seemed to have lowered. Millodas also noticed the sudden absence of the warmth of the sun on their skin.

By reflexes, they both looked at the sky at the same time.

Their eyes immediately widened in front of this shocking view.

A giant block of earth was silently growing in the sky just above their heads while casting its worrying shadow on them.

“How is something like that possible?” Weakly asked Millodas in disbelief.

Contrary to Seledia, he was a user of the earth element and, even if he didn’t develop the same aspects as Vated, he was still aware of the true nature of this element. 

It was possible to create earth only with your own mana, but creating something of this size silently levitating dozens of meters above the ground was impossible even if Vated was in his best shape.

It was only by bringing together the already existing earth that this phenomenon could be possible. However, no matter where he looked, the destroyed and easy to manipulate earth around them wasn’t used.

While there were dumbfounded and still wondering how something like that was possible, the giant boulder of earth quietly hovering in the sky was still growing.

With her gaze fixed on the sky, Seledia finally caught sight of the responsible for the growth of this magic. Various large pieces of earth hovering around were slowly gathering and fusing together.

In front of this scene, Seledia finally understood. She turned her attention back toward Vated and asked in disbelief.

“You planned this even before Millodas arrived?”

Vated who seemed to be in pain finally showed one of his mocking smiles.

“You surpassed my expectations time and time again. I wasn’t sure if this Legend grade artifact and its ability to reflect magic would be able to grant me victory so I prepared this as a last desperate move.”

Millodas couldn’t understand their conversation because he didn’t see Vated desperately firing large earthballs one after the other at Seledia before he revealed his Legend grade artifact and reflected Seledia’s magic with it. At that time, she thought that these attacks that flew into the sky were only meant to keep her away, but now she finally realized that he was silently gathering and using another aspect of the earth element to make them float in the sky.

When he faked his defeat with his knees on the ground, he didn’t immediately lower his arm because he was still preparing his magic in the sky, far from Seledia’s sight. 

“I didn’t intend to use it but it’s always a good move to have a trump card. Now that my artifact is set on the path of destruction, I don’t have a choice anymore.”

Seledia and Millodas both understood this man’s intention. If such a large piece of compact earth fell from such a height then the entire forest would be completely destroyed by the shockwave.

Only Vated with the protection of his artifact would be safe.

“Don’t do it!!!” Screamed Seledia without hiding the despair in her voice.

“You want to capture our daughters but they are still inside the forest. If you drop something like this, they will definitely die!”

“I know.”

“Then don’t do it! My father won’t give you anything if you kill them.” Continued to plead Millodas as rationally as this situation allowed him to.

“You think something like that matters to me in this situation? I told you that I didn’t want to do this, but I don’t have any other choice. If I don’t act while I’m still protected then my defeat is certain.”

“Stop!!!”

“I told you Millodas… You should have stayed down!!!”

Immediately after his words, Vated’s large hands above his head were abruptly put down.

Despite Millodas and Seledia desperate screams, the world around them seemed to turn silent as the giant meteor fell and engulfed them with its shadow.
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Chapter 59: Sad rain

"A new moon!"

 Nobody knew whose child said that among the large crowd gathered outside Tegralle but no one could mock him for uttering such a statement.

 For the inhabitants of Tegralle, who evacuated the town at night after a surprise attack from a violent mercenary group, these last few hours were the most anxious they ever had. Even with the guards to lead them, it still took a long time for them to completely evacuate the town and gather at one of the safety points put in place by Millodas several years earlier.

 Several hundred people completely oblivious to the true wonders of magic and its powers watched with fear in their eyes this strange phenomenon.

 The large piece of earth slowly continued to grow and became denser. This scene seemed to want to continue until the entire forest was put under its shadow, but as suddenly as the pieces of earth started to gather together, it suddenly fell.

 Many people screamed in horror while others simply started to cry because even these naive and inexperienced villagers knew what was going to happen.

 --

 The giant shadow of death above Seledia and Millodas was ready to engulf them in a few seconds.

 However, contrary to Tegralle's inhabitants, they didn't start to pray or cry.

 This wasn't the time for that yet.

 "Earth lance!!!"

 Millodas screamed from the top of his lungs while launching as many spears of earth as he could. He used the destroyed earth at his feet to lessen the burden and his consumption of mana. Despite this, his whole body started to deliver to him in protest a pain that was difficult to bear.

 However, he simply clenched his teeth and ignored it.

 The dozens of projectiles flew into the sky and collided with the giant boulder. It didn't slow its fall but each impact destroyed a small portion and reduced its overall size. The small pieces of earth fell apart and created an impressive rain of stones.

 However, despite his desperate efforts, Millodas wasn't strong enough to destroy something like that in such a short time.

 Only Seledia at her full strength had this kind of power.

 However, she was far from this state. Her mana was almost completely depleted while her entire body was at its limit. One of her arms was unusable and the grievous wound on her stomach, roughly closed by her fire magic, threatened to reopen at the slightest effort.

 Even so, she gathered her mana and launched several fireballs.

 The violent impacts had the same kind of result as Millodas' attacks.

 Seeing their powerless attempts in this desperate situation, Vated didn't laugh at them this time. This simple mission already cost him way too much because of the stubbornness of these parents. However, their brave fights still earned them his respect and his silence in their final moments.

 Because he knew that their courage and struggles were vain this time.

 "No!!!" Seledia screamed while desperately trying to squeeze out more mana from her exhausted body.

 She wasn't afraid for her life but for the three innocent little girls hiding inside the forest and who would definitely be unable to withstand the strength of the impact.

 She sensed her legs giving out under her own weight and her entire body starting to tip over to the side. Even as she started to fall, her only valid hand was still raised toward the sky to launch magic.

 Just before her upper body collapsed on the ground, a strong hand caught her shoulder and stabilized her.

 Immediately, a familiar scent along with the warmth of the embrace of the man she loved assaulted her and gave her another source of courage in this desperate situation. However, more than his presence, she felt a strange kind of warmth entering and nourishing her entire body.

 She immediately understood.

 It was once more Millodas' earth blessing. He was using his own body to transfer the vitality of the earth toward her.

 Her physical strength and her mana started to recover at an alarming pace and once more ignited the flame of hope in her heart.

 "Together!" Screamed Millodas immediately followed by her own scream coming out of her mouth, without her realizing it, in this last desperate effort.

 The weak and ordinary fireballs coming out of her hands were replaced by a continuous stream of fire slowing the fall of the giant boulder.

 Vated watched with dumbfounded eyes this scene of his last attack being stalled by their combined effort. The meteor he painfully created and that seemed unstoppable couldn't advance anymore. The waves of heat produced by the violent collision spread a dense cloud of dust around them that quickly robbed him of his sight.

Only the terrifying rumbling noise of the collision of magic testified that what he was seeing was real and still ongoing.

Seledia squeezed as much mana as she could to produce her strongest flame. However, even after long seconds of a standstill, she couldn't destroy it.

The warmth coming from Millodas' magic continued to enter her, but a groan of pain reminded her of the cost of this method. Millodas was still holding her, but his entire body was shaking under an intense feeling of pain. The thin blue lines around his eyes already extended to his neck and continued to spread at an alarming pace.

Millodas was reaching his limit.

Confronted with this cruel reality, Seledia's mind was unexpectedly clear. She didn't know if this was one of the effects of Millodas' magic, but her muddled head started to grow clearer. Her thoughts became faster and her ability to manipulate her mana strengthened.

The tongue of violent flames continuously coming out of her hand became thinner but also denser. The nature of her magic also started to change.

 From its ordinary red color was slowly being born a pure white flame illuminating the world with its radiance.

 Finally, after a final effort, the transformation of her magic was completed. The name of this flame immediately crossed her mind and subconsciously passed through her lips.

 "Decimation flame."

 This whisper was followed by a deafening explosion that hurt her ears.

 The impact between the overly powerful magic and the meteor, which was only a dozen meters away from them, created an intense shockwave that seemed to shake the entire forest. Earth and rocks were sent flying all around them until their bodies couldn't resist anymore and were violently projected backward.

 Their exhausted bodies couldn't resist this kind of impact and flew for dozens of meters like dolls in a storm.

 Seledia was completely disoriented and her previous strength brought by Millodas was completely gone. An incredible feeling of weakness and pain assaulted her body and finally rob her of her consciousness.

 --

 The giant boulder threatening the existence of the forest near Tegralle was completely destroyed by Seledia's last attack. The impact of the collision didn't happen but the shockwave after its destruction was still enough to shake a large portion of the trees of the forest and dispersed a dense cloud of smoke that remained for long minutes.

This time was just enough for Seledia to regain consciousness. She painfully raised her upper body and slowly looked around her. The wind blowing finally dispersed the majority of the dense cloud of smoke and allowed her to see the aftermath of her magic.

The giant boulder was completely destroyed by her attack and only various pieces of rocks of different sizes could be seen around her. A small crater was formed where she launched her magic but the blast already projected her more than thirty meters away from it.

Seledia didn't have the leisure to heave a sigh of relief after her success. A strange feeling continued to assault her. The difficult to bear pain was slowly easing while her entire body seemed unbelievably warm.

However, she didn't immerse herself in this sensation or continued to wonder about her state. After a few seconds, her mind, confused by the shock, started to regain its clarity.

 "Millodas."

 As if waking up from a dream, she furiously looked around for her husband who was projected together with her.

 After a few seconds of an anxious search, she finally noticed his body lying more than twenty meters away from her.

 She immediately tried to stand up to join him but her exhausted body denied her this wish. Her legs continued to shake and refused to carry her own weight. Left with no other choice, she slowly dragged her tattered body toward her husband.

Slowly, painfully, it took her several minutes to finally reach him.

His face was against the ground so she used her only valid hand to turn his heavy body toward her.

 "No…"

 A heartbreaking sob escaped her lips when she saw Millodas' face completely covered with numerous blue stigmas, symbol of the overuse of his mana.

 Tears of blood were covering his pale face and testified of his sacrifice.

 Seledia carefully embraced him while her own tears started to fall from her blue eyes. The large drops quickly covered her face and slowly fell on Millodas' face washing a part of the blood covering him at the same time.

 This sad rain seemed to stimulate Millodas who slowly opened his eyes. His gaze had trouble to focus, but after a few seconds, a vivid red color attracted his attention.

 After confirming that it was the beautiful long red hair of Seledia, he turned his head to look at her face covered with tears.

 Millodas clearly understood the meaning of these tears.

 He overused a borrowed power and had to pay the price for it. Contrary to his expectations, he wasn't suffering. The horrible pain assaulting him each time he used magic was gone. He was also able to move his body. Therefore, he slowly straightened his posture in Seledia's arms to embrace her one last time.

 However, his gaze finally noticed a large shadow behind Seledia. It took him a few seconds to understand.

 "SELEDIA!"

 *Bam*

 A violent strike from behind sent her flying and forcefully separated her from his arms. Millodas didn't even have the time to grab his sword that fell near his feet because another blow immediately followed.

 *Bam*

 A violent impact sent Millodas flying in the opposite direction.

 The threatening shadow slowly revealed its nature.

 Vated's massive body was standing straight with his arm still raised. He was covered with wounds, but the previous impact of the meteor didn't affect him. Even if the impact wasn't as strong as he expected, his precious last artifact still used up its entire energy and was destroyed.

 However, he knew that it wasn't yet the time to care about his losses.

 He slowly walked away from Millodas toward the defenseless Seledia who was almost knocked out by his previous surprise strike.

 He walked with heavy steps toward his weapon stuck in a nearby rock on the way and easily took it out.

 Seledia shook her head and immediately noticed Vated's threatening body slowly walking toward her with his large axe once again in his hand. His rough and brutish face couldn't hide his thirst for blood and his desire to finish this.

 Seledia gathered her strength to face this man again, but once more, her legs denied her this wish. Her entire body refused to move as Vated slowly drew closer.

 Cursing her weakness at this moment, Seledia continued to try to stand up again and again. However, all her efforts were vain.

 The sound of Vated's heavy steps were like a counter slowly bringing her closer to her fate. Her own heartbeat started to follow the rhythm of his steps. Then, along with her growing fear, it accelerated. When her heart couldn't beat any faster, the sound of Vated's steps finally stopped.

 With her body still unable to stand, she slowly raised her head to look at the responsible for the cold and imposing shadow covering her entire body.

 Without any word, Vated slowly raised his axe above his head.

 Seledia tried to use many kinds of magic to attack, but even the basic fireball was impossible for her.

 She couldn't fight anymore.

 She simply watched with her eyes wide open Vated who suddenly brought his large axe down in a violent movement.

 The deadly weapon fell mercilessly.

 However, just before her head was split in two by the violent attack, another shadow suddenly appeared before her.

 It was a familiar and reassuring back.

 With his sword valiantly raised above his head to parry, Millodas suddenly appeared to save her.

 *Bam*

 The sound of the violent clash between their respective weapon, scarring every living form, once more echoed inside the forest.

 However, this time was different.

 The axe and the sword collided but Millodas' sharp and faithful sword couldn't withstand the overbearing weight and broke under the impact. The giant axe was slowed down but still continued its course.

 Seledia watched with incredulous eyes blood flying everywhere when Vated's large axe deeply sank into Millodas' body near his right shoulder.

 Her eyes stayed wide open while this cruel scene unfolded only a few meters away.

 Her eyes were still properly working but her mind still failed to accept and understand this reality.

 Time seemed to have stopped when finally the giant axe was slowly removed and made Millodas collapsed under a rain of blood.

 "MILLODAS!"

 As if waking up from a nightmare, Seledia could only scream the name of the man she started to love so many years ago.

 One last time.
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“You really shouldn’t do it, Millodas.”

A young woman with brown hair tied together in a long ponytail suddenly shouted from behind Millodas who just got out of the guild building in a large town located in the northern part of the Dorell kingdom.

She had an elegant appearance but was similarly dressed as Millodas. However, even her rough clothes of an adventurer couldn’t hide her well proportioned-body just like her cute face couldn’t hide the worry in her voice.

Millodas slowly turned his head to look at her from behind his shoulder. He had an elegant face filled with youth and bravery. His usual gentle smile was hung on his lips when he simply replied.

“Don’t worry Liz. I will be back in a week. When I come back, I will be an A grade adventurer.”

Faced with his usual confident attitude, the young woman smiled wryly and could only send a final warning to his back as he moved away.

“Be careful Millodas, if you really can’t do it then just come back. You hear me? Come back alive!” She screamed to his disappearing figure.

Millodas simply waved his hand at her and slowly walked out of the town.

--

It had been several years since Millodas’ first mission as an adventurer.

He wasn’t the same reckless and overconfident youth raised in a sheltered environment. He already underwent more life and death battles than he could remember.

However, even for him this mission was different.

This was an ungraded mission.

Contrary to what most people thought, there wasn’t always a precise system to classify the various missions of an adventurer. Some requests were put by the guild itself simply after hearing some rumors. Without a clear target or precise information, there was no way to evaluate to risk of these missions. That’s why they were the most hated kind of request for an adventurer.

After all, Humans deeply feared the unknown.

Millodas usually avoided this kind of request but the rumors surrounding this peculiar mission awakened his curiosity and interest.

Several testimonies talked about a strange creature prowling at the bottom of a small lake. The strange fact about this was that this probable deviant didn’t seem interest in killing. The villagers were able to draw water and other resources from the lake without any problem.

Only those who sought its true appearance were attacked.

This was the interesting part of the story for Millodas. 

Someone like him who received a complete education as a noble and who lived several years as an adventurer was very familiar about deviants and the way they were born.

After a period of frenzy during which its core will slowly take form, the deviant will progressively awaken its ability to use magic while its mind will regain its clarity.

A deviant in its frenzied period was extremely dangerous because, whether it could use magic or not, it will often disregard its own safety to attack.

On the contrary, a newly awakened intelligent magic beast with a complete core will often be more careful and choose to hide in the depth of the wilderness even if it was born inside the border of the Dorell kingdom. After all, the kingdom and its adventurers spent an enormous amount of money and efforts to systematically eliminate their kind.

This creature was clearly not in its frenzied period, but its choice to stay hidden in a small lake inside the Dorell Kingdom was probably a sign that it didn’t completely awakened its intelligence yet. This creature wasn’t a simple deviant anymore, but it probably wasn’t a completely intelligent magical beast either.

A deviant not in its frenzied period but also not yet intelligent enough to pose a real threat even if it could use magic.

For Millodas who desperately wanted to become an A grade adventurer, this kind of opponent offering moderate risks, but with high potential rewards was the best he could hope to confront

Of course, if he could think about this then other adventurers could also do the same.

Therefore, Millodas immediately departed after seeing the poster and didn’t even wait for his usual partner Liz to come with him.

It only took him a couple of days to reach the small village. Like many other small settlements, it didn’t have many things to offer except for quietness and a relative peace under the protection of one of the four great noble houses. However, Millodas knew only too well that this kind of protection had a price.

They had to regularly deliver various resources to this noble house, but as most of them came from the small lake, even when a deviant started to occupy the lake, they still had to risk their lives to continue to harvest resources.

Fortunately, the creature wasn’t interested in them and allowed them to continue their activities. This is how the rumor came to be.

Millodas didn’t lose any time and simply went straight toward the lake.

He ignored the beautiful scenery and took out his sword only a few meters away from the lake shoreline.

Just like the rumor said, this simple movement was enough to trigger a reaction from the peaceful lake. Dense ripples started to spread and a long shadow slowly emerged from the deep water.

Millodas’ determination and confidence on his face slowly started to crumble as the identity of its opponent became apparent.

“This is impossible…” Slowly muttered Millodas in disbelief.

The creature was at least ten meters high with a long and massive body. The water of the lake seemed to obey the creature's will and slowly followed its rise until it stopped completely to surround its left and right flank. This strange curtain of undulating water on its sides completely hid if the creature possessed any kind of arm or wing. Similarly, even if a large part of its long blue body was out of the water, another large portion was still probably hidden underneath the water.

This imposing creature seemed completely devoid of any kind of flesh and only its vigorous black bones could be seen. The curious thing about this monster was that these massive black bones were covered by dense water constantly moving and swirling along its entire length and giving it a beautiful and majestic blue glow.

However, what shocked Millodas the most was the hideous and terrifying head above this mighty blue body. It wasn’t dyed in blue like the rest and was the only part of its body that seemed completely separated from the lake’s water. Its sharp fangs, each as long as Millodas’ entire body, didn’t seem to completely fit in the mouth of the beast while its threatening giant eyes glowed with an ominous blue light even brighter than the lake’s water reflecting the glow of the sun.

This impressive creature was far from the idea Millodas had before coming. All his previous assumptions completely vanished and now appeared ridiculous in his heart.

Millodas wasn’t sure about this creature’s nature until he finally noticed that the lower part of its body appeared almost transparent. As if it was less real and more of a continuation of the water. This strange fusion between the lake’s water and its lower body immediately gave Millodas an idea of its identity.

A creature loved by the world and born of one of its primary elements.

“An Elemental being…” He slowly mumbled after reaching this conclusion.

After a careful glance, Millodas also noticed that the creature seemed wounded. A large portion near its right flank was missing. The part was so large that even the dense water curtain by its side couldn’t completely dissimulate it.

Millodas didn’t stop his slow and careful retreat while he was observing this rare being.

However, the creature didn’t waste more time. Immediately after asserting its opponent, its giant body slammed toward him. Even if Millodas was known for his impressive burst of speed because of his earth blessing, he wasn’t able to completely avoid. The hard body of the beast missed but the water that followed engulfed him and dragged him inside the lake.

Even inside the water and far from the earth powering many of his abilities, Millodas didn’t succumb immediately.

He valiantly fought and resisted for long minutes.

However, in the end, the advantage that this small lake provided to this creature was too important to overcome.

The giant jaws of the beast approached to crush him while his body was quickly drowning.

Millodas didn’t have the time to pray or regret his choice. This death bringer came too fast for that.

However, just before the mortal attack hit him, a violent heat reached him first. The impact that followed was too strong for Millodas to bear. Even the giant monster that easily overwhelmed him was affected.

Millodas’ thoughts couldn’t follow this strange development. Despite his effort, the impact sent him even deeper into the water and prevented him from swimming to the surface. 

His lungs started to burn while his entire body craved for a breath of air.

However, there was none to find at the bottom of this lake.

Another violent impact followed by a powerful wave of heat warming the cold water finally ended his final struggle and took away his consciousness.

--

When Millodas heavy eyelids slowly opened, after coughing a large amount of water, he didn’t see the giant monster anymore. Instead, a vivid red color was the first thing to welcome his sight.

It took him a few seconds to focus his gaze and notice that this red color belonged to the hair of a young woman near him. Millodas felt his heart skip a beat when his blurred sight finally got a hold of her appearance.

Long vivid red hair similar to a flame, deep-blue eyes of the color of the sky along with a young and elegant face. 

She was crouched near him and was completely soaked with water. Her clothes tightly embrace her thin body and revealed her curves. The woman was breathing heavily while Millodas was mesmerized by her appearance. One glance was enough to understand that she was the one who just saved his life.

“Do you want to die?”

Finally, the young woman opened her mouth. However, in contrast with her beautiful appearance, her tone was harsh and full of reproach toward Millodas’ reckless behavior.

Millodas straightened his upper body and awkwardly scratched his left cheek.

“I made a mistake… I never thought an Elemental being would be living here. Those things are nearly extinct after all.”

“It’s you who nearly went extinct.” Replied the young woman sharply.

Faced with her temper, Millodas wasn’t sure how to answer. He was a charming and elegant young man who had the best possible education. His manners and appearance were far more refined than the other adventurers so he was quite popular. 

Therefore, Millodas was used to talking to women.

However, in this instant, he had no idea how he should face her or what he should say to her.

“If you’re alright then I’m going. Don’t act this recklessly in the future.”

While Millodas was furiously trying to find his words, the young woman suddenly stood up and immediately bade him farewell.

Faced with her impending departure, Millodas was struck by a sudden and deep fear when he realized he would never see her again.

He swallowed his hesitation and quickly opened his mouth.

“What’s your name?”

The young woman, who had already turned her back on him, stopped after hearing his words. She turned her head, still drenched with water, and simply replied.

“Seledia.”

“I’m Millodas. Do you want to return to the village together? We could rest there and maybe drink or eat something together.” Quickly added Millodas afraid that she would leave immediately after telling him her name.

Seledia furrowed her brows when she realized his intention.

“Are you hitting on me?” She bluntly asked.

“Yes.” Immediately replied Millodas.

His previous shyness was gone only replaced by his usual confidence and shamelessness because he knew that if he let her go, he wouldn’t get another chance.

“You realize that you just nearly died not long ago?”

“Yes, so what?”

“Are you stupid? You shouldn’t think about this kind of thing. If I arrived a few seconds later, you would be dead. Don’t you think that you should be more afraid?”

“I was scared and I thank you for saving my life.”

“Then…”

“However, right now I’m only afraid of one thing.”

“And what is it?” She asked a little curious of his answer.

“You refusing my invitation.” He simply replied with a wide smile.

Seledia raised her brows in surprise after hearing his words and simply shrugged.

“Do what you want…”

She ignored him and started heading toward the small village. Millodas quickly got up and followed her.

They spent just enough time in this village to dry their clothes and eat something together before Seledia decided to leave.

Even if she shared a meal and an enjoyable conversation with this man, she still decided to quickly part with him. This was what she always did and what she was prepared to always do.

However, when she exited the village, Millodas was behind her following her pace.

“What are you doing?” She suddenly asked.

“I’m leaving the village.”

“Don’t follow me.”

“I’m not. It’s just that this is the only road to leave. Moreover, it’s boring to walk alone so let’s go together.”

“No, thank you.” She quickly replied before resuming her walk.

However, Millodas didn’t seem to mind her cold attitude and simply followed her. He walked a few meters behind her while talking at the same time. Seledia ignored him at first, but this man was right.

It was boring to walk alone.

So she started to answer him. An hour later, the route finally diverged but Millodas didn’t seem to want to separate from her. 

“I’m also going this way.” He shamelessly explained with a wide smile on his elegant face.

Faced with this stubborn man, Seledia was at a loss about what she should do. She was more used to people being afraid of her than wanting to be with her. 

This was always the case after she showed her overwhelming power.

However, this man was different.

He clearly realized that she was stronger than him but he didn’t seem to care.

After another few hours of walk and talk together, Seledia couldn’t endure it anymore.

She abruptly stopped and turned her head to face him.

“Why are you still following me?”

“I told you, it’s boring to walk alone.”

“Can you get any more shameless?”

“Of course I can.” He answered with a bright expression. 

His previous hesitation was long gone, his interactions with her on this short journey swept away his doubts and strengthened his conviction that he didn’t want to leave her.

“Then how long are you going to follow me?” She finally helplessly asked but with a thin smile on her lips.

Millodas didn’t immediately answer. He put one hand under his chin as if he was trying really hard to find a fitting answer. Then after a few seconds, he finally opened his mouth.

“Until death do us part.”

Seledia was dumbfounded by his sentence and didn’t know how to answer. Faced with this unbelievable and ridiculous declaration, a simple laugh escaped her lips while she looked at his overly serious face.

At that time, she would never have thought that they would repeat these words together a few years later.

--

“MILLODAS!!!”

The scene unfolding in front of Seledia’s eyes was far from the happy memory of their first encounter and seemed directly coming from one of her nightmares.

Blood flying everywhere while Millodas was falling to the ground with his precious sword broken by his side. Vated’s axe left a deep wound that went from his right shoulder to the middle of his chest. The sword clearly slowed the deadly weapon and prevented Millodas from being cut in two but it wasn’t enough.

A single glance was enough for Seledia to understand that this was a mortal wound.

Large tears started to flow from her eyes as she watched the father of her children slowly losing its last breath of life in a pool of blood.

“I warned you… You should have stayed down, Millodas.”

Vated’s cruel words triggered Seledia’s anger amidst her overwhelming sadness. The tears flowing along her cheeks started to dry faster than what it was normally possible.

The strange heat assaulting her body started to affect her surroundings. 

However, her body still refused to move.

Her shaking limbs refused to carry her own weight to rejoin the first man she ever loved and the only one she will ever accept.

She pursued strength her entire life but she never felt as powerless as in this instant.

No. 

This wasn’t the first time that this unbearable feeling of weakness and powerlessness assaulted her. It was the same the day Sillath was captured.

Even fours years later, this deep wound still didn’t heal. On the contrary, this cruel and helpless situation reopened it and let out her pent-up feelings that she accumulated all these years.

Sorrow.

Guilt.

Shame.

Anger.

These emotions threatened to overwhelm her but also reminded her of the cruel reality.

This world was merciless and unforgiving toward the weak. 

This simple truth she learned from her own mother so many years ago didn’t seem as real as in this instant.

While Seledia was desperately gathering her strength to stand, Millodas was still weakly breathing with his blurry sight still stubbornly directed at Vated.

Seeing his tenacious opponent finally defeated, but with a breath of life left in him, made him understand that it would take him a while to die.

Even with this kind of wound, with the help of the mysterious healer of this town, there was a chance that Millodas could still be saved. 

Seledia knew it as well.

She still had a spark of hope burning in her heart.

Therefore, Vated simply raised once more his large axe to extinguish it.

Mercy was a word that he discarded a long time ago after all.

“Don’t!” Seledia desperately screamed to stop him.

However, Vated wasn’t the kind of man to listen to someone else plea.

Millodas knew it better than anyone. 

He realized and cursed that his life would end by this man’s hand. However, regret was the only thing left in his heart.

It was already too late for him.

In this instant, Millodas accepted his death and chose to turn his gaze away from his executioner. 

Even if his hate against Vated was strong, he still preferred to turn his head toward Seledia who was still on her knees a few meters away from him.

He accepted his death but Seledia didn’t.

Millodas’ gaze once more ignited her will to fight.

After all the sufferings and hardship they went through together to live their lives as they wanted.

This couldn’t be their fate.

She couldn’t let it end like that.

Her entire body that was continuously feeling a strange kind of warmth since Millodas’ previous earth blessing never seemed as hot as in this instant.

Steam started to emit from her entire body and finally attracted Vated’s attention who stopped his movement.

His large axe stayed suspended above his head while Seledia was releasing an unbelievable amount of heat and mana from her already exhausted body.

“How is this possible?” Mumbled Vated in disbelief.

This woman was already defeated but his years of experience clearly told him that she was dangerous.

No matter what was happening, he couldn’t let her continue.

After reaching this conclusion, Vated turned his attention away from the dying Millodas and rushed toward Seledia.

His axe was put down in a violent movement to end her life. 

However, it was already too late.

*Bam*

A violent burst of heat sent his large body flying backward. Vated quickly stabilized his body but his previous attack was canceled.

Seledia was still on her knees while her body was still covered with grievous wounds but her deep blue eyes never shined as strongly as in this instant.

The will to fight consumed her mind and filled her heart.

“Oaaaaaah!”

A strong scream filled with her will to triumph escaped her mouth while the mana swirling around her became denser. The strange warmth assaulting her body wasn’t subtle anymore.

It was as if lava was pouring inside her veins, nourishing her entire body and giving her another kind of strength. 

Her weak legs finally regained the strength to fulfill their role. Seledia slowly stood up with her only valid hand tightly clenched to bear the overwhelming heat and pain assaulting her.

Seledia didn’t know where this power was coming from.

She didn’t want Millodas to die.

She didn’t want to lose her daughters.

She wouldn’t submit to this absurd fate.

These thoughts continued to circle in her head while her entire mind was submerged by her feelings and her will to defeat Vated. Only Millodas, with his blurry vision, was able to sense where she was getting this unbelievable quantity of mana.

Her entire body was constantly absorbing the mana around her. Not just from the earth like his earth blessing but from all around.

It was as if the entire forest, the whole sky along with the earth surrounding them was trying to give their strength to her.

A simple mercenary like Vated who only learned violence his entire life was completely clueless toward the nature of this kind of phenomenon. However, Millodas wasn’t the same.

“Finally…” He weakly muttered with a smile on his lips.

The mana continued to enter Seledia’s body like an unstoppable tide while the heat and pressure she was emitting continued to strengthen and forced the tired Vated to keep his distance.

Her feelings completely submerged her and seemed to guide the mana toward her.

Memories of a happy past merged with her hope for a better future.

A future where she wouldn’t have to desperately hope every single day to see the figure of her lost son to appear beyond the hill of the town.

A future where she wouldn’t have to mourn her husband.

A future with her entire family by her side.

“I won’t let it end like this!!!” She finally screamed to let out the feelings that were drowning her heart.

A violent blast was immediately triggered with Seledia at its center. The strength of the blow forced Vated to take dozens of steps back before he stabilized his muscular body. However, it didn’t impact Millodas’ defenseless body in any way as if the violent magic had a mind of its own.

“I won’t let you take them away!!!”

Seledia previous weakened appearance was no more. Her anger and determination almost seemed palpable while a dense amount of mana was constantly swirling furiously around her as if embracing her.

Her long red hair was fluttering behind her while her deep blue eyes, reddened by her previous tears, were fixed on her opponent.

In front of her valiant appearance, Vated’s massive body holding his threatening giant axe had never seemed as insignificant as in this instant.

While he was facing the unbelievable pressure coming from her, Vated finally realized what was happening.

The phenomenon ignited by Millodas’ earth blessing was guided by her emotions and continued to affect her.

However, she wasn't just drawing mana from the earth anymore.

When this thought crossed his mind, he finally realized what kind of existence Seledia just became.

To be accepted, resonate with this world and make its strength your own.


This was a Master mage.

  

    
        Chapter 61: Last smile

    
    
    
    
  
In the Dorell kingdom, also known by many as the magic kingdom, there were many different titles that a mage could earn during his life. However, most of these titles only existed to guide as many people as possible along the difficult path of magic and didn’t necessarily represent higher abilities.

That’s why many mages who only learned to modify the speed, form and control of their magic were not considered as true mages. 

In other words, only a Saint mage who distanced himself from the common barrier magic teachings could be called a true mage and was recognized as an existence above the other artificial mages created by the kingdom.

The strength between each of these true mages couldn’t possibly be evaluated as it deeply varied with their elements and the aspects of these elements that they were able to develop.

It wasn’t possible to differentiate between the strength of the various true Saint mages, but no matter how deep their understanding of their element was or how many aspects they developed, they were all inferior to another type of mage.

These few chosen ones were able to draw mana from nature for their own use. This ability to use more mana than just their own mana pool gave them power and stamina that no Saint mage could hope to approach.

Over the years, these special existences have become the representatives of the apogee of a mage power and have earned a title to differentiate them.

A title to represent their ability to submit the world of nature and men to their will.

They were called Master mage.

--

Millodas and Vated both watched with opposite emotions the strange transformation happening to Seledia.

They were both true Saint mage and both hoped one day to become a Master mage.

However, they had already accepted that this wish would remain a distant dream for their entire life. After all, despite the overwhelming number of mages in the Dorell kingdom, only a few earned this title along the years.

They learned together with these mages that becoming a Master mage didn’t only depend on the mastery of the various aspects of an element.

The conditions to become one were more obscure and remained a mystery for them.

Some say that you had to push your body to its limits to be reborn, while others claim that emotions and will are the main factor. However, no one could say who was right, especially since the condition of awakening seemed to differ from one mage to another.

Even the knowledgeable Millodas with the whole process happening in front of his eyes couldn’t be sure of the trigger for this phenomenon.

However, he didn’t care. 

His eyelids were heavy and desperately wanted to close, but Millodas resisted with all the strength remaining in his dying body to look at this marvelous phenomenon.

Seledia stayed a Saint mage for long years, but despite the numerous challenges and dangers she had to face, she was never able to overcome this last hurdle.

They both thought that this would remain that way her entire life. 

However, fate seemed to have other plans for her.

After all his time watching her desperate efforts to earn this title, he wanted to see with his blurry eyes for as long as possible the proud figure of his wife offering him a precious and inextinguishable light of hope to guide them out of this desperate situation.

Vated also continued to watch while taking regular steps back to withstand the rising pressure emitted from her body. Only a few seconds passed but Vated was already more than a dozen meters away from Millodas.

He could feel the overbearing heat and pressure surrounding her, but he wasn’t able to see that the dense mana constantly entering her was nourishing her exhausted body and slowly transforming her. Her depleted mana pool quickly regenerated while her ability to sense and use mana started to rise and evolve.

Seledia didn’t want to wonder about the reason for the new power coursing through her veins. 

Her previous confused state was gone.

Her previous weakness was also no more.

Only her anger and her will to win remained.

Even if he couldn’t sense the changes happening inside her body, Vated still knew that against a Master mage, he didn’t stand a chance without any artifact.

There was only one way for him to survive.

“Avalan”

Before she could recover her entire strength.

Before she really became a Master mage.

He had to defeat her before that.

A wave of earth started to slowly rise around him and headed toward her and Millodas.

However, Seledia simply waved one hand toward the incoming attack that forced her so many times to fly away.

A violent blast of heat was immediately released from her simple gesture and completely crushed the violent earth magic.

The strength of the blast forced Vated to close his eyes in reflex. When he opened them, another blinding white light welcomed him.

His rough face went pale while his arms covered with his earth magic were hurriedly put in front of his chest to protect him.

“Flame oblivion.” Whispered Seledia.

The dot of white light quietly left her raised finger and headed for Vated while leaving a white trail behind.

Vated already faced this disastrous attack.

However, no artifact acted as a substitute this time.

The silent attack pierced through Vated’s dark arms and went through his muscular chest just as easily while burning everything in its path.

“This can’t be…” 

The shock and pain finally made Vated fall on his knees. 

His breathing was heavy and his face contorted by the pain assaulting him.

His brutish face was also filled with unwillingness while he was desperately trying to stand.

“Someone like you who stopped fighting and enjoyed peace for so long…” He started to mumble more to himself than to anybody else.

He gathered his strength while ignoring the pain and the blood coming out of his wound and mouth.

“I trained for so long, I fought and put my life on the line so many times so why… Someone like you…”

Vated finally angrily stood up. His right hand was clenched in a massive fist covered with his dark earth magic.

“How can you stand after all this?” He finally angrily asked while releasing his pent-up frustration and anger.

Seledia silently watched his struggle with her beautiful blue eyes devoid of any warmth for this cruel man. She didn’t answer and simply clenched her right fist that started to emit a vivid red color along with an impressive heat.

She quietly watched Vated run with his dark right fist raised.

When he was only a few meters away from her, Seledia finally opened her mouth.

“The fact that you can’t tell is the saddest thing about you...”

Then, without another word, their respective punches met once again.

*Bam*

Dark and red once more collided and produced a deafening noise akin to an explosion.

However, Vated wasn’t her match anymore.

“No!” He suddenly screamed in reflex when he realized this simple truth.

With a sound akin to glass breaking, his invincible dark fist that he took pride in, was broken by the blinding red light surrounding her hand.

Her attack didn’t stop and hit him at full strength in his muscular but defenseless chest.

*Boom*

An intense pain assaulted him while his bones were crushed and his mouth spurted a massive amount of blood. Then, his muscular body was sent flying uncontrollably under Seledia’s cold gaze.

Her strike was too strong for Vated to bear. 

This man who nearly took her daughters away and who nearly killed her several times fell on his back with his face and chest covered with fresh blood.

This was over.

Seledia didn’t have the leisure to wonder if he was dead or alive.

She didn’t even feel joy after her desperate victory.

It came too late and with a cost too great.

Her sharp and merciless blue eyes directed at Vated were already replaced with eyes filled with sadness and regret while she slowly turned her head to look at the fallen Millodas.

Her hope to save him with the help of the mayor quickly vanished when she noticed how much blood Millodas already lost.

Even the mayor couldn’t save him anymore.

She quickly joined him but felt the words smothered in her throat and unable to get out. She felt guilty for not defeating Vated sooner. If she had attained this power earlier, Millodas wouldn’t have to end up like this.

She had a thousand words of apology on the tip of her tongue ready to burst out at any moment, but Millodas simply smiled at her and, with a voice filled with love, he simply said.

“Well done.”

The tears she desperately tried to hold back finally fell along her cheeks without end.

She fell on her knees and delicately took Millodas’ hand to hold it tight. Its warmth was almost completely gone, and the dreadful pool of blood around him left no room for any kind of hope.

“Millodas, I…”

“It’s alright. I’m glad that I was able to help you a little.”

Seledia’s apologies were once more gently denied by Millodas’ soft words.

“You’re always helping me. If you’re not by my side, I don’t know what to do anymore.”

Seledia let out her fears and emotions through her voice. Her previous strength and imposing presence were no more. After defeating Vated, an incredible feeling of weakness started to spread in her entire body.

Seledia didn’t care at first until she noticed that she had trouble holding the hand of her beloved.

Seeing her right hand shaking, surprise and fear spread across her tired face covered with tears.

“It’s alright Seledia. You’re a Master mage now but your body will take a while to adjust especially after this kind of injury.” Millodas simply explained.

His magical knowledge as the former heir of the Waldemar house couldn’t be underestimated even in this kind of situation.

“You will probably be soon unable to move for a few weeks maybe more. That’s why… Don’t waste any more time with me. Go get the girls and put them to safety. Maybe my father will send other people to kidnap our daughters.”

“No, he won’t.”

“...”

“Your father is dead.” Bluntly explained Seledia.

Millodas’ pale face wasn’t able to hide his surprise mixed with a hint of sadness.

“How can you be so sure?”

“I received a letter… A letter from Sillath.”

His surprised face immediately changed into one of shock when he heard this name.

Seledia understood his reaction. 

She had the same not long ago.

Their young son was captured more than four years ago under the order of Arthur Waldemar. Their desperate efforts to find him stayed fruitless and left them with no other choice but to entrust his search to their friend Aten while they painfully continued their lives for their daughters’ sake.

Even so, thousands of questions tormented their minds day and night.

Was he still alive?

Was he in good health?

Did Arthur Waldemar treat him well?

Did he remember them even after all these years?

However, none found an answer until today.

This letter with uncertain handwriting contained many details of their previous life that no one should have known except for him. It contained his feelings and a final warning that helped her get back in time to fight.

Without it, her daughters and Gaya would already be gone.

She knew that Millodas could only really believe this truth after hearing the contents of this letter. Therefore, she started to search her tattered jacket with her valid hand.

Seledia had put the folded letter inside the inner pocket of her jacket, near her heart. 

She quickly found the letter almost completely torn and with a part missing. Even with her caution and even if she didn’t receive any direct hit to her heart, the letter was already almost beyond redemption after this fierce fight.

Seeing the state of this precious paper made Seledia’s heartache. However, even with the letter in this state, its content was still fresh in her mind.

With complicated emotions, she started her reading while completing the missing or unreadable parts with her memories. 

“To Seledia and Millodas Zadir.”

With these simple words, she started her reading.

Her soft voice slowly revealed Sillath’s words etched into this piece of paper.

Millodas’ pale face seemed to regain some color after hearing her wife’s words. 

Sillath was alive.

He was free.

He was waiting for them in an Advanced town inside the wilderness.

Even if many questions weren’t answered in this letter like how his father met his end or how a small child-like him could survive in the depth of the wilderness, for now Millodas didn’t have the heart to wonder about that.

Emotions that he suppressed all these years surfaced and threatened to overwhelm him. Tears began to fall down his cheeks and finished washing the blood mixed with his wife’s tears that had previously fallen on his face.

While he was immersed in his emotions, Seledia’s voice abruptly stopped in the middle of a long sentence.

A single glance was enough to understand that she had finally reached the end of the torn letter. She carefully put it on the ground and started to search for the last part still hiding in her pocket.

However, instead of the soft touch of the paper, her fingers only felt a hard sensation. It took Seledia a few seconds to realize that it was coming from the small black box sent along with the letter.

The shocking letter and the desperate run against time that followed prevented her from caring about the content of this ordinary-looking box.

She took it out of her pocket but the poor material making this box revealed its fragile nature and immediately crumbled after being taken out.

Seledia and Millodas both watched as a strange item fell on the hard ground, but contrary to their expectation, it didn’t break under the impact. With the box containing it completely destroyed, it was almost unbelievable that such a small and fragile-looking item could remain intact.

This abnormal sturdiness attracted Millodas and Seledia’s attention and made them forget the rest of the letter.

They focused and finally realized the nature of this strange item.

It was a small vial containing an almost transparent liquid similar to water.

Seledia immediately remembered the words at the end of the letter. Sillath sent a potion in case of emergency along with his letter. Seledia didn’t understand his words and didn’t put much concern on this comment as the rest of the letter especially the final warning was too shocking.

However, it wasn’t as if she completely forgot about the existence of this potion.

It’s just that a common potion even of high grade was totally useless in their situation. It took too much time to take effect to be of any use in a battle and wasn’t effective enough to heal Millodas’ injuries.

Seeing the peculiar appearance for a healing potion of this almost transparent liquid made her realize her mistake.

Wondering where Sillath could have gotten his hands on something like that wasn’t on her mind for now.

She hurriedly picked up the small vial and carefully opened it. The transparent liquid didn’t emit the common kind of odor belonging to the potion they normally use.

The disparity between this ordinary-looking liquid and the incredible sturdiness of the vial containing it once more reignite her dead hopes in her heart.

If she was permitted to hope once more.

If she was permitted to make another selfish wish.

Then she wanted to believe in her son’s gift reflecting his concern and love for them even after all these years of separation.

With trembling hands, she carefully fed the small vial to Millodas and waited for a miracle to happen. 

Each second longer than the previous, Seledia anxiously waited for a result or a reaction from Millodas.

Anything to prove that the potion was working.

Unable to tell how much time had passed, her newly awaken hope started to slowly disappear replaced by a difficult to hide disappointment and sadness.

However, when her emotions threatened to overcome her, Millodas’ blurry vision started to grow clearer. The world around him slowly regain its natural color and threw his resign mind in disarray.

His pain slowly disappeared, replaced by a newfound strength.

The large blue stigmata on his face and neck also started to recede.

In front of this incredible sight, Seledia couldn’t utter a single word. She watched in silence her dying husband slowly raising his upper body from the ground tainted by a pool of his own blood.

His elegant-looking face still covered with fresh blood was not completely free from the blue marks symbol of his impending doom but the large wound that almost ended his life was already completely closed.

No words were necessary for Seledia or Millodas to transmit their feelings.

A long hug of relief and joy followed by an almost as long deep kiss replaced those useless words.

After several minutes, Seledia and Millodas both stabilized their raging emotions and turned their eyes toward the empty vial in Seledia’s hand.

“An elven potion… How?” Slowly muttered Seledia in disbelief.

Only the legendary regenerative potion of the elves could offer them this kind of out of the world healing, bringing a man at the doorstep of death back into the world of the living. 

This precious potion that Humans tried to copy for centuries in vain couldn’t be purchased no matter what as elves had few material desires.

This potion that any adventurer would kill to have somehow ended in their son’s hands. 

How could their child send something like that?

Unable to answer this question, Seledia and Millodas were both at a loss for words. 

They slowly stood up with this unbelievable reality confusing their minds when a soft sound drew their attention.

It came from Vated.

Seledia immediately suppressed the shaking of her limbs brought by her ongoing evolution as a Master mage and took a step forward to protect Millodas.

However, even before she started to gather her mana, she realized that she was overreacting. 

Vated was awake and conscious but his body could no longer move.

Her last strike shattered his bones and rob him of any hope of survival. The fact that he was still alive was already beyond Seledia’s understanding.

However, this unnatural reality wouldn’t last for long.

A single glance was enough for both Seledia and Millodas to understand this.

With careful steps, they approached Vated.

His entire massive body was riddled with wounds and burns. His right hand that once seemed strong enough to destroy anything was completely crippled while his ribcage was horribly distorted, testimony of the violence of Seledia’s last blow.

His breathing was ragged and appeared painful but his dark eyes on his brutish face didn’t lose any of their lusters.

While clenching his last valid hand to contain the pain assaulting his entire body, Vated finally opened his mouth.

“How could you be standing… alive…” 

His first words weren’t about his defeat. They weren’t curses directed at his opponents but words of incomprehension in front of Millodas’ revival.

“Just a gift from my son.” Dryly replied Seledia while showing the empty vial in her hand.

“Your son… Sillath. So it’s him who sent you this thing. It’s funny to see that even after all these years after you gave up on him he still thinks about you.”

“You!” 

In front of Vated’s heartless comment, Seledia was ready to burst in anger but the words got stuck in her throat unable to completely deny his horrible accusation.

Sillath was kidnapped four years ago, but they continued to live in the same house with their daughters oblivious to Sillath’s existence.

Seledia knew that they didn’t have any choice.

She knew that they didn’t have the strength or the resources to search the entire continent while protecting their daughters from Arthur Waldemar.

Even so, the guilt for not protecting her son and acting as if he never existed left a scar in her heart difficult to hide.

Seeing her face betraying her emotions, the dying Vated let a wide smile mixed with pain and mockery appear on his face.

“You defeated me Seledia. Good for you, your daughters will stay with you and live a pathetic peasant life instead of becoming nobles.”

“...”

Seledia shaking from the aftermath of her transformation and her rising anger was ready to angrily retort when Millodas’ hand was put on her left shoulder immediately silencing her.

“You broke their promising future. Are you satisfied? Are you proud?”

“…”

“When the other noble houses learn of their existence, they will kill them. They will kill the both of you. They will also kill your son no matter where he hides. Do you understand? You destroyed the only safe future they could possibly have only to satisfy your own selfishness!”

Millodas, with his hand still on Seledia’s shoulder, stayed silent with his eyes fixed on him. Even the blue lines that hadn’t completely disappeared around his eyes weren’t enough to hide the calm of this gaze.

He let Vated spread his resentment and mocking words without batting an eyelid. Seledia, influenced by his calmness, also stayed quiet.

While looking at Vated covered with blood and wounds, ready to die at any moment using his last moments to spill words of hate, she understood why Millodas stopped her.

There was no point to argue with him.

This man who nearly took everything from them.

This powerful mage who inspired dread with his name alone for decades.

With hate and resentment in his heart as his legacy, this man showed his ugly and sad nature.

He was alone.

Pathetically alone, without anyone to direct his last thoughts to.

Seeing Seledia and Millodas without any reaction after his long words of abuse left Vated speechless. The anger burning in his heart subsided and prevented his next words to leave his mouth.

After calming down, Vated realized that he didn’t resent Seledia or Millodas in particular even if he lost against them.

He had a mission to accomplish.

He had a fight to win.

And he failed.

There was nothing more than this. 

However, the shock to lose and die just one step away from victory still left him frustrated beyond words. Thinking back about the events that unfolded in the town, the plain and this forest, there were plenty of occasions for him to safely accomplish his mission.

If he had ignored Dano’s instructions, he could have attacked the house with all his men. Millodas and his guards would have been completely unable to retaliate or flee and Seledia would have come back too late.

Or if he had simply killed Millodas when he had the opportunity, he would have defeated Seledia.

There was no doubt about it.

With regrets drowning his heart and mind, Vated reflected on his choices and finally understood that his failure didn’t originate from just this.

A much simpler reason appeared in his head and replaced all the others.

If he hadn’t underestimated his opponents from the start and instead acknowledged their strength and willingness to resist, he wouldn’t have ended up like that.

Vated trained and fought so hard for so long that it became impossible for him to acknowledge anyone who didn’t have the same resolve as him to devote everything for the sake of strength. 

For him who wasn’t born with an overwhelming talent for magic, being weak was a choice.

A choice you had to assume.

Because only the voice of the strong mattered in this world.

However, after his failure and in the last moments of his life, Vated couldn’t help but doubt this belief that accompanied him his entire life.

Except for Seledia, all the other people he confronted during his last mission were weaker than him. However, they still stood in his way one after the other.

The ordinary guards, the simple townsfolk without any training and even the little beast tribe girl confronted him.

He didn’t acknowledge them because they were weak but their resolve was real and spelled his doom in the end.

Regrets and introspection occupied Vated’s mind while Seledia and Millodas watched him suddenly becoming silent.

“Vated… Who hired you? If my father is really dead. If my father really met his end several weeks ago, who ordered you to kidnap our daughters?” Finally asked Millodas after seeing that Vated had nothing more to say to them.

Millodas didn’t expect any kind of answer from Vated. He was ready to face his taunts and last insults but Vated strangely stayed quiet before a deep sigh escaped his lips.

“Your father hired me a long time ago for various missions. He was also the one to hire me for this mission.”

“Don’t lie.” Retorted Seledia not believing his words.

“You were aware that Arthur Waldemar was dead. Who would follow a dead man’s wish?” Angrily continued Seledia.

“Simple. The kind that gets paid.” Continued Vated without any strength in his once dominating voice.

“Then who paid you?”

A long silence settled between them. The kind that neither Millodas nor Seledia dared to break, fearing that it would sway Vated's choice against them.

“Dano Calrimann.” Finally answered Vated with a clear hint of contempt while saying this name.

“...”

“He continues to act as the Waldemar House’s counselor for the King. With Arthur Waldemar dead, he is basically the last man preventing the collapse of the Waldemar house. Sillath remains unfindable so he wanted the girls to act as representative of the Waldemar family to revive it and save his pathetic life. You know what is the most pathetic? This idiot still hoped for Millodas to come back even after this mission. That’s why I didn’t kill you at first Millodas. Because of him and his dumb disillusions.” Finally, explained Vated with a tinge of anger in his voice at the end of his long sentence.

For Vated, his loss was his own failure so he wouldn’t dismiss this reality in his last moments. However, if he had to point a culprit beside him, it would be Dano and his disillusions about being able to bring Millodas back into the Waldemar house.

Not expecting Vated to give them this kind of answer, Seledia and Millodas were at a loss for words while they assimilated this information.

“Is it true?” Questioned Seledia, finding it hard to believe that this cruel man would tell them this precious truth.

“You doubt me, Seledia?” Asked Vated with a new mocking smile on his lips.

His voice was growing more and more distant while his breathing became ragged and more difficult. Even so, his eyes as dark as coal continued to look straight at Seledia while he replied as if he was reminiscing about his past.

“I fought my entire life to be able to make my own choices, to be able to live the life I wanted. I was never afraid or ashamed to do what I desired or say what I wanted. Only the weak and cowards would hide behind lies. You can call me like that all you want, I don’t care but I am neither of those. So I never tell lies.”

Vated was a cruel man.

He committed numerous ruthless and atrocious deeds but he never denied them. 

He never denied his choices or his mistakes. He always faced them. In his last moments, this was without a doubt one of the things he was the proudest in his life.

“You want me to believe you? That because of some code you never tell any lie?” Angrily pursued Seledia, clearly not convinced by his explanation.

“You don’t trust that I don’t tell lies because of my belief but there is another reason why I don’t tell lies.” 

A wide smile filled with the mockery of a man who saw the cruelty of the world firsthand reappeared on his pale face.

“The truth is usually more painful than any lie.” He said while laughing and coughing blood at the same time.

“...”

“For example, let me tell you something interesting.” 

His voice seemed to regain some of its strength even if his breathing continued to grow fainter.

“Sillath is the one who killed your father, Millodas.”

Shocked by his declaration, neither Seledia nor Millodas reacted at first until Seledia took a heavy step forward in anger despite Millodas’ hand on her shoulder to calm her.

“You’re lying! You want us to believe that our ten-year-old son killed a full-grown man. Find something more believable.”

“He spent four years away from you, doing god knows what. You don’t know what he endured all these years.”

“Even so…”

“We have a witness.” Dryly cut Vated.

“No…” Weakly muttered Seledia.

“A coachman who transported a young boy with red strands of hair along with Arthur Waldemar and your former neighbor Amanda. Dano sent his men to follow the trail of the old man, but when they arrived where the coachman last saw them, they only found the corpses of the woman and Arthur Waldemar. Even a fool would know what happened.”

“No… I don’t trust you…” Slowly muttered Seledia clearly shaken by his words while Millodas stayed silent unable to utter a single word of denial.

“The son you knew is already gone. Maybe it would be better to make him stay away from your daughters after all.” Continued Vated with a devious smile.

“Even if you reunite with him, the son you lost will never truly return. Don’t you find that this truth is much more painful than any lie?”

With his dark gaze fixed on the shaking Seledia and the silent Millodas, Vated laughed as hard as he could despite the pain assaulting his entire body.

He continued for long seconds while his loud laughter echoed inside the desolate clearing of the once lush forest destroyed by his violence.

After what seemed like an eternity for Seledia and Millodas, his laughter finally stopped while Vated gave his last breath with a last provocative smile still on his lips.

 

  

    
        Chapter 62: Treasure

    
    
    
    
  
Inside the majestic Royal Palace, symbol of the strength of the Dorell Kingdom, several high officials could be seen walking in the corridors with hurried steps toward their next meeting. Some had stacks of papers in their hands while others simply talked with each other but none dared to slow their steps to appreciate the luxurious furniture around them.

Such agitation was common in this place where the entire policy of the kingdom was decided.

It wasn’t a strange sight in the middle of the day, with the sun still shining strongly on the white walls of this majestic building.

However, a single place was strangely devoid of any kind of activity.

In one of the wings of the palace, inside the luxurious office reserved for one of the King’s advisor, a man was quietly waiting behind a large wooden desk staked to the brim with various reports none attracting his attention.

Even if he was silently waiting as if lost in his thought, Dano Calrimann wasn’t calm. On the contrary, his mind was on the brink of rupture.

The last chance to revive the Waldemar house and save his life from the greedy and cruel hands of the other Great noble houses entirely depended on the result of Vated’s mission.

After a productive talk where they combined their respective informations about Arthur Waldemar’s last actions, the decision to carry on his will and bring back his granddaughters was taken. 

On one part, Vated was deeply attracted with the potential wealth he could gather from a rich noble house desperately in need of his services, while on the other hand, Dano needed to bring back the girls to act as representatives of the Waldemar house. This was the only way for him, who was safeguarding a massive amount of treasures and funds in the name of this noble house, to survive.

With his humble birth, poor talent in magic and lack of relations, no other noble house would ally with him, so the secret informations about the Waldemar house that he possessed were like a dangerous poison for him.

Therefore, Dano had no other choice but to rely on the King’s authority inside the palace to survive.

However, if the girls bearing the noble and strong blood of the Waldemar House could be safely brought back then everything would be different.

The mission to bring them back was to be carried out last night. However, it was almost midday but no news had been received from Vated.

With his rational mind, it wasn’t hard to understand that something went wrong. However, with Seledia gone it was unthinkable that Vated would fail especially considering the white pendant on his brutish neck that he proudly exposed to him the other day.

“...”

With his feet tapping nervously on the ground, Dano continued to silently wait for his last ally to return with good news.

His face was already covered with sweet but Dano didn’t know if this was because of the nervousness plaguing his mind or simply because of the bright sun illuminating his back through the large window behind him.

However, after wiping his forehead for the third time in less than five minutes, Dano reached an answer.

Unable to bear the growing heat making his entire body uncomfortable, Dano stood up to open the window before closing the curtain to protect the vast room from the unusually hot rays of the sun.

He sloppily put his hand on the handle of the window with his thoughts still completely preoccupied with his previous worries. 

“Ouch!”

Dano couldn’t repress a scream of pain in front of the surprise heat assaulting his hand when he opened the window. The contact didn’t last more than a couple of seconds, but it was enough to leave a burn mark.

Dano looked at his burned palm with a bewildered expression before turning his eyes toward the window whose handle had still been lowered. It was made in metal so it was understandable if it was hot under the bright rays of the sun, but no matter how he looked at it, this kind of heat was still abnormal. 

*Bam*

Before he could react, the window was violently opened by a gust of hot wind.

The sudden assault of the wind during this bright and dry day surprised Dano and scattered the papers on his desk. 

The numerous important papers flying freely in the room under the influence of the wind attracted his attention and made him turn his gaze away from the window.

However, Dano didn’t have the leisure to care about this for more than a few seconds.

His previous muddled state was gone the moment the window was opened.

The sharp intuition he cultivated along the years as a warrior told him to disregard anything irrelevant to focus his mind.

“Who is it?” He suddenly screamed in the apparently empty room.

He was previously alone and the large door of his office was still completely closed, but nevertheless someone took a step forward from a corner of the room after his scream.

Dano, with one of his hands raised ready to attack, watched as a tall woman slowly walked toward him.

She was young and beautiful. 

These thoughts were the first to cross his mind when he noticed the delicate face and beautiful blue eyes of this woman. Her bright red hair attracted his gaze and gave her a unique kind of charm that Dano never experienced before.

Everything about this woman appeared exceptional especially her tattered appearance that sharply contrasted with her natural beauty.

One of her hands was horribly swollen and obviously unusable while her entire body was covered with blood and various wounds. Her clothes were already beyond repair especially a large portion missing near her stomach and revealing her flat belly.

Regardless of her unfit appearance in front of a man, the woman stopped her steps a few meters away from Dano and silently watched him with her deep blue eyes.

A glance was enough to understand that she just went through a harsh battle but it’s only when she stood still in front of him that Dano noticed that her face was abnormally pale while her entire body was shaking.

However, even with her apparent weakness, a sense of pressure was still emitted from her and warned him that she was dangerous.

“You’re Seledia, right?” Finally asked Dano breaking the silence between them.

Even if he never met her, it wasn’t difficult to deduce the identity of a woman who could effortlessly enter his office inside the royal palace.

“You know why I’m here?” She dryly asked while trying to repress the shaking of her limbs. 

At this point, Dano was unable to understand the reason for these spasms coursing along her body but something told him that her apparent anger wasn’t completely foreign to this.

“I can guess. Vated failed, didn’t he?”

“He’s dead.” She coldly replied.

“I see.” Simply said Dano while feeling his strength leave his body.

He couldn’t understand what could have happened to lead to this failure. Without Seledia inside the town, this was supposed to be an easy mission, especially for Vated. However, her presence was more than enough to understand who came out on top. He didn’t know how she managed to find him inside the royal palace, but he could only curse at Vated for his failure and for revealing his name before his demise.

The fear and impatience that kept him tense throughout the night and the day suddenly disappeared and left him with a feeling of powerlessness.

He was all alone.

No one could save him anymore.

As Dano started to despair, a thought crossed his mind while he was looking at Seledia.

Hope reappeared in his heart when he finally saw a possibility for another future.

“Arthur Waldemar is already dead.”

“I know.” Cut Seledia.

Dano was surprised by her statement, but considering that Vated even told her his name, it wasn’t that surprising that he would also disclose this information.

Therefore, Dano didn’t hesitate to continue and didn’t let the crushing and growing pressure emitting from her prevent him from talking.

This was his last chance of survival.

He knew that he wasn’t this woman’s match. Her reputation was enough to understand this reality, on top of the fact that she had defeated Vated. However, more than anything else, the way she entered his office through the window without his notice was enough proof of her superiority.

Even if Dano screamed for help, he had no doubt that she could kill him and leave the palace before any guard could enter his office.

He couldn’t win against her, he couldn’t expect any help and he couldn’t run away either.

There was only one way remaining for him to survive.

“Arthur Waldemar hated you. He also resented Millodas for abandoning him to his fate all these years ago. I respected him but he was stubborn and lost sight of what was truly important along the years. He let his feelings and his pride obstruct him. However, with him gone, none of that matters…”

The hand he previously raised to prepare for his attack against a mysterious opponent had long been put down when he realized that he was confronting Seledia. However, Dano once more raised his arm but it wasn’t to threaten her this time.

“Join the Waldemar House.” He said with his hand opened to welcome her.

“Millodas is the rightful heir, with his father gone no one would oppose this. Your entire family can enter this house. No… as nobody else remains, it’s probably better for me to say that your entire family can become the Waldemar family.”

In front of his proposal, Seledia stayed silent neither agreeing of refuting his words.

Dano wasn’t able to read the expression on her face but the fact that she didn’t voice any objection was clearly a good sign from a woman known for her short temper.

“Millodas will be the head of the house while your daughters and you will also wear this name. You will gain a colossal amount of wealth and influence. Of course, finding Sillath will also be possible and…”

“Don’t say his name!!!”

The sudden and surprising outburst from Seledia broke his speech and left his entire body shaking in front of her imposing presence and anger. It wasn’t possible to read the expression on her pale face previously, but the simple mention of Sillath’s name was enough to trigger her rage.

Dano could feel drops of sweat freely flowing from his forehead while the temperature of the room was slowly but surely rising.

He gulped down and clenched his fist to gather his courage because he knew that he couldn’t stay silent if he wanted to convince her.

“It’s Arthur Waldemar who ordered Sillath’s kidnapping. I only became aware of his existence recently. I have no idea where he was all these years or what was done to him.”

Knowing fully well that his life was hanging by a thread, Dano quickly discarded any responsibility in Sillath’s kidnapping four years ago.

“You will also tell me that you have nothing to do with Vated’s attempt to kidnap my daughters?” 

The temperature of the room was quickly becoming unbearable, but Seledia’s words were never as cold as at this moment.

Even so, Dano didn’t stop his words.

“I made a mistake, I should have proposed this to Millodas and you earlier. However, don’t misunderstand, I need you just as much as you need me.”

“What do you mean?” Asked Seledia while repressing her anger toward this man.

“For better or for worse, Millodas is still the rightful heir of the Waldemar house. When his father’s death will be announced, the other Great noble houses will share his territories and wealth. Don’t think that you will be able to hide or run away from them. They will want to eradicate the Waldemar bloodline once and for all.”

After his words, Seledia didn’t immediately answer because she knew that he wasn’t lying. Finding someone in this kingdom was a very difficult matter even for a noble house. 

However, it wasn’t impossible.

With Arthur Waldemar gone, the other Great noble houses will shift their focus to Millodas.

The possibility existed that someday someone would attack her family. This possibility existed and terrified her because she knew that they probably wouldn’t be as lucky the next time.

“Join me Seledia, this is the only way to protect your family.”

Seeing the hesitation on her face, a small smile emerged on Dano’s face, sure that he finally convinced her. 

To live a life without the fear of a Great noble house discovering them.

To live a life of riches and power.

To live a life with her entire family reunited.

There was only a single solution for her.

“I lived these last four years in fear. I don’t want to live like that anymore.” She slowly mumbled.

“I know.” Replied Dano with his hand still raised to welcome her.

“I want my son back.”

“I know.” He continued while taking a step toward her.

“I want to protect my family, but...”

Dano took another step forward.

“I don’t want fear to dictate our lives!” She strongly said while rejecting his stretched hand that was about to touch her shoulder.

Surprised by her reaction, Dano took a couple of steps back.

Unable to utter a single word in front of her deep blue eyes that seemed to see through his soul, Dano stayed silent and waited for her to continue.

“Millodas left this house because he wanted to be free. I pursued strength to also be able to live the life I wanted. If we follow your wish, if we forget everything we ever wanted just because of our fear of the future, then what will be left of us?”

“You will be alive, that’s all that matters. To survive and live for another day!” Screamed Dano in anger.

“To sacrifice everything I care for. Our freedom, the future of our children, can you really call that living?”

Seledia knew that entering the Waldemar house will give them an influence and wealth enough to protect her family from the other noble house’s threat. However, she also knew that they would lose their freedom. They will have to marry their daughters to other noble houses to seal alliances while Millodas will have to taint his hands with the blood and tears of innocents to rule this house in this corrupted and cruel kingdom.

The innocence and future of her children will be lost.

Their freedom and freewill will be taken away from them.

They probably won’t live in fear, but Seledia knew it from the bottom of her heart.

They would never be able to be truly happy ever again.

“It’s your duty to protect your family as their mother. No matter the sacrifice, but you won’t be able to protect them on your own! Look at you. Vated failed but a single look at your appearance is enough to understand that you nearly lost. Don’t think that you will always be this lucky...”

“... Life is never so merciful.” He concluded bitterly after a short pause.

After several long seconds of a heavy silence, Seledia finally opened her mouth to give her answer.

“You’re right. Things will probably never go as I want. I won this time,  but it came at a terrible cost. Numerous good people died.”

Vated’s last words continued to circle in her head like a curse. 

He promised her that Sillath will never truly return. He told her that her son was gone just like Dano told her that the only way for her family to live together was under the banner of the Waldemar house.

Seledia was never an optimistic woman who blindly believed in the future. Her life when she was only a child never allowed for this kind of thinking while her days as a lonely adventurer only strengthened this trait.

If this had happened fifteen years earlier, her choice would probably have been different.

However, she wasn’t the same anymore.

Millodas and her children changed this belief and showed her what true happiness was.

She would do anything for these happy days to return

That’s why she wanted to believe.

Like her husband believed in her.

Like the inhabitants of Tegralle believed in them.

She wanted to believe in the future.

“Numerous good people died. However, they died to protect the future and freedom of my innocent children.”

“...”

“They sacrificed their lives to repay a past kindness, but also because they knew that this kind of future wasn’t fair. They knew that it wasn’t right to give up on these young girls and their belief because of their fears.”

“...”

“So I will also do the same.”

“…”

“I won’t let fear dictate my choices. I will bet my life on the small possibility that the future you and Vated promised won’t come true. I will trust that Sillath will truly return and that our family will be able to live in peace together.”

“...”

“That’s why I won’t take your hand no matter what.” She finally concluded with determination.

Dano was unable to utter a single word throughout her long speech.

He understood that he had to convince her to survive, but in front of her deep blue eyes expressing her unwavering determination, Dano understood that he would never be able to shake her belief.

Fear started to replace his determination when he realized that he couldn’t change her mind.

Dano wasn’t a coward but he was weak.

His body forged by his past as a soldier was strong but his heart was weak.

He lived decades under Arthur Waldemar to stay away from the battlefield.

He didn’t want to die or return to these uncertain days.

That’s why he accepted the idea to kidnap her daughters to save his life. This plan never appeared cruel to him. No, he knew that taking these girls away from their parents for his own interests was bad, but he never cared.

However, faced with Seledia deep blue eyes devoid of any compassion for him, he deeply regretted this choice.

In front of Dano’s frozen expression, Seledia slowly raised her right hand that started to glow with an ominous red light. The suffocating temperature of the room seemed to concentrate on her hand and slowly made it difficult to look at her straight.

“What are you doing, Seledia?”

In front of her movement, Dano put his thoughts back together. He squinted his eyes to look at her despite the abnormal light and heat from her magic and desperately tried to interrupt her.

“If you kill me, you won’t be able to become a member of the Waldemar house. I’m the only one left who knows where Arthur Waldemar hid most of his wealth and treasures. Without me, you will neither have the wealth nor the relations of the Waldemar house. Millodas will only become the heir of an empty noble house.”

The red light showed no sign of disappearing despite his pleading.

Despair replaced the fear in his heart and made him forget his past pride.

“Spare me Seledia. I will leave, you will never hear from me again.”

The light of her hand glowing brighter than ever was her only answer.

“I didn’t know about Sillath! I…”

“I already told you not to say his name!!!” She growled in anger.

“I can give you the treasures of the Waldemar house! A fair trade! You spare my life and I will give you the entire wealth hidden by Arthur Waldemar years ago. I’m too weak to take it for myself, but you are strong and not under surveillance by the other Great noble houses. I just have to tell you about the location…”

Seledia cold eyes seemed to finally react and renewed his hope of survival.

“A wealth beyond your imagination, hundreds of precious books and dozens of artifacts. I can give you all these treasures! All you have to do is spare my life!”

Seledia stayed silent in front of his desperate pleas.

The entire hidden wealth of the Waldemar house for his pathetic life.

This was more than just a fair trade.

The red glow around Seledia’s hand seemed to have dulled making Dano breath a sigh of relief when Seledia took a single step forward.

For a second, she vanished from his sight.

“Ahhh”

A scream of pain escaped his lips when Seledia reappeared just in front of him.

Dano’s didn’t have the time to react or scream for help when her hand clenched in a red fist went directly through his chest. 

His legs lost their strength, and only Seledia’s arms still in his chest allowed him not to fall.

Dano slowly raised his head to look at her beautiful but cold blue eyes devoid of any kind of doubt about her choice.

The entire wealth of the Waldemar House.

Treasures beyond her imagination.

Something like that wasn’t what she truly desired.

“There is only a single treasure in this world that I want…”

She abruptly withdrew her arm through his chest and allowed Dano’s body to powerlessly fall to the ground. 

“... and you can’t bring him back to me.” She said while her head was filled with the memories of her lost child.

All the wealth in the world didn’t matter to her. 

All she wanted was to have her family finally reunited.

With those final words, Seledia quietly left the office without anyone being able to see her disappearing figure in the blue sky.

--

Several hours have passed since Seledia defeated Vated and went to eliminate his last employer. The sky was losing the light of the sun while the warmth of the day was slowly dissipating like any other day as if the previous bloody and gruesome fight never happened. 

Seledia used her new powers as a Master mage to ignore her injuries and to enter the Royal Palace without being noticed. This kind of feat would have been very difficult even at her previous peak. Several strong true mages were hired to protect the Palace, but fortunately, no Master mage chose to do this bothersome task. 

With her new superiority, she accomplished her goal and put an end to Arthur Waldemar plan once and for all.

However, she finally hit her limit.

She was lying with her back on her large bed while Millodas was beside her holding her hand. The tremors of her entire body couldn’t be controlled anymore and prevented her from walking. Using magic also became impossible while the changes inside her body continued to happen.

This was the price for her evolution as a Master mage.

In theory, she was already a Master mage as she was able to draw the mana from the world around her to strengthen her fire magic but in reality, her body wasn’t yet ready to completely bear this new ability.

Just as Millodas previously said, the complete transformation of her body will continue for several weeks, maybe more.

It wasn’t a completely safe process either as there was a risk to die especially considering her previous injuries.

However, Seledia didn’t care about that at this moment.

She tightly squeezed Millodas’ hand with her own shaking hand still covered with Dano’s blood. She wasn’t afraid for her life, but she was still frustrated beyond reason.

It took Millodas his entire strength to convince her to renounce to go fetch Sillath immediately.

Even if they knew where he was thanks to his letter, he was still inside the wilderness. Reaching this Advanced town wasn’t something to take lightly especially since its exact position wasn’t known.

Their friend Rob, owner of the inn of Shaisal, had enough connections with the military to give them this information in a few days but Seledia won’t be able to wait until then.

She already repressed her transformation to go deal with Dano Calrimann but it wasn’t possible for her to delay it anymore.

Seledia didn’t want her daughters to see her like that so only Millodas was left by her side trying to reassure her after she accepted her current state.

Seledia was trying to calm her breathing and the rampaging mana inside her after her long flight while Millodas was slowly stroking her long hair that lost their fake silver color after the release of her entire mana in her last fight. 

This was the only thing Millodas could do in this instant.

“You always overdo it…” He slowly mumbled while he continued to soothe her despite the tremors and the pain coursing through her body.

Immediately after confirming their daughters’ safety, Seledia flew away to deal with the mastermind while she still had the strength. This action to intrude inside the Royal Palace to kill a King’s advisor was incredibly rash and dangerous but Millodas knew that she couldn’t let this man get away and remain a hidden threat.

While she went to deal with him, Millodas was left to deal with the aftermath of the attack.

He brought back his crying daughters to the town. Even though they underwent a terrible experience and had never been so scared in their entire lives, exhaustion still overwhelmed them. Millodas already put them to bed a couple of hours ago. Fortunately, except for a small concussion and a few bruises, they were completely unharmed.

However, the same couldn’t be said about Gaya.

Millodas didn’t see what had happened but according to his daughters, Gaya fought Vated on her own and delayed him long enough for Seledia to intervene. Millodas had troubles to believe this truth, but reality left little room for interpretation.

She risked her own life to protect his daughters and nearly died in the process.

Millodas was incredibly grateful toward her, but he didn’t have the chance to convey his feelings to her as she remained unconscious. She had received emergency treatment by the mayor, but her condition showed no sign of improvement. 

Even with the mayor’s healing magic, her life was still at risk after sustaining such grievous injuries.

Seeing her covered with blood, desperately fighting for every breath of air shocked Millodas even further than what he initially thought. After four years living with her, after Aten’s departure to find his son, Millodas and Seledia both considered her as their adopted daughter. Her tragic appearance only served to strengthen this belief.

After he got the girls to safety, he lent his help to the mayor and his apprentices to rescue the people who fought Vated’s mercenaries.

After, several hours of arduous work, all of the people who participated in this battle were retrieved from the devastated plain.

None of the guards and inhabitants who came to fight the mercenaries on the plain got out unharmed. Most of them had broken bones while the most serious injured still hadn’t regained consciousness.

Even with the fast intervention of the mayor and his disciples after the end of the battle, twelve people still died. 

Millodas was assaulted by guilt when he heard this sad truth even if the number of deaths was a lot less than what he initially expected. 

Another small consolation was that Idlan, Brit and Hammiel, who went to rescue the girls and hid in the hideout, were alive. Vated caused the entire hideout to collapse on them, but as it wasn't dug deep, they got away with only a few broken bones.

Even if their losses were less important than what he had feared, they were still tragic. He knew each one of them and could only fear the moment he would have to confront their grieving family.

However, it wasn’t time for that yet.

It wasn’t possible to know how long Seledia would remain unconscious, but considering her weakened state and her injuries, it wasn’t reasonable to think that she would wake up anytime soon.

With her shaking hand still in his grasp, Millodas understood that he only had a single choice.

He knew that Seledia was the only one strong and fast enough to cross the wilderness on her own in a few days without relying on a vrapy carriage. Millodas could probably survive on his own there but escorting safely their son back was beyond his ability.

Therefore, he had no other choice but to rely on Aten who remained their faithful ally all these years.

He continued to search Sillath for four years and made sure that he wasn’t secretly brought to the Western continent. Even if his task was almost desperate, he didn’t give up on them and continued his search to keep their last hope alive.

With these thoughts crossing his mind, Millodas gently kissed Seledia on her forehead while slowly whispering near her ear.

“When you wake up, our son will be beside you.”

With these last words to reassure her, the shaking on Seledia’s body finally stopped. Her delicate hand lost its grip and slowly fell on the bed while her eyes finally closed with the hope that she would be able to see her son’s face when they reopened.

It didn’t take Seledia long to succumb to the relief of a dreamless sleep.

 

Millodas already sent the letter to Aten and took care of everything he could. There was nothing more for him to do for now.

Therefore, he used his time to gently watch over Seledia. He continued to look at her for long minutes until a light knock was heard on the door. This sound brought him back from his thoughts.

“Enter.” He softly said.

The wooden door of their bedroom immediately opened to let an old man enter. His previous white outfit covered with fresh blood and dirt was already replaced by an immaculate long gray robe. However, even his clean clothes couldn’t completely hide the weariness of his face after using so much of his mana.

“Go rest Millodas.” The mayor’s deep voice was unusually firm and surprised Millodas who slowly turned his gaze away from Seledia to look at the mayor standing behind him.

The old man immediately furrowed his brows when he saw Millodas’ face.

“I knew it…” He mumbled with annoyance at his own correct prediction.

Millodas didn’t ask him what he was talking about because he didn’t need a mirror to know what triggered this reaction from this usually calm and composed man.

“Yeah, even the potion couldn’t heal that.” Finally said Millodas with a sigh.

The deep blue veins, symbols of the magic that the mayor used to artificially replenish his mana pool, weren’t gone.

They receded and didn’t extend to his neck anymore but they didn’t disappear nonetheless.

“Even the elven potion you used to heal your injuries wasn’t able to counter the effect of my spell, but it still seems to have healed most of the damage.”

“How can you tell?”

“Simple, after using your mana so recklessly, you should be dead.”

A long silence followed after the mayor confident words about his promised doom.

“So, what will happen to me?” Finally asked Millodas.

He didn’t regret his decision. If he hadn’t taken this risk, Seledia would have lost and his daughters would be gone. He was ready to give his life to save them, but now that his family was safe, he still hoped to escape his promised fate.

“Honestly, I don’t know. The most probable possibility is that you will die tonight or tomorrow at the latest.” Simply said the mayor with gravity.

Millodas didn’t answer but his face immediately lost some color after these words.

“There is also a chance that the stigmas will disappear on their own and let you live if you endure the next few days. However, even if you successfully endure, I already told you, didn’t I?”

Millodas didn’t need the mayor to remind him of his previous warning.

“There will be consequences.” He simply said.

"..."

“Even if you survive, your body went through incredible hardship. As I said, you should be dead and, at this point, it’s impossible to know the effect the combination of my spell and this potion will have on you. Whether these changes will be positive, negative or disastrous, only the future will tell I’m afraid.

Millodas took a few seconds to absorb what the mayor revealed.

“Please, don’t tell anyone.” He finally said while turning back his attention toward the tranquil sleeping face of Seledia.

With this silent promise, the mayor quietly left the room.

The situation of his body, the transformation of his wife and the fate of his son completely in Aten’s hands occupied his thoughts for long hours. 

All these situations could turn for the better or for the worse.

With these thoughts plaguing his mind, it’s only much later that Millodas finally allowed himself to rest beside his sleeping wife to enter in turn into a world without dreams but with many hopes and fears.

  

    
        Chapter 63: Life in the Advanced town (First part)

    
    
    
    
  
The eastern part of the Dorell Kingdom, where the capital and the small town of Tegralle were located, was experiencing another harsh day under the ruthless rays of the sun.

However, a few days before Seledia found Sillath’s letter and several hundred miles west from there, the sky wasn’t dominated by the hot sun but by dense dark clouds. 

It had been several hours since a dense rain started to fall on the Advanced town of the wilderness where I was currently living but it showed no sign of stopping.

The dense rain and violent wind mercilessly fell on the fields, but I remained motionless with my eyes closed to observe an almost infinite number of raindrops falling all around me. In this familiar world of mana, I ignored the coldness of the water drenching me or the cold breeze of the wind enhancing this sensation.

I continued to experience this mysterious feeling until a barely audible but familiar voice brought me back and forced me to open my eyes.

“Sillath!!!”

The feminine and slightly childish voice left no room for interpretation about its owner.

These moments of contemplation under the rain were very precious to enhance my comprehension of the water element and train my magic, but I wasn’t particularly displeased as it had already been several hours since I started my training.

It was the third time I was doing this kind of training, so Aliannelle wasn’t surprised anymore but it was obvious that she didn’t like my idea of staying under the cold rain for so long.

After entering the house, she immediately gave me a clean towel with a stiff smile on her young but beautiful face.

Just as the day before, I knew what she wanted me to do. Therefore, without any useless words, I walked toward a small room near the entrance and closed the door behind me.

As I was alone in this small room dimly lit, I immediately took off my drenched clothes and put one hand inside a large tub of water in the corner of the room that I prepared beforehand. A single thought and a dozen seconds were enough to turn the cold water into a welcoming hot bath releasing a dense steam.

This kind of magic was child’s play but it proved incredibly convenient for me and for the pair of father and daughter generously hosting me.

Enjoying a hot bath was apparently a luxury they rarely experienced considering that Paul couldn’t use any magic while Alianelle was only slightly skilled in wind magic.

I entered the hot water and finally allowed my mind to relax. Even if I stayed motionless under the rain, this kind of mental training was incredibly exhausting but it was worth it.

I was forced to stop my training when I started to cross the wilderness on my own. Ironically, I made incredible progress after I stopped my training with Amanda thanks to the life and death struggles I had experienced along my journey.

My encounter with Hirillë, the Queen of the Great Forest of the West, and the painful time I spent blind also allowed me to strengthen my understanding of magic and to develop my ability to sense the mana in an incredible way. However, I still needed calm and time to digest these enhancements.

It had only been a little over a week since I sent the letter to my family and started to live in this small farm with Aliannelle and her father, but even if it was short, this peaceful time still allowed me to greatly improve my magic.

According to the devious man who sent this letter, it takes around a week for a letter to arrive in the Relay town of Shaisal from this Advanced town. Therefore, the letter probably just arrived or will soon arrive. 

Either way, I was sure that it would reach Shaisal before the six-week agreement that my grandfather was talking about. However, in the end, I couldn’t send the letter directly to the house of my parents.

It would have been incredibly convenient if it was possible for trained birds to reach every village and small towns scattered in the Dorell Kingdom but this kind of thing wasn’t realistic. The best alternative was to send my letter to the Relay town linked to Tegralle but it was a gamble whether my parents would read it in time or not.

However, I knew that I couldn’t do anything more than this.

I was painfully aware that I wasn’t strong enough to cross the wilderness on my own especially since I only had a single vial of potion left after sending one to my parents. Hoping for Jazor to escort me while he was stationed in this town was unrealistic and unreasonable.

As I already explained my situation and gave my position inside the letter, I had no other choice but to patiently wait for them inside this Advanced town.

Even if I was worried about my family, I was also aware that things could be much worse. I sent my letter in time and, for the first time since I started my journey, I was in a safe place. Moreover, my life in this small farm with Aliannelle and her father Paul was surprisingly nice and the work wasn’t overwhelming even with my young body.

Paul promised me a difficult work to repay my debt after he paid a part of my letter, but the fact that I could use every kind of magic was way beyond his expectation. 

The harsh work was for the most part quite easily handled by my earth and water magic which allowed me to spend more time than I initially expected training. It also made their lives easier, which was incredibly rewarding.

A single week by their sides was already enough to appreciate their honesty and the kindness they had toward me, a complete stranger not too long ago. Even without the matter of my debt, I wanted to continue working in the farm until my parents arrived, to be worthy of the generosity they had shown me despite their modest lifestyle.

According to my calculation, it would take several months to completely pay off my debt of nine silver if my parents didn’t come before this. I already decided that if they didn’t reach this town when I finish to repay my debt, then this would probably mean that they didn’t receive my letter or that something terrible had happened.

I put this worrying thought in the back of my mind but this didn’t mean that I wasn’t preparing for this worst-case scenario. 

That’s why I continued to train as hard as I could despite being safe behind the strong walls of the city.

If I had to cross the rest of the wilderness on my own to reach Tegralle, then I had to become stronger. I also developed a trump card for this eventuality.

I didn’t let these worrying thoughts perturb my rest as I allowed my mind to wander while I enjoyed the warmth of the water. It’s only when the water started to turn cold that I reluctantly came out.

After getting dressed with clean clothes Paul gave me, I left the small room to rejoin Paul and Alianelle who were comfortably sitting on a large couch in the corner of the biggest room in their small house. Paul was talking while Alianelle absentmindedly answered while she looked at the rain falling through the window near the couch.

As usual at this time of the day, she was slowly sipping at a dense blue liquid inside a small cup. This strange kind of tea that she was the only one to drink didn’t seem particularly tasty as it forced her to make a small grimace with each sip. Paul explained that it was a tonic to nourish her weak body that she had to take everyday. After a week together, I wasn’t surprised anymore by this strange habit. 

She only stopped her slow drinking and turned her face when she saw me enter from the corner of her beautiful blue eyes.

She didn’t immediately start to talk to me and simply pouted her lips together while turning her focus back toward the monotonous vision of the falling rain.

Paul turned his head to look at me and, as if coming to a silent understanding, we both helplessly smiled in front of her reaction.

It didn’t take me much time to understand that Alianelle’s main quality was her honesty. She didn’t like to lie, or it would be more accurate to say that the thought of lying rarely crossed her innocent mind.

It was a wonderful quality but it also meant that she didn’t bother to hide her feelings.

She was displeased by my training under the cold rain and wanted me to know that.

I slowly made my way toward them, and sat to her left side in silence while Paul on her right side also stayed silent.

We stayed together on the large and comfortable couch with only the noise of the rain falling on the wooden roof disturbing this silence.

However, after only a couple of minutes, Alianelle turned her gaze away from the window and started to talk to me as if nothing happened.

I watched Paul shrugging his shoulder in surrender while I was answering her with a smile at the corner of my mouth.

This girl couldn’t stay angry for more than a few minutes.

With this pleasant thought in the corner of my mind, we continued to talk together with Paul intervening from time to time until a loud noise, completely different from the rain, was heard.

It was the end of the day so, even without the dense clouds darkening the sky, the light of the sun was already almost completely gone. It was surprising and even worrying for someone to visit this lonely farm so late but none of us showed any sign of wanting to stand up and open the door to this visitor.

It would indeed have been a worrying thing to have a late visitor but we knew precisely who was knocking so rudely on their fragile wooden door.

Sure enough, despite the fact that no one answered, the door was immediately opened letting a cold breeze enter the house along with a short but massive man.

“How heartless! You could have come to welcome me.”

“Hi, Jazor. Welcome.” I immediately answered while yawning.

“Your lack of interest really hurts me, sissy…”

I felt a vein pop on my forehead after his words.

“For the hundredth time, stop calling me that, I’m a boy!”

With a wide smile on his rough face covered with a dense beard, Jazor only whistled while ignoring my remark which gave me the impulse to kick this rude dwarf.

“Hi, Jazor.” Said Paul and Aliannelle at the same time while standing up from the couch to finally welcome their guest.

I was the one to introduce Jazor to them when he returned from his mission. It was only the fourth time he came to eat inside Paul’s house but they were already quite familiar with one another.

Paul and Jazor both lived quite a long time inside this Advanced town but there was no chance for this modest farmer unable to use magic and for this powerful mercenary to come into contact before. 

However, Jazor with his easy-going personality and Paul with his friendly nature were both quite sociable. Moreover, the fact that Paul gave me enough money to send my letter, so that I would not have to resume my dangerous hunt, gave Jazor a favorable first impression. 

Although their experiences and interests didn’t really seem to coincide, with the exception of their shared passion for strong alcohol, they still talked quite easily to each other and quickly became friends.

I suspected Jazor came the first time to check on me and to make sure that nothing strange was done to me. Of course, with his personality it was impossible to confirm my thoughts but that didn’t matter.

Jazor was my benefactor in the same way as Hirillë and Paul. He saved my life and guided me toward the Advanced town. He even gave me a deviant’s core worth three golds to send my letter. However, contrary to the nine silvers I owned to Paul, I had no way to repay this sum without hunting deviants. Therefore, I could only promise him that my parents would repay him when they will come to fetch me even if he didn’t seem to really care.

Truly a respectable man.

If only he acted like one...

“What do we eat, miss? Hope there will be more meat than the last time.” Finally asked Jazor without hiding his hunger after exchanging a few pleasantries with Paul.

Alianelle, who stayed silent after her initial greeting, ignored his shameless comment and simply smiled after hearing his words. Then, she started to explain in detail the dish she had prepared for tonight.

I didn’t listen to her explanations.

While I was standing in this comfortable room sheltered from the rain with these people, I realized the chance I had to encounter them.

They helped me selflessly and allowed me to enjoy the peace and warmth of a home that I hadn’t known for more than four years.

They allowed my previous efforts and suffering not to be in vain and restored my faith in other people after all the bad experiences I had with strangers. 

With these thoughts in mind, the four of us sat around the wooden table and started a simple but delicious meal punctuated by various discussions and numerous laughter.

While I was eating, I knew that it wasn’t just the heat of the soup or of the meat that was warming up my heart.

--

Another week went the same as the previous one. I continued my work in the farm with Paul and used my free time to seriously train my magic.

Jazor regularly visited and even helped a little with my training even if I knew that he probably just wanted to show off. Apparently, he didn’t accept another long subjugation mission and simply patrolled around the city.

I didn’t comment on his obvious attempt to neglect his work as his advice and experience were incredibly valuable.

Everything continued in the same peaceful way. The only exception was that I realized a couple of days ago that I officially turned eleven years old. When she learned about that Alianelle insisted on having a small party and even gifted me a small pendant. It was a simple small white rock not larger than my thumb that she probably found around the farm but it was a beautiful gift and a sweet gesture nonetheless.

I wanted to find a present for her and Paul to thank them. Not because I owed them but because I wanted them to know how grateful I was. However, as I was completely broke, my idea became more complicated than what I initially thought.

After thinking a long time about that, I simply decided to teach them some games from my former world. As most of the games, I remembered required two or four players, our shared meals with Jazor quickly became an excuse to play together and animate our evenings.

Nearly three weeks had passed since I sent my letter to my family but I didn’t receive any news from them. Even if the wait was difficult to bear, I knew it was quite difficult to reach this town so deep into the wilderness.

Moreover, unless you used the official channel controlled by the government and by extension the royal family, it was apparently quite difficult to send letters to an Advanced town. 

You could send as much letter as you wanted toward the Kingdom, but the contrary was controlled thanks to the communication towers intercepting all the birds coming to an Advanced town.

Even if this system wasn’t perfect, this method to restrict both way conversations was quite effective nonetheless.

It was a choice made by the kingdom to avoid external influences especially from the noble houses. Therefore, these cities created to support the various camps of soldiers conducting subjugation missions against the deviants of the wilderness were isolated and even their exact positions weren’t publicly known.

According to Jazor, all this was done by the royal family faction to avoid as much as possible interaction from the Great noble houses. The idea to have these nearly independent military camps outside the kingdom controlled or at least influenced by a noble house was obviously not something the royal family wanted.

Because of the perpetual secret confrontation for power between the King and the Great noble houses, I could only wait for my parents to come to this city.

I was eager for that day but also a little sad to have to leave Alianelle, Paul and Jazor because I knew that I would probably never see them again.

“What are you thinking about Sillath?”

The sweet voice of Alianelle brought me back from my silent contemplation. I got lost in my thoughts in the middle of our game without noticing.

“Nothing, sorry. It’s my turn, right?” I asked while dodging the question.

“Yeah.”

We continued our game while talking about various topics.

“By the way, where is your father?” I asked after winning my third game in a row.

Aliannelle was quickly putting back the pieces of our game of draughts to have her revenge despite her last crushing defeat.

“I think he went to visit a friend in town. Since you came to work in the farm, he has much more free time so he probably wants to enjoy this as much as possible before you…”

She stopped her sentence but the words she had swallowed weren’t hard to guess.

My worries about my future departure were apparently shared. It was a nice thought to feel appreciated but it was also quite heartbreaking to see her dejected face.

Without my magic to help Paul in his farm, their simple life will quickly go back to being as hard as before. Moreover, an Advanced town didn’t have many prospects for non-fighters especially for a young girl like her. She was still young but in a couple of years, if she wanted to find a job or simply move out of the farm then her only prospect would be to work as a receptionist in a shop or to be a waitress in a bar.

It was a harsh judgment but it was undoubtedly the truth that there were not many opportunities for her if she ever wanted to leave this farm.

“Why do you stay in this Advanced town?”

With these depressing thoughts occupying my mind, this rude question subconsciously escaped my lips. I immediately regretted asking as I already understood that only painful circumstances would force a father to settle down with his only daughter in an Advanced town.

However, before I could retract my question, Alianelle answered with the same sweet voice as usual.

“We ran away. It’s a really common story, not even worth mentioning as many others who came to this town had harsher experiences.” She explained lightly but her hands had already stopped putting the pieces of the game back in place.

Even with her attempt to underrate her own circumstances, her childish face had troubles to conceal the harshness of these memories.

I remained silent without knowing if it was better to change the subject.

Apparently she took my silence as my approval to continue her story because she quickly started her tale while nervously playing with a strand of her beautiful blond hair with her finger.

“We’re from a small village in the west part of the Kingdom. We also had a small farm and even if we were quite poor, everyone in the village was nice. Unlike now, I had many friends and I even went to school. My teacher even said that I had a good talent with wind magic and that it was possible for me to enter a magic university later.”

I stayed silent faced with her recollection. The small smile at the corner of her thin lips and her light tone were more than enough for me to understand that she cherished dearly these memories belonging to another life.

I didn’t want to see this joyous expression on her innocent face fade, but I couldn’t interrupt her even if I already more or less guessed the rest of her story.

“We didn’t have much money, the taxes were harsh but we were happy nonetheless. Until one day, the representative of the noble house overlooking our territory came to visit our small village. Everyone tried their best to make the village as beautiful as possible when they learned that such an important person would come. Everyone seriously prepared for his venue but everything went wrong that day.”

Her previous relaxed expression was already gone from her face, but her story wasn’t over yet.

“Long story short, he wasn’t satisfied with our work. He wanted more but everyone knew that it wasn’t possible. After a long persuasion, he accepted our words as the truth. However, in return, he asked for a compensation.”

“A compensation?” I carefully asked.

“Me and a few other young girls.” She simply answered with a sad and self-loathing smile on her usually cheerful face.

“I agreed but my father didn’t. So we left everything behind and found shelter in this Advanced town. We lived quite close to the wilderness to begin with and an expedition was scheduled to leave soon while looking for volunteers. If we were strong mages or if we had money, we could have crossed the kingdom to look for another place to live, but in our situation, my father didn’t have any other choice but to take this opportunity. It happened three years ago, it was difficult at first but my father was right. This kind of place outside the kingdom is the only place where people who angered nobles like us can live.” She finally concluded

Her long speech to tell her story was definitely not unique. Stories about nobles abusing their authority were more than common in this corrupted kingdom. The fact that they safely escaped, even if it meant leaving behind every person she ever knew and her own future, was also fortunate. 

Maybe she couldn't realize what her fate would have been but her father definitely understood what would have happened to her.

In that sense, they were quite fortunate to have found a decent shelter and to be able to live from their work even in the wilderness.

However, something about her story still seemed off.

I didn’t know why I had this feeling, but I was sure she was hiding something from me.

It was weird for me to suspect this usually overly honest girl, but one part of her story didn’t fit. I didn’t know if I was overthinking it or if she really lied on a part of her story but I didn’t care either way.

This was her past that she never had any obligation to share. The fact that she trusted me with a large part of her story was already more than enough even if she chose to change or hide some facts.

This was more than what I could say to her.

The only thing she knew about me was that I was separated from my family and needed to urgently send them a letter. Neither she, Paul nor Jazor knew why I was on my own inside the wilderness.

It’s not that I didn’t want to trust them with the truth. 

However, I didn’t know if someone was still looking for Arthur Waldemar’s murderer inside the wilderness. As I didn’t know that, it seemed safer to keep a low profile and stay quiet about my origins while waiting for my parents.

The fewer people who knew the truth, the less chance there was for a mistake to happen.

Moreover, I didn’t want Alianelle or Paul to know that I killed my captors. They welcomed me into their home without asking about my story because they thought I was an innocent child. Even if they understood that I was strong for my age, it was different to know that I could somewhat hunt deviant and know that I had already killed human beings.

Therefore, after her story, I didn’t try to pry into the part she was hiding from me. Likewise, she didn’t ask me any personal question. 

“Thank you for sharing this with me.” I simply said without any other word.

We resumed our games while keeping a part of the truth about us to ourselves.

In my old world, I heard some people say that it was impossible to be totally honest with someone. This sentence never seemed as true as in this instant for me.

We finished our game in silence.

It’s only when it was time for dinner that the slight awkwardness between us completely disappeared. I trained for a bit and helped her with dinner.

“He sure is late.” 

“Yeah.”

Dinner had been ready for a long time while the night had fallen long ago but Paul wasn’t back yet.

“He probably drank too much.” I said to comfort her.

“Yeah.” She simply replied once again, unable to hide her concern.

We waited a little longer but finally ate our meal without Paul and went to bed while he still wasn’t back yet.

While I was resting on my comfortable bed, a little too large for my small body, I had troubles falling asleep. It wasn’t that I was particularly worried about Paul as I was sure that this simple farmer wasn’t dumb enough to wander at night inside the dangerous areas of the town.

Considering his joyful face this morning, the possibility of him drinking too much was indeed quite high.

I wasn’t worried about Paul but I couldn’t fall asleep without making sure that my surroundings were completely secure.

It wasn’t surprising considering the time I spent on my own inside the wilderness without anyone to guard me when I slept. The attack during my sleep on my first night and the time I spent completely blind were more than enough for me to justify this small ritual to calm my mind.

I stared at the wooden ceiling above my head while listening to every sound around me. Without any foreign noise to disturb my mind, I closed my eyes and focused my senses.

I entered the now familiar world of mana. 

The movement of each particle of mana around me was once again chaotic, but after deepening my understanding of each element and after spending so much time in this invisible world, their movements and nature seemed a little less mysterious.

I didn’t let my mind wander and simply focused my senses on the surrounding life forms. 

A single light representing the only intelligent life form, close enough for me to sense, immediately appeared in my mind.

However, contrary to my expectations, the light wasn’t motionless.

It was coming closer.

Soon, the soft noise of delicate steps reached my ears and confirmed my previous observation.

I didn’t need to open my eyes to confirm the identity of the person standing just before my door late at night. A few seconds later, the door was pushed open and let Alianelle enter into my room.

I opened my eyes and looked at her with my head still resting on the comfortable pillow.

The light of the corridor was more than enough to illuminate her figure. Her long blond hair was tied into a long braid that she nervously played with. She was dressed in a white nightgown just long enough to cover her knees while her free hand was tightly clutching her large pillow against her chest.

Seeing me awake, she seemed to hesitate about what to say.

“You can’t sleep?” I finally asked after long seconds of silence.

“Yeah.” She shyly answered while lowering her head.

She seemed to hesitate about her next words, but I didn’t interrupt her.

“Do you mind if I sleep with you tonight?” She finally asked with a tint of red on her cheeks difficult to hide even with the surrounding darkness.

I didn’t answer and simply moved toward one side of the bed to give her enough space.

Aliannelle didn’t hesitate long. She quickly reached the bed with light steps and slide under the cover just next to me.

Her delicate scent immediately reached my nose while her somewhat rapid breathing started to slow down.

This was the first time she was doing something like that. It was understandable as it had been a little less than a month since I started to live with her. 

However, even if we were now familiar with one another, it was still the first time I saw her so anxious and vulnerable. She seemed completely different from her usual cheerful self.

We stayed silent next to each other until she started to move once again. Her soft arms wrapped around my chest giving me a foreign but pleasant warmth.

“Sillath…” She softly muttered.

“It’s alright. I don’t mind.” I simply answered.

She rested her head just next to me while tightening her hug. I could feel her heartbeat against my own chest slowing down while we continued to share our heat against one another for long minutes.

There was nothing ambiguous about our situation. Even if I had the body of a child, I was still an adult while Aliannelle was still too innocent to have any indecent thought especially toward a boy younger than her.

Although I was surprised by her unusual behavior, it wasn’t hard to understand that this was a simple hug desired by a scared young girl.

Maybe it was because we spoke about her past, maybe it was because she was afraid without her father by her side or it may have been a mix of both that guided her steps toward my room. Either way, if sleeping next to me was all it took to reassure and comfort her then I didn’t mind.

Our breathing was the only thing we could hear. 

I thought it would remain that way until I fell asleep.

“I lied to you earlier Sillath.” She suddenly muttered.

I was a little taken aback by her sudden declaration. However, I quickly disperse the slight drowsiness that had started to assault me and simply answered what naturally came to my mind.

“I know.”

“You do?” She asked baffled.

“It’s alright, you don’t have to tell me everything.”

“I…”

The words she was ready to tell didn’t leave her mouth and left us with another long silence that she didn’t break this time.

She tightened her hug while I simply listened to her breathing becoming slower as sleep started to overcome her worries.

With her by my side, I also accepted the embrace of sleep for tonight.

  

    
        Chapter 64: Life in the Advanced Town (Second part)

    
    
    
    
  
When I woke up, Aliannelle was already gone from my bed.

A simple confirmation with my senses allowed me to know that she was simply in the kitchen. I quickly washed with a basin of water, changed into clean clothes and joined her.

“Good morning, Sillath.” She said with a cheerful smile on her face immediately after seeing me.

“Good morning.” I lightly answered while noticing that it was almost noon.

Without mentioning what had happened the night before or the reason why we overslept, we ate our breakfast together. As usual, she was drinking her extremely bitter and strange blue tea while I simply munched on a piece of soft bread.

Her previous weakness was gone, replaced by her usual cheerfulness like a mask she was all too used to wear. I did the same in the past and knew that there was nothing I could do except wait for her to slowly lift the mask to let me see the truth lying beyond.

I just hoped that I would still be around when she will decide to trust me with her truth.

*Bang*

A sudden violent noise brought me out of my thoughts while Aliannelle let a small scream of surprise escape her mouth.

I immediately stood up and gathered my mana by reflex to face the entrance and the impatient visitor. 

However, I immediately let down my guard when I noticed who entered the room.

“Dad!”

Aliannelle stood up in turn with her cheeks puffed betraying her anger. She must have perceived just like me the strong odor of alcohol still radiating from him and testifying that our previous assumption about his absence was true.

“Dad, you’re really…”

“We don’t have the time for that!” 

Paul immediately cut his daughter’s words with a scream completely different from his usual calm attitude.

I frowned while looking at Paul. 

He had large bags under his eyes, testimony of the short night he had, while his clothes were dirty and his appearance messy. He also had trouble catching his breath which was surprising coming from this robust and fit man.

However, more than his unkempt appearance, understandable if he spent his last night drinking, it was his behavior that surprised me.

He wasn’t just agitated.

He was afraid.

“What happened?” I carefully asked.

“Nothing yet.” He quickly answered while calming his breathing.

“I overslept and now we’re late. Quick, come with me I will explain everything on the way.”

I exchanged a glance with Aliannelle but her face told me that she didn’t know what was happening either.

In front of Paul’s pleadings, we put on our jackets to fight the coldness of the outside world and followed behind him with hastened steps.

The sun was already high in the sky but its warmth wasn’t enough to fight the cold breeze assaulting us and quickly dispersing the last bit of my drowsiness.

Contrary to his earlier promise, Paul walked ahead of us with hastened steps without explaining anything to us. Aliannelle had troubles following the pace while my small build forced me to run to keep up.

“Paul!”

He ignored me and simply waved with his hand to follow him.

We followed him for ten minutes across the unusually quiet farmland district. Aliannelle and I both woke up late, so the day was already well advanced. At this hour, the farmers were usually working but all the fields around us were completely empty.

This sight alone was enough to understand that Paul’s unrest was justified.

It’s only when we reached the end of the farmland district that we finally saw other people walking toward the entrance of the town.

Seeing this familiar group, Paul’s hastened steps finally slew down while his expression softened.

I stopped running and turned my head to look at Aliannelle behind me who had trouble catching her breath. She put her hands on her knees for a few seconds before the three of us quickly joined the previous group.

“So, can you tell us what’s going on?” I finally asked without hiding the impatience in my voice.

“Sorry about that. I spent the afternoon and the night with an old friend but we drank too much and kind of lost track of time.”

“We already got that part. A single look at you is enough to understand that. What we want to know is why you made us run like madmen!” Interjected Aliannelle clearly displeased by her unusually tough run.

“Sorry sweetheart. With my friend, we were late to wake up and late to hear about the news. Someone probably came to the field to warn the other farmers but…”

“What news?” Aliannelle asked, clearly eager to know the heart of the problem.

Paul sighed after her heartless words preventing him from finding excuses. 

“A member of the Ryunno clan is coming.” He slowly said with a serious expression on his face.

“Ryunno clan?” I asked puzzled.

I expected something serious to have happened, such as an attack on the town or someone looking for me but his words were beyond my expectations.

I had heard about the Ryunno clan a few times, but because of my grandfather, I didn't spend enough time in school to know all the details.

Alianelle was probably in the same situation as me considering the look on her face.

“I don’t have the time to explain everything. Just remember to do everything I do and, no matter what happens, do not talk under any circumstances.”

“We mustn’t talk?” 

“Yes, you mustn't talk.” He stopped his steps and turned to us with an overly serious face betraying his worries.

“Remember, do not do anything to attract their attention and above all, don’t utter a single word.”

Both Aliannelle and I immediately subconsciously nodded in approval.

Worry was contagious.

Paul’s attitude finally affected us and made us swallow all the questions we had.

We simply followed in silence the group with heavy steps toward the entrance of the town. 

After a few minutes of a silent walk with a dozen other people, the gate of the town finally came into our sight. 

It was natural to see many guards patrolling near it, but it was much less common to see civilians there.

However, today was different.

From the large gate, several rows of people densely packed but neatly aligned could be seen at each side of the door. There were guards, mercenaries, farmers, townsfolk and even a few children each with their respective clothes betraying their respective identity.

Many of these people usually never crossed each other’s paths. However, no matter their origins and occupations, they all stood still next to one another.

This scene was very much like in a parade except that there wasn’t any joyful expression on the faces of the people present. Their faces were gloomy while a strange and heavy silence had settled. This absence of noise seemed incredibly out of place and unnatural especially considering the impressing number of people gathered.

There weren’t many children in this Advanced town, but they all seemed gathered at the front rows even if many of them didn’t seem to like the idea.

“Quick, you must go to the front row.” 

“Why?” I asked, intrigued by Paul’s order.

“It’s the rule. Children in the front row.”

Without any other explanation, he waved his hand at me to make me walk toward the front. After making my way among the dense crowd, I spotted a familiar figure in the front row a few meters away from us.

“Jazor is there.” I simply said while walking toward him with Alianelle and Paul following my steps.

As there weren’t many children and most of the adults chose to stay behind, the front row was particularly empty. In this situation, Jazor who was alone in the front row without anyone beside him stood out like a sore thumb.

“You’re late, dumbass.”

“I know. Sorry” Quickly answered Paul confronted with Jazor’s rude words.

Even the always easy-going Jazor wore a serious expression on his face this time. 

“What are you doing in the front row? I thought only children had to be there?” I asked while frowning.

This whole situation was becoming weirder and weirder.

“You don’t know the rules?”

While I stood with Jazor on my left and Alianelle on my right side, I finally lost patience.

I turned my head to look at Paul who was just behind us with many other adults.

“We waited enough, Paul. Explain what’s going on.”

Confronted with my displeased tone, Paul simply deeply sighed.

“This is something taught in every school. Alianelle missed important scholarly years because of our situation but it seems that’s it’s the same for you.”

“Yeah.”

“Alright, we don’t have much time and it's frowned upon to talk here in this situation so I can’t explain everything.” Added Paul without dwelling into my circumstances.

His calm and peaceful face was long gone replaced by an anxious expression enhanced by the regular glances he was casting around him.

“All you have to know for now is that these are old rules for when a Ryunno clan member visits a town.” 

Even if Paul was whispering, I could sense various malicious glares directed at us from all around. Sensing the same thing, Paul nervously continued his short explanation.

“Everybody must attend, no exception. Children must be on the front row and no one is allowed to talk.”

“And no one is allowed to hide. That’s why I’m also in the front row.” Completed Jazor with a wry smile.

I had even more questions after hearing this lacking explanation. The only thing I understood was why Jazor was at the front. As I looked at the dense crowd on the other side of the street, I noticed that many women and a couple of other dwarves were also standing in the few first rows and weren’t hidden by the massive builds of the men behind them.

“But why must…”

“Shhh”

Jazor cut my question short with authority very much unlike him. 

His attitude finally made me close my mouth and swallow my questions. I had heard about the Ryunno clan but all I knew was that they were respected.

However, this gloomy hedgerow of honor in front of the town’s gate made me understand that I was completely mistaken.

They weren’t respected.

They were feared.

Soldiers and farmers, powerful mages and harmless children were all waiting together with the same dread that was slowly finding its way into their respective hearts.

The feeling of safety I had acquired after living for nearly a month behind sturdy walls completely disappeared as I watched with growing anxiety the closed gate slowly opening.

  

    
        Chapter 65: Ryunno clan

    
    
    
    
  
I was a young and inexperienced child ignorant of the way of the world.

That’s what my immature and small body always told first to the people around me. I never considered myself superior because I had memories of my previous life as I died quite young. However, I still lived in a world much more prosperous and technologically advanced than this one.

Except for magic and strange species, few things could impress me in this kind of crude town.

Therefore, contrary to Alianelle, I wasn’t bothered by crowds especially since I came from another world where this kind of gathering wasn’t especially rare.

I saw places with many more people.

However, I never felt anything like that even among much denser crowds of people tightly packed together.

After Paul and Jazor finished their short and lacking explanation, they both closed their mouths and simply turned their eyes toward the large gate like many others around us.

This kind of unnatural silence in a vast crowd was oppressing and made each second appear longer than the previous.

Paul was right.

We were indeed quite late considering that I didn’t see anybody else coming after us.

Time slowly passed in this strange and unfamiliar environment without anybody moving.

The strength of the sun punishing us with a rising heat made me regret putting on a jacket before leaving the house. 

However, the apparent endless wait ended even sooner than I thought.

It was the loud rumbling noise of the massive door slowly opening that put it to an abrupt end.

I tried to see who was ready to enter, but a large hand was quickly put on top of my head and forced my gaze to shift toward the ground.

I held my tongue and didn’t question Jazor’s abrupt movement. I could see at the corner of my eyes, Aliannelle doing the same thing after quickly glancing toward us.

The noise of the door opening finally stopped.

Another heavy silence took its place until a common sound reached my ears.

The sound of regular and light footsteps coming closer with each passing second.

I immediately noticed that this regular noise betrayed the presence of three individuals walking together along the long road sinking into the heart of the town.

I couldn’t see their appearances with my head bowed. Curiosity tormented my mind but I held back. I instinctively knew that raising my head was the last thing to do in this situation.

Without any other alternative, I shifted my focus toward my other senses.

I immediately closed my eyes and entered the chaotic but familiar world of mana in my mind. The hundreds of people gathered together perturbed my focus and gave me a slight headache but I still quickly managed to ignore them to concentrate on the three people coming closer.

This technique that I learned while I was blind allowed me to survive in my most desperate moments and even enhanced my comprehension of this world’s magic. Without realizing it, even after my sight was completely restored, I relied more and more on this new sense.

It proved incredibly useful and enlightening.

However, for the first time, I regretted using it.

There was a single male member of the Ryunno clan, the other two being probably just normal humans.

A blinding light and a sharp pain assaulted my head immediately after this realization. It took all my will and experience with pain to hold back the scream threatening to escape from my mouth.

I opened my eyes by reflex with sweat drenching my pale forehead and my legs still shaking.

Aliannelle and Jazor both noticed my strange behavior but they couldn’t say or do anything in this situation.

With the same regularity, the steps that seemed much heavier than earlier continued to grow closer.

I took a silent but deep breath and stabilized my condition. However, I had trouble controlling the shivering of my body while the noise of the steps continued to evolve.

Louder.

Heavier.

Closer.

Until the steps hammering my head finally stopped.

I managed to control the shaking of my limbs but the regular steps came to an abrupt stop a few meters away from me.

Not knowing what was happening, I waited for long seconds.

The anxiety of the numerous people near me also steadily rise with each passing second of this new disturbing silence.

I didn’t dare to move or take another look in the world of mana.

I simply waited with my head bowed, ready to face the unknown threat a couple of steps away from me.

When the silence became so oppressing that it became difficult to bear, the light footsteps resumed their previous tune and slowly moved away while I finally exhaled.

Several minutes later, when it was impossible to see the three figures who disappeared into the heart of the town, many people started to relax.

Some breathed a sigh of relief while other timidly raised their heads to finally look around them but none dared to move from their spot.

The headache assaulting me was gone but I had troubles adjusting my thoughts.

“What was that?” I slowly mumbled to myself.

A blinding and overbearing light engulfing and devouring me in an instant.

I never felt anything like that.

It wasn’t fear.

I already confronted creatures far more frightening.

I lived for days in total darkness in the savage wilderness on my own.

I also faced my own agonizing death. 

Nevertheless, this experience was difficult to forget.

It was as if I was in the presence of a higher kind of life. The kind that despised and laughed at my very existence.

Of course, my sudden attitude didn’t go unnoticed by Aliannelle and Jazor by my side while Paul, who was behind us, also noticed my unusual behavior.

“Are you alright, Sillath?”

Aliannelle’s sweet voice expressed her concern while Jazor simply looked at me while furrowing his brows.

“Sillath… You…” He mumbled apparently disturbed by something.

“I’m alright, sorry.” I quickly answered, interrupting Jazor at the same time.

My pale face didn’t seem to convince Aliannelle about the truth of my words but she didn’t pursue this matter and chose to stay silent.

Her silence was shared by many others around us, but the whole avenue wasn’t as deadly silent as before. A few people could be seen whispering to one another.

Neither Paul nor Jazor talked about what had happened as if they preferred to pretend that nothing ever happened.

Seeing this, I also decided to clear some of the doubts I had on my mind.

“Jazor.”

“What?” He asked a little lost in his own thoughts.

“What are they?”

Hearing my question, Aliannelle got closer and silently waited for Jazor to answer what Paul chose to keep quiet about.

Confronted with our stubborn and determined face, the usually cheerful and easygoing dwarf heaved a deep sigh while nervously playing with his beard.

“Seriously, what are they teaching nowadays?” He mumbled in displeasure.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I skipped a good part of my education and that Aliannelle was probably the same.

“Jazor, please tell us. Explain us about the Ryunno clan.” Pleaded Aliannelle.

Probably unable to resist in front of her cute face and beautiful blue eyes on the verge of tears, Jazor finally consented.

“I’m not a teacher but I guess I can probably explain a few things.”

I stayed expressionless in front of her own successful puppy eyes technique but Aliannelle couldn’t hide the small triumphant smile at the corner of her thin lips.

“First, what do you know about them and about the Great war?” 

He started his explanation by a question. Both Aliannelle and I looked into each other’s eyes and, seeing the same incomprehension as mine in them, I answered for the both of us.

“Almost nothing. Well, I heard about the war but I don’t know any real detail. I also heard about the Ryunno clan but I’m even more clueless about them.”

Another sigh escaped Jazor’s lips in front of my confession.

“Well, I’m not a history teacher but I can tell you a few things. If you are alright with this, Paul.”

Paul didn’t seem to mind and simply nodded. Apparently, he kept quiet earlier simply because he was afraid to disturb the large but completely silent crowd.

“Several hundred years ago, the world you know was completely different. The different races were hostile to one another. There wasn’t any real armed conflict but fights were common. Of course, marriage and friendship between members of different races existed but they were rare and ill-considered. The only good part about this situation was that no one dared to wage war against another specie. Even the Humans, well-known for their greed, didn’t have the guts to declare war against a specie with all the others around waiting for an opportunity.”

“So there wasn’t any dwarf in human cities, for example.” Asked Aliennelle with her eyebrows furrowed.

“Yes. The different races chose to focus on what made us different. We didn’t try to learn from our differences, we simply laughed at other races for their own cultures.”

“This doesn’t seem like a nice time.” Innocently concluded the young Aliannelle.

“Yes, but this was still an era of relative peace. However, when an opportunity presented itself, what was supposed to happen happened. The Humans along with the Dwarves declared war against the Beast tribe race and the Shinawa people. The Elves chose to stay neutral at first, but one of their rulers decided to take the side of the Humans. The entrance of the Elves in this conflict marked the true start of the first and only racial war of our world.”

Jazor made a pause after these words and deeply looked at us to confirm that we really understood what he was saying. I learned about many different kinds of conflicts that had happened along the history of mankind in my previous world. 

Each with their own aspect and horror.

“So this was the Great war…” I slowly muttered.

After his words, I had no doubt that a war implicating every specie made an unbelievable number of deaths and deeply influenced the world we were living in right now.

“Yes. A war engulfing all the races of the world that lasted several decades and made hundreds of thousands of deaths.” Heavily concluded Vated.

“What about the Ryunno clan.” I finally asked.

“How should I explain this… Well, let’s just say that they were on the Human side.”

“On the Human side?” I asked dumbfounded.

The attitude of the Humans and Dwarves of the whole town toward this lone member of the Ryunno clan wasn’t that of a former ally.

Moreover, another point in his story didn’t fit.

“Humans, Dwarves, Elves and even the Ryunno clan against the Beast tribes and the Shinawa people? How could a fight so unbalanced last for so long?”

This was my main concern. It happened a long time ago but I had trouble to believe that two races could confront three others along with the Ryunno clan.

“You’re really quite sharp for a kid. The Beast tribes and the Shinawa people had another ally in this war.”

“Another ally?”

“The Ancient Human clan.”

I didn’t know what to answer in front of this foreign term. Even if I knew almost nothing about the Ryuuno clan, I had still heard about them which wasn’t the case for this other clan.

Moreover, what was all this about this clan thing?

Were they from another race or were they special members of a race? 

Many questions assaulted my mind one after the other but I didn’t have the time to ask when Jazor resumed his explanation by a simple question.

“So, who do you think won this war?”

Aliannelle and I were both quite ignorant about this world but this question wasn’t very difficult.

“Humans did.” I simply answered with confidence in my voice.

Dwarves, Elves and Humans all had their respective territories while Beastmen tribes were scattered across the continent with no land that they could call their home. Their lone members were either hiding or treated as slaves by the Dorell Kingdom while the largest tribes were living inside secret locations inside the wilderness.

I didn’t know many things about the Shinawa people except that their fate was a little more lenient. As they were a race able to live on land or in the water, I heard that they simply retired from the world shared by the other races to live at the bottom of the sea.

According to my teacher, back in my hometown, it was completely impossible to see one nowadays. The only time the members of this race intervened was to prevent a conflict between the Western and Eastern continent. With their obvious superiority in the water, even the Humans had to follow their rules. That’s how the gigantic but lonely port city of Alderal at the western side of the Eastern continent came to be.

“You’re right, the alliance with the Humans won this long war. It was a tragic victory with many consequences such as the disappearance of many resources and knowledge but it was a victory nonetheless.”

The disappearance of knowledge immediately evoked the Lost magic. I didn’t know what this kind of magic, based on complicated magic circles, was able to do back in the days but it was clear that several hundred years wasn’t enough to bring it back to its former glory.

“The Beastmen members faced humiliation and forced labor, the Shinawa people completely retired from the world shared by the other races while the Ancient Human Clan faced complete extermination.”

“Thank you for the long explanation Jazor, but I think you got slightly off track. I asked about the Ryunno clan, you know.” I reminded him.

“And who do you think exterminated the Ancient Human clan, banished the Shinawa people and stole the motherland of the Beastmen tribes?”

“You mean?” I carefully asked.

“Yes. I don’t have the time or the knowledge to explain you two everything but there's one thing you must remember. The Ryunno clan was the leader of this alliance between Humans, Dwarves and Elves and this remains true even now.”

A heavy silence settled after Jazor’s words.

Aliannelle seemed to have some troubles to truly realize what he was implying but I wasn’t as innocent or ignorant of the way of the world as her.

Paul’s reaction when he thought we were going to be late for the arrival of this member of the Ryunno clan and the submissive attitude of everyone in this town. 

It finally all became clear.

I didn’t know their true nature but I had enough information to know why I had to bow my head in front of this lone member of the Ryuuno clan.

I had many other questions especially about this Ancient Human clan and its relation with the Human race but Jazor clearly wasn’t willing to answer my questions.

It only took me a few seconds to understand why.

The people around were slower than us but they also noticed what was happening and all bowed their heads in submission. The few quiet conversations in the dense crowd of people also quickly died down and restored the previous heavy silence.

It hasn't even been an hour since the member of the Ryunno clan and his two escorts passed in front of us but their business inside the town seemed to be already over. I didn’t know what could have justified their presence in this isolated Advanced town but I was relieved that it was of short duration.

I bowed my head with this feeling hidden behind my respectful attitude probably like every other people forced to be present today.

With my sight directed at my feet, I could only rely on my hearing to gauge their position. 

The steps I heard were clearly quicker than before.

I also had a strange sensation.

Of course, I didn’t try to observe them with my sixth sense inside the world of mana. I wasn’t so foolish as to make the same mistake twice but my senses and my sensitivity toward mana was clearly of a higher level since I awakened and trained this technique.

Even without concentrating, I could clearly feel it.

There was something different about them.

I was confident that I would be able to understand what was giving me this strange sensation if I entered the world of mana and completely focused but it wasn’t something I could do in this situation.

I tried to understand what was going on when I noticed something that almost made my heart stop.

I couldn’t hear their steps anymore.

Just like before, the small party stopped only a few meters away from me. 

I was sure I hadn't caught the attention of the Ryuuno clan member this time. I stayed completely motionless and didn’t try to observe him like before. A thousand questions assaulted my mind while the trio stayed completely silent and motionless. 

Maybe he noticed me on his first passage in front of me and simply chose to ignore me because his business in this town wasn’t done yet.

This was the most plausible idea, but I also had another theory even more worrying. Maybe this member of the Ryunno clan felt something different from me like the talking magic beast I encountered inside the wilderness.

However, no matter the theory, I knew that I was in deep trouble this time .

I swallowed my saliva and started to discreetly gather my mana. 

“I want this one.”

A barely audible male voice suddenly broke apart the silence with cruel words. I felt my heart skip a beat when my fear came true.

I couldn’t help but raise my head in reflex.

Three people barely ten meters away welcomed my sight. Two of them with short dark hair and average faces were completely unremarkable if not for their fancy silver clothing incredibly out of place in this town. However, the last one was different and immediately gathered my entire focus.

This man standing the furthest away from me was taller than his two guards by at least a head. He would have seemed quite imposing if not for his thin body and his light blue clothes even more elegantly decorated than the ones carried by his guards.

His delicate face was like the moon, pale and somehow wavering. It was covered by delicate-looking golden tattoos crisscrossing on his young face as if completing a strange but mesmerizing dance. I could get the gist of his features, but none of it stuck in my mind beyond an impression of astonishing beauty. 

His blue eyes were clear as crystalline water while his long unbounded blue hair wafted around his pale face completely out of sync with the breath of the wind and appeared as if the clear blue sky suddenly circled around the moon.

The combination of this pale face and strange blue hair was somewhat out of place but it didn’t diminish his imposing and mysterious presence in the least while his long hair didn’t obstruct his gaze even once, as if these two sapphires couldn’t be obstructed by anything. 

All in all, his appearance wasn’t that far away from us but I could not bring myself to call it humanity. 

Perhaps it was because none of his striking features were alluring enough to overcome his cold and indifferent face or because his thin lips didn’t seem able to form a smile or perhaps it was simply the mysterious golden tattoos on his face that gave him a grandeur that no simple human-being should ever emanate.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who had raised my head as I could see many other people doing the same thing to see who he was talking about.

Just as I had feared, his deep blue eyes were directed at me.

I just had the time to raise my head and briefly observe his appearance when the two guards obeying his words started to walk toward me.

I wasn’t sure about his reasons for giving this order but I wasn’t planning to obediently surrender. I didn’t risk my life so many times just to be captured after finally reaching this Advanced town. 

I was already sick of people trying to impose their will on me. Even if I had to run away and give up this temporary safe haven, I couldn’t accept that.

Therefore, I patiently waited for the closest guard to extend his hand to grab me. If I wanted to act, I had to end it in an instant. 

Before, any other guard could intervene. 

Before this Ryunno clan member could show me his power.

I had to freeze them to death first.

It’s when the closest guard finally reached us and extended his hand that I finally noticed it.

Their gazes weren’t directed at me.

It took me a few more seconds to finally understand who the Ryunno clan member was talking about.

“No…”

Paul’s sobbing voice and the shaking of the young girl at my right side confirmed my assumption.

I was ready to defend my life but it took me a few seconds to assimilate the identity of their true target.

I had too many questions swirling in my head to count but none that anybody would care to answer. The reason for this absurd choice didn’t matter to me.

At this moment, a single thing truly mattered.

I took a quick step forward to grab the guard’s hand that was about to touch Aliannelle. 

*Bam*

Before I could reach him, a large hand was put on the top of my head and violently slammed me against the ground.

The violence of the impact almost made me faint. 

With my head still mercilessly pushed against the ground it was impossible to see who attacked me, but I didn’t have the luxury to care about that for now.

With an angry scream, I released a vast amount of mana to completely freeze the hand holding me down.

However, a sudden wave of foreign dizziness assaulted my head and made my ears ring in protestation. But, more importantly, it also canceled my magic.

I continued to furiously gather my mana, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shape any magic.

“Stop! Why are you doing this? Leave him!” 

Aliannelle’s screams appeared extremely distant and almost made no sense for my fleeting consciousness.

“Why? What did I do wrong?”

She continued to ask with sobs mixed with her voice quickly becoming more and more distant.

With the entire strength I had left, I resisted the pressure and painfully turned my head to look at my attacker.

Even with the blood flowing from my forehead and obstructing my vision, I immediately recognized this messy beard inches away from me.

“Why? Why are you doing that...” 

It wasn’t Aliannelle who asked but no answer followed this time either.

I could only watch with incredulous eyes the face of the man stubbornly holding me down while Aliannelle was taken away just beside us.

Unable to resist with my weak body or to use any magic because of the strange ripples disturbing my mind, I could only scream with anger and incomprehension the name of the man I considered as my friend and benefactor.

“... Jazor!!!”

 

  

    
        Chapter 66: Hope

    
    
    
    
  
It has already been eleven years since I was reincarnated in this foreign magic world but I didn’t encounter many people I could trust.

With the exception of my family, I could count the people who didn’t try to take advantage of me, in one way or another, with one hand.

Maybe I was unlucky or maybe that's just the way things have always been in this world.

However, even among this shortlist of benefactors, Jazor truly stood out.

He saved my life and brought me safely to this town whereas nothing compelled him to do so.

He risked his life, gave me money and continued to look after me in this town.

That’s why I couldn’t understand his action.

“Why… Jazor!?!”

I continued to scream until another wave of foreign dizziness assaulted my head and prevented me from talking anymore.

The magic he was using on me rendered me completely powerless and prevented me from rescuing Aliannelle who was taken away among her sobs and Paul’s desperate pleadings.

The memories of our days together in this small farm assaulted my mind.

These happy memories of a peaceful time spent with the four of us together seemed like a lie.

All seemed to shatter when I recognized the man who attacked me and prevented me from rescuing my friend.

The distant noises and screams around finally disappeared until nothing but silence remained.

After what seemed like an eternity, the pressure of the large hand above my head lessened and the magic disturbing my thoughts and senses finally ended.

“Aaaah!!!”

I screamed in anger as I finally triggered my magic.

I used a violent gust of wind under me to project me several meters away. My feet landed heavily but steadily on the ground after I backflip to fix my posture in the air.

I ignored the blood flowing from my forehead and covering the right side of my face.

With eyes that could kill alone, I watched with unrestrained anger the man I considered as my friend.

A single glance around me was enough to notice that the vast majority of the people previously gathered were already gone. The few guards that were posted near the gate already returned to their usual post, oblivious to the fate of the young girl.

A desolate place tainted by the cruel event that just unfolded was all that was left along with Paul crying on his knees not too far away from Jazor.

I felt a new wave of anger threatening to drown me.

The inhabitants who returned home as if nothing ever happened.

Paul who already seemed to have given up on his beloved daughter.

And Jazor who prevented me from intervening.

“Why are you acting as if she’s already dead Paul?” I screamed while releasing the rage that was threatening to overwhelm me.

Paul slowly raised his head in disbelief after my words, but he stayed on his knees nonetheless.

I took another glance at Jazor before quickly turning heels to walk toward the door behind me. He gave up on Paul and assisted in Aliannelle’s kidnapping. He betrayed me and the trust I had placed in him but I had more important things to do than to confront him.

It had probably been less than ten minutes since they left the town.

It wasn’t too late to save her.

I could still make it.

I started to run toward the large gate shut tight fifty meters in front of me. I didn't plan to wait for it to open. I prepared a burst of wind magic under my feet to simply jump above when a familiar voice resonated behind me, much closer than it should be.

“I can’t let you go, Sillath!”

Immediately after, I felt a wave of mana directed at me followed by a large earthball.

I used my wind magic to jump away and avoid the attack directed at my back.

“What are you doing?” I screamed in indignation after landing several meters away.

His merciless magic would have violently hit me from behind without my ability to sense the mana around me.

The angry glare I was directing toward him didn’t seem to perturb Jazor who still had his hand raised a few meters away after his previous surprised attack. 

His bearded face was devoid of his usual smile making him look like a completely different person. 

“You can’t attack a member of the Ryunno clan or their representative. That’s the law.”

“Screw your law! I’m going to save her!” I immediately answered while readying myself.

Jazor finally lost his temper after my violent outburst who seemed to have attracted some of the nearby guards’ attention.

“You ignorant brat! I’m not talking about some half-assed law. I’m talking about the only law transcending the species and binding all of us.”

“...”

“The only racial law of this world!!!”

For the first time in a long time, I felt like a foreigner confronted with this unknown but apparently important term.

Ignorant of the truth of this world so different from my old one.

I truly felt like an ignorant child.

However, if being ignorant meant that I could save my friend then so be it.

“I won’t give up on her.”

“You…”

“I never asked for your help so if you’re too scared to act, if you’re too afraid to save an innocent young girl from a gruesome fate then go away.”

“You don’t understand!” He screamed from the top of his lungs. His powerful voice hammered at my ears and finally gathered everyone’s attention on us.

However, I didn’t care.

I already lost too much time.

“Don’t get in my way…” I slowly declared while a powerful wave of cold air started to spread from me. The ground under my feet started to freeze in front of Jazor’s incredulous eyes. 

I didn’t completely release my magic but my words immediately seemed a lot more believable to everyone around us. 

None of the guards or the inhabitants left laughed at the threat of a child against such a strong mercenary.

The powerful waves of mana and the violent burst of cold were enough to prevent that.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Sillath.” Finally declared Jazor with a heavy voice not hiding his true meaning in the slightest.

“I don’t want to hurt you either. So let me save her.” I answered with the same heavy voice completely different from my childish appearance.

“It’s already too late. This is a sad truth but it’s the reality. You have to accept it.”

“Accept this?”

“Yes. Accept it and move forward.”

I clenched my hands in anger. 

Accept this?

Accept that a few words from this unknown man sealed Aliannelle’s fate.

He wanted me to forget everything that had happened today.

He probably also meant to forget Aliannelle’s very existence to continue my life without guilt or shame.

I had only known her for a month, she should not be worth the kind of risk that would make a mage as strong as Jazor so obedient and fearful.

Maybe I could have done it a few years earlier when I desperately wanted to live a peaceful life even if it meant obeying to my grandfather.

I probably would have chosen to follow his wise advice and silently swallow this bitter truth to continue living in peace.

However, I wasn’t the same anymore.

I spent four years lying to myself to achieve an illusory peace. I already realized that this kind of peaceful life based on unfair sacrifices and lies told to oneself would only bring me more bitter truth to swallow until I couldn’t bear it anymore.

I knew it the moment I heard Jazor’s words.

It wasn’t possible for me to pretend anymore.

I couldn’t pretend that Paul and Aliannelle never helped me when I desperately needed support. 

I couldn’t pretend that this kind and innocent young girl wasn’t taken away just in front of me.

I fought too much without gaining anything in my previous life but this time I was sure.

I didn’t fight enough in this new world.

Not yet.

With a violent tap of my left foot on the ground, a strong wave of cold was propelled toward Jazor. The ground in front of me froze at high speed ready to engulf Jazor’s feet in a few seconds.

The last few weeks allowed me to greatly develop my sacred magic. By carefully controlling the amount of mana I used, I gained more control over it. To prevent this dangerous and violent magic to hurt me, I had no other choice but to sacrifice its lethality.

Less power but more control.

My magic was thus faster to form and easier to manipulate.

Moreover, less dangerous didn’t mean harmless either.

Jazor’s face changed when he saw my sudden attack but he didn’t let it perturb his reaction. He clenched his fist and directly punched the ground at his feet.

A long crack immediately spread in front of him and confronted my incoming magic. The wave of ice on the ground seemed to have hit an invisible barrier that immediately stopped its progress.

I wasn’t surprised that he simply overpowered my magic.

I knew that I wasn’t a match against him. I couldn’t hope to confront a man who defeated a hundred meters tall monster with a single blow, but that was never my intent.

My surprise attack gave me just enough time to create my true magic.

I didn’t launch the large fireball that I had created in the palm of my hand. Instead, I focused to make it disappear. Once created, a magic couldn’t be canceled. I learned this sad truth with Amanda and my sacred magic. However, this also opened other possibilities for me.

I couldn’t make it simply disappear but I could transform it.

Along with its forced disappearance, the fireball emitted a dense dark smoke all around me, masking my figure from Jazor.

“Wind arrow.”

When my fire magic accomplished its goal, I simply released the dense cloud of smoke toward Jazor who could only put his hands in front of him.

This was Jazor’s weakness.

He was overwhelmingly stronger than me in a direct confrontation and only my sacred magic at full power was dangerous for him. 

However, I didn’t want to risk killing him despite his will to stop me. Even if I felt like he had betrayed me, I realized that I didn’t have clear thoughts. My judgment was blinded by my emotions and more importantly, I seemed to ignore an important truth concerning this racial law.

That’s why I had never intended to confront him directly with my sacred magic at full strength. Instead, I prepared this magic against which even his overwhelmingly powerful magic couldn’t do anything.

Ironically, it was Jazor’s explanations during one of my trainings that allowed me to understand.

Each element has its own characteristics, its own secrets.

A mage had to explore these secrets to unravel and create new magic based on these aspects.

The way I used wind magic to move around was a way to use an aspect of this element. To create a bright flame, an explosion or smoke, as I just did, were all different aspects of the fire element.

I knew that Jazor could only use the earth element. Moreover, although I didn’t know if he was proficient in several aspects of this element, I still knew about the true nature of his strongest magic.

Jazor could create earthquakes.

He developed this aspect of the earth element and was able to propagate strong vibrations to inflict colossal damage from the inside. However, there was one drawback to this powerful magic. He couldn’t propagate vibrations in the air, meaning he had to directly touch his opponent with his hands or his weapon.

This also meant that he couldn’t directly get rid of the dense smoke screen I had just created.

I didn’t waste any time after his short but muscular figure was engulfed by the dense smoke I had just created.

I used my wind magic to propel myself toward the door at high speed.

By the time the smoke disperses, I'll be far from the town.

I used a massive burst of wind magic to fly away into the sky. This was enough to propel me above the door. Another burst of wind allowed me to continue to advance in the sky, as if I was walking on the wind.

It only took me ten seconds to find myself on the other side of the door. My frantic run didn’t stop though. My little trick wouldn’t be able to stall Jazor for a long time.

I didn’t find any trace of the carriage that brought this member of the Ryunno clan to the town but that was to be expected.

My hope and will to bring Aliannelle back wasn’t based on such a baseless assumption.

Even inside the town, I could still feel it.

The foreign mana that accompanied their small party when they passed in front of me for the second time. I spent too much time trying to sense the mana around to be able to ignore this kind of peculiar magical presence after I had noticed it.

Therefore, I didn’t blindly run in a random direction.

The trail of dense mana left behind was easy to follow but it was dispersing quickly.

My wind magic was used at maximum output to follow this disappearing trail.

I crossed the vast plain in front of the town and bypassed a large forest when I finally stopped in my tracks.

A foreign mana suddenly appeared out of nowhere. I didn’t have the time to wonder what it was when the short figure of a man materialized in front of me as if it was directly coming out of the ground.

“I can’t let you continue this madness, Sillath”

The familiar figure of Jazor became recognizable immediately after he came out of the ground and his words reached me before his feet had the time to separate from the earth.

“Another aspect of the earth element, is that right?” I asked without hiding the irritation in my voice.

“Yes, it is. I can only use a single element, but I developed several of its aspects. This magic doesn’t have any offensive capacity but its ability to move at high speed and to hide inside the ground saved my life many times. Again today, this magic will save a life, except that it will be yours.”

“Thanks for the lesson, I will be sure to treasure it. Now move out of my way.” I ordered while concentrating on not losing track of the trail of mana.

“Sorry, kid. I can’t let you do it.”

Without any other word, Jazor bent his short but muscular legs. I only had the time to feel the mana rushing from the earth toward his legs before he released his magic.

*Bam*

His legs and the magic powering him shattered the ground and propelled him at high speed toward me. He was too fast for my eyes to see, but I didn’t need my eyes.

A strong burst of wind, that I triggered immediately after feeling the release of his pent-up magic, allowed me to avoid his punch and fly away from him. However, Jazor didn’t lose any time and immediately triggered the same magic.

He took less time to accumulate his magic so his burst of speed was less impressive than before but it still allowed him to immediately join me a few meters above the ground. 

His strong punch was destined to rob me of my consciousness and of my only chance to rescue my friend if it hit. However, another much softer burst of wind allowed me to avoid.

His punch bypassed me in front of his surprised face.

While gravity took hold of his body and dragged him back toward the ground, I used the same wind magic to move around him and to kick him in his back with my leg covered with the densest earth I could produce.

*Bam*

Even with my small body, the various magics I used to power up my strike were enough to send Jazor back toward the ground head first much faster than what he initially wanted.

The impact was impressive but I knew this wouldn’t be enough to stop him. I was also painfully aware that I was running out of options to confront him without risking killing him with my sacred magic. 

The quickly disappearing trail of mana was enough proof that I was also running out of time.

A feeling of anxiety started to assault me while I was desperately trying to figure a way out when the simple solution hit me.

My entire being was screaming me that it wasn’t possible but I still didn’t let my body fall back toward the ground. Another burst of wind helped my body rise higher. I continued several times until I was dozens of meters above the ground.

I couldn’t confront him on the ground, but he couldn’t join me in the sky. 

This simple truth appeared as the only solution out of this predicament, but as the distance with the ground started to rise, my heartbeat also accelerated. Fear took a hold of me but I didn’t let it influence my movements.

I carefully controlled my body, to allow it to stay in the sky, but I had troubles moving away.

The ability to move around with my wind magic was something I had created to make use of this offensively useless element. It allowed me to accelerate and to quickly avoid but this magic was created with the ground as a support. Moving around in the sky a couple of times was completely different from what I was attempting.

I knew that the ability to fly freely in the sky was still beyond my reach but I just needed to fly for a bit. If I could fly out of Jazor’s sight, even he wouldn’t be able to find me. I already checked with him but the ability I had to feel the surrounding mana was well beyond what most mages, him included, could do. Even I had trouble to follow the trail of mana left by whatever was taken away from the town. As long as I could disappear from his sight, Jazor wouldn’t be able to stop me anymore.

I tried various positions but I quickly lost altitude when I tried to simply fly away with my body lying parallel to the ground. I fixed my posture in panic and continued to frantically experiment.

A few more fruitless attempts, that nearly made me fall completely, allowed me to realize that the only position I was truly comfortable with was while I was standing with my wind magic powering my steps in the sky.

It wasn’t a comfortable or an elegant flight but I was moving nonetheless.

With my feet walking on the air itself, I flew away from Jazor.

*Whoosh*

A small pebble of condensed earth missed me by a hair’s breadth. I was too focused on my flight to spare any energy to look out for Jazor. I thought that I was too far away for him to intervene but the numerous other projectiles flying toward me to stop my escape were enough proof that I was wrong.

I tried to go higher beyond his reach, but it quickly became evident that the wind was becoming increasingly difficult to tame the higher I went.

Without any other choice, I used my wind magic to avoid.

The strange dance in the sky continued for several minutes until one of the projectiles hit me in my leg and completely disrupted my control.

Even if the dull projectile would only leave a mark, its purpose was completed. My balance was broken while my body couldn’t stay high in the sky anymore.

I free-fall for long seconds while I saw Jazor on the ground at the corner of my eyes running where I was going to fall, probably to prevent me from falling to my death. However, even his help wouldn’t be enough to prevent a serious or even a fatal injury after such a fall.

“Ahhh!”

With a scream to stimulate my potential, I released as much mana as I could to slow my fall and fix my posture. My fall immediately slew down but I couldn’t regain the lost altitude anymore.

I immediately rolled on the ground when my feet violently touched the ground to cushion my fall.

It only took me a few seconds to stand on my feet without any wound despite my impressive fall, but Jazor was already only a few steps away.

Without any other choice, I released a powerful burst of cold to prevent him from immediately attacking.

He was only a few meters away and could close the distance in the blink of an eye with his magic, but even if I could see the irritation and frustration on his face, it was apparent that he was also relieved to see me uninjured.

After our short confrontation that could have easily resulted in a grievous injury, especially after my fall, he probably realized that it wouldn’t be so easy to stop me by force without hurting me.

“You should have just let me leave...” I exclaimed with a sigh.

Jazor ignored my words and simply started to slowly walk toward me with his weapon on his back and his arms down. 

“You knew almost nothing about the various aspects of the elements just a few weeks ago, but you already started to master several of them from different elements on your own. Honestly, I never saw someone young or old with nearly as much potential as you do.” 

“So what?”

“You just started to touch upon your real potential. With a little more time, you could stand at the apex of the magical world. You will be able to do anything you want under the banner of the King, a Great noble house or just with your own strength. So don’t ruin everything. Don’t risk your life and your future for a desperate cause.”

“It’s not up to you to decide if this is desperate. There is still hope. And if there is none, then I will create it.”

“It’s still too soon for you for that. If you try, if you continue with your crazy plan, then you will die a meaningless death.”

“I don’t need your help. I told you already to leave me alone. I won’t ask for your help so why do you care so much?”

“That’s why I said you are an ignorant brat!” He exclaimed with the same irritation as before. 

He didn’t seem willing to engage in a direct confrontation anymore but his sudden shout of anger made me reinforce the magic I was ready to unleash at a moment’s notice.

“Do you think you will be the only one to bear the wrath of the Ryunno clan if you transgress the only racial law of this world?” 

“What do you mean?” I asked while Jazor stopped his steps a few meters away from me.

“Exactly what I just said. They are the rulers of this world. Every other race has to serve them in one way or another. In exchange for their protection, we have to follow their orders and above all, we have to respect this only unbreakable law that they created after the end of the Great war. To attack a Ryunno clan member is a sin punishable by death. But you would be underestimating them if you thought that your death would be enough to satisfy them.”

“Then…” I muttered after realizing what he was trying to say.

“Yes. The whole town would have to bear their wrath.”

I exhaled a breath of air after his heavy words and stopped the wave of cold I kept emitting from my body.

I finally understood why Jazor so desperately tried to stop me. He wanted to save my life, but it was also to protect all the inhabitants of the town. He wanted to prevent me from doing something irreparable in a screw-up situation created by a screwed up world.

A heavy silence settled between us while his words continued to resonate in my head.

This truth changed everything. 

I wasn’t just risking my life, I was risking the lives of hundreds of people. If I was caught, I will die a horrible death and if I attack a Ryunno clan member, then everyone living inside the town will be targeted as retaliation.

I took a deep breath to calm down. The hesitation in my heart after his words only lasted for a few seconds because I knew what I had to do.

“You’re right, Jazor. I am an ignorant brat. I never imagined that to confront them would have this kind of consequence. The wise choice is more than obvious.” I declared with my head slightly lowered.

Jazor’s large back seemed to straighten a little after my words while his beard face relaxed even if nothing in this situation was worth a smile.

“However, wise doesn’t mean that it’s the right choice.” I added while raising my head and my gaze to meet his dark eyes filled with incomprehension.

“If I attack a Ryunno clan member, the other inhabitants will suffer their retaliation. This is what forced you to stop me earlier and I understand that. However, this doesn’t change what I have to do. This just means that I have to save Aliannelle without hurting this Ryunno clan member.”

“You…” Mumbled Jazor, clearly taken aback by my sudden declaration especially after he thought I had finally listened to reason.

I didn’t let him the time to gather his thoughts and continued.

“This man took her with him probably on a whim. I don’t think he will employ too much energy and time to retrieve her if she disappears as long as I don’t attack him. Moreover, I think they came to this town to retrieve an extremely valuable object. Even now, I can still feel the trace of its mana. I don’t think even this Ryunno clan member would risk it to track down an insignificant girl across the wilderness.”

“Well, that may be true.” Admitted Jazor after a few seconds of thinking.

“However, as long as they recognize you, the result will still be terrible. You and your entire family will be implicated. You have a family you care about, right? If not, you would not have risked your life as you did to send them a letter. Are you sure you want to risk their lives for this girl?”

His words were like a bucket of cold water, but I didn’t let it dim down my determination.

Reason was on my side this time.

“Nobody knows who I am. I’m just a lost child who probably escaped from slavers and who got rescued by a powerful mercenary. That’s the only story they will find about me as long as they don’t catch me.”

This time, Jazor didn’t know what to say to convince me anymore.

I was ready to risk my life and if I didn’t attack the Ryunno clan member or their representative then they wouldn’t bother to track me down or to take revenge on the Advanced town.

Of course, saving her with this condition would be much more difficult than what I initially planned.

That’s why I didn’t immediately leave Jazor behind even if the trail of mana was almost gone by now.

“You can try to stop me but I won’t give up no matter what. I won’t live with shame or regrets and I certainly won’t let fear dictate my acts anymore. You can choose the wise and easy path, but you know just as I do, that this isn’t the right one. You know what had happened earlier wasn’t right.”

His silence was more than enough proof that I was right about him.

Our respective situation seemed to have reversed. He pursued me to stop the folly of an ignorant child, but in the end, this cruel situation was too much to bear for this overly good man. My words filled with determination and hopes for another future deeply pierced at his conviction.

“I know you agree with me, if you were the kind of man to so easily turn your gaze away from someone in need then you would have never saved my life back then.”

Jazor stayed completely motionless with a shocked face while I finally reached out with my hand.

“So, help me. Let’s save her together.” 

Our respective bodies still bear the traces of our previous confrontation and we lost so much time that saving Aliannelle was almost beyond reach.

However, when Jazor finally took hold of my small hand with his own, none of that seemed to matter anymore.

His dark gaze betraying his worries and frustration in this absurd and cruel situation was now filled with determination.

A small smiled formed at the corner of my lips when I saw this, because I knew.

This is how hope is created.

  

    
        Chapter 67: Crossed Will

    
    
    
    
  
The sun was still high in the sky when Jazor took my hand and accepted to lend me his strength to save Alianelle. Unable to convince me to give up, he chose to help me in my stubborn and crazy endeavor to avoid a disaster in this unfair and sordid situation.

Our confrontation didn’t last long, but the trail of mana was almost completely gone. I was definitely the only one able to sense its remains. 

According to Jazor, the Ryunno clan member and his small escort used a Vrapy carriage, the most convenient means of transportation inside the wilderness. Even if their speed wasn’t completely overwhelming without the Blueway relaying the King’s valley of the Dorell Kingdom and the Great forest of the West, they were still able to move at high speed for long hours without tiring. My wind magic at maximum output would have been enough to catch up with them if they were still close.

However, too much time had passed to hold this kind of hope anymore.

With so much advance and such fast transport, I couldn’t hope to catch up with them no matter what.

My abilities weren’t strong enough for that yet.

However, Jazor’s were.

His legs, buried into the ground until halfway through his thighs, allowed him to move at high speed for long distances, which was something we desperately needed.

This magic, which seemed more like a fusion as if he was part of the earth, produced no ripples or destruction of the ground. I didn’t know if this ability used up a lot of mana but Jazor didn’t seem to care as he used it at maximum output while I was sitting on his massive left shoulder to guide him. Apparently, he was totally able to take me with him safely under the ground but I wouldn’t be able to feel the faint trail of mana among the dense earth.

This strange combination of our respective abilities allowed us to track down Alianelle and her captors for long hours. 

The heat of the sun reached its peak before slowly receding. The determination and vigor visible on Jazor’s face also lessened as his weariness increased. 

I ignored it at first.

Jazor accepted to help me and was ready to give his best. This kind of prolonged use of this magic was obviously something consuming a vast quantity of mana. 

However, I realized that Jazor wasn’t totally honest with me when he told me that this magic was safe when I started to feel his massive body seized by a violent spasm under me. 

This confession of weakness stayed silent. 

He stubbornly refused to comment on this violent and unwanted movement that nearly made me fall. A single glance at his face was enough to understand that he didn’t want nor needed my concern. That’s just who he was.

A stubborn but kind man.

The kind that I desperately needed as my ally at this moment. 

Praying that his determination wouldn’t falter and that his body would hold on, I continued to support and guide him throughout our journey. The trail of mana slowly became denser and easier to follow, proof that we were closing the gap. The landscapes followed one another while various species unknown to me crossed our path. Some chose to avoid us while others tried to attack, but Jazor skillfully avoided all the possible confrontations along with the most dangerous places.

At some point, I couldn’t help but imagine what my journey on my own would have been with this kind of magic at my disposal. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the luxury to study it to understand its secrets. I was too busy following the trail while guiding Jazor to avoid as many foreign life forms as possible.

When the light of the day was finally replaced by the stars and the moon, we were still moving. The carriage didn’t go east toward the border of the Dorell Kingdom, neither did it go west toward the Great forest of the west where Hirillë was living. It went north and stubbornly refused to change its course.

We crossed an incredibly long distance, much more than what I initially planned. 

Much more than what Jazor initially planned.

The lonely spasm of before was a memory, replaced by numerous and nearly continuous shaking. However, these evident signs of weakness weren’t what I was the most concerned about.

Some parts on his face had started to take a strange brown hue. It took me a while to notice, but a large part of his right hand was also undergoing this worrying change. 

This change was difficult to notice with only the light of the moon but a rapid examination was enough for me to notice a foreign mana surrounding him and trying to rampage inside his body. After this observation, it immediately became evident that this hue was the color of the earth that had welcomed his body for too long. 

It was as if he was slowly being corroded by his own magic.

He didn’t let out a single complain and I didn’t comment on his appearance either. 

The only words that left my mouth were to guide him as efficiently as possible.

Because I knew that even his stubbornness and determination would soon be unable to let him keep going. 

We were running out of time.

“Wait for us!”

I clenched my fists in frustration while my silent prayers accompanied us across the rest of our journey under the dark sky of this foreign and hostile territory. 

--

“Stop! Why are you doing this? Leave him!” 

Alianelle’ screams echoed in everyone ears while Jazor tackled Sillath’ small body, violently crushing his head into the ground. However, none of the inhabitants who saw this scene dared to intervene or protest.

One of the guards was ready to make a move, when he saw the young boy with strange red and brown hair trying to attack his comrade, but his practiced movement of drawing his sword was interrupted by the dwarf’ sudden attack.

He silently watched the dwarf using his magic to neutralize the young boy. The dark gaze of the dwarf crossed his own immediately after and was enough for him to realize that he understood his place.

Knowing that this was the most important, the Ryunno clan guard finally disregarded the existence of the rebellious young boy and took a few steps back to stand by his master’s side who had his eyes fixed on the young girl trying to resist with all her might.

A few violent gusts of wind were produced by her resistance but neither her magic nor her strength were enough to resist against the other special guards who dedicated his entire life toward the pursuit of strength.

“Why? What did I do wrong?” She finally screamed in despair after the end of her desperate and fruitless struggle.

However, none answered her question.

No one beside Sillath tried to save her either.

This short confrontation was more than enough to completely stun the vast crowd. Some children were tightly held by their parents to prevent them from witnessing the entire scene while the rest chose to simply turn their gaze away probably feeling blessed that this misfortune didn’t befall them.

Only Paul with shaking limbs repeatedly begged the apparent calm Ryunno clan member who was looking at this whole scene as if it had nothing to do with him.

His desperate plight stayed unanswered.

He could only watch his daughter crying for help.

He could only watch Sillath being mercilessly crushed by Jazor after his attempt to intervene.

The cruel scene didn’t last long. His daughter was taken further away by one of the special guards dressed in an elegant silver clothing completely different from his own tattered and ordinary clothing he wore to work in the fields day after day.

In this instant, Paul finally understood.

This was the difference between them.

They were blessed existences. Not just the Ryunno clan member, who was born to rule them all, but also the guards chosen to accompany and protect him. 

All three of them, in their own respective ways, were blessed from the moment of their birth.

Paul knew he was different and, in this instant determining the rest of his life, he realized how trivial he was compared to them.

He was just an insignificant farmer without strength, magic or connexion. His precious daughter was all he had left. She was the only thing worth living for in his life.

In an impulse of wrath caused by this unbearable feeling of powerlessness, he clenched his strong fist and started to rush toward the guard dragging her away against her will.

However, a single gaze from the closest guard, who noticed his sudden movement, was enough to completely stop him. All thoughts of resistance completely vanished like snow under the hot sun.

The instant he crossed this gaze, Paul saw his own pointless death. Even Alianelle’s pleading and finally disappointed gaze in his own surrender wasn’t enough to reignite his will to fight.

He couldn’t do anything to save her. 

He didn’t have the strength nor the courage for that.

Unable to bear it any longer, he fell on his knees and watched the dense crowd of people quickly retreating into their respective houses after the Ryunno clan member left with his only daughter.

Left alone with tears of regret and shame covering his face, he stayed for long minutes on his knees. His head was filled with disturbing thoughts about the cruel fate awaiting his daughter.

Only a few people were left near the gate and none of them chose to comment on what had just unfolded. Even his friends chose to keep their distance from him, probably not knowing what to tell him after this tragic event.

Now that his fear was gone, Paul finally realized that without his daughter there was no more reason for him to live in this world. However, the chance he had to die while trying to rescue her was already gone.

He was left alone with his guilt and shame tormenting his heart and he knew that this will continue to haunt him for the rest of his life.

“Aaaah!!!”

A scream filled with anger and unwillingness suddenly broke apart the apparent silence and covered Paul’s sobbing. 

Sillath used a powerful gust of wind to escape from Jazor’s clutch and jumped a dozen meters away with incredible agility. This abnormal display of skill attracted everyone’s attention to him.

His head was bleeding but the young boy didn’t seem to care at all. His beautiful sky-blue eyes were furiously looking all around him and finally crossed Paul’s gaze still filled with tears.

As soon as Paul crossed this deep gaze, completely different from his usual eyes filled with intelligence and kindness, the shame assaulting him immediately amplified and made him lower his head in reflex.

“Why are you acting as if she’s already dead Paul?” Furiously screamed Sillath from the top of his lungs.

In this instant, this small boy younger than his own daughter appeared even more imposing than the guards who took Alianelle away. 

This absurd thought only became truer after Sillath directly confronted Jazor with his own magic. 

There were many different races in this world but there was also a common rule known even to ordinary farmers like Paul.

Even the most gifted children couldn’t measure to an ordinary adult mage. The fragility of their young and growing bodies couldn’t manifest the entirety of the magical potential of their soul. 

That’s why slavers made them their target.

Because the potential of a strong soul and the advantage of the body of a strong race couldn’t manifest yet in a child’s body.

However, this common-sense seemed to completely shatter after Sillath’s incredible display.

He knew that the boy was skilled in magic. Skilled enough to survive on his own beyond the wall of the town but he never imagined him to be this strong.

After a short confrontation, he tricked Jazor and was able to leave the town before anyone else could stop him. After Jazor left with a strange magic to pursue Sillath, the entrance of the town regained its previous calmness.

Paul’s tears had already stopped falling while his gaze was fixed above the gate from where Sillath disappeared.

He ignored his shaky legs and finally got up while he wiped the tears off his face. The deep blue eyes of this young boy filled with anger and accusation was still haunting his mind. He couldn’t forget this kind of gaze especially after Sillath risked everything to go save his own daughter.

The cold wind blowing strongly against his face finally allowed him to clear his thoughts.

If he was still allowed to hope after his shameful display, he wanted to see his daughter one more time to apologize for not fighting harder for her. 

Ever since he lost the rest of his family and his ability to use magic, Paul became just an ordinary man only able to peacefully live with his daughter by hiding deep into the wilderness.

He wasn’t strong anymore.

He was just a weak man who could only entrust his last selfish wish to a child.

However, even if this was all he was after all these years of hiding, his daughter was innocent.

She didn’t deserve this kind of fate.

With his gaze fixed beyond the imposing gate of the town, Paul swore in this instant to change if his last selfish wish could be granted.

“Please, Sillath. Save her…”

--

“Let me go!”

Alianelle’s struggle and screams continued beyond the gate of the town until one of the special guards finally couldn’t bear it anymore.

With a swift and practiced motion, he knocked her out and carried her inside the luxurious blue carriage awaiting them. 

Their master, who ordered to take her away, seemed satisfied by his subordinate's initiative. With a small nod, making his long blue hair undulate, he gracefully entered the carriage and closed the door behind him.

This four-wheeled carriage was at least three times larger than the one Sillath rode with his grandfather.

There was more than enough space inside for the unconscious young girl to lie down and for the tall owner of this carriage to easily stand. The various Lost magic used on the wheels and on the structure of the carriage also allowed it to move silently and with few tremors. After a few minutes of a silent ride inside, it was more than obvious that the carriage was isolated from the noises outside giving it a strange quietness knowing what kind of dangerous land it was currently crossing.

The four imposing Vrapy pulling it were strong enough to move this kind of ridiculously oversized carriage even if they couldn’t reach their usual speed. They were also ferocious enough to keep most of the ordinary animals away and were sufficiently trained to patiently wait for the two guards to order them to move.

After the two men in silver clothing sat on the front of the carriage, the strong bodies of the fierce creatures pulled the expensive-looking blue carriage and moved away from the Advanced town.

Even inside this carriage specially made for him, this Ryuuno clan member wasn’t feeling very comfortable principally because of the heat of the sun mercilessly falling on the roof of the carriage. Swearing to find a Lost magic able to counter this disagreeable effect among their archives, he took out a small pouch from the inner pocket of his elegant garment.

Contrary to the rest of the furniture he owned and the clothes he was wearing, this small gray pouch was very ordinary. No jewel or elegant decoration ornate it and the fabric didn’t seem particularly resistant either. 

However, he was more than able to feel that what was inside was beyond ordinary.

He carefully opened it and revealed a shiny red stone. 

Far from the jewels he was used wearing, the surface of the stone wasn’t smooth, some could even call it somewhat crude. There was also some dirt left around it, but the man didn’t care about that.

The wide smile on his face when he once more saw with his own eyes the strange but powerful aura radiating from it was enough proof of his true thoughts concerning this strange stone.

There was a chance that the Humans of this Advanced town who found it inside the wilderness made a mistake. It was, after all, an extremely rare object and ordinary Humans had troubles clearly feeling the mana around them unlike their noble clan or the Elven race.

To prevent another member of his clan from arriving before him, he rushed despite the heat with minimal escort when he received the message about this stone and was still ready to get disappointed, but in the end, this trip was more than worth it.

This was a primordial elemental stone of the fire element.

Even if he couldn’t use it himself, he had no doubt that he would be awarded by their leader. Maybe he would even be able to exchange it for a primordial elemental stone of his element.

This would finally allow him to cross the barrier that stopped him his entire life.

With this, he would be just one step away from his goal.

With these pleasant thoughts occupying his mind, he stored the red stone back inside the gray pouch and carefully put it in the pocket near his heart. The sensation of the stone pulsating like a beating heart against his own was strange but still gave him a comfortable feeling.

Yes, this trip was definitely worth it.

This thought once more crossed his mind when his gaze landed on the unconscious young girl with shiny long blond hair covering a large part of her face.

Contrary to what most people in the town thought, including his own guards, he didn’t take her on a whim or because of her looks.

When he was this close to her, he could clearly feel it.

Her true nature.

His blue eyes continued to observe the young girl for a long time as their carriage moved almost unhindered inside the wilderness.

When the heat of the sun became more bearable for him and when the light of the day started to recede, the young girl finally showed signs that she would soon awaken.

Noticing this, and thinking that it was also about time to let the four Vrapy rest, the Ryunno clan member lazily snapped his finger.

Immediately after, his personal guards, who seemed to have mysteriously heard the discrete sound, slew down the carriage and completely stopped it when they found a place far enough from any evident threat.

Even with their Vrapy carriage and their master riding inside, they were still deep inside the wilderness.

These lands didn’t belong to them and they were definitely not welcomed inside.

Most animals chose to stay away because of the four Vrapy while most of the intelligent magical beasts chose to stay away because of their master but it was best not to provoke them.

An apparent calm and grassy plain welcomed their carriage. 

Not wanting to confront the noisy little girl on his own after her awakening, the Ryunno clan member simply got off the carriage and let one of his subordinates take over this annoying task.

“Let her know her place.”

With these simple words, filled with a hidden meaning completely familiar to his guard, he walked a few meters away from the carriage with his other guard faithfully following a couple of steps behind him.

This sun was almost set but they were still a few days away from their destination. 

Crossing the wilderness from east to west was much faster than doing the same thing from north to south. All because of the impressive Blueway relaying the King’s valley of the Dorell Kingdom with the Great forest of the West.

This monumental construct that took an incredible amount of resources and lives allowed the two races to directly communicate.

As a result, it was possible to relatively easily cross the wilderness if you had enough money to have a Vrapy carriage.

However, the same magical construct obviously didn’t exist anywhere else.

Even so, this Ryunno clan member named Alusha still chose to cross the wilderness without relying on the Blueway with minimal escort.

In normal time, he would have chosen to stay inside the Advanced town of the Humans and wait for the rest of his men on their way to pick him up. It would have been much easier, safer and more comfortable.

However, the stone in his inner pocket beating like a true heart was enough reason for him to discard this option.

He was a Ryunno clan member.

This world belonged to his clan and the races governing the various territories on the two largest continents were at their services. 

This situation began after the Great Racial War several hundred years ago.

The thought that someone among the races at their service would be crazy enough to attack and rob him of this miraculous treasure didn’t even cross his mind.

However, he was currently inside the wilderness.

These savage lands covering almost half of the Eastern Continent were populated by numerous powerful magical beasts for which the existence of this stone was a fatal attraction. It was already fortunate that he was able to come just a few days after its discovery, otherwise there were good chances that the stone would have long disappeared.

Alusha was aware of his own strength. Even if he was naturally much more powerful than all the other races, he wasn’t a Master mage yet.

His presence alone was enough to keep most of the magical beasts away. As a result, he could cross the wilderness relatively safely, but if one of the mythical beasts chose to attack him because of this stone, he would be powerless to resist.

These thoughts continued to swirl in his mind as he slowly turned his head to look around him. The vast grassy plain wasn’t devoid of life, far from it. However, all the animals he saw smartly chose to stay away from him.

The screams of the young girl that suddenly came from within the carriage frightened them further and finish to convince the bravest of them to stay away.

With a wave of his pale hand, a slender stream of water manifested and quickly took form just in front of him. Without waiting for his magic to be complete, he elegantly sat on the bundle of moving water. 

The water immediately changed after touching him. Its elegant and somewhat mysterious movement abruptly stopped. With a relaxed expression, Alusha allowed with practiced confidence his entire weight to lean on it. 

The guard standing behind him could only marvel at the control of his master as he proudly sat on his newly made chair of ice. It was possible to feel the coldness emanated by this magic several feet away but Alusha didn’t seem to mind.

He patiently waited for the screams inside the carriage to die down.

Several minutes later, a man exited the carriage and quickly walked toward Alusha.

“It’s done. She will be quiet from now on.” He simply said with his head bowed.

“Good.” 

Alusha noticed the small bloodstains on his elegant and ordinarily immaculate silver uniform but he didn’t care.

“We will let the Vrapy rest for a few more minutes then we will resume our journey. Stay alert while I have a little conversation with this young lady.”

His subordinates didn’t answer and simply bowed their heads.

The impressive transparent chair of ice continued to stand proudly in the middle of this vast plain even after Alusha stood up to slowly walk toward his carriage.

The young girl curled up and sobbing in a corner of his impressive carriage was the first thing welcoming him when he entered.

“Silence.”

Immediately after this word left his mouth, the cries of the young girl were forcefully suppressed into muffled sobs. She slowly raised her head and look with fear at the tall man just a few steps away from her.

Her nose and lips were still bleeding, but other than this, her face was apparently left untouched. The same couldn’t be said for the rest of her body. Alusha immediately noticed various large bruises on her arms and legs while the way she was clutching her stomach along with her pale face easily revealed the violent blows her stomach just suffered.

Alusha ignored her messy appearance caused by the violence of his own subordinate toward this child.

He elegantly sat on the comfortable red seat of the carriage without leaving the frightened young girl on the floor out of his sight for a second.

“What’s your name?”

Taken aback by this simple question asked with a soft voice, she immediately replied, afraid that more blows would come her way.

“Alianelle.”

“Do you know why I took you with me, Alianelle?” Alusha simply asked but the question visibly further frightened the young girl who had her face visibly turn paler after horrible thoughts crossed her mind.

Alusha waited for a few seconds with a small smile at the corner of his mouth but seeing that no answer was ready to leave her mouth anytime soon, he simply raised his hand while speaking about his motive.

“I took you away because of this.” He declared with a strong voice.

His elegant-looking hand was abruptly put down after his words. Immediately after, a small stream of thin water left his hand and headed for the frightened young girl who didn’t have the time to react in front of his sudden attack.

She could only scream while a large part of her clothes were ripped apart by the violent magic.

With her worst fears about his lustful intentions being confirmed, Alianelle could only desperately clench what was left of her simple cloth to cover her bosom while preparing to endure the worst humiliation and suffering to come.

She waited with her eyes closed, her body shaking furiously and her little hands squeezing the rest of her clothes so tightly that her fingers had already started to turn white.

However, none of the horrible thoughts plaguing her mind happened even after several long seconds of anxious waiting. 

“How is it possible?”

For the first time, this calm but pressuring voice of the tall man responsible for her abduction lost its composure.

She slowly opened her eyes and saw his elegant face contorted in displeasure and incomprehension as he looked at her almost naked body.

“Was I wrong?” He slowly mumbled.

Alianelle didn’t know what he was talking about and was certainly too afraid to ask. Even in this instant, she didn’t know if this reaction was good or bad news for her. If she wasn’t useful for him then maybe he would release her.

This unrealistic thought wasn’t able to cross her innocent mind for more than a second before being totally discarded. Even if he did release her, they were actually deep inside the wilderness and it was impossible for her to return to the advanced town on her own.

She knew that only one fate would await her if he made this choice.

Her young mind was in disarray while a heavy silence settled between them.

After long seconds, Alusha seemed to regain his wits and focused once again on the almost naked body of the young girl who could only silently bear it with her eyes closed.

He slowly walked closer and slowly touched her slim waist with one of his long fingers.

“So that’s how it is.” A relieved voice reached her ears as tears silently started to spill from her tightly shut eyes as soon as she felt his hand on her.

Seeing her reaction, Alusha straightened his back and chuckle softly. His previous anxiousness and incomprehension were gone, replaced by a difficult to hide glee.

“You seem to misunderstand something, young girl.”

The soft voice just above Alianelle’s head made her open her eyes in reflex and slowly raise her head to look into the eyes of the tall and mysterious man just above her.

Without touching her this time, he simply pointed his fingers at her flanks left bare after the destruction of her clothes.

“This is why I’m interested in you.” He simply said.

With incomprehension all over her young and teary face, Alianelle hurriedly looked at her own body where he was pointing as if it was the first time she was discovering it.

She quickly realized what this Ryunno clan member was showing.

Two large parallel scars on each side of her body just above her hips. 

These inelegant scars seemed to greatly interest this man.

“You like my scars?” She dubiously asked with a complicated face.

Alusha finally lost some of his composure after her innocent and damaging words.

“Who likes this kind of thing, stupid girl.” He replied with an annoyed voice.

Sensing his change of mood, Alianelle abruptly closed her mouth and further tightened the grip on her remaining clothes while feeling the cold wall of the carriage against her bareback.

“Don’t you find these scars strange?” He carefully asked while looking at her reaction.

“Well… I don’t know what you mean. I really don’t. I just hurt myself when I was young.”

“Do you remember it?”

Alianelle slowly shook her head in denial after the abrupt question. She didn’t understand his interests in the scars she always bear for as long as she could remember but she knew that it wasn’t wise to upset him so she continued to answer every question he had without complaint.

A few minutes later, Alusha stopped his questions and simply took a couple of minutes to organize his thoughts about this young girl.

His senses couldn’t be wrong especially when he was this close with her. He saw too many people like her to be wrong.

The scars proved him that he wasn’t fundamentally wrong about her. However, in the end, he expressed his relief too soon.

Her situation was too peculiar.

Depending on the truth she was hiding, or that was hidden from her, she could be just a regular little girl or an invaluable treasure, maybe even more precious than the stone beating like a true heart against his chest.

His guards waiting outside were ready to leave at anytime, but his entire attention was fixed on the scared young girl at his feet.

He had to be sure.

Without another word, he slowly extended his hand strangely covered by a pale-blue light and carefully put it on top of the young girl’s head who stiffened but didn’t dare to make any other movement.

The pale-blue light quickly covered her head and swiftly entered inside her nose and mouth.

*Cough*

Alianelle didn’t have the time to react and could only forcefully cough to expel the strange thing that entered her mouth against her will but to no avail.

The Ryunno clan member with his large hand still firmly planted on her head didn’t mind her futile struggle. He stayed motionless with his eyes closed for a few minutes before retracting his hand. 

Immediately after, the strange light was finally expelled from Alianelle’s mouth and swiftly returned toward the same hand that had summoned it.

“Huh?”

A surprised sound escaped his lips when he saw the strangely purple light that returned after only wandering inside her body for a few minutes.

Suddenly, a realization struck him immediately followed by a wide smile and a difficult to control laughter.

His strange reaction finished frightening Alianelle, but she stubbornly kept her mouth shut with her hands placed protectively in front, afraid that more water would enter.

“You don’t have to act like this, I didn’t do anything to you. I just used my water magic to check your body. I was prepared for many things but not for this. Do you want to know what I found?” He playfully asked with the same large smile stuck on his face.

His previous doubts and cold attitude were gone, replaced by a deep joy. A single glance at this young walking treasure was enough for him to slightly neglect the precious stone against his heart. 

However, even someone as naive and inexperienced as Alianelle knew that this kind of fanatical reaction from this man wasn’t a good thing for her.

Seeing her face turning paler and her lack of answers, Alusha simply waved his right hand covered with a strange purple light.

“Poison! This is what I found. And from the look of it, the poison already stayed several years inside your body.”

“Poison? I… I don’t understand… I don’t feel sick.” She slowly mumbled.

“Of course you don’t. This is what is the most interesting about you.” He simply chuckled.

Alianelle wasn’t able to hide her deep confusion after his words. Alusha wasn’t hurried to disperse her doubts.

They still had a long road ahead of them and much more time than this to let her experience the terrible truth about her hidden nature.

“You pitiful little girl, your father is a liar in addition to being a useless coward. He lied to you your entire life but don’t worry.”

Alusha bent his tall body and slowly knelt in front of her to plunge his blue eyes into her own eyes filled with confusion and fear.

“I will take good care of you.”

The strange, almost crazed look on this man’s face while he was looking at her from this close made Alianelle blood run cold. The foreign feeling invading her made her heart beat faster because she was sure of one thing while she was looking straight into his deep blue eyes.

She mustn’t stay near this man.

This disturbing and worrying thought just crossed her terrified mind when the man suddenly snapped his fingers.

However, this time, the large carriage didn’t immediately start moving.

Alusha furrowed his brows in displeasure in front of his failed command.

He once more snapped his long fingers but a strange silence was the only thing welcoming his order.

Unable to bear it anymore, Alusha coldly snorted and headed out of the carriage. Even if he spent more time than he initially thought talking to Alianelle, his guards were supposed to be always ready to receive his commands. This kind of misfire didn’t happen with these two strong and faithful guards for many years, but they were ultimately just humans despite their rigorous training from a young age.

They sometimes needed a little reminder about their real place and the importance of his orders.

One of his loyal guards dressed in elegant silver clothing immediately entered his sight as soon as the large door of the carriage was opened.

Alusha was ready to rebuke him when he noticed something.

The soundproof carriage prevented any noise to disturb him inside, but when he opened its door, the sound of the outside world should have reached him at the same time. However, the lively plain sheltering numerous different species didn’t produce any noise this time.

This unusual silence immediately made Alusha understand that something was wrong.

“Run…”

The muffled voice of the guard standing a dozen meters away just sounded when a bright and deep purple light appeared behind him and engulfed the entire carriage in its majestic glow.

Alianelle still crouched in the carriage could only look at this overwhelming glow quickly robbing her of any other kind of light.

Even Alusha was temporarily blinded by the unusual light and was ready to unleash his own magic to protect himself. However, just before the release of his magic, the overbearing glow abruptly disappeared.

No attack was launched against him or the carriage and nothing in front of his eyes in the vast grassy plain appeared any different.

“Huh?”

A surprised sound involuntarily escaped Alusha’s lips when he noticed that his guard, standing at the exact same spot as before, had a hand coming out of his chest from behind.

The hand was slowly pulled out and finally allowed the body of the guard to powerlessly fall face-first on the ground. All life already left him after this bloody hole appeared near his heart. His immaculate and elegant silver clothing, symbol of his statue as a guard of the noblest clan of the world, was already tainted by a large trace of blood still extending even after his body touched the ground.

As soon as his guard fell, a man with a long purple cloak appeared in front of Alusha stunned eyes. His face was completely covered by a large hood and only a part of his white chin was visible.

The only other part visible of this man’s body was his pale left hand. The right one was already completely covered with blood after the previous execution of his guard.

Alusha’s beautiful deep blue eyes visibly turned one shade paler in front of this scene. 

A frightening amount of mana started to gather inside his body while the fresh breeze of the nascent night was quickly being replaced by a coldness seemingly coming from deep within Alusha’s body.

However, the mysterious man completely hidden under his purple cloak didn’t seem to mind. 

He didn’t cower in front of the majestic presence of his opponent. Faced with a member of the most noble clan of the world, he didn’t flee like many would have done.

He took a single step forward while a brilliant purple light started to emit from his entire body.

It was too late to turn back.

Alusha never confronted anyone crazy enough to defy the noble clan he represented, but he also immediately understood.

There was only one way left for them.

  

    
        Chapter 68: Fate

    
    
    
    
  
The night had just started to fall when a deep purple light suddenly erupted without any warning on a vast grassy plain of the wilderness. The radiance was so intense that all the small animals peacefully living around this place suddenly decided to leave as fast as they could.

Even more powerful beasts, magical or not, wisely chose to stay as far away as possible from this place.

The imposing and luxurious carriage, symbol of the prestige of the Ryunno clan even deep into the wilderness, was also completely swallowed by this light in a few seconds.

However, the mysterious purple glow disappeared just as suddenly as it appeared.

The two men confronting one another stayed silent long seconds after the disappearance of the light while looking at one another.

The cold air around Alusha was still dense when he finally opened his mouth to ask just as coldly.

“Who are you?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Simply replied the man with a voice much younger than what Alusha initially believed.

The voice of the cloaked figure obviously belonged to a young man but Alusha wasn’t able to say anything more than that.

The situation once more descended into a cold standstill. Alusha didn’t dare to recklessly attack in this kind of situation.

He was a Ryunno clan member and naturally had much sharper senses than any other race with perhaps the exception of the noble Elves. However, he was unable to tell when this man dressed with an incredibly long purple coat appeared and more importantly how he killed his guard.

A single sweep of his eyes on the plain was enough for him to discover the body of his other guard lying dead in the grass.

Even if his carriage isolated the noise from the outside world for his comfort, this didn’t mean that he wouldn't have heard anything if a fierce battle had just erupted.

The fact that this man was able to silently and effortlessly killed his guards was enough proof of his abilities.

Moreover, there was another thing that made Alusha worry and hesitate to immediately attack.

He didn’t recognize this man’s magic.

Every true Saint mage created their own magic based on their comprehension of the various elements. This was the proof of their attainment on the path of magic, but even so, they were ultimately all derived from the various aspects of the four primordial elements.

There weren’t that many different aspects for each element and with Alusha's experience, he already experienced many of them among his fellow clan members.

However, this magic was completely different from any he ever saw. He wasn’t even able to tell which primordial element it originated from.

Was it fire?

Or a mix of several aspects of different elements?

Even after thinking about it for long seconds, Alusha was unable to reach a conclusion.

However, fear was a foreign emotion for him.

He had a purpose and trained tirelessly for it all his life. He wasn’t like many of his fellow clan members who were lazy because of their noble status and natural superior strength.

Alusha already fought numerous battles inside the wilderness to hone himself.

A deep blue glow slowly surfaced on his body and started to wrap around him. The temperature of the air around him quickly dropped even more and reached the man dressed in purple a dozen meters away.

His mouth started to form a mist with each breathing and testified of the new temperature around him. However, his body under the mysterious but thin looking purple cloak didn’t shiver.

The same bright purple glow circled his body while Alusha took a step forward and finally got down from the carriage.

As soon as his foot touched the ground, a dense layer of ice formed.

With a wave of his hand, the door of the carriage was violently closed and sealed with ice. After doing that, Alusha finally turned back his attention toward the man in purple.

“Do you know who I am?”

“I certainly don’t know your noble name but I do know your origin.”

“Then you really are mad!”

“Probably…” Bitterly answered the man without any other explanation.

His voice didn’t contain any wrath or any defiance. Alusha knew that the actions of his clan created resentment from many different people. If this man was motivated by his anger and desire for vengeance then the current situation would make some sense for him.

He could understand that someone who lost everything because of his clan would want to risk his life to seek revanche.

However, this man was different.

He didn’t seem motivated by anger or resentment.

Even so, he was ready to risk his life to confront him.

“I don’t know who you are, but I will let you understand the folly of your act. After your death, I will be sure to slowly investigate your origin and you can be sure that none of your kin will be able to escape my clan’s wrath!” Declared Alusha with his brows tightly furrowed in annoyance and anger.

“I lost my family a long time ago I’m afraid.”

“Good for you then!”

With a violent wave of his hand, a dense freezing wind rushed toward his opponent and quickly engulfed him before the same dense purple light appeared.

Immediately after, the violent sound of confrontation reached Alianelle still crouched on the ground of the carriage with a piece of torn fabric to cover her upper body tightly clenched in her trembling hands.

She wasn’t able to understand what was happening, but the monstrous uproar and dashing lights illuminating the interior of the carriage were enough to feed her young heart with a new kind of terror.

--

“Stop, we’re almost there Jazor.”

Immediately after my voice sounded, the large shoulder where I was sitting on trembled before completely stopping. A rushed breathing was the only thing I was able to hear in this complete silent darkness surrounding us.

The light of the moon hidden by dense clouds prevented me from seeing distinctly Jazor’s current appearance and it was probably for the best.

“Are they here?”

“They should be beyond this hill.” I slowly muttered.

“What do you mean by 'they should'? Can’t you use your strange mana vision thing to sense them?” Immediately rebuked Jazor.

The fact that he was able to complain in this kind of situation reassured me as it probably meant that his body, after the overuse of his magic, wasn’t beyond repair.

I kept these thoughts to myself and simply replied.

“It’s not that simple. This man is different from anyone else I previously met. It’s difficult to explain but he clearly sensed me when I tried to feel his presence inside the town. If I try to pinpoint his position, it would probably alert him and we would lose our only advantage.”

“That sucks…”

“Yeah. Let’s find out if I’m right.”

We desperately rushed against time to follow this carriage transporting Alianelle to a terrible fate, but when we finally managed to catch up with it, we didn’t dare to be reckless anymore. The strange mana that brought us here was extremely dense beyond the hill but I couldn’t say anything more than this.

We cautiously walked beyond the hill while staying hidden.

The light of the moon and the stars finally became strong enough to partially illuminate a vast grassy plain a few hundred meters in front of us. The details of this plain were hidden by the darkness but the wide and majestic golden carriage couldn’t be mistaken.

“Finally…”

“Looks like they stopped to camp for the night.” Quietly added Jazor who was crouched beside me.

“Yeah…” I slowly mumbled more to myself than to answer Jazor.

Something wasn’t right.

I wasn’t able to clearly explain this strange feeling, but I kept my doubts to myself. I certainly couldn’t afford to waste any more time because of this.

“Let’s go.”

However, Jazor immediately shook his head in denial after my declaration.

“You have to go on your own from here.”

“You lost too much strength while rushing here, didn’t you?” I slowly asked while looking at his pale face with strange brown scars spread across his body.

“There is that but that’s not all. There is not many dwarves inside the town and many people saw me leave after you. I’m not like you, a good part of the officials of the town know me and from where I’m from.”

His quiet explanation immediately convinced me.

Although I was disappointed that Jazor wouldn’t be able to directly act with me, I understood his fears in this situation. They didn’t know who I was so I could escape any kind of reprisal as long as I didn’t get caught.

On the other hand, Jazor was well-known inside the town and his figure as a dwarf was too easily recognizable especially since the Advanced town had so few dwarves living inside it.

Jazor gave me a large piece of cloth torn from his own dark cloak to cover my face and my noticeable hair to prevent me from being recognized.

“Go save her and join me back here. I will lead us as far away as possible with my remaining strength.”

I nodded and slowly stood up when Jazor massive hand caught my shoulder from behind in a forceful manner.

“Don’t forget, no matter what happens, you mustn’t attack him.”

After this last serious advice, Jazor let me go and I finally stepped beyond the hill to rejoin the majestic carriage incredibly out of place in this simple grassy plain.

When I once more looked around, I finally understood why I had the feeling that something was amiss.

We were deep inside the wilderness, far from any town or civilized camp but this grassy plain was devoid of any life. After so many sleepless nights inside the wilderness, I was more than aware that this kind of place was bustling with life even at night.

However, this wasn’t the case here.

It was as if every animal, intelligent or not, understood that they couldn’t come closer to this almost sacred carriage.

Even the most primitive animals understood the danger this carriage and the man inside represented. Nevertheless, I was walking toward it with ill thought against its owner.

My steps subconsciously slew down as I realized the folly of my actions.

I wanted to save Alianelle but this realization started to make my determination waver.

Jazor obviously never confronted a member of this clan and couldn’t inform me about their true abilities, but the strong image of the blinding light overwhelming my sense was the only proof I needed to understand the kind of risk I was taking.

So many things could go terribly wrong tonight.

A single attack against him could condemn the entire town along with me.

A single glimpse at my face could threaten my only chance to see my family ever again.

Was I this confident in the few abilities I had to take this kind of risk?

Was there really any hope left to save Alianelle without losing everything or was I simply feeding myself with lies to escape this sad reality?

Fear was like a poison.

Once it enters, it slowly spreads and finally becomes unstoppable when it reaches your heart.

This was my last chance to turn around and forget everything that had happened.

Turn around and forget or move forward and face the consequences.

I knew that this choice would determine the kind of person I was going to be for the rest of my life.

My small hand touched the elegant ring on my thumb that saved my life so many times before reaching for the simple necklace without any usefulness that Alianelle gifted me. A simple gift from a simple girl that I was soon going to leave forever.

Once my parents arrives, I will leave and probably never see her again.

We were already destined to live our lives far from one another. After a few years, even the memory of this month together would become blurry and distant.

Was I really ready to risk everything to save someone who will soon have nothing to do with me anymore?

All I had to do was to get rid of this useless necklace and turn around.

Get rid of it and forget her existence.

I squeezed the necklace as strongly as I could but I didn’t pull at it.

I was afraid to fail and lose everything I fought for.

However, I also knew what kind of person I would become if I turned around now. Everything I did to change would disappear and I will return to being the same kind of man I was in my previous life.

The kind that prefers to run away.

The kind filled with everlasting regrets.

The breeze of the night helped me cool my head. The pressure on the necklace slowly diminished before my hand completely opened revealing the simple small white stone probably found on the ground near the farm.

I would like to be like a hero, proudly declaring with confidence that I will save her without feeling the least bit of fear or doubt.

However, I wasn’t like that.

I couldn’t deny the thoughts crossing my mind or the fear coursing through my veins.

Even so, I didn’t turn around.

Courage wasn’t the absence of fear but the conviction that there was something more important than the fear I was currently feeling.

And I was sure that saving her was the most important thing I had to do in both of my lives.

I strengthened my resolve and once more took a step forward.

Jazor couldn’t help me this time but that was alright.

I could do it on my own.

I had to.

As soon as my choice was made, the fear acting like shackles disappeared.

I silently crossed the distance separating me from the plain.

However, the deathly silence around me took another significance than what I initially thought when the clouds of the night obstructing the light of the moon finally completely dispersed.

The state of the plain and the carriage just a few dozen meters ahead suddenly revealed itself with a frightening clarity.

Traces of battle.

A single glance was enough to understand that a terrible fight had happened not long ago.

Large patches of grass were covered by a dense layer of ice emitting a strong cold even from where I was standing. The rest of the grass not covered by ice was simply bearing numerous scars with many parts of earth completely overturn by a violent force.

I stopped in my tracks but quickly swallowed back the gasp threatening to get out of my mouth in front of this disturbing scene of chaos. It took me a few seconds to overcome the shock and ignore the questions tormenting my mind.

I carefully resumed my walk toward the carriage but this time with my right hand raised and ready to unleash my strongest magic at any moment.

Only the sound of my steps on the frozen grass could be heard around me for long seconds.

Finally, I stopped a dozen meters away from the right side of the carriage, where the door was located.

A body in silver clothing was lying face first against the ground. A bloody hole near his chest was enough proof that he already passed away.

My gaze wandered to the front of the carriage where another body with silver clothing was lying in a massive pool of blood created by the bodies of the four vrapy near him.

Whoever attacked this carriage didn’t even spare these four beasts.

I stayed completely silent, but this realization was enough to plunge my heart into turmoil.

What was Alianelle’s fate after such a bloodbath?

Until now, there was no trace of her and of the Ryunno clan member.

Did he escape together with her?

Alianelle was completely defenseless. Unless he had decided to rescue her, her fate in this terrible situation on her own couldn’t be a nice one.

Moreover, I had trouble to believe that this overbearing Ryunno clan member would risk his life to save a useless young girl.

Then, Alianelle was probably already…

I quickly shook my head to chase away these thoughts.

The door of the carriage was slightly open. A dense layer of ice was covering a large part of the door, but someone or something had purposely destroyed enough ice to free the door from its hold.

I gathered my mana while walking closer and slowly opened the door to discover what was waiting for me beyond this point.

I was ready to enter when I noticed something.

A very subtle sound far more discreet than my careful steps on the grass covered with ice and frost. It was coming from the front of the carriage not far away from the corpses of the four vrapy.

I stepped back from the carriage door to walk toward this strange regular sound. My slow and careful steps finally lead me toward the source of this noise.

The light of the moon didn’t illuminate this side of the carriage , so I created a tiny flame in the palm of my right hand. The weak light wasn’t strong enough for my purpose, so I quickly strengthened it.

“Huh!”

This time a barely suppressed muffled sound of shock escaped my mouth as the light of my magic illuminated this side of the carriage.

The four massive corpses of the vrapy were just a few meters away, but the shocking amount of blood around them or the collapsed guard bathing in it wasn’t what drew my gaze and forced this sound out of my mouth.

It was what I saw on the carriage just a few steps away from me.

A figure was pinned to the luxurious carriage by a long spike of ice coming out of his chest.

Blood was slowly flowing along his body before dripping on the frozen grass creating this regular noise.

A long purple piece of cloth on top of this man’s head prevented me from seeing his face.

With a wave of my hand, I created a gentle breeze of wind to make this piece of cloth fly away.

A face covered with bright fresh blood immediately welcomed my sight. The expression on this face was twisted into one of pain and unwillingness. This disturbing expression on this young and pale face further strengthened this horrifying scene.

“How is it possible?”

Just like the blood flowing uncontrollably out of this man’s body to continue gathering in a pool of blood under him, these words finally escaped my mouth against my will.

It was the Ryunno clan member who took Alianelle away.

The complicated tattoo covering his face with an elegant circle had strangely turned completely red and made it harder to recognize him immediately. However, this cold but beautiful face, deeply ingrained into my mind, made it impossible for me to confound this man with another.

After the initial shock, a hundred questions immediately assaulted my mind.

I didn’t know who did that.

I didn’t even know if the culprit was human or not but I was sure of one thing.

I had to leave as fast as possible.

Therefore, I didn’t bother to be discreet anymore and rushed toward the door of the carriage. Despite my noisy steps, nothing could be heard inside.

The knot in my throat and the terrible premonition I had about Alianelle’s fate made me stop just in front of the door with my shaking hand suspended above the golden handle.

With fear in my heart, I finally opened the frozen door.

If not for the thin rays of moonlight bathing a small part through the window, the interior of the luxurious carriage would have been completely dark. This light was enough to illuminate a slim figure lying down completely motionless face first against the floor.

My gaze was immediately focused on the long blond hair scattered around and preventing me from seeing the face of their owner. The beautiful hair on the floor was the only part properly bathed by the silver rays of the moon while the rest of her body was almost completely swallowed by the remnant darkness of the carriage.

Even so, there was still no doubt.

As soon as I realized this, my mind and body froze together in horror in front of Alianelle’s motionless body.

I tried to prepare for any eventuality when I convinced Jazor to help me, but I never thought that I wouldn’t even get the chance to defend my friend. The hand that I raised to confront any hidden enemy was powerlessly put down.

It was too late.

With a remnant of hope in my heart, I slowly started to walk toward her.

One step at a time as if I was carrying a mountain on my shoulders, but with my eyes glued on the darkness to notice the slightest movement.

Anything to let me know that I was wrong.

My slow, almost careful steps, suddenly stopped when I noticed her naked back. Ripped pieces of clothes were scattered around her while a large bruise could be seen on her smooth white back.

My mind was filled with horrible scenes about what she had to endure as I noticed this while the hope I kept hidden in a part of my heart quickly dispersed, seemingly also swallowed by the shadows of the carriage.

Unable to bear this sight confirming my darkest thoughts, I quickly turned my gaze away. Tears began to gather into my eyes and threatened to fall while I forced my body to move toward her.

Sadness was quickly replaced by anger and indignation as I clenched my small fist as hard as I could. My mind in disarray was only filled with wrath and desire for vengeance in this instant.

I didn’t bother to control my mana and restrain my presence anymore.

I tried my best to suppress my mana sense by fear that the Ryunno clan member would feel my presence, but now it was pointless.

However, as soon as my restraint was gone, I felt a fluctuation of mana.

My heart skipped a beat while my body momentarily froze.

I closed my eyes and spread my sense.

A bright foreign light, completely out of place in this situation, quickly appeared and immediately melted the anger and sadness invading my heart like snow under the hot sun.

With a couple of hurried steps, I joined Alianelle and put one hand on her smooth white back.

A faint movement was immediately transmitted to my hand.

Without any care for her lack of clothing, I carefully grabbed her and forcefully turn her body to hold her head in my embrace.

An impressive bump with traces of blood running slowly down her forehead was the only wound I found on her with the exception of the numerous bruises on her body. The faint but peaceful breathing I was hearing now that I was this close to her was probably the most beautiful sound I ever heard.

I calmed my raging emotions and shook her to wake her up.

After a dozen seconds, she finally gave a grunt noise and slowly opened her blurry and confused blue eyes.

Our gaze met and, after pulling the clothes covering my face away, Alianelle’s eyes immediately started to be filled with tear flowing down her cheeks.

“Sillath… You came…” She weakly muttered between two sobs.

“It’s alright. I’m here.” I immediately answered while tightening my embrace. She returned the hug as strongly as she could for long seconds while crying to expel the fear that had clenched her young and innocent heart in its cold grip.

I quietly waited until her emotions started to settle.

When her cries receded, she finally noticed her naked upper body pressed against me and quickly struggled out of my embrace to hide her bosom. I immediately handed her my jacket to cover herself.

She was older and taller than me so my jacket was a little too short and tight but it was enough to cover herself for now.

I didn’t ask her why she was naked. Even if she didn’t seem to have been assaulted, she still underwent a traumatic experience.

The kind of experience that could make you crumble with the simplest sentence.

The time for the questions and the tears will come.

However, now was not the time.

“We have to leave, now!”
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“We have to leave, now!”

Alianelle didn’t appear ready yet, but she forcefully controlled her tears and strongly nodded her head after my words. She was inside the carriage this entire time so I didn’t know if she clearly witnessed the confrontation, but the culprit clearly entered the carriage and knocked her out. I didn’t have the leisure to inquire about why someone would want to do something like that especially since she was a witness.

I spread my senses as far as possible, but no other life form could be found around us. 

Moreover, now that I was this close to the carriage with my senses released, I also noticed that the object from the town that lead me there was gone. This thing let out a dense trail or mana so I should still be able to sense it but it wasn't the case.

It was completely gone without leaving any trace behind this time.

The last remnant of mana left by this thing near the carriage was still dense even now which meant that it was there not too long ago.

The battle had just ended, but I wasn’t able to detect anyone around.

I put this question to the back of my head and got down from the carriage with Alianelle.

“Don’t touch anything and follow me.” I quickly instructed with a sharp voice.

I took one last look at this strange battlefield covered with ice and blood before hurriedly leading her toward Jazor.

A few minutes were necessary, but we joined him without obstruction from anyone.

“What happened?”

Jazor immediately asked after seeing us coming back without causing any activity near the carriage.

“The Ryunno clan member and his guards are dead. We have to leave.”

“You… Did you kill them?” Asked Jazor without hiding the dread in his voice.

“Of course not. I don’t have the power to kill three powerful mages in a few minutes without making any noise.” I hurriedly explained without hiding the annoyance in my voice.

“Right.”

Jazor’s expression slightly relaxed, but we both knew there was no guarantee that we would be left alone even if we weren’t involved in this murder.

“What’s going to happen now?” Shyly asked Alianelle.

“I don’t know. The murder of a Ryunno clan member is something extremely serious, but I’m not sure what exactly will happen.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?” I hurriedly asked.

“It’s not as if I was already confronted with this kind of situation. I don’t know what kind of investigation there will be, but I heard some rumors and you better pray that they are wrong.”

Jazor stayed silent after this. 

I didn’t ask him any other questions because we didn’t have the time to worry about rumors. 

We were the only ones near the corpse of this Ryunno clan member so we had to leave fast.

Our initial plan with Jazor was to take Alianelle away and hide her in a safe place while I would have quietly returned inside the town with Jazor. This way, everyone would have been able to confirm that we came back without her.

With Jazor’s ability to move quickly and unnoticed under the ground, it would have been possible to watch over Alianelle for a period of time inside the wilderness. This way, even if there was an investigation, their suspicions wouldn’t be put on a child like me or on Jazor.

We were sure of that especially since the carriage stopped so far away from the Advanced town.

Thinking that either of us had the ability to take her away under the nose of this powerful Ryunno clan member and his guards before returning the very next day to the Advanced town several hundred miles away wasn’t very likely.

The most favorable scenario would have been to wait for my parents and hope that they could bring me along with Alianelle and her father stealthy back to the Dorell Kingdom. Alianelle et Paul would have been forced to hide for their entire lives, but honestly this was what they were already doing and it was a hundred time better than the other fate awaiting her.

It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it was the best we were able to establish in such a short time. Moreover, this would have been far better than the situation we were actually in.

A member of the Ryunno clan just died and, if what Jazor told me was true, then this kind of crime wouldn’t be left unpunished.

“Let’s go!”

We knew that staying here was too dangerous, therefore after a few sentences, Jazor put his muscular and hairy arms around Alianelle and me. Being hugged by him was beyond strange and uncomfortable, but I didn’t complain because I knew why he was doing that.

Alianelle seemed to be at a loss by his sudden embrace but she didn’t utter any objection either.

A strange tingling sensation quickly invaded me starting from my feet. The three of us, under the influence of Jazor’s magic, slowly began to sink into the earth until we completely disappeared when we made one with the ground.

His strange magic didn’t give me any other kind of discomfort.

Everything was dark while my mana sense was deeply perturbed by being directly into contact with the earth element in this novel way. 

I didn't realize when we started to move or even if we were really moving. This strange sensation of having your entire body slightly tingling wasn't particularly pleasant but it wasn't painful either.

The total darkness and this strange sensation were the only companions I had therefore, it was difficult to know how much time had passed.

When I started to get used to this silent wait in this disturbing environment, I felt the large arm of Jazor holding me tremble.

The darkness quickly receded while the light of the moon once again bathed our bodies with its gentle light.

This light was strong enough to see that we stopped at the edge of a large but foreign forest. Alianelle by my side seemed just as lost as I was.

However, we quickly noticed why we stopped before arriving to the town.

"Jazor!"

Alianelle suddenly screamed his name when she saw him collapsed a few steps away from us. His rough looking face didn't have his usual playful smile to soften his traits. Instead, large patches of brown scars were disseminated on the skin not hidden by his large beard.

His breathing was hurried and the rest of his face completely devoid of color.

"Sorry lads, I can't go on any further…" He succeeded to explain after a few tries.

"Are we far enough?" I asked with worry in my voice.

"I think so. We started to move a couple of hours ago already. We should be safe for the time being."

I slightly relaxed after hearing his words. At the very least we were far enough from the crime scene.

"How long will you take to recover?"

"I don't know, this is the first time I used this magic until this point. However, it will probably take around a week…"

"A week!"

I didn't let out any exclamation like Alianelle, but his answer still left me baffled.

"Are you able to use magic in the meantime?"

A sigh escaped Jazor's large lips before he answered with a dispirited voice.

"Barely any. The more magic I use, the longer I will take to recover."

I furrowed my brows after his explanation. If what he said was true then he would be just as defenseless as Alianelle.

These few weeks of peace inside the Advanced town helped me to become stronger and develop new tactics to survive. However, I wasn't nearly confident enough in my abilities to declare with assurance that I would be able to protect the both of them for this long while being deep into the wilderness.

I closed my eyes for a few seconds and only managed to slightly relax when I didn't sense any threatening existence around us.

My gaze wasn't turned toward Jazor, but I was clearly able to sense his current state.

Two kinds of mana were confronting one another in his body. 

One kind obviously belonged to Jazor while the other kind was thinner and present in a much lesser proportion but it was still violently rampaging. After a careful examination, I noticed that this foreign mana seemed to be able to forcefully stop Jazor's own mana. It was difficult to explain, but while they were slowing down, the particles of mana disposed themselves in a completely different fashion from what I was doing with my sacred magic of ice. 

The particles of mana from Jazor gathered together to form a new cohesive whole under the influence of this foreign mana.

Just like the earth under our feet.

It was as if this foreign mana belonging to the earth element was a poison slowly corroding and influencing Jazor’s mana.

The situation of his body didn’t look good, but it didn’t appear as hopeless as I initially thought. Several ideas crossed my mind, but I wasn’t sure if any of them was truly useful. I stayed for long seconds with my eyes closed to ponder this question. Unable to give a definite answer for now, I helplessly opened my eyes again.

Jazor's deathly pale face covered with strange brown scars immediately welcomed my sight. Alianelle by the side was equally pale with a swollen lip and with her forehead still covered with blood.

Her small hands were tightly wrapped around the jacket I had given her to cover herself. She was obviously exhausted, but the way she fearfully looked around her was enough proof that she was even more afraid and lost.

"Let's rest. We will talk about our options after resting for a bit."

Neither Jazor nor Alianelle refused my proposal.

We were in such a rush to get away from the crime scene that we didn't have the time to talk about what we were going to do. However, Jazor was exhausted and needed some rest before anything else.

He immediately closed his eyes and let his entire weight rest against the trunk of the large tree behind him while Alianelle slowly walked a few meters away to sit on a flat rock.

I hesitated for a few seconds before walking toward her. She remained motionless with her head hung down looking at her clenched hands while I silently sat on the grass beside her.

Despite looking down with her long blond hair obstructing her view, she quickly sensed my presence and hurriedly raised her head to look at me. Seeing my serious face, she simply put on a forced smiled. However, she continued to remain silent, and simply clenched my jacket too small for her with her delicate hands.

I hesitated to break the silence as I wasn’t sure if she was ready to talk about what had happened. I didn't want to remind her what she just went through. However, things weren't looking good for us.

Even if I really found a solution to help Jazor move like before, what were we supposed to do?

Alianelle was safe with us, but the death of this Ryunno clan member changed everything. Our plan to hide her while waiting for things to calm down was now completely impossible. This plan rested nearly entirely on the fact that Alianelle wasn't truly important for him and that he would be reluctant to spend too much time on this matter especially in savage lands like the wilderness.

However, this murder definitely won't be left unpunished. 

That's why I needed to know what had happened to her.

We couldn't hope to make the best choice if we didn't know everything that had happened.

"Alianelle."

My soft call seemed to have woken her a little. Her hollow eyes refocused on me.

"I need you to tell me what happened to you since you left the town."

Her grip on my jacket tightened and made my heart beat with guilt.

"I need to know. Even the smallest detail could be important."

Alianelle hesitated for a few more seconds before finally opening her mouth to start her tale.

As I expected, she didn't see much so only a few minutes were necessary to complete the blank parts of the story.

However, what she told still left me baffled. 

I had assumed that this Ryunno clan member kidnapped her because of her looks. That's why I was so worried when I saw her naked. However, apparently this wasn't his intention. I was relieved to learn that she wasn't assaulted but I had even more questions than before.

I looked down toward Alianelle's waist. 

My jacket was too small for her so her belly was almost completely revealed. Therefore, it wasn't hard to notice the discreet but strange pair of parallel scars on each side of her waist. Apparently, when he ripped her clothes apart, the Ryunno clan member expected to see something else but he was still able to confirm his suspicions about Alianelle.

Even with Alianelle's explanation, I couldn't make head or tail of his strange behavior toward her and of his strange story about a poison. 

I couldn’t guess what he had in mind when he took her away but one thing was sure, he took her for a reason and didn’t regret his decision.

This part of the story left me just as baffled and lost as her explanation about the murderer. 

She didn't see his face, hidden by a large purple cloak neither did she see the terrible confrontation between them. Her testimony about him only became relevant when this man broke the ice to enter the carriage.

"What happened after that? Did he tell you anything before knocking you out?" 

She frowned for a few seconds as if she was trying to remember in detail what he had told her.

"He asked me if I knew any offensive magic. When I answered that I didn’t really know any useful one, he sight and said that he was sorry for me then."

"Sorry? Anything else?"

She shook her head in denial before suddenly remembering something.

"Just before hitting me, he said good luck."

"Good luck?"

She simply nodded and stayed silent this time.

Her story was short but left me with many things to ponder about.

An unknown man had broken the taboo of the Racial law, something that didn't happen for many years apparently. I couldn't be sure about his motives but the unknown object releasing a dense trail of mana that led me there before completely disappearing was obviously part of the reason. 

Another thing I was pretty sure of was that this man used a magic with effects similar to Jazor’s to escape quickly. Otherwise, I would have been able to follow his trail left by the object he took with him. 

I wasn’t really concerned about his reasons or about the kind of magic he used to escape so fast without leaving any trail, but something was weird in her story.

This man committed a terrible crime and still left a witness behind. 

Even if Alianelle wasn’t really able to identify him, she was completely defenseless and killing her wouldn’t have taken more than a few seconds. No matter how I thought about it, the most reasonable choice was to kill her to avoid any unnecessary complication. 

I kept my gaze glued on Alianelle as I tried to imagine what went through this man’s head after he saw this defenseless young girl locked inside the carriage of the man he just murdered.

Even if he judged that Alianelle was of no importance, why would he bother to knock her out.

This just didn't make any sense.

Unless he didn't knock her out for his own benefit.

I almost immediately assumed that this man was filled with malice and bad intentions as he had massacred the Ryunno clan member along with his guards without even sparring his mounts.

However, maybe he truly wanted to save this innocent young girl when he discovered her trapped inside the carriage.

Maybe the only reason he didn’t take her away with him to save her was because his magic didn’t allow him to take someone along with him.

This would explain why he asked her if she was able to use magic.

If she couldn’t come with him and couldn’t survive on her own inside the wilderness with her magic, then her only choices were to wait inside the carriage near the corpse of the Ryunno clan member or die miserably while trying to join a Human settlement.

Maybe knocking her out was a desperate attempt to save her in this impossible situation.

If this was true then he probably saved Alianelle’s life, but I couldn’t come up with any gratitude in my heart as we were in too much trouble because of him.

“Sillath?”

Alianelle’s voice brought me out of my thoughts. She didn’t seem as pale as before as if talking about what had happened had helped her to exorcise these difficult moments.

“Do you remember anything else?”

She shook her head in denial.

“No, I told you everything. Did you figure something out? Why didn’t he simply kill me?” 

She tried to ask her questions as calmly as possible but a single glance at her was enough to understand that she truly cared about my opinion on this matter.

I turned my gaze away from her to look at Jazor who was leaning against a tree a dozen meters away probably asleep. Her testimony didn’t give me any useful information to escape our current predicament. Therefore, I didn’t see the point to waste any more time talking about this.

However, judging from Jazor’s pained expression as he was trying to sleep, we couldn’t expect anything from him for now. When I turned back my gaze to look at Alianelle’s eyes, all I saw was a young girl completely lost by what had happened to her.

A young girl who should be dead and who needed to know why she survived.

Therefore, even if I didn’t have any proof, I didn’t try to avoid her question and simply exposed my thoughts about this matter

“I can’t be sure but if I’m not wrong then he did it to give you a chance to survive.”

“A chance to survive…” She repeated with a dull tone, probably unable to understand my thoughts.

“If he didn’t consider you as a witness but simply as a victim that he was unable to save then maybe he knocked you out in an attempt to completely distance himself from you. This way the people responsible for the investigation of this murder wouldn’t suspect you of being an accomplish. Or maybe he simply wanted to prevent you from running away in the middle of the night while being this deep into the wilderness. Maybe it’s for another reason, but I think he tried to help you in his own way.”

I tried to voice my thoughts as clearly as possible, but without any concrete evidence, all of this was pure speculation. I wasn’t sure if any of this had helped her, but this was the only thing I could do for her in this moment.

To be there by her side.

So I stayed silently near her without moving or uttering a single word. I didn’t say anything when I saw her wipe silent tears nor did I push her away when she rested her head on my shoulder.

Her hurried breathing progressively slew down until all I could hear was long regular breaths, sign of a sleep that I was hoping without any dream.
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I stayed beside Alianelle with my eyes closed but without daring to take an ounce of sleep. My senses were spread as far as possible while my head was furiously trying to figure out a way to help Jazor.

It’s only when an hour had passed that I started to make some noise to wake both Alianelle and Jazor.

A bit of drool could be seen at the corner of her mouth that she hurriedly wiped away with a red face when she noticed my gaze. I restrained a smile as we both stood up and walked toward Jazor who was longer to emerge from his sleep. 

His face was less pale than before but the rampaging mana inside him showed no sign of stopping.

“How do you feel?”

“Like shit, what did you expect?"

His answer at my show of concern toward his well-being gave me the impulse to kick him right here and now but I restrained my impulse lest it aggravated his condition.

“Even so, we can’t waste anymore time.”

I turned my gaze to look alternately at Jazor and Alianelle, waiting for their opinion.

“I know a place. It’s a hidden beast tribe camp. It’s not too far away from here even by foot. The miss will be safe there.”

Jazor was the first one to talk and, considering his lack of hesitation, it was clear that he also gave our current predicament much thought.

“You want to implicate them? If they follow our trail back to their village, it will be disastrous.”

No matter what kind of investigation there will be, they will obviously try to know what the last thing the victim did. Therefore, Alianelle was one of the last links to the victim and a living disaster for whoever was found with her.

Alianelle understood the meaning of my words and simply lowered her head in silence.

“Don’t underestimate them. You don’t truly realize what it means to be a free Beast man tribe nowaday. The Ryunno clan took away their motherland for themselves and allowed the other races to treat them as slaves which both the Humans and the Dwarves used to their full advantage. It may even be worse for the Dwarves because, contrary to Humans who also give this terrible fate to many other fellow Humans, we exclusively use Beast tribe members as forced labor.”

“So they can really help us? Do you know them well enough for them to take this kind of risk?”

“I helped many of them escape slavery along the years I spent in the Advanced town so I think it’s worth a shot. Either way, it’s not as if the young miss can return to the town.” 

Alianelle opened and closed her mouth without uttering a single word as if she was afraid to speak. She obviously had trouble to immediately argue after Jazor spoke with such confidence as if it was our only available option.

However, after a few seconds of hesitation, she nervously pulled at my jacket, too short for her, and finally spoke her mind.

“Can’t we return to the town? Sillath must wait for his parents there.”

“Well, he can’t do that anymore, can he?”

I didn't have the time to dissimulate the bitterness written all over my face and could only helplessly nod when they both turned their head toward me. There was no denying the harsh truth in Jazor's words.

Alianelle’s kidnapping by this dead Ryunno clan member was seen by the whole town so she couldn’t go back there no matter what. 

It was for the same reason that I couldn’t stay in the Advanced town to wait for my parents anymore.

Someone like me who was seen trying to defend Alianelle against the Ryunno clan member, couldn’t hope to escape from a dangerous investigation. If nothing happened to this Ryunno clan member then returning to town was possible but now it was too dangerous.

I didn’t hurt this Ryunno clan member, but I had to act as if I was the one who killed him. The worst case scenario for me happened without making any mistake.

Fate was playing a cruel trick on me, but I didn’t regret my decision to run after her. If we didn't come to get her, Alianelle would have probably died in the wilderness while trying to find her way back to town.

“Even so, we can’t let my father behind. Who knows what they will do to him?"

This time it was Jazor’s turn to hesitate to speak his mind. He nervously looked at me for a few seconds as if waiting for me to explain his thoughts to her.

However, Alianelle’s blue eyes full of expectation were completely turned toward him. 

She was a little taller than him but her slender figure and youthful face didn’t leave any doubt about the difference in age between them.

Even so, the usual easygoing and rude dwarf seemed to have trouble to meet the blue eyes of this young girl.

After what seemed like an eternity, he finally opened his mouth to answer her plea.

“We can’t go back.”

Her face visibly became paler after his cold words devoid of any kind of hope. 

Even if they made things difficult for him, Paul was totally unrelated to what had happened. Therefore, they were unlikely to hurt him.

However, they will definitely keep an eye on him in case Alianelle eventually came back. She was the last person who saw this Ryunno clan member alive after all.

Alianelle probably understood what this meant.

If we couldn’t go back to town before the investigators, then she would never be able to meet her father ever again.

“No… We have to go back! ”

Her previous shy attitude was gone, replaced by a new stubbornness borned from her fear of being left alone. Her eyes filled with hope and pleading made my heart beat with shame when our gaze met.

I could only tighten my fists in anger and frustration.

If I was stronger, everything would be different.

However, reality was not so kind. Jazor’s magic was too complicated for me to imitate even if I was able to precisely observe him use it.

Without Jazor’s magic, we could only walk back toward the town.

This would take us at least a few weeks by foot if everything went well. Jazor needed around a week of complete rest without using his magic to recuperate. Even if we could survive an entire week with only my protection and rushed back after that toward the town with his magic, it would still be too late. 

"We don't have much of a choice. We must give up on Paul…" 

Jazor's declaration put an end to my thoughts. Alianelle who simply sent hopeful but silent gazes toward us after her previous outburst finally couldn’t stay quiet anymore. 

"No… Please Jazor, you can't do that! We can't give up on my father."

Long sentences filled with despair and her will to save her father continued to flow out of her mouth for long minutes. Jazor continued to deny her pleas for just as long with many rational arguments.

However, in front of the rampant emotions of this young girl, any one of his rational arguments fell into deaf ears.

I silently watched their arguments without intervening. 

I didn’t want to risk aggravating Jazor’s state while we were this deep into the wilderness with only me to count on, but Alianelle’s desperate pleadings finally defeated my last doubts.

I closed my eyes for long minutes to organize my thoughts while listening to their now distant voices.

Alianelle and Jazor's argument was still ongoing when I finally opened my eyes with a complicated expression on my face. 

"Sillath! Don't stay silent like this and help me. Tell her that we don't have any choice left. We can't save Paul!"

Jazor's helpless voice reached me while I was deep in thought.

Alianelle also turned her reddened cheek and tear filled eyes after their long argument toward me. Her blue eyes looked at me with hope. The kind that was extremely difficult to disappoint.

"Jazor is right."

"No…"

"Time is against us. We don't know what kind of investigation there will be, but we can be sure that they will sooner or later follow the Ryunno clan member tracks back toward the Advanced town. If we were fast enough, we could go back to the town to fetch your father. However, if we delay too much, none of us will be able to escape."

Jazor sighed in relief when he saw that Alianelle finally chose to stay quiet after my words. However, his face showed a surprised expression when I broke the silence and reignited the hope in Alianelle’s heart after extinguishing it myself.

“Unless…”

I didn’t finish my sentence and simply walked toward Jazor who was still sitting on the ground with his massive back against a large tree.

With my eyes closed, I extended my hand and put it above his head.

“Don’t move!”

After this simple instruction, I sank deeper into my thoughts with my mana sense completely released. Alianelle and Jazor chose to stay silent in front of my strange behavior.

Jazor’s situation was clear for me. I knew quite precisely what was happening, but I didn’t have any confidence in being able to influence his state with my own power.

This was something I had never tried before.

Therefore, I didn’t waste any time with useless explanations or comforting words.

For long minutes, I continued to observe Jazor before suddenly releasing a large amount of raw mana. I hoped that this foreign mana would help Jazor fight against this strange mana coming from the earth.

“Ahhh…”

Jazor couldn’t prevent a scream of pain from escaping his mouth. 

I opened my eyes and saw that the brown scars on his face and arms seemed to expand faster than before. I immediately stopped my action and wryly laughed with my hand still on Jazor’s head.

“Sorry, my mistake…”

“You!”

“I will try something else, don’t worry.”

“You’re not using me as an experimental subject, are you?” Finally screamed Jazor with indignation in his voice.

I completely ignored his anger and Alianelle’s stunned face as I once more closed my eyes.

Injecting raw mana didn’t help Jazor at all. On the contrary, it served as a nourishment for the foreign particles of mana.

Influencing and nourishing Jazor’s mana with my own to help it defend against the corruption didn’t work probably because it belonged to someone else. However, this failure helped me understand that I could at least influence the foreign but mindless mana from the earth with my own. 

I couldn’t strengthen Jazor’s mana to help him defend himself neither could I destroy the source of the corruption but I could try to influence Jazor’s newly contaminated mana. 

However, to be effective and beneficial for Jazor, I couldn’t just use such a rough method as injecting a large amount of raw mana.

I had to be smarter.

After organizing my thoughts, I tried to directly influence the movement of these contaminated particles of mana.

My experience with the sacred magic of ice helped me force the slowing particles of mana from Jazor to accelerate once again. I didn’t just send raw mana, I used it to influence Jazor’s contaminated mana just like this foreign mana was doing.

In a sense, I was replicating in reverse the action of the foreign mana.

After a few minutes, Jazor’s brown and scary scars started to recede. His face was still deathly pale but it was far better than before. After half an hour of work, I stopped and slowly opened my eyes to look at the result.

“You did it!”

Alianelle’s excited voice sounded behind me, but I immediately shook my head in denial.

“This is only a temporary solution. I used my own mana to fight the corruption of the earth coming from the overuse of your magic. However, Jazor is the only one who can completely fight off this foreign mana and the sole way for that is to properly rest.”

Jazor slowly nodded his head after hearing my words. The look he was giving me was incredibly irritating as if it was the first time he was seeing me.

“You’re really full of surprises, sissy!”

“Don’t call me that!” I exclaimed with a sigh while forcefully rubbing my brows to suppress my irritation at his usual nickname. 

Jazor seemed to enjoy my reaction, but even if he was playful by nature, he also knew when to be serious. Therefore, he quickly regained his seriousness as he deeply stared into my eyes.

I knew he understood what we were asking of him.

I could fight off the unwanted consequences of his magic, but in the end, I wasn’t healing him. I was only delaying his symptoms so that he could once again immediately use his magic.

However, this way the foreign mana will continue to agglomerate. If he used his magic beyond reason, he could very well be unable to deal with the terrible aftermath. If that happens, even I would be powerless to save him.

I gave him the opportunity to use his magic once again. It was henceforth possible to go fetch Paul before the investigator reached the town.

However, he will have to put his life on the line for that.

Neither I nor Alianelle had the right to ask something like that from him especially after everything he had already done.

“I was able to suppress the aftereffect of your magic, but in the end all I did was to give us another choice. This choice is yours to make Jazor”

Alianelle who fiercely tried to convince Jazor before now stayed quiet with her small hands tightly clenched into fists. She was inexperienced in many things especially in magic, but she also seemed to have understood what I was implying. 

She was also clearly aware of what kind of risk we had already taken to save her.

There was no doubt that she wanted to save her father more than anyone, but she didn’t dare to ask for more than what was already given if it means taking this kind of risk.

Long seconds continued to pass under the pressure of this new silence. Jazor turned his head to look at Alianelle but she stubbornly refused to meet his gaze and didn’t dare to say a word to sway his decision either.

If I was in her situation, I would probably be more selfish than her.

She was just too kind and innocent for her own good. 

Finally an unrestrained and familiar laugh broke the heavy silence.

“What are we waiting for?” Exclaimed Jazor with his usual rough voice. 

His appearance was still deathly pale while many thin brow scars still remained on his body, but he finally chose to completely ignore it and quickly stood up.

I knew his character, but even I was surprised by this choice.

“Jazor…” 

Confronted with Alianelle’s quiet mutter filled with emotion, Jazor simply waved his large hand to prevent her from saying anything more.

“Don’t say anything. If we can’t save your father then I would be stuck with two kids and honestly this one already gives me way too much to worry about!”

Neither I nor Alianelle contradicted him. Instead we both helplessly smiled at the same time.

He really was a good man.

This thought must have also crossed Alianelle’s mind who let out with an emotional voice two simple words.

“Thank you.”

Without another word, he pulled us once again in his embrace to use his magic. After a few seconds, we disappeared, swallowed by the earth to return to the town we left just yesterday.

--

On the vast grassy plain almost completely disfigured by the violent confrontation that took place not so long ago, the heavy and unnatural silence slowly dissipated. After a couple of hours without any sign of life, some of the bravest animals around finally started to walk toward the carriage to eat the fresh corpses still lingering on the plain.

The four massive Vrapy were particularly attractive for these animals. Of course, the bodies of the guards lying on the grassy plain weren’t spared from their hunger either.

This was the law of the wilderness.

No matter your strength or status when you were alive, once your heart stopped beating, you became just another source of fresh meat.

The only corpse spared from this fate in this instant was the one suspended above the ground with an hideous expression of unwillingness still lingering on his pale but beautiful face. The red tattoo on his motionless face gave him a ferocious appearance even in death.

Finally a couple of black birds with strangely long and sharp beaks reflecting the light of the sun landed on the large spike of ice penetrating through Alusha’s chest. The spike was so firmly stuck in the carriage through his chest that even the weight of these few undesired visitors wasn’t enough to free Alusha from its cold grasp.

However, they didn’t have the time to get closer to eat their fill when a bright red light frightened them.

With hurried flapping sounds and a furious clapp of their respective impressive beak, they flew away.

However, the red light coming from Alusha’s strange tattoo didn’t stop. On the contrary it strengthened until it completely bathed the entire grassy plain with its overbearing red light.

The animals who rushed to enjoy this banquet hurriedly left when they saw this violent and bloody light. 

Probably only the most intelligent magical beasts who had formed their core and overcame their frenzied period understood who this man was and what he represented. 

Nevertheless, many more animals far less intelligent could still feel that it wasn’t wise to get close to this person even in death.

The light went on long after it had scared away all the ordinary mindless animals, driven by their hunger but overcome with their fears. The bloody glow continued to grow stronger until it abruptly stopped without any warning.

The elegant tattoo on Alusha’s face quickly lost its new and strange red luster to regain its old majestic golden color. However, the original color of this mysterious tattoo didn’t stay for long either. Like a painting under the rain, it slowly faded from his face.

Few people understood nowadays what this tattoo represented. 

Too many years had passed since the establishment of the Racial law putting the Ryunno clan above all the other races. 

For numerous years, no Ryunno clan member experienced Alusha’s cruel fate. 

Time was merciless and led people to forget the lessons of the past especially for short lived races like Humans. A few rumors still existed but the listeners of these stories quickly dismissed them as fairy tales made to scare children.

Few people would have understood what was happening when the last part of the golden tattoo disappeared. However, the unexpected eerie silence that followed quickly replaced by a distant rumble noise in the sky would have been enough for many to remember.

Remember why none dared to disregard their existence for so long.

Remember why they were the rulers of this world.

The distant rumble in the sky continued for long minutes and appeared as if the stars themselves were angry at his death.

A member of the most noble clan in the world was killed. 

The Racial law had been broken.

It was time to let everyone remember the true meaning of fear and domination that they forgot along years of servitude.

  

    
        Chapter 71: The city we left (Third part)

    
    
    
    
  
In another life, literally, I wanted to become a doctor.

This was the answer I found after years of merciless but pointless fights. I completely put this thought aside when I was reincarnated into this new world almost completely devoid of any of the vast medical knowledge of my previous life.

However, as I was helping Jazor fight against the corruption of his own magic for the fifth time in half a day of journey, this desire once more reignited in my heart.

Now wasn’t the time to think about it, but after completing the tiring and difficult treatment, this thought still crossed my mind.

After I took my hand off his large head, Jazor slowly stood up. His face was deathly pale but the brown scars invading his body had considerably receded.

“You’re getting better at this.”

“Thanks for the compliment.”

“It wasn’t one. You really sucked at the beginning!”

“...”

Not knowing how to react without giving him a vicious kick, I simply chose to change the subject. 

“How much longer until we reach the town, Jazor?”

The sun was almost at its peak but the Advanced town was still nowhere in sight. The small ravine not far away from us was also completely foreign to me.

“A few more hours I think.”

Alianelle who was silently sitting on a rock not far away from us immediately smiled in relief after Jazor’s words.

I didn’t show the same unrestrained relief as her.

“Will you be able to make it?”

“I think so. I’m just feeling a little weak for now.”

Jazor’s comforting words seemed genuine and allowed my furrowed brows to relax. 

My main concern was to delay our return to the Advanced town. My rebellious actions just before the murder of the Ryunno clan member were way too suspicious. There was already no way for me to escape from a meticulous investigation.

I didn’t murder him, but I couldn’t deny that I was on the crime scene ready to forcefully save my friend. I didn’t know if they had any potion or magic able to force the truth out of me, but even if nothing of the sort was at their disposal, a simple interrogation along with a few testimonies from the guards of the town would be enough to reveal my lack of alibi.

Therefore, it was better for me to never return to this town just like Alianelle.

However, we already accepted to save Paul. The only way for us to do that was to go back before the ones responsible for the investigation of this murder.

“If you’re alright, let’s go.”

Alianelle immediately walked toward us after my words, obviously ready to once more follow him under the earth.

However, Jazor didn’t take us immediately in his crude embrace this time.

“Wait a minute.”

“We can’t waste anymore time.” 

Jazor shook his head after my reminder. 

“A few minutes won’t make any difference. I had enough time to think about what I’m going to do when we reach the town.”

“What do you mean?” 

Alianelle's sudden question seemed to make him hesitate. However, one glance at his conflicted face was enough for me to understand.

“You don’t plan to stay with us after reaching the town, do you Jazor?”

My question immediately triggered an uncomfortable silence between us. I already explained that I had no other choice but to leave the Advanced town. However, Jazor stayed silent about his own choice. 

When he couldn’t return to the town on his own, he obviously didn’t have much of a choice.

However, now it was different.

Alianelle apparently didn’t consider this possibility so she was completely taken aback by my question. Even after several seconds of this silence, Jazor didn’t deny my words.

My expression immediately darkened after confirming my thoughts.

“You intend to stay in the town, don’t you?”

My voice was neutral. I wasn’t blaming Jazor in any way as he already did much more than what anyone would have expected from him.

He helped me rescue Alianelle and was even willing to put his life on the line to reunite this pair of father and daughter.

However, he apparently finally reached his limit.

“Yeah. I can’t have anyone think that I’m related to this murder or my relatives will definitely get implicated. I didn’t go with you near the carriage for this very same reason.”

He turned his eyes filled with complex emotions to directly look into Alianelle’s blue eyes.

“I’m sorry, but I can only get you near the town. After that, Sillath will have to get Paul on his own before escorting you toward the tribe I talked about. I will wait a few hours after your departure before returning inside the town. This should give you enough time to walk away with Paul.”

I didn’t know what kind of excuse he prepared to explain his absence, but as long as he wasn’t seen with either of us or with Paul then he would probably be safe.

“I will explain how to reach the hidden Beast man camp. You will probably need two weeks to go there by foot. I will keep an eye open for your parents and I will lead them toward this tribe once they arrive.”

I slowly nodded after his words.

Jazor had done so much for us and he was still thinking of helping me meet my parents. Gratitude should be the only feeling in my heart, however another emotion suppressed it.

Apprehension.

Apparently neither Jazor nor Alianelle failed to notice my mixed feelings about this situation.

This couldn’t be helped.

I wasn’t as naive as before when I announced that I would cross the wilderness on my own. I already nearly died several times in these savage lands. If not for my perseverance and my good luck, I would have died without leaving any corpse behind. There was no doubt about that.

Of course, the miraculous potions Hirillë gave me were the main reason for my survival.

However, I only had a single vial of potion left.

That’s why the idea to escort two completely defenseless persons filled my heart with worry.

I can’t do it on my own.

I’m not strong enough.

These sentences circling in my mind like venomous snakes didn’t reach my lips in the end. I was assailed with doubts, but one look at Jazor’s face was enough to make me swallow back these words.

His dense and unkept beard couldn’t hide the worry and guilt on his face. He was clearly waiting for me to say something, probably to ask for his help. Even if it was extremely dangerous for him, I didn’t have any doubt that he would have changed his mind to accompany us. 

However, no matter what he said, no matter the reassuring words or jokes he repeated to convince me otherwise, it was clear that he already reached his limit. If he forced himself to lead the three of us with his magic to the Beast man camp after taking Paul with us, he will definitely have to endure severe consequences.

Consequences that I would be completely powerless to stop.

That’s why, I finally decided to harden my heart and resolve.

With a smile and grateful look plastered on my face, I instantly dissipated the guilt in his eyes.

“Understood. Thank you for everything Jazor.”

“Yes, thank you Jazor. I own you and Sillath my life. Truly… thank you.”

Alianelle’s words immediately followed mine. These words told with such emotions and gratitude finally forced a blush to make its way on this shameless dwarf’s face.

“You don’t have to thank me. I’m sorry for not going with you till the end…” 

She slowly shook her head along with her long blond hair before speaking. She was young, inexperienced and just went through probably the most traumatic experience in her entire life.

However, she wasn’t unreasonable.

“You don’t have to apologize to me, Jazor. I understand.”

Her voice started to get choked with her previously suppressed emotions.

Small tears started to gather at the corner of her eyes, but she forcefully wiped them away with a quick movement of her hand.

“Really, thank you…”

I witnessed this touching moment without intervening. Even Jazor didn’t dare to make any joke in this instant to fight his embarrassment.

This stayed that way until he finally opened his mouth.

“To be honest, it was this guy who refused to give up. He was such a pain in the ass when he chased after you on his own. I would feel bad if he just threw away his life after all the trouble I’ve gone through to save him. I also had to monitor him to avoid him doing crazy things that would get all of us killed...”

“...”

Alianelle’s face filled with gratitude and unshed tears immediately cleared up after his words while I could only helplessly roll my eyes at him.

Of course, he had to ruin everything…

We stayed silent a few seconds before I awkwardly coughed to get the topic back on track.

“So how will I prove that you sent me once I reach the hidden tribe?”

“Well… As long as you shout my name near it and explain your situation, they will probably help you.”

“Probably?” I couldn’t help but retort.

Under our gazes filled with doubts, Jazor finally also started to think that this method was a little too hazardous. Therefore, he slowly took out with reluctance written all over his face a small item from his inner pocket.

It was an hourglass, small enough that even Alianelle’s small hand would be able to completely close around it. It was an elegant silver color while the sand trapped inside was blue and gave it a noble and mysterious appearance.

This kind of craftsmanship was something that I never encountered even in my previous life and made me want to refuse such a precious gift.

“I can’t accept something like this Jazor.”

“Trust me, this is probably the only way for them to believe that I sent you. Each dwarf from the Red mountain is given one unique kind of hourglass for their birth. They already saw it and will be able to recognize it with one glance. It’s something that is bound to follow me my entire life and even beyond. In any case, that’s what it’s supposed to be like.”

After hearing his explanation, I even less wanted him to give me something like that, but this Beast man tribe was really our only way out of this situation. I couldn’t risk them to refuse us entrance because of their suspicion.

Therefore, I slowly extended my hand to accept his gift.

The small hourglass was much heavier than what I initially thought. One side was hot while the other was completely cold. This difference surprised me but I didn’t ask any question nor made any comment when I saw his pained face.

“Thanks. I will hold onto it for you until we meet again.”

“Yeah.”

I hesitated for a few seconds, but his dispirited face finally convinced me that I definitely couldn’t keep something like that. 

“My name is Sillath Zadir and my family lives in Tegralle. It’s a small village at the eastern side of the Dorell Kingdom, near the capital.”

Jazor was surprised by my words.

I didn’t use a fake first name when I introduced myself to him, Paul and Alianelle. However, I didn’t tell them my full name nor did I tell them from where I was from.

I always kept those informations hidden for fear of implicating my family with my actions.

However, such caution was unnecessary with this man.

“Come find me and I will give it back to you!”

Jazor was obviously unprepared for my sudden words of trust. After a few seconds, he succeeded in mumbling with a voice much softer than usual.

“Yeah. I count on you.”

Alianelle had a small smile on her face as she saw our interaction.

“Let’s go!”

Unable to bear with his embarrassment, Jazor motioned for us to come toward him and quickly took us in his crude embrace once more.

While we were slowly sinking into the ground, as we did several times before, a strange sound in the distant sky similar to the rumble of thunder caught our attention.

The noise was distant but so completely out of place by such a clear day that the three of us raised our heads at the same time to look at the sky. A few distant grey clouds could be seen but except for them, the sky was as blue as it could be.

These grey clouds seemed too sparse and clear to be related to this sudden violent noise.

However, none of us spared more than a few moments on these thoughts. 

Silence once more reigned when our bodies completely sank into the earth. 

In a total darkness devoid of any kind of noise, we traveled under the impulse of Jazor’s magic.

The passage of time was almost impossible to measure in this strange environment. I could feel Jazor’s massive arm around me, but I couldn’t see it nor could I distinguish his face supposedly just next to mine.

In such a place, it was easy to get lost in one’s thought.

I wasn’t an exception.

My mind wandered to distant memories of a lost life, of a family I could never see again and to another that I was desperately trying to rejoin.

For long minutes, maybe hours, I closed my eyes and let my mind wander.

Useless thoughts.

Unending regrets.

Unwavering determination.

All mixed together in an endless dance.

Flashes of past regrets and future hopes continuously circled in my head until everything shattered.

*Boom*

Out of the blue, a deafening explosion broke the overwhelming silence of this dark world and violently brought me back to reality.

I only had the time to feel a violent pain in my head, with my ears ringing in protest, before my entire body was pulled upward. The dark world surrounding us disappeared while I was violently projected out of Jazor’s firm embrace.

My head was still spinning when I violently landed on the ground. The impact knocked the air out of my lungs and nearly robbed me of my consciousness.

Nevertheless, I was still the first to get back on my feet with my arm raised and my mana ready to be unleashed at a moment’s notice.

I immediately noticed Jazor’s figure on the ground a dozen feet away with Alianelle’s slim body still in his firm embrace .

I shook my head to clear my thoughts while the both of them stood up with difficulty. Alianelle seemed badly shaken, but except for her face paler than before, she seemed otherwise unarmed thanks to Jazor’s protection. 

After confirming their safety, I released my senses as far as I could to find the opponent I had to confront.

However, the cold air gathering around me immediately dissipated when I simply looked at the sky.

My raised arm powerlessly fell to return by my side while Alianelle and Jazor’s gazes filled with incomprehension followed my line of sight.

They were also quickly captured by the view in the distance filling my heart with dread.

The sky was the same as before, but a dense cloud as dark as the densest smoke had appeared without any warning just like a stain in the middle of a beautiful painting. The dense black color seemingly coming from the deepest abyss wasn’t the only thing preventing us from reacting in front of this spectacle.

This lonely cloud that seemed to have come out of nowhere was continuously moving and expanding at a speed visible to the naked eye as if it was alive and eager to devour the rest of the blue sky.

My ears were still ringing and my body was in pain, but I didn’t pay it any mind. My gaze had already moved to look at the dense smoke rising from the ground just under this ominous solitary dark cloud. This violent explosion happened far away from us, but I was sure none of my companions beside me had any doubt about the destruction it created.

“What is that?”

I didn’t answer Jazor’s question after he hurriedly wiped the traces of blood at the corner of his lips nor did I try to comfort Alianelle still shaking right beside me.

The cold sweat drenching my back along with the furious beating of my heart were more than enough to understand what my body was screaming at me.  

“Jazor! We have to leave, now!”

My scream finally got him out of his trance. He turned his gaze away from the dreadful spectacle that stole our breaths away and quickly embraced the both of us to drag us back into the earth. 

The same world devoid of any kind of light welcomed us, but for me, the previous quietness was gone. I could now sense numerous lifeforms moving around us under the earth in frantic movements as if a peaceful world unknown to all was finally awakened by the same threat.

I couldn’t focus on this disturbing realisation when I felt my body suddenly starting to move.

The previous times, it was difficult to feel any kind of movement while Jazor was using his magic. However, a painful sensation started to assail my entire body as if it wanted to tear me apart when we started to move this time. Obviously, Jazor’s control on his magic wasn’t as strong as before.

I gritted my teeth to bear this strange sensation because I knew just like Jazor that we had to get away as fast as possible no matter the price.

However, even this bordering painful sensation wasn’t enough to distract me from the terrible foreboding feeling plaguing my mind and, judging from the shaking of the arm holding me, I knew that I wasn’t the only one.

For long minutes, my heart couldn’t settle in my chest, but despite my anxious wait, no other explosion forcefully ended Jazor’s magic. The surrounding frantic movements of the numerous lifeforms also grew more distant and finally allowed my mind to relax a little.

However, I couldn’t get rid of the anxiety hiding deep within my heart no matter what I did.

What caused such a violent explosion?

It was too sudden so I didn’t even have the time to notice if something really fell from the sky or not. However, no matter what caused such destruction, it didn’t look like a natural phenomenon.

That’s why, I couldn’t help but think that it should have a connection with the death of the Ryunno clan member.

This simple thought filled my mind with dread.

One part of me had this thought plaguing his mind while another part stubbornly refused to believe that such a terrible scene was created simply because of the death of a single man the day before. 

No matter how much I thought, I couldn’t think of any rational way to explain how his death could be exposed so soon in the middle of the wilderness.

I gritted my teeth and chased these thoughts out of my mind for now to pray that Jazor would be strong enough to get us to the Advanced town as soon as possible.

That was all that mattered for now.

Even if the darkness of Jazor’s magic was now painful, it was just as difficult as before to measure the flow of time.

I had no idea how much time passed when the painful sensation finally disappeared and the blue sky welcomed my eyes at the same time. We weren’t violently projected, but it still took me a few seconds to stand up.

Jazor and Alianelle were both beside me, but this time only Alianelle stood up. Jazor stayed sprawl on the ground gasping for air with his entire body completely soaked with sweat.

“Get a hold of yourself!”

“Stay strong, Jazor!”

Neither my encouragement nor Alianelle’s pleadings were enough. 

The terrible destruction that interrupted us before obviously forced him to use his magic at maximum output. Considering the distance separating us from the rising pillars of smoke, Jazor managed to take us far enough for now. It probably took us a couple of additional hours, but the Advanced town was finally within sight. 

However, Jazor was unable to get us any further than that. 

The previous disruption of his magic apparently wounded him more than I thought.

I quickly put my hand on his head to help him and stubbornly stayed like this for long minutes. However, my influence was barely enough to contain the violent consequences of his magic. Despite my efforts, the brown scars plaguing his face and arms were never as numerous as in this instant.

“Come on, Jazor. Don’t give up now.”

Anxious words continued to flow out of my mouth. Minute after minute, Jazor’s pained expression seemed to slightly soften. Despite this, the worry in my heart didn’t recede as I regularly watched above my shoulder at the sky painted with several long columns of dark smoke.

Jazor’s magic mostly isolated us from the outside world while we were travelling but a single glance at this sky was enough to understand that several other explosions, just as strong as the last we experienced, happened one after the other. 

These dark columns of smoke were spread out making it difficult to predict where the next explosion would come from. Rising pillar of smoke and numerous moving dark clouds seemed to join together, making the divide between the earth and the sky blurrier and preventing us from seeing if anything was hiding beyond.

Only the sky above the Advanced town was still as blue as before as if it belonged to a completely different world.

The Advanced town was within sight, but it would take us a couple of hours to walk there by normal means. Moreover, I couldn’t go fetch Paul with Jazor like this.

*Boom*

A violent but now familiar noise interrupted my thoughts. The sound was so sudden that it nearly completely broke off my concentration. I stabilized my magic and watched once more behind me without letting my hand off from Jazor's head.

The dreadful rising pillar of black smoke that followed this new explosion came from the north and was obviously much closer than the previous attacks in this direction.

No matter what was causing these terrible scenes of destruction, it was coming closer.

“What is happening?”

Alianelle’s shaky voice by my side was enough to let me understand that I wasn’t the only one who noticed this. I didn’t know what was creating these violent explosions but the simple view of the sky with a dozen black stains on it was enough to understand that it wouldn’t stop.

Faced with this scene announcing the end of the world, no reassuring word was able to cross my lips to comfort my young friend.

What was responsible for these terrible explosions shaking the entire region within its core? Was it really something created because of the death of the Ryunno clan member? 

I didn’t have the answer to any of these questions. 

Moreover, another thing was worrying me.

The mysterious explosions happened quite far away from us but its impacts certainly didn’t go unnoticed for the other creature living around us. As far as I could sense, even beyond our feet, numerous lifeforms were moving restlessly.

We couldn’t waste any more time.

With reluctance I took out my last vial of potion. Its effects were miraculous to heal wounds but its effects weren’t as obvious to replenish mana. I didn’t know how much it could help Jazor in this situation but I didn’t have much of a choice anymore.

The clear liquid inside this ordinary looking vial attracted Jazor’s stunned gaze, but he didn’t have the time to ask any question before I carefully fed him with half of this potion.

Another distant explosion sounded behind us when my desperate treatment along with the potion finally allowed Jazor’s situation to stabilize.

His breathing calmed down while I was finally able to remove my hand from his head. His face was deathly pale and numerous strange brown scars criss-crossed on his face and arms but his breathing was finally even. 

“Go get Paul, Sillath!”

“I can’t leave the both of you like that here.”

“Don’t worry about us, I’m good now. I just need to catch my breath.”

I watched him with worry, but after a few seconds of hesitation, I finally decided to trust him and prepared to leave them behind.

“Catch your breath but don’t stay here for too long.”

“Of course, I know sissy. See the giant tree there? We will meet here after you rescue Paul.” 

I nodded after noticing the tallest tree of a small forest near the town that he was pointing with his finger. This place was quite close to the town but it wasn’t immediately next to it and should do well for a meeting point.

“Be careful, Sillath.”

I nodded at Alianelle’s words and quickly left.

The town was within sight, but the explosions were growing closer too quickly. It would take too much time to reach with normal means especially since I had to go all the way to the farmland district to find Paul. Therefore, I quickly concentrated my mana and used my wind magic to accelerate. 

Each of my steps became lighter than the previous and allowed me to cross a larger distance. I wasn’t as inexperienced as before when I used this technique to run. I didn’t tumble on the ground. On the contrary, after several more minutes, I was able to accelerate once more.

My feet barely touched the ground to propel me forward at incredible speed while my mana didn’t seem to be depleting that quickly.

Half an hour continued in this fashion while the town continued to quickly grow closer.

*Boom*

This wondrous sensation was nearly disrupted by another explosion on my right. This explosion wasn’t closer than the previous but this time it was within my sight. Everything happened quickly, but I was sure that I saw a brilliant flash of white light in the sky just before the usual dreadful black smoke started to rise from the ground.

It almost looked like a lightning bolt but no amount of lightning was able to create such devastation.

Whatever was creating these scenes of destruction was coming from the sky and it was getting closer. 

I shook my head to chase away these thoughts and accelerated once again.

I was running out of time. 
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  Chapter 72: Wrath of the sky

Time is a curious thing.

Impartial and unforgiving, it also liked to play with our minds and emotions. Painful things seemed endless while enjoyable moments passed in the blink of an eye.

I had this strange feeling when the reassuring walls surrounding this city came into view.

We left the Advanced town together with Jazor to save Alianelle only the day before, but this mad run against time to return seemed painfully long to me. On the other hand, the month of peace behind these walls with this simple but welcoming family gave me the feeling that it only lasted for a moment before disappearing forever.

The memories of my time spent in this town started to resurface while I intensified my wind magic to accelerate once more.

The nostalgia invading my heart was probably normal.

So many things happened in such a short amount of time that it seemed somewhat surreal to me. However, the now almost constant threatening rumble in the sky was enough proof of this new reality.

I couldn’t go back to these peaceful days.

Everything went wrong but I could still avoid a tragedy.

If I was fast enough, I will be able to reunite Alianelle with her father.

This thought fuelling my determination and circling in my head probably made me hesitate longer than necessary when a foreign voice reached me.

“Stop right here!”

This authoritative voice reached my ears when I was finally only a few hundred feet away from the city’s wall. I didn’t go toward the front door, but apparently the threatening rumble of the sky along with the terribly violent explosions were more than enough to get these guards stationed on the wall on high alert.

An unwilling expression surfaced on my face immediately after hearing these words. I had hoped to quietly cross the wall to rejoin Paul as fast as possible but it wasn’t possible anymore.

Therefore, after a few seconds of hesitation, I slew down with my arms raised in surrender.

However, this silent standstill didn’t last long when the leader of these soldiers posted on the wall waved his hand to his men. Immediately after, several arrows and numerous earthballs headed my way.

*Bam*

I felt the mana gathering before the release of their magic so I was fast enough to react and avoid. However, this sudden attack still left me baffled.

I avoided a few other projectiles while reinforcement quickly arrived with bows aimed toward me.

None of my words were enough to stop their assault while another deafening explosion resounded behind me.

I couldn’t lose anymore time.

With a twist of my body, I avoided the earthball directed at me and released a violent gust of wind under my feet to resume my run toward the wall.

“Stop him!”

A few of the guards who just arrived as reinforcement hesitated to attack when they noticed that they were facing a child. However, their commander wasn’t as soft hearted and quickly ordered them to harden their heart and resume their attacks. A few other soldiers came closer to the edge of the wall to attack me.

However, it was already too late.

I violently stomped my right foot on the ground and rushed toward the sky with the propulsion from my wind magic.

This violent change of course was enough to avoid the following salve of attacks. Once I reached the desired height, I simply continued to use my wind magic to propulse my steps.

I ran as if I was walking on the air itself under their shocked gazes.

I couldn’t maintain this kind of feat for long but it was more than enough to pass above these ordinary guards and reach the other side of the wall. None of the attacks they launched while I was several feet above the wall were fast enough to touch me.

Less than a minute was necessary for me to cross their defense and land on the other side of the wall. A couple of other soldiers attracted by the commotion were obviously taken aback by my sudden appearance. I didn’t wait for them to react and ran away with my wind magic immediately after my feet touched the ground.

A few minutes were necessary to finally recognize my surroundings and find my way around. I continued this run until I crossed a small but familiar bridge leading to the center of the town. 

I thought that it would be difficult to lose the guards who were screaming furiously behind me, but the center of the town that welcomed me wasn’t as peaceful as before. As soon as I entered the heart of the city, I understood that the scenes of destruction happening around the town weren’t just noticed by the patrolling guards.

Numerous frightened people could be seen running everywhere without any apparent goal. A few of them had light luggages and obviously didn’t intend to stay to find out what was causing these terrifying explosions staining the blue sky into an unnatural and frightening dark color.

Some guards were trying to reassure the population but only a few experienced groups of mercenaries were able to keep their calm in this situation.

A simple glance at this unusual scene unfolding in front of my eyes was enough to understand that a single feeling was currently dominating the hearts of the majority of the people around me.

Panic.

This scene preluding a future chaos was disturbing to witness, but it was most welcomed to get rid of my annoying pursuers who attacked me the moment they noticed me.

I didn’t have the leisure to wonder about their goal for trying to kill me on sight. I simply slew down and blent into the crowd as I walked toward the farmland district where I was hoping to find Paul.

After half an hour, I finally left the most bustling part of the city. 

The buildings made to accommodate a large number of people or to stock various resources became smaller and rarer until only a few houses and shops could be seen. The wide street also became smaller while the number of people around sharply decreased.

I spent most of my days inside Paul’s farm so I wasted quite a bit of time to find the right street. I checked again but this time there was no doubt that I was on the right way.

The farmland district wasn’t far away but I suddenly stopped in my tracks. My senses were sharper than before. I didn’t need to close my eyes to feel my immediate surroundings anymore.

I looked around me to find a place to hide but the small deserted street didn’t offer me this kind of present.

Five guards quickly appeared and put an end to my fruitless search. Their leader was familiar but it took me a few seconds to finally remember where I saw him.

“I knew that something was wrong with you the moment I met you. I should have trusted my instinct.”

The young man who spoke these words was the one who ordered the attack on the wall but also the soldier who denied my enrolment among the guards of the city. He didn’t give me a bad first impression with his calm disposition and apparent easy-going personality, but the current expression plastered on his pale and thin face betrayed completely different emotions.

“Why are you making such a face?” I couldn’t help but ask with annoyance barely hidden in my voice.

Fear and hate were mixing together on his face while the hand holding his sword was shaking continuously. Except for my initial interaction with him more than a month ago, I never saw him again ever since then. I didn’t know any of the four other guards dressed with the same black armor either. 

Nothing I ever did justified this kind of look.

The rumble of the sky was growing stronger by the minute. I couldn’t lose any more time but I didn’t want to confront them either.

“I’m sorry for jumping over the city wall without permission, but I have pressing matters to attend to. I’m not some kind of criminal so you don’t have to take such drastic measures against me.”

I tried to persuade him.

However, the mocking grin at the corner of his lips was more than enough to make me understand that my clumsy attempt to calm the situation had failed.

“What do you mean by you’re not a criminal? You tried to rebel against a Ryunno clan member. Everyone saw it and now look at the sky! You angered our lord and now the whole town will need to pay the price for your folly!”

I was momentarily stunned by his words, but I finally understood why this man was shaking with anger and why he ordered his men to attack me as soon as he recognized me.

The expressions on the other men’s face weren’t similar to their leader’s. They regularly casted dubtfoul glances at the both of us.

They obviously didn’t share the same belief that everything currently happening was my fault. The youngest looking among them also lowered his sword after a few seconds of this standstill.

I could probably convince them if I surrendered and explained the situation to them.

“Arrest him!”

However, I didn’t have the time for that.

“Sorry guys, I don’t have anything against you but…”

I clenched my fists tightly as the closest guard made a motion to tackle me.

“ … you’re in the way!!!”

I punched the empty air in front of me to release the strongest burst of wind I could muster. My magic was powerful enough to make the guards take a few steps back to absorb the sudden impact.

The closest guard with his balance completely disturbed wasn’t able to react in time when I jumped to give him a violent kick to the side of his head. His helmet flew away because of the impact with my leg covered with hard earth while this man much taller than me immediately collapsed.

The other guards were stunned by my sudden actions but weren’t slow to react.

Swords were swung, punches were thrown but none of them were fast enough to reach me.

I released my wind magic and jumped from one guard to another to avoid and deliver violent kicks to their heads or knees.

Only a few seconds were necessary for the five men to powerlessly collapse on the ground.

If they had used magic and cooperated together, it would have been harder to defeat them, but in a direct physical confrontation, none of them were my match.

I left them behind and resumed my previous run against time. 

Even with my wind magic used at maximum output it still took me ten minutes to reach the part of the farmland district where Paul’s farm was located.

Praying that Paul was really inside, I violently knocked on the door in a way very similar to Jazor’s.

“Sillath?”

Fortunately, Paul wasn’t long to open the door. His face was pale while his eyes were reddened and had trouble dissimulating his surprise when he saw me.

A thousand questions seemed to cross his mind but his mouth wasn’t able to immediately follow. I wanted to reassure him, to explain that Alianelle was safe but the sky didn’t agree with this.

*Boom*

A violent explosion resonated. The impact was much stronger than before, proof that it landed not far away from the walls.

I raised my head to look at the sky above the city. Its beautiful immaculate blue color welcoming a few white clouds was gone. Dense dark clouds masked its natural color and strangely gathered together at a speed visible to the naked eyes. The dense pillar of smoke just outside the city only strengthened the urgence I felt from the bottom of my heart.

“Alianelle is outside the city. We have to go, now!!!”

I didn’t wait for his answer and dragged him by his arm.

He didn’t resist but the situation was obviously too much for him to understand.

Moreover, my body wasn’t strong enough to truly forcefully drag him.

“Faster!!!”

I screamed from the top of my lungs after a few seconds of effort.

Paul finally seemed to snap out of his stupor. I let go of his arm and followed his large steps with my wind magic.

“Not this way!”

I adjusted my speed to follow just behind him when I noticed that he was taking the direction of the town’s entrance.

Without even talking about the many guards there, it would waste too much time to cross the entire town. 

The strange clouds above our heads were slowly becoming denser and gathering together above the heart of the city. I didn’t know what was creating this phenomenon but I knew what was going to happen.

We had to cross the city wall to be safe.

Only the tall and sturdy walls were enough to protect us from what was coming. Therefore, I accelerated and went past him to lead him directly toward the city walls.

It was bound to be challenging, but I was confident that my wind magic was strong enough to help him cross over the wall.

Either way, I didn’t have any other solution left.

The rumble in the sky was now constant and growing stronger with each passing second. It was enough to know that this was our only chance.

A few farmers on the way were looking at the sky with pale faces. Some were even prostrating themselves on the ground as if they were asking for the forgiveness from the gods.

“Don’t stay here, run!”

I screamed while we passed next to them but none chose to follow my advice.

We passed next to the large storage building of a farm belonging to one of Paul’s friends when the city walls finally appeared within sight.

“Sillath!”

Even Paul with his sturdy physique had troubles catching his breath. This frantic run at full speed without magic for long minutes almost completely depleted his stamina.

“Just a little more. I will use my magic for the both of us to cross over the wall!”

Paul didn’t have enough breath left to answer and simply nodded his head as he continued to drag his body forward as fast as he could.

“Paul!”

A familiar voice reached our ears while we were desperately trying to reach the distant wall in time. I only saw this man once but his long unkempt blond hair quickly helped me remember who this was. This was one of Paul’s closest friend.

He was currently anxiously screaming at a city guard with his two young sons behind him. Judging from their heights, they were probably a little younger than me. Paul slew down his steps when he recognized them. 

“Don’t stop!!!”

My scream filled with anger remembered Paul about our current situation and made him resume his course once again.

“If you want to live, then run toward the wall!”

With this single sentence left behind, I accelerated once again and joined Paul. Neither the guard nor Paul’s friend immediately followed my advice. However, the rumble of the sky once more intensified and reminded them about the nature of the calamity about to befall us.

A chance to survive, as meager and hazardous as it seemed, was a god’s sent in this situation.

Therefore, the man took his sons in his arms and followed us as fast as he could. The guard hesitated for a few more seconds before casting away his helmet and heavy sword to run faster after us.

Paul’s friend was too slow to make his decision and had troubles to run as fast as us with his sons in his arms. More than a hundred feet already separated us from him and his sons crying in his arms. 

“Save the boys first!”

Paul said with an authoritative voice after seeing this as if this was the most obvious thing to do in this situation.

“Don’t talk about saving others when you can’t save yourself!” I harshly screamed at Paul to answer his plea. 

He only heard the explosions and probably didn’t realize how little time we had left.

I didn’t have the power to save everyone.

I kept repeating these words in my head.

Unfortunately, this truth wasn’t enough to block the screams of the young boys neither was it enough to dissipate the guilt forming in my heart.

“This sucks!”

I cursed loudly as I abruptly turned around to rush toward Paul’s friend and first take the boys with me.

“Don’t stop!”

I screamed at Paul before stomping my foot on the ground to release my wind magic to the fullest. If I wanted to save these children, I had to go all out.

However, before I could release my magic, something in the vast darkening sky above the city attracted my gaze. 

It wasn’t the dense clouds obstructing the rays of the sun and hiding what was beyond the sky that attracted my attention and slowed my movements.

It was the strange white circle quickly forming on the surface of these clouds. 

Few people probably noticed this relatively small circle compared to the vast amount of clouds covering the sky above the city but as soon as I noticed this, my gaze was unable to leave it.

My eyes couldn't blink in front of this growing circle becoming more complex with each passing second, just like a beautiful painting ready to be created.

The white circle was about to be completed but its details were already hidden by the dense light emanating from it and dissimulating its true nature.

My heart skipped a beat and my blood turned cold as my entire being screamed at me to escape.

Because, the short few seconds I had to glance at this circle were enough to understand the true nature of this calamity.

A lost magic was taking shape in the sky.

I didn’t have the time to think beyond this point.

My magic to save these innocent crying children was cancelled.

It was already too late to hold this kind of hope.

My wind magic shattered the ground under my feet to propel me as fast as I could to reach Paul a few feet away.

“Get down!”

I violently tackled Paul from behind to drag him on the ground when a familiar flash of white light illuminated the sky.

With a noise similar to the strongest thunder, the Advanced town beneath the clouds welcomed this attack from the sky.

A flash of white light.

A violent noise threatening to break my eardrums.

These were the last things I was able to notice before this lost magic sentenced this city and its inhabitants to oblivion.
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“Faster!”

Once again, Jazor’s rough voice reached Alianelle who was a few feet behind while trying as hard as she could to follow his rhythm. She used the back of her hand to hurriedly wipe her forehead and put her messy hair covered with sweat behind her ears.

Without losing any time after this practiced movement, she hastened her steps to catch up before Jazor issued another profanity toward her.

She knew that Jazor didn’t bother to choose his words most of the time. It was easy to see when he was talking with Sillath. Even so, Jazor rarely used any rude language in front of her and obviously never screamed at her. The fact that he did it several times to ask her to speed up showed how anxious he was.

The newly formed clouds progressively replacing the usual blue sky and the numerous rising pillars of dark smoke all around the Advanced town were enough reasons to justify his anxiousness.

This scene seemingly born in one of her nightmares was more than enough to scare her. However, more than the risk she was facing, she was more worried about Sillath who left on his own to save her father about an hour ago.

Even she could tell that the explosions were progressively gathering around the Advanced town.

If Sillath was able to pick up her father in time, then he would need to leave as fast as possible. He definitely won’t have the ability to wait for them. 

Therefore, they had to reach the meeting point before him.

However, the tallest tree at the edge of a small forest a few hundred feet away from the city’s wall seemed desperately out of reach for the tired young girl.

Only the hope to meet Sillath and her father safely there fueled her determination and pushed her to continue despite the pain in her legs and chest.

That’s why she gritted her teeth and followed Jazor as fast as her untrained body allowed her to. 

Even if she never experienced this kind of forced walk before, Alianelle didn’t let out a single complaint which gained her Jazor’s silent appreciation.

Jazor was obviously more trained than Alianelle and, while the young girl had to put all her thoughts into their tiring walk, he had the time to think about their current predicament. However, no matter how much he thought about it, he never imagined that their situation would escalate so quickly. If he had known, he wouldn’t have come back no matter what.

Thanks to Sillath’s mysterious potion, Jazor was able to regain quite a bit of strength. However, it was still too soon for him to use his magic again. If another explosion somehow cancelled his magic and wounded him like before, Jazor knew that this time he would completely lose his ability to move among the earth along with any ability to defend himself. 

He couldn’t take this kind of risk for now.

This threat looming over his head, and constantly reminded by the low rumble in the sky, helped him ignore Alianelle gasps for air and shaking limbs behind him. With the feeling that his magic will be their only way out of this situation once all of them gathered at the meeting point, Jazor continued to push forward.

*Boom*

Another explosion suddenly resonated.

Neither Jazor nor Alianelle were able to suppress their instinct to stop and turn their head toward this violent noise. Fortunately, this time the explosion occurred at the east side of the town and was, as a result, quite far away from them.

After noticing the distance separating them from the newly rising pillar of dark smoke, Jazor and Alianelle both heaved a silent sigh of relief and resumed their forced march. The young girl wasn’t able to stop herself from anxiously looking at the sky above their heads as if another explosion was ready to fall upon them at any time.

Fortunately, the numerous explosions threatening their sanity miraculously spared them from this terrible fate.

However, this wasn’t enough to allow Jazor to relax.

Even if he didn’t know what was causing these explosions, he spent too much time inside the wilderness to confuse it with a natural phenomenon. As unrealistic as it seemed, these explosions reshaping the face of the entire region were created by someone. 

However, if this was really created by someone in response to the murder of the Ryunno clan member then what was the purpose of all these explosions?

To kill the people responsible for this crime?

Jazor had no idea how the death of this Ryunno clan member could be known just a few hours after his death, but it was still obviously impossible to send investigators this deep into the wilderness in such a short period of time.

Even with the almost unlimited resources of their clan, any kind of investigation would be extremely difficult and even if a lead was left once they arrived, the culprit would be long gone.

This reasoning was the most probable that Jazor was able to reach. If investigating and finding the culprit were deemed as impossible while being this deep into the wilderness, then it would explain why they simply chose to use such a violent method.

However, if this was really the case then why were they still safe?

The entire region was targeted but none of the explosions were close enough to cause them any harm.

Were they truly unable to detect them and simply chose to target the Advanced town as retaliation?

At first Jazor thought that this was the only reasonable explanation. They intended to destroy the Advanced town and all the camps around to punish this murder.

However, after more than an hour of a frantic run against time, Jazor finally realized that too many explosions occurred. It was impossible for the Advanced town to have this many camps around.

So why were they still stubbornly causing these explosions without any evident target? 

These questions stubbornly circled in his head until the answer struck him without any warning.

The terrible truth made him stop in his steps.

Alianelle was so surprised by his sudden stop that she almost bumped into his strong back.

“Jazor?” She timidly asked with her soft voice intermingled with her rushed breathing.

However, Jazor didn’t answer her. With a pale face and dark eyes betraying his newfound fear, he resumed his forced walk even faster than before.

If he was right then things were even worse than he initially thought. Saving everyone with his magic would also become impossible.

A single word escaped his sealed lips.

“Faster!”

Alianelle didn’t have the leisure to ask any more questions. Afraid that she would be left behind, she simply chose to follow him in silence with her gaze fixed on the imposing tree near the Advanced town.

They continued to walk without any break for what seemed like an eternity for the young girl.

The tree was almost within reach.

However, Alianelle was finally unable to bear it anymore and collapsed when they had to cross a small muddy hill. Her strength was spent and even her determination wasn’t enough to allow her to continue. While she was desperately trying to catch her breath and stand up despite the uneven ground, she felt a strong arm wrapping around her waist. 

She didn’t have to turn her head to understand that Jazor simply chose to carry her like a luggage above his right shoulder when he noticed that she was unable to continue anymore.

Alianelle didn’t struggle and was glad that Jazor wasn’t able to see her face pressed against his back.

She never felt as much shame as in this instant. Her entire face was dyed red, but her eyes stubbornly refused to let the tears of frustration gathering at the corner of her eyes flow.

Sillath and Jazor took all these absurd risks just to save her and even now, they were risking their lives to fulfil her selfish wish to reunite with her father.

They gave her so much, they risked so much but she wasn’t even able to stand on her own two feet.

Several years ago, when they had to leave the Dorell kingdom and seek shelter inside this Advanced town Alianelle was still young so she didn’t have this kind of feeling even if she had to entirely depend on her father for protection.

However, now this was different.

She was old enough to take care of herself.

She always did her best to lessen the burden of her father with the farm and had always prided herself as being more independent than all the other children as old as her.

However, she now realized how wrong she was.

Sillath was even younger than her, but he was able to go to the Advanced town on his own whereas she couldn’t even stand on her own feet anymore.

She never felt this powerless before and finally realized why Sillath stubbornly continued to train his magic even under the dense and cold rain.

She clenched her small fists in frustration for long minutes when the strongest explosion they ever heard finally put an end to her thoughts and made Jazor stop in his tracks.

Alianelle wasn’t able to see where the explosion happened. For long seconds, the ringing of her ears also prevented her from hearing anything.

“No…”

The first word she was able to hear when she recuperated this ability made her entire body turn cold. Without waiting, she struggled on Jazor’s shoulder, and got on her own sore feet in a few seconds.

She slowly turned her head to look in the same direction as Jazor.

The same dense pillar of smoke was rising just a couple of miles away from them. They've never been this close to the explosions before, but this wasn’t what almost made her kneel on the ground in despair.

The smoke was coming from inside the Advanced town. 

From this distance, they could see with a frightening clarity the terrible scene unfolding in front of their eyes despite the dense smoke rising from a large part of the city.

The massive door of the Advanced town was completely blown off while a violent fire was starting to spread with flames slowly rising above the walls. This city that stood tall in these unforgiving lands for so long had lost its previous grandness in an instant. The violent crackling of the fire was almost completely covered by the distant screams filled with fear and despair rising from the heart of this town once known for its safety.

This scene made it finally truly possible to understand what kind of devastating attack suffered the entire town.

“Sillath… Dad…”

With a pale face, accentuating the dried blood still covering her forehead, Alianelle mumbled these few words with despair in her voice and with her teary eyes fixed on this terrible scene of destruction.

“We’re too late.”

Jazor’s words filled with his suppressed emotions brought Alianelle back from her shock.

“We don’t know that yet! Maybe they were spared by the explosion.”

“What do you mean spared? Look! Without the wall, we would have probably been blown away by the shockwave. Who can survive something like that?”

“Sillath can!”

Jazor who was consumed by his emotions and certitude was stopped by this single sentence. The idea to flee this close to their goal didn’t appear as their only choice anymore.

Seeing his hesitation, Alianelle didn’t waste any time to continue her persuasion.

“I believe in him. We must trust and wait for him!”

Alianelle’s innocent words filled with confidence for a boy even younger than her made it difficult for Jazor to immediately react.

Even now, he didn’t truly understand what happened to this young boy he found on his own deep into the wilderness. 

His beautiful face was similar to that of a girl while his frail body seemed to belong to someone from the nobility. However, his young and innocent face were betrayed by his eyes as blue as the sky.

Jazor has never seen eyes as beautiful as this but also so full with determination and weariness. No matter how he looked, he couldn’t find a single trace of the playfulness of a child inside him.

It was as if these eyes had seen more things than he did, even though he had lived for decades longer.

After crossing these mesmerizing eyes so many times, Jazor finally realized that this kind of gaze, which had obviously seen the horror of life, should belong to someone much older than him.

An ignorant child who would sometimes show his lack of teaching as if he never went to school before with eyes betraying his real understanding of the world.

Even now, Jazor didn't really know who the real him was.

However, it was a fact that this frail boy was able to confront him head on and gave him surprise after surprise.

That’s why, under Alianelle’s pleading eyes, Jazor subconsciously nodded his head.

The shock they both felt with the sight of the ravaged town subsided. 

An absurd idea born from their trust in a young boy replaced it.

They didn’t need to share any other word when they resumed their walk for this simple reason.

They both shared that belief that it was too soon for them to despair.

--

A blinding flash of white light overcoming for an instant the darkness brought by the dense clouds.

A violent rumble more aggressive than the strongest thunder.

A blast strong enough to shake the tall wall of this city.

Then nothing.

The heavy silence that settled for long minutes after that was only broken by the noise of the newly born flames ready to make disappear every trace of this town protecting the interest of the Dorell Kingdom deep into the wilderness.

An even longer time was necessary for the first screams of the rare wounded survivors to emerge. 

Few of them weren’t at least partially buried by various debris. A part of the screams of pain quickly transformed into desperate pleadings for help and finally completed this fearsome picture.

Men and women.

Adult and children.

No matter their gender, age or race none were spared from the fury of the sky.

Not a single building was left standing either.

The center of the Advanced town was beyond recognition, completely devastated, but some of the most robust mercenaries who used their magic just before the impact were able to survive. No more than a dozen of such wonders could be seen and none was spared from bloody wounds.

These lucky survivors had troubles adapting to this new disturbing environment, but they all quickly gathered their wits and chose to run away as fast as possible from this doomed town.

The screams of hate and indignation of the people ignored by these lucky survivors continued to spread long after their departures.

Similar scenes could be seen in the various districts of this town.

Even the farmland district, quite a distance away from the place of the impact, wasn’t spared from this cruel fate.

Despite the distance, the shockwave of the explosion was still strong enough to blow away almost all the buildings and devastated the fields beyond recognition.

The same scene of destruction except that no scream could be heard there.

Within this almost completely destroyed city, this place where many people gathered to work in their respective field was without a doubt the quietest.

Until the sound of stones falling to the ground finally emerged and broke this deathly silence.

With bloody hands and in desperate need of a breath of fresh air, Sillath finally emerged from the ruins.
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The deafening magic that doomed the entire city under a flash of white light only lasted for an instant but the threatening noise of the shockwave that followed was much longer.

Like a wrathful god, it swept the entire town for a long time. Even the farmland district, which was quite a distance away from the point of impact, wasn’t spared.

No building or normal human being could hope to survive something like that.

With only my own earth magic as support and protection, I used my entire strength to tightly grasp the meager chance of survival offered by my magic.

Stubbornly.

Desperately.

I continued to use my mana to regenerate the cocoon of earth wrapping me and Paul in its tight but fragile embrace.

The blast was strong enough to send us flying the moment I relaxed while the numerous rocks that continuously fell on us in a murderous rain threatened to destroy our protection and crush us to death at the same time.

With each second longer than the previous, I continued to release my mana without restraint.

With my mind blurred by the violent effort and the monstrous impacts, I screamed to release my mana faster than ever before, but the deafening noise of the shockwave sweeping the entire town above us covered it up.

With each moment more painful than the previous, I continued this desperate attempt to survive.

I felt that my strength was going to run out and that my magic would collapse at the same time as any hope of survival we had.

This thought circled continuously in my head like a curse when I noticed that my scream of mixed effort and pain wasn’t covered by the noise of the shockwave anymore.

It was gone as suddenly as it appeared just like the murderous rain of rubbles.

I didn’t waste any time when I noticed this.

Without this continuous threat, I was able to use my earth magic differently than just for protection.

It took me long minutes to push away the various stones and debris of the nearby houses burying us. In the desperate search of fresh air, I ignored the pain assailing my entire body and used my earth magic to finally open a path.

The massive stones that nearly crushed us to death were pushed away which finally allowed me to get up and push myself away from Paul.

After climbing the pile of rubble, I took a few faltering steps before collapsing on my knees just a couple of feet away from the hole from where I just emerged.

I stayed for a long time on my knees, with my gaze fixed on the clouded sky above our heads while desperately trying to catch my breath and dissipate my blurry vision caused by my overuse of mana.

The sharp pain of my head hadn’t lessened, but my blurry vision had regained part of its clarity when I turned my gaze away from the clouds that nearly robbed me of my life .

Just as if a bucket of cold water was thrown to my face, the relief I was feeling ever since extracting myself from the ruins of the nearby farms around us immediately dissipated.

Even while buried under a mountain of rocks, I didn’t realize the true nature of the destruction that befell us until I saw it with my own eyes. 

From my high vantage point, I had no choice but to contemplate what was left of this part of the town. This scene welcoming my blurry sight will undoubtedly be engraved in my memory forever.

What was once a wide avenue that led to the central place of the town was completely ravaged, disfigured and made completely impassable by the many cracks, holes and rocks on the way.

The peaceful farmland district now looked more like a battlefield with unkempt boundaries and the rest of the town was probably no better. The few remaining standing buildings around us were devoid of any roof or window. Much of their structures were destroyed, leaving no doubt as to how long they would remain standing.

However, what was even more shocking to me than this scene of destruction was the eerie silence that replaced the sound of children playing and farmers working. 

The only noise breaking this deafening and slightly overwhelming silence was made by Paul who was still trying to awkwardly extract himself from the cocoon of earth anchored in the ground that I hurriedly created to survive the explosion. 

After what seemed like an eternity, I turned my gaze away and simply continued to stabilize my current state as if not looking directly at it made it less real.

Paul finally joined me after a few more efforts.

He wasn’t as exhausted as me but he was more confused.

The explosion and my tackle from behind were too sudden for him to understand what had happened.

It’s only when his gaze landed on the same scene of devastation surrounding us that he understood the kind of calamity we just escaped from. This scene that shook my heart was obviously even worse for Paul who lived in this peaceful town for several years.

“You saved my life...”

His words, choked with suppressed emotions of mixed fear and sadness, stayed unanswered. 

It was true that without my quick reaction, Paul and I would have been both blown away by the shockwave or simply crushed to death. However, the horror surrounding us made it impossible for any kind of joy to reach my heart despite his words filled with gratitude.

Moreover, even though we survived, I was more than aware of how close we came to death.

Fortunately, even if the dark sky above the city stayed the same, the menacing rumble continuously echoing beyond the clouds was completely gone.

I didn’t know if that meant we were safe, but I definitely didn’t want to wait here to find out.

That’s why, I forcefully stood up despite my shaking legs and wiped my forehead with the back of my bloodied hand. The sweat and dust I intended to wipe away were simply replaced by a large trace of blood but I didn’t have the time nor the strength to care about that .

“We can’t stay here, let’s go!”

The rumble in the sky, testimony of the eminent threat above us, was gone but this didn’t mean that we were safe. I could only feel safe after leaving this doomed town far behind. 

That’s why I didn’t allow Paul to collapse in front of this terrible spectacle and urged him to go.

“You’re bleeding!” Interrupted Paul after noticing the blood flowing along my right arm.

My hand and my right shoulder were covered with blood but my legs were fine. Therefore, I ignored the pain of my right arm and resolutely walked toward the wall. 

“I will survive, don’t worry. We don’t have the time to worry about that so if you can walk, follow me!”

After my authoritative words, Paul didn’t argue anymore. 

It was obviously difficult for him to trust and obey the words of a child, but he surely realized who was the most powerless one between the both of us. That’s probably why he simply followed behind me in silence while we resumed our walk toward the sturdy wall still standing despite the violence of the explosion.

We survived and our goal to cross over this wall to rejoin Alianelle and Jazor didn’t change. 

The only difference was the destroyed landscape around us and the mountains of various kinds of rubbles we had to cross to reach it.

The wall was within sight but crossing over these rubbles forced us to walk slower. If I was on my own, crossing such obstacles with my wind magic would be easy. However, Paul had no other choice but to carefully walk to avoid any injury.

I needed to use my wind magic to help him jump over the wall. I never tried something like that with someone several times heavier than me. That’s why I preserved my strength and didn’t try to help him to speed up our process. 

This tiresome walk would have been a formality if we just had to be careful with our steps.

However, even these rubbles piled together in many small mountains weren’t able to completely hide the true horror of what happened.

A few minutes were all it took to notice the numerous bodies scattered around us. Most of them were almost completely buried and were difficult to notice. Maybe that’s why we were able to walk without sparing more than a glance at those pitiful souls. 

Unfortunately, in addition to these buried bodies, other bloody corpses with missing parts lying a little further away from them were also visible.

Even for me, this sight was enough to make me sick. I swallowed hard and ignored the smell of fresh blood permeating the air around us, but Paul didn’t have the same ability and started to throw up. His pale face and tearful eyes while he was on his knees was in stark contrast to his robust physique. 

I let him a few seconds to pull himself together, and before I had to remind him of our current situation, he forcefully wiped his mouth and stood up.

His resilience while confronted with this kind of scene was surprising but most welcomed. I thought he would continue with this kind of attitude but his steps abruptly stopped a few minutes later. 

“No…”

Before I could open my mouth, Paul fell on his knees while large drops of tears fell along his dirtied cheeks.

It took me a few seconds to notice why he suddenly started to cry.

A man was lying face first while tightly clutching something against his chest.

I had to come closer to understand and, despite the state of his body, I finally recognized him.

This was Paul’s friend we saw on our way toward the wall. Even in death, his arms stubbornly held a young boy in his embrace. However, the broken neck of the child didn’t leave any doubt about his death.

His other son was nowhere to be seen, but the fate of a defenseless small child confronted with such a calamity was more than obvious.

While Paul finally gave up his resistance and let out loud sobs in front of these bodies, I couldn’t help but look into the boy’s dead eyes. The fear I saw in them when I tried to help earlier was gone.

Nothing but emptiness remained.

Maybe I would have prefered to see accusations in these dead eyes. 

Accusation for failing to save him.

Accusation for choosing Paul over them.

However, the guilt I felt in my heart while looking at these eyes didn’t last long.

I spent years immersed in guilt after my brother’s death so I knew probably more than anybody else how useless guilt was.

Nothing good was born out of guilt.

This boy was dead but Paul, Alianelle and Jazor were still alive.

If I didn’t harden my heart, I was sure that it wouldn’t remain this way.

That’s why I chased this useless guilt over this poor boy’s fate to a colder but much more useful determination.

Determination to survive and to fulfil what I promised.

“Let’s go Paul.”

However, this time Paul didn’t answer and simply continued to cry on his knees.

“Paul!” I called out louder.


Without any answer this time either, I forcefully grabbed his shoulder to force him to stand up.

“Leave me alone!”

His scream and his sudden movement to push me away surprised me and finally let the condoleance I felt for him in this terrible situation disappear replaced by annoyance and anger.

“Stop acting like this. They are dead already so stand up!”

“How can you say things like that? Don't you feel anything when you see this?"

“I do.” I simply answered with the same forced coldness in my voice.

“Then, why are you acting like this? You’re just a child so how can you keep your calm in this situation? Are you even Human?”

Paul’s tears continued to flow as words of accusation kept leaving his mouth. However, I maintained the same coldness on my face and didn’t answer his questions this time. He didn’t really want any answer anyway. He just wanted an outlet to his sadness and frustration over the death of these innocent people. 

I knew that his words probably went beyond his thoughts, but I didn’t interrupt or condemn him. I simply stayed a few steps away while his sadness slowly morphed into anger toward me and my reaction.

This kind of anger was born from the horror and absurdness of this situation. 

However, I didn’t try to soothe it.

Anger even misplaced was much more useful than guilt.

“Why didn’t you save them? Say something!”

Finally, overcome by his anger and sadness, Paul stood up and grabbed me by my collar. I didn’t resist and allowed his strong arm to raise my feet above the ground. Even if he was several times stronger than me physically, Paul didn’t inspire the slightest amount of fear even while he was overcome by his emotions. 

I certainly felt sad for him and his loss even if I refused to show it. I also knew that crying and getting angry was the most natural reaction in this situation.

However, now wasn’t the time for tears but the time to act.

It wasn’t time for comforting words but for the hard truth.

“Because I had to save you.”

These cold words stating the simple truth finally made Paul unable to open his mouth anymore. The strength of his arm lessened and allowed my feet to slowly return to the ground.

“Let’s go.” 

We couldn’t let our emotions get the better of ourselves. That’s why, I forcibly freed myself from his grip and started to walk away.

However, Paul didn’t follow me. 

“I can’t…” The anger agitating him a second ago was gone, replaced by the same weakness as before.

The kind that I desperately tried to erase.

I was grateful for his help. If not, I wouldn’t have risked my life to save him and Alianelle. However, even my desire to help was slowly replaced by my rising anger when I saw this kind of weakness get the better of him.

I suddenly turned around, and with a propulsion from my wind magic, I crossed the distance separating us in the blink of an eye.

*Bang*

My punch covered with earth violently collided with Paul’s face and made him fall on his back. I controlled my strength but despite this, Paul wasn’t able to immediately stand up.

I had trouble controlling my anger and frustration while I was looking at him. 

He was unable to bear the cruel reality of our situation and chose to let his emotions submerge him.

Paul was a good man.

However, he was weak.

Just like I was.

“Stand up! If you want to cry then do it after you reunite with Alianelle!”

Paul simply gasped after my words and stayed silent.

“How can you be this strong?” He finally asked with eyes betraying how lost and powerless he truly was.

“I’m not strong.”

“...”

“It’s you who is weak.”

“I…”

“You’re weak but I’m not talking about your inability to use magic.”

My words were certainly cruel, but the anger I had toward Paul didn’t simply originate from this moment.

“Don’t think that I forgot what you did when Alianelle was taken away!”

Paul couldn’t use magic but Alianelle was just as defenseless as him. However, when she desperately needed someone to help her, Paul also let his emotions and fears stop his movements just like what he was doing right now.

He gave up on her without fighting.

That’s why I was truly angry with him.

“We don’t have the time for that, Paul. Now choose! You can make the same mistake and give up now or you can stand up to meet Alianelle and apologize to her.”

Silence was his only answer once more but shame definitely made its way on his face. The kind that it was difficult to hide to others and even more so to oneself. 

A single glance at his face let me know that he only needed one final push.

“You have another chance now. Second chances are rarer than you may think so take it!” I forcefully said without hiding the bitterness in my voice.

Paul probably also realized the heavy regrets hidden behind these words but he didn’t answer. He simply wiped his tears in a rushed movement and stood up while taking my outstretched hand.

I suppressed the sigh of relief as I watched him walk as fast as he could despite the numerous obstacles to make up for the time we lost.

My wind magic was useful to avoid difficult parts on our way. Without this ability, Paul fell and scratched his legs many times but he ignored it and simply continued to walk as fast as he could.

Our walk continued for long minutes without another word exchanged between us.

However, it wasn’t a heavy silence but one filled with his newfound determination.

Despite the dark clouds above our heads, I finally felt that we were going to make it alive when a not so distant noise suddenly appeared out of the blue as if to prove how wrong my thoughts were.

The rumble in the sky was back.

Both Paul and I stopped at the same time to turn around and look at the dense clouds with equally pale faces.

This time, I didn’t need to say anything.

Paul understood just as I did what was happening so he started to run as fast as he could.

I also ran behind Paul while looking at the densest clouds visibly moving closer toward us.

“No…”

Paul didn’t interrupt his mad run, but my sudden mumble betraying my emotions didn’t go unnoticed. With a swift movement, he turned his head to look above his shoulder.

His face turned even paler than before when he finally noticed the same thing as I did.

There was no doubt that the clouds were coming closer to us as if this part of the town wasn’t destroyed enough and deserved another devastating attack. Even with the protection of my earth magic, the previous distant explosion nearly buried us alive. Therefore, I had no doubt about our ending if the explosion happened closer to us.

None of my magic would be strong enough to protect us.

I didn’t have the leisure to wonder why the attack from the sky suddenly resumed neither why it was targeting this part of the town. I stayed behind Paul and watched him try as hard as he could to accelerate. 

However, this kind of devastated ground didn’t allow his efforts to be rewarded. He continuously stumbled, scorched his legs and even fell a couple of times before hurriedly standing up.

“Don’t wait for me, Sillath.”

Despite his repeated missteps among the rubbles I continued to stay behind him. It finally became obvious that I could go much faster than him especially in this situation.

However, I still denied his selfless request.

“Don’t say that and run!”

The wall was never as close as this, but it also appeared beyond our reach no matter how hard we tried.

“Don’t die here for me!”

Paul clearly understood that the clouds will definitely reach us before we could reach the wall safely if we continued to run at this speed.

The rumble in the sky continued to grow stronger as hesitation finally made its way into my heart. I could definitely jump over the wall on my own. 

I could save myself.

All I had to do was to give up on Paul.

With a violent stomp of my feet, I released my wind magic at its maximum output.

However, I didn’t get past him.

Instead, I caught one of his arms with my own and used my entire strength to lift him with my magic despite the violent pain immediately coursing through my exhausted body.

“Huh?”

Paul didn’t immediately react to my sudden movement. Maybe he also didn’t understand why I refused his pleading to go on my own.

I could say that I couldn’t give up on him now, not after everything I went through to save him. 

However, that would be a lie.

I did already much more than anybody could expect from me even to repay a favor.

In this instant when my mana and physical strength were almost depleted, it was difficult for me to have clear thoughts. My reasons for so stubbornly trying to rescue him and Alianelle from the twisted hands of their fates tangled themselves in my head. 

Maybe I did it because I didn’t want to ignore another tragedy, or simply because I didn’t want to bear the guilt of abandoning them.

Maybe my only reason for putting my life on the line to reunite them was to maintain the hope that it was also possible for me to reunite with my own family. 

Even while I was desperately dragging Paul with my wind magic, I couldn’t be sure of the answer.

However, there was one thing I was sure about.

I already made my choice when I went to save Alianelle.

I won’t lie to myself and I certainly won’t run away anymore.

This new resolve burning in my heart fueled my determination and helped me surpass my limits.

No matter the reason, I had to reunite them.

Whatever it takes.

“Sillath! Don’t!”

I didn’t answer Paul’s last plea and simply tightened my grip on his muscular arm with my own despite the pain and the large amount of blood flowing along my right arm.

I used too much mana before and what I was attempting was almost beyond my current abilities. That’s why I didn’t answer him and simply continued to concentrate as hard as I could to accelerate our clumsy flight.

We weren’t flying very high, just around half a feet above the ground, but we didn’t touch the ground ever since we left it. With numerous impulses of my feet on the air itself, I propulsed us toward the wall faster than ever before while avoiding the mountains of rubble blocking our way.

Our altitude continued to rise while Paul’s urgent screams completely disappeared.

It took a few minutes for the wall to be almost within our reach, but despite my efforts, the dark clouds reached the farmland district before we could cross over it.

The rumble in the sky once more reached its climax while a familiar flash of white light reflected on Paul’s face. A single glance above my shoulder was enough to notice the same strange white circle as before taking form on the surface of the densest dark clouds.

“Sillath!”

Paul’s scream wasn’t necessary to remind me of what was going to happen but it was too late to cross over the wall.

I gave up on the control of our flight and simply used a final violent burst of mana to send us flying more than a dozen feet forward to reach the top of the wall.

*Bam*

Without any control, the shock when we finally landed was even more violent than I expected.

Fortunately for me, Paul was there to cushion the impact. 

*Boom*

I didn’t see the completion of the white circle of magic behind us, but the violent explosion that threatened to rupture my eardrums didn’t let any doubt about what was happening.

Even on top of the wall, we weren’t completely safe from the blast about to come and I didn’t have enough mana to protect us with the same earth magic as before. 

Without any protection, the kind of blast that was heading our way was without a doubt strong enough to threaten our lives especially for me and my frail body. 

That’s probably why Paul put his heavy body above mine. The weight and warmth above me only served to reignite the unwillingness in my heart. 

However, I couldn’t do anything anymore.

Paul also understood this. 

We didn’t have the time to exchange any words, he simply tightened his protective embrace as if he was telling me that it was his turn to protect me.

I didn’t have enough strength left to deny this wish or offer a better solution.

I could only wait for the blast of the violent explosion to reach us.

However, even after several unending seconds, Paul’s body stayed above mine. The burst of hot wind we felt was nothing compared to what we had already experienced.

Even if our high ground protected us from a part of the blast and the flying rubbles, the impact was way too weak compared to the violence of the noise we just heard especially considering the overwhelming strength of the explosion we previously experienced despite being much further away.

With my mind filled with questions, I slowly raised my head and looked toward the sky.

The same dark clouds painted with the same majestic and overwhelming glowing white circle welcomed my sight. But something else attracted my attention and robbed me of my voice.

A rainbow had collided with the white circle.

The farmland district under the white circle, symbol of the Lost magic used, was spared from a new explosion. It was as if the rainbow, covering this part of the city, had interfered and prevented any further destruction.

This absurd thought in front of this spectacle crossed my mind in a flash, but even after staring at this scene for long seconds, I couldn’t find any better word to describe it.

The imposing white circle glowing in the sky slowly faded as if it had never existed in the first place. 

However, contrary to the dark clouds seemingly also ready to completely disappear, the strange majestic rainbow seemed to condense making it impossible to clearly see its other end beyond the opposite wall of the city. 

We were overwhelmed by the strange spectacle in front of our eyes until I was finally able to get out of my stupor.

A thousand questions circled in my head but none worth delaying our escape. 

I pushed Paul away to stand up and lead him toward the edge of the wall. I took a deep breath and gathered my mana while suppressing the pain circling in my entire body.

I didn’t know what was happening behind us.

Maybe I will never know the truth, but it was alright as long as we could get away.

With Paul’s large arms tightly clutched with my own covered with fresh blood, I took a step forward beyond the border of the wall and allowed gravity to take hold of us. Despite my wounds and exhaustion, my remaining wind magic was strong enough to slow our fall. 

However, it’s only when my feet heavily landed on the grassy ground, hiding at the same time this mysterious sight and the dangers it represented that I finally heaved a sigh of relief.

Without any last look behind, we finally left the Advanced town behind to whatever fate awaiting it.


  

    
        Chapter 75: Until the end (First part)

    
    
    
    
  
Life is ironic.

I became aware of this simple truth many years ago, but I never thought my own life would reflect it so perfectly.

I spent weeks risking my life and using every bit of strength I could to reach this Advanced town just one day earlier.

And now, I was desperately trying to run away from the same town as fast as my exhausted body allowed me to.

This situation would have probably made me smile in ridicule if not for the seriousness of our current predicament.

For long minutes, I forced my body to move forward with my determination fuelled by the violent explosions happening not so far behind us.

I thought the white circle in the sky, symbol of the Lost magic responsible for all this devastation, was completely gone after its initial confrontation with the mysterious rainbow, but the numerous explosions that followed showed me how wrong I was.

I single glance above my shoulder toward the sky overlooking the Advanced town was enough to notice that the situation was even worse than before.

The white circle didn’t disappear between each explosion anymore. It continued to stubbornly paint a small part of the threatening dark clouds. It became simply impossible to miss just like it was impossible to ignore the imposing, almost tangible, rainbow intercepting each flash of white light.

I had no idea what had created this strange magical rainbow that shielded the city so many times already. I could only hope that it would continue long enough to give us enough time to rejoin Alianelle and Jazor near the giant tree towering the closest forest of the Advanced town.

Fortunately, this time my prayers were answered.

It took us ten minutes to finally reach the meeting place.

The relief I felt when I finally saw Jazor and Alianelle waiting for us unharmed was difficult to describe.

“Dad!”

Alianelle’s voice betrayed the same emotion while she ran as fast as she could to her father. Paul simply opened his arms to welcome an embrace probably filled with conflicted emotions. 

“Sorry… I’m so sorry…”

Tears were flowing out of their respective eyes while words of apology continued to flow out of Paul’s mouth.

This heartwarming scene was happening just a few steps away from me and was possible only because of my almost desperate efforts. However, I didn’t let my eyes wander for more than a few seconds on it.

The appearance of Jazor with his axe and clothes covered with blood and various fluids of different colors was much more important in my eyes. Just as important and disturbing as the corpses of various, mostly unknown, species on the ground around him that completed this picture. 

However, before I could open my mouth to ask about it, a distant noise reached us and also put a forced end to Alianelle and Paul reunion.

I didn’t need to close my eyes to feel what was coming, neither did I have the time to do that. 

The distinctive noise of hooves reached us just a few seconds before its surprisingly fast owner appeared from the forest behind Jazor.

The creature looked like a dark horse. Much more than any of the Preel or other similar creatures I ever saw in fact. The only massive difference with the original and harmless specie of my old world was the long mane and hooves covered with an ominous green fire masking a large part of its muscular figure.

The strange and devastating green trail followed behind the mysterious creature until Jazor ran toward it with its axe raised.

With surprising power and agility, the creature was cleanly beheaded and violently crashed on the ground before I could even gather my mana to intercept it.

“Ahhh”

Alianelle wasn’t able to prevent a brief frightened scream from escaping her mouth in front of this sudden bloody spectacle. However, contrary to my expectation for a girl as innocent as her, she quickly closed her mouth and calmed down. 

"We need to get the hell out of here. Now!” Exclaimed Jazor.

None of us contested Jazor’s hurried words after his bloody execution.

We were quite far away from the town but something was wrong. I was too focused on the explosions happening behind us at an hectic rhythm to clearly think about it before. However, I couldn’t deny this strange feeling anymore.

“Sillath, you’re bleeding!” Finally exclaimed Alianelle without hiding the worry in her voice when she turned her attention back to me.

“It’s nothing.” I quickly dismissed her concern and asked Jazor the only question that truly mattered in our situation.

“Have you recovered enough to use your magic on the three of us?” 

“Yeah, I’m good to go. Probably not for long but everywhere will still be better than here...”

None of us doubted his words, not even Paul as I already explained to him Jazor’s ability to carry people with him underground.

I was probably not the only one who noticed his unusual worried voice whereas we were supposed to be almost out of the woods. However, none of us chose to ask why the strongest among us suddenly showed such concern.

This thought continued to plague my mind while we reached Jazor to let him use his magic.

The same sensation, albeit slower to form, invaded us as our feet slowly started to sink or maybe fuse with the ground.

The slow process continued for long seconds until I finally realized what was wrong.

The ambient mana surrounding us was different.

We were near a forest, a place richer in mana than the vast plain we just crossed. 

However, this wasn’t about the mana being richer.

My ability to sense mana was much stronger than before, but it was still a new power to me. Maybe that’s why I didn’t immediately realize why I felt so restless while we were crossing the vast plain separating the Advanced town from our meeting point.

The mana was different, there was no doubt about it.

Not just denser.

It was fiercer.

Wilder.

I closed my eyes and spread my senses to confirm my suspicion.

“Jazor!!!”

With a scream, I immediately snapped my eyes open and released a dense burst of mana. Jazor’s fragile magic was immediately cancelled and propelled us several feet away from one another in a violent reaction.

My wind magic prevented me from crashing on the ground, but none of my friends had the same chance.

Their impact on the hard soil made a loud noise, but none of them had the time to complain or wonder why I did this.

A deafening rumbling noise, immediately followed by a tremor difficult to resist, prevented their questions to leave their mouths.

A familiar giant worm-like monster emerged from the ground with its mouth wide open where we were standing just a second earlier.

Its giant mouth filled with several rows of deadly fangs closed while crushing the dirt and rocks it swallowed along the way. I could only watch the monster quickly rise while its giant brown body covered with hard scales wriggled several feet above us. 

Jazor who already stood up with his axe in his hands had a serious expression while Alianelle and Paul both watched with fear on their face this horror of nature in front of their eyes.

I wished I could say that my face was devoid of any kind of fear.

However, that would be a lie.

I already faced this creature and now knew its name.

It was a Krath.

The same kind that nearly killed me a little more than a month ago. 

Even if the creature was at least ten times smaller than the one who swallowed half a forest before Jazor’s timely intervention, I didn’t have much confidence about my chances against it, especially with someone as defenseless as Paul not far from me.

Not to mention the fact that I already used way more mana than what I was comfortable with.

The creature turned its head repeatedly left and right while another tremor, much stronger than before, reached us. 

The kind of tremor strong enough to completely cover the distant noise of repeated explosions still coming from the town.

The kind able to inspire fear even in someone as strong as Jazor.

However, it wasn’t coming underground this time.

With a pale face, Jazor and Alianelle both turned their heads above their shoulder toward the dark forest behind them.

Paul and I were separated from them on the other side of this monster, with our eyes glued beyond the darkness of the distant forest in front us.

The darkness was quickly swallowed by a distant but growing green light while numerous angry screeches started to reach us. Jazor was much more experienced than I was, so he probably understood even faster than me that whatever was coming was just as bad as the monster towering above the forest with its length.

The Krath separating us finally turned its monstrous head toward Jazor as if he recognized him as a greater threat.

With its giant mouth wide open, the long body started to awkwardly twitch in a disturbing and familiar movement. 

I felt my heart skip a beat as I recognized this attack.

*Bam*

The largest earthball I could muster crashed into the back of the creature’s head and made it turn its monstrous open maw toward me in anger.

Jazor was strong, but not enough to deal with both threats at the same time while protecting Alianelle especially in his current state.

With a grateful look on his face, Jazor turned his back on us and the Krath to face the entrance of the forest. 

I didn’t have the leisure to see what he was doing to stop what was coming toward us at high speed, but I wasn’t able to ignore the massive amount of mana he was gathering.

“Stay back, Paul!” I screamed while taking a step forward.

I trusted Jazor.

He will be able to deal with whatever is coming.

He will protect Alianelle and open a way for us to escape.

But only if I could prevent this monster from attacking him from behind.

I couldn’t back out. 

Otherwise none of us would survive.

I steeled my determination while the threatening creature let out an earth-shattering roar toward us strong and frightening enough to make Paul fall on his back.

Did I have to use this magic?

If I did, maybe I would be able to kill this monster. 

However, I quickly dismiss this crazy idea.

I wasn’t optimistic enough to think this monster would be the only obstacle on our way.

It was too soon to bet everything on this untested trump card.

I made up my mind and, with a violent stomp of my foot on the ground, I released my wind magic to propel myself above the ground.

The Krath lunged forward to swallow me whole, but another impulse of one of my feet on the air itself let me fly out of reach of the creature.

It took him a few seconds to find me again on the right side of its head.

This was enough to confirm my thoughts.

This Krath was fast but its vision was limited. That’s probably why it took so long to attack after it emerged from the ground. Its mouth was wide enough to swallow anything in its path, but it was obviously much more difficult to follow with precision something as small as me.

I had to distract it long enough for Jazor to intervene.

I was tired and wounded but I had enough strength and mana left for that.

I couldn’t be sure why my ability to handle mana was stronger than a month ago, but I was certainly grateful for that especially while I was desperately trying to avoid the brutal and sudden attacks of the creature who simply tried to crush me instead of swallowing me whole.

After a few more missed attempts, the creature started to turn its attention away from me so I had no other choice but to launch another large earthball directly to its face while coming closer.

With each missed attempt of the creature, I could hear Paul and Alianelle shock gasps of fear. Fortunately, this dangerous dance didn’t last very long even if it appeared endless for me. 

Even with my head spinning from all the violent movements in the sky to escape certain death, I could easily feel that Jazor had finally completed his magic. The enormous amount of mana ready to burst out of him didn’t let any doubt about that.

With a relieved smile on my lips, I watched as he punched the ground in front of him with a violent shout.

There was no explosion or any kind of impressive manifestation after the release of his magic.

For Paul and Alianelle, it probably felt like Jazor’s magic didn’t have any effect at all.

However, even while I was manoeuvring to avoid the giant monster, I could sense it.

The violent mana released in front of him, ready to swallow anything in its path.

I didn’t have to wait long for the power of his magic to reveal its might to everyone. 

The grassy ground in front of him rippled before being overturned. As if an invisible giant hand was at work, the closest trees started to topple immediately followed by the ones closest to them.

The wave continued its course unhindered. The numerous animals that emerged in mass from the woods while leaving a dense trail of green fire were all victim to his magic.

In a few seconds, half of the forest had its trees lying on the ground strangely parallel to one another while the horde of furious animals threatening to drown us was completely broken. Most of them were buried under a huge amount of rocks and earth with bloody wounds as the green flames of their bodies slowly extinguished.

A frightening silence replaced the previous thunder-like noise of the hooves of the horde running toward us. Even the Krath near me stilled in mid-air leaving me enough time to finally fix my posture and catch my breath.

Its head, dozens of times larger than my entire body, turned its attention toward the responsible for this impressive scene. I felt my blood run cold as the creature finally chose to completely ignore me while Jazor put one of his knees on the ground in a loud thud betraying his exhaustion.

With a wave of my hand, I sent another large earthball toward the creature’s head but it didn’t react this time. I wasn’t the only one who noticed this.

Alianelle, who was the closest to Jazor, hurriedly lent him her frail shoulder to lean on. After a few more tries, Jazor finally stood up, but the cost of his overpowered magic was obviously difficult for him to bear especially in his already weakened state.

I saw him stumble and almost drag Alianelle to the ground with him.

Paul was just as powerless as me in front of this scene.

Even the ice magic I fired in the meantime wasn’t strong enough to pierce the hard scales or distract the Krath from its new target. I could only watch its giant body, completely unaffected by my attacks, starting to twitch in front of Jazor’s horrified eyes.

“Don’t stay here, Jazor!”

With shaking limbs, Jazor used the handle of his axe and Alianelle’s support to stand up after my scream, but the creature didn’t intend to stop this time. 

It finally opened its giant mouth and sucked the air in Jazor’s direction. 

Broken trees, rocks, bodies of animals and an incredible amount of earth previously overturned by Jazor’s magic flew toward its giant open mouth before disappearing in the darkness of its throat. 

“Ahh!”

Alianelle never saw the creature before and was unprepared for the sudden sucking force. She fell on her back and was dragged on the ground. 

“Alianelle!!!”

“Stay where you are, Paul!” I screamed while hovering in the sky near the beast’s head.

Paul who was behind the monster stopped after my words with horror on his face as Alianelle was trying to grab with her entire strength the grass and roots near her.

Even with his axe planted on the ground, Jazor was also barely able to stay standing on his feet.

The attack of the monster continued for long unending seconds while Alianelle was slowly but surely losing her grip. 

I couldn’t just jump in front of the creature’s mouth to save her or I would simply be sucked in first. My wind magic wasn’t strong enough to counter this kind of storm yet.

I needed more power. 

While I was gathering as much mana as I could to power up my wind magic, I watched with incredulous eyes as Jazor was the first to let go.

“No!!!” I screamed immediately in shock.

However, I quickly swallowed back my words and cancelled my wind magic ready to erupt when I noticed that Jazor intentionally let go to draw nearer Alianelle. 

One of his powerful hands caught her arm before the axe in his other hand was violently planted into the ground. 

The relief I felt when I saw Jazor save Alianelle was short-lived. I watched with my heart in my throat as the powerful looking axe became their only link to the ground when both of their feet finally lost their support after the creature intensified its attack. 

However, neither Jazor’s grip nor the axe planted in the ground gave way. The axe stayed strangely immovable despite the growing strength of the sucking force eager to swallow them. 

Large patches of earth were torn off from the ground around them, but Jazor’s axe didn’t move. It took me a few more seconds to notice the mana emitted from the axe strengthening its link with the ground.

The creature was angered by their resistance and continued its attack for even longer. Even the other specimen of this monstrous race, that was at least ten times larger, didn’t use this attack for nearly as long.

I continued to gather my mana while waiting for the moment bound to come when the Krath wouldn't be able to continue anymore.

Finally the beast stopped its mad sucking force, letting Alianelle and Jazor powerlessly fall face first on the ground. 

However, just like Jazor, I knew that the truly terrifying part of its attack had yet to come.

The creature will spit out everything it absorbed in a violent whirlpool of death strong enough to destroy anything in its way.

Even with Jazor’s protection, there wasn’t any chance that Alianelle would be able to survive something like that.

I had to act before that.

That’s why, as soon as the beast stopped its attack, I rushed forward with my wind magic.

“Sillath!!!”

“Don’t stay here, idiot!”

I ignored Alianelle and Jazor’s respective screams to face the gigantic open maw of the Krath just a few feet away from me.

I couldn’t pierce its scales no matter what I did. The idea to attack inside the open mouth of the creature crossed my mind in the brief instant I faced the darkness of its void-like mouth, but I dismissed this idea just as quickly.

I didn’t have enough power to directly kill it even with this trick. I didn’t have the time for that either.

The Krath didn’t need more than a few seconds to start the second part of its attack and completely destroy me. 

My wind magic powered my steps in the sky as I rushed even closer to the creature.

The Krath’s angry roar made my heart skip a beat, but I didn’t stop my course as if I wanted to enter its open maw. I avoided another of the violent turns of its massive body and finally touched the upper jaw of the monster with the tip of my fingertip.

I couldn’t directly bypass its apparently unbreakable hard scale like Jazor did when he was at his strongest neither could I simply kill it from the inside.

None of my magic gave me this ability.

However, I had my own strength.

My own magic.

All the mana I had gathered was released as soon as the feeling of the strangely hot scale of the creature was transmitted to my hand.

A violent burst of cold exploded as a huge chunk of ice was immediately created. 

My journey on my own across the wilderness taught me many things and let me peek at many hidden truths of the magic of this world.

One of them was that each element had its own ability. 

The strength of ice wasn’t its piercing power. Earth was better in this aspect. 

No, ice didn’t have the raw power of the earth or the fluidity of water.

However, it had something else.

An unrivaled ability to seal.

So that’s what I was doing.

A translucent but solid looking chunk of ice was born around the monster’s upper jaw and spread according to my will. 

My hand trapped in my own ice helped me stay close enough to continue powering up my magic and create the densest ice I could. 

With my entire mana dedicated to this task, I ignored the terrifying roars of the creature and the pain of my already bleeding arm as the monster continued to wreak havoc.

A few seconds of this fierce confrontation was all it took for a dense layer of ice to completely cover the giant mouth of the monster who simply lost the ability to open or close its maw. 

I didn’t have enough mana left to completely trap the creature in ice but sealing its mouth was more than enough. After everything it sucked in, there was no way it was going to be fine if I prevented it from completing its attack.

The threatening roars of the monster continued to echoe beyond the ice. I didn’t know if the hint of pain I detected in this roar was true or simply imagined but it gave me enough strength to persevere.

Persevere until its movements grew so violent and erratic that my mind failed to register everything currently happening. The lack of mana and all the blood I lost weren’t probably unrelated to this sudden weakness and haziness of my consciousness. 

A violent explosion put an end to the movements of the monster while I was projected backward. My mind was too fuzzy to register anything other than that.

I could only remember covering my body with the hardest earth I could while using my wind magic in reflex before everything turned black.
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I did it again.

This thought immediately crossed my mind when I finally awoke.

I don’t remember how many times I lost consciousness in both of my lives. Be it because of my old hyena master too eager to train me or because of various events outside of my control, I could sadly be considered as an expert in this peculiar domain.

However, of all the various situations I woke up from, this one was definitely the strangest among them all.

My entire body was hurting, without a doubt because of the rashness of my last intervention against a monster hundredth of times larger than me, but at the same time I was feeling strangely comfortable while resting against something warm and soft. 

It was a shame that this peaceful rest on something much more comfortable from what I was used to, was completely ruined by a strange and unpleasant smell. 

I wanted to immediately determine what my current situation was, but it still took me a few more seconds to fight off the drowsiness assaulting me and open my eyes. The light around me was too dim to immediately realize where I was. However, the not so distant growling sound along with the familiar burning sensation of my thumb, that I finally realized, made my heart skip a beat.

I stood up as fast as I could while wondering why the ground under me was so hot and wet at the same time.

My eyes needed a few more seconds to get used to the darkness, but fortunately, my other senses were quicker to prove useful.

The tension I was feeling disappeared as soon as I realized who was standing near me.

“Where am I?” I asked with a calm voice after noticing that none of my friends were missing.

“You’re not going to like it…” Snorted Jazor.

I was having trouble understanding why he said that until I finally realized that the hand I used to stand up wasn’t simply wet.

It was slimy.

“You’re kidding…” I muttered as an impossible idea fuelled by unpleasant memories of a giant rude hamster crossed my mind.

“We are inside this monster’s mouth.” Softly explained Alianelle who was standing up from behind me.

I turned to look at Alianelle’s face to be sure she was being serious, but it was too difficult to truly make out her face in this almost complete darkness. I could only distinguish her pale face along with tears that she hurriedly wiped with the back of her hand.

I finally understood where I was resting while I was unconscious, but also the terrible anguish she must have felt when she saw me fall from the sky. I wanted to comfort her, to show her that I was alright but I had more pressing questions.

“It swallowed us?” I asked bewildered before immediately realizing that it couldn’t be right.

“No, because of you, a good part of its mouth exploded while trying to expel everything it had swallowed. You were sent flying and the creature fell to the ground. I was able to finish it off quickly once it was lying on the ground, but another horde came immediately after so we had to improvise.” Bitterly explained Jazor.

The ambient darkness preventing me from clearly seeing Jazor’s face a few feet away slowly dissipated as my eyes started to get used to it. The only meager source of light to my left attracted my gaze immediately after his explanation.

A wall of earth with a few holes not larger than one of my fingers was clearly blocking the mutilated mouth of the creature. The few rays of light emanating from the small holes were barely enough to distinguish my surroundings and it certainly didn’t help to alleviate the terrible smell in the air.

I closed my eyes after Jazor’s explanation to sense our surroundings. Numerous dots of light crazily moving around us immediately reached my mind. I thought we were surrounded at first but the erratic movements of the animals and probably deviants around didn’t seem to particularly converge toward us.

It was more like they simply passed in front of us.

I heaved a silent sigh as I finally pieced back together our current situation.

We were hiding inside the Krath’s mouth after Jazor finished it off and sealed the entrance with a wall of earth. He only made a few small holes to give us some light, some fresh air and to let us know about the situation outside. 

I certainly didn’t need these holes to notice the large number of animals and deviants alike lingering near us.

“You were right, Jazor. I don’t like it one bit.” 

“Well, still you really saved us this time, sissy!”

“Stop calling that, you perverted dwarf!” I answered back softly with a tired smile.

I turned my attention back toward Alianelle who was still trying to wipe her newborn tears staining her pale face.

“Don’t make this face, I’m tougher than I look!” I said jokingly.

I wasn’t really lying to comfort her. Sure, my entire body hurted and I hadn’t fully recovered from my previous overuse of my mana yet, but otherwise I was good to go after a bit of rest. A makeshift bandage made apparently from a part of Jazor’s shirt had also stopped the bleeding of my shoulder.

Honestly, to be able to escape certain death from a giant monster and from what nearly wiped out the city was unhoped for.

I also really wanted to congratulate myself for the reflex to cover my whole body with earth while using my wind magic to slow down my fall at the same time. The transition between different elements was obviously much smoother than before.

I would be much happier with my survival and my obvious progress without the dozens of animals and deviants ready to tear us apart.

“How long was I unconscious?

“Not long, maybe half an hour.” Answered Paul who was near the wall while looking through one of the small holes dotting it.

Not too much time had passed but the explosions above the Advanced town seemed to have receded if not completely disappeared. I didn’t know if it was a good or bad thing though.

I adjusted my clothes and the bandage over my shoulder while carefully moving my painful arm when a horrible thought crossed my mind.

“We can’t stay here, Jazor! I already confronted something similar to a Krath before meeting you and several of its brethren dragged it under the ground after its death. I can’t sense anything under us yet but we will all be doomed if this really happens.” I quickly explained while sensing as far as I could the ground under us.

My sudden remark clearly surprised Jazor, but after a few seconds of thinking, he simply asked.

“Did it look the same as this one?”

“Well, the color was slightly different, the scales were a lot less hard and it was much smaller but it definitely had a family trait with this one.”

“Krath can have really different sizes but it’s rare to encounter specimens smaller than this one. We should count our blessing that this one was probably still in its infancy stage or we will be all dead. If you killed something so different and even smaller than this infant then it was probably a subspecies. One that lives in a group which is different from the solitary Krath. Luckily for us...”

“Are you sure?”

“Trust me. Krath are among the most dangerous non intelligent animals in the wilderness. They can wreak havoc in a city pretty easily so many subjugation missions are directed at them. I lead many of these missions because my earth magic able to bypass their defenses is particularly effective against them.

“Shhh”

Before I could heave a sigh of relief at the revelation that we had few chances to be dragged under the ground to be eaten by another worm-like monstrosity, Paul suddenly interrupted us to shut us up.

The ring on my thumb started to grow hotter as Paul slowly backed away from the wall of earth. 

A deviant had stopped near the beast’s mouth. 

I didn’t know what specy this deviant originated from, but Jazor could probably take care of it. However, if this thing really managed to find us, we would be swarmed in an instant by the other lurking animals.

We waited while holding our breaths for several long minutes. 

The heavy silence in our dim improvised cave of flesh was disturbed by the sound of hooves, growls and howls of various kinds of animals. The number and intensity of the noises around us kept growing and made me finally realize the true amplor of what was happening behind this thin wall of earth.

Finally, the heat on my thumb receded as the deviant slowly walked away. 

None of us could prevent a sigh of relief from escaping our respective mouth.

I was the only one able to clearly sense what was happening so I couldn’t know if Paul, Alianelle or even Jazor truly realized the number of animals that went away to follow the deviant. 

The stench of the Krath was obviously masking our own body odor and helped us hide from the nearby animals, but I finally realized that it was only a matter of time before something with better sense found us.

“We can’t hide here forever. The longer we wait, the more we risk being spotted, surrounded and killed.” I finally muttered.

“Yeah, we were lucky this time but it was a close call.” Confirmed Paul.

“As if I didn’t know that. If you have a solution then feel free to share it with us!” Answered Jazor with an irritation rarely seen in him.

“Can’t we just wait until you recuperate enough strength to use your magic and get us the heck out of here?” I finally proposed after a few seconds of thinking.

“It would be a good idea if we weren’t four. Even if we do as you suggest, with my remaining strength, I will only be able to get us a few miles away.”

“A few miles? Seems good enough for me! We could go take shelter in the Beastman camp as we discussed earlier.” I replied with a brighter expression.

“It’s north of the city, right? We are already several miles at the east of the town so it will take us a while to go there by foot without Jazor’s magic.” Added Alianelle with her usual soft voice but who was obviously sharing my enthousiast at the prospect of being able to leave safely.

“I agree.” Finished Paul while grimacing because of the surrounding stench assaulting him now that he wasn’t close from the wall.

“None of you seems to really realize what is going on!” 

Our shared opinion was completely shattered by Jazor’s angry voice. 

For a few seconds, we were all taken aback by his reaction and unable to answer his sudden outburst.

“What’s happening out there is not an isolated phenomenon!” He finally declared with a heavy expression completely different from his usual self.

“What do you mean?” I asked with a grave voice.

“The entire wilderness will soon succumb to the ambient frenzy and we are in the middle of it all. If we do as you all proposed, then I will lose my ability to use magic for some time. You’re quite strong, Sillath. Honestly way stronger than any kid I ever saw, but even you won’t be able to protect the three of us on your own”

I could only nod after his angry explanation filled with his previously hidden frustration. Even if I was in my best shape, I knew that I couldn’t make this kind of promise. 

I was already lucky to have survived against the Krath, but things won’t always turn in my favor. 

There were too many different kinds of animals and magical creatures that I didn’t know anything about. 

It was almost a foregone conclusion that sooner or later I would meet an animal with a bad affinity against my magic, a group too large to confront or simply an intelligent magic beast stronger than me.

“When will it stop?” I finally asked while dreading Jazor’s answer.

“It won’t…”

The three of us gasped after Jazor’s words.

“What do you mean by it won’t, Jazor!” Exclaimed Paul without hiding the fear in his voice.

“You don’t understand? This was the purpose of all these explosions without any apparent target. The wilderness itself was the target.”

“...”

“To break the balance and awaken its fury against those who are not welcomed on these lands.”

A heavy silence settled between us as I replayed Jazor’s words with a heavy meaning in my head.

The fury of the wilderness...

“We won’t survive. It has already happened in the past so I know. Even completely pacific species afraid of men like the Falor are completely unable to control themselves and it will only become worse.”

“Don’t say that, we will be safe as long as we can reach this Beastman hidden village” Paul weakly said while I remembered the horse-like horde of Falor covered in green flames that nearly trampled us to death less than an hour ago.

“You don’t want to understand! Everything that was built in the wilderness, everything the animals magical or not have tolerated for years will be erased. They will try to destroy everything, probably the village you just talked about too.”

I stayed silent as Paul was also momentarily stunned by Jazor’s explanation and outburst.

“All of this is my fault… If you hadn’t gone to save me, things wouldn’t have turned out that way!” Suddenly exclaimed Alianelle without hiding the guilt in her voice.

“No, the responsible for this disaster is the one who killed the Ryunno clan member. In fact, Sillath’s stubbornness to rescue you has probably saved us all. if we hadn’t gone after you, we would have been completely caught unprepared.”

Alianelle didn’t answer Jazor’s comforting words.

None of us did.

What he said was probably the truth, but it was obvious that he didn’t have the heart to console her further. Our situation didn’t allow for this kind of feeling.

“Well, in the end it’s all the same. We’re going to die here…” Finally concluded Jazor with self-mockery.

Despair definitely made its way onto Paul and Alianelle’s face after his last hopeless words.

I should also feel the same.

If everything he just explained to us was true then our chance of survival on our own while being already wounded was beyond low.

However, maybe because I already survived worse not long ago, I could only feel anger at Jazor’ sudden pessimism.

“Don’t give up!”

All three of them raised their heads to look at me after my sudden outburst.

“How can you say that in this situation?”

I didn’t shrink in front of their respective gazes or after Jazor’s angry voice, probably a little too loud in our situation.

“Simple. I should be dead. If not for you Jazor, I would be dead. You gave me hope when there was none to find so I’m sure as hell that I won’t let you give up like that!”

“...”

“I came close to death so many times already and if I have learned one thing, it’s that you mustn’t give up.”

I never saw Jazor like this. This easygoing, rude but kind dwarf that saved me from certain death never lost his will to fight like this.

Maybe he was right.

Maybe there was no hope left for us.

Even so, I refused to surrender to my fears, to my despair.

Never give up to never regret and to bring hope for a better future.

That’s what I chose.

That’s the answer I reached after everything I went through.

So I couldn’t let Jazor give up like that.

“Mustn’t give up? How can we survive in this situation?” He muttered in disbelief faced with my stubbornness.

“I can sense it. Certainly there are many animals nearby but we are not encircled. It’s not the corpse of the Krath or us that is attracting all these animals. It’s the Advanced town.”

“Then…”

“Yes. The town will continue to gather their attention for a while so we must use this time to leave as far away as possible. If you lose your entire strength just to take us a few miles away then it’s not worth it.”

I took a deep breath and stretched my neck to loosen up my tension and the residual pain of my fall.

“We will make a break for it when this horde is far enough, then we will go east. If there is no safe place nearby then we will have to find one further on. We will have much higher chances to find a fortified Advanced town still standing the closer we are to the Dorell Kingdom.”

“As soon as we get out, we will be swarmed. I can’t use the same magic I used to get rid of the horde of Falor anymore. It’s suicide!”

“Maybe but it’s still better than to let our only chance, no matter how thin it is, disappear without trying. We are too deep into the wilderness to hope for any kind of rescue. If we stay here then we die, it’s as simple as that.”

“You…”

Jazor was momentarily left speechless after my words.

“Sillath is… I agree with him!” 

While Jazor had still trouble accepting my words, the soft but determined voice of Alianelle reached us and made us turn our heads to look at her. 

This innocent young girl who was brutally plunged into hell just the day before was probably the most afraid by this situation. 

However, she didn’t flinch in front of our eyes when it was her turn to express her determination and face her fate.

“Sillath is right! I know that I don’t have any right to say anything in this situation. I’m so powerless that it's frustrating… I’m so ashamed to be so weak and useless but I trust the both of you. If we wait anymore then it will really become impossible to break through.”

“Alianelle, you…” Paul muttered confronted for the first time with his own daughter’s bravery and stubbornness.

“If there is a small chance, then let’s take it. Together!”

I couldn’t restrain a smile from forming at the corner of my lips after her words. 

Jazor’s angry expression also loosened up and a small sigh of clear resignation escaped his lips.

“Scolded by children. If my master saw this, she would definitely make fun of me for the rest of my life...”

“It will be our secret then.” I joked.

“If we die, I’m so going to haunt you sissy!”

“Then you better not go dying on your own.”

We waited long minutes after this last exchange. My senses were put to the test as I concentrated as hard as I could to find a single opportunity to escape.

When the majority of the horde was far away and the ring of calamity on my thumb was completely cold, I didn’t miss it.

“Let’s go!”
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The devastating explosions happening above the Advanced town were finally over when Jazor made the small wall of earth blocking the mangled mouth of the Krath collapse.

The wall disappeared unexpectedly quietly but it wasn’t enough to go completely unnoticed by the few animals still lingering around the Krath.

It would have been much better if we could have waited for the place to be completely devoid of any animal to witness our escape, but hoping for something like that was a fantasy and a complete luxury in our current situation. 

The latest horde composed of dozens of furious animals was gone.

The last deviant was also gone.

Jazor knew just as I did that we wouldn’t be getting another better chance.

However, when I saw the animals drawn by our presence, I couldn’t help but curse.

Of course, it had to be animals I never saw before.

Moreover, none of them seemed harmless in the slightest.

The closest was a bear-like animal that roared in anger when it spotted us. I never confronted or saw any bear in my previous world, but I was quite sure this specimen was at least twice as large as them. Its unremarkable black fur started to turn blue after it noticed us while its claws kept growing longer with each passing second.

“It’s a Donnerg, this one is the most dangerous. I will take care of it. Keep the other two busy in the meantime!”

Jazor showed his obvious superior experience and quickly ran toward the so-called Donnerg with his axe raised before I could accept or deny his plan.

Alianelle and Paul stood behind me while I faced my two almost identical opponents.

They were both around the size of a deer, had four legs and were covered with a short immaculate white fur except for their heads, starting from their neck, which were blue. This strange color similar to the night sky gave them a mysterious presence enhanced by the round golden marks disseminated around their white eyes.

They each had a remarkably long tail much fluffier than the rest of their slim bodies. This tail was completely snow white with the exception of the tip which was of the same color as their heads. This impressive tail, long enough to touch their respective snouts, was moving relentlessly around them and even sometimes intertwined with each other.

These animals were quite beautiful and didn’t seem ready to attack me, but I didn’t let their elegant appearances fool me into thinking that they were harmless.

In this world filled with bloodthirsty deviants and magical beasts more or less intelligent, all animals had to develop their own special ability to have any hope of survival. As a result, even the most harmless Ellaf, these small blue birds living in groups that I crossed on my journey, had their ‘mutual cry’ to survive.

That’s why I wished Jazor had taken the time to explain to me their natural abilities even if it wasn’t really possible to know if my current opponents, glaring at me with brilliant white eyes, were able to use magic or not.

The sudden appearance of a large pillar of fire aimed at Jazor distracted me, but was more than enough to understand that my dwarven friend didn’t have the leisure to add any comment about my opponents anymore.

When I refocused on them, the movement of their long tails had already changed. As if they were caressing the air itself, the tails slowly ondulated with a strange rhythm while their owner took a few subtle steps forward.

It took me a few seconds to realize that these apparently almost harmless animals had already crossed half of the distance separating us without making a single noise.

I shook my head to refocus and started to gather my mana while scowling.

I didn’t know the name of this specie nor could I identify its abilities but it was obvious that their tails were more than just a fluffy decoration.

The surprised expression on their almost identical faces when I managed to refocus on their movements, despite their previous attempt, made me understand that these animals were also probably more intelligent than I initially thought.

They stopped for a few seconds, and ceased the motion of their long enchanting tails to simply open their small mouths.

Like a mirror they showed their long fangs at the same time while taking slow but powerful steps toward me. Their previous enchanting appearance was completely gone the moment I saw these fangs apparently too long to fit in their small mouths.

Even if they took longer to act, they seemed just as eager as the Donnerg to engage me.

I thought they would separate to try to encircle me, but they strangely stayed close to one another.

It wasn’t to displease me.

With a wave of my hand, I sent several fast earthbullets to take care of the both of them at the same time.

However, with surprising reflexes and agility, they both jumped on one side to avoid before regrouping and launching forward in a fluid movement.

“Sillath!”

Alianelle's worried voice reached me when I jumped sideway with the propulsion from my wind magic to avoid. I fired a few other earthbullets, but none met their marks.

These animals were surprisingly fast but contrary to Jazor’s opponent, that was breathing impressive pillars of fire, they didn’t seem able to use magic.

This thought crossed my mind before I realized that it was too soon to tell. There were too many kinds of magic I didn’t even know to reach this conclusion.

Maybe they were simply waiting for the right time to use a particularly tricky magic. 

That’s why I chose to keep my distance from them.

I didn’t try to fly too high either for fear that my opponents would turn their attentions toward Alianelle and Paul who were anxiously watching my fight near the fallen Krath.

I evaded another round of attacks and turned my gaze to look briefly at Jazor’s situation.

Despite his obvious tiredness, Jazor was dominating his opponent. A large wound near the right flank of the Donner was bleeding profusely and didn’t let much doubt about the winner of their fight. 

This was exactly what we needed. Even if I couldn’t sense anything yet, other animals were bound to come close sooner or later and I didn’t want to attract their attention with the sound of our battles.

I quickly refocused and barely avoided a surprised strike from a tail used as a whip.

I avoided another tail and barely managed to fix my posture in mid-air before my opponents resumed their attacks.

Jazor was perhaps almost done, but my fight wasn’t going as well. 

My opponents were just too fast and too crafty. Their teamwork was peerless and didn’t let me have any time to truly threaten them.

I had a few stronger magic than I could use, but Jazor would be joining me soon so I didn’t take any unnecessary risk and simply continued to avoid with my wind magic while making sure to not be encircled.

It was the most reasonable choice especially against animals I knew next to nothing about.

This was what my experience in the wilderness told me.

Don’t take unnecessary risk by underestimating your opponent or by trying to shorten a fight.

This philosophy served me right for my numerous confrontations in these savage lands, but this time I underestimated the intelligence and ruthlessness of my foes.

Seeing the strong Donner almost defeated, they both halted their chases at the same time and gathered together once more.

As if one was the reflection of the other, they both raised the respective snout and opened wide their mouths. The breath they let out was visible to the naked eyes and changed color in just a few seconds.

From a barely visible white to an eye catching and deep red.

Before I could react, they each had a small ball of fire levitating a few inches above their mouths wide open toward the sky. 

I landed on the ground and quickly fired several earthbullets when I realized they were finally revealing their magic.

However, they both jumped away at the same time with peerless coordination without even looking in my direction. They didn’t break their posture or separated from one another either, as if they were using the same brain to move.

I didn’t have the time to pursue when their respective small fireballs started to fuse together.

From two fist-size balls of fire was born a ball larger than my entire body undulating with the obvious heat it was emanating.

I didn’t panik and prepared to avoid.

However, they didn’t try to shoot at me.

They turned their attention toward Alianelle and Paul who could only look dumbfounded as a fireball, among the largest I have ever seen, was fired in their direction.

“No!” I screamed in realization.

I reacted in time and used my wind magic at maximum output to put myself in the trajectory of the magic. The giant ball of fire heading straight to my face made my heart skip a beat but it didn’t slow down my reaction.

With a scream, I immediately raised my right hand and released my own magic of ice to welcome the attack.

*Boom*

The explosion that followed was much stronger than I anticipated. The ice I created from my right hand was enough to stop the attack, but the violent wave of heat that followed was barely contained by the coldness surrounding my entire body.

The blast also made me take a couple of hurried steps backward.

However, when the cloud of dust settled, I was still standing with my right hand raised forward.

It was the first time I took this kind of magic head on. My earth magic would have probably been better used to protect myself, but I wanted to completely negate the impact and the heat with my ice magic.

Not my best idea.

Even if I protected Alianelle and Paul, my attempt was only half-successful.

I was unharmed, even if my head was painfully ringing in protestation, but the collision between hot and cold created a loud explosion.

That was exactly what I wanted to avoid.

I slowly lowered my painful hand back to my side while trying my utmost to get rid of the dizziness assaulting my head by repeatedly blinking my eyes.

My opponents didn’t seem deterred in the slightest by their previous failure. They both emitted a threatening growl and started to form another giant fireball.

They were too fast and too coordinated to be stopped by any of my attacks and the worse was that I couldn't move from my spot if I wanted to protect Alianelle and Paul behind me. My only option left was to gather my mana and prepare for the impact.

*Bam*

Before the completion of their magic, an earthball much larger than the one I was used to create violently crashed against them on their right side and sent their small bodies flying with whimpers of pain. From the corner of my eyes, I saw Jazor lowering his right arm before taking up his axe with both hands to hack at the bleeding Donner who had tried to take advantage of the situation by furiously charging forward with its massive body.

I didn’t waste this opportunity and fired several earthbullets at my opponents just after they touched the ground.

This time, even their speed and reflexes weren’t enough to avoid.

When the dust settled, one of them had already collapsed while the other one was trying to stand up.

“Finish them, Sillath!”

Jazor’s voice reached me just before I saw him finally decapitate his opponent.

The previous explosion almost guaranteed us that more animals were on their way so I didn’t waste any time.

I ran toward my now fallen opponents and raised my arm to finish the closest and most wounded of them still lying on its right side with red blood tainting its once immaculate white fur. The creature whimpered, but I ignored it and concentrated my mana to finish it in one blow.

Just before firing my magic, I saw its companion finally standing up.

I watched from the corner of my eyes as it slowly limped toward me. Its tail was down and its fangs retracted but I didn’t plan to let it come any closer.

However, contrary to my expectation, it wasn’t walking toward me. I watched with incredulous eyes as it slowly lied down beside its wounded brethren while covering it with its own body.

Its companion reacted to its presence and slowly straightened its body before raising its head to look at me.

With their long tails intertwined together and their white eyes fixed on me, they both waited for their end.

I already experienced their intelligence during our short confrontation, but I was completely frozen in place by this display of emotions.

Like lovers unable to live without the other, they were waiting for their end together.

“Hurry, Sillath. Kill them already!”

Jazor, with his axe still covered with the blood of his defeated opponent, reached me and watched with incredulous eyes as I slowly lowered my hand.

“No need…”

The expression on these strange creatures’ eyes visibly changed.

None of them were mortally wounded so I wasn’t putting them out their misery. With their wounds, it was also impossible for them to chase after us.

I don't organize death matches, remember?

I clicked my tongue in annoyance as this sentence from my old hyena master crossed my mind. However, I couldn't deny that it certainly felt familiar to spare a defeated opponent.

I ignored Jazor's eyes filled with doubt and started to run with Alianelle and Paul quickly following behind. Just like my companions, I couldn’t help but to throw a last glance at the now fallen animals tightly cuddled together.

A bit of mercy and hope in this world filled with blood and madness was all I had to offer.

The distant roars and cries filled with desire for violence was enough proof that I would soon be unable to give this kind of gift anymore.
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Jazor didn't let his surprise after my choice to spare my defeated opponents slow him down for long. 

He wasted no time and ran at full speed until he was in front of us. Without any prior discussion, I chose to close the march to guarantee Paul and Alianelle’s safety as much as possible in this situation.

Even after witnessing such a bloody battle, neither Paul nor Alianelle slowed us down. They stayed close from one another while marching forward to follow Jazor’s rhythm.

With my three companions in front of me, I closed my eyes to get a better sense of our surroundings.

For long minutes, we were able to walk unimpeded across a large plain. Several rocky hills after that considerably slowed us down.

When I finally helped Alianelle cross the most difficult hill, the horizon was still devoid of the slightest animal. 

I even started to think that the violent explosion had somehow gone unnoticed. However, the distant dots of lights in my mind, that appeared one after the other a few minutes later, destroyed this fragile disillusion.

Three large birds with black plumage and long silver wings had noticed us. 

There wasn’t any cover and there wasn’t any time to avoid a direct confrontation either. They were flying too quickly toward us for that.

“Sillath!” 

Jazor’s roar reached me just before our new attackers’ wings started to glow with a strange grey light. I had no idea what ability or what magic these imposing looking birds were capable of, but I certainly didn’t need Jazor’s voice to remind me that they were dangerous.

Without answering him, I violently stomp my foot on the ground and propelled myself toward them at high speed with my wind magic.

I reached their height in a ridiculously short amount of time. Much shorter than any of them thought possible judging by their surprise reaction. 

I didn’t let this chance slip by.

With the support of my wind magic, I was easily able to outmanoeuvre and flank these sharp looking birds. One of them tried to release something from its mouth but I was faster.

It didn’t take me more than a few moves to make all three of them crash on the ground. None of my companions stayed behind to look at my battle. Under the impulsion of Jazor’s screams, all three of them quickly moved away.

Alianelle turned her head several times so I waved my hand to reassure her while hoping that she could leave a little bit faster from this place.

A single glance around me was enough to realize that Jazor had made the right choice by leaving immediately. 

Several other small groups of the same kind of birds were already flying furiously toward me.

Jazor could have stayed to help me, but he was at a disadvantage against opponents he couldn’t directly touch especially in his current weakened state. From what I saw of his confrontation with the Donner, earthballs were probably one of his last magic he could use from afar.

Even if my ability to fly was far from perfect and prevented me from using almost all my other magic at the same time, I was still a far better choice against flying opponents.

I turned my head just in time to see Jazor cut down a large green animal blocking his path forward with a single swing of his axe.

Alianelle and Paul were following closely behind him and quickly widened the distance with me.

I was much faster than any of them and could easily catch up. The advantage to fly was overwhelming in this aspect. 

That’s exactly why I had to stay behind.

The various groups of birds flying toward me would easily reach Jazor and the others if I didn’t stop them now.

I closed my eyes and took deep breaths to calm my mind and my heart throbbing with apprehension while carefully controlling my body hovering in the sky.

A few seconds was all I needed.

When the dots of lights in my mind were dangerously close, I suddenly opened my eyes and engaged my new enemies.

One group after the other tasted my ability to move in the sky almost as if I was on solid ground. There was no doubt that each of them could fly much faster than me, but that wasn't the most important in this situation.

Their numbers didn’t matter as I continued to fly closely between them to prevent the use of any of their ability, magical or not.

For long minutes, I continued to deal with any incoming threat with evasions and violent kicks until I was left alone breathing heavily in the sky.

I knew other groups would soon join me to replace their fallen brethren. 

However, I wasn’t going to wait for them.

I had done enough.

I was already quite far away from my companions and it was also starting to become difficult to maintain my altitude.

That’s why, I finally decided to turn back and to rush toward them, but now that I wasn’t attacked, my high vantage point allowed me to clearly see what was really happening several miles away.

My gaze wasn’t attracted by the beautiful scenery dominated by the green of the forests or by the numerous small rocky hills all around, but by the strange rainbow that was still above the Advanced town bathing it with a strange mesmerizing light. 

I had no idea what this thing was, but one thing was sure, the town was still standing thanks to that.

Loud roars of various species I had trouble to distinguish made me turn my gaze away from this spectacle. 

From where I was, I could see many animals dispersed across the land and acting completely independently from one another. These hundreds of black dots were running everywhere without any apparent goal, as if the violent change in the ambient mana had simply awoken their instinct and bloodthirst. 

Most of these animals were too far away to clearly distinguish their respective species with the exception of four isolated Krath dominating their own territory with their freakishly giant bodies.

A few seconds was enough to understand that there was no going back. The town was completely surrounded by hundreds of animals and the land around was no better.

It was already impossible to survive there and, according to Jazor, the situation will only get worse over time. Moreover, most of the animals seemed to have been attracted by the town but that wouldn’t last.

I had seen enough so I rushed with my wind magic to rejoin Jazor, Alianelle and Paul.

Despite my speed, it took me a long time to finally sense them. Apparently, I spent more time fighting than I thought.

Thankfully, they didn’t appear to have run into any kind of trouble. Jazor was still leading them while leaving a bloody trail of lonely animals foolish enough to directly attack him on their own.

I lowered my altitude when something caught my attention in the distance. I stopped in my tracks and squinted my eyes to see what it was.

After several seconds of effort, I concentrated on flying a bit higher. The violent winds threatened the control of my magic, weakened by my previous fight, but after some effort I was finally able to see with a frightening clarity what had previously caught my eyes.

This much more shocking spectacle than what I saw near the town made me hold my breath in shock.

A dense pack of animals, larger than anything I ever saw before, was rapidly getting closer. I was too far to distinguish the species making up this pack but even the most harmless animal in such large numbers would completely flatten us.

For a few seconds, I completely froze until a violent gust of cold wind nearly knocked me down. I quickly stabilized myself and started to search for a solution.

What could I do?

I was the only one able to fly and Jazor was probably too tired to bypass such a large horde even if he only took Alianelle and Paul with his magic to move underground. 

Moreover, the situation would be even worse after that.

Jazor won’t be able to defend himself anymore if he used this magic. 

We were too far away from any civilization to hope that I would be able to escort them on my own. This was even truer considering the current state of the wilderness.

However, maybe using Jazor’s magic to escape was really our only solution.

Confronting this kind of horde wasn’t an option after all.

It was certain death and Jazor was running straight toward it.

I maintained my flight and furiously looked around to find a solution.

I was starting to lose hope when I finally saw another opportunity.

“There!” I exclaimed to myself.

I flew higher than I've ever flown before to confirm my finding.

I quickly lost control and was forced to lower my altitude, but I saw what I wanted. 

Water.

The rough trail that Jazor was currently following passed near a vast forest. Usually, there were too many risks to cross one. Too many animals and possibly lurking deviants could live in there.

However, it was worth the risk to cross it if we could reach the top of the cliff overlooking a wide river beyond it.

Hiding in the forest won’t save us. 

A part of the horde was bound to cross it. 

However, jumping in the water would.

It was difficult to see from so far away, but it appeared that the cliff overlooking this river was particularly steep and high. 

Even with the water to welcome our fall, jumping from such a height would be fatal for anyone else other than Jazor, but I could use my wind magic to slow us down.

I wasn’t strong enough to make all four of us fly but I could certainly slow down our fall and make sure nobody was wounded.

After some thought, Jazor also probably had his own way to assure Paul and Alianelle’s safety after the fall.

I noted the direction of the forest we had to cross and clenched my fists in determination. I didn’t have any time to look for another solution or to wonder if we could really reach the cliff before being trampled to death by this horde.

I lowered my altitude and flew as quickly as possible to rejoin Jazor who was running to his death.

I was slightly out of breath when I finally landed behind Alianelle. All three noticed my landing but none of them stopped their course. My arrival didn’t change the rhythm imposed by Jazor so I had no other choice but to walk faster to keep up with them.

“Sillath! Finally! You’re not wounded right?” Asked Alianelle with relief visible on her face despite her obvious tiredness.

“Yeah. I was also starting to think that something happened to you!” Added Jazor with a tinge of reproach in his voice.

I shook my head to reassure them, but my pale face filled with concern was more than enough to understand that something wasn’t right.

Jazor also noticed this before slowing down to ask with a hastened breath.

“What’s wrong? Did you see something?” 

I nodded gravely before answering.

“A horde. Bigger than I ever saw and we’re running straight toward it.”

“What!” Exclaimed Jazor while finally stopping.

“Don’t stop! I have a plan.” I urged him before he could start to curse at me for not warning him sooner.

I took the lead while Jazor reluctantly followed behind with doubt written all over his face.

I quickly explained my plan. Jazor wasn’t thrilled by the idea to continue our course on the same path straight toward this horde until we reached the forest.

However, he confirmed my thoughts about his current state. He would be left totally defenseless for at least a week if he used his magic with other people once more. Moreover, considering the sheer size of this peculiar horde, it was also possible that Jazor wouldn’t have the necessary strength to completely bypass it.

So after a few more seconds of fruitless search for a better solution, he accelerated to take the lead once again.

“Alright. We will do as you say. I hope you’re sure of yourself because if we can’t cross this forest before the horde arrives then we’re all dead meat.”

I didn’t answer, but no matter how I turned our situation around in my head, no other solution appeared. In the end, we were stuck between a running horde and hundreds of dispersed animals. The situation was doomed to become even worse over time so it wasn’t possible to turn back anymore.

We could hide until the horde went far away, but on this vast plain, there wasn’t any hiding spot good enough to be sure that hundreds of animals with sharpened senses wouldn’t find us.

No, if we turned back or stopped then our deaths would be inevitable sooner or later.

Our only hope of survival was to continue to move forward.

Jazor didn’t press me for an answer. Alianelle and Paul also realized the seriousness of our situation so they accelerated once more to keep up the pace.

I don’t know how long it took us to have this forest within our sight, but when we finally reached it, it was already possible to hear the distant roars mixed with the heavy steps of all these animals running together.

We didn’t have a lot of time left, but Alianelle was completely out of breath, so we let her a few moments to catch her breath while I joined Jazor to try to look beyond the shade of the trees densely packed together. 

I thought the forest would be empty of most of its inhabitants too busy running everywhere in search of a prey, but I didn’t even need to close my eyes to feel the different lifeforms waiting for us to step into their domain.

“What do you feel?”

“Troubles. A lot of them.” I answered bitterly.

“We will just have to cross this damn forest as quickly as possible then. I will take the lead and open a path forward. You close the march and make sure nothing attacks us from behind.”

“Alright. I will guide you to avoid as many of them as possible.”

“Yeah. I counted on that, but even if we’re fast and discreet, we won’t avoid a few fights.” Jazor said darkly.

“And the noise will draw even more animals toward us, probably even a part of the horde.” I quickly added.

We both fell silent for a few seconds.

However, we both knew that it was already too late to hesitate.

“No way around it… Listen!” Jazor spoke louder to catch Alianelle and Paul’s attention.

“We’re going to cross this forest as fast as we can so whatever happens, don’t stop! If we’re fast and lucky enough we will be able to reach the cliff before being swarmed to death by these fuckers!”

Both Paul and Alianelle weakly nodded their heads to let him know that they understood. I put my hand on Alianelle’ shoulder to reassure her.

“Don’t worry. Everything is going to be alright. Just run forward and don’t stop no matter what.”

Alianelle put her own warm hand on top of mine and weakly nodded with a small smile to reassure me.

“I understand. Thank you… for everything.”

“You can thank him and my awesome self when we’re all safe. We’re not out of the woods yet. Literally…”

I repressed my urge to comment or simply kick him for joking in our situation.

“Let’s go!”

Jazor immediately started to run at a moderate pace with Alianelle and Paul following behind him into the dense forest.

It didn’t take long for my mana sense to come in handy. 

Jazor’s axe didn’t wait for much longer to show its fierceness.

With a violent swing, he disposed of the first foe that appeared with its maw wide open.

“Stay close!”

Jazor defeated his opponent so fast that I didn’t even have the time to take a good look at its form before it was cut in two with a single blow. However, the cry it uttered when it fell was loud and clear.

For the three of us and, more importantly, for all the other creatures lurking in the shadow of this forest.

We didn’t stop for a single moment.

We didn’t exchange any other word because even Alianelle and Paul knew what this cry, that spread across the forest, meant.

It was the beginning of something much worse.

One after the other, various species I never encountered before tried to stand in our way or attack from a distance. A couple of them also emerged from the ground like a Krath. If not for my ability to sense them way before they reached us and the pure violence of Jazor’s blows, we would have already been dragged into an endless fight impossible for us to win.

Jazor didn’t bother to finish every animal he struck down.

He simply ran forward.

Merciless and unstoppable against everything that stood in his way.

Of course, a few animals managed to avoid or circle around him to attack us so I had no other choice but to step up. I wasn’t as effective as him, but the walls of water moving at high speed that I regularly invoked were strong enough to momentarily repel anything trying to attack Paul and Alianelle by surprise.

More and more animals continued to appear while those we couldn’t finish off ignored their wounds and continued to pursue us relentlessly despite my efforts to keep them away.

The trees tightly packed together prevented most of the rays of the sun from reaching us, but it did nothing against the noise of our furious opponents eager to tear us apart.

Paul’s pale face.

Alianelle’s repressed screams each time an animal suddenly appeared.

Jazor’s cold determination.

Nothing happening in this dim forest escaped my notice as Jazor continued for what seemed like an eternity to guide us toward our only hope of salvation. 

I don’t know how long our mad run lasted, but when the sun once more welcomed us in its warm embrace far from any tree, Jazor was covered with blood.

“We’re almost there” Suddenly screamed Jazor while pointing at the edge of the cliff that was almost within reach.

It was already possible to hear the sound of flowing water beyond it.

However, the animals that repeatedly tried to kill us inside their forest didn’t stop once we exited it.

Like a nightmare, more than a dozen of them emerged at the same time from among the trees and tried to reach us from behind. The walls of water I created all along our escape across the forest were effective because the numerous animals couldn’t all attack at the same time with the numerous trees on their way.

However, this magic wasn’t as effective in an open space like this.

As soon as they emerged from the trees, they separated and spread to encircle us.

“Run!” I screamed.

I couldn’t take care of them all at the same time. My magic wasn’t as overwhelming as Jazor’s and I certainly couldn’t protect my companions from several directions at the same time while moving forward. 

Fortunately, we were close enough to the edge of the cliff to risk it all by running.

We had already done the hardest by crossing the forest after all.

That was what I thought.

*Bam*

Before I could react, a flash of grey light flew toward Jazor who just had enough time to use his axe to parry. 

He took a couple of steps back and forced us to stop behind him. My gaze was fixed on the numerous animals rushing out of the forest toward us as fast as they could. I continued to use my magic to repel them while quickly turning my head to look at what had forced Jazor to stop.

A new group of the same imposing birds with silver wings was flying several feet above the ground just in front of the edge of the cliff we desperately wanted to reach.

The dense foliage of the trees had prevented these impressive looking birds from joining in the common hunt across the forest so they had simply waited for us to emerge from the trees to attack.

“Jazor!” I screamed from the top of my lungs while repelling another animal who had jumped toward me all claws out.

We couldn’t stop.

Too many animals were still emerging from the forest.

Several large earthball were fired as soon as I opened my mouth but none met their mark. These annoying birds were too far away to be taken down by surprise with this kind of attack.

I gritted my teeth in frustration when I noticed his failed attempts.

Jazor was almost powerless when confronted with animals able to fly.

I wasn't doing much better either as I could barely repel the wave of animals threatening to drown me with their growing number.

The formation we used to cross the forest like a sharp knife was now completely useless and it wasn’t possible to change it. None of our opponents gave us the leisure for that.

Jazor’s weakened state didn’t offer him the ability to deal with all of them at the same time anymore, but he didn’t give up and stubbornly continued his attacks.

One of the birds flying arrogantly above his head was struck down and violently crashed on the ground but many of its brethren immediately took its place and furiously attacked Jazor from afar to reclaim vengeance. 

Jazor couldn’t take a single step forward and I knew it wouldn’t take long to be overwhelmed by my opponents.

Several of them already succeeded to bypass the numerous walls of water and draw blood before I could repel them.

Slowly but surely, the attacks grew in number as more and more animals continued to emerge from the trees.

Alianelle was pale with fear while Paul desperately tried to hide her behind his large frame. Jazor protected them from the attacks of the birds but his hands holding his axe already covered with blood were already shaking.

He had reached his limits and none of his attempts to clear a path forward was rewarded. Numerous animals threw themselves at him to rip him into pieces and only the violent swings of his axe prevented them from succeeding.

In less than a minute of this standstill, It became evident that it was too late to hope to reach the edge of the cliff.

We were completely encircled and Jazor couldn’t open a path for us anymore.

“Damn it!” I screamed from the top of my lungs when one of my adversaries nearly chewed my head off.

I scrambled to escape and gave up my previous strategy. There were already too many of them for that.

I raised my arm and fired a large fireball toward the sky. The bird on the way hurriedly evaded but that didn’t matter. I immediately clenched my fist after my magic reached the desired height.

It immediately exploded and rained fire all around us. Many animals had to abort their attacks to avoid while others simply ran away in front of this unexpected attack from the sky.

This sudden rain of fire ignited numerous patches of the grass around us and forced many of the animals around to step back.

With a wave of my hand I used my wind magic to force this fire to obey my will. After a few seconds, I had created a ring of fire around the four of us that even the mad-looking animals desperately trying to kill us couldn’t ignore. 

No matter their race, the bloodthirsty beasts were kept at bay by this wall of raging flames but I knew this wouldn’t last for long.

Alianelle, who was shaking in Paul’s arm wrapped protectively around her, raised her head to look at me when I completed my magic. The newly born fire illuminated her face and reflected in the depth of her blue eyes as it reignited her hope for survival once more.

My entire body hurted and the continuous use of so much magic had exhausted my mind.

I didn’t even know if the blood dripping my clothes was coming from new or old wounds or even if it was my own.

All I was capable of thinking with my fuzzy consciousness perturbed by the pain was that I didn’t want to betray the hope hidden in this kind of gaze.

I gritted my teeth and with another violent wave of my hand, a part of this wall of fire suddenly expended and caught by surprise several of the birds hovering above us in its blast.

The victims powerlessly fell to the ground with screams of pain that finally somehow dampened the maddening fury of most of the animals around.

The other birds flew higher while the newly formed pack of animals took careful steps backward from the raging fire fuelled and controlled by my wind magic.

A standstill suddenly installed between us. This silence was only disturbed by the crackling of the fire and my hurried breathing.

These few seconds of respite gave me just enough time to think of a solution. In fact, I didn’t really need to search for one.

I had it ready since the moment we started to cross this accursed forest.

It was my last trump card.

The magic I created and slowly developed behind the safe wall of the Advanced town.

With this I had one last chance to break this encirclement and save us from a horrible death.

I had it waiting in the corner of my mind until this very moment because I didn’t want to use it.

The risks were too great. 

That’s why even in this situation, even when it appeared as my only option left, I hesitated.

The numerous animals tightly packed together eagerly waiting for an opening couldn’t prevent me from seeing the edge of the cliff.

We were so close now.

Just a little more and we would be safe.

My determination wavered as another solution crossed my mind.

I closed my eyes and focused on the control of the wall of flames. Slowly but surely, the flames in front of Jazor started to advance and forced many animals to hurriedly back away.

I snapped my eyes open.

I could do it. 

I could control this ring of fire to escort us toward the edge of the cliff. With this new solution, I quickly discarded my previous thought of wanting to use my new magic.

“Jazor! I’m going to escort us toward the cliff. When we reach it, take Paul and Alianelle with you and jump. You can protect them from the fall, can’t you?” I asked without looking at Jazor’s face. I was too busy concentrating on my magic for that.

Jazor simply acknowledged my words with a short grunt. 

I controlled my magic as carefully as possible to make the ring of fire move forward while maintaining its overall size. We all took careful steps to stay at the center of this moving circle while the animals around all followed our slow march.

I already used this tactic of defense by fire once across my journey, but the situation was different. I didn’t try to make it move at that time. The ring of fire was also much smaller because I didn’t have to worry about the safety of anyone else. 

However, the most complicated thing for me in this situation was to keep an eye on all the animals that were staring at us with undisguised hunger. Each of them was waiting for an opportunity and this wall of flame was only fuelled by my own magic.

If I let my concentration slip for a moment, a part of the flames will recede and open a path for them.

Moreover, even if I didn’t make any mistake, I was also aware that most of the animals around were only wary of the flames because of the tragic fall of the birds I burned to death a moment ago. Once they overcame their fear or gave up on their caution, they would definitely try to attack even if they had to jump through the flames.

That’s why, each time an animal came a little too close from this last line of defense, I released a burst of wind to fuel the fire and force it to retreat.

“Don’t stop Jazor!”

With an understanding nod, Jazor continued his walk toward the cliff with his axe raised, ready to strike at any surprised attack. 

With renewed determination, Paul who was tightly holding Alianelle’s hand, followed him as closely as possible while eyeing with obvious fear the various animals behind the curtain of fire.

We were able to walk more than half the distance separating us from the cliff in only a few minutes. 

My improvised strategy worked better than I had thought but it was beyond tiring mentally to maintain. My senses were put under hard strain to feel all the lifeform around me at the same time and to control the density of the flames according to their movements.

A few stronger animals finally ignored the flames and simply chose to jump through.

I immediately intensified the flames and burned two of them to death before they could jump on Paul while Jazor intercepted the last one with his axe and killed it shortly afterwards.

The numerous roars and cries of rage that followed were enough to make my heart skip a beat.

It was as if the time that had been frozen since the flames appeared was resuming its natural flow.

Several animals woken from their torpor jumped together to kill us despite the raging flames. Only a single one was able to survive before I killed it with an earthbullet at point blank range.

However, more were coming.

Like a nightmare, more and more ignored their safety to attack only to be welcomed by a fatal magic or a violent swing of an axe already drenched in blood. However, no matter how many we killed or incapacitated, we couldn’t be everywhere at the same time.

“Careful!” Screamed Jazor among the flurry of roars from the animals and the flames surrounding us.

One of them evaded Jazor’s attack and bypassed him before immediately jumping at Alianelle’s throat. The fangs of the agile green beast tore flesh before I could react.

Alianelle's slim neck couldn’t bear the strength of the blow, but Paul’s arm that appeared in its way at the last second was sturdy enough for that.

The blood that flew everywhere after its attack didn’t seem to satisfy the beast. Denied its fatal attack, it tightened its jaw in retaliation and made Paul scream in pain and anger.

“Dad!”

With surprising strength, Paul shook off the beast with a violent swing of his shoulder.

Jazor didn’t waste this opportunity.

With a violent cry, he repelled his three adversaries and turned to punch the head of the beast directly. It’s open mouth ready to bite at him was instantly pulverised as soon as contact was made. 

His back unprotected appeared even more enticing than Alianelle’s throat and convinced many more animals to join the fray.

“Ah!”

With a scream filled with mixed pain and anger, I amplified my magic to its limit. The thin curtain of flames immediately grew denser, hiding at the same time the faces of the animals waiting for an opportunity beyond it.

The beasts that had tried to take advantage of Jazor’s distraction to jump though the flames were burned to a smoking crisps before powerlessly crashing on the ground next to us.

The other mad animals ready to attack immediately stopped and gave Jazor enough time to get rid of the last half-burned animal who had bypassed our defenses.

With a wall of fire much more menacing than before, I continued to make the flames move forward, but maintaining such raging flames was even harder than I thought. 

I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold for long.

“Continue Sillath, just a little more. Look!”

My face strained by the effort looked in front of me to see the edge of a cliff. The noise of water was clearly beyond it.

Salvation was just a few hundred meters away but it was too much for me.

I had already reached my limits.

“I can’t hold on!”

“If you let go, we’re all going to die!!” Screamed Jazor.

“Sillath!”

“Courage son!”

Their respective voices filled my determination as we continued to move forward as fast as possible.

However, if determination alone was enough to overcome any obstacle, this world wouldn’t be such a cruel place.

The dizziness of my head grew stronger and my vision started to blur.

If I continued to constantly use my wind magic and strain my senses like that, I would soon lose consciousness.

I could feel it.

“I can’t! Not anymore...”

“Sillath! Don’t give up!” Immediately started to plead Paul without hiding the fear and despair in his voice.

“Jazor!!! Use all your strength left to open a path forward!”

“It doesn’t matter if I open a path or not. As soon as you stop, they are going to swarm us from all around!”

“Do as I say! When the flames are gone, run as fast as possible.”

This couldn’t be the end.

Not like this.

If I couldn’t use my magic to lead them to safety, then I didn’t have a choice anymore.

I had to bet everything on my next magic.

With a violent movement filled with frustrated anger and determination, I spread my arms. The powerful gust of wind I released all around me dispersed the ring of fire in a violent burst of flames that swallowed many unprepared animals too close to hope to avoid.

The explosion was sudden and strong enough to open a wide circle all around us and wound, or at least disorient, many of the surviving animals.

With a scream Jazor also plunged his axe into the ground. Numerous cracks spread in front of him. The animals directly in front were propelled dozens of meters away while many others were caught by the many flying pieces of earth.

“Run!”

I didn’t know if it was Paul or Jazor who screamed this simple word.

With a blurry sight and a heavy body, I ran as fast as possible.

The path toward the edge of the cliff was open and no animal was left to prevent us from reaching it.

“Huh!”

Something hard violently collided with my back and directly sent me to the ground face first. I ignored the wound on my back and hurriedly turned around.

A large green Otsoll was running at high speed toward me with its impressive jaw filled with razor sharp teeth wide open. All the animals around still had troubles to stand or were simply more careful after my last attack but this one was different.

With each step, the monster crossed several meters at once and made the ring on my thumb burn hotter and hotter.

A deviant.

In a few seconds, this deviant who attacked me from afar was almost upon me. It’s green eyes filled with unrestrained desire for blood and violence made my blood turn cold.

Jazor was at the front of the formation and couldn’t save me.

I raised my hand in reflex to launch an earthbullet, but I missed.

I didn’t know if it was due to my fatigue, to the pain coursing through my entire body or because of my precipitation but the result was the same.

The mad glint in the beast’s eyes reflected in my own as I saw long deadly fangs coming closer to my face. I just had enough time to put my hands defensively in front of my eyes before the beast tackled me.

However, the violent charge followed by a confrontation with the deviant on the ground didn’t happen.

I lowered my arms and saw with incredulous eyes that Alianelle had jumped in front of me.

The beast tackled her with its entire weight and brought her to the ground before plunging its long fangs in her exposed flesh.

“No!”

Paul’s cry melded with Alianelle’s own screams of pain. 

“Bastard!”

Anger overwhelmed me as I finally blasted the head of the Otsoll with an earthbullet. The corpse of the beast powerlessly fell on Alianelle and covered her frail body with its own.

“Alianelle!”

None of us knew if the large puddle of blood tainting the scorched grass came from Alianelle or her assailant. Paul hurriedly pushed the beast aside to look at his daughter.

She was lying on the ground completely covered with blood. My jacket gifted by Hirillë was covered with various claw marks and had apparently protected her from many vicious wounds. However, the teeth of the beast had still pierced it and deeply plunged into her left shoulder.

However, it wasn’t this wound that gathered our respective gaze and made Paul unable to repress his tears.

A large part of Alianelle's belly had been cut open. My jacket, too short for her, was simply unable to protect her there. I felt my entire body turn cold from the shock when I realized that this wound was so deep that her guts could be seen among an unending flow of blood.

A single glance was enough to know it was a fatal wound.

Alianelle's face, contorted by pain, was paler than ever while her beautiful eyes usually filled with life started to lose their focus.

“How? Why? Don’t!”

Paul’s confusion and despair mixed together as he kneeled beside her and awkwardly tried to prevent her from bleeding to death. However, even his large hands used to plow the fields didn’t seem strong enough for that. 

Nothing was.

I stayed petrified for long seconds, my mind completely blank unable to register what had happened.

It’s only when I heard Jazor’s scream of rage a dozen meters away, as he hurriedly ran to rejoin us, that I finally came out of my torpor.

As if waking up from a nightmare, I hurriedly pulled out my last vial of potion. Despite the strength of the blows I received or the violence of the fights I had along my journey, the small transparent vial was as immaculate as the day I received it.

The liquid inside was also just as pure but only half of its content was left.

I didn’t have the luxury to wonder if it was enough to save her.

I had to try.

In this instant, nothing else mattered than giving her this potion to offer her a chance of survival.

*Bam*

I was only able to take a few steps forward when a violent blow to my chest projected me backward. My breath was taken away and my eyes immediately blurred. I barely held onto my consciousness to see Alianelle’s figure covered in blood on the scorched grass quickly getting farther away.

“Sillath!”

I barely registered Jazor’s distant scream before violently hitting the ground with my back. It took me a few seconds to realize what had happened. 

To realize that Alianelle’s wound didn’t mean the end of the relentless attacks of all the animals around us driven crazy by the ambient boiling mana.

To remember that our last attempt to break through failed.

To understand that even if I gave this potion to Alianelle, we were already doomed.

I straightened myself up, ignoring the ringing in my ears and the blood flowing from my chest. My blurry eyes were glued on the scene of my friends surrounded by dozens of bloodthirsty animals with only Jazor’s whirlpool of violent attacks to prevent their immediate death.

I still held the small vial of potion, the only way to save Alianelle, tightly clenched in my hand. However, the magic from one of the birds with silver wings looming above our heads projected me too far away from them.

Ironically, I was never as close to the edge of the cliff as in this instant. Most of the other animals were also distracted by Jazor’s last desperate outburst. 

It knew it was my last chance to leave on my own and save myself.

However, leaving on my own was never an option.

Why was I reincarnated? 

Why was I given another chance? 

For what purpose? 

I still hadn’t found the answers to these questions, but I was sure it wasn’t to live a life of guilt once more.

If I could only live thanks to the sacrifice of my friends then, all of this would have been meaningless.

If after all this, I was the only one able to survive, then it was better to die here.

While I was apparently left alone for now, I finally stood up without letting my eyes leave the rest of the miraculous potion that saved my life so many times along my journey.

This potion that represented my last lifeline against the dangers of the wilderness but also against the violence of my own final magic. 

Now, I couldn’t use what was left of it if I wanted to save Alianelle.

This was the price to pay for my hesitation and my fear.

If I used this magic without the regenerative power of this potion then my fate was almost certain.

I stayed motionless for long seconds. The beasts around already closed my last escape route and were baring their fangs at me. Their bloodthirst continued to climb and further clouded their minds even for the most intelligent of them.

However, none of them dared to come any closer from me in this instant. Even if any rational thought was already beyond them, I knew that their instinct was screaming at them to run away.

I knew it because I could feel mine screaming for me to stop too.

“Leave them alone!!!”

I shouted as loudly as I could while releasing a dense burst of mana that spread like an unstoppable wave among the dense crowd of animals ready to finally tear my friends apart . 

The ambient frenzy and Jazor’s violent confrontation abruptly stopped as if everything until now was a lie. Time itself seemed to have slowed down as I captured everything happening around me.

The dozens of beasts carefully turning their heads toward me with caution written all over them. The distant stunned look from Jazor covered with blood and completely out of breath.

Our eyes crossed in this instant.

At this moment, I wanted to tell him so much. To thank him for everything, to tell him to take care of them for me.

However, this single glance was enough.

Yes, no other word was necessary between us.

I had already made my choice.

With a strangely strong clapping noise that resonated all around us, I forcefully joined my forearms together in front of my face. 

The most perceptive animals turned tail to run. It wasn’t the strength of my body nor was it the mastery of my magic that made them react this way. Jazor was far better than me in these aspects.

It was simply my true nature finally revealed and ready to be unleashed.

The nature of a distorted soul made to be overwhelmingly stronger than others.

I became aware of it inside the Advanced town while looking at the guards practicing their magic. It took me a long time to understand why I was feeling something different from them, but when I did, I finally realized that all these years, I underestimated the gift I received while gaining this new life.

While their respective magic were getting weaker when they neared their limits, mine didn’t. Each time I overused my magic and despite the reaction from my body, my magic always stayed at its strongest.

This could only mean a single thing.

Unlike them, I never truly exhausted my mana. My monstrous soul was simply too strong for my young body to use at its full potential.

This was the simple truth that all these animals could feel in this instant.

My abnormal soul made it currently impossible for me to exhaust my mana just like it was impossible for my young and frail body to process and use so much of it. Once aware of it, I could force all this sleeping mana to become mine.

I ignored the pain in my body along with the fear in my heart and persisted in reaching for this sleeping power.

More and more animals started to run away as my body continued to emit an increasing amount of mana, but there were still so many left.

So many separating me from my friends.

So many preventing me from saving them.

I knew, I wouldn’t have much time. 

I needed to crush them with pure power.

The temperature around me started to drop while the mana I released became visible to the naked eye. 

“Don’t!”

My last magic was already activated, almost ready to be unleashed when a voice reached me. My heart jumped in my throat when I realized it didn’t come from one of my friends.

How could this be?

No other Human could be here.

A sudden dizziness assaulted me and reminded me that I couldn’t stay like this forever. I couldn’t hesitate or I would crumble before accomplishing my goal.

“Don’t sacrifice yourself!”

The same voice but much closer than before once more reached me. It had a strange soothing effect and forced my turbulent rampaging mana, that I was releasing from deep within me, to calm down. I wanted to ignore this voice and activate my magic before being left powerless, but it was already too late.

The power of this strange voice, seemingly resonating only in my head prevented me from gathering my mana the way I wanted. The dense mana around dissipated while my arms quickly became too heavy to stay near my head.

I was still trying my hardest to fight this strange power when the sky suddenly changed color. 

I already saw this phenomenon and immediately recognized it.

It was the same thing that happened and saved me when the Advanced town was almost obliterated.

The unnatural but imposing rainbow above our heads finally completely forced my arms down and cancelled my magic. I could only stay frozen while this rainbow, as vast as the sky, quickly became denser.

All the animals around me quickly made way for this ball of light. None showed even the slightest bit of hostility when the distinct form of a deer materialized. With a body of ever-changing color that seemed to hover above the ground, this strange creature finally opened its intelligent brilliant eyes and immediately bathed me in a vivid multicolored light.

All the pain, hopelessness and anger I was currently feeling suddenly seemed to vanish as if it was never there in the first place. It took me a few seconds to realize that I wasn’t the only one experiencing this strange phenomenon. After just a few seconds, the menacing looking animals retracted their claws and closed their mouths to hide their fangs. The silver-winged birds simply flew away while many other animals on the ground also left.

“Too many died today, don’t make this day even sadder.”

The head of this strange creature was turned toward me when these words echoed in my head.

For an instant, nothing else than these words mattered. The image of hundreds of bodies, human or not, flashed in my head and made me experience an insurmountable feeling of loss.

“What are you? What do you want?” I asked in a rushed voice.

“The guardian of the harmony of these lands. This is all I want, all I ever wanted but today I failed. Today, I came too late to stop this folly. I’m glad, I wasn’t too late to save you.”

“Why…”

“Too many questions, so little time. ” 

The beasts interrupted me and immediately after, its body seemingly made of light started to glow and spread its light forcing me to put a hand in front of my eyes. It only lasted for a second, but when I opened them once more, something was different.

My entire body was glowing with the same multicolored light.

“This is my last gift for you. Your soul is monstrous, your hands tainted with blood, but your heart is good. I saw how you spared these children and know you will save many more lives in the future if given the chance.”

I didn’t realize what he was meaning by children until the image of the two animals I previously spared because of their mutual love appeared in my head.

“This is not the end of the road for you. Not yet. Use this blessing to leave. It won’t last long but it will be enough to lead your friends away from here.”

“A blessing? What do you mean by that?”

This time the creature didn’t answer me. Its body started to disappear, almost as if it was evaporating. 

“The time for questions is over, child. Leave these lands before it is too late.

These last words echoed in my head at the same time as the final and abrupt disappearance of the creature. Only a vast rainbow above our head took its place, and confirmed to me that everything that had happened wasn’t a dream.

My entire body felt lighter, ready to once more fight but, none of the animals stood in my way this time. I rejoined my friends and gave Alianelle my last potion under the stuned gazes of Paul and Jazor.

The regenerative potion started its miraculous work while Alianelle was still unconscious.

None of the animals tried to stop us as we made our way back across the forest. The multicolored blessing ondulating around me that the creature talked about was obviously responsible for this. Without knowing how long it would last, we contined to walk away as fast as we could without exchanging a single word between us. Neither Jazor, still covered in blood, nor Paul carrying Alianelle’s in his arm asked me a single question.

I could feel their confusion while they followed my lead. 

Everything was too sudden, too confused, but the wave of dizziness and weakness that assaulted me along the way was more than enough to understand how closely I truly escaped death.

The time to explain what happened to me before the appearance of the creature would come.

But now wasn't the time.

I had the feeling Jazor, Paul and Alianelle wouldn't like that I tried to sacrifice myself to save them.

However, even several hours later when the sun started to set, my heart was still firm, without any doubt to cloud it.

No matter what the future had in store for us, I was ready to open the path for them with my life on the line.

This was my resolve.

To stay true to this choice until the end.

  

    
        Chapter 79: Together

    
    
    
    
  
Two days.

It’s the time the multicolored blessing around me lasted after our miraculous survival. This short period of time was just enough to treat my wounds and get some much-needed rest together with Jazor. It would take much more time for him to be able to use his earth movement magic again, but we didn’t have the leisure to wait for that.

There was already no safe place left for us inside the wilderness.

Agitated by the boiling mana on these savage, but usually calm lands, all the animals were desperately trying to find the cause for this disturbance. The presence of Humans was previously barely tolerated, but in a single day, all the efforts, money and blood paid for decades by the Human race to have a decent foothold on these lands was destroyed. 

According to Jazor, it’s the second time something like that ever happened so there wasn’t any hope to have for the various camps and Advanced towns this far away from the Dorell kingdom. 

Such was the wrath of the wilderness.

It erased everything and everyone that didn't truly belong to these lands.

It’s only thanks to the blessing of the mysterious intelligent beast that we were able to survive. None of the animals or deviants we crossed paths with attacked us during this time. I obviously wished for this kind of power to last longer, but it was still enough to get far away from the heart of the trouble. 

After losing this miraculous protection, we all knew that there was only one way left for us to survive.

To stay on the move until we found a place safe enough for Jazor to rest. With this idea in mind, we stubbornly continued to head east as fast as possible to try to get closer to the Dorell kingdom.

Along our journey, none of us talked about what had happened on the cliff that day. However, neither Paul nor Jazor could truly dissimulate the way they looked at me when they thought themselves out of my sight. 

I couldn’t blame them for that.

I released way more mana that day to hope for any kind of excuse to be sufficient. It was one thing to be considered as a genius and another for them to finally realize that there wasn’t anything natural with my power.

The truth was that, for a short time, they had a glimpse at my true nature that I inherited when I was reincarnated into this world. 

The questions burning their lips behind their usual smiles and fears hidden by their silences made me realize that the words of the Ancestor of the Great forest of the west had probably more truth in them than I initially thought.

‘Your sin is your own existence.’

What an unpleasant memory...

Maybe this was what I truly was.

I didn’t know the truth about my reincarnation after all.

However, this question that haunted me the first years of this new life didn’t seem as important now. Someone without purpose was bound to fear the future. I stayed this way for a long time, but this wasn’t the case anymore.

I had a goal, important people to rejoin and protect.

Something I never had in my previous life.

If my power made them question or fear me, then I just had to prove to them where my heart truly belonged. 

As if to confirm my resolve and soften my doubts, their strange faces only lasted a couple of days and neither of them asked me any question. 

Or maybe it was simply because they didn’t have enough time to think about it while crossing the wilderness.

Although most of the animals and deviants of the region were probably still rampaging around the Advanced town, we still had to regularly hide from flocks of silver birds flying above our heads in a deafening racket and from groups of predators pacing in their territories.

Fortunately, my ability to sense them from far away was strong enough to avoid most of the confrontations. We had a few close calls at night when I was resting despite lending my ring of calamity, warning us about the presence of deviants around, to Jazor. From that point on, I realized that this artifact gifted by Hirillë that saved my life so many times had lost a part of its usefulness.

It couldn’t warn us about the presence of normal animals despite their bloodthirsty behaviour after all.

With the entire wilderness as our enemy, we continued our journey.

“How is she?”

Jazor’s question brought me back from my thoughts.

Nine days had already passed since we left the Advanced town, but Alianelle was still unconscious. Her wound was closed and no matter how much I looked at her, she seemed perfectly healthy. 

For a reason I didn’t understand, the regeneration potion I used so many times to heal myself and force my way through the threats of the wilderness didn’t have the same effect on her. 

Her body continued to stay desperately unresponsive.

She couldn’t eat anything but fortunately the reflex to swallow liquids was still present and allowed us to at least give her water. What was supposed to last only a couple of days continued without any ending in sight. The only good news and also the most baffling one was that even this deprivation of any kind of solid food didn’t seem to have any reel effect on her.

“Stable.” answered Paul after forcing his hurried breathing to calm down.

He was currently carrying Alianelle on his back while crossing a rocky hill. This sun-baked earth was full of cracks and unstable making the apparently easy climb tricky, especially for someone carrying an unconscious person.

“Let’s take a break.” I suddenly suggested after noticing that Paul stumbled when he turned his head to look at Jazor.

My other two comrades didn’t object and immediately stopped to sit down. I also sat down on a flat rock to catch my breath and resume my thinking while using my hand to protect my eyes from the burning sun.

No matter how I looked at our situation, we were in real trouble.

Jazor was still suffering from the overuse of his magic while Paul was definitely starting to tire physically after all this time spent carrying Alianelle on uneven and sometimes barely solid grounds. Even I was having some trouble maintaining an almost constant vigilance around us while fighting any enemy we couldn’t hide or run away from.

The time I spent blind on my own was far more difficult than our current situation, but just like Jazor, my body also had trouble recovering after our fight on the cliff. Although I wasn’t able to completely activate my magic, the release of my entire mana had taken its toll on my young body.

We also encountered more deviants today than ever before. Animals developed intelligence and even magical abilities after overcoming a frenzied period and completely forming their core. All this happened under the influence of the ambient mana making places like forests, naturally dense with mana, a favored birthplace for them.

So, what would happen to all these normal animals if they were suddenly exposed to an increased amount of denser and even wilder mana?

More deviants than ever before will awaken.

If my assumption was right then we were doomed to cross paths with more and more deviants and none of us was in the right disposition to face this new threat.

I wrinkled my brows and turned my head in annoyance from the overwhelming light of the sun at its zenith before giving up and simply standing up to find another spot with more shade.

My steps led me to Alianelle, lying on the ground, her head resting on Paul's muscular, and probably not so comfortable, legs. Her breathing was regular, unperturbed by my worries. Paul was gently stroking her long but messy blond hair with his large calloused hand, clearly unsuited for this kind of work.

I couldn’t see anything wrong about her, but from this close, I didn’t even need to close my eyes to sense that her mana rampaging inside her was the real problem. I tried dozens of time to calm or influence it with my own, but with almost no result.

My ability to sense mana this precisely was one of my most useful abilities and should give me an advantage to resolve her condition. However, nothing I did seemed to have any real impact.

I couldn’t make head or tail of this situation.

What I gave her was a potion I took too many times to remember. It shouldn’t have this kind of effect even if I only gave her half of the vial. At first, I simply thought that she needed a few more days to regain some strength but too much time had passed for this kind of thinking.

I was the only one able to see past her peaceful face, so I properly explained to Paul and Jazor what was really happening inside her. Jazor became just as confused and worried as I was but Paul was different. At first, I simply thought he was too shocked to understand and react properly.

However, even after sharing with us his bafflement and fears for his daughter’s well-being, something still felt off.

It was difficult to put into words and certainly didn’t make any sense.

Paul loved his daughter more than anything and deeply regretted not having fought for her when the Ryunno clan member took her away.

However, for some reason, I thought that his reaction felt a little forced. 

I couldn’t get this idea out of my head, even if I was probably just overthinking it. 

Unless there was really something I wasn’t aware of.

I narrowed my eyes and tried to discern the truth behind Paul’s face while he was looking at his only daughter.

“Sillath!”

Jazor’s hushed whispering put an end to my thought. Neither me nor Paul needed an explanation when we saw Jazor with his ear stuck to the ground. None of my companions had my ability to sense the nearby lifeforms or fly into the sky to observe our surroundings, but Jazor was still able to use his own magic to make a rough scouting.

The only problem with his method was that his magic only reacted when the vibrations of the earth were strong enough, meaning when the number of animals together was overwhelming.

Even without knowing that, it was already the third time since yesterday that we were confronted with the bitter smile plastered on his pale face. It was already impossible for us to misunderstand what was going on.

A horde was coming toward us.

Without another word, we quickly departed.

--

We avoided the horde without any trouble.

However, the two others we met a few days later were trickier. We were forced to patiently wait for one of them to bypass us while the second one forced us to make a huge detour. Constantly heading east was simple enough on the paper, but I wasn’t even sure we were really making any real progress.

There were just too many animals, and even with my sensory abilities, we couldn’t avoid a few nasty fights.

Finding a safe place to allow Jazor to rest and regain his ability to move under the earth was starting to feel like complete disillusion. In the same way, I was becoming doubtful whether it was really possible to cross the wilderness. 

That’s probably why, when we were faced with the choice to do another detour or cross the inhospitable misty swamp in front of our eyes, I hesitated.

“You can’t be serious.” Paul exclaimed aghast.

“I agree with him, sissy. Even when I was on mission with other mercenaries, I usually avoided this kind of place.” added Jazor dully.

His usual playfulness was gone, replaced by a weariness difficult to hide with the dark bags under his eyes. Countless nights of tireless sleep regularly interrupted by incessant deviant’s or animals’ attacks followed by continuous walking and fighting throughout the day was starting to show on his face.

My own was probably not looking any better.

That’s precisely why I proposed to change our usual evasion strategy and cross the dark swamp currently in front of our eyes. I flew into the sky earlier, so I was able to confirm that not crossing it would make us do another massive detour. 

Now that the mana was dense and chaotic all around us, places like forests, usually richer in mana, had lost part of their attractiveness for many of these animals. Consequently, walking through this not so welcoming area wasn’t as bad an idea as it was before the start of the wrath of the wilderness.

Probably.

Of course, expecting this somber-looking swamp to be devoid of any threat was like hoping for ice creams to fall from the sky.

However, this was a risk I was ready to take if it finally meant making some progress on our journey. 

No matter how unwilling Jazor and Paul both looked, they swiftly realized that my approach had some merit after some explanation. 

“Just to be clear,” added Jazor bitingly just before putting his foot on the muddy ground, “I don’t like it one bit and this is your idea.”

“What difference would that make?” I inquired while rubbing the back of my neck.

“If we can’t cross this swamp then we’re all dead meat” I reminded him bluntly.

“I want to be able to yell at you ‘It’s your fault!’ when everything goes to shit.” simply added my dwarven friend without any shame.

I rolled my eyes at him and took the lead of our small group with Jazor tactfully closing the march to guarantee Paul and Alianelle’ safety.

The air was damp and way hotter than I initially thought, forcing me to wipe the sweat on my forehead regularly. I tried to ignore the surrounding vegetation along the way but it was difficult not to notice the obvious presence of species not existing in my old world. I wasn’t an expert, but except for a few healthy gnarled trees with a classic yet vibrant green luster, many others had much more intriguing shapes and colors. Whether it was the conspicuous thorny purple bushes, the withered blue trunks floating on the murky water near us or the improbable orange fruits hanging overhead from a towering slate-colored ancestral tree, I doubted that any had ever existed in my old world.

The wet soil, almost muddy in places, along with the many and mostly thorny shrubs made our progression slow and strenuous that the fog clouding our vision only amplified.

The thin mist at the entrance of the swamp was gradually becoming denser forcing Paul to put one hand on my shoulder to make sure we didn’t lose each other.

I had to give credit to Jazor. His reluctance to traverse this swamp even after my persuasion was starting to make more sense with our diminishing sight, robbed by this fog, thickening with each step we took on this damp and unstable soil.

Without my ability to sense mana and lifeforms all around us, crossing this swamp would have been a pure folly.

After ten minutes of walking, it was starting to become difficult to see more than a few feet ahead.

“Shouldn’t we use some kind of fire magic?” murmured Paul behind me.

“Sure,” Jazor grumbled crisply, “if you want all the animals of the region to notice our position and rush toward us.”

I agreed with Jazor. Our only chance to move across this territory without any trouble was to do it as quietly and discreetly as possible.

For several hours, we continued our slow but steady march. I already completely closed my eyes to totally focus on my mana sense. It was easier for me to lead us forward on solid ground without falling into the water or stumbling on various hurdles. It’s in this kind of situation that I finally realized just how terrifyingly good I became at this kind of stuff after losing my sight for what seemed like an eternity.

Of course, I wasn’t nostalgic of this time spent on my own in the most savage land of our continent with only the constant terror and anguish of the darkness as a companion. However, I couldn’t deny that without this ability, our trek would have been way more difficult.

It was probably due in large part to this ability that after three hours we haven’t been attacked even once.

What seemed like a terrible idea at first fueled by tiredness and desperation revealed itself as a genius move that would save us several days of travel. The dense oppressive fog was already starting to clear and allowed me to rely more on my sight to navigate our way forward.

“Hate to say this, but you were right. Never thought this would be so easy.” suddenly blurted out Jazor blithely.

“Easy?” I asked without hiding the displeasure in my voice.

Maintaining such a high level of concentration and alertness for three long hours to guide us to safety was certainly all except easy. 

“Maybe you want to take the lead?” I asked sarcastically.

“Nope. Go on.”

I was ready to rebuke him to vent my tiredness once more when my senses picked up a surge of mana. I immediately focused on this sudden appearance, but it took me a few seconds to understand why I was feeling it so close to us.

“Alianelle?” I mumbled without thinking while stopping and turning my head to look at the young girl behind me carried on Paul’s wide and steady back.

Paul tilted his head to the side, not understanding why I would utter her name in this circumstance.

However, I didn’t have the leisure to explain before Alianelle did something she never did ever since we started our journey.

She started to move.

The smile of mixed surprise and relief froze on my face after only a few seconds when I realized that her movements were strange. I first thought she was waking up, but her movements became increasingly erratic while her mana continued to grow denser and more turbulent. 

Grunts of pain escaped her lips as her entire body began to spasm, forcing Paul to tighten his grip before he had to set her down on the wet ground after realizing he couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t fall down.

“Wha-What’s happening!” faltered Paul with a voice far louder than it should be in our situation.

“Quiet!” spat out Jazor as softly as his hoarse voice allowed him to.

Paul immediately closed his mouth despite the increasing fear in his eyes. Unfortunately, I knew that the true problem wasn’t Paul's voice. 

I put my hand on Alianelle’s quavering head to try to calm her growing and rampaging mana, but nothing I did had any effect. What was once a small disturbance became big and easily recognisable even for Jazor.

“Take her Paul and let’s go!” finally barked Jazor after realizing it was too late to attempt to stay hidden.

“We can’t. Look at her!” pleaded Paul, completely forgetting where we currently were.

“Take her, damnit!” berated Jazor explosively while taking his trusted axe from his back. 

As if finally waking up, Paul took Alianelle in his arms and tried to secure and immobilize her as much as possible while we quickly made our way across the rest of the swamp. 

For long minutes, we could only hear Alianelle’s moans while running as fast as the rough ground allowed us to. The damp and hot air of the swamp made it increasingly tiring to run.

“Why the hell is it so hot here?” protested Jazor.

His words laced by his ragged breathing made me finally realize that something wasn’t right.

I closed my eyes and extended my senses as far as possible without stopping my mad run. However, after a few seconds, my eyes shot open and I abruptly stopped in my tracks. I halted my course too abruptly without warning so Paul almost ran into me.

I expected Jazor or Paul to ask why I suddenly stopped, but when I opened my eyes, I realized that they both saw what I sensed first.

A pale blue light hovering above the ground among the fog was slowly moving toward us. It radiated a strong heat influencing its surroundings and increasing as it got closer.

“What is that, Jazor?” I cried out with my body tenser than I would like it to be.

“How the hell am I supposed to know? I told you that I usually avoid this kind of place!” he roared.

The fog, denser around this pale light, was probably dissimulating the rest of our unwanted guest. Usually, I would take my time to observe our unknown opponent to avoid making any fatal mistake.

However, Alianelle’s mana was continuously growing denser and wilder behind me marking our position for every animal, intelligent or not, inside this swamp. We had to get through as fast as possible.

“Move aside! We don’t want to fight” I shouted while raising my hand and gathering my mana threateningly.

For a few seconds, I wondered if the creature in front of us was simply unable to understand my words until the faint blue light started to pulsate and become denser. The small orb started to emit strange, thin, growing threads around it seeming to spread through the air itself.

This was the only answer I needed.

Without any other warning, I shot an earthbullet at this light.

I couldn’t help but let a small sound of confusion escape my lips when my trusted magic failed.

This attack was fast and letal against poorly armored enemies, but it wasn’t all that effective to pierce through my opponent’s defense. The blue light didn’t move, so even if I didn’t pierce its defense, I should have hit.

So why didn’t I hear any kind of impact?

I fired a few more bullets of condensed earth while the light continued to strangely grow into a deformed humanoid form, hidden behind the protective veil of the fog, but the result was the same.

Was it immune against earth magic or did my magic simply pass through?

The iceball I fired immediately after simply turned into steam before reaching its target and didn’t answer my question.

Unable to understand what was really happening, I fired a simple fireball and made it hover slightly above the mysterious pale blue light. This time, my magic accomplished its purpose and finally dissipated some of the fog around our opponent.

Contrary to what I initially thought, the blue light, becoming more tangible with each passing second, wasn’t the monster's entire body. It was probably around seven feet high with a brown greenish bark-like skin apparently dense and resistant enough to stop Jazor’s axe. Its humanoid shape was closer to that of a female with its defined chest and protruding hips while its long and thin branch-like arms ended with clawed fingers.

The blue light appeared to be at the center of its belly, while the thin blue lines growing and expanding from there continued to spread out all along its body giving it an eerie and menacing appearance. 

The creature currently moving with water up to its knees wasn’t creating any waves or making any kind of noise as it slowly but surely approached us.

“Let me do it.” shouted Jazor from behind while running forward with his axe raised.

My dwarven friend was tired and still weakened but his sprinting speed was no joking matter. Before, I could react, he had almost reached the creature.

With a powerful propulsion from one of his earthen magic, he jumped to reach the creature's head.

I just had the time to notice the still water around the creature’s body suddenly bubbling up before I saw Jazor’s body in mid-air violently thrown back.

“Jazor!”

With a wave of my hand, I sent a powerful gust of wind to stop his clearly unwanted flight. With the help of my magic, Jazor was able to fix his posture and landed heavily on the damp ground just in front of me.

“What the hell happened?” I yelled alarmingly without turning my head away from the strange life form still moving unhindered.

The creature suddenly raised one of its ashy-brown arms and pointed a withered but menacing finger at us. The magic I was expecting to manifest didn’t come. Instead, the pointy finger extended and reached me faster than I thought possible. 

Jazor’s axe intercepted the lethal attack and gave me enough time to get out of the way when another finger followed, bypassed Jazor and tried to reach my heart with surprising agility. Without any mana prior to its attacks, it was more difficult for me to predict and avoid. Four of its extended appendages were enough to chase and corner me before one of Jazor’s violent swings of axe forced them to retreat back to their owner. However, something was weird. The blow of Jazor’s sharp axe wasn’t enough to sever the branch-like limbs and simply deflected them.

I knew better than anyone just how destructive his attacks could be. 

His weakened state deprived him of many of his abilities and especially made fighting from afar a challenge. However, if his axe made contact, then no matter the defense of its opponent, everything would crumble in front of his magic.

That’s what I thought but reality proved me wrong.

“As I thought,” snarled Jazor with an annoyed look “It’s fire magic.” 

“Fire? What do you mean?” I asked puzzled before remembering the bubbles that appeared just before Jazor’s previous attack.

“It’s one of the aspects of this element. Far from the most destructive but probably among the most troublesome for someone like me who needs to directly touch my opponent. I suppose we can call it burning air.”

“G-Guys!”

The rest of Jazor’s explanation was cut short when Paul suddenly stammered.

More hovering blue lights were coming from behind and from our left beyond the murky water, barely visible beyond the dense curtain of fog.

A single glance was enough to count more than a dozen of them with probably more on the way.

We couldn’t fight something like that.

“This way!” I cried out to my distressed companions.

The only path forward on solid land was blocked. Breaking through against a monster with attacks so fast wasn’t an option especially with someone as defenseless as Paul. Instead, I ran to the side directly toward the edge of the only piece of solid ground in our immediate vicinity.

I couldn’t move in this muddy and turbid water unhindered like the creatures confronting us, but ever since I started mastering my magic, water was never a problem for me.

As soon as my foot touched the water and, before it could sink, a dense layer of brilliant ice formed under it and supported my weight.

“Hurry!” I cried out to my stunned friends, late to follow on the path of ice leading us away from the bloodthirsty creatures.

The first cautious steps on the apparently thin layer of ice were quickly replaced by a much faster pace when numerous roars of rage resonated behind us.

I made three fireballs hover around me to guide the others on this treacherous forged path among the fog. Their powerful lights guide the rest of my group and probably also my enemies. However, the violent burst of mana and the screams of pain escaping from Alianelle were already more than enough for them to track us.

After what seemed like an eternity, her heartbreaking gasps and wails ended. Shortly after, we also reached a solid ground probably at the edge of the swamp, if the almost negligible amount of fog was any indication.

“I told you, damnit!” complained Jazor with his hands on his knees.

I ignored grumpy, wiped the sweat from my forehead for the hundredth time and walked toward Paul sprawled on the ground with Alianelle’s upper body, now immobile, completely leaning against him.

I wanted to observe her mana more closely to understand what had happened to her, when I sensed another life form coming toward us. 

“Give us a break!” 

Fortunately, there wasn’t any blue light this time.

Instead, a massive quadripedic beast with indestructible looking scales all along its muscular body emerged from the edge of the trees. I stood with my eyes open wide and my mouth agape for long seconds before Paul also noticed our unwelcome visitor and cried out the name of the species we all immediately recognized.

“ A vrapy!”

One of the first tamed animals I encountered in this new world and one that left me an everlasting impression. Usually used to pull carriages, and indispensable to cross the wilderness safely and efficiently, this vrapy was fixing us with its reptilian eyes as if gauging our worth.

Vrapy were strong and certainly dangerous, but when I realized the potential inestimable help this wild vrapy could give us, this imposing monster didn’t appear as threatening as it was. Even its sharp fangs barely hidden in its mouth didn’t dampen my enthusiasm.

Until another life form followed.

One that we never encountered ever since leaving the Advanced town in catastrophe.

A Human.

He walked with long strides on the muddy ground, before stopping next to the apparently not so wild vrapy, while looking at us with his eyes just as dark as his shoulder-length hair. His austere face was still well defined and probably attractive with its chiseled lower jaw and high cheekbone, despite the bushy, unkept beard that covered half of it.

His towering bulk, with his straight back and broad-shoulders, loomed in front of us like a mountain and didn’t appear diminished by the presence of the threatening monster just next to him. 

He held a silver one-handed-axe in his left hand and a blue shortsword in his right, each glowing with a strange complicated black circle near the base of the weapon. This obvious owner of the vrapy along with the two artifacts in his hands appeared to be in his mid-thirties, with an athletic body and bronzed skin visibly tempered by the elements.

The simple black leather garment he wore was armless and exposed a long, possibly festered cut along his muscular right arm. The dirty bandage, probably used to stop the bleeding several days ago, was just as red as the wide, unadorned cloth belt that held his travel worn pants. This impressive wound didn’t seem to hinder him in any way as he pointed his sword arm at us with a watchful expression on his face.

“Who the hell are you all?” he questioned with a firm but softer voice than I expected.

Before any of us had the time to answer, he suddenly pointed his sword to his right while letting out a few strange words out of his mouth. The vrapy, that was entirely focused on us, immediately turned its gaze away and leaped at something behind a grey bush. The unknown creature didn’t even have the time to react before it was torn apart in front of our stunned gazes.

“I guess we should get away from here first.” he said while indicating something behind us with his head.

Familiar and unwelcomed blue lights were closing on us stealthily and urged us to ignore the bloodthirsty scene his pet just created and to accept his offer.

For the next ten minutes, we followed his steps with a safe margin between us.

It was with an undisguised relief that we finally emerged from the foggy environment to arrive in a strangely arid and barren plain. Probably judging that we were finally safe enough for the time being, the man who had long since put away his weapons, turned around to face us.

With the light of the declining sun, he examined us in silence for long seconds.

I could almost see the gears turning in his head as his imagination probably worked harder than ever to figure out how our strange group composed of a dwarf, a non-combatant human, and of two children, including one unconscious, came to be.

However, his questions didn’t make it through his mouth before another vrapy approached us to rejoin its brethren.

The lone warrior with a tamed vrapy I pictured in my head instantly disappeared when I noticed the massive caravan with a big bellied man sitting on the coachman place. This imposing vehicule had a massive black cage secured on its back that didn't let us have any disillusion about the merchandise it was transporting.

In the middle of the wilderness, that’s where we encountered a slave caravan.


  

    
        Chapter 80: New journey

    
    
    
    
  
I only spent a few years with my family in this world before being abducted. 

I would like to say that the education I received from Amanda for several years included many different subjects but it would be a lie. Everything I learned, with days and nights of tireless efforts, was related to magic. If I wasn’t reincarnated, I would probably be completely clueless about the ways of the world which was in insight probably my grandfather’s objective to make me more malleable.

However, even if I didn’t receive proper education in this life, I did not doubt that no matter the world, slave trader wasn’t an honorable profession. 

Therefore, I was at a loss about how to react to this situation and how to act toward the man who led us safely out of the swamp. 

The Vrapy that traveled with us rejoined its brethren at the head of a dark, worn-down carriage with a flat roof probably barely able to prevent the rain from entering. Opposed to that, it was equipped with giant wheels of steel that I knew were even sturdier than they appeared thanks to the magic circle drawn on them. This precaution made even this shabby-looking carriage incredibly valuable and was an indispensable precaution to ensure that these wheels wouldn’t break under the strain produced by the unnatural speed of the Vrapy pulling it.

Hanging at the back of this small convoy was another carriage without a roof, made of simple wooden planks to accommodate of few wooden crates. The same impressive wheels were present, but this wasn’t what immediately attracted my gaze and completely destroyed all the goodwill I had toward the man that led us out of the swamp.

A sinister black cage was standing with two young children huddled in a corner inside.

A single look at Paul’s horror-stricken face was enough to understand that I wasn’t the only one with severe reservations about our current situation. On the other hand, Jazor’s face stayed straighter than I thought it would.

Unable to avoid my emotions and distrust to show on my face, I took a couple of steps back and let Jazor do the talking.

The man that led us here exchanged a couple of words with his acolyte sitting on the elevated coachman seat. With surprising agility for his corpulence, the driver and probably owner of this carriage jumped down from his seat and walked toward us swiftly with an amiable smile on his face.

This paunchy man with a round face had a double chin covered with a coal-black beard far less impressive than his friend and appeared to be at least two decades older than him judging by the numerous wrinkles at the corner of his amber-colored eyes. He wore ordinary clothes with solid brown boots and pants but with a strange, and certainly not discreet, orange travel cape that gave me a strange impression especially as it had its hood down despite the lack of rain or wind to justify it. The sword sheath on his left side was of the same color as the cape and was difficult to notice at first glance.

Apparently, without any intention of taking his hood off, he continued to approach until he was close enough for me to notice that he was missing his left arm and smartly dissimulated it with the undulation of his cape. 

“My name is Walmir and you already met the chief of my guards Ilan.” 

I stayed silent while Jazor simply nodded his head in acknowledgment. Only Paul, with Alianelle on his back, was still glaring at him with eyes that could kill alone.

I sidestepped and softly elbowed him in the ribs to get his attention. A single glance into my eyes was fortunately enough for him to get the message.

This wasn’t the time nor the place to start a fight.

“I’m quite well-versed in the healing aspect of the water element so I can take a look at this young girl if you want,” suddenly softly added Walmir with the same amiable and tranquil smile on his face.

“No thanks, she is alright.” I quickly added while taking a step forward to gather their focus on me and cover for Paul’s strong reaction of aversion.

The man didn’t dwell on the question and turned his attention back to Jazor while his guard, with his arms crossed, continued to stubbornly look at me. I tried to ignore him and focused on what Jazor was currently discussing with the owner of this carriage, but even after several minutes, his pitch-black eyes were still stubbornly fixed on me.

Everyone with a bit of experience could tell that Paul was harmless, especially because he was carrying an unconscious young girl on his back. However, as a child, I should also appear just as defenseless as him, or at least much less important to look at than a dwarf armed with an axe almost as big as his entire body.

So why was he so stubbornly looking at me?

Did he see more than I thought inside the swamp?

I missed most of what was being discussed between Jazor and Walmir but I had the most important information. 

They were slavers.

A group with two children and apparently a single wounded fighter was on its own inside the wilderness without any support. Anyone could tell that we were a pretty interesting prey to fill up the cage on their carriage.

In our situation, I had no choice but to stay wary against strangers and, even more so, against slave dealers.

That’s why I tried to be as low-key as possible since the start of Jazor’s conversation. 

If you can't look threatening then stay hidden.

So why was he still looking at me?

I didn’t know how he did it, but this man probably realized that I was more than what I was pretending to be. I put an end to my act and completely turned my head to directly look into this man's deep eyes.

A stiff smile formed on his lips almost hidden by his dense beard while his weapons at his hips started to glow and his mana slowly gathered in his hands. Even something so imperceptible didn’t escape my senses just like it probably didn’t escape him that I was doing the exact same thing.

This man was too dangerous to ignore.

I could feel it.

If he tried anything, then I would have to immediately freeze him to death.

For what appeared like an eternity we stayed motionless a few steps away from one another. Nothing existed except for this man and I was sure, it was the same for him.

The subtle movements of mana slowly became stronger and more evident to see. Even Paul felt the change in the air and took a few hurried steps backward while casting me a frightened glance.

“What do you think, sissy?” 

Jazor’s booming voice near my ear and his heavy hand that landed on my shoulder put an immediate end to our silent confrontation. I blinked a few times and slowly turned my eyes away from the guard to cast a glance at Jazor.

“What?” I breathed.

The owner of the carriage was the one who answered me. He appeared just as harmless and good-natured as before when his soft voice took over.

“I would like to hire your friend as a guard for the rest of our journey.”

“What?” I repeated quizzically.

The man continued to smile and turned his head to his right-hand man who simply nodded with a knowing smile on his face.

“Apparently, this offer also applies to you, my young friend. We are going to the first Advanced town and, as you can see, we are a little short-handed. I suppose you all want to get the hell out of this cursed land as fast as possible and we need more capable fighters to stay safe along the rest of the journey. So what do you think?”

“Like hell, we will!” boomed Paul with a reddening face before I had the time to ponder his offer.

“Shut your trap!” snarled Jazor in response.

Paul didn’t seem ready to be convinced until Jazor took a few threatening steps toward him. Paul was towering above Jazor but none of the people present mistook who was truly intimidated.

With pulsing temples, Paul stepped down and stayed silent.

It was the first time I saw Jazor truly lose his cool like that. I could understand Paul’s reticence. I wasn’t a personal fan of this idea but this proposition certainly had its advantages. Not to mention that Paul was apparently underestimating the true danger of our current situation.

We were walking a thin line between life and death and each day spent on our own in this territory was making this line thinner.

How long do we need to reach our destination while traveling on foot?

I already discussed this with Jazor, and his answer was just as hopeless as I thought it would be.

Probably more than half a year.

And that was the most optimistic estimate since he was counting on walking in a straight line to the kingdom which would certainly be impossible.

With the growing number of deviants, it was just a matter of time before something went terribly wrong.

“We shouldn’t spend too much time here,” Walmir added with a cough to disperse the awkward atmosphere. “If you’re not interested then we will simply go our separate way but think about it. We were all lucky and strong enough to survive this disaster but none of our separated group can probably make the rest of the journey safely, so...”

“If it’s to be attacked in our sleep, then no thanks,” interrupted Paul despite Jazor’s exasperated glare.

“You can’t be that blind.” suddenly berated Ilan after staying silent ever since his employer started to speak. “Either we die on our own or we survive together.” he simply added directly.

“Certainly if put it like that, our choice is more than obvious,” I sighed after a few seconds of silence. ‘However, trust is still an issue.”

“So what do you want?” shrewdly asked Walmir who immediately understood my point.

“Simple, just release these two children.”

“Release them?” he asked as a dry laugh escaped his lips.

“Now isn’t the time to do business. We should use our time and energy to survive and rejoin the Dorell kingdom.” I tried to convince him but he quickly interrupted me with an authoritative voice very different from the one he was using until now.

“You’re right, now isn’t the time for that,” he said while clutching the dangling piece where his left arm should be.

“I lost almost everything in this disaster,” he explained, much less calm than before. “Do you think I do this job for pleasure? Do you think this is what I dreamt to do when I was young? Of course not, but I have a family to feed and more responsibilities than you could possibly imagine. These two are the last chance I have not to lose everything so I’d rather continue this journey on our own than free them.” he declared, obviously determined to stand his ground.

I didn’t expect him to react so strongly. 

A single glance at the lifeless eyes of the children looking at us curiously and probably only a few years older than me was enough to convince me.

This Slave trade was fundamentally wrong. 

Of that, I was sure.

However, I wasn’t strong enough to change their fate.

The idea to fight and overpower them to free these children and continue the journey with this carriage crossed my mind, but it was too risky. Ilan was probably too much for me to handle in a direct confrontation and strangely his employer didn’t seem to be a pushover either.

Moreover, even if I could, I had the disturbing feeling that I shouldn’t do something like that. Up until now, they simply made a proposition to us. Ilan even helped us get safely out of the swamp.

Even for a good reason, killing and robbing them wasn’t something I was willing to live with. 

Life was always more complicated than good or bad after all.

It always depends on the viewpoint.

I killed to survive and chose to save Paul instead of a young innocent child when we escaped from the devastated Advanced town. 

Was what I did right or wrong?

Probably a bit of both.

It would be easier if this man, standing a few feet away with a stubborn face, was just greedy and evil. But maybe he was simply what he claimed to be. A man trying to survive.

Even if he wasn’t, now wasn’t the time to act yet.

“We are in the middle of the wilderness. There is no way for them to survive if they run away. Can you at least let them out of the cage?” I finally asked with a deadpan voice.

“If I let them with their hands chained together, then I can do that. As a proof of my good faith,” he replied with a calm face.

I simply nodded while Jazor shook this man’s hand with a satisfied smile on his lips. Paul stubbornly refused to shake his hand and continued to look at me as if I had betrayed him. 

The children were let out of their cage with a shackle tying the boy’s left hand and the girl’s right hand. Everyone else agreed that they were armless and not stupid enough to run away on their own while being this deep into the wilderness. A single glare from Ilan was enough to dampen and probably completely burn out every rebellious idea from their minds. 

With mixed emotion, our journey resumed and only the impressive speed of the Vrapy across this savage land was enough to soothe my heart.

--

“Careful!” screamed a now-familiar voice amidst the deafening roars all around.

“I know,” I yelled back without turning my head to properly look at the attack coming from behind.

With a twist of my body, I avoided the horned beast and, propelled by my wind magic, jumped several meters into the sky. A single well-aimed earth bullet wasn’t enough to defeat this armored beast or any of the other animals and deviants encircling us. 

Therefore, I changed my strategy.

With a violent wave of my arm, several fireballs left my hand and headed toward the numerous crazed animals that ambushed us. 

A dozen of them were incinerated in an instant with heartbreaking howls of pain.

I didn’t let the gruesome sight perturb me and formed a long lance of earth that I powered with my wind magic. It took me several long seconds to properly prepare this attack, but Ilan was making sure that the rest of our enemies were busy enough with him to attack me from afar.

Finally, the lance was launched and impaled the green bipedal animal that nearly took my head off a few minutes ago. 

Although it felt like it happened a lifetime ago, this animal had disturbing similarities with the first intelligent magic beast I encountered in the wilderness. Fortunately, it didn’t possess the same magical abilities or the same intelligence. It didn’t notice the danger thanks to my partner distracting it long enough with a flurry of distant wind and water magic for my improvised spear to do its gruesome work. 

A few more deviants ignored the death of their comrades and headed toward me with bloodthirst clear in their respective gazes. None of them reached me thanks to the violent burst of slicing water magic Ilan produced. The high-pressure blades left his sword, and powered with the lost magic engraved on it, crossed the distance separating them in an instant.

Their deaths were immediate and the calm finally returned around us.

I didn’t bother to wipe away the blood that splattered my face and focused on the not so swallow cut on the right side of my neck. Fresh blood had flown throughout our fight and drenched the upper side of my slightly oversized black leather jacket gifted by Walmir. Without any potion left, I had no other choice but to find other ways to heal my wounds. Fortunately, Walmir was skilled enough in this aspect of the water element and taught me the basics.

Although the result was a far cry from what a single drop of potion would have achieved, it was still enough for this annoying and dangerously placed wound to finally stop bleeding.

I looked around me for a few seconds and finally noticed the leather bags filled with water I let go when the fight started. I crossed the small battlefield to check whether they were still intact while Ilan was quickly cutting a few pieces of edible meat from the few cadavers not burned to a crisp.

The smell of blood and burnt flesh was overwhelming, but it strangely didn’t really bother me.

I wonder when did it start?

When did I start ignoring the sight of blood and corpses I was leaving behind?

Maybe around a month after our encounter with Walmir and Ilan.

Too many bloody fights and victories snatched from the jaw of death to care for this kind of thing anymore. I didn’t wonder for long if we made the right choice when we decided to join this group. A week after this, the situation started to progressively turn for the worse. As I had anticipated, the number of deviants skyrocketed while stronger animals started to also ambush us. Even the suppressing effect the Vrapy had against other animals lost part of its effect. 

Without their intimidation, the carriage’s journey became slower, more difficult, and bloodier.

Sleepless nights spent with the fear that it would be our last.

Days spent either fighting or desperately running away from hordes ready to tear us apart as soon as we showed them weakness or from monstrous magic beasts strong enough to change the topography of the region. The mere memory of these powers of nature was humbling, to say the least.

I couldn’t remember how many times I thought we were going to die.

However, we survived.

Walmir was more than experienced enough with his carriage inside the wilderness and was able to make us take the shortest path possible. However, it would still probably take a few more months to finally reach our destination: the first Advanced town ever established and also the closest to the Dorell kingdom.

The chances for this fortified city, situated at the edge of the wilderness, to have fallen were minimal. Once there, we will be safe. The rest of my journey to reach the eastern part of the kingdom, where Tegralle was located, would be a formality.

I could only hope that my parents wouldn’t risk their lives to reach the now devastated Advanced town where I said I was staying in my letter. A part of me wanted them to simply grieve my death inside the safety of their house with their daughters close to them. However, the short few years I spent with them were more than enough to see the true nature of their hearts.

Neither Seledia nor Millodas was the kind of person to give up.

I didn’t know how they spent these last years with my disappearance weighing on their minds or even if they were truly safe from my grandfather’s schemes but hoping and believing was the only thing I could do besides fighting with all my heart to rejoin them one day.

“Let’s hurry!” 

Ilan’s anxious voice brought me back from my thoughts. I secured the leather bags I could carry on my shoulders, gave the rest to Ilan, and followed him back toward the carriage where everyone else was waiting.

As usual, I had to jog to follow the wide strides of my companion and as always, he splendidly ignored my struggle to keep up with him.

Nearly two months of cooperation and more fights to the death beside him than I could remember had turned him from a threat to a reliable ally. For weeks, I dissimulated as many of my abilities as possible while closely monitoring him and Walmir. I couldn’t bring myself to truly trust either of them, but fighting dangerous battles while hiding my powers and watching over them had almost cost me my life during a particularly dangerous fight against a horde that had encircled us. Ilan saved me and Walmir nursed me back to health.

After this episode that left me with a wide and still painful scar on my back, I decided to give them my trust for now.

A decision approved by Jazor who had heard about Ilan before and with much less reservation about trusting slavers than I thought he would.

On the contrary, Paul didn’t truly accept my decision even if he probably understood its necessity in our precarious situation. He never spoke with either of them and constantly kept his distance while watching over Alianelle and the two children destined to become slaves. These two didn’t have a chain binding them together anymore and could even get out of the carriage when we had to stop to resupply on food and water like today.

I was able to secure this new kind of freedom after many talks with Walmir to understand what he had in store for them. After that, a promise and a show of trust were enough for him to seal our fragile deal.

It didn’t take us more than ten minutes to rejoin the rest of our group, hidden under the shade of a dense canopy of trees. Jazor was on the lookout together with Walmir while Paul was playing with the two beastmen children on the other side of the carriage. Their relaxed demeanor immediately changed when they noticed Ilan coming toward them.

With a stiff smile, Ilan kept his distance and simply walked toward Walmir and Jazor.

“Are you alright?” 

I intended to first head into the carriage to put another set of specially shortened clothes belonging to the previous and now regretted guards of this caravan, but a silvery voice too soft to belong to anyone else stopped me in my tracks and made me turn my head to look at its owner.

The young girl that spoke these now familiar words while flashing her pointy white teeth had a small round face making her appear even younger than she truly was along with bright brown eyes devoid of any kind of falsehood. 

She was taller than me, which made me believe at first that she was older than I was, but it turned out that she and her twin brother were only eight years old. The double tail I knew she was hiding in her tattered black pants explained why I had to look up to meet her eyes.

If she was able to easily hide this proof of her belonging to a beast tribe, she couldn't do the same with her other most distinctive feature.

Her chestnut hair that nearly reached her bottom was disheveled like a mane and could be controlled like one of her limbs.

This ability could probably be useful if trained correctly, but it had several major drawbacks. 

First, it needed clear command to move and couldn’t react on instinct. 

Second, this ability was quite taxing and couldn’t be maintained for a long period of time. This would be alright if her hair didn’t turn hard like steel as soon as she stopped thinking about it. This made them completely impervious to even the strongest gales and protected her defenseless back, but it also prevented any kind of movement which quickly becomes obvious outdoors.

Finally, the strange silvery glow that emanated from the tip of her hair when the sun's rays weren't directly on them made hiding in the shadows nearly impossible and was one of the reasons she and her brother were captured.

The tinge of apprehension evident in her voice made me put on my brightest exaggerated smile to compensate for my clothes drenched in fresh blood.

“Of course, I’m invincible!” I bragged while carefully hiding the fresh wound on the right side of my neck.

The young girl named Himara forced a smile and made me regret not spending more time cleaning myself.

Her skin was still pale and her body as frail as when I met her, but her attitude was much warmer. She avoided me or hid behind her brother’s back for weeks before finally progressively opening up to me. I didn’t know if my repeated attempts to talk to her and her brother or simply the fact that I protected them so many times along our journey were responsible for her change of heart but I didn’t complain.

Her brother, named Seth, always stayed near her when either I or Paul were close, but not anymore. Tall and solid for his age, the dark-haired boy had the same brown eyes as his sister, but they strangely always gave me a much colder feeling every time I looked into them.

I couldn’t blame him. Although I was responsible for Walmir’s decision to lessen their surveillance, something I was sure they both quickly realized, it was also true that their inevitable fate once we reached the first Advanced town was still the same.

I didn't tell anyone, especially them, about my intentions to free them when we reach the first and final city of the wilderness.

I couldn’t be sure that everything would work out the way I wanted. It would be too cruel to give them hope of freedom only to finally take it back from their outstretched hands.

So I silently endured Seth’s hidden anger and contempt.

Paul was the only one Seth truly relaxed around. Every time anyone other than him or his sister was around, he always put back his mask of cold distant apathy in the best cases or simply plain hostility when Jazor was also there.

This particular point didn’t truly change ever since we started our journey with this carriage and even tended to become worse.

I always thought that Jazor was good with children, but this boy seemed determined to prove me wrong and stubbornly refused to trust or even slightly relax near my dwarven friend. Sure, Jazor was noisy, kind of rude on a daily basis, and maybe even annoying, but his other qualities more than made up for this.

However, no matter how hard I tried, his attitude with Jazor was still as cold as the first day.

If there was one thing you could never force, it was affection and, even if this particular treatment without any apparent reason left me with many questions, I simply decided to let things take their course. 

I had other things weighing on my mind anyway.

After discussing for a bit with Himara, and pretending that I wanted to lie down, I entered the black carriage specially designed to allow a few people to sleep inside. The comfortable seats I found in the luxurious carriage of the Ryunno clan member were replaced by two long removable beds that I knew were not as comfortable as they looked. 

The old dark curtains of the door were drawn, but far from enough to prevent the rays of the sun from entering. Unfortunately, the young girl lying on one of these beds under a white blanket with long and strangely well-combed hair wasn’t bothered by it.

Neither the noise I made while entering nor the sudden increase of the light in this narrow place when the door was pulled open was enough to make her react in any way.

Her face stayed the same with her eyes still closed, a sign that her sleep was just as absolute as ever.

When her mana suddenly started to surge and rampage inside the swamp, it was terrifying and couldn’t have come at a worse timing, but in the end, change was a good thing. It made us believe that she would soon wake up. For several days, she continued to fidget, her sleep obviously lighter than before while her mana, although not rampaging anymore, continued to rise. 

Everything indicated that she was about to wake up. 

However, we were wrong and all bitterly realized that there was nothing worse than false hope.

After a few days, her mana settled like a tidal wave that simply refused to come back anymore while her increasing movements decreased before completely disappearing.

I spent more time sensing her mana than I could remember and, after convincing Paul, examined her along with Walmir but none of us could make head or tail of this situation.

While she couldn’t be awoken and needed her father for her daily care, she didn’t seem weaker than before despite spending more than two months completely immobile without any solid food. Her complexion was rosy and her breathing steady. It kept the flame of hope alight and was probably the reason why Paul was able to stay calm and perform his duties as a father.

I stared at her peaceful face for longer than I initially wanted with a turmoil of emotions and questions I had trouble controlling. I stayed motionless until I noticed something at the corner of her lips barely visible in this dim light.

I used a clean handkerchief near her bed to wipe it and had to squint my eyes to confirm that this strange liquid was blue.

She wasn’t able to eat anything and only Paul was keeping her hydrated.

So what was it?

Fortunately, it only took me a few seconds to remember the usual infusion Paul used to make her inside their farm with its distinguished blue color. I was surprised that he was able to find the same plant along our rushed journey. It shouldn't have been easy, but Paul didn’t ask us for any help.

Once again, I was afraid that my choice to ignore his fears and join forces with slavers had put a definite rift in our relationship. Paul was certainly more distant than before and we never truly had the time or the leisure to talk alone.

With a barely repressed sigh, I folded the handkerchief and put it back near her bed before finally changing my clothes and exiting the carriage. Paul made it clear that he wanted to be the only one watching over Alianelle.

As this was the only thing I could do to appease his frustration and fears, I couldn’t stay too long alone with her.

I had other duties to attend anyway.

The night would soon be upon us.


  

    
        Chapter 81: Night's watch

    
    
    
    
  
Under the heavy veil of darkness, everything seemed more threatening, especially this deep into lands far from human influence.

The wrath of the wilderness made things even worse at first.

Before encountering Walmir and Ilan, I thought that each time I was forced to close my eyes would be my last. Jazor was the strongest ally I could hope for in this desperate situation but his sensory abilities were severely lacking compared to mine.

Ilan was similar to Jazor in this aspect. His strength and experience more than made up for this defect, but in the end, he was less adept than me or Walmir at detection.

That’s why I was surprised when I saw Walmir sitting next to the pile of wood we prepared beforehand for fuelling the fire during the night. I usually teamed up with Ilan while Jazor spent his guard’s duty with Walmir most of the time. It was to balance our abilities but also, even if none of us openly admitted it, to keep at least one person from each group awake.

Trust was long to gain especially in these savage lands and although I was confident that our successful partnership was going to continue until we reached the first Advanced town, it was easier to keep these safe habits.

“Don’t make that face. It’s Ilan who asked me to replace him. He wanted to rest a bit. In all likelihood, your expedition wasn’t as easy as you both claimed,” he declared with a knowing look.

I felt his gaze on my most recent wound and simply shrugged my shoulders.

A sudden change of teammate for the night would have warranted an increased vigilance from me a few months ago, but now I was simply glad that Walmir was here during the first shift to help me.

I did feel a bit more tired than I wanted to admit.

After revealing my abilities, I spent a long time hiding any wound or weakness to compensate for Jazor’s obvious weakened state. But now, Jazor was mostly healed and my defiance toward them somewhat appeased.

Together, we watched as the light of the day slowly faded, replaced by the dim glow of the moon and the coldness of the night. My partner tightened his impractical but apparently warm orange cape to fight the cold breeze. It had rained quite a bit these last few days and the sharp bite of the wind didn’t let me easily forget that.

Without any fabric warm enough, I moved closer to the fire while closing my eyes to extend my senses as far away as possible.

Nothing.

Just like many others recently, this night was probably going to be quite calm.

As the number of deviants increased, the attacks we suffered at night strangely decreased. According to Walmir, their unnatural awakening caused by the wrath of the wilderness had probably disrupted their bodies by forcing many of them to ignore their habits and instincts to relentlessly hunt until having no strength left at the end of the day.

Even animals that didn’t awaken as deviants had their hunting habits disturbed.

This theory proved to be mostly true when we started to observe numerous nocturnal animals moving and hunting during the day along with other species they normally rarely crossed paths with.

It made our journey harder and prevented us from avoiding certain fights, but it at least allowed us to have calmer nights. However, as Jazor said, you could never trust deviants so none of us dared to let their guard down. 

Walmir made a few strange gestures with the fingers on his only remaining hand and summoned numerous pearls of water that dispersed all around us silently. His peculiar magic for scooting remained a mystery to me even after seeing it more times than I could remember.

It was easy to forget, especially with someone as impressive as Ilan nearby, but this pudgy and maimed older man was far from helpless. His water magic wasn’t as destructive as Jazor’s axe or as fast as Ilan’s magic blades, but his experience and technique more than made up for it. His fencing with a one-handed sword was nothing to scoff at either.

It made me wonder if he was using any kind of magic to boost his physical abilities.

Even with my senses, it was difficult to be sure, but seeing him move that fast and elegantly with such a body was an eye-opener and warranted more than a few questions that I cleverly kept to myself.

For several hours, I kept my thoughts alive and my lookout active to prevent the tiredness of the day from taking hold of me.

“We’re almost there.”

The silence of our watch was suddenly disturbed by the soft whisper of my partner on the other side of the meager fire we continuously nourished these past hours.

His voice was so discreet that I first wondered if he was really talking to me or simply speaking to himself.

His wrinkles reflected in the flames while his amber eyes stayed fixed on this spectacle.

“What?” I mumbled.

“I didn’t really want to say it aloud. Too afraid to give our group even more bad luck than it already had, but now I’m sure we’re going to make it.”

“How far are we?” I muttered with my heart skipping a beat.

“At this pace? No more than three weeks away.”

I widened my eyes a little at his declaration.

It was much closer than I thought.

“Are you sure?” I asked without hiding the doubt in my voice.

It was difficult to appreciate the passing of time with this kind of life. Too many moments filled with blood and despair made me feel as if our destination would forever remain unattainable.

“We made a lot of detours in our journey, but I recognize the place where we stopped when you went to gather water. The blueway between the Great forest of the West and the King’s valley is too expensive for regular carriages. Only nobles or large convoys use it, so I've only taken it a few times over the years. Instead, to leave the kingdom and enter the wilderness, I usually start by bypassing the three fortresses near the southern passage of the kingdom before reaching the first Advanced town. We are currently on one of the many roads I took for years, so I can tell. We’re truly almost there. Just a bit more and we will reach the first Advanced town. From there, bypassing the three fortresses and entering the kingdom will be a formality.”

I flinched a little after his confident declaration.

Just a few weeks away.

After all this time, all these struggles and bloodshed.

I would finally accomplish my goal.

I should feel delighted, even excited by this prospect of success and the closeness of a safe haven.

“You don’t seem that happy about it?” curiously asked Walmir.

It wasn’t true.

I was glad that this journey would finally come to an end. 

When I naively started to cross these lands, I never imagined all I would have to endure just to survive. However, I did it. I sent a letter in time to warn my family and will soon once more set foot into the kingdom that saw my birth.

With more scars than I could count and more blood on my hands than I could admit.

But, I would still have made it.

I didn’t know if my relatives were truly safe or if I would simply rejoin a broken family. However, I have already come to terms with this fear. No matter the result, even if it means facing a cruel reality, I had to learn the truth about their fate.

Embrace them if the chance was given, save them if I could, or simply take revenge if this was the only thing left for me.

No, the reason my heart refused to react accordingly to this news simply lay in the carriage just behind us. The image of Alianelle still unconscious continuously flashed in my mind and had already put out any feeling of relief and eagerness.

Why was I reincarnated?

Ever since I unleashed all my power on that cliff that day, ready to die once again, this question I thought forgotten once more haunted me.

Was it simply to enjoy a new life with a loving family?

Was it to accomplish something greater than me?

Or was there just no reason and this life was simply the result of a lucky accident.

Maybe, I would never know. 

Maybe, this was the price I had to pay for this reincarnation.

However, I still wanted everything that had happened to me on these lands to have a meaning.

If my journey was soon going to end, I didn't want to be chained down by regrets once again.

And Alianelle forever trapped in her endless sleep because she tried to save me will doom me to everlasting regrets.

“I know a few healers in town, far more competent than a jack of all trades like me. I’m sure they would be able to help your friend.” 

I raised my head and widened my eyes at his sudden declaration.

“Was it that obvious?” I asked with my lips pressed in a slight grimace.

“Clear as day, I’m afraid. You have many qualities, but I fear hiding your emotions is not among your strongest gifts,” he chuckled in faint mockery.

“I can’t be good at everything,” I added with a small laugh.

However, my little joke didn’t seem to have the desired effect.

Instead of a similar laugh or a derisive smile, Walmir’s amber eyes fixed on the fire since the beginning of our talk suddenly left the mesmerizing spectacles of the flames, consuming the few pieces of wood left, to meet my gaze.

I couldn’t discern what was hiding behind these eyes looking at me as if it was the first time I was truly in front of him.

“Is there a problem?” I asked tensely.

“No… Of course, not. Apologies,” he added after an unusually long and uncomfortable silence.

“It’s just that I sometimes forget how young you truly are.”

“Where does that come from?”

“The rambling of an old man, tired of this life on the road I guess,” he sighed. “I’m really tired, kid. It’s time I think. I’m going to retire once this trip is over.” 

His sudden confession didn’t really strike me as a surprise. The wrath of the wilderness will probably continue for a while and will make any travel inside these lands more dangerous than ever for several years. Just like us, he was lucky to have survived and apparently decided that he didn’t want to push his luck any further.

I wouldn’t be surprised either if Ilan and Jazor made the same choice, for a few years at least.

“What will you do?” I asked after a few seconds of silence only disturbed by the crackling of the fire.

Everything was better than what he was currently doing. I agreed to cooperate with him and Ilan to survive, but each time my eyes landed on these innocent children, I couldn’t prevent a wave of anger and indignation from rising in my heart.

This feeling receded after the secret deal I stuck with him, but this part of my journey still left a bad taste in my mouth.

“Well, life will be tough for sure. The income from the wilderness is huge for the Dorell kingdom so we can all expect some pretty hard times. Fortunately, if everything goes as we both hope, then this last expedition will leave me with just enough money to make other plans. But, honestly, I’m a little lost. I’ve been doing this for so long now that, for now, I don’t know what else I could do.”

“Maybe something you can be proud of,” I suggested crudely.

The silence that followed wasn’t as uncomfortable as I would have expected. I wasn’t as opposed to our cooperation as Paul, but I never hid my true feelings about his profession on these lands.

“You truly are young…” he sighed apparently without any anger after my previous sentence.

“Young doesn’t mean that I don’t realize what will happen to Himara and Seth if they become slaves,” I added sharply.

“True, but it does mean that you don’t know the Dorell Kingdom and its rules as much as I do.”

He made a small pause, apparently pondering what he was going to say. I took advantage of this silence to once more extend my senses as far as possible, but except for our friends sleeping in the relative security of the carriage behind us, not a single soul other than mine was around to hear what he had to say with such a serious expression.

“This kingdom is a land of magic, much more than the other two Human kingdoms constantly at war with each other on the Western continent. Here, it’s rare to cross even a small village without many of its inhabitants able to use magic. This is the wonder of this kingdom that an ancient king created by introducing compulsory basic magic education while inventing barrier magic to guide even the most lost and poorest of its citizens.”

“I know this story.” I interrupted not understanding where he was going with this.

“So you also know that today all this is no more than an illusion. Perhaps it was created to make everyone equal or to give the means to survive to as many people as possible on a vast land where other magical species may suddenly appear. It has certainly made life easier and safer for many people.”

With a discreet wave of his only remaining hand, a small fireball, barely larger than my fist, was sent into the fire, making it roar with life again, but not loud enough to cover his next words.

“However, in the end, nothing is more unfair than magic!” he suddenly declared with an energy I thought gone from his old body and weary heart.

“Barrier magic alone will never allow the birth of a true mage and, without proper teaching, a really strong affinity with the elements or simply without extraordinary comprehension skills, very few can go beyond these regular barrier magic and touch upon the real potential of magic in this world. I’ve seen it so many times… Young men, sure of their magic and their strength only to realize the truth in their last moments. They never truly understood magic. Trust me, the difference in power between these artificial mages and true Saint mages is truly enormous.”

He raised his eyes once more to cross my gaze and he probably instantly realized that I was already aware of this truth. The face of the mage I killed just before my encounter with Jazor flashed in my head and reminded me that this man, despite being an experienced soldier, wasn’t really a true mage.

“It’s ironic that a power that almost everyone possesses from birth is the origin of so many inequalities. Without magic, the noble houses wouldn’t be able to treat the villages and dispersed towns of this kingdom like they do. Only the absolute power of their trained true Saint mages offer them this,” he concluded.

His unexpectedly long speech from a man, usually so discreet, left me slightly baffled. His words strangely echoed with the ones pronounced not so long ago by Hirillë in the Great forest of the West.

“Why are you suddenly telling me all that?” I asked cautiously. “The world is unfair, true, and… obvious. But what does it have anything to do with your choice to become a slave-dealer? We all choose our paths. If you’re tired of this life then change it. You can’t change the way of the world but you can at least be the change you want to see in the world.”

His eyes widened a little after my short speech. I wasn’t trying to lecture him but simply let out my true feelings, something I had never done around him before.

“Wise and so naive at the same time. Just like you…” he smiled while clutching even tighter his empty sleeve where his left arm should be.

A long silence finally settled between us after these few words were mumbled, apparently more for himself than for me.

I was a little confused by his talk about the unfairness of magic until, after longer than I would like to admit, I finally understood what he meant.

“Do you get it now, Sillath?” he suddenly asked as if he had read my mind. 

Maybe I was truly bad at hiding my emotions and thoughts from showing on my face after all.

A simple nod was all the confirmation he got and it was apparently enough for him as a wry smile immediately formed on his tired face.

“Yes. Just as not everyone who can use magic and claims to be a mage is a true mage, my profession is also more than it seems.”

“Are you trying to defend or maybe justify what you did for who knows how long on these lands?” I asked slightly annoyed.

“Of course not,” he immediately denied while slowly shaking his head. “I saw and did things that will haunt me for the rest of my life. This is a fact, but just as the arrogant self-proclaimed title of ‘Magic Kingdom’ only reflects part of the reality, being a slave dealer is just the tip of the sad truth of this kingdom we are desperately trying to rejoin”

“Sad truth?”

“This kingdom is also the kingdom of lies. Contrary to the other Human kingdoms where proper magical education is given to those deemed worthy, the nobles continue to make thousands of young souls believe that they are strong enough to call themselves mages no matter what may happen to the less fortunate of them. They also use people like me as an outlet for public anger and frustration.”

“What do you mean?”

He opened and closed his mouth a few times, apparently not sure if he wanted to start explaining that to me.

“Just that it’s easier to hate and despise us, the executive hands of this sordid business, like your friend Paul, than to ask questions or simply wonder why we are doing something like that. In the end, I and many others are just pawns trying to survive in a world where strength and money are kings. I can’t speak for others, but for me the choice was simple. I just had to give up my honor and morals to ensure the safety of my family and a better future for my sons.”

“But you did make that choice.” I retorted. “Not everyone afraid for the future of their family ends up as a slave dealer.”

“Of course not. As I said, I’m not trying to justify what I did. I just… Listen, all I’m trying to say here is that it’s dangerous to have a bias in this kingdom. Sometimes, you may think that what you’re doing is right or that what someone else does is cruel but nothing is ever as simple as it seems.”

We spent so much time traveling together, but I didn’t know why he specially chose this night to say all that to me. I didn’t know if what he said was the truth or simply an attempt to change my opinion of him to facilitate our future agreement.

However, it was true that for as long as I have known him, I tried to stay as distant as possible from him because of what he was. Ilan was different, he was a former adventurer who became a guard in a small town when his teammates separated before becoming a mercenary when he realized this calm life wasn’t made for him. 

For Walmir, the man who chose to use lives as goods, I kept my distance simply to protect myself and my friends. However, after a few weeks spent constantly together, I also started to realize that something in this man made me uncomfortable. 

And it’s only tonight that I finally realized what it was.

He never met the expectations I had of him.

He was a slave dealer.

But, he never wanted this life and was ready to abandon it.

Someone like him should be evil and merciless.

Nevertheless, he saved my life more than once by risking his own.

I couldn’t trust him and would eventually end up being betrayed.

However, he fought beside me, earned my respect in battle, and offered us a way to survive when all hope was almost gone.

These two views I had of him conflicted with each other and made me realize why I had this uncomfortable feeling.

It’s such a simple truth but many people prefer to ignore it.

Nothing in this world is completely black or white. 

This was perhaps even truer in my old world.

And this duality wasn’t pleasant.

Because in this kind of world, how do you convince a man to change? 

How do you convince him to embrace his true self and finally do some good when the whole world is just a mix of grey without any true good solution available for him?

Can I ask him to sacrifice himself and his family in the name of this good?

In the end, what he chose to do with his life after we reached the first Advanced town was none of my business. But, I would prefer if what he said was the truth. It would make his words more trustworthy. 

And trust was the issue between our two groups. I decided to trust them as much as I could to survive. I couldn’t know if I was right about him but we faced death together too many times for me to be completely wrong.

“Heavy talk for a night’s watch, isn’t it?” he chuckled.

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“Because we are almost there. Once we arrive, I will be able to confirm to my employer that I’m the only one of his dealers to have survived. A few days after that, maybe a week at the latest, they will start the grand auction.” 

“I already know that. This is what you told me when I asked you what will become of the children. All this talk... This isn’t like you at all.”

“I know but I had to say this. Look at your neck! You make it sound as if it was nothing, but you almost died today too. I don’t know your story, but if I understood correctly you’re trying to rejoin your family somewhere in the Dorell kingdom”

I simply nod.

“And you’ve been away from them for a long time, right?”

Again another nod was all the answer he got.

“Then don’t waste a single day for this auction. Just… go home.”

“I wish I could.” I smiled bitterly. “But I can’t let small children become slaves if I can prevent it.”

“Again… Why do you speak like that?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, baffled.

“You speak as if you weren’t a child yourself. I sometimes forget it, but you are barely older than them and yet you fought beside us, put yourself in harm’s way, and shed blood numerous times to keep everyone safe.”

“I’m strong enough for that!”

“Sure you are, but I saw you risk your life more times than I can remember to save the children or this sleeping girl as if their lives had more value than your own. It’s not normal. A child should value his life more.”

“Say the slave dealer.” I retorted.

“It’s because I’m one that I can say this. Children are valuable and powerless. A dangerous combination that makes them our principal target. But not you. You are strong enough to protect yourself after we reach the first Advanced town. Use what you promised me to buy your trip back to your hometown instead of using it to save these kids.”

The crackling of the fire and the rustling of the wind on the leaves around was the only answer he got.

“You’ve done enough. Think about you for once,” he concluded heavily with almost a pleading tone.

“You want me to abandon them? Are you not interested in what I promised anymore?”

“Of course I am. Who would not? If I had the authority for that I would have already done it, but I can’t arrive empty-handed at my employer if I want to quit afterward. But the truth remains that they were never yours to save.”

“I won’t condemn them to a life of slavery if I can prevent it. I won’t live with that on my conscience.”

“I already explained to you that during this grand auction happening twice a year, a majority of the slaves are bought by the mine to replace the slaves that are set free. If they obey and work well, they will be free in less than ten years.”

“Easy for you to say,” I said with spite, letting go of my temper. “You don’t know who will buy them! They could be auctioned to nobles or simply separated, unable to find each other ever again!”

All this talk about the kingdom and the slave trade was to make me realize that nothing was as simple as it seems at first glance. The magic teaching in this so-called ‘Magic kingdom’ wasn’t as impressive or as fair as it may seem. In the same way, probably not all slave traders were selfish monsters, and being a slave wasn’t necessarily a life sentence. I didn't know why he was spending so much energy explaining all this to me, but I didn't like that he was possibly trying to undo our agreement and make me give up on these children to save myself.

“Of course, it is easy for me to say. I saw the two sides of this world after all,” he bitterly replied after a few seconds of hesitation.

“The two sides?”

“Yes. I am the slaver but I was the slave before that.”

“Wha...?” My next words stayed stuck in my throat after this unexpected confidence.

I didn’t need a mirror to know what kind of face I was currently making or another reminder about how easy it was for him to read it.

“Many years ago, when I lost my arm to the Red murderer and was judged inapt to serve my lord, I was left with nothing. The aspects of the magic I was using to fight relied heavily on my physical strength. Without it, the magics I spent years creating, tailoring, and perfecting for myself lost a huge part of their power and usefulness. I, who was a proud member of the personal guard of a great noble family, was able to exercise my authority as I saw fit on those less strong or simply less fortunate than me, and, like many others, I loved that and abused this privilege. When I was left without my strength, aging and less than a simple man in many ways, my judgment came to pass.”

I ignored his words about the once nefarious Red murderer, which brought back many memories of bedtime stories from my father disapproved by my mother nearly a decade ago now. His confession of his past as a slave completely overshadowed it.

“So, you were really sold as a slave? But I thought slavery was reserved for beastmen.”

“Oh, no... That’s the official version used to pacify the population in major cities. Of course, since the end of the Great War, slavery against beast tribe members is legal and overused by the Humans and Dwarves, but humans are not safe from this fate either. Few nobles take the risk to own human slaves in their estate but nothing prevents them from using them outside the kingdom, in one of the Advanced towns of the wilderness for example.”

“So, that’s what happened to you?”

“Yes. I was sold as a slave and nobody was there to help me. The few friends I had left were too afraid to share my fate. I tried to run away, I tried to die fighting when they went to capture me and I also tried to kill myself. But I failed and in my misfortune, I had the luck to be sold to the mine of the first Advanced town run by Dwarves.”

“The luck?”

“Trust me. This is the best I could hope for in my situation. They are harsh and made us work to exhaustion each day but we have a productivity goal fixed the day we arrive. A kind of debt. The day we pay off this debt is the day we are released, which is something no human owning a slave will ever do.”

“The Dwarf’s way to motivate you and make you work to the bones willingly, I suppose?”

“Exactly. The money they spent trying to control unwilling slaves and the numerous escape attempts over the years made them use this new system and it is pretty effective. There is no stronger motivation than hope after all.”

I couldn’t agree more.

It was the hope that our newfound group would have better chances to survive that made us ignore our differences and fight for one another. Walmir and I saved each other’s life a few times already even if we knew almost nothing about each other, and tonight I learned something I would have never suspected even existed.

A former slave turned slaver.

“How could you accept to become a slave dealer after living through this?” I finally asked, unable to repress this question.

Walmir didn’t seem angry and simply replied with the same calm voice I’ve gotten used to hearing him use.

“With my regained freedom, I tried to become a merchant, but without a noble family to give me their financial support and contacts, it’s almost impossible to succeed. To acquire that, I had to be willing to trade in goods that are more dangerous to acquire. Beastmen was the safest of these potential goods so I became a slave dealer. It’s that simple”

“Just like that?” I asked incredulously.

“Yes, just like that. At first, I consoled myself and nursed my conscience by refusing to sell these poor souls to some nobles with distasteful practices and favoring contracts with the mines in the First Advanced town as I knew the rules made by the Dwarves for slaves were the best they could hope for in their situation just like me.”

“...”

“So, you see Sillath, you don’t have to feel guilty. You can buy these children’s freedom back, but without support, they will eventually be captured again and will probably end up in a place far worse than the mines. Let them become slaves. I know this is cruel. They will spend years of hard labor, but they will be able to grow up, become strong and eventually gain their freedom to live their lives on their own. With the wilderness in this state, they won’t be able to run away there even if you free them anyway, and crossing the kingdom with them will only bring you misfortune no matter how strong you are. Trust me, a promise of freedom is the best a beast tribe member can hope for in the Dorell kingdom.”

I was left momentarily speechless by his words.

“I’ve said my part, Sillath. The six years I spent as a slave were the worst of my life, but I survived. I was able to develop another aspect of my magic during this time and when I was released I was able to find work and start a family. Even if you don’t try to save them, they will have the chance to start a new life.”

If I felt angry after understanding that he was trying to convince me to abandon Himara and Seth, now my mind was simply in shambles. I knew the end of our watch for tonight was close but I was also sure that I would have trouble finding the relief of sleep my body was longing for. 

Walmir was right.

I didn’t know enough about the Dorell kingdom.

Simply giving Himara and Seth their freedom and leaving them to fend off for themself was impossible from the beginning. That’s why I intended to take them with me to Tegralle. However, if what he said was true, the chance to safely cross the kingdom with two defenseless beastmen's children was meager. In the worst case, they will be taken back as slaves once more in a far worse place this time while I would also probably share this fate. 

For so many years, all I wanted was to be reunited with my family. Now that this once absurd goal was almost within my reach, I couldn’t help but hesitate with this new danger brought to my knowledge. I was ashamed of this selfish desire, of this new fear clenching my heart, but I couldn’t deny its existence even if I knew the kind of guilt I would have to deal with if I were to make that choice.

“How could you not have remorses after what you did?” I finally asked awkwardly.

No matter his reasons or the apparent hope for freedom Himara and Seth will receive, the truth about what he chose to do with his life didn’t change. Even so, he was able to talk about it without hiding his cowardice and selfishness.

“Remorses? Of course, I have them. I've lived with them for nearly ten years, but for someone like me who had reached the end of his potential years ago, this was the only way to guarantee a bright future for my family. Maybe a better man would have done things differently. Maybe after experiencing what I have, he would have fought to change the fate of slaves in this kingdom, but I was never strong enough for this. I simply knew that I could either be a good man or a good father, but never both so I made my choice and lived with it until now. It’s almost time for you to make your own choice too.”

“My own choice?”

“Maybe you will become the kind of man able to change this cruel reality with his own strength one day. But for now, you are just a kid who miraculously survived one of the worst events these lands have to offer. You can either be thankful for this miracle and turn your back on these children to save yourself and grow up to become this kind of man or you can risk it all to save them. This choice is yours to make.”

A long silence followed his last words until I finally added with a voice hoarser than I thought.

“You’re right, it’s a heavy topic for a night’s watch…”

“Told you, my young friend.”

“There’s still one thing I don’t understand. Why spend so much time telling me all that? In the end, we are simply partners made to cooperate with each other to survive, so why do you care so much?”

This was the thing I was currently the most curious about.

His entire speech since he started speaking tonight only had a single goal. To make me give up on my plan to free Himara and Seth, forgetting at the same time the promise I made with him weeks ago to use my artifact to buy their freedom. 

With a weary, but strangely passionate voice, Walmir slowly answered my last query.

“All these years spent roaming this untamed part of the continent, I saw so many warriors and mages that I could never hope to remember them all. Some were delusional about their strength while others were able to shape the world to their will or make their enemies kneel with a single glance, but in all these years, I never ever encountered someone like you.”

I stayed silent, knowing what he meant even if I was slightly perturbed by the crazed look in his eyes.

“How can a kid be this strong? I have no idea but you have so much potential, that it’s frightening. There will be so many possibilities for you in the future. However, even the highest potential is nothing if it doesn’t have enough time and opportunities to mature.”

“...”

“Don’t forget, magic is endless but Humans are not!”

“That’s why you don’t want me to risk my life for Himara and Seth?”

“That’s right. Kindness is a dangerous thing to show in this corrupted kingdom without the strength to back it up. You seem to not truly realize what someone like you could mean for this kingdom, so let me say it clearly. You, Sillath, are truly exceptional. You don’t realize your true worth yet, but you could change everything. So don’t waste it with misplaced pity.”

Was that yearning, I saw in these eyes that prevented me from opening my mouth to question his statement?

When Jazor and Ilan arrived to replace us, my mind was still filled with this last warning. The plan I made and the determination I had to save these children was surprisingly shaken.

After hearing his story, I realized that I was strangely similar to Walmir. Even if I did a few good things, I was never a hero and never desired to become one. I cursed this world, its unfairness, and its perils many times, but I never wanted to change it for the better. 

My only duty was toward my new family that showed me so much support and love in my most desperate years. 

With this goal in mind, I just followed my heart and tried my best to repay the kindness I was shown.

That’s why I fought so hard to protect Jazor, Paul, and Alianelle.

However, this wasn’t the same for these children.

I pitied them and their unfair fate.

Because of that, I was ready to act.

Because of that, I accepted to pay the price of their freedom and delay my much-desired return.

But was I ready to risk everything just for them?

I didn’t know and was afraid of the answer to that question that lurked in the darkest part of my heart.


  

    
        Chapter 82: Encounter

    
    
    
    
  
The next few days were less peaceful than I had hoped. 

As if to compensate for their unnatural inactivity at night, the entirety of the wilderness’ fauna demonstrated the extent of their desire to chase us down from their territory as soon as the first rays of the sun illuminated this forsaken land for Humanity.

The following day after my night talk with Walmir, Jazor had the misfortune to kill a few Otsolls belonging to a giant herd that relentlessly chased us down for two days straight.

Without Walmir's experience in leading our small convoy and using the incredible endurance of the two Vrapy pulling it, our expedition would have probably already come to an abrupt end by this group of vindictive animals.

Only the news of our imminent arrival was enough to rejoice our small group and soothe our tiredness after this frightening mad chase. 

Obviously, neither Himara nor Seth shared our common relief. Despite their young age, they were more than aware of their imminent fate. For beastmen, this fear of enslavement was probably more ingrained in them since their youth than I could ever imagine. As a result, it wasn’t surprising to see the twins sitting in a corner of the wooden open-air carriage, as far away as possible from the sinister black cage still ominously standing as if waiting for their imminent return. 

Any thought of escape was probably long extinguished by Ilan’s intimidating gaze and by the sad reality that they were defenseless and thus completely unable to survive on their own on these lands. 

Even the presence of Paul near them didn’t appear enough to soothe their growing despair today.

Despite their feelings, I didn’t speak to them about my initial intention to save them from slavery. My idea to buy their freedom back was simple and easy enough to accomplish if Walmir was the only one making the decision.

However, he wasn’t.

If I could trust what he explained to me, he was merely one of the numerous slave dealers risking their lives inside the wilderness to gather future slaves. His employer waiting for him was the one taking the numerous steps to prepare for their sales to private buyers or during one of the major auctions like the one that will soon take place inside the first Advanced town.

If Walmir wanted to quit his job, he couldn’t just turn up empty-handed.

That’s why Himara and Seth were so critical to him, and also why no amount of risk or reward was enough to buy their freedom back.

To do that, I would have to participate in the auction myself with the only item of real value I own and currently on my thumb.

The ‘ring of calamity’ that Hirillë gifted me.

Despite its preciousness, I couldn’t be sure that this ring that had saved my life so many times would be enough to buy Himara’s and Seth’s freedom back, and if I failed, I would reveal to everyone else in this unknown town that a child was owning a precious elven artifact.

Moreover, even if I succeeded in buying their freedom back, I would have to escort them secretly to my hometown while crossing a country known for its discrimination against their races. Although the twins could hide their double tails easily enough, they couldn’t do the same for their steel-like mane of hair glowing with a silvery light as soon as the sun didn’t directly touch them. A hood was even worse apparently as it made them glow fiercer than ever.

Without any good solution, I decided to stay away and silent while enduring the voice in the back of my head that I despised so much but couldn’t ignore and that kept repeating a single thing relentlessly.

‘You have done enough.’

I couldn’t make a choice with the words of Walmir as my only source of information, so at the very least I would have to wait and see how things unfolded inside the Advanced town before making my decision.

Without a sure way to save them from these years of hard labor or the absolute determination to put my own life on the line for them, I couldn’t just announce that I would try to help.

Misplaced hope was the worst I could give them today.

The twins weren’t the only ones that didn’t seem overjoyed by our imminent arrival. It was easy enough to understand their reasons, but I had much more trouble figuring out why Paul was making this kind of face. Although he probably had mixed feelings because of the twins’ imminent fate, the prospect of a safe haven and a place where his unconscious daughter could be treated should be enough to at least brighten his gloomy face.

“Let’s stop for today!”

Walmir’s voice in the coachman seat put an end to my thoughts.

I stood up and twisted my back to make it crack and relieve the pain that a shaky old wooden carriage, furiously crossing unstable lands, had put me through.

The only advantage of being on the part of our convoy without any kind of roof to protect us from the elements was that it was easier to enjoy the scenery when we were not desperately running for our life.

I was thus able to properly appreciate the sight of the brook taking shape not far from us and distracting me for a few precious moments from all the questions and doubts plaguing my mind.

This water of unworldly transparency and evident coldness probably didn’t have the time to heat up or become cloudy thanks to the impenetrable shades offered by the many trees with dense leaves skirting it and preventing even the weakest rays of the sun from touching it.

The same couldn't be said for the slightly burned grass all around with plants of all species, most of them unknown to me, growing without any apparent order. The flamboyant butterflies and unusually big insects lazily flying all around completed this beautiful picture and appeared completely foreign compared to the usual madness these lands had offered to us all along our journey.

I enjoyed this moment until a cold breeze softly brushed my hair and forced me to use my hand to keep them out of my eyes. 

Although I found this new length slightly annoying and a little too conspicuous, especially with my mixed color of hair even more visible now, it wasn’t what immediately put an end to this agreeable instant. 

It was the surprising and certainly not enjoyable odor that suddenly masked the initial scent of grass.

The smell of rotting flesh.

It didn’t take long to notice the source of this disturbing smell.

A long trail of mutilated and decaying corpses soon entered our sight. 

Just like the plants scattered throughout the field of grass we just saw, these corpses belonged to numerous species that would probably never be seen together, alive or not, if not for the ‘wrath of the wilderness’ corrupting everything. 

However, the scope of the species we were seeing wasn’t the true problem.

It was the state of the bodies.

These past months of roaming had broadened my limited knowledge about the various species inhabiting these lands, but the state of these corpses made it difficult to put this knowledge to the test.

And that was the problem.

The wilderness didn’t lack scavenger species ready to clean a battlefield as soon as it was over.

But at first glance, they hadn’t done their usual work and surprisingly chose to ignore this free meal.

I was apparently not the only one disturbed by this unusual sight as the convoy stopped not far away from the largest cluster of corpses.

The time it took me to warn the children to stay on board was enough for Ilan and Jazor to reach the closest corpses and start to examine them while Walmir stayed on the coachman seat, ready to take us away at the slightest sign of danger.

“So, what happened here?” I immediately asked when I finally rejoined them.

Ilan, crouched down with his head unpleasantly close to the rotting corpse of what appeared to be a blyzirg: a kind of giant black rodent with robust purple scales on its back and with the nasty habit of jumping on you from behind while hiding in the foliage of trees to cut your throat with its two deadly claws on its front paws.

The flies dancing frantically all around and its empty blank eyes didn’t leave any doubt about its death, but it was nonetheless difficult to pinpoint the cause of its demise.

I wasn’t an expert so I patiently waited for Ilan to finish his examination while Jazor stroked his beard and kept walking among the other corpses a little further away.

After a few minutes, Ilan who didn’t seem as bothered by the smell as me took a small knife and dug it into one of the muscular back legs of the animal he was examining with unflagging attention.

I didn’t have the time to ask what he was doing when I saw him taking out a small piece of metal from the leg of the beast.

“What is it?” I asked before immediately obtaining the answer when Ilan simply put it in front of my face between his index and thumb.

“An arrowhead?” I blurted out.

“Yes.” simply answered Ilan placidly.

“These animals were killed by swords or spears,” added Jazor a dozen meters away from us.

“So there are other survivors?” I asked more surprised than hopeful.

Our small group worked well enough together and overcame crises and disasters that I would never have imagined so I wasn’t desperate to get help from other survivors.

But the idea that other people were able to overcome the wrath of the wilderness and fight off this kind of disaster was kind of comforting.

“Maybe,” mumbled Ilan lost in thought.

“I don’t see any fatal wounds,” I added after a few more seconds of this uncomfortable silence.

The arrowhead Ilan was currently examining came from the animal’s leg. I fought too many of these little devils to believe that this kind of wound was enough to put them down for good.

I examined the corpse of the beast as closely as possible, but it was only when Ilan put the arrowhead under his nose that I understood what had happened.

“Poison,” he whispered more to himself than to me.

“So, is that why no other animals cleaned up this mess? They were all poisoned one way or another?”

“Seems like it,” added Jazor a few steps away while pinching his nose. “If I remember correctly, one of the garrisons used to protect the first Advanced town is famous for using poison created by a true Saint mage.” he slowly explained with a nasal voice.

“Magically created poison? From what kind of element can something like that be created?” I asked dumbfounded.

“Earth apparently” answered Ilan while Jazor had simply shrugged after my question. “I met this Poison mage a few years ago, he is surprisingly decent for someone with such a specialty.” 

“So, was it him who did that?” I finally asked.

“I don't know. He can create many kinds of poison and can even store it so he supplies a few camps around the first Advanced town with this ability.”

“So, there is a chance that he isn’t directly responsible,” I asked without hiding the hope in my voice. 

I wasn’t keen to encounter a man with such a dangerous ability even if Ilan judged him decent. I’ve had enough with poisons for a lifetime after struggling against a Dürniel special ‘thousand poison’ that left me blind for so long.

“One thing is sure, all this wasn’t done by just a few soldiers. A full platoon was probably involved. Whether the Poison mage was here or not is irrelevant. This many soldiers don’t venture too far away so we should be quite close to their base,” supplemented Ilan.

“Should we try to track them down? We are a bit low on supply.” I asked my two companions.

“I saw the tracks of a carriage a little further on that we should be able to follow. The corpses are not all a complete juicy pulp despite this heat, so it didn’t happen more than a few days ago,” helpfully added Jazor with the same annoying duck-like voice.

“And it’s only now you’re telling us that?” I admonished him, raising my eyebrows in exasperation.

“I prefer not to talk too much with this kind of stink. Excuse me for having a delicate nose, sissy!” He explained with the same ridiculous voice and the usual nickname he had for me after mistaking me for a girl the first time we met.

“You really…” I started.

“We probably should!” interrupted Ilan with his hoarse and more forceful voice than usual.

Probably too familiar with our antics, he put an immediate end to our bickering and rejoined the carriage while leaving us behind without any other sort of explanation.

Too happy to leave, Jazor stuck out his tongue with a playful smile on his lips and his nose still pinched.

“Hurry, sissy!”

I sighed in mixed exasperation and amusement, before also quickly following, too happy to leave this nasty place behind.

A quick explanation and discussion with Walmir were all it took to set our new destination. If we were lucky, we would be able to gather enough food and water for us and the gluttonous Vrapy and thus make a beeline to the first Advanced town with a minimal amount of stops. As long as it was well fed, a Vrapy could go several days with barely any rest after all.

With this comforting thought, we were ready to find a place to make camp before the sun started to set when Ilan’s exasperated voice reached me.

“Where the fuck is Paul?”

I quickly glanced inside the carriage with Alianelle inside, but Paul wasn’t with her. He wasn’t with Himara and Seth either who cleverly chose to stay put at the exact same spot where I left them. Even if they tried to use one of the rare opportunities where no one was actually watching them to escape, they knew that they couldn’t hide from Walmir’s detection magic or run away from two Vrapy. The only thing awaiting them was death if they were unfortunate enough to cross paths with a dangerous animal. Paul was just as defenseless as them, but he didn't seem to care about that lately.

“He went to gather medicinal plants for his daughter,” added Himara with a scared voice just before Seth elbowed her to make her shut up. No matter the circumstance, he fiercely opposed Himara speaking more than necessary even with me when Ilan or Walmir were nearby.

“He can’t be far, I will go get him.” I quickly suggested before Ilan could complain any further as I knew his opinion of Paul was probably just as bad as Paul's opinion of him.

I closed my eyes and immediately detected a life form a few hundred meters away near a small copse of trees.

“What the hell are you doing?” I impatiently asked as soon as I reached him after noticing that Paul was crouched down.

He jumped in response to my voice and immediately turned around to face me.

This journey was easy for none of us, but Paul seemed particularly marked for a non-combatant. He had lost weight, had two large bags under his eyes and his attitude was far from relaxed even with only me around.

“Just looking for some medicinal plant,” he replied quickly.

“You should ask me if you want to search for that. You shouldn’t get too far away from the convoy, it’s dangerous.” I tried to explain.

“Because I’m weak?” he fiercely pointed out while repeating the exact same words I said to motivate him when we were trying to get out of the doomed Advanced town.

I was a little taken aback by the plain hostility in his voice.

Certainly, we didn’t get the chance to speak much lately as my whole focus was on keeping us alive, but Paul’s resentment about me and Jazor because of our choice to team up with slavers apparently ran deeper than I thought.

“Just because it’s dangerous for anyone to be on their own out there.” I simply pointed out while trying to mitigate his anger.

He huffed and simply nodded before quickly walking away to rejoin the carriage.

I watched him stride away before glancing at the patch of grass where he was squatting before I interrupted him.

It was completely overturned with many plants pulled out and large patches of grass trampled all around.

Whatever Paul was looking for, he probably didn’t find it.

I didn’t know how useful these so-called medicinal plants could truly be for Alianelle considering her current state, but if it helped Paul stay calm for the rest of the journey then I didn’t mind it as long as he didn't irritate Ilan any further which was unlikely.

It wasn’t the first time this kind of situation happened after all. Worse, it became even more frequent this last week which forced me to manage Ilan’s and Paul’s tempers along with their respective contempt for each other.

Paul’s recent actions coupled with his usual plain hostility made Ilan stop hiding his true feelings about a man who was protected by everyone, including a child, without adding any real value to our group.

Fortunately, we had already done the hardest, and our goal was almost upon us.

The mood when I rejoined the carriage was even colder than I imagined and the rest of the way was done in total silence.

We spent the night a little farther away from the scene of the massacre and immediately departed as soon as the sun was up and the Vrapy ready to go.

The tracks Jazor saw were easy enough to follow but also forced us to slow down. The two Vrapy weren’t displeased by this new pace and seemed to enjoy the scenery much more than us.

I would have probably been a little more receptive to this new comfort with this relaxed pace if it didn’t make us easier targets. Usually, many species simply couldn’t follow the speed of the powerful Vrapy for long even while they were pulling a convoy.

This had avoided us too many confrontations to remember, but not today.

A few hours after our departure, we suffered our sixth attack. I quickly took care of our flying opponents while Jazor and Ilan were each responsible for keeping a wagon of our convoy safe. 

Ilan was on the open-air carriage near Seth and Himara while Jazor used his magic to awkwardly stand on the roof of the carriage sheltering Alianelle. Walmir didn’t feel the need to slow down any further or have someone protect him as it quickly became evident that he wasn’t directly threatened by the numerous attacks thanks to his position just behind the two Vrapy and thus directly protected by their natural ability to intimidate and ward off most animals.

An ability I would beg to have if it would avoid all these manageable, but still annoying confrontations.

After half a day of this, we finally reached our destination.

However, none of us were prepared for the scene playing in front of our dumbfounded eyes.

“What happened here?” asked Ilan behind me, clearly disturbed by the current sight.

His question was on everybody’s mind and its answer was not difficult to guess even if the details still escaped us.

Personally, a single word came to my mind in front of this spectacle.

Devastation.

The fortified camp that should be standing strong, with a competent regiment of soldiers who just decimated a horde of crazed animals and deviants not long ago, was nowhere to be seen.

The wooden palisade circling the town and very much like the layout of the only other camp I ever visited was completely destroyed as if something massive had gone right through while digging a massive trench in its wake.

Even from a few kilometers away, it was still easy to spot signs of a recent battle and understand that this camp was overrun not long ago.

“Did a Krath do that?” I asked while remembering the giant armored worm of absolute destruction that forced us to run away so many times across our journey.

“No, a Krath would have simply swallowed the whole place. And one of its smaller subspecies wouldn’t have been strong enough to decimate a town filled with professional soldiers and probably a few true Saint mages to command them,” explained Ilan while scratching his head and roaming his eyes everywhere probably in search of a hint.

“So, what now?” I awkwardly asked with my gaze fixed on the terrifying and mesmerizing spectacle of destruction in front of us.

“What else? We’re turning back!” simply answered Jazor, apparently not eager to explore this town with still-smoldering debris and perhaps hidden threats.

“Maybe there is still something useful there.” 

We all turned our heads simultaneously to the interlocutor who spoke these words to everyone’s surprise.

The usually silent and distant Paul had rejoined our small group and expressed his opinion, something he never did in these two months of cooperation with Ilan and Walmir.

The duo seemed just as surprised as me and Jazor by Paul’s sudden interaction but still seemed to consider his words, probably weighing the risks and potential rewards.

Walmir made a strange but now familiar gesture with the fingers of his only remaining hand and immediately summoned the usual small spheres of water that obediently circled his hand before being flung away and disappearing from our vision in a matter of seconds.

We waited in silence for his magic to do its work and, after a few minutes, the brows on Walmir’s face relaxed, a sign that his magic had accomplished its purpose.

“So?” asked Jazor impatiently.

“As far as I can tell, I don’t feel anything dangerous,” he replied with a calm voice.

“Any survivor?” I asked in turn to which he replied with an embarrassed shrug.

“You know that this magic’s efficacy decreases the farther it acts from me. From this distance, there could still be survivors or even a few enemies left, ready to ambush us. The only thing I can say is that there's not too much activity out there and if something is lurking, it's not very big, or I would have detected it."

“So, the probable cause for this is already gone,” added Ilan while pointing at the impressive trench of dug earth that obliterated the external defense of the camp.

“Enough chit-chat!” interrupted Jazor while pulling out his axe and brandishing it like a sword toward the ruins of the camp as if to show us the way.

“I didn’t go through all this shit today to just go back empty-handed!” he proudly declared.

“Wasn’t that you who wanted to run away just a minute ago?” I pointed out sarcastically.

“Details, sissy, details. Follow my lead!”

And before any of us had the time to add anything or object, Jazor was gone axe in hand. I wanted to immediately follow to prevent him from getting us into trouble, but crossing the remaining distance on foot was plain stupid. Moreover, I wasn’t comfortable leaving Paul and Alianelle at the mercy of Walmir and Ilan.

After everything we went through, I was confident that they wouldn’t betray us.

But being confident didn’t mean that I was absolutely sure. I didn’t want to take any risk with Alianelle resting completely defenseless inside, especially now that we were so close to our objective and thus less vital for their survival.

No matter what we went through together, in the end, Paul and Jazor were the only ones I was willing to completely trust.

So, I repressed my desire to follow Jazor and walked back to the carriage with Paul and Ilan while Walmir once more took the reins to guide the whole convoy toward the devastated camp.

A few minutes later, and after easily bypassing Jazor who made what I assumed was a rude dwarf gesture toward us in retaliation, we stopped the carriage just outside the beginning of the devastation and walked on foot along the dug-up dirt road toward the entrails of the camp.


  

    
        Chapter 83: Camp inside the wilderness

    
    
    
    
  
After walking past the massive but broken tree trunks that constituted the external wall, I realized that this camp wasn’t that similar to the one I previously visited. The barricade built in a circular shape with a trench in front of it was certainly the same, but the wooden buildings were more numerous here with even a few made out of more solid materials. The dirt roads between the buildings were also more refined and gave the camp a cleaner appearance.

Evidently, this camp had been around for longer than the previous and also appeared better equipped or should I say simply less discarded which wasn’t surprising considering that it was far closer to the border of the kingdom.

I could easily affirm this because the interior was surprisingly spared compared to what the outside destruction foreshadowed.

Except for a few burned down or collapsed buildings, most of this camp appeared intact. Of course, traces of battle remained, but nothing too extreme which was possibly even more worrying considering the complete silence surrounding us.

Did the soldiers evacuate before the battle?

Another possibility was obviously also in my head, but I suppressed it and concentrated.

Ilan and Jazor led the way, weapons drawn, while I closed the march just behind Paul who had insisted on coming despite the general disapproval. To avoid another conflict, I sided with him but I was starting to regret it.

The bad feeling I had in the back of my mind intensified with each passing minute. I didn’t know what had happened here, but the situation was possibly worse than what I initially thought.

We assumed that the town was overrun by a horde after the external wall was broken, but even if the soldiers ran away before the battle, the camp was in too good a condition for this to be true. Moreover, traces of battles were sparse but still present. 

However, none of us could see any bodies, human or not.

“Maybe we should turn back,” suddenly suggested Jazor who once more changed his mind while casting prudent gazes all around.

However, this time I didn’t mock him as I completely agreed.

“No, let’s search a bit first,” objected Paul.

“Yeah, we’re here already so let’s make it quick,” added Ilan who surprisingly agreed with Paul. 

Jazor and I both didn’t object partially because we were surprised that these two were in agreement, but also because I confirmed that I didn’t feel any lifeform around even with my eyes closed.

Although my inspection gave the same result as Walmir’s magic, I didn’t relax. I could never forget how I was completely incapable of sensing the presence of the monstrous Durnïel inside this cave all these months ago. The sight of this monster rampaging against the transparent wall of ice with its long horrifying limbs just in front of me, while being totally invisible to my usually foolproof magic sense, still filled my heart with dread.

Being complacent inside the wilderness was suicidal.

I paid dearly to learn this lesson and didn’t intend to do the same.

However, the allure of a safer journey without the need to regularly stop to scavenge or hunt for food was too appealing to easily give up.

“Let’s split up, it will be faster. We will meet here in fifteen minutes,” proposed Ilan in a whisper while going deeper into the heart of the camp by himself.

Jazor entered the closest wooden building while I followed Paul who chose to take the right side of the camp. With prudent steps and bated breath, we entered each intact building one after another. We found the officer’s quarters, the place where they stocked arrows, and even a few empty buildings but nothing of value to us.

For long minutes, we continued our meticulous but too slow search. 

Disappointed but aware that the time was almost up, I stopped and motioned for Paul to go back with me. Maybe our companions had more luck than us.

However, he simply ignored me and continued to advance on his own.

“Paul…” I whispered, not willing to speak louder than necessary in our situation.

But he simply continued to walk with long, and not so discreet anymore, strides.

I accelerated as fast as I could with my short legs and caught his arm just before he had the time to open the door just in front of him.

My small hand had trouble properly holding his massive arm, but I put as much strength as I could to make him turn around.

“What are you doing?” I whispered angrily.

“Just this one. Look, it doesn’t seem ordinary like the others,” quickly replied Paul while casting nervous glances all around.

Certainly, the building we were in front of was more imposing than the ones we had previously searched, and also appeared sturdier with rough black stone as its main material. 

Unwilling to try to drag Paul away with my lacking physical strength, I nodded and pushed him away to be the first to enter. I forced any distracting thought to the back of my head, including all the interrogations I had toward Paul’s attitude.

With an unwelcome creak, the door opened.

A dozen previous attempts allowed me to quickly scan the room with all the senses at my disposal. Although the place was poorly lit and the air unpleasantly stalled, a rapid glance at all the corners of the vast room was enough to notice that this place was empty of any evident threat.

Fortunately, it contained something else.

Large wooden crates stacked up to the ceiling with imposing barrels all around made me stop in my tracks. 

I cautiously entered with Paul exasperatedly pushing me forward.

I didn’t waste any time and opened one of the closest crates to confirm my initial thought. Then another to make sure, but after the third, there was denying our luck. 

We had found the pantry.

Dried meat along with all kinds of fruits and vegetables piled up and stored to sustain the entirety of this camp were waiting for us all around.

Just a few of these large crates would be enough for our consumption during the rest of our journey.

I wasn’t able to pick something so heavy so I turned around to tell Paul to take one before rejoining the others, but my temporary partner was still furiously searching the storehouse.

“What the hell are you doing?” I asked, not able to truly repress my voice anymore.

“No… nothing,” he mumbled awkwardly before finally stopping.

“It’s not nothing. We found what we came for, so let’s go. It’s not safe here.” I insisted.

“It’s just that I wanted to find some medicinal herbs for Alianelle,” he quickly explained.

“I know, but you make too much noise. It’s obviously not here but maybe the others found it.”

“You’re right,” he said after a few seconds of hesitation. He kept his face lowered while lifting the closest crates filled to the brim with food with apparent ease.

The return in silence was quick as we hadn’t walked very far in this short amount of time.

Jazor was already waiting for us with a more relaxed expression. The disappointment I could see in his eyes immediately changed when he saw us approach with a crate filled with food.

“You found it,” he excitedly told me when we reached him.

“There is a building filled to the brim with all kinds of food. More than we could wish for. Let’s wait for Ilan to come back and we will carry back as many as necessary,” I explained without hiding my enthusiasm.

“Did you find a place stocking on medicinal herbs?” immediately interrupted Paul hopefully.

“Herbs? No, I only found several warehouses for weapons and the half-collapse building where they stored god knows what. Sorry pal,” quickly replied Jazor.

Thankfully, despite Jazor’s answer, Paul didn’t try to go on his own to search other buildings this time and stayed much calmer than when he was just with me.

We patiently waited for Ilan's return, but with each passing minute, the anxiety that had dissipated with our successful search returned in full. Jazor progressively tightened the grip on his axe while I concentrated as hard as possible to detect any possible ambush.

Ilan wasn’t the kind of man to be late.

I also knew how strong he truly was.

I had trouble believing that someone as strong as him would fall without offering any kind of resistance, but another part of me, tempered by the cruelty of these lands, knew that the wilderness always found a way to put even the strongest men back in their place.

Like a thunderbolt in a clear sky, a burst of mana suddenly appeared on the other side of the camp and interrupted my thoughts. It was powerful enough to feel without closing my eyes, but it also disappeared so quickly that it made me wonder for a second if I hadn’t hallucinated. 

I couldn’t blindly trust my sensory abilities, but the truth remained that I was leagues ahead compared to Jazor in this field and that our journey had further developed this ability. I couldn’t sense anything anymore, but I was sure of myself. A magic was summoned, and immediately after, disappeared as if the caster was interrupted.

“It’s Ilan!” I immediately called out to Jazor, not bothering to lower my voice anymore.

With a look of mixed confusion and worry, Jazor didn’t question me and followed as I rushed forward with a burst of my wind magic. 

Paul was quickly left behind, but Jazor also used one of the aspects of the earth element to accelerate while crushing the stones under his feet.

We used our respective magic at full outburst to rejoin our companion as fast as possible.

Now wasn’t the time to be discreet anymore.

Expecting a fight, I prepared my magic while quickly crossing the distance separating me from him.

It didn’t take me more than half a minute to rejoin him in a vast place apparently used for training and devoid of any significant building, but his opponent remained unseen. 

I stopped behind to assist while Jazor stood right next to him with his axe raised threateningly.

However, Ilan’s weapons were not raised which made me wonder if I wasn't wrong after all.

We both casted a surprised glance at our companion and immediately noticed his livid face, graver than I ever saw, with his black eyes fixed in front of him as if he hadn’t noticed our arrival.

Slowly, I turned my gaze to follow his line of sight and immediately felt my heart skip a beat or two in my chest. The shock was so great that I lost control of my mana for a fleeting second. Now, I understood what I had felt on the other side of the camp. Ilan didn’t summon any magic. For an instant, my heightened senses allowed me to feel his mana react violently to what we were seeing and I certainly couldn’t blame him. 

I saw many things while roaming these savage lands, from beautiful to nightmarish landscapes. I encountered more than a hundred different species, each with its own strength and features. I fought many of them while feeling the bloodthirst of these animals and deviants desperate to tear me apart to answer and calm their disrupted instincts.

I always knew what my fate would be if I failed.

I was prepared for it, and although the memories of some of these encounters still kept me awake at night, I survived to tell the tale even when all we could do was run away in front of impossibly strong or numerous opponents.

However, during all these months in these savage lands, I never saw anything like this.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one.

I took a few feeble steps forward to stand between my two companions equally disturbed by what they were seeing probably because, just like me, they never imagined that this could also be their fate.

Here, less than fifty meters away from us, we found the soldiers of this camp.

Stacked together on top of one another in a massive and disturbing mass of tangled flesh with many still probably buried under those we were currently seeing. Their torn clothes offered us a glimpse of their blistered skin and dried-up limbs that gave them a disturbing resemblance to mummies with just enough flesh left to not deserve this title.

It was as if they were half-burn alive and that was the heart of our respective shock.

They were all still alive.

Feeble moans escaped their cracked lips while blank eyes apparently turned blind searched all around them for a salvation that will forever be too late. Some were desperately trying to crawl away while others were gathering all their remaining strength to end their life with broken weapons that they could barely hold with their now useless hands.

This hellish scene born from more cruelty than I thought possible had even more to offer.

Just behind these dozens of poor souls, struggling with an agony I didn’t want to imagine, stood another man whose fate was possibly even worse.

This completely naked man had his hands, feet, and nose cut off. His burned skin was darkened at his extremities, proof that special care was taken to forcefully stop the bleeding of these atrocious wounds. Unlike the others, he wasn’t struggling on the ground to extract himself from a mass of flesh but was suspended a few meters above by sharp spikes of earth piercing what was left of his limbs and horribly distorting them under the pull of gravity.

Humiliated with his torment turned into a morbid spectacle.

Who was this man to deserve such a cruel fate?

This question crossed my mind as I watched him fighting for each breath of fresh air while tears of blood were flowing freely from his eyes and screams of agony regularly escaped his lips.

A distant whisper from Ilan, which I barely perceived even though I was right next to him, informed me that this man was indeed the Poison mage he had encountered many years ago. Another familiar noise alerted me that Ilan had taken his sword out. I stayed petrified as the head of this poor man was cleanly cut off by Ilan’s familiar water magic the next second.

After what seemed like an eternity, I turned my eyes away from this disturbing scene that will probably haunt many nights to come.

My companions had already done the same while Ilan’s sword was back into his sheath as if he had never pulled it out. His face was still grave but without the trace of what he had to do for this man as if his sheath had hidden his blade and his emotions at the same time. 

For long seconds we looked at each other, unsure of what we had just witnessed.

I was feeling sick to my stomach.

Partially because of the cruel nature of the scene we had just witnessed, but also because all these seasoned soldiers and mages were defeated before being gathered together here to undergo this agony.

If I had any doubt left, now I was sure.

A horde couldn’t possibly have done that.

Only a being with incredible strength could accomplish this, and only something with intelligence could be so meticulously vicious. 

Did another true Saint mage do that? Someone who defeated and kept alive the Poison mage and his soldiers inside their own camp before putting them through this unspeakable torment.

Jazor was among the strongest true Saint mage of his Dwarven clan, but I still had trouble believing that even he could overpower this entire camp on his own in such a one-sided confrontation if the rare traces of battle was any indication. 

If a single mage was really responsible then only someone standing at the pinnacle of the magical world could possibly create this kind of scene.

The idea that such a ruthless Master mage existed and was around not long ago sent shivers down my spine.

However, there was another point disturbing me.

I always considered Humans as the most dangerous predators and the most wicked, but this time, I had trouble believing that a Human or anyone from the major races was responsible.

Only a single other, possibly worse, alternative came to my mind.

An intelligent magic beast.

Although magic beasts generally developed some wisdom and intellect after overcoming their frenzied period as a deviant, only a few rare individuals who also had enough time to mature could really be called intelligent.

The last and only intelligent magic beast I encountered on my own was the green-furred beast that lived in a cave I was unfortunate enough to enter. I had just started my journey then, but even now with much more powers and abilities, I couldn’t be sure that our encounter would go any differently.

The memory of the despair I had felt while this giant sloppy monster was toying with me was still fresh. It could have killed me in a heartbeat and I was afraid that the one responsible for this living nightmare had the same kind of overwhelming abilities. This thought was reinforced considering that this man, suspended to suffer until death, was such a famous figure. A true Saint mage who earned the title of Poison mage through the magic he had created himself and used over the years to forge his reputation.

Although according to Ilan, this man was better known for his capacity to overwhelm an almost infinite number of opponents than for his ability to deal with truly strong enemies, this didn’t change the fact that he wasn’t a pushover.

Whoever or whatever did that to him and his men was too dangerous to ignore.

We didn’t exchange a single word between the three of us. A short glance was enough after overcoming our respective shock to make our decision.

We had to leave as fast as possible.

I was thankful that Ilan took the time to do what I was incapable of.

Jazor and I both watched as he took out his axe. The only kind of wind magic I ever saw him manifest was summoned and powered up by the glowing circle on the handle of his weapon. This helped him create a violent gust of wind with a surprisingly elegant movement.

Barely visible to the naked eyes, this slow attack progressively grew in size, and when it finally reached its destination, it was able to encircle the entirety of its target.

A few short screams warned us that his magic had done its work while we were turning around to flee.

We didn’t have the will to check if some of these poor people had survived this attack.

We didn’t have the courage to make a decent burial ground either.

We didn’t have the time for any of that.

I was ashamed to have left them in this state without making sure that all of them had been truly put out of their misery, but the visceral fear I was feeling couldn’t be easily overcome by pity.

Just like the first time I encountered a Krath and would have met my maker without Jazor’s intervention, I was truly feeling outclassed. 

Overwhelmed by what I had to overcome.

This journey had tempered me and helped me mature more than any kind of training could have ever done. I found my path as a mage and developed abilities I couldn’t even imagine despite spending four years constantly training under Amanda’s watch. With mages as strong as Jazor, Ilan, and Walmir to accompany me, I was confident that we had done the hardest and that the rest of our journey was just a formality as long as we didn’t take any unnecessary risks.

However, I knew deep in my heart that I wasn’t ready for this.

I had probably already earned the title of true Saint mage by creating new magics after appropriating a part of some of the concepts governing the elements.

However, the world where I imagined true Saint mages as strengths of nature able to overcome difficulties and defeat any obstacle on their way with the power of their magic had suddenly crumbled.

True Saint mages weren’t all-powerful.

They could fall, be defeated, and suffer this kind of fate.

So me and my companions weren’t safe from it either.

It was as if the thin veil separating my reality from a much colder and crueler world had finally been torn apart to reveal what it always had in store for me. The glimpse of this reality where death was the best outcome and where all the efforts and sacrifices I had made meant nothing filled my heart with dread and my mind with a primal fear urging me to leave this cursed place as fast as possible.

That's why Ilan wasn't the only one who lost his cool when we didn't immediately find Paul after returning where we had left him. 

Even so, I still objected to Ilan’s proposal to abandon him there, and fortunately, it didn’t take too long to find him inside another house a dozen meters away. 

The seemingly sturdy black building was half-collapsed, but that didn't prevent Paul from making his way through to lean over the few barrels that weren't either crushed or spilled on the floor soaking up at the same time piles of papers scattered all around with their oddly colorful contents in an indescribable mess.

I ignored Paul’s objections and took it upon myself to endure another one of his remarks about my relation with slavers to get him back as fast as possible.

The way I spoke to him was probably harsher than what he truly deserved, but the scene continuously flashing in my head and the fate it promised if we delayed our leave was more than enough reason to ignore this fleeting guilt. No words and no amount of explanation could truly do justice to the horror we had just witnessed. 

We took with us the lone crate of food we had brought back together with Paul and immediately left this doomed place behind while praying that whatever or whoever caused it was long gone and will never cross our path.


  

    
        Chapter 84: Fight the fear (First Part)

    
    
    
    
  
The sun was high in the sky, the weather clear and we only had a few weeks of travel left to rejoin one of the sturdiest shelters of Human civilization in the wilderness. However, safety never seemed as unattainable as in this instant.

The distance separating us from the carriage waiting outside the military camp we were desperately trying to run away from appeared insurmountable, especially because we had to take Paul into consideration and thus couldn’t use our respective abilities to accelerate.

Paul probably had a lot of questions about our attitude, but smartly chose to keep them to himself for now, which was just as well, because he was having a hard time following us while Ilan was having a hard time concealing his obvious resentment against him for slowing us down.

I secretly hoped that I would never have to answer whatever questions he was keeping in the corner of his head and that I would be able to quickly forget this sordid episode of my life.

Unfortunately, forgetting was a distant dream. For now, the pressure I was feeling bearing on my shoulders didn’t diminish even when the carriage was within arm’s reach. It was as if an invisible opponent was ready to pounce on us and drag us back to rejoin all the other unfortunate souls of this camp.

All those who had witnessed this nightmare, and knew that something eager to give us the same fate was probably waiting not far away, heaved a collective sigh of relief after safely crossing the vast open field without any trouble. However, this relief was short-lived as Walmir wasn’t behind the Vrapy, ready to take us away as soon as we returned as agreed.

Walmir wasn’t the kind of person to ignore his duty and desert his position unless something forced him to do that.

This realization that hit me like a punch in the gut forced my steps to an abrupt end. 

My companions did the same and put their hands on their weapons in an urgency betraying their own nervousness far from their usual professionalism.

Walmir’s absence from his post was worrying enough, but unfortunately, it wasn’t the only thing out of the ordinary. 

The Vrapy were behaving strangely.

These impressive creatures, selected, specially bred, and trained to lead their owner safely through the wilderness, were behaving as I had never seen before.

Usually proud and steady, their massive scaly tails were sweeping the floor in furious movements I only saw them do when faced with a stronger being than them. However, even faced with monstrous animals we weren’t willing to directly confront, they kept their proud gait to lead us to safety as fast as their powerful limbs and nearly unlimited stamina allowed them to.

As I was looking at them, one thing was sure.

They weren’t ready to do that this time.

Their massive back was crouched, their heads lowered with reptilian eyes darting all around to nervously look at their surroundings.

I wasn’t an expert in animal behavior, especially if they originated from this world, but just like my companions, I was able to recognize fear and submission even if it was the first time these reliable allies showed us this kind of spectacle.

The implication of their attitude was even more worrying than Walmir’s absence, and except for Paul, Ilan and Jazor had both perfectly understood what it possibly meant for us.

Ilan's grave face turned ashen while his axe in his left hand and sword in his right blazed to life, ready to unleash their destructive power at a moment’s notice. Cold sweet was constantly flowing from Jazor’s forehead while he kept clenching and unclenching his sturdy fingers over his reliable axe.

I didn’t have any weapon to pull out, so I relied on my most useful asset that I created and developed in my most desperate times on these lands.

I closed my eyes and let the world of mana take me. The familiar particles dancing all around and informing me of the hidden mysteries of this world that could be under my rule if I pierced their secrets immediately calmed my mind.

Fear and urgency had obstructed my senses and my judgment, which for now was proving an even worse enemy than the potential creature or mage lurking in the shadows. I couldn’t deny the unusually strong beats of my heart pulsing like a thunderous drum in my chest, but I could ignore it to do what I was the best at.

Focusing for a few seconds with a more relaxed mind was all I needed to find Walmir.

It took me longer to understand why I didn’t immediately find him despite our closeness until I realized that he was simply hidden by his closeness with another life form.

A person unaware of our current predicament and simply lying unconscious inside the carriage for way too long now.

I shot my eyes open and informed my companions of my finding. Jazor and Ilan relaxed slightly, but Paul did the contrary.

Unaware of what we had seen inside the camp, his greatest fear wasn’t the monster, human or not, that decimated and tortured a camp full of veteran soldiers led by a famous true Saint mage and potentially hiding near us at this moment.

It was the fate of his defenseless only daughter near a man he despised probably more than anyone else.

With powerful steps radiating anger, he rushed at an erratic pace toward the other side of the carriage to reach the already opened door. The crouched back of Walmir, apparently leaning over Alianelle’s bed, made my blood turn cold and my friend roar in furry.

“Paul, don’t!” I hurriedly shouted without any result.

Forgetting the disparity in strength, Paul rushed before any of us could react.

Fist met unprepared flesh and a torrent of mana was immediately released.

However, it didn’t come from Walmir’s counterattack or from Ilan, too stunned by this scene to defend his employer.

“Fool!” screamed Walmir, who had fallen with all his weight onto the creaking wooden floor of the carriage. 

Despite lacking any magical ability, the strength of this punch was apparently anything but insignificant and forced Walmir to act before another one reached him.

A wave of his remaining arm was enough for Paul to be thrown out of the carriage by a wall of water and land on his back near my feet. 

The violence of the impact didn’t seem to be enough to deter him, as he immediately scrambled back to his feet with a rage I never saw burn inside him to battle for his daughter’s honor once more. 

I would be standing by his side and lending him my strength if not for the torrent of mana that he probably wasn’t really able to perceive. Unlike him, all the other people present could, and like all the others, I was completely stunned by it which prevented me from reacting immediately.

It was coming from Alianelle.

The young unconscious girl that barely showed any sign of life these past months, was releasing more mana from her feeble body than I ever saw her do. Stronger even than when we had crossed this swamp, just before meeting Ilan and Walmir.

I immediately understood what Walmir had tried to do.

He didn’t try to abuse the body of a young unconscious girl while everyone was away as Paul was persuaded. He had tried to contain this continuous flow of mana alerting all the surrounding lifeforms of our presence.

“Paul, stop!” I screamed once again.

But, the former farmer ignored me, blinded by his rage because of the apparent affront to his daughter he had just witnessed. 

Walmir, with a nasty bleeding cut at the corner of his right eye, immediately raised his right arm to properly welcome the assault this time. But, Jazor tackled Paul from the side and forced him to the ground before things could escalate any further.

“Let me go!’ bellowed Paul in a rage he had trouble controlling. “I knew it, you’re with them!”

Probably only the blessing of the earth, one of the aspects of this element Jazor was using to enhance his physical abilities, was enough to allow him to dominate a much bigger Paul who was thrashing around with mad abandon.

Paul didn’t appear able to hear any kind of explanation and none of us had the time for that.

My still spread out senses informed me that distant life forms, obviously attracted by this sudden source of pure mana, were coming closer.

Walmir had already lowered his arm and was rushing back inside to try to once more calm the swirling whirlpool of mana that will doom us all. I followed him while Ilan and Jazor took charge of what was happening outside.

Even the dim interior of the carriage wasn’t enough to hide the pain on Alianelle’s usually tranquil face.

Paul's screams continued to echo behind me until a loud, familiar noise, followed by a muffled scream put an end to his mad ravening. 

“What the hell happened?” I furiously asked after Paul was knocked out.

“I don’t know. It started not long after you all left,” awkwardly explained Walmir with beads of sweat on his forehead and blood continuously flowing near his right eye.

Despite his best efforts, calming Alianelle’s mana proved just as difficult as the last time. He was able to contain and hide it but I knew the damage was already done.

We had to leave.

The door was unceremoniously closed just before the whimpers and growls of the Vrapy started. Ilan and Jazor both understood just as much as me how vital it was for us to run away immediately.

However, contrary to their habits, the Vrapy didn’t immediately start to pull the carriage. Walmir was the most familiar with their guidance followed by Paul who used and developed this role to prove himself useful when Walmir’s fighting abilities were necessary.

However, none of them was available and neither Ilan nor Jazor seemed that efficient in reassuring these obviously intimidated animals.

“Go help them!” I said forcefully to Walmir who turned his eyes to look at me before nodding quickly.

He let go of Alianelle’s hand which put an end to his previous efforts to calm the situation. I pushed myself into a corner to allow him to leave despite the narrowness of the carriage and quickly took his place near my friend.

I didn’t have as much expertise as him in the healing aspect of the water element and all my previous attempts to calm her mana along our journey had failed miserably. Paul was the only one able to calm her crisis.

I certainly didn’t know how, but I couldn’t stay here without at least trying.

Without hesitating further, I put my hand on her forehead and did my best to use my own mana to influence and calm hers. The violent downpour slightly calmed down, but despite my best efforts, the heart of the problem stayed out of my influence.

I concentrated as hard as I could while the Vrapy finally decided to pull the carriage to get us out of this situation.

However, as long as she continuously emanated mana, we were like a beacon in the dark night, constantly inciting all the nearby animals and deviants to find us. 

Remembering the nightmare we left behind, I couldn’t help but be terrified by the prospect of attracting something even worse, but no matter how hard I tried, I could only dampen and calm a bit the mana she was furiously releasing without any control.

If previously I could put this strange reaction on the account of the potion I had given her to save her life, this time there was nothing to take the blame for.

So how was this possible for Alianelle to release so much mana?

Wasn’t she just a simple farmer’s daughter? 

I lived together with her, but I never doubted her origins or her abilities. For me, she was just an ordinary young girl, totally powerless and without any prospect as a potential mage.

During all this time spent by her side, nothing made me doubt this.

No, this wasn’t true.

There was one thing that made me doubt.

Among all the inhabitants of the Advanced town, me included, she was the only one singled out and chosen by the Ryunno clan member. If it truly wasn’t because of her natural beauty as we had supposed after her rescue, then maybe this Ryunno clan member knew something about her none of us did.

None of us, except Paul.

All the questions swirling in my head didn’t help me in my current predicament. The situation outside was taking a turn for the worse if I believed the screams of my companions and the growing roars of the beasts. 

We were running out of time.

The Vrapy were always fast and resilient enough to get us out of the worst situations. However, even from inside this gloomy carriage with barely enough light passing through the small window on the door, I could tell that the Vrapy weren’t going as fast as usual.

The animals and potential deviants assaulting us that should progressively be distanced were continuously attacking, forcing the convoy to make violent movements to avoid, making the old wood of this carriage crack in protest at the same time.

The distant roars and clash of weapons grew stronger with each second, but I knew I had reached my limits. I could try all day, but I couldn’t resolve Alianelle’s problem.

If all my efforts were meaningless, then I should just go out to fight with the others.

*Bam*

A violent explosion suddenly propelled me to the other side of the carriage and put an abrupt end to my decision. I hit my head hard against the wooden wall while Alianelle's unconscious body fell to the floor. I rushed to her side, as fast as the unstable interior allowed me, to protect her from any other potential future impact. 

*Bam* 

Another loud noise made me jump in surprise but it wasn’t an explosion this time. One of the birds with silver wings I had progressively learned to hate across our journey had simply tried to force its way through the door of the carriage. Its long and surprisingly sharp black beak had completely punctured the robust but aging wood. 

Fortunately, the rest of its body wasn’t able to immediately enter, putting the bird in an awkward position I didn’t intend to waste.

With Alianelle’s limp body in my arms, I raised one hand and sent an earth bullet that flew right through its head. The impact was enough to push the bird’s body out of the hole it had created, letting a clear ray of light take its place that immediately lightened the otherwise dark interior. It allowed me to clarify Alianelle’s condition more easily. Her head had a nasty lump, but thankfully, she seemed otherwise unharmed.

Which wouldn’t stay that way for long if I believed what I was seeing through the hole this cursed bird had created.

Magics were flying everywhere, some coming from my friends to disrupt the mad charges of the various species running alongside the carriage, but with many more directed at us.

It had been a long time since I was at a loss about what to do.

Jazor and Ilan were fighting as hard as they could to repel the now almost constant assault while Walmir was doing his best to lead us out of this situation. 

Should I go out to fight with my companions and leave Alianelle on her own?

Or maybe I could go out to awaken Paul and bring him back inside. He was the only one who was able to calm her the few times this situation had happened after joining strength with Ilan and Walmir. Although this hadn’t happened for nearly two months, he was still the best chance we had to calm her down.

A part of me was glad that she finally showed signs of life after all this time spent completely unresponsive, but we wouldn’t survive for long if she continued to attract all the nearby animals and deviants.

While I was torn by indecision and repealed another attacker that had gotten too close to the half-broken door, I finally decided to go get Paul to solve this problem. There was simply nothing I could do to calm her. It was a little vexing to think that my presence wasn't enough to calm her as Paul's had done.

This thought crossed my mind when it suddenly hit me.

Did Paul really calm her just like that the last time?

I had always thought that she could recognize her father, was soothed by his presence, and never looked any further into it.

Otherwise, how else could Paul have done what any of us couldn’t while being completely unable to use magic or simply feel mana? 

Paul didn’t contradict this version, rather the opposite in fact. He was elusive when I asked him, simply answering that she was his daughter so this kind of outcome was to be expected.

We all believed him. 

All he had to do was enter the carriage and her crisis would immediately subside. It happened a few times before Alianelle entered a complete torpor only broken today. However, now I realize that the last time didn’t happen like that.

Paul had taken her out of the carriage and hurriedly carried her back when her crisis suddenly started. Even nestled in his arms, her condition didn’t improve. The crisis intensified and continued until she was back inside the carriage, alone with her father behind closed doors. It’s after this episode that Alianelle completely stopped responding and that her crisis ceased. 

None of us doubted Paul’s explanations. We didn’t question him when he forbade us from entering without him either.

However, his growing nervousness and hostility against everyone including me and Jazor these past weeks finally made it more difficult to completely trust his words.

If I had no reason to doubt him before, I could now.

Then, there was only a single question I needed an answer to.

How did Paul manage to calm her down if his explanation about recognizing him wasn’t the truth as he had pretended all along?

No matter what was happening inside Alianelle’s body, no matter what she and Paul were hiding or what the Ryunno clan member had seen in her, all I knew was that her problem was linked with her mana.

However, Paul wasn’t a mage.

He wasn’t able to directly influence it like me or Walmir.

Without this ability or his special emotional bond to explain his results to calm Alianelle, there was only a single possibility left. 

Something else inside the carriage was responsible for this.

I delicately put Alianelle down on the floor and stood up.

Amidst the growing chaos outside and a shaking carriage regularly dangerously tilting from side to side, I started my search.

The places where something could be hidden were limited in such a barren and limited space.

Therefore, it didn’t take me long to unceremoniously turn the beds upside down and look through everything dispersed on the wooden floor.

I continued with growing urgency and with doubts starting to form in my mind until something caught my attention.

A small grey fabric rolled into a ball was dissimulated in a small space between the head of Alianelle’s bed and the carriage wall, previously covered by her large pillow. As Paul did his best to prevent anyone but him to stay too long inside on their own or to simply approach Alianelle, this place was without a doubt the safest he could find.

With growing expectation but also nervousness, I ignored the sound of battle outside and quickly unrolled it to reveal what was hidden.

It only contained a single thing, but this lonely object was enough to make me gasp.

It was a vial of potion.

And not just any kind.

It was one of the vials gifted by Hirillë I used all along my journey to survive. However, instead of a pure translucent regeneration potion inside, a strange turbid blue liquid took its place.

The small vial was almost empty while the fabric only had a few pieces of dried plants left. My knowledge about this world’s vegetation was still limited despite Ilan and Jazor’s lessons and advices. However, it didn’t take me much effort to notice that it was this unknown plant that was distilled to create this strange mixture.

Paul was well aware of the nature of the potion I used to save Alianelle, just like he knew about the abnormal sturdiness of its container. My bag, also gifted by Hirillë, and containing all my accumulated empty vials, was unfortunately left inside Paul's now destroyed farm while I completely lost track of the last one I used to save Alianelle in the heat of the moment.

Apparently, Paul thought it was necessary to discreetly recuperate it, hide it and use it in secret to protect this mysterious decoction.

Whatever the nature of this liquid may be, it couldn’t be ordinary.

I was sure it was what Paul had used to control Alianelle’s crisis. 

And that was what I needed more than anything right now.

Another explosion outside confirmed to me that my questions would have to wait.

I quickly knelt beside Alianelle and held her head to help her drink, something she had no trouble subconsciously doing according to Paul. Hoping this wasn’t another lie, I opened the lid and was ready to pour the strange liquid inside her half-opened mouth.

However, the scent that suddenly drifted after the lid was pulled open made me stop. 

I knew this smell.

I was sure I had smelled this before but I couldn’t remember where.

I stayed for long seconds with my hand holding the inclined vial suspended just above Alianelle’s head while various memories of the past weeks resurfaced one after the other. The pieces of the puzzle had trouble coming together, but I couldn’t get rid of the disturbing feeling that something was terribly off.

I stayed frozen unable to decide for longer than I would like to admit until I noticed something even more disturbing.

Alianelle’s wound was gone.

I narrowed my eyes and hurriedly put my hand on her forehead, but the nasty lump she had gotten when she fell was completely gone.

I didn’t imagine or saw it wrong.

She was clearly wounded just a few minutes ago, but not a single remaining trace was left.

Neither I nor Walmir could heal that fast even with the healing aspect of the water element, so how was it possible for an unconscious girl?

This impossible situation coupled with the previous mystery of her abnormally powerful mana put my mind in complete disarray until I finally understood.

Perhaps from the beginning, my assumptions were wrong.

The mana she was releasing without restraint or apparent control wasn’t the symptom of a problem.

Just like the particles of mana in nature moving without discerning order and interacting mysteriously with each other, this apparently chaotic wave of mana constantly swirling around her wasn’t without purpose even if it was beyond my understanding.

It was healing her.

I took a small piece of broken glass near me and carefully used it to make a small cut on the back of her left hand. I didn’t have to wait long. With barely enough time to put her hand under the light entering from the broken door, the small wound rapidly vanished as if it was never there in the first place.

I was sure she didn’t have this ability when I lived with her in the farm. Moreover, even if she had hidden it before, she would have been forced to use it when she was mortally wounded instead of forcing me to use the remaining of Hirillë’s potion to save her life.

This idea that this foreign mana was the sign of a magic used to heal herself never crossed my mind before as she always appeared perfectly healthy ever since falling into a coma.

 However, it was impossible to deny it.

She was unconsciously healing herself.

With my limited knowledge of this world and the mysteries of its magic, I was left with this single explanation even if I had no idea how something like that was possible.

Many questions were running through my head without any evident answer, but one of them was more disturbing than the others.

What did she have to heal with such a massive amount of mana? 

The explosions outside and the constantly shaking carriage reminded me that I didn’t have the time to ponder this question yet.

If I was right, then I wasn’t supposed to try to control or restrain this mana. 

It was the opposite.

I had to reinforce and nourish it.

So, for the first time, that’s what I tried to do. 

My carefulness didn’t last long after noticing that the raw mana I was feeding her was absorbed without any restraint like a thirsty beast finally finding a source of much-desired water.

It didn’t take long either to notice the result. Even more mana was gathering and swirling around her making all the animals outside redouble their effort to reach the interior of the carriage.

I pushed down the fear and doubt that I was simply making things worse deep down and continued to pour as much mana as I could.

Unrelentlessly, with faith as my only guide, I continued for long minutes this attempt.

I persevered for as long as I could while looking for a sign that I was right until the reality of our situation caught up with me in the worst possible way.

  

    
        Chapter 85: Fight the fear (Second Part)

    
    
    
    
  
Along our journey made of fear, doubt, but also bravery, we have cheated death too many times to count. We pushed our differences aside and joined forces to survive.

Slowly, we started to trust each other and were able to escape calamities one after the other.

Determination, experience, and luck played an equal part in our success, but none were enough this time.

*Bam*

Another explosion, like many others before, reached my ears, but the impact that followed was completely different. I just had enough time to catch Alianelle before being projected on the other side of the carriage. With Alianelle awkwardly held in my weak arms, and with only a hurriedly summoned earth magic to protect us, we had no other choice but to let the impact do its sinister job.

Another thunderclap-like noise made my ears ring in protest and my heart beat with fear. The creaking and tearing sound of the decaying wood all around me informed me that this old carriage only offered a symbolic resistance before giving up after too much torment. 

Amid this deafening noise, the distant indignant roars of the Vrapy along with Walmir’s own screams of powerless rage reached me before being quickly drowned out.

With everything collapsing around me, all I could do was focus my magic to protect me and the unconscious girls in my arms from this unknown but devastating force ready to tear us apart.

That’s why I stubbornly focused my gaze on Alianelle’s pained face, trapped in her suffering and oblivious to the surrounding chaos. 

I focused my entire will on this single thought.

This single wish.

To protect her.

My body was twisted and threatened to be snapped in half while blows fell all over my body making a dull noise each time it made contact with my too thin protection created from hurriedly summoned earth. 

I focused for as long as I could and persevered long after my ears had stopped working normally. Even after my senses were unable to tell where the ground and the sky were anymore.

The violent impact on the grassy soil gave me a painful answer that knocked the air out of my lungs.

With Alianelle’s limp body still stubbornly gripped in my arms, my sensations all came back at the same time.

Pain was the first thing I felt and it reassured me, for I clearly remembered what it meant to not feel anything after this kind of accident. The unfortunate memory of my first encounter with a genuine Krath that swallowed an entire forest before using its remains to break my body was still fresh in my memory.

I gently pushed Alianelle to the side to sit down. My sense of balance still unreliable, I stayed on the ground to hurriedly inspect my body all around, for a wound too critical to ignore especially since I was without any miraculous potion to salvage irreparable damage this time. Fortunately, except for a few bruises and bleeding cuts, I was otherwise spared from any critical wound.

With unsteady legs, I stood up to inspect my friend for any potential wound, but she appeared completely unharmed, undaunted even by what had just happened. She had a few traces of blood on her clothes, but it was already impossible to tell if it came from one of my bleeding cuts or a wound already closed by her outrageous regenerative ability.

“Sillath!”

Jazor’s scream brought me back from my thoughts and made the relief I was feeling after seeing Alianelle safe melt like ice on a summer day.

I raised my eyes and looked around.

The carriage behind me was on its right side broken in half, almost ripped open like an eviscerated beast some could say. The only massive wheel remaining was aimlessly spinning making it clear that this part of the carriage had reached the end of its journey. 

Fortunately, both the Vrapy and the open-aired back wagon appeared in a far better condition. The two Vrapy had already stood up with Walmir by their side without any apparent wound while the back wagon was on its side, but still with all its wheels intact.

Next to it, Ilan was firing long deadly slices of water magic from his sword and infernal tornados from his short axe, keeping all the nearby aggressive animals at bay for now.

Jazor, with Himara and Seth under his arms, had lost his axe, but except for rustled clothes and disheveled hair, he seemed otherwise unharmed as he made his way toward us.

It took me longer to realize where Paul was until I noticed his motionless, but apparently safe, body just behind Ilan. Considering that Jazor had obviously saved the two children, it appeared more than obvious that Ilan had protected him, something that I was sure would greatly displease Paul once he woke up.

If any of us could survive our current predicament.

My ears were still ringing and I was feeling a little dizzy when Jazor finally reached me slightly out of breath.

“Sissy, are you alright?” he asked with more worry in his voice than I had anticipated before putting the two children on the ground.

I ignored Himara’s tearful face as she looked at me with concern and simply nodded before forcefully dispersing the remaining fog clouding my thoughts after the shock with a vigorous clap on my cheeks.

All of us were safe, but none will remain that way for long. Too many lifeforms had surrounded us and our usual unstoppable way of fleeing was unusable. With his violent downpour of attacks, Ilan had given us time, but certainly not enough to lift the back wagon and reattached it to the Vrapy.

Even if it was possible, simply passing through the growing crowd of animals was not an option. Vrapy were known for their speed and almost unlimited stamina but they weren’t invulnerable. Even with our protection, it was pointless to hope that they would be fast and resistant enough to break through the various animals, magical or not, ready to tear us apart.

No matter how I thought about it, there was only a single way out of this situation.

“Jazor, can you use your magic to get us out of here?” I hurriedly asked.

The dumbfounded look on my friend’s face didn’t reassure me, but fortunately, Jazor didn’t immediately deny the possibility of using the same magic that had allowed us to rejoin Alianelle when she was taken away by the Ryunno clan member.

With his hoarse voice, he quickly looked around before finally answering my desperate query.

“Four adults including me and four children… I never even dreamed of attempting something like that.”

“But is it possible?” I insisted while Walmir and Ilan slowly made their way toward us while repelling a growing number of assaults.

“As long as everyone can touch a part of my body, directly or not, it should be possible. But I won’t be able to lead us far and I will be completely defenseless for weeks to come,” he finally explained with reluctance written all over his face.

“As long as you can lead us out of this deathtrap, then it’s good enough!” I exclaimed without hiding the relief in my voice.

“But what will happen after that, Sillath?” he asked while stroking his beard in a now-familiar nervous movement.

“What do you mean?” I asked, taken aback by his sudden question.

“You will be the only one left to defend all of us,” he explained while lowering his voice so only I could hear him, not that it was really necessary considering the deafening noise the various magic, friendly or not, flying all around us made.  

“If Walmir and Ilan decide to turn on us…” he started with worry and doubt written all over his face. 

Although we had both chosen to team up and fight with Ilan and Walmir while risking our lives together, contrary to what Paul had thought, it never meant that any of us had blindly put our trust in them. Be it when we teamed up to fight or when we decided who we paired together to guard the carriage at night, our two groups always made sure to keep the balance of power stable between us.

With me alone to face both Ilan and Walmir, this delicate equilibrium will completely disappear if Jazor used this magic.

I understood and even shared his concerns, but I still interrupted him.

We didn’t have a choice anymore.

“We’re out of options, Jazor. I'll take care of them if things get out of hand.” I forcefully declared with all the confidence I could muster while looking at Ilan tearing dozens of animals apart with magic too fast for my eyes to register properly.

“Alright, sissy. Let’s do that. I already gave you my time after all,” he finally declared with more seriousness and solemnity than I ever saw on his face.

These words said with such emotion from a man used to light talks and jokes may appear devoid of any sense to anyone listening to our conversation. Seth and Himara just next to us were probably completely confused by these words Jazor only said to me once before.

After saving Alianelle, when we still had the illusion that it would be possible to rejoin a friendly and safe beastman camp to escape any investigation from the Ryunno clan, he gave me a delicate-looking hourglass that I thought was only to serve as proof of his identity to enter this camp. I didn’t realize the true nature of this gesture and the implications behind it.

This traditional artifact, created by his clan when he was born, was meant to follow him at every step of his life from his first until his last breath. An item even more sacred than it was precious that I tried to return to him a few days after meeting with Ilan and Walmir.

However, Jazor refused.

He gifted it to me and affirmed that he would only take it back once we were both safe.

‘I give you my time.’

With these few words as only explanation, he gave me a promise to cross all the incoming obstacles together.

To never betray each other.

This item, what it represented for him, and these few words were enough for me to understand what kind of promise it was.

Something unbreakable.

Something beyond trust.

A proof of brotherhood.

I couldn’t disappoint him or betray this kind of trust.

Whatever happens, I will make sure he sees the end of the road with me.

So, I simply nodded with my eyes plunged into his own.

I knew it was all he needed.

“Come here, slowpokes! Time to leave this damn place!” hollered Jazor in familiar, unrefined words that took me a while to understand in this world’s language.

Both Ilan and Walmir interrupted their violent downpour of magic to turn their attention toward Jazor.

Few words were necessary to convince them to retreat toward us even if it was clear that they had no idea what we had in mind.

Now wasn’t the time for explanation.

“Ahh!”

With a loud scream, Ilan gave a violent blow with his trustworthy and intimidating axe. As if the air itself was split open, a violent wind magic was released toward the incoming wave of animals only preceded by a screeching noise making my teeth grind together. 

None of the various species fighting together to tear us apart were able to avoid it. As if they had hit a wall, the luckiest among them on the far sides were sent flying like dolls in a storm, while the ones unfortunate enough to be too close from him were simply cut in half or torn to shreds.

With a heavy breathing, Ilan used this short window of relief to rejoin us with Paul's unconscious body on his shoulder. Walmir didn’t hesitate to do the same.

“Everyone, touch a part of my body and whatever happens, don’t let go! And don’t touch my beard!” declared Jazor with a forceful voice.

Our group faced too many obstacles to let the lack of information about our strategy prevent us from reacting as quickly as possible.

In less time than it took to say it, we were all in position. 

Seth and Himara both grabbed Jazor’s right leg while Walmir settled for a firm palm on his left shoulder with his only remaining hand. Ilan, with Paul on his shoulder, took Jazor’s right arm while I clenched his left with Alianelle’s hand tightly held in my other hand.

“Now or never, Jazor!” Barked Ilan while looking over his shoulder at the growling animals quickly reforming their ranks less than five hundred meters away from us.

I closed my eyes and tried to relax as much as I could in anticipation of the uncomfortable sensation I knew would come.

With Alianelle’s cold and limp hand in my tight grasp, I waited with bated breath for the magic that would save us. Jazor concentrated and started to gather an impressive amount of mana. Only a few seconds later, I started to feel the soil under my feet soften. With this sensation alone it was impossible to discern if we were fusing with the earth or simply sinking into it, but I knew it meant Jazor’s magic was activated.

However, the uncomfortable sensation I waited for didn’t come.

I snapped my eyes open as soon as I felt my feet return to their previous state.

“Jazor?” I asked, baffled, not believing what was happening.

The sweat pearling on his forehead along with his uncontrolled breathing, and his eyes round with shock were more than enough for everyone who had placed their hope in him and his magic to understand and despair at his failure.

“What’s wrong?” hurriedly asked Walmir while Ilan had already unsheathed his sword and axe, ready to once more face our foes.

“So it’s impossible?” I asked distraught while making my head work overtime to find another solution.

“It’s not…” he surprised me with his answer and before I could ask for more details, he pointed a shaking finger at the source of his failure.

Alianelle.

  

    
        Chapter 86: Fight the fear (Third part)

    
    
    
    
  
“What are you doing here on your own so late at night?”

“Trying to sleep.”

“You can’t sleep here, your parents will be worried,” the young girl replied with a voice betraying her concern and worries.

“My parents aren’t in this town.”

The young girl frowned hearing my words.

“How is it possible? It’s an Advanced town, a kid can’t come here alone.”

“I just arrived yesterday.”

Seeing that I wasn’t willing to continue my explanation, she dropped the matter and asked me in a kind voice.

“I’m Alianelle. What’s your name?”

“Sillath.”

“It’s cold tonight, why don’t you come with me to have a good meal and a good rest in a real bed?”

She smiled as she extended her jade-like hand toward me. Her face was pretty and childish at the same time. Her bright smile revealing her white teeth was so pure, so devoid of falsehood that it was enough to make me dazed for a couple of seconds.

I smiled at her before replying.

“Thank you but it’s not necessary. I have to leave early tomorrow.”

The gentle smile on her thin lips immediately disappeared. She puffed up her cheeks and walked toward me with large steps. If it wasn’t a young girl coming toward me like an angry beast, I probably would have already put some distance between us.

However, I couldn’t sense the slightest amount of threat from her.

I allowed her to forcibly take my hand to pull me toward her. Her smooth white hand was small but still larger than mine. She was also a good head taller than me.

“Don’t be shy, I won’t eat you. Come with me, I can’t let a kid sleep outside just beside my house!” She forcefully exclaimed.

This was my first encounter with Alianelle and the first act of kindness she showed me.

I accepted her offer and soon after, I also accepted the money from her father to send the letter I needed to alert my family.

I wonder when it started.

When did I begin to consider her as someone special?

Maybe it was at this moment, from the very beginning.

Maybe it was much later.

However, one thing was sure: I never regretted it.

Not when I was willing to confront a Ryunno clan member; not when I had to face off against Jazor to save her and not even when I was ready to give up my life on that hill the day her long slumber started.

I had seen her heart and couldn’t abandon her.

Even now, when everyone around was looking at Jazor’s shaky finger pointed at her 

Even in that moment when everyone around me was looking at her with pity as if they all immediately understood what Jazor’s gesture meant for her.

Jazor’s following words confirmed their thoughts and my fears.

“Her mana is disrupting mine. As long as she releases so much chaotic mana, it will prevent me from using my magic on her,” he explained while trying to catch his breath.

“Then it’s simple. We leave her here,” suddenly declared Ilan without an ounce of hesitation.

“You!” I started, ready to defend my comrade, but I was interrupted by his fed-up voice before I had the time to say any other word.

“Open your eyes, Sillath! She’s already dead and we will all be if you insist on trying to save her,” he bellowed with authority and a familiar cold determination.

“Don’t talk like that!” I rebutted him while feeling my heart speed up and my cheeks reddening. “Look at her! I’m sure she will wake up soon!”

Although my words could be true just by looking at her apparent healthy skin and her face more peaceful than before, I still knew instantly that this wobbly argument born of my own feeling of powerlessness would not convince him.

“And by the time she does, we will all be long dead!” he screamed in outrage, not bothering to hide his pent-up feelings I knew he had hidden deep within him all along our journey.

“Face it. You tried your best to save her. You risked your life and ours more time than I can remember for this doll and her useless father, but you need to put an end to your disillusions. There is no saving her and you’re simply putting all of us in danger!”

I opened and closed my mouth a few times, not sure how I wanted to counter his argument. Although I didn’t want to admit it, a part of me I didn’t want to recognize knew he was right.

“Maybe we could find another solution,” started to mediate Walmir.

“If we do, we better do it fast,” suddenly added Jazor while pointing at the growing ranks of animals slowly overcoming their carefulness after Ilan's last assault. Literally, dozens of different species were standing next to each other with us as their only target, while ignoring their basic instincts.

Whether they were primitive animals with fangs, horns, or claws as their only weapon, or other more evolved species preparing their natural abilities or their magic, they all had their eyes fixed on us, waiting for an opening, a signal to tell them that the time to attack had come.

With each passing second, Alianelle’s chaotic mana was attracting more animals.

We were all aware of this simple truth. Even Himara, nestled in her brother’s arm, was shaking from sheer fear because she knew that her brother’s steel-like hair surrounding them in a protective cocoon proper to their species would never be enough.

However, despite our urgent need, none of my companions offered a better solution. After all this time facing dangers together, we knew each other's abilities, but I still had the faint hope that someone still had an ace up their sleeve to save us.

However, the growing noise of the beasts surrounding us wasn’t broken by anyone.

There wasn’t any solution to hope from any of my companions anymore.

An especially violent roar among the crowd of beasts broke our now silent argument and made panic rise in my heart.

We were running out of time. 

“Don’t let her cause our downfall, Sillath!” finally roared Ilan not bothering to hide the pleading look in his eyes.

None of my companions had anything to say to contradict him. 

The rage I had felt didn’t manifest itself this time when I saw their guilty silence. 

Shame had replaced it for considering his proposal for even a fleeting moment.

“I know it’s too hard for you, so let me do it. Let me carry this sin for you, so we can all survive!”

His words were cold and cruel, but reasonable in our situation.

Maybe I could have let them convince me before.

However, I had made peace with my choice long ago.

My answer was already absolute.

“Her fate will not be different from mine,” I simply declared inflexibly.

A heavy silence settled between us after these few words leaving no place for negotiation.

“If you can’t give up on her, I will do it for you, young friend!” suddenly exclaimed Ilan with a voice that sent shivers down my spine.

Faster and more ruthlessly than any of us could have guessed, Ilan summoned a slash of water from the tip of his weapon directly aimed at Alianelle’s throat. Himara only had the time to scream in fear and surprise as the magic crossed the few meters separating us in an instant making all kinds of reactions vain.

However, my senses once more proved superior. Before his magic was completely released, I felt the mana gathering on the tip of his blade.

My right forearm covered with earth intercepted the attack and dispersed it just before it could reach my friend.

With eyes that could kill alone, I used my wind magic to jump a few meters back while carrying Alianelle.

“Ilan!”

“Stop, that!”

Walmir and Jazor’s respective screams put an immediate end to our confrontation before things could escalate any further.

With clenched fists and gritted teeth, I had trouble registering what had just happened.

If I had reacted just a second later, Alianelle would have had her entire head cut off and no amount of regeneration would have been able to change anything.

Worse, the release of his magic was the signal that all the beasts driven mad by the ambient mana had been waiting for.

In a terrifying mix of roars and screams, the horde finally charged forward to tear us apart.

Without another word or one more attempt to kill my friend, Ilan unceremoniously let go of Paul who heavily fell to the ground and turned around to face this imminent threat.

Even faced with this calamity, I didn’t want to give up on Alianelle. However, I couldn’t let every one of them bear the weight of my choice with me.

“Give me five minutes. If I can’t calm Alianelle’s mana by then, just go without us.”

“What?” immediately replied Ilan dumbfounded.

“If I can’t do that I will buy you enough time to flee with Jazor’s magic,” I repeated.

“What about you?” interjected Walmir.

His thin sword was already in his hand while his familiar small spheres of water were quickly rotating around him, ready to welcome the incoming assault and dearly defend his life.

“I will stay behind and try my luck with the sky.”

Among all the people here, I was the only one able to fly. A very useful ability to have especially for scooting. It also allowed me to have an edge against many of my opponents which made me realize that the flying species were much rarer than the land-based ones. 

A quick look at the horde of monsters slowly building up their speed was enough to notice that this group was the same in this aspect. If I was alone, I was confident that I would be able to escape. Taking Alianelle with me would be much more dangerous, but with a bit of luck, it could be done.

However, even if I managed to survive on my own while caring for an unconscious girl, finding the group again would prove to be a challenge, but it was still a better alternative than simply giving up on her.

With magic gathering on his respective weapons, Ilan didn’t turn around to answer.

“You have five minutes,” he simply whispered.

The crude slash of his short axe that gave birth to a raging tornado violently hit the crowd of animals and put an immediate stop to their advance.  

I ignored Jazor's concerned gaze and knelt beside Alianelle to do my work.

The growls, roars, cries of pain, and noises of magic competing in deadliness with one another were put to the back of my mind.

Without any restraint this time, I gave her as much mana as I could.

Was I right or simply delusional?

This question stayed in the back of my head all along, louder, and even more despairing, than all the chaos that was happening around me.

Oblivious to my doubts and fears, Alianelle continued to absorb my mana like a sponge. 

After a couple of minutes, the mana around her became denser but less chaotic. In the same way, the pained look on her face lessened finally filling my heart with relief.

*Bam*

A spear of earth nearly skewered me and broke my concentration. The sudden attack that landed just next to me completely escaped my notice and almost made my heart leap out of my chest.

More than a dozen others were fired in my direction but were this time intercepted by Ilan’s wind magic.

With sweaty palms and a heart-racing uncontrollably in my chest, I almost failed to hear Ilan’s words.

“Time’s up, Sillath!”

Ilan's declaration had an air of absoluteness in it. A single glance at my comrades desperately trying to repel the unending wave of animals all around was enough to make me realize that he was right.

Despite all my efforts and the risks they had taken for me, I had failed.

I was sure I had found the right solution, but I had no way to know how long it would take for her mana to finally settle.

And my companions couldn't buy me any more time.

I let go of Alianelle’s hand and at the same time of any hope I had to put an end to her unconscious rampage preventing our escape. 

I stood up and made my way forward while gathering my mana for the imminent confrontation.

I ignored Jazor’s words when he retreated. 

Did he try to change my mind?

Ilan’s last large-scale attack before his retreat prevented me from correctly hearing him, but it didn’t matter.

I had failed and couldn’t back down from my responsibilities.

I buried the frustration threatening to overwhelm me deep inside to make way for a much more useful cold resolve. The will to give them enough time to flee with the unshakable determination to save Alianelle despite everything.

With Jazor’s magic starting to activate behind, cold air started to gather around me as I prepared one of my strongest magic to prevent anyone from interrupting them.

However, a simple whimper stopped me in my tracks.

Their massive heads hung low, the two Vrapy whose fate was to stay behind, had let out this noise so unfamiliar from such proud creatures. Even confronted with attacks from all sides, they had always given their best to face our enemies and lead us to safety.

Just yesterday, I would have never imagined that these mighty animals could emit such noise or show such a submissive attitude with their eyes darting all around and their tails anxiously sweeping the ground.

The only time I had seen them do that was outside the devastated camp we just left.

The realization of what it could mean made my concentration waver. 

A mistake that could have proven fatal if the horde a few hundred meters away had not suddenly stopped their assault.

The situation had changed in an instant.

From a difficult to describe chaos with roars of beasts and magic all around to a cold, but heavy silence threatening to overwhelm me.

Even Jazor’s magic to escape was interrupted.

Was he unable to use it or had he simply canceled it when he saw all the animals halt their assault?

Things had changed too quickly to have the leisure to ask him, but the confused look on his face was the only answer I needed.

Only Alianelle’s mana, still released at a frightening pace, was the same.

However, even this temptation that had incited all these different species to relentlessly chase and attack us didn’t seem enough this time. One after the other, the once crazed animals turned around without a single look in our direction.

They chased us for so long without much regard for their safety to finally leave us alone on this battlefield filled with the burned or mutilated corpses of their brethren. I should be relieved seeing this impossible outcome, but just like my comrades anxiously watching all around, I knew that relief was the last emotion any of us should be feeling right now.

No free miracles existed on those lands after all.

So, who or what was responsible for this?

I closed my eyes and entered the world of mana to detect a foreign presence, anything that could answer this question and explain this impossible situation.

However, neither the cold magic ring on my finger nor my usually absolute sense was able to detect anything.

Nothing hinted at the presence of someone or something near us, but none of us could disregard the reaction from all these animals.

Silently my companions rejoined me with their weapons raised, their senses more alert than I had ever seen them and with probably the same thoughts currently plaguing their minds.

Something was very wrong.

The surrounding temperature got significantly lower, but a single silent shake of my head was enough to make them realize that I wasn’t responsible for it this time. 

In a silent agreement forged from more fights than I could count, we all faced a different direction with our defenseless companions between us. 

My previous quarrel with Ilan didn't matter at this moment.

The time for reproach would come, but not yet.

For long, unending minutes, we stayed together, weapons raised and magic ready to defend ourselves from our unknown foe who was probably responsible for the hellish scene we had witnessed less than an hour ago.

However, even long minutes spent on edge with only the whimpers of the Vrapy next to us to break the otherwise absolute silence wasn’t enough to make our mysterious enemy act.

The idea that a human Master mage was responsible for this situation was already gone.

Humans could be cruel and vicious, but not like that.

I had trouble explaining how, but I knew deep down that only something with much stronger predatory instincts would act like that and make me feel this way.

These past months, I encountered many kinds of magic beasts, but none made me feel that way even when we had no choice but to flee when faced with a superior foe. 

Just what kind of magic beast were we up against?

Was it vigilant against us or simply toying with our fears?

These questions continued to spin endlessly in my head while the unnatural silence surrounding us weighed more and more on my mind with each passing minute.

If this lurking creature was simply enjoying our reactions, it was probably delighted as I had trouble remembering a time when I was so afraid.

My stomach felt heavy as if a rock had settled in there while I had trouble controlling the shaking of my limbs and the speed of my breathing.

I faced death many times and the idea to sacrifice this second life for someone else's sake wasn’t foreign. However, the abominable images constantly flashing in my head of what we had seen inside the camp made this courage and determination waver like never before, and my desire to simply flee stronger than ever.

Even with my companions by my side, I still struggled against this primal fear threatening to drown me and making my own mana difficult to use.

The disagreeable impression to be watched persisted and a dreadful question lingered in my head.

Was it how all these poor souls in the camp had died?

Terrorized, unable to offer any kind of resistance.

For a second, the disturbing image of my scarred body, stripped of any kind of honor and humanity, flashed in my head like a terrible promise that the fate of the once-famous Poison mage would be mine to share.

However, more than the primal desire to escape the unspeakable torment I saw all these men endure, there was another desire even stronger than that. 

I simply didn’t want to die without fighting.

I couldn’t.

I didn’t have the right to do so for I knew, deep in my heart, that there couldn’t be any greater insult to everything I went through so far than to simply give in to my fears.

I gritted my teeth and tightened my fists as strongly as I could while taking deep breaths to steady my erratic breathing. I tensed my entire body and tried to put the shaking of my legs under control. 

For long seconds, even this simple task appeared unreachable as if any kind of resistance would definitely spell my doom.

All I wanted was to take a step forward, but even something so basic appeared impossible.

Excuses followed one another in my head to prevent me from leaving this reassuring spot near my equally terrified comrades as if the only safe place was right here, shaking beside them.

My heart was beating strongly in my chest as if it wanted to be heard by the whole place, but it wasn’t because of fear anymore.

Frustration and anger had already taken their place and fueled my determination.

With a stronger will than I thought I possessed, I finally took a single step forward that immediately broke the strange silence and stillness that this cursed place had imposed on us.

Free from the shackles this unreasonable and unnatural fear had put on me, I continued to walk forward, one step at a time, under the shocked gaze of my petrified comrades.

Did this monster enjoy stalking its prey?

Did it relish in our fears?

But I was no prey anymore and I was done being afraid.

“Ahhh!!!”

My clenched jaw finally loosened to let out all my pent-up emotions in a thunderous scream announcing my will to dearly defend my life.

As if answering this cry, the previously stalled mana within me, so restricted and scattered that I thought unusable, finally reacted. 

Along with this unending scream, as if finally waking up from a torpor after being ridden of its shackles, my power slowly rose to once more change my fate.

From barely discernible to imposing.

From intense to overwhelming. 

However, unlike Alianelle, my mana wasn’t chaotic without a master to direct it.

It was concentrated with the entire strength of my will behind it, ready to be used to create a magic at a moment’s notice.

The mana around me was already almost visible to the naked eyes, furiously rippling when other steps behind me made me turn my gaze to look back.

Jazor had also taken his first step forward with his face reddened by the effort and probably by the same shame burning through my veins for letting fear crush my determination. 

With their weapons once more raised and their respective mana finally awakening, Ilan and Walmir also broke free and slowly made their way forward to join us.

One heavy step after the other.

My comrades resisted their fears to stand beside me and dearly defend their life.

The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.

This quote from my old world never seemed as true as in this instant with my comrade beside me finally freed from their previous torpor.

“Ahhhh!”

With fire burning in their eyes and their strongest magic ready to be unleashed in one final stand, they also let out an angry scream escape their lips.

One after the other, then together, mixing in a final cry of defiance toward our invisible enemy.

Our respective fears were done to paralyze us and I was sure the vicious beast, carefully stalking us for any weakness, knew it.

The oppressive sensation I had trouble describing or escaping from seemed less absolute while our momentum continued to grow.

Relief and hope mixed in my heart, but I didn’t let my guard down until another thing even more unexpected happened.

Alianelle’s mana suddenly started to recede.

We all waited with bated breath, but there was no denying it.

In just a few seconds, her mana had almost completely calmed down. The peaceful expression on her face and her tranquil breathing made it clear how unaware she was of what the disappearance of her mana could mean for us.

Less than a minute later, the invisible pressure restraining my movements completely vanished.

None of us missed it or could deny our shared relief, similar to a breath of fresh air as if a huge weight had been finally lifted from our chest.

When her crisis finally completely stopped, the silence broken by our screams of defiance once more returned. 

Different from before, not oppressive anymore, but we still knew that safety was just an illusion in this place teeming with life and violence just a few minutes ago.

We repressed a collective sigh of relief and did our best to act quickly.

With Jazor’s earth blessing giving him inhuman strength, we put back on its wheels the open-aired carriage and linked it with the two Vrapy ridden of their submissive attitudes to finally leave this place as fast as possible.

We had faced this seemingly insurmountable enemy together, but as I saw the pale faces of my comrades silently sitting on the shaky beaten up carriage, with their gaze darting all around to look for an invisible foe ready to pounce on us, I realized that while we had faced our fears, that didn’t mean we had conquered it.

Fear is like poison. 

If it seeps in too deep, it can bleed out your heart.

It continued to influence us and now that the adrenaline in my system has subsided, the shaking of my limbs was also slowly returning.

Once more I clenched my fists to control it while looking at the landscape passing before my eyes, trying to discern the source of this uneasiness, but like before, it stayed out of my perception. 

  

    
        Chapter 87: Under the rain (First Part)

    
    
    
    
  
My eyes abruptly shot open as my whole body convulsed in a reflex movement I only knew too well. Like many times before, I woke up with a jolt, not really sure if I had gotten any real rest. My drowsy mind and heavy eyelids weren’t enough to hope that I would be able to claim any more sleep for quite some time.

The cold rain continuously falling on my face and the bite of the wind making my whole body shiver despite the thick blanket wrapped around me weren’t responsible for this sudden displeasing awakening.

A week has gone by since Alianelle’s last crisis and the confrontation that nearly spelled our doom.

I wasn’t able to claim much sleep ever since.

The image of this mysterious beast stalking us, ready to condemn us to a fate too horrible to describe was constantly on my mind.

I straightened my aching back and forced these thoughts out of my head before looking around me. 

Oblivious to my fears, Paul, Alianelle, Seth, and Himara were bundled up together at the back of the opened-air wagon near the ominous, but for now empty, black cage to try to gather much-needed warmth. Himara and Seth's hair were strangely raised above their heads like a living beast to protect them from most of the rain. However, even with this trick born from their beastman heritage, it wasn’t enough to disperse the coldness of the wind viciously swirling, changing direction and making any kind of protection from it temporary at best.

Even a few meters away from them, I was able to see Himara's uncontrolled quivers despite the hug of her brother to warm her up.

It wasn’t surprising that young children had more trouble facing such weather several days in a row without any protection. It was previously possible to take shelter for a while inside the closed carriage where Alianelle slept, but this option was sadly taken away from us. It was also the first time since the start of our journey together that the weather stayed this bad for this long. 

Jazor sitting on the opposite side, with his back against the same kind of aging wood, was just in front of me and also regretted our loss of this part of the carriage if his constant grumpy face was any indication. 

I was the same and couldn’t repress a frown when I felt the now-familiar headache, I had more and more trouble bearing, coming back with a vengeance. A good night of dreamless sleep in a warm place was probably all I needed to get rid of it, but stopping to find a shelter was completely out of question with the threat of a possibly invisible opponent waiting to ambush us on the first occasion.

This creature wasn’t the first one I ran into inside the wilderness to give me nightmares. Our group had encountered a few of them already. However, of all the species too dangerous to be directly confronted we crossed paths along our journey, this one was the first to induce this kind of reaction from the Vrapy. 

It was also the first to almost paralyze us from fear alongside them without even showing its shadow.

We immediately talked about it after what was left of our carriage resumed its course, but none of my more experienced companions had any idea if this ability was derived from a magic born of one of the four primordial elements, if it was a natural aptitude this species had or if this was a unique ability.

In short, whatever happened to make our whole bodies freeze and our mana almost unusable, stayed outside our understanding making it even more threatening.

For once, we had no way to know the limits of this ability or even if it was a real attack. For all I know, this could have simply been a way for this monster to probe us and the only reason it chose not to attack in the end wasn’t that we came free from its influence, but simply because Alianelle’s mana disappeared making a fight with us worthless.

That or it was simply waiting for a better opportunity to wipe us out. 

Whatever the truth may be, we all quickly came to the same conclusion that the best thing to do in our situation was to simply put the most distance possible between us and this creature with unknown powers.

Because one thing was certain.

Inside the wilderness, there was nothing more frightening and dangerous than facing an unknown opponent with foreign abilities. 

It was thus inevitable that the subject of the true nature of what we had run away from would come back.

Two days after our escape, Jazor chose to break the ice and discuss it with me once again under the attentive ears of Seth who tried to feign indifference while hugging his sister, and Paul who is the only one who missed this meeting although he came with us inside the devastated camp.

In retrospect, this discussion had me thinking for a long time afterward, which may explain why my sleep hasn’t improved since.

“Can you sense anything out there?” asked Jazor that day, for the hundredth time since the attack.

I was ready to simply shake my head in denial, as I had every time before, but the lack of sleep and the need to be constantly on alert, despite knowing that my usual sensory abilities were most likely worthless, made me snap at him.

“You know I don’t!” 

Despite my harsh tone, Jazor didn’t seem offended and simply nodded.

I exhaled slowly to let my emotions calm down before resuming

“I couldn’t sense it when we were facing it and I can’t do it now either,” I repeated with a much more neutral voice.

“And that’s the first time something like that ever happened?” he asked while frowning.

“Not really. But the last time, it was a Durnïel and I’m pretty sure this is not what we are up against.”

“A Durnïel!?!” he exclaimed before I could add anything more. “Damn, even I have never encountered one, thank the gods. You have some rotten luck sissy, you know that?”

“Don’t tell me about it…” I sighed while remembering the creature that robbed me of my sight. “Anyway, it was the only time something like that ever happened, but it also felt different.”

“How so?”

“Well, I could see the Durnïel with my own eyes, but I couldn’t sense it. It was as if its very nature prevented me from feeling its mana. However, this time it felt more like some kind of ability to voluntarily hide. You don’t know any animal able to do that?”

“No, I don’t,” immediately answered Jazor without even taking the time to think. It was obviously a question he had already thought about. “However, it’s not necessarily an inborn ability of a peculiar species, it could also be a magic developed especially by this individual. I have no way to know.”

“A magic? From what kind of element would it be born to allow such a thing?” I asked dumbfounded, remembering that this idea had barely been mentioned the previous time with Ilan and Walmir.

“We wouldn’t be in such deep shit if I knew that, now would we? One of the concepts of the water element can create illusions and I think the fire element can do something similar, but there is clearly more to it than just this kind of magic, so I don’t know. Anyway, I have no way to be sure if magic is involved or not, but I would certainly prefer it if it wasn’t the case at all.”

I frowned at those words, not understanding his last words. 

“Why would it be worse if it was magic instead of a natural ability?” I simply asked before getting the same look Jazor gave me when confronted with a particularly dumb child. 

I felt my temples pulse as I restrained myself to stand up and smack this rude dwarf. I really didn’t like to be reminded that I was mostly uneducated by this world’s standards.

Fortunately, Jazor, who knew some of my circumstances, quickly hid his first reaction and answered patiently as he would to a child much smaller than me. 

“When an animal becomes a deviant, it loses control for a while, until its core is completely formed. This transitory period, necessary for its evolution, led to the birth of many animals able to use magic and even more creatures unable to overcome this frenzied period with or without magical abilities. However, these newly born magic beasts that overcame this frenzied period are only able to use crude magic most of the time, based simply on their instincts or derived from the natural abilities they had like all the other members of the same species when they were still just normal animals.”

“I know that much,” I interrupted him, outraged.

“I certainly hoped you did, considering the number of deviants and magic beasts you already encountered,” he mocked. “So you also understand why having an animal that has developed the concept of an element is so much worse." 

“I… do…” I answered awkwardly, not really sure how to put it into words.

“It’s because, like all the other races, the true power of magic is never gifted,” Jazor continued, apparently not convinced by my previous answer. “It has to be earned, to be developed. And only wisdom can accomplish that.”

I meditated on those words and finally realized where he was going with his explanation.

“Only time and experience can gift true wisdom to a magic beast. However, these two things are the most precious and the most difficult to acquire in such a savage and competitive environment where basic instinct is often more rewarded than pure cunning.”

“But it happens,” I added.

“Yes, it can happen, from time to time, that one of these awakened animals develops higher cognitive abilities. The true ability to think. From there, much more effort is still needed. The level of thinking necessary to develop new magic based on the most profound concepts of an element is not something easily acquired after all. However, when they do, these intelligent magic beasts become able to use powerful magic, often in relation to their nature. This, coupled with their generally strong bodies and sharpened instincts, make them especially dangerous.”

“But it’s rare, right?” added Seth who surprisingly chose to speak up. Apparently, this subject was more important to him than his usual distrust toward Jazor.

“Yes, fortunately for us. It’s also fortunate that with this growing wisdom, a personality also develops. So, instead of having unstoppable and insatiable intelligent killing machines answering their instincts and desires, we have wiser magic beasts with more tamed instincts and other kinds of desires. Some are simply extremely territorial, not accepting another intelligent lifeform near them while others become the guardian of their species or simply develop an ideal proper to themself.”

“Like the beast that saved us the day the sky decided to rain magic beams on us?”

“Exactly. This self-proclaimed beast of Harmony we encountered on that cliff that day is a good example of that. It didn’t use its power to join the general frenzy and kill every Human on sight. It used its abilities to preserve the little peace this land had left and saved us after judging us worthy enough. This kind of intelligent magic beast is probably the most powerful one can encounter inside the wilderness for there is no stronger opponent than someone with an ideal above their own existence. With this ideal in mind, created by who knows what or fueled by who knows what prior experience, it develops its own aspects of magic for this personal purpose.”

“So that’s what you think we are facing? A magic beast old enough to have acquired wisdom? ” I asked Jazor after his long explanation.

“I don’t know, but it is certainly the worst possible scenario. I spent many years inside the wilderness working as a mercenary, but I didn’t encounter many truly intelligent magic beasts. The few I encountered were simply territorial and warned us against going any further into their turf, something we were all too happy to comply with. The beast of Harmony was the only one with an ideal I ever encountered which probably made it the creature with the most potential in these lands and thus the most dangerous if we upset this ideal.”

“But we didn’t do anything to anger this one,” innocently added Himara, not rebuked by her brother this time. 

“As far as we know, no we didn’t, so it shouldn’t be a creature with an ideal,” answered Jazor. “If I had to guess, it is a territorial magic beast. The expedition of the camp entered its territory and made a massacre on it, something it couldn’t tolerate. So it followed them back, and made them pay the price for it.”

“But why didn’t it simply kill them? Why did it have to make them suffer like that?” I couldn't help but ask while pushing away the nauseating images that have haunted my nights ever since.

“Any guess is as good as mine. Maybe, it has something to do with the aspect of magic it developed; maybe it lost a part of its herd with this attack and wanted revenge for that,” started to list Jazor.

“But you don’t think so, do you?”

For the first time since the beginning of his explanation, Jazor didn’t answer immediately. He turned his eyes toward the children, apparently internally debating if he wanted to tell what was on his mind in front of them. After a few more seconds of silent waiting only disturbed by the noise made by the rain drenching us since the day before, he finally resumed his explanation with a resigned look on his face.

“Not all animals are peaceful before they become deviants. Some are extremely bloodthirsty and violent, a habit that tends to calm down with their growing wisdom. However, sometimes this new intelligence is not enough to tame the strongest predatory instincts. So maybe, it’s simply in its nature. The battle drew its attention toward the camp where it just unleashed its most primal instincts.”

Jazor didn’t add anything more after that. 

The conversation ended there and never resumed ever since, leaving each of us with our assumptions. 

However, his words and the face he made while unraveling his theory were still engraved in my memory and fuelled the uneasiness plaguing my mind day and night ever since this encounter. 

I wasn’t sure if all the people listening to him at this moment truly understood what his words meant. 

However, I did. 

If this was the true nature of this magic beast, then this creature, possibly still chasing after us, wasn’t just a powerful intelligent magic beast.

It was a true monster.

The kind that made our arrival in the first Advanced town as soon as possible even more vital.

That’s why, despite the boring and seemingly fruitless effort, I tirelessly continued to inspect our surroundings with my magic sense spread far and wide. Every suspicious noise not disguised by the sound of the incessant rain made my heart leap with dread and forced me to sharpen my senses more than ever. 

Probably even more than when I was left alone and blind in this unforgiving land.

That's how strong an impression this beast made on me.

Long, anxious, and tiring days followed one another with questions about this beast constantly swirling in the back of my head.

How could you fight something you couldn’t see or sense?

How could you resist a magic leaving you almost defenseless?

How could you face this monster when an entire camp of veteran soldiers was so hopelessly outmatched?

The answers to these questions weren’t as elusive as before after a few days of constant thinking, but every fiber of my being hoped I would never have to put any of my ideas to the test.

Fortunately, it had been five days since that discussion, which was a week since our last encounter with that monster, and there was no indication that anything was still stalking us. 

The absence of any sign of this monster made me more optimistic, although the apparent absence of any animal to hinder us wasn’t so reassuring to me. This sudden lack of confrontation with the local species could simply be because we were coming closer to the edge of the wilderness. A hypothesis Walmir admitted was possible.

Of course, none of us wanted to test our luck or needed a reminder about how fast the situation could change and take a turn for the worse.

That’s why, even with our growing expectations, we haven't stopped more than a couple of times ever since the attack, something possible thanks to the crate of food we brought back from the military camp despite our emergency escape. 

However, even with their unworldly stamina and our moderate pace, the Vrapy were starting to reach their limits. Although the past days had been unusually calm, we had to respect their tiredness if we wanted them to keep any ability to accelerate in case of an emergency.

We already talked about it together and decided that we will stop tonight or tomorrow night at the latest. Judging by everyone’s face, this break would prove just as essential for us as for the Vrapy. It will also allow us to stock up on food and water — to replete the half empty crate — so that no more stops of this kind would be necessary for the rest of our journey.

According to Walmir, at this pace, the first Advanced town was less than two weeks away if we didn’t encounter any incidents and didn’t have to regularly stop to resupply.

If we could ration ourselves and avoid any unnecessary conflict, it should be possible to make a beeline for the first Advanced town by pushing the Vrapy to their limits. 

As long as Alianelle’s mana stayed dormant, this hope wasn’t out of reach, but it also made everyone, me included, worried while looking at the now tranquil face of this sword of Damocles resting in the arms of her father. 

Because there was another thing I was sure of.

Whether we were simply unlucky enough to cross paths with an extremely territorial magic beast that had just exacted its revenge, or whether we crossed paths with a more vicious species that was patiently following us, waiting for an opening to give us the same fate, we all shared a common certitude that even Paul could not deny.

Like all the other animals, especially since the ambient mana became so chaotic, this creature will be attracted by mana.

If Alianelle made another crisis it would not stay idle. 

And neither Ilan nor Walmir would tolerate it this time. 

Ilan’s attempt to kill her made it clear what he thought about her presence among our group of unfortunate refugees. He never apologized for what he tried to do and I never asked him to because, as hard as I wanted to disagree with him, I couldn’t deny the reality.

She was putting all of us in danger.

This was the hard cold truth.

The kind that I would never confess.

Because although I had apparently found a way to calm her crisis, there was no telling how long it would take the next time or even if it would be effective. Fortunately, she remained blissfully asleep ever since with no sign of another crisis, which helped Ilan relax somewhat.

Paul's heavy gaze locked on me made me realize that I had been staring at her for a long time while being lost in my thoughts. 

After all I did to save him and his daughter, I had more and more trouble repressing the waves of annoyance and anger washing over me each time this kind of look landed on me.

His attitude toward us took a turn for the worse ever since the last incident, so much so that we almost had to lock him up. Instead, I made sure to properly explain to him what had happened, but even if he assured me that he understood, he clearly had trouble hiding his animosity even toward me.

Apparently, my choice to ally with slavers left a wound in the confidence he had in me even deeper than I thought it would.

However, now wasn’t the time to confront him.

And hopefully, we would reach the safety of the first Advanced town before this moment truly presented itself.

Therefore, once again, I buried these feelings deep in my heart and simply turned my eyes away from his daughter to return to my constant lookout.

My watch wasn't over yet after all and it would continue until we finally reached the safety of the first Advanced town.

Until then, my entire attention would have to be dedicated to this task.

However, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't see beyond the veil of darkness created by the dense canopy of trees near us nor could I hope to know if any other untold horror was waiting for us beyond.

  

    
        Chapter 88: Under the rain (Second part)

    
    
    
    
  
“Sillath?”

Concentrated as I was on our surroundings with my entire senses — magical or not — dedicated to this apparently fruitless task, I didn’t immediately react when Jazor’s broken voice, clearly influenced by the cold, reached me.

“What?” I replied slightly dazed by my prolonged use of my magic sense.

“Take a rest. You will collapse,” he admonished me with undisguised worry unfamiliar from him.

“I’m fine, don’t worry,” I immediately dismissed him with a small wave of my hand. “I can still continue.”

However, Jazor didn’t seem impressed by my apparent bravado if the expression I could barely discern on his face because of the dense, constant rain falling on him was any indication.

“Fine, but look around. If you want to continue your watch, do so after that.”

I didn’t understand his words until my gaze landed on Himara, shaking so much from the cold that even her brother had trouble holding her properly. I was equally drenched and chilled, but another kind of cold had prevented me from truly caring about it.

A deeper kind of cold, I had trouble ignoring.

Although, I finally realized that now wasn’t the time to let my fear guide me anymore.

So, without another word, I accepted Jazor's advice and retracted my magic sense. The whole area around the moving carriage that was under my constant scrutiny suddenly disappeared as if someone had suddenly decided to put out all the light around me.

It was a very unnerving sensation, but I knew this time I couldn’t let it control me, so I didn’t try to use my magic sense anymore.

Instead, I took my left hand out of the relative warmth of the wet blanket and summoned a languid flame, barely able to brighten anything around, but giving off more heat than anyone could give it credit for. 
The small flame, seemingly ready to be extinguished by the constant rain and the violent wind, flickered, but never went out. I closed my eyes and concentrated for a few more seconds.  
The flame didn’t get brighter but warmer. Like a waking beast, it continued to grow until the whole place was under its influence. 
All of my unfortunately soaked and chilled companions straightened their backs and moved closer to the flame to enjoy this much-needed break from the ambient cold. 
Walmir was the only one besides me able to summon fire. As he mostly stayed at the front of the carriage to lead the Vrapy, I had to develop one precise aspect of this element when I realized that simply summoning a flame above my palm wouldn’t be enough to warm up my companions. After some practice, it proved relatively simple for me to tone down the brightness of the flame so that it was barely noticeable, even in the darkness of the night, while enhancing its warmth. 
Everyone around obviously appreciated this new kind of flame. 
After a few seconds of this respite, Himara’s shaking finally diminished and her teeth stopped chattering. She held out her tiny hands toward my flame, something she didn’t really need to do as I was directly influencing the warmth emitted from this flame to go toward her. 
Paul and Seth seemed to appreciate this sudden relief just as much as she did, and I was sure that even Alianelle, still unconscious in her father’s arms, was enjoying it far more than the cold rain that her father's massive frame couldn’t shelter her from. 
However, even the warmth it was generously giving off and the temporary gratitude it generated, wasn’t able to disperse the ambient morosity plaguing us ever since our last confrontation. 
It took a few days for Paul to begrudgingly accept Walmir’s explanation only for him to learn that Ilan had tried to kill his only daughter.  
There was no coming back from that. 
In the same way, Ilan had finally had enough of Paul’s attitude.  
As long as Jazor and I were strong enough, he could tolerate having to protect two useless members, but everything changed when it became once more clear just how dangerous Alianelle’s presence could be. Ilan was a man of honor. After all this time fighting by his side, I could say that much. 
However, this didn’t mean he was ready to risk his life for a girl he knew nothing about and who was, as far as he was concerned, already dead. 
Seeing Alianelle’s rosy complexion, even breathing, and increasingly agitated state, I could argue that everything indicated that she had never been so close to waking up. However, even if this was a possibility, the truth was that neither Ilan nor Walmir had any reason to put their lives on the line for her sake any more than what they had already done along our journey.  
The worst part about this situation was that I couldn’t blame him for that, for who could say what I would feel and choose to do in his stead. 
For long minutes, these depressing thoughts kept swirling in my head with only the patter sound of the rain crashing on the wooden carriage in a dull, boring rhythm as a companion. 
Ilan and Walmir had chosen to stay in the front of the carriage to direct the Vrapy, but even without their presence near us on the same open-air wagon, I couldn’t remember a time when the atmosphere felt so heavy and uncomfortable. And the monster possibly following us from afar, ready to attack at the slightest opportunity, along with Paul’s and Ilan’s respective resentment weren’t the only reasons for it. 
Each day was bringing us closer to our destination, to the safety of the first Advanced town, the only bastion of Humanity that could have survived the wrath of the wilderness. We all longed for its protection especially since it always appeared so desperately unreachable. 
However, this city marking the end of our journey also brought Himara and Seth closer to their grim fate. 
We lost almost all our stuff in our last frantic run. All we had left was unceremoniously put into the largest and sturdiest bag we could find among the debris of the carriage. All our belongings rested in this tattered and small bag under Jazor’s temporary guard, but the black cage was still there, intact and ready to fulfill its role as soon as Walmir judged it was time for the children to return to their place. 
If I could spare them of this fate, I would gladly do it despite what Paul might think. 
However, for me, fighting Ilan and Walmir wasn’t an option.  
Even if I teamed up with Jazor, our chances of victory were slim, to say the least.  
Walmir was strong, full of surprises and resources for a man with a single arm. Many of his magics were strange and for now, escaped my understanding. In a magical fight where anything could happen, to say that I was sure to best him was pure arrogance born of inexperience which I have now shed. Even so, my chances against him were pretty good. 
However, Ilan was completely different. 
All along our journey, he proved to be an experienced fighter of inestimable value that mercilessly crushed his opponents with pure power born from straightforward magic. I had a hundred scenes playing in my head of him using either water magic with his sword or wind magic with his axe to overwhelm almost every obstacle in our way. 
All the memories of his fights were more than enough to make me doubt whether Jazor would truly prevail against him especially after losing his main weapon. 
I had long been convinced that victory over them was impossible unless I went all out, which would not be without consequences now that I had no regenerative potion left.  
Moreover, even if an opportunity to defeat them presented itself, I wouldn’t even try to seize it. 
They were slavers and therefore, according to Paul, deserved every form of punishment, but the truth remains that they fought alongside us and risked their lives more times than I could remember for our sake. Our unity was never our greatest strength, but the four of us still made it work in the end. We accomplished miracles together and survived when none of us would have separately. 
I knew that I owed them my life just like they owed me theirs. 
This wasn’t something I was willing to easily betray. 
No amount of talking with Walmir could convince him to release the children either, even if I offered him my most prized possession. If he wanted to quit his job and rejoin his family, he couldn’t show up empty-handed to his employer in the city. This simple reason, which I had trouble truly understanding, left no place for negotiation. 
My only choice left was to participate in the auction myself to buy Seth and Himara’s freedom.  
I took a glance at the now-familiar ring on my thumb that saved my life so many times across these lands. 
Such a simple item and yet imbued with a magic so out of my understanding that I had no hope of reproducing it. 
At the time, when I was still completely delusional about the nature of the wilderness and its dangers, I didn’t realize the true worth of this artifact. 
Now, it was impossible to clearly remember how many times it had saved my life. 
Although I didn’t want to part with this gift from Hirillë, I knew this gentle soul wouldn’t want me to keep it for myself if it meant it could save children from years of slavery. 
However, things weren’t so simple. 
We planned to part ways with Jazor at the first Advanced town. While I wanted to enter the Dorell Kingdom through the three fortresses, he wanted to rejoin the Red mountain to reach his homeland. 
Tegralle, my birth town, was on the eastern side of the Dorell kingdom while the first Advanced town was in the southwest. Although I would be much safer inside the kingdom than in the wilderness, it would still take me several more weeks of travel to return home on foot.  
If I win the auction, then I couldn’t just let these children fare on their own. With no support or place to go, they would quickly be captured once again before being sold to a perhaps even worse place. Therefore, I would have to travel for weeks with two defenseless children across a country known to enslave them. With their particularly noticeable hair, hard as steel when not voluntarily controlled, and glowing in the dark, hiding their true nature would also prove tedious, if not downright impossible. 
Jazor couldn’t take them with him either. Dwarves had a long history of enslaving beastmen tribes, something I didn’t know, but which, in retrospect, explained why Jazor so readily accepted our alliance with slavers. According to him, although Dwarves generally didn’t enslave their own, contrary to the Humans, their acceptance toward beastmen tribe members was surprisingly far worse. This habit inherited from the rancor against this race during the last great war couldn’t be overlooked. 
That’s why, even if he brought them with him to his hometown, they would have no future there. 
While the idea to escort beastmen children across the Dorell kingdom on my own wasn’t appealing, the result if I lost the auction wasn’t that much better. They would still be enslaved and I would have made known that a child was owning a precious elven artifact. No need to be a genius to guess how things could escalate from there. 
In the end, this artifact that has saved my life so many times could either save two more lives or make me risk mine without any result. 
Whether I wanted to admit it or not, if I wanted to rejoin my family safely, the most sensible choice was to follow Walmir’s advice and turn my back on Himara and Seth’s fate. 
‘You’ve done enough.’ 
These words Walmir spoke not so long ago, kept a far greater place inside my head than I would ever admit. 
‘Think about you for once.’ 
Like a curse continuously spelling a truth difficult to admit. 
‘They were never yours to save.’ 
I wanted to save them, but the thought of ultimately failing when I had made it through the wilderness because of misplaced generosity was hard to bear. 
That’s why I didn’t mention the possibility of freeing them. 
Because I was afraid to fail and to have given them false hope, but also because I wasn’t sure I was ready to lose everything for them. 
I intensified the flame’s warmth in a way to distract me from this choice I knew I will have to make soon. 
A few more minutes in this heavy silence with this cruel choice hanging in the back of my head as only companion made me realize that maybe this was the reason for Paul’s constant harsh judgemental gaze on me.  
He had wanted to save these children the first day, never hid it, and blamed me for not doing the same ever since. 
How blessed the weak and ignorants could be, comforted in the warm embrace of their delusions born from misplaced ideals out of step with the truth of this world and the reality of our situation. 
I was envious of him sometimes. 
Of his naivety, I lost a long time ago. 
I still kept alive a faint hope in the corner of my heart that Paul had his own solution to save these children from slavery. 
That would make the end of this journey less bitter because for now, all I could hope for was that we would reach the first Advanced town before our group completely collapsed in our next fight to the death.

  

    
        Chapter 89: Confrontation (First Part)

    
    
    
    
  
All good things must come to an end.

This thought crossed my mind when I was forced awake from a rather pleasant dream by the harsh wind blowing violently on my wet hair. For once, the monster was absent from my dream. Memories of the peaceful days I had spent with Alianelle and her father inside their modest farm had finally managed to chase it away, making my sudden awakening all the more unpleasant.

The rain became heavier while I was asleep, making our visibility barely acceptable.

I rubbed my hands together and readjusted my soaked blanket that had slipped off in my sleep to cover my head once more. My languid flame was the next thing I summoned. Like a rising sun, it made everyone around, either asleep or desperately trying to ward off the cold, react.

Once more, no words were exchanged between us although I could see the children’s relief on their faces after the reappearance of my magic. 

How long we spent in this total silence, each fending off our boredom and coldness in our respective way, I couldn’t say.

However, when I felt the carriage finally slowing down and coming to a stop near a thicket of massive trees, I was sure I wasn’t the only one to exhale a breath of relief. 

The cover offered by these densely packed trees, barely moving despite the strength of the wind, was a godsend in our situation that Walmir had apparently decided to accept when he also realized how bad our visibility had become. Losing our way this close to our goal was definitely something he wanted to avoid.

We each got down from the carriage in silence and, led by Ilan who had taken his weapons out, we walked away from what was left of our carriage and from the Vrapy hungrily devouring large patches of long grass, something they hadn’t been able to do for far too long judging by the speed of their feast. We didn’t have to walk long or worry about leaving the Vrapy too far away from us when the entrance of a small cave came into view.

Apparently, the thicket of trees able to shelter us from most of the rain wasn’t the only gift this place had to offer.

Neither Walmir nor Ilan seemed surprised by this discovery, meaning that they probably knew this cave existed before and that we were definitely on a path they had used in the past.

A comforting thought that the disturbing sound of the wind shrieking through the hollows and gaps of the cave like banshees haunting a graveyard couldn’t extinguish.

None of us waited long before rushing past the massive tree roots along with the deep puddles of water and mud alike to get inside.

A few more minutes was all it took to gather wet wood and light an unusually hot fireplace near the entrance of this cave large enough to welcome us all. I certainly missed the convenient technology from my old world, but magic had its own wonders we were all too happy to enjoy.

My clumsy hands, reddened by the cold, would have certainly had a much harder time lighting this fire more conventionally. Once my task was done, I sat down heavily near the fire and waited for my companions to prepare something to eat. A sudden laziness none of them reproached me given how long I had to use my magic to warm us ever since the rain started. And that was without even considering the constant mental efforts I had to make to search for potential threats. Walmir’s methods for scooting relied exclusively on the water element. A useful ability to have as long as it wasn’t raining, something I had somewhat forgotten, but which had sentenced me to a constant lookout only broken by a few hours of sleep stolen here and there.

It’s only after annihilating the bowl of hot soup and the few pieces of bread I had, that I finally decided to pay more attention to my companions, each busy with their respective meal.

Once more, I was reminded that the word ‘companion’ was probably wrong if used to describe our already shattered group. It was somewhat true before, but now, no one was making any effort to keep up appearances.

Tired of trying to mend their relationship, I simply took my half-dry blanket to a corner, not too far away from the fire, and let sleep take me. Overwhelmed by the constant worry and use of my magic sense over the past week, it didn’t take long for me to try to return to the pleasant dream I had been forced to abandon just an hour ago.

How I would have liked this sleep to be as pleasant as the previous one. I would have also been content with a dreamless night with only the crackling of the fire and the sound of the rain, much more bearable while sheltered, to lull me to sleep.

A slumber far from any preoccupation.

Without any monster to haunt it or worry about our group tainting it.

However, Paul’s voice prevented me from getting it.

I tried to ignore his and Ilan’s voices for as long as I could. It was surprisingly easy at first, proof that I really needed the rest. However, when Walmir's and Jazor's voices finally joined the fray, I could no longer pretend.

I opened my eyes and fought against my blurry sight and a now-familiar budding headache. After a few more seconds, I got rid of my unclear vision and accepted my headache only to see Ilan holding Paul by his collar with a reddening face without any doubt not provoked by the cold.

To his honor, Paul refused to back down despite the obvious disparity in strength. A difference that could make things turn ugly pretty quickly. Something, my other fellow fighters seemed to understand as well as I did, judging by their efforts to hold back Ilan.

Still groggy by my sudden unpleasant awakening, I observed the situation for a while without even standing up. As sad as it was, this sudden confrontation was not that surprising, although I didn’t catch what they were arguing about. 

It wasn’t important. 

What was important was to keep things from going too far.

A mission that Walmir and Jazor took upon themselves with questionable success. In any case, they were still successful enough that I didn’t want to try to separate them with the body of a child.

The scuffle continued for a while.

Insults were certainly exchanged even if I didn’t understand most of them. I surprised myself by trying to associate these crude words with expressions from my old world. An important task, to be sure, to complete my education until I realized that the true children, who shouldn’t hear such words, weren’t near Alianelle anymore. 

It took me a few more seconds to notice Seth and Himara hidden beyond this tangle of limbs and testosterone near the cauldron still containing enough soup for tomorrow morning. A surprisingly decent meal coming from a military supply although the quantity left much to be desired.

Worried that their wide movements might hurt the children or simply spill our next breakfast, I reluctantly stood up and, with all the patience I was capable of, tried to be as diplomatic as possible to understand their respective grief.

“What the fuck!”

My voice had more effect than I anticipated and put a temporary stop to their scuffle. Slightly taken aback by this surprising success, I missed the opportunity to put my new knowledge to the test and simply looked at their dumb faces.

Seeing four grown adults being reprimanded by a child wasn’t only weird for me apparently as they finally decided to separate without exchanging another word. Slightly out of breath, Jazor rejoined me while Walmir was muttering something to Ilan with a hand on his shoulder. Only Paul was left alone with his unconscious daughter until Himara and Seth finally returned beside him a few seconds later.

“Damn, sissy. You couldn’t have done that earlier?” immediately complained Jazor.

“What? Scream at you all? How was I supposed to guess I was this intimidating?” I retorted with a sneer.

“Ah ah very funny, pipsqueak…” he grumbled as he sat down heavily beside me.

“You don’t plan to sleep right next to me, right?” I asked tentatively.

“Uh, yeah,” Jazor replied befuddled. “Why couldn’t I?”

“Because I don’t want to hear you snoring like a congested bear right next to me all night!” I admonished him.

“Like a what?” he started to ask before apparently judging, a few seconds later, that it wasn’t that important. “Don’t exaggerate, sissy! A little bit of noise is not that disturbing.”

“Yeah, sure. I slept so well with you snoring in my ears all night… said no one ever!” I snorted with my eyebrows raised higher than ever before.

“Fine, I will go elsewhere,” he finally replied in defeat after a few more seconds.

However, before he took more than a step away, I interrupted him while trying to rearrange my thick blanket to make the hard cold stone of this cave more bearable.

“What exactly happened?” I simply asked, with most of my focus directed at my blanket.

“Who knows?” shrugged Jazor. “You know how they are, they can’t stand each other. I don’t know what made Paul get so angry suddenly, but he better stop trying Ilan’s patience if you want my opinion.”

“So, Paul started it? Without any reason?” I asked, keeping my body straight for a few more seconds to hear his answer.

“Yeah, damn maniac. Not sure any of these two needs a reason anymore to go at each other’s throat. If we weren’t this close to our destination, this would be a serious problem, and, either you or I, would have needed to remind Paul of the reality of our situation with their fists. But this close to the first Advanced town, it’s not necessary as they will never see each other again soon enough. I’m sure Ilan also understands it’s not worth it either.”

I stayed silent, a cue that Jazor took to go a few steps away with his blanket. Certainly not far enough to spare me from his snorings, but I didn’t care as much as I pretended given how tired I was.

My gaze was fixed on Paul, busy covering Himara with a blanket larger than her. 

This whole situation wasn’t surprising or that serious, but it still gave me a bad feeling. The last two weeks of our journey definitely had bitter days in store for us.

--

Jazor’s snores were as annoying as I had predicted. 

The organization of our shifts between Jazor, Ilan, Walmir, and me meant that I rarely had to sleep next to him. Something, I was certainly grateful for considering how even the stormy wind outside seemed to pale before the thunderous noise created by such a small man.

Fortunately for me, I was too tired to be disturbed by this for long and soon succumbed to the embrace of a well-earned night of sleep.

No one tried to get me to take a shift. I didn’t ask for preferential treatment, but I was certainly grateful for their decision, given that I’ll have to bear all of our group's scooting on my own if the weather stays the same.

When the sunlight woke me up the next morning, I felt refreshed and more alert than I had in a long time. It wasn’t that surprising considering the last time I had been able to get a full night’s sleep was inside Paul’s farm, just before a member of the Ryunno clan ruined everything.

That time seemed so far away now as if it belonged to another life.

With the hope that similarly peaceful days soon awaited me and with the agreeable surprise that the rain had finally stopped, I stood up to rejoin the rest of the group near the fire. They had made sure to keep it alive all night long, but it wasn’t giving off the same unnatural warmth as when I started it. Without my mana to influence it, a fire even created by me seemingly tends to reverse to its natural state sooner or later.

An interesting observation to ponder behind safe walls and certainly not in a cave inside the wilderness.

Therefore, I pushed these thoughts away and took the bowl of soup Ilan gave me.

I couldn’t help but notice that my share was significantly larger than anyone else. I didn’t comment on it or asked for a reason because I knew exactly why. Although we never really talked about it and I never complained because our desperate situation left no room for feelings, the truth remained that I had to bear similar responsibilities as all the other fighting adults around.

I could argue in my head that I wasn’t a child at heart, but my body definitely was.

All this time either spent on edge, fighting for my life, or desperately running away with only a few hours of sleep each night was much more difficult to bear for me than it was even for an older Walmir. I could feel it in the daily pain in my joints and muscles, in my difficulty concentrating as well as I used to. Even my ability to shape mana was impacted by this kind of life unsuited to a child, for even though I had developed my magic far more than I could have imagined throughout this journey, I could also feel the fatigue weighing on me constantly.

The past week I spent with my senses continually engaged to detect any potential threat made the situation clearer to me than ever before. I had been able to bear such a task more easily before when I was blind, even though I was much less experienced, mainly because I had avoided combat and could rest whenever I wanted. However, this time, after a week of almost continuous effort, I was pretty sure that if we hadn’t stopped, I wouldn’t have been able to maintain this ability for more than another day or two.

Whether I wanted to admit it or not, I was reaching my limits and everyone around me knew it.

The reflection of my pale face with dark circles under my bloodshot eyes that the bowl of clear soup reflected back to me was proof enough.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I mentioned to Jazor exasperatedly before taking a big gulp of soup, burning my tongue in the process, but also warming my inside nicely, giving me goosebumps on my forearms at the same time.

“Can’t help it, you look even more tired than before sleeping. How is that even possible?” he questioned without even hiding the worry in his voice as he usually did.

I wanted to accuse his snorings to annoy him a bit but finally decided against it.

“Don’t worry, I had a good night’s rest and I’m feeling much better. I just didn’t have enough to call it a beauty sleep just yet.”

“If you say so,” muttered Jazor with doubtful eyes before turning his attention back to the piece of bread in his hand much too small to his taste if his wincing was any indication.

“Now that the rain has stopped, we’d better use this time to try to gather some food before we hit the road again. Even with rationing, I don’t think what we have left in the crate will be just enough to reach our destination,” commented Jazor with his mouth half-full. An observation I could have done without because of the sputters flying everywhere, but also because Walmir had already informed me of that a few days ago.

In our hurry to seek shelter yesterday, we had left the heavy crate of food inside the carriage under the surveillance of the Vrapy so it wasn’t possible to do a full inventory, but we all trusted Walmir’s analysis. He was the expert who had roamed this part of the wilderness probably dozens of times before. Ilan and Jazor both had their respective experience, but when it came to the roads to take, the parts to avoid, or how to manage the Vrapy, Walmir was the one in charge.

That’s why I didn’t even frown when I realized we hadn’t taken the crate of food with us for the night although I wouldn’t have done the same and would have gone looking for it as soon as I realized it wasn't with us. His faith in his Vrapy, and in their natural ability to intimidate other animals, was sometimes a little too strong for my taste.

"So, who wants to go do some hunting?" asked Walmir on the other side of the fire after hearing our conversation.

“I will go, “immediately proposed Jazor. 

“Then I will go too,” declared Walmir immediately after.

“It’s better if I go with him I think,” interrupted Ilan.

Everyone looked at him in surprise, but it didn’t take too much effort to understand why he wanted to be away from Paul for a while.

I repressed a sigh before noticing that the main culprit wasn’t there.

“Where the fuck is he again, anyway?” Jazor suddenly exclaimed, turning my exact thoughts into words.

Paul had developed the bad habit of moving away from the group without any warning. Something extremely dangerous for once, but also very badly received by Ilan as we often had to wait or look for him, something none of us wanted to do in our situation. I tried to talk him out of it, but none of my words had any effect.

I repressed another sigh, something I seemed to do more and more often because of Paul, and reluctantly stood up, making my still young knees creak in protest.

“I will go get him.”

Ilan stayed ominously silent and diverted his bad humor to his bowl of soup he engulfed in one big sip while Walmir and Ilan simply nodded.

It didn’t take much effort to find him as I quickly sensed his presence near the carriage we had left near the entrance of the ticket of massive trees. However, contrary to the previous times I had found him after another of his usual disappearance, he wasn’t looking for any medicinal plants as he was standing on what was left of our carriage.

It took me a few seconds to understand what he was doing as he was turning his back on me, but I finally realized that this time again he was looking for something. Although there was not a single medicinal plant to find no matter how furiously he was rummaging through the robust bag we decided to use to collect all we could salvage from the now destroyed carriage.

I watched him for a few more seconds, not sure how I wanted to confront him.

I had hoped this time wouldn’t come.

I wanted to wait until we reached the safety of the first Advanced town before confronting him with what I understood about him. 

However, as I watched Paul manically turning the bag upside down and rummaging through the same worthless items time and time again as if he was expecting to find something new the next time, made me realize that I could no longer escape this confrontation.

  

    
        Chapter 90: Confrontation (Second Part)

    
    
    
    
  
Our salvation will come from our unity and our downfall from our conflicts.

I carried this belief throughout our journey with Walmir and Ilan. I never imagined before that I would have to team up with slavers under any circumstances, it wasn't something I could proudly explain either, but it was a necessity nonetheless.

An absolute necessity for our common survival in this land that had declared us as their mutual mortal ennemies.

For this reason, each of us made sacrifices, compromises and many untold efforts.

All of us except Paul, who remained incredibly hostile toward Walmir and Ilan. 

I couldn't remember how many times I had to soften the impact of his harsh words or play the mediator for them. I did it for the sake of our group's continued existence and, by extension, our own survival. That's why I didn't confront Paul immediately after the last attack where half of our carriage was lost.

I was hopeful that what I had to say to him would wait until we got to the first Advanced town.

However, in this moment, I had realized that it was once again nothing but an impossible expectation to have.

So, with measured steps and resignation in my heart, I approached the carriage. 

He had his back to me and was devoting his entire attention to his search, so he didn’t notice me. Knowing that there was no way to avoid this, I finally pulled out an object that I had kept preciously in my pocket ever since the last attack.

“Is this what you are looking for?” I suddenly asked with a thunderous voice, not hiding the accusation behind it.

Paul, as if electrocuted, immediately turned around.

With his eyes round and his mouth falling open, it took him a few seconds to finally stutter a few words with a voice higher than usual.

“Si… Sillath? What are you doing here?”

I didn’t need to answer his question because he quickly noticed the object I was holding out to him. His face was proof enough that no answer from him was necessary to understand that he had immediately recognized it. 

The indestructible transparent vial, once a container for the miraculous regenerative potion of the Elves, but now filled with a turbid blue liquid of unknown origin.

“What are you talking about?” he asked after a few seconds with a voice a little too strong and his eyes a little too focused on the vial to feign indifference.

I wasn’t fooled and, now that I had decided to confront him, I didn’t intend to waste time by listening to his lies.

“Really?” I asked with mock surprise. “Then, you won’t mind if I get rid of it…” I continued while unplugging the vial and starting to tilt it to the side, seemingly ready to spill what little remained of its contents on the ground.

“No! Stop!” boomed Paul panicked.

Both aware that he had betrayed the importance of this potion with this reaction, I stopped in the middle of my motion without closing the vial yet.

My raised eyebrows and hard face were apparently a clear enough message for him as his explanation immediately followed. An explanation told with the same confidence as when he told us how he had managed to calm Alianelle’s first crisis several months ago.

“It’s a decoction I made myself to heal Alianelle. She needs it if we want her to heal someday,” he announced with a firm voice.

The confidence was certainly the same, but the explanation was completely different.

At the beginning of our journey with Ilan and Walmir, he had told us that his presence alone had been enough to stop her crisis and, without a better explanation or any real reason to doubt his words, no one had questioned this version. Now, he was explaining with the same straight face that he had used a self-made decoction.

This time again, his words appeared as the only rational explanation. 

He had certainly been seen looking for unknown medicinal plants on more than one occasion and had made us lose a lot of time while doing so.

It was a resonable explanation, one I was willing to believe especially when considering that he was simply a father seeking a way to heal his daughter.

However, if this time he was telling the truth, then why had he lied in the first place?

Why hide the existence of this decoction if it was simply a way to heal Alianelle?

Unfortunately, there was only a single answer possible to these questions, and now that I was forced to confront him, I intented to extract this answer from him.

 “Yes, at first I really thought that it was something used to heal Alianelle,” I started with a somber face while remembering all these times I had been forced to look for him when he was searching for medicinal plants. “I really believed it when I found this vial inside the carriage while I was desperately looking for a way to calm Alianelle’s crisis while you were unconscious. I was saddened and confused that you would choose to keep this a secret from me, but I was still relieved to have finally found a way to put an end to her crisis myself.”

What happened in the carriage with Alianelle had already proved that Paul had lied to me. It was this decoction that had put an end to her first crisis. Why he chose to lie about such a thing initially escaped me, as I was more concerned that he included me among those he lied to.

It was indeed hard to keep my composure while reminding myself that he had chosen to feed me the same lies as the others instead of trusting me despite all I had done for him and Alianelle.

How easy it would have been to simply turn my back on Alianelle when she was taken away. I had confronted Jazor and a Ryunno clan member for her. It would have been even easier to refuse to return to the Advanced town to save him when the sky itself wanted to condemn us to oblivion. I took so many risks and nearly died for this choice, just so he could be reunited with his daughter.

I had lived under this man’s care and wanted to return this favor as best as I could. However, we both knew that my debt had already been repaid a long time ago.

How many times had I risked my life to keep him and Alianelle safe ever since? 

How much blood had I spilled for them? 

It was already impossible to tell anymore. All I could say as I looked at this man who had once opened the door of his house to welcome me when no one else would have, was that his continuous lies hurt me even more than I would have thought.

I buried these feelings and continued with the same even, emotionless voice.

I didn’t want excuses from him.

I just wanted the truth.

“You used that secretly prepared blue decoction to end Alianelle's first crisis. You didn't speak about this because it would have proven that you knew more about her sudden coma and crisis than what you said. However, for me, it didn’t change the fact that this was exactly what I needed to calm her crisis and offer us a chance to escape. I was sure of it until I opened the lid. It immediately hit me: I knew this smell. I couldn’t remember where, but I definitely knew it, which didn’t make any sense as this was the first time I held this decoction in my hands.” I explained while finally putting the cap back on the vial to dissipate that not-so-pleasant smell.

"Honestly, the situation was so desperate back then that I was ready to ignore this and give it to Alianelle all the same, until I noticed something else impossible to ignore this time.”

“What?” nervously asked Paul.

“Alianelle was able to heal herself,” I simply answered. “This was something she had never done before, not even when her stomach had been torn apart. She never showed any regenerative ability or any kind of magical aptitude for that matter.”

Paul didn’t interrupt me and simply maintained an ominous silence while repeatedly glancing behind me toward the cave entrance that we couldn’t see because of the trees. We couldn’t be seen and were certainly too far away for anyone inside to hear us.

His desire not to be overheard by anyone wasn’t surprising, but also perhaps prevented him from hiding his reaction this time. The lack of surprise on his face when I talked about regeneration was all the proof I needed to continue.

“She never showed this kind of ability when conscious. This regenerative power and her crisis, when she releases an absurd amount of mana, only began after she fell unconscious because of an elven potion that never had this kind of effect on me. So, I made a safe hypothesis: these two new events caused in one way or another by this elven potion are linked together.”

“...”

What if all this mana, that was putting all of us in so much danger, was the reason for this new regenerative ability? I followed my instinct and gave her my own mana instead of simply giving her this potion. In case you were wondering, this is how I calmed her last crisis.”

“...”

Once more, I waited for Paul to interrupt me. To tell me that I was wrong, that everything I told him was far from the truth. However, he stayed completely silent.

Was it shame or anger that was hiding behind his clenched fists? I couldn’t tell, but neither could force me to stop.

“If this torrent of uncontrolled mana is simply there to heal her then this raises two questions.”

“...”

“First, why now? She stayed several months without showing the slightest sign of life and without releasing any mana, so what started the crisis this time?”

Once more Paul refused to answer and waited for me to enunciate the second question, but I stayed silent about it for now.

“The answer to the first question is in my hand, right Paul?” I finally declared while once more holding out the vial forward for him to see.

“These past couple weeks, you spent so much time looking for the plant used to make this decoction that it became impossible to ignore given the time you made us lose. However, despite my warnings and Ilan’s increasingly short temper about this kind of attitude, you continued. That and the few leaves left I found with this potion makes it easy to guess that whatever you used, is rare and that you had to ration it.”

The half vial with only enough decoction left for a gulp or two was more than enough to support my words. The rest of the plant I had found along with the vial would have been enough to make another vial of this size but certainly no more than this.

“Alianelle’s crisis happened because she didn’t have enough of this potion to drink these past days. That’s why you were desperate to find more, that’s why you took the risk to come with us to this devastated camp.”

I gritted my teeth in frustration as I watched him simply listening without saying anything to contradict me.

“If this potion was only used to stop her crisis then you would have plenty left. No, this potion is not something you used a couple of times to calm Alianelle’s crisis a few months ago. It’s something you make her drink regularly. When I realized that, it finally hit me.”

I crossed Paul's gaze who had finally raised his head.

Making a potion secretly to heal his daughter and prevent her crisis wasn’t something any of us could blame him for even if it raised many questions about her true nature. 

However, what I understood when I remembered where I had smelled this potion before, was much harder for me to accept quietly.

“I smelled this decoction inside the farm. It’s the infusion you made Alianelle drink daily. You’ve been giving it to her for years.”

With each word, I could feel my anger and frustration building up. Fortunately, this time Paul finally chose to open his mouth.

“It’s because she has a rare condition and needs this potion. I cultivated it outside my farm, but it is far more difficult to find in the wild. My daughter's well-being doesn’t concern you anymore Sillath, you made that clear when you sided with Walmir after returning from this camp. So let us be.”

“I know what you think about me. It saddens me that you would doubt my will to protect the both of you after everything I already did. I can also understand that you would want to hide any special ability or condition Alianelle might have given our current allies. However, this is not the most important, right?” I declared coldly.

“And what is?” he asked defiantly.

“The second question.” I simply answered. “What did she need to heal with all that mana?” I finally asked with an accusatory tone that put an immediate end to his defiance. 

Paul’s eyes went round as he realized what this question meant.

He knew that I had understood a secret he probably desperately wanted to stay buried forever.

“You want to answer me, Paul?” I added almost pleadingly. 

However, Paul remained completely silent, eyes downcast as if afraid to meet my gaze, so I simply continued to spill out a truth I would have preferred to keep to myself, at least until we reached the safety of the first Advanced town.

“This question haunted me for days because no matter how much I thought about it, I always ended up with this absurd answer. I must have made a mistake somewhere, but the pieces of the puzzle fit together too perfectly for everything to be wrong.

I was clenching the small vial so tightly that my knuckles had already turned white. However, the indestructible vial containing the terrible answer for the second question refused to break.

Paul didn’t ask me what the answer was this time.

There was no defiance or anger on his face anymore.

Only shame.

“Why did you poison your own daughter, Paul?” I finally asked in total silence, as if the wilderness itself was waiting for the answer to such a terrible question. 

  

    
        Chapter 91: Confrontation (Third Part)

    
    
    
    
  
Many things are absolute in this world.

The pull of gravity; the heat of the sun or the passage of time.

As Walmir had said to me not long ago: ‘Magic itself was absolute even if Humans are not’.

However, few things were more absolute than a parent's love for their child. 

I was blessed to have received such love myself in this new life. That’s why I couldn’t doubt the strength of a father's desire to protect his only daughter.

So how could such a thing be possible?

How could such an accusation come out of my mouth?

Because I knew that there was something else absolute in both worlds.

A simple truth that I unfortunately also witnessed.

Love and horror were never far from each other when Humans were involved.

“What? This is absurd, I love my daughter more than anything in the world!” immediately raged Paul after my question.

Gone was the shame he had briefly shown me, replaced by a righteous obfuscation to sweep away any possible accusation.

First comes the denial and the anger.

I let him rage at me for long seconds, his voice probably strong enough to have reached the cave beyond the trees. My lack of reaction seemed to anger him even more and renewed his will to deny this atrocious accusation with even more vigor than before.

When Paul finally ran out of steam, I spoke again as calmly as possible.

“Yes, it is absurd,” I started.

“Then…” he immediately hollered.

“However, everything matches,” I continued before he could interrupt me. “I’m sure this is the same decoction you gave her while inside your farm, something she had to drink daily without fail despite being completely unaware of the reason for that.”

“It’s because she is sick!” he bellowed.

“Sick? I don’t think so. She was certainly a girl without any hidden ability or prospect as a future mage, but she wasn’t sick. She certainly wasn’t ordinary either or this Ryunno clan member wouldn’t have chosen to take her,” I simply declared.

“Maybe… maybe he made a mistake,” he stuttered. “It’s obvious. He made a mistake! You were just right next to her that day. You’re the only abnormality who could have attracted his attention!” he finally declared with as much confidence as his shaky arguments, not even able to convince himself, were able to give him.

The bargaining always follows when the anger runs out.

I watched as Paul tried to twist the reality and the truth to fit any flawed hypothesis that could explain why Alianelle was the only one singled out among all the people present that day.

Once more, I patiently waited for him to run out of ideas before opening my mouth to tell him my version of Alianelle’s truth.

“You’re probably not aware of this, but when we rescued her, she told me that this Ryunno clan member had already explained to her that he had found poison inside her body. None of this made any sense so we ignored his words. Alianelle was mortally wounded not long after that. If she had the slightest regenerative ability then, it was the only time to use such a power consciously or not. However, nothing happened when she bled to death. Not until I gave her what was left of my regenerative potion. Potion potent enough to save my life more times than I can remember without any side effects. However, we both know that Alianelle didn’t react as she should have.”

Hypotheses to discredit my story and contradict my words were gone from Paul. All that remained were downcast eyes, unable to look straight at me, as I slowly unraveled a truth he was so desperate to hide.

Finally, the depression had taken its rightful place in his heart instead of any kind of bargaining. I just hoped that by the end of our explanation, he would be able to reach the acceptance necessary if we all wanted to survive the rest of our journey together.

“She fell into a coma, and a few days later had her first crisis inside the swamps where she released an absurd amount of mana for someone who had never shown any potential as a mage. At the time, I thought that she had badly reacted to the elven potion, but of course, you already knew that it wasn’t what was happening. It’s only a few days after our encounter with Walmir and Ilan, and after a few more crises, that she finally fell again into an absolute coma, only broken a week ago.”

“I was there, Sillath. I remember everything clearly so get to the point!” he grumbled.

Certainly, if I wanted to get any truth out of him, I had to make him unable to deny the reality. With his emotions and flawed explanation out of the way, it was finally time to confront Paul with my own hypothesis. 

“This potion is a poison preventing Alianelle from waking up by crippling her natural regenerative abilities,” I simply stated with a kind of certainty I spent days of constant reflection to achieve.

“Absurd! She is just a girl… A weak little girl without any kind of power… My weak little girl!” lamented Paul probably already unable to tell who he was trying to convince with these words.

“Certainly not as weak as you wanted her to be,” I replied mercilessly. “For years, you used this potion, no, this poison, to cripple her abilities and make her believe she was ordinary. You overcame her regenerative abilities with this poison, making it unusable for anything else in her daily life. She had taken it as usual on the day of her kidnapping and was left totally defenseless when this deviant tore her belly open!”

“I…” 

“Without my elven potion, she would be dead. Make no mistake about this,” I accused, leaving my emotions take the better of me for a few seconds before taking a deep breath and resuming my explanation. 

“No matter the amount of internal damages she had accumulated along the years of this treatment, no matter if her natural regenerative abilities were already completely crippled, this potion was able to change everything. It healed those ancient internal wounds along with her laceration. A rebirth probably too significant to happen while awake which explains why she has never woken up since.”

All this talking made me slightly lightheaded, a sign that I should probably have taken a few more hours of sleep. However, I couldn’t stop now. Paul had put all of us at risk just to hide this secret. Who could say he wouldn’t do worse? At first, I simply wanted to quietly watch over him and his daughter while hoping that he would stay quiet and tranquil once he saw that Alianelle’s crisis had stopped. However, I finally understood that the only way to make the rest of our journey with Paul go smoothly was to confront him with the truth.

So, I heartlessly continued to assault him with this truth so difficult for him to hear.

“The healing ability of this potion is absolute, but it can take a while. That’s what happened to me on these lands when I was poisoned myself. This is also what happened to Alianelle. It’s only inside the swamp that her natural regenerative abilities were finally restored and took over the healing of her internal wounds.”

I only gave her half a vial of potion when she was wounded. 

Was it not enough to fully heal her? 

Did the potion conflict with her restored regenerative abilities? 

I didn’t know, but neither the potion nor her power was enough to heal her completely. She needed more time, but Paul took that away from her too.

“Her mana abruptly stopped along with her healing after you took her alone with you inside the carriage. That day, you finally had enough time to find this plant and give her the same poison again. And for months you continued to poison her, to prevent her from healing completely and waking up until you started to run out of potion for that,” I concluded heavily.

When her mana vanished, we all thought it was something beneficial for our group as it finally allowed us to have some measure of peace without all the different species being drawn by her unchecked released mana.

However, we were all mistaken.

Paul had simply put her old chains back on her, putting an immediate end to her healing and her future awakening until he was unable to find more of this plant despite all his searching. He probably rationed it to make what was left of the poison last, but this finally allowed Alianelle’s natural abilities to once more gain the upper hand while we were inside the devastated camp.

This was Alianelle’s story.

Paul wasn’t directly responsible for her coma, but he has done his best to keep her from awakening from it ever since.

Unfortunately, there was no place left in my mind for any doubt. All I lacked was the answer to the most important question.

“Why?” I simply asked solemnly.

I was sure he had an excellent reason to have done something like that. Something a barely educated kid like me couldn’t imagine. I hoped so with all my being because it was the only way to soothe the anger and frustration that gnawed at my insides when I thought of all those nights spent worrying about Alianelle, convinced that I was responsible for her coma.

I was feeling more uncomfortable than ever as I patiently waited for Paul to finally answer me. I wiped the sweat on my forehead and did my best to ignore a surprisingly strong headache until he spoke again.

“Why?” he asked back in a light whisper. 

“You ask me why I had to do that?” he continued with a voice stronger than before and brimming with frustration. “It’s because you and Jazor chose to trust and ally yourselves with slavers who wouldn’t even bat an eye to put any of us in their cage if they knew they could get away with it!” he finally boomed in a firmer voice than before, as if this was an absolute truth that no one could deny.

“We would never have allowed such a thing to happen!” I blazed rebukingly before a sudden vertigo forced me to calm down.

“Maybe not you, but Jazor is a Dwarf and, if you think Humans are bad when it comes to slavery then you certainly don’t know enough about them,” he sneered. “That’s why I didn’t want to travel with slavers, but I’m not an idiot, Sillath. I admit that I hadn’t realized the true scale of what we were forced to confront. Jazor and you alone would have never been strong enough to save us from what we had faced day after day. I know that now.”

“Then, you understand we had no choice if we wanted to survive.”

“Yes, we didn’t have any other alternative. Our two groups depended on one another and, even then, we barely made it,” he consented.

I certainly didn’t need him to remind me. I couldn’t remember how many times I thought none of us would survive, either overwhelmed by an impossible number of opponents or crushed by creatures so much stronger than us. I already had more scars than I could count and more nightmares plaguing my mind than I could remember to bear witness to those desperate days.

“But, I never trusted slavers to keep their word,” he suddenly added, interrupting at the same time unsavory memories. “I certainly didn’t foresee how desperate our situation truly was, but I knew that sooner or later when the situation started to calm down, the agreement between our groups would slowly start to lose its value.”

I didn’t know why, but I felt sick and slightly dizzy. Hoping that I hadn’t caught a cold or something similar, I missed his next words, but I didn’t feel the need to make him repeat them as I already knew what he meant.

Walmir and Ilan needed our strength just as much as we needed theirs, but they also provided a Vrapy-drawn carriage to our deal, something essential if we wanted to reach the Advanced town. 

“So you were afraid that as soon as the situation started to become more manageable for the two of them, they would ask something more from us so that we could continue to use their carriage?”

“Can you blame me for that?” he asked challengingly. “Alianelle and I are both defenseless, so I had to consider all possibilities. What if one day they had simply decided that the price to pay for continuing to use their carriage was my freedom or Alianelle’s? I couldn't even be sure how long you or Jazor would continue to put your life on the line for us. All I could do was make myself as useful and discreet as possible while making sure they never took an interest in Alianelle.”

I didn’t contradict him, as I remembered that he had learned to direct the Vrapy on his own precisely to be useful to our group, even if he had to temporarily put aside his aversion for Ilan and Walmir for that. He also took care of Alianelle’s daily needs on his own without asking anything from any of us even though taking care of an unconscious person under these conditions couldn’t have been easy. 

In fact, if he had had enough of this plant to make his poison, his presence in our group would have probably stayed anecdotal until our arrival in the first Advanced town as his conflicts with Ilan only started after he began to dangerously waste our time to look for this plant.

And that’s precisely what I wanted to understand.

Why did he have to make sure Alianelle wouldn’t wake up, even if it meant antagonizing Ilan?

He purposely danced around this question, always avoiding telling me what I truly wanted to understand so this time I asked him directly.

“But why did you have to make sure she wouldn’t wake up no matter what? Just to hide her abilities? I have trouble believing that you would go to such lengths just to hide her true value, especially considering how she finally became a complete burden for our group, which was probably even worse in our situation.”

“Because, Sillath,” he slowly started with gritted teeth and reluctance to answer written all over his face. “You don’t know anything about her.”

“So, explain it to me!” I pleaded once more when I saw hesitation return to his face.

“It's because her power is absolute!” he finally screamed from the top of his lungs letting go of all his rancors, frustrations, and worries at the same time while leaving me completely baffled.

“I can’t let her regeneration unchecked or, as soon as she wakes up, her other abilities would soon follow, revealing at the same time her true nature,” he continued with a defeated voice.

“And would that be so terrible?” I asked after I came to my senses and assimilated what he had said.

“Yes, it would be,” he simply answered. 

“You can trust me, Paul. No matter what you have to say, I will protect her as I have always done,” I quickly added to encourage him while trying to hide any winces caused by my growing headache.

A sad smile I didn’t understand appeared on his face for a few seconds before he finally consented.

“Sillath… Alianelle and I both belong to a very special beast tribe. If she awakens, she will soon regain her full abilities and the characteristics of our race I definitely lost long ago. I simply couldn’t let that happen in the Advanced town, much less so close to slavers.”

I restrained myself from any unnecessary comment and simply nodded like a fool, unable to truly realize what he just explained to me. 

“You’re too young to know the name of our tribe even if I told you, but trust me, not a single slave dealer in the whole continent would ever pass up on this opportunity. If this becomes known, the whole world will become her enemy, and your promise will become worthless.”

“To capture her, not you? Aren’t you from the same tribe?” I asked, baffled and still a little overwhelmed by his sudden revelation and by my lack of knowledge about the different beast tribes.

“I am, but I already lost all my powers and potential value, but her outrageous regenerative powers are what makes her truly special and what puts her in so much danger. This power could condemn her to a life worse than death,” he sighed. “That's why I even had to prevent her from knowing her own nature. For this reason, I had to use such a rare and potent poison to neutralize her mana before destroying her from the inside on a daily basis for years,” he explained with a detached coldness I rarely saw in him before today.

“Her regenerative ability is so strong that not a single of the more common poisons I’ve used on her has had any effect, not for long anyway. If any poison would have been sufficient, I wouldn’t have had such a hard time looking for this specific plant. You have to understand Sillath, what I did to her, I did it for her own good. I had no choice!” he concluded with a voice a little too strong to reflect complete confidence in the words he had just spoken.

Although I suspected that Paul and Alianelle must have had a peculiar history to have been forced to live in an Advanced town so far out in the wilderness, I could never have guessed this kind of revelation from him. To me, this man who was telling me his story with only shame and frustration as companions wasn’t the same simple, honest farmer who had opened his door to me.

Besides, the important part wasn’t whether I decided to believe his words after all the lies he had fed me, but to make him understand his current situation.

“I understand, Paul. However, Alianelle will wake up soon whether you want it or not. Giving her the rest of the potion will not be enough to last until the end of our journey. This poison will only delay the inevitable unless you miraculously find more of this plant you spent weeks looking for without any success. For now, she is stable and on the verge of waking up because most of her internal damages are probably already healed. However, if you give her more poison, she will sooner or later once again release more mana to heal herself, which would put us all in terrible danger. It’s not something any of us can accept and trust me, neither Ilan nor Walmir will silently accept it this time.”

Paul turned silent, obviously conflicted and aware that things could quickly spiral out of control.

“But, if we explain it to her when she wakes up, we can help her hide her nature for the rest of our trip. I will cover for her and keep protecting her so that neither Walmir, Ilan, or even Jazor realize what she truly is.”

“I can’t…” he muttered.

“Yes, you can. It’s the only way for everything to turn out well in the end,” I insisted with a growing unpleasant distrust as I looked at his conflicted face.

“You don’t understand!” he shouted. “She thinks we are from an ordinary beast tribe. She doesn’t know her real powers nor her true worth and is not ready to hear it yet. I need to protect her from that!” 

“Protect her from that, or protect you from her judgment?” I asked coldly, having unfortunately gotten the confirmation I dreaded.

If everything he told me was true, then I could understand why Paul had made such a heartless and difficult choice. However, although he had sensible reasons, it was now his shame that prevented him from accepting my solution and letting her wake up.

He was afraid of her reaction when she learned the truth about what he had done to her all these years.

He couldn’t face his own lies and actions, and that was something I couldn’t accept.

“One way or another, she will learn the truth. Better to learn it from your mouth before…” I spoke again to persuade him, before being taken by another sudden dizziness that prevented my last words from leaving my mouth.

Surprised and unbalanced, I struggled to get this feeling under control with my hands on the sides of my head.

“What the…'' I croaked while fighting the urge to throw up as the constant headache I had to bear all along our talk finally exceeded my limits. I could no longer attribute this to any kind of natural tiredness or any sudden cold.

Something was very wrong.

As soon as that thought crossed my muddled pain-ridden mind, my blurred vision sharpened into a narrow tunnel in front of me, while everything else around started to spin. 

Noises behind me made me turn my head only to see Seth pulling his sister by the hand and using his long magical hair, moving like a sentient being, to carry something with him. With a vision getting blurrier each second, it took a few moments to realize what he was bringing with him.

“Alianelle…” I indistinctly mumbled with words barely more than a whisper now.

“It’s too late, Sillath…” declared Paul’s distant voice as my knees finally buckled up under my weight.

  

    
        Chapter 92: Confrontation (Last Part)

    
    
    
    
  
Betrayal was no stranger to me.

It was an old companion that I had sworn to fight when Amanda betrayed my trust and took me away from my parents. That day, softened by a peaceful life after a gruesome death, I had let my guard down and paid the price for it.

This lesson cost me four years of my life as a glorified prisoner.

For this reason, since then, I have seldom given my trust to anyone.

That’s also why, even behind secure walls, I never slackened in my training. I honed my senses, developed my abilities, and created new magic to be able to face any obstacle on my way.  

To be able to stand and live on my own in this foreign world.

In fact, Jazor and Alianelle were the first ones I decided to give my real name after Jazor entrusted me with his personal hourglass. Although I didn’t know the meaning and importance of this gesture, the weight of this act on him didn’t escape me. A gift to assure my security became a promise between us to never betray each other and to face what this land had in store for us, side by side.

Until our time together came to an end, one way or another.

However, despite all my resolutions, someone still betrayed me.

This man was currently watching me struggling to get up with an impassable face. 

My head was spinning so hard now that I had trouble clearly distinguishing his face, but there was no mistaking it.

Paul was responsible for my condition.

A wave of anger brought my consciousness back from the edge of the abyss I was desperately trying to avoid. No matter how painful it was to remain conscious, no matter how much I wanted to close my eyes to end this torment, I had the disturbing impression that I would lose something precious to me if I allowed my eyes to close and my mind to succumb.

With all my rage and frustration, I punched the ground dangerously close to my face as hard as I could with my fist. With no magic to power my strike, my hand didn’t leave much of an impact, but the splash of the fresh mud on my face and the pain in my hand finally allowed me to regain some control.

Enough to speak the words burning my lips without throwing up.

“What have you done to me?” I croaked with a voice I could hardly recognize.

Probably even more worrisome than a spinning head and a fleeting awareness was my body slowly going numb which made my muddled mind finally realize what was happening.

“Did you poison me?” I asked with a voice made tremulous by a barely working tongue as I took note of tiny green dots appearing on my forearms.

“Don’t worry,” finally answered Paul with a voice I found a little too distant for my taste. “It’s not fatal, I made sure of that when I stole it. The time I spent looking for a poison strong enough to completely overcome Alianelle’s regenerative powers without too many side effects wasn’t in vain after all.”

“When did you steal it?” I asked back painstakingly while Paul got his daughter back from Seth's magical hair. 

For what seemed like an eternity for my fleeting consciousness and numb body, Paul carried her to the carriage while Alianelle, bundled up in a thick blanket, stayed blissfully unaware of the betrayal of her father. 

The hold of gravity on my body almost overwhelmed me when he finally came back to answer me.

“Inside the devastated camp.”

My face must have translated some kind of confusion, which was impressive considering I couldn’t feel it anymore, because Paul apparently felt the need to clarify himself.

“I didn’t find it when you were with me. It’s only after reuniting with Jazor that I found the half-collapsed building he had neglected. It was probably the place where they stocked up on the Poison mage’s creations. This was exactly what I had hoped to find when I decided to accompany you there. Sadly, the only barrel left wasn’t the poison I needed. Certainly not the kind strong enough to quell Alianelle’s crisis for long, but still enough for you all.”

“How?” was all I was able to mutter before I was forced to close my mouth to preserve all the dignity I could with my hands and knees deeply pushed into the mud.

“The rest of the soup you all ate this morning,” Paul simply replied. “I caused a fight with Ilan last night after dinner to give Seth enough time to poison what was left of it. Ilan would have immediately suspected me as soon as he started to feel that something wasn’t right, so I made sure not to be around when the poison started to kick in. ”

“...”

“I had no other choice as I didn’t know how long it was going to take for them to be rendered completely helpless. Seeing how you resist the poison, I suppose I made the right call,'' he added with a wry smile and a critical eye.

“It was faster for the others,” suddenly added Seth.

“Really?” asked Paul, seemingly genuinely surprised.

“Maybe he didn’t drink enough soup,” proposed Seth while urging his sister, even more silent than usual, toward the carriage.

“Maybe…” concluded Paul after a few seconds. “It doesn’t really matter.”

Being unable to intervene while they were calmly talking about the possible cause for my current state made my blood boil with more righteous anger than I ever felt in my heart. 

My old hyena master betrayed me in my previous life, but I knew since the beginning that he was using me for his own hidden purposes.

Amanda didn’t have any true trust to betray as I barely knew her when she kidnapped me.

That’s why seeing Seth and Paul so calm after poisoning me was totally different for me.

I saved their lives while putting mine on the line more times than I could remember. Without me, none of them would be alive. I was even ready to delay my return and put my long-awaited reunion with my family at risk for their sake.

I would have preferred if this anger and my determination were what was keeping me conscious, but the truth was that shame had a good part to play in it. I prepared for any potential deceit from Ilan or Walmir, I stayed on alert to confront anything this land had to throw at me, but I neglected to seriously take Paul or Seth into consideration.

All because I knew they were weaker than me.

Apparently, my death and journey on this savage land hadn’t been completely enough to erase the sin of pride that indirectly cost me my life in my previous world.

Paul continued to talk, but this time I completely ignored his words.

I closed my eyes and tried to steady my breathing along with the sharp pain hammering at my head. Anger and resentment were natural, but they weren’t truly helpful.

So I buried them as deeply as I could while asking with my eyes closed and a voice firmer than before.

“So what now?“You’re going to kill them now that they are unconscious?” I asked challengingly. “Are you going to kill me too?” I added coldly after a few more seconds.

Even with my eyes closed, I could feel the sudden awkwardness after my last question.

“Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous, Sillath! I just needed to create an opportunity so that we could all run away together,” he quickly explained. “You saved my life and Alianelle’s, I could never forget that. I just wanted you to be unconscious so I could take you with us without you resisting,” he added as if afraid that his previous words weren’t convincing enough.

“So that I can protect you for the rest of the journey too,” I interrupted, doing my best to prevent a snicker from leaving my mouth.

“I must admit that it did cross my mind,” he relented while harnessing the Vrapy. “We are not far from the first Advanced town now. I’m sure even with you alone we can reach it. And now, we won’t have to travel with these slavers.”

“So, you’re really going to leave them unconscious, on their own without any supplies here in the middle of the wilderness? It’s a death sentence, Paul!” I roared with all the strength I had at my disposal.

“No, it’s not!” he argued. “They’re strong and safe for now inside this cave. When they wake up, they will be able to resume their travels. It will take them more time, but I’m sure they will make it. It’s just that we will be long gone when they finally reach the first Advanced town. And you’re forgetting something important.”

“And what is that?” I asked challengingly.

“Seth and Himara are free now,” he declared without hiding the glee in his voice.

I couldn’t deny this was something I wanted to offer them the moment I met them, dejected and cramped together in this ominous cage in the middle of nowhere.

Certainly, this turn of events could appear welcoming, unhoped-for even. However, only for someone a little too short-sighted for their own good.

“You understand nothing, Paul!” I simply answered while finally opening my eyes. 

The triumphant smile on his face was wiped clean when he crossed my gaze. I was still on my knees, but the aching headache had receded and my vision was clearer than before although the strength and total control of my limbs weren’t back yet.

I needed more time.

“What do you mean?” asked Paul, obviously wary even though I couldn’t tell if it was because of my words or because he noticed that the hold of his poison on me had lessened.

“Even without them, we will need to enter the first Advanced town if we want to be allowed in the Dorell kingdom. Good luck explaining how you ended up in a half-broken slaver’s caravan with free Beastmen children, and two other children, one of whom is unconscious, but without any slaver around. And even if you successfully enter, even if you crossed the city and gained entry to the Dorell kingdom without any hitch, you will need to protect them in a country only waiting for an opportunity to capture them.”

“That’s why I need your help,” he countered inflexibly.

“You think too highly of me,” I mocked. “I’m not as strong as you think, not to mention that the creature that decimated the military camp could very well be around here, lurking, stalling us, and patiently waiting for an opportunity you just gave her.”

For the first time, Paul appeared genuinely worried and couldn’t prevent himself from casting furtive glances around him, as if his eyes could possibly discern something my senses were powerless to discover.

“Besides, you seem to forget that even if I were to escort you all through the wilderness and the Dorell kingdom to your safe haven, wherever that may be, we will still have to worry constantly about leaving no trace behind so that neither Ilan nor Walmir can track us down for revenge.”

Paul stayed silent after that. 

Himara still had the same worried face as she looked at me while Seth was still firmly holding her arm to prevent her from getting closer. However, there was no doubt that they both understood what I had just explained.

The path they had chosen out of desperation and naivety wasn’t as perfect as they initially thought.

I could accept the respective reasons Paul and Seth had to try to do something like that.

However, they made the same mistake I did when I tried to escape from my old hyena master. 

They were so focused on their plan that they neglected to take into consideration the complete picture. 

Moreover, even if I accepted their proposal and gave my all to ensure their safety, there was still another point in his plan that I couldn’t accept no matter what.

“What about Jazor?” I finally asked without bothering to hide the accusation in my voice.

Once more, Paul stayed silent but this time guilt finally made its way onto his face. Seth and Himara never trusted Jazor and apparently thought he was no better than Ilan and Walmir, so I couldn’t blame them. However, Jazor risked his life and future just as much as I did for Paul and his daughter.

“Fucking bastard…” I spat out with all the contempt in my heart when it became clear that he really wanted to give him the same fate as Ilan and Walmir. 

“But he… He is a Dwarf,” he stuttered. “A race known for its intransigence toward Beastman tribes. According to them, all the members of these tribes owe to the Dwarven people years of servitude as repayment for the crimes committed during the Great war,” he explained erratically, apparently eager to defend himself. “And, you may not know it, but the first Advanced town shelters the largest mine ruled by Dwarves on this continent. Without him, we can pass off as simple lucky survivors, but if we take him with us, he could denounce us to his compatriots.”

“He would never do something like that,” I categorically denied.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I know him,” I declared with as much certainty as I could show in my current state.

“You may have a blind trust in this man, but it was too much of a risk to take for us.”

“Maybe,” I relented. “However, Beastmen are enslaved only because of their race. I don’t see much difference with how you judge and condemn Jazor because of his race instead of his acts. He risked everything for you and Alianelle to be once more reunited. This has to count for something!” 

“I…”

“Paul! We have to hurry!” suddenly shouted Seth who had finished dragging his reluctant sister onto the wagon.

Paul ignored his words and turned his gaze to look me straight in the eyes.

“I feel sorry for him,” he finally declared with a voice as stubborn as before. “I truly do, but I can’t bet my daughter’s and these children’s future on such blind trust. The only one I still trust here is you. So, please, come with us. Don’t leave us to fend for ourselves,” he pleaded one last time.

His declaration of trust rang even more hollow than I would have expected from someone who had arranged for my poisoning and intended to take me with him only to use my strength to his advantage. 

The sad truth was that Paul no longer trusted anyone.

Life had taken that away from him to the point that he didn’t even trust his own daughter to forgive him for the choices he had to make for their survival.

“Paul. Seth. Himara.” I enunciated slowly, looking them in turn in the eyes. “If you take this carriage, if you truly steal it and abandon Ilan, Walmir, and Jazor, then there will be no coming back from that. Please, don’t do that. You haven’t done anything irreversible yet.” 

Paul’s eager, perhaps even confident, expression immediately took a turn for the worse when he realized what I had just said as if I was the one who had made him swallow an even more potent poison than the one he had given me.

“You prefer to save slavers instead of innocent children?” he asked accusingly, clearly horrified by this realization. “You would let Himara and Seth become slaves? You would abandon Alianelle, someone who loves and trusts you like a brother? For them?” he screamed in indignation.

“I knew it. He is with them,” supplemented Seth with cold seeping through his voice.

Their words full of terrible accusations deeply pierced my consciousness. I couldn’t deny that a part of my heart desperately wanted to reunite with my family. It was my only wish, my sole drive for so long that the simple idea to forfeit this opportunity of success or bring more danger to them was unbearable.

However, although my hesitation to risk everything once more for children I met a few weeks ago wasn’t as easy to accept as I would like, this wasn’t the reason for my refusal.

“Not for them, Paul. For you,” I declared softly.

“What?” he asked, baffled, clearly not understanding the meaning of my words.

“Don’t underestimate the wilderness and never underestimate the men that chose this kind of land to make a living!” I declared with a forceful tone completely different from my previously barely audible voice. “You think I never thought about all of that? You think I never planned how to free Himara and Seth? How to defeat Ilan?”

“Then, why?”

“Because even with him gone, things can still go horribly wrong. Some things can’t be done with strength alone!” I exclaimed. “You want to separate our group, to put all of us in danger on these lands as if our closeness with the first Advanced town obviously meant that we would succeed. This is the most insufferably naive thing I have ever heard,” I finally spat out.

Even near the border of the wilderness and so close to the safety of the first Advanced town, the lesson I learned the hard way on these lands was still absolute.

“Everything can end in an instant in the wilderness,” I finally declared with so much forceful certainty that Paul visibly flinched.

This kind of reality hammered at my very being by all the blood I spilled couldn’t be easily denied or overlooked.

Neither Seth nor Paul immediately replied.

Was that hesitation I saw appearing on their faces?

Doubt about which path to choose?

All journeys have their crossroads.

I remember reading this sentence somewhere in my old life.

I have already chosen mine when I risked everything to save Alianelle from the gruesome fate this Ryunno clan member had in store for her. 

It was time for them to make their own definitive choice.

“What was I supposed to do?” suddenly cried, Paul. “I can’t let Himara and Seth become slaves. I saw too many of my friends and comrades share this fate. And Alianelle definitely can’t stay near Ilan or Walmir, they would capture her and deliver her to the Ryunno clan themselves.”

“I won’t let Himara become a slave either!” roared Seth in turn.

Their respective despair and anguish were laid bare in front of me with these simple words. Himara’s tears, watching this scene from the wagon, only made things worse. Because it made me realize the words I should have said to them a long time ago.

Something I couldn’t say no matter what throughout our journey.

So as not to give them any false hope, but also to leave me a way out.

However, today, it was time.

“I will protect you, no matter what!” I sincerely declared, putting a temporary end to their respective struggle.

If Paul's truth was that his trust in this world and anyone in it was gone, mine finally became clearer when I was put in this situation. 

No matter how much I wanted to, I just couldn’t live with their shattered fate on my conscience.

Without any sure way to save these children, I had tried to come up with reasons to turn my back on them. For weeks, I found many of them only reinforced by Walmir’s pleading to put my own wishes and safety first for once. 

Certainly, I never really liked fighting.

I never wanted to be a hero either.

All I ever desired ever since my reincarnation into this world was to live a peaceful life.

I let this long-awaited, almost unattainable wish, blind me this close to this impossible goal. 

However, maybe it really wasn’t time for me to rest just yet.

Confronted with their despair, I couldn’t turn my eyes away.

If I had to fight, to put my life on the line to offer these children and this broken family a new start, then I would.

I will fight for them one last time.

I straightened my back as best I could to show them the precious ring of calamity on my thumb that I wanted to use to buy their freedom back, to prove to them that I had finally made my choice. 

To make them understand that they didn’t need to continue their mad plan.

To let them know that they could trust me.

However, a sudden cracking of branches behind me interrupted my motion. With my senses almost completely crippled by the poison and my body still stiff, all I could do was look at Paul’s and Seth’s faces when they both raised their eyes above my head.

Paul’s face immediately turned livid while Seth took a sudden step back. Their eyes round with shock made my heart skip a beat and forced me to turn my stiff body as fast as I could to look above my shoulder.

With gritted teeth, I witnessed with the same horror as them as Ilan emerged from the trees, weapons drawn with a rage I had never seen before burning on his face.

His footsteps were slow and heavy, but steady.

His skin was covered with the same green dots as mine, but was also reddened by his emotions.

His blood-rimmed eyes were misty, but resolute and fixed on Paul who was backing up behind me with clumsy steps.

I was the only one on my knees struggling against the poison coursing through my veins, but we all watched, paralyzed by shock, as Ilan advanced toward us like an unstoppable angry god, his weapons glowing ominously, ready to deliver their judgment. 
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  Chapter 93: Traitor

I miss those days.

From dawn until dusk, no matter what he was doing, this thought was always in a corner of Ilan’s mind along with the faces of his former comrades. Nostalgia had long since led to the sad realization that he was probably never going to see them again, casting at the same time a shadow on his fondest memories with them.

How many deviants did they fight together?

How many mysteries did they uncover?

How many lives did they save?

After all these years, Ilan had no way to know.

There was nevertheless one thing he was sure of.

These days spent roaming the land to accomplish more missions than he could hope to remember were the most dangerous, but the happiest he ever lived. 

However, his life as an Adventurer was over.

Ilan knew it, but knowing and accepting were two very different things.

Contrary to his companions, he had no plan made for his retirement. As long as his body was strong enough, as long as his mind stayed sharp and his magic powerful enough to crush anything on his path, he didn’t see any need to change his lifestyle. He didn’t want to open an inn, create his own business or even start a family like his companions.

For him, his family was always by his side, weapons in hands, ready to fight and put their lives on the line for each other. This was more than he could have ever hoped for.

That’s why, when the time came for their group, which had been together almost constantly for the past ten years, to break up, Ilan was lost.

He couldn’t continue to act alone, nor did he want to, and trying to find another group of adventurers to join seemed like a betrayal to his teammates in his mind. So he simply returned to his hometown, the academic city of Jillal in the Southeast of the Dorell Kingdom, and took up a guard position there.

Even without any recommendation, he ended up getting quickly promoted from a guard of the outskirts to guard of the inner city where the magic academy run by the ‘false elf’ was located. 

A prestigious position, to be sure, but Ilan understood it the moment he put on his green coat weaved with fine embroidery and golden thread.

This wasn’t his world.

This wasn’t the kind of life he wanted.

A comfortable, but dull existence with each day similar to the previous.

So, he left this cloak behind and became a mercenary. 

This solitary work he once rejected was the closest thing to his former life he could hope to have. His companions were gone and impossible to replace, but a life of adventure was still possible.

For someone with his strength and devoid of any ties, a world of possibility opened before him. He could serve as an escort for noblemen, lead extermination missions of deviants on the Dorell Kingdom’s territory, escort merchants through the most dangerous lands and many more things even he had trouble enumerating in his mind.

He was probably strong enough to become a personal guard for a Ryunno clan member although this kind of position held no appeal to him.

For a few months, Ilan accepted all sorts of missions. With his abilities as a true mage and his experience as a man who had seen almost everything the Dorell Kingdom had to offer, even the most difficult missions presented little challenge to him.

There was only one place left for him to continue to hone his skills and feel the thrill of battle.

A place that many of his fellow mercenaries not confident in their abilities avoided at all costs.

The wilderness.

Of course, he had been there before, on the outskirts at the very least. However, the kind of mission their small group had accepted wasn’t that dangerous, even there. None of his companions were as hot-headed as he was and willing to take significant risks. 

He never blamed them for that and learned to tone down this calling for adventure that made his heart beat with joy and excitement. 

Now alone, there was no reason to hesitate anymore.

It didn’t take long to realize that if he didn’t want to become a soldier for a camp or a guard in one of the Advanced towns scattered throughout the wilderness, his only other choice was to escort convoys. 

Missions to eliminate specific deviants or magical beasts, deemed too dangerous to continue living near Advanced towns, were often carried out by handpicked teams of a mixture of soldiers and mercenaries. Biding his time to have the necessary trust from the authorities to enter one of these teams, Ilan contented himself with escorting the caravans of precious resources essential for the prosperity of the kingdom.

What he didn’t foresee was that slaves were included in these ‘precious resources’.

Once engaged to do a job, Ilan never backed down. In all his years of activity, the missions he had to abort or finally chose to avoid at the last moment for one reason or another could be counted on one hand which was something he took great pride in. 

This time again, Ilan swallowed his remorses and accomplished his job.

Slavery toward Beastmen tribes was common in the Dorell kingdom ever since their defeat in the last Great war. Many people saw this cruel treatment as a just return for their role in this conflict. Ilan was more or less of the same opinion until he saw the true face of slavery with his own eyes.

Broken families, innocent children, and mutilated prisoners all gathered together under the banner of insatiable greed. 

It wasn’t cowardice or his own greed that stayed his hand and prevented him from freeing these poor souls, but the simple realization that there was no place left for them in this world, not one that Ilan could have gifted them. He had neither the strength nor the resources for that.

So he simply ignored their cruel fate and accomplished his duty as he promised.

The aftertaste of the first mission of this kind was so bad that Ilan almost decided to go back to Jillal then and there. However, the call for adventure was still too strong within him to ignore, or maybe it was simply the fear of settling down for good that drove him to continue this kind of work.

A few more conventional missions later, he encountered Walmir.

A former soldier and a high-ranked one at that apparently, if the rumor of his previous assignment as a personal guard for the Waldemar family was true. 

Now older and with a missing arm taken by the ‘Red murderer’ himself, Ilan was ready to see this man pour his pent-up emotions, frustration, and cruelty on the unfortunate slaves locked up in the cage fixed on his carriage. 

Ilan saw this kind of scene enough times in his previous trip to finally decide that this was going to be his last.

However, he was wrong.

There wasn’t anything honorable in what both of them were doing, but for the first time there was no needless violence, no deprivation of food, and no cruelty for him to witness. The slaves were delivered to the auction of the first Advanced town where they would most likely be sold to work in the mine until they gained their freedom back, which was something Ilan had no idea even existed.

It was apparently for this sole reason that Walmir preferred to work in this part of the wilderness.

Curiosity made him choose to accompany this man once more. 

Judge a man not by how he treats his equals but by how he treats his inferiors.

A few more missions with him were all it took for Ilan to judge the character of this man. 

To witness his refusals of more profits from nobles to obtain children for their perverted tastes.

To see him escort freed slaves away from the first Advanced town at his own expanse to offer them a chance to have a decent life.

To learn that he was himself a former slave.

To understand that he was simply a man doing what he had to do to feed his family. 

He rounded up captured Beastmen and was part of the system that condemned them to years of hard labor in an inhospitable environment, but with the hope of being freed in the end, which was more than any of the other slavers he met had to offer.

Maybe there was some honor to have in all this horror after all.

Without any true purpose, and because of the lack of responses for a free spot in an Advanced town’s hunter team, Ilan continued his work and soon Walmir became his sole employer. He encountered his family and became a part of it in a sense.

Ilan had seen better men than Walmir, men who would rather die than accept what he was doing, but he also had seen so many worse than him. He often wondered what his former companions would have to say about his current activity.

Maybe he would be too ashamed to answer or even face them anymore.

Maybe he would simply say that he gave these unfortunate souls the best they could hope for in this corrupted kingdom. 

He knew that no apology and no amount of explanation would suffice, for they were probably still as blind as he was before entering the wilderness. It was only after being away from all civilization, away from the innocent or perhaps naive eyes of the population that the true face of the kingdom became apparent.

They needed slaves more than anything.

Not because of any kind of retaliation after the Great war, but simply because they could do it without any consequence.

The Beastmen tribes forced to hide inside the wilderness after the war were too convenient a tool for the kingdom to abandon. It was the same for the Humans and for the Dwarves who needed to exploit the mines on their territory to pay tributes to the Ryunno clan. If they had to do it, they obviously preferred it to be done by other races.

Ilan was a strong mage, probably among the strongest Adventurers of the Dorell Kingdom. However, he wasn’t strong enough to change this reality. 

If he were a better man or a Master mage powerful enough to offer more than false salvation to all these poor souls, he would have fought against slavery.

However, he was neither.

He was just a former Adventurer who had the responsibility of protecting a man, whom he could now call his friend, and returning him back home after each mission.

He saved his life many times during the two years they worked together.

This was his duty.

An honorable part of this job that was anything but honorable.

Even when all the soldiers under his command either deserted or were killed after the sky started raining down beams of pure destruction, even after he was the only one left, he never abandoned him. If Walmir really intended to retire after this, it was his duty to make sure he could accomplish this last mission to the end.

Abandoning now would be treason.

And, if there was something worse than being a powerless part of this slavery system, if there was something Ilan could never accept, it was treason.

--

Weakened.

Staggering.

Breathless.

Ilan nonetheless continued to walk toward us.

Even with my senses partially paralyzed, I had no trouble feeling his mana gathering, almost boiling inside him, ready to unleash his rage on a shivering Paul, powerless to stop him even in this state.

“Wait, Ilan!” I screamed. 

However, my plea was ignored.

A single word escaped his tightly pressed lips, like the growl from a savage beast.

“Traitor!”

The glow of his sword tightly clenched in his right hand intensified as he slowly raised his arm above his head.

Like an executioner able to do its grim work even from so far away.

“Don’t!” I blazed.

The slice of condensed water I saw tear apart so many enemies before was the only answer I got.

“Ah!”

Paul’s surprised and helpless scream was all I could hear as I immediately stopped to use the healing aspect of the water element I had been using all this time. The little mana I had at my disposal was barely enough to summon a gust of wind, certainly far too weak to stop this kind of attack.

However, it was still enough to make Paul stumble backward, just an inch away from the attack that continued its course into an unfortunate tree that was cleanly cut off before crashing with a thunderous noise that shook the rain-soaked earth all around us.

Time seemed to stand still as each of us processed what had just happened.

Paul didn’t even try to fix his posture, too shaken by his sudden brush with death while Seth also stayed completely motionless, devoured by the fear Ilan had always inspired inside him.

“Don’t… get in my way… Sillath!” breathed Ilan with barely contained anger.

Even without this poison shackling my body, I did not doubt that I would have still been rooted to the spot under this kind of gaze. Even at my best, Ilan wasn’t someone I could win against without paying a steep price.

“Run!” I suddenly shouted putting an end to the torpor Paul and Seth had been put under.

I didn’t know if my resistance to Paul’s poison existed because I didn’t drink enough of his soup or if my previous poisoning by a Durnïel had any role to play in this fortunate development. In the same way, I had no way to know how Ilan could still resist the same poison.

All I was sure of with my muddled thoughts, unable to come up with any better solution, was that Paul would definitely be killed if he stayed here.

This realization finally hit both Paul and Seth as they started to run toward the carriage as fast as they could immediately after my words.

Another ominous gleam of Ilan’s sword announced a second attack.

However, this time I was powerless to intervene.

I could only watch with horror as the same blade of water left his sword to cut Paul’s head off. 

“Look out!” I exclaimed, anguish dripping through my voice.

Paul just had the time to turn his head to directly look at the attack destined to take his life if not for Seth’s hair forcefully pulling him toward him at the last second. Once more, Paul escaped death by a hairsbreadth and stubbled against Seth, almost knocking them both to the ground.

The screams of mixed terror and encouragement from Himara covered Ilan’s own growl of annoyance. If he hadn’t intended to spare Seth with his last attack, Paul would have died, no matter what Seth had done.

Muscles and veins straining against his skin, Ilan’s mana once again gathered in his sword with even more violence than before.

My limbs were stiff, my mind unclear and my mana difficult to use, but there was still something I could do.

One heavy leg at a time, I slowly stood up to stand in front of Ilan.

I saw the same anger I had at Paul’s betrayal burning in his eyes. 

“Move!” he growled with a feral fury difficult to ignore.

Nothing I could possibly say would make him stay his hand. So I simply gritted my teeth and stubbornly stayed in front of him to prevent him from releasing his deadly magic. 

I lived and fought together with this man each day for more than two months. He saved my life and likewise, I saved his many times. Even with all our respective mistrust, this kind of bond wasn’t something he would easily ignore.

I waited with bated breath for the result of this gamble that could very well be my last.

Hesitation and annoyance made their way into his face just long enough for hope and relief to rise in my heart before his anger immediately drowned it.

Without any warning, he suddenly waved his free hand and summoned a gust of wind of his own.

Devoid of mana or strength to resist, my light body was immediately sent flying away. I wasn’t even able to cushion my fall, magically or not as I always did, and violently crashed to the ground a few meters away from him, unable to stand up anymore.

However, it was enough.

Paul’s whistling, followed by the characteristic roars of the Vrapy was all the confirmation I needed.

They had made it to the carriage and left Ilan’s range of attack in a matter of seconds.

A heavy silence, only disturbed by the sound of the wheels in the mud moving away quickly, immediately settled as Ilan realized with bated breath that he was too late. 

I had hoped to persuade him to abandon any retaliation so that Paul and Alianelle could continue their journey with us. However, I didn’t have enough time to convince Paul to trust me and renounce his plan. 

Perhaps more time wouldn’t have changed anything. 

Perhaps his choice was definitive and his trust in me eroded beyond salvation.

I would never know, but hoping to keep Ilan from killing Paul long enough for him to calm down in my condition was a pipe dream.

As the carriage finally went beyond our line of sight, leaving us with nothing to help us rejoin the first Advanced town, I felt defeated to have failed to keep our group together, worried about the rest of their journey, and sad to have lost any chance to talk to Alianelle ever again.

However, most of all I felt relieved.

Relieved to have avoided the worst, 

I let out a huge breath I had been unconsciously holding and straightened my posture to rest my back on a nearby trunk while observing Ilan’s corded neck, flared nostrils, and pulsating temples. His sword had already lost its deadly luster, but not his face, still red enough to cover most of the green dots on his skin.

“Did you know?” he asked in a snarled whisper.

In no condition to stand up, for now, I slowly shook my head. This denial and my skin sharing the same green marks as him were apparently more than enough to convince him. 

His face relaxed somewhat, but not the fire in his eyes.

This kind of unnatural expression, conveying no appeasement or acceptance after his failure, made me wrinkle my brows. The carriage will be long gone when the effect of the poison finally completely dissipates. 

There was nothing he could do anymore.

This was the reality, and even he couldn’t change it. 

So why did I have such a bad feeling while looking at his eyes fixed where the carriage had left?

This question crossed my mind just before noticing that his axe, strapped to the left side of his waist, was beginning to glow with its own light, getting brighter every second. 

His sword intensified his water magic and allowed him to have destructive power against single foes while his axe strengthened his wind magic and was preferably used to fight against crowds. 

This truth about his abilities, which I had witnessed many times before, prevented me from immediately understanding what was going on. That’s why I didn’t immediately notice the fundamental change that was currently taking place in him ever since this axe started to glow with a bright white light.

The green dots on his skin were slowly fading.

Eyes round with shock, I finally understood how he had resisted the poison. It wasn't because of any hypothetical training with the poison mage he had met a few years ago, as I had first thought, but simply thanks to the ability of this artifact, which I had never witnessed and which was consuming his mana like an insatiable beast.

Was this an innate ability of the axe or was an aspect of the wind element that he had never shown me before simply strengthened by his weapon?

I had no way to be sure, but one thing was clear, the poison coursing through his body and preventing him from using his abilities to the fullest was being cleansed. The enormous toll of mana from such an ability was apparently difficult for him to bear as he stumbled a few times in the process. 

For long seconds, I watched powerless as Ilan got rid of the shackles placed on him by Paul’s treachery.

I didn't immediately notice that his mana had shifted away from his axe and couldn’t repress a gasp from escaping my mouth as I finally perceived the enormous amount of mana building up in his feet. He sheathed his weapons and tensed his impressive muscles in a movement I had never seen him do.

My eyes rounded with shock, I was powerless to intervene as Ilan surrounded himself by a dense wall of wind hiding most of his figure.

I was only able to notice this blurry figure bending his legs before a sound similar to a cannonball echoed. Faster than I ever saw him move, Ilan propelled himself with such strength that not even the ground under his feet was spared. In just a few seconds, he was gone, leaving me with nothing but horror in front of this scene.
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“How much do you need?”

I stared at him blankly for a few seconds before answering awkwardly.

“Nine silvers.”

Paul looked at me with serious eyes before turning his head toward his daughter. As if coming to a mutual understanding, they both nodded.

“I can lend you this sum.”

--

“You can live with us if you want! Right, dad?”

“Of course. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you want!” he declared with a gentle smile, not understanding what his warmth meant for someone like me, devoid of any kindness for so long.

“Thanks a lot… Truly…” were the only words I was able to mutter.

--

“Why are you acting as if she’s already dead, Paul?” I screamed while releasing the rage that was threatening to overwhelm me.

Paul slowly raised his head in disbelief after my words, but he stayed on his knees nonetheless.

--

Memories of past times assailed me as I watched powerlessly as Ilan disappeared from my sight to fulfill his revenge.

Paul was going to die.

This cruel realization that hit me like a punch in the gut prevented me from immediately reacting. The Vrapy were fast, but certainly not fast enough to outrun this kind of speed unless Ilan became unable to sustain it. Unfortunately, the carriage wasn’t gone for long enough to have this kind of unrealistic hope.

For long seconds, I stayed completely petrified, unable to properly react to the situation.

For weeks, Paul was so difficult to live with that I almost forgot what he did for me. 

Confronted with his impending death, everything came back all at once. He offered me money and a roof when I had nothing. He offered me laughter and warmth when everything was just pain, fear, and coldness before. He and Alianelle became in a way, part of a family I abandoned as Thomas and craved to have in this new life.

I have already repaid this debt a hundredfold.

I have already put my life and future on the line for their safety.

I had done enough.

However, despite his betrayal, I never wanted him to die.

I couldn’t accept it.

As if waking up from my previous stupor, I clenched my fists, gritted my teeth, and tried to stand up. My weakened limbs were barely able to support my weight and certainly not enough for what I needed. However, I could wait no more.

I had to save him.

With all the determination burning in my heart that I could muster, I ignored the pain coursing through my entire body and concentrated my mana as fast as possible. With barely any result at first as my mana was more sluggish than ever in my condition. Each failure to properly summon it, made me want to scream in frustration and anguish.

“Come on!” I screamed at myself, unable to contain myself any longer.

The power was there, just beneath the surface. I could touch it and even use the few strands I had gathered, as I had done before to slowly try to dissipate the poison with the healing aspect of the water element. However, I knew it would never be enough. For a moment desperately long in my situation, my power stayed out of my reach. When finally, my mana became more responsive and my magic usable once again, I had the disturbing impression that it was too late.

I shook my head violently to disperse this thought.

With more mana at my disposal, I could try to seriously dissipate the poison shackling me. However, I had already used the healing aspect of the water element during my conversation with Paul and was only able to soften the worst effects of the poison. 

I could use less mana at that time, but this didn’t change the fact that this wasn’t the solution. Because of this poison, my mana was difficult to shape which was especially detrimental for this magic, but more than that, it was simply my inexperience with this aspect of the water element to heal this kind of trouble that held me back.

That’s why, I knew that no matter how much mana I gathered, it would never be enough to completely get rid of the poison in time.

The mana currently usable to me couldn’t be wasted for something like that.

There was only a single thing left for me to do.

With a movement similar to Ilan’s, I bent my legs and concentrated as much of my mana into them as I could. Although I intended to use the same element as him, it wasn’t the same magic and maybe not even the same aspect that was involved. As a result, whereas Ilan was pure strength and violence, my departure was softer and my path different.

Unlike him, I used my magic to directly aim for the sky.

My first assisted jump took me a couple of meters above the ground, and each new burst of wind brought me higher. With my feet walking on the air itself, I ignored the discomfort and weakness coursing throughout my body and threatening to disrupt my efforts to continue my rise as fast as I could.

When my line of sight wasn’t obstructed by trees anymore, I was quickly able to locate my target, but the scene opening before my eyes nearly made me lose control of my magic. 

The carriage was already under attack.

I tightened my muscles, and with my gaze fixed on the distant carriage making impressive turns to avoid Ilan’s attacks, I released the densest burst of mana I could to fly toward them.

Ilan was trying to force the carriage to stop because, although his speed was at least slightly faster, his stamina was totally inferior to that of the Vrapy. If Paul could hold on long enough, Ilan would definitely be the first one to tire out.

However, if this possibility was a slightly optimistic hope to have before, it was pure fantasy now.

Like a raging beast, his water and wind magics were sent one after the other without any regard for the integrity of the carriage. Their chase lasted a few minutes, long enough for me to only cross around half the distance separating us when one of Ilan’s attacks finally had the desired effect.

I assisted powerless as the carriage was propelled to the side by his wind magic making the Vrapy stumble at the same time. Paul knew how to drive this carriage, how to direct the Vrapy, but he was far less experienced than Walmir.

Not properly directed, the Vrapy weren’t able to correct their posture and immediately resume their course. They entangled themselves with the cords and harnesses linking them to the carriage and ended up collapsing heavily, accompanying their fall with roars of anger and outrage.

Paul’s furious whistles or Himara’s desperate screams weren’t able to change anything.

Like an unstoppable tornado, Ilan finally reached the carriage. Having learned his lesson, Ilan’s attack didn’t try to spare the children this time. The wall of wind swirling around him dispersed in a violent gust that immediately pushed away anyone still standing on what was left of our carriage.

Paul was sent crashing several meters away from the children. Like dolls, Seth, Himara, and Alianelle were also sent flying. If not for Seth’s hair wrapped protectively around them to keep them together and somewhat cushion them, this kind of fall could have easily resulted in a serious injury.

The sight of these children landing so heavily and being unable to stand up afterward was difficult to bear even from so far away.

However, I couldn’t care about them for now.

Ilan, visibly shaken by his previous magic, had nevertheless still drawn his sword. The glint of his trusted weapon, reflecting the sunlight like a faraway beacon, gave my body shivers impossible to attribute to the cold wind beating against my body.

I won’t make it.

Ilan was already just in front of Paul, weapon ready without anything to stop him this time.

Was Paul begging for mercy or simply cursing him in his last moment?

From so far away, I wasn’t able to hear what any of them were saying.

However, I could feel something.

We were all able to.

Alianelle's mana had awakened once again. 

The fall had apparently wounded her more than I initially thought and immediately triggered her uncontrolled healing ability capable of dooming us all, especially if the monster from the camp was still around waiting for an opportunity. 

Ilan, just as surprised as I was by her sudden awakening, momentarily stopped his motion to look back at her unconscious body lying next to Seth and Himara, also unconscious. This momentary respite didn’t relieve me, as I knew this respite would never be long enough for me to arrive.

We were so close to the salvation of the first Advanced town, our journey was almost over, but I was forced to watch helplessly as everything collapsed around me, one after the other.

Soon, everything I did, everything I fought for will disappear.

This unbearable thought, this dread haunting my nights that had forced me to overcome my limits time and time again against more enemies than I could remember made me push back the doubts I had in my mind.

If I continued like that, I would never make it.

I was too slow.

Walking on the air wasn’t enough anymore.

This certitude was enough for me to risk everything.

More mana wasn’t the answer as it made me fall like a brick each time I had tried it along our journey. How many brushes with death did I have to try to improve this magic? I didn’t know, but today it was time to see if my efforts would be rewarded or if, once again, I would fail.

I exhaled a long breath, focused my mind, and released my magic with a grunt of mixed pain and determination. 

Walk of the wind: Second step.

When it was time for my left foot to land on the wind I summoned, I created another thin layer of wind just beneath and activated my new magic. The shockwave along with the whistling wind deafening me and the enormous pressure on my body I immediately had trouble bearing made me realize that I had succeeded.

I created a magic to fly and now I evolved it, like a true mage, carried by the aspects of the elements he understood himself.

This peculiar magic, tricky to execute correctly, allowed me to fly faster than ever before.

However, with renewed anger, Ilan didn’t stay stunned for long by Alianelle’s sudden outburst. As if time had suspended itself, I watched helplessly as Ilan’s sword glowed again and realized with horror that this time he had turned his blade toward Alianelle. He intended to terminate her crisis in the most brutal and definitive way before any animal could be attracted, while finally putting an end to the suffering of a girl he had long since considered dead.

More than anything before, this realization made my entire body turn cold and my mana skyrocket in response.

Emotions weren't the key to control and develop magic.

In the same way, understanding the aspects of the elements was much more important than pure experience.

I understood the errors in Amanda’s teaching a long time ago. 

However, in that instant, when my fear and desire to protect her overwhelmed me, I finally realized that her words probably had more truth in them than I initially thought.

Mana turned sluggish and irresponsive by the poison suddenly awakened and finally unleashed itself like a monster of magic freed to accomplish its dearest desire.

Faster than ever before, faster than I could have ever imagined, I crossed the distance separating us in a few seconds. Just in time to see Ilan’s magic leaving his sword to end my friend’s life. Eyes barely opened because of the pressure of the wind, my mind, clouded by the poison and effort, wasn’t able to think properly. I simply stretched out my hand with despair in my heart and watched, just as surprised as everyone around, as the deadly attack hit an invisible wall just in front of Alianelle’s head.

Paul, only able to scream in horror in front of this scene, stood petrified by this sudden development, while Ilan finally noticed my presence. Mouth agape and sword hanging powerlessly by his side after his last strike, he watched me with his eyes wide open as I descended from the sky like an unstoppable meteor.

A last burst of wind put an abrupt end to my flight and allowed me to land unharmed on the ground despite my previous speed. The blast of wind of my landing lifted a large circle of the ground around me, but it was probably the associated blast of mana that made Ilan take a couple of hurried steps back.

Out of breath, with shaking limbs and sweat dripping from my forehead, I confronted Ilan after he finished fixing his posture. 

“Sillath…” simply lamented Paul on my left with a crying voice literally dripping with relief and premature gratitude.

“You’re really something else…” Ilan muttered in complete disbelief on the other side.

This compliment from such a powerful mage would have been more than appreciated any other day, but we both knew what was going to happen. He was surprised, shocked even, by my intervention and arrival, but Ilan wasn’t the kind of man to back down.

He had faced worse than me and always emerged victorious.

My timely arrival was nothing short of a miracle for everyone around, me included.

However, everyone knows miracles never happen twice.
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How many foes had I faced in both of my lives to get there?

How much blood did I spill to be able to confront such a formidable mage?

None of these questions crossing my head in this instant truly mattered.

My training and the experience I gained on this savage land day after day didn’t matter either.

Only my will to confront him counted.

“You won’t stop me, Sillath,” simply declared Ilan.

His previous uncontrolled rage was gone, replaced by a cold and absolute determination. The kind of silent fury even more threatening than any kind of scream or curse could hope to ever accomplish. Him towering over me with his deadly artifact sword in his hand didn’t help either.

Yet, he stood with his back slightly less straight than before and his eyes a little less sharp. 

Obviously, I wasn’t the only one visibly shaken by the previous chase. There has to be a reason for him to never have used such a powerful magic before. Judging by his face now devoid of green spots, but still deathly pale, I was sure that the mana he used to heal himself and summon his wind magic was anything but irrelevant.

If this was the truth, then I had a chance.

I could do it.

Cold air gathered around me in response to this realization as the ground under my feet started to freeze. Inside the Advanced town, during the month of peace I lived with Paul and Alianelle, I had learned to better control my sacred magic by sacrificing a large part of its lethality.

Once back to civilization, I couldn’t afford to use such an unpredictable magic able to devour me and everyone around anymore.

So I made a choice. 

Better control for less power.

I didn’t want to kill Ilan, even in this situation. More than that, the possibility of losing control of my magic once again terrified me. I could manage the risks this magic at full unrestrained strength represented to me, but with Alianelle and Paul so close, it definitely wasn’t an option. I chased the disturbing image of Alianelle trapped in a coffin of ice, and focused on my opponent, trying to remember all the magic and tactics I saw him use along our journey.

“You’re shaking, Sillath,” he noticed softly.

Thinking he was talking about the effects of the poison making my body unusually weak, I was ready to counter that he didn’t look that good himself either when I understood that the shaking of my hands wasn’t entirely due to this.

No matter how weakened he truly was, Ilan was by far the strongest Human mage I ever faced and my body betrayed this reality.

“We don’t have to do this,” he said sincerely.

Certainly, I never imagined things would turn out this way. 

I just wanted for our group to stay together for the rest of our journey so we could look out for each other once again and cross the reassuring gate of the first Advanced town together. Fighting for Seth's and Himara’s freedom would come afterward, the same way as saying goodbye to Jazor, Paul, and an awakened Alianelle.

But some things just weren’t destined to be. 

The fragile equilibrium of our group was completely shattered by this betrayal. Paul couldn’t trust Ilan with the truth and the reason for his betrayal while Ilan would never forgive this kind of treason nor allow Alianelle to put all of us in as much danger as the last time.

 There was no coming back from this.

I couldn’t deny that Ilan’s previous words were a painful reminder of the fear and apprehension gripping my heart.

However, he was wrong.

There was already no turning back.

“Unless you back down, we have to do this!” I declared unflinchingly while clenching my fists, ridiculously smaller than his, with enough strength to put the shaking of my hands under control.

“I can do and tolerate many things, but I definitely can’t have a traitor as my comrade, and I can’t allow your refusal to let this girl die peacefully to doom us all,” he solemnly declared.

“And I can’t let you kill them! I exclaimed inflexibly.

It was all I could reply. Despite my racing heartbeats trashing in my ears or my wobbly legs, I couldn’t back down.

“So be it,” he simply sighed with eyes of steel.

I took a deep breath and intensified the gathering of my mana. The air around me turned cold enough to see my breath, but even confronted with my growing power in his tired form, I could see him looking at Alianelle out of the corner of his eyes as she continued to release her mana without control. That’s when I realized that his will to kill her was even stronger than his desire for revenge against Paul. The memory of the invisible monster that confronted us, probably because of Alianelle, made it more than obvious why he would make that choice.

“I can help shorten her crisis, Ilan,” I suddenly explained, trying to defuse the situation one last time.

However, Ilan stayed ominously silent, his eyes completely fixed on me this time.

“I can help her!” I continued to plead, cursing that my last attempt to calm her wasn’t as conclusive as I would have liked.

“She is already dead, Sillath. Accept it,” were the only words that left his mouth before his sword started to glow once again. 

The mana suddenly gathering in his weapon put an immediate end to any negotiation. With a sharp cry, I released my magic in a hurry as he swung his sword in a wide arc.

Ice and water collided in a thunder-like noise.  

Surprisingly, his attack was frozen solid before powerlessly crashing to the ground while mine continued its course toward him.

Without any hurry, he simply stabbed his sword into the ground in retaliation. The summoned wave of water, easily exceeding his height and hiding his figure, suffered the same fate as his previous magic when confronted with mine and turned into a dense wall of ice in an instant.

The realization that, despite using the same element, my sacred magic was both superior and countered his perfectly, made my hope for victory stronger than ever, as if I was about to taste it with my next attack.

However, before I could rejoice, the sound of an object splitting the air made my heart skip a beat and turned this fantasy into a much harsher reality.

I used my wind magic to propel myself like a cannonball toward Alianelle just in time to intercept Ilan’s cunningly thrown axe with another violent gust of wind barely strong enough to make it deviate from its course.

*Bam*

Powered by Ilan’s magic, the axe left an impressive gouge where it landed just next to Alianelle.

Before I could feel any relief or wonder where Ilan had gone after being hidden by the wall of ice, my superior senses noticed an almost imperceptible amount of mana vibrating inside the axe as if desperate to be released. In this split second when I realized the consequences of such a magic, I activated my wind magic in a rush to fly toward her.

*Boom*

Just a few seconds later, the explosion of compressed wind, that I almost missed, sent me flying like a ragdoll with Alianelle held protectively in my arms. The earth I hurriedly summoned to cover us as soon as I reached her, was immediately blown to pieces. All I was able to do was awkwardly use my wind magic to land as softly as I could.

Not gently enough for my shaky legs as my knees buckled under my weight as soon as my feet touched the ground. Just as quickly, my weakened arms let go of Alianelle, unable to hold her unconscious body any longer without my magic.

Disoriented, shaken by the previous impact and with my ears ringing from the explosion, I didn’t see the following kick in my ribs, knocking the air out of my lungs. I barely avoided the pommel of his sword trying to knock me out by awkwardly rolling to the side.

The taste of blood and dirt in my mouth along with the sharp pain where I was hit was barely enough to make me realize what had happened and what was going to follow with Ilan right next to Alianelle. Without any time to properly aim, I fired as many earth bullets as I could in mad abandon.

Without any armor to protect himself or any relevant defensive magic he could summon in an instant, Ilan was forced to abort his deadly attack on Alianelle to avoid, giving me just enough time to once more stand up.

“Wait!” I shouted, trying to gain some time.

However, Ilan didn’t hesitate a single second. Alianelle, releasing more mana after the explosion, apparently made him even more desperate than before to end things once and for all.

“Ah!!!”

With a sharp scream, he sent a slash of deadly water toward me. The attack was much faster and wider than any before making it impossible to block or avoid in time. I could only cross my arms protectively in front of my face while covering them with the densest earth I could summon.

However, it wasn’t enough.

I couldn’t repress a scream of pain as my right forearm was mercilessly lacerated by the compressed water, barely stopping before reaching the bone. 

If my magic had been even slightly weaker, my entire arm would have been cut off. It was then that I finally realized, with my left hand pressing firmly on the wound of my forearm to somewhat stifle the incessant flow of blood, that my personal experience against such a ruthless mage, tempered by years of wandering these lands, was ultimately worth very little.

Fortunately, Ilan didn’t follow with another of his slashes, but simply aimed the tip of his sword straight at me. I was wounded and unbalanced, the perfect time for him to give a decisive strike, but Ilan had finally made a mistake.

He had forgotten how unfair an advantage I had against this kind of focused attack.

With my magic sense spread wide, I was able to immediately know where he was aiming. No matter how fast this magic was or how difficult it was to read its trajectory with eyes alone, the bullet of compressed water still missed my leg. It took four more missed attacks with barely any movement for Ilan to finally realize his mistake, but he had given me the time to regain enough composure to finally counterattack.

Among the deadly exchange of elements that followed, only a few words could be heard because of this terrifying devastation, easily drowning our respective voices.

“What are you waiting for, Paul!” I suddenly screamed from the top of my lungs to overcome the noise made by the constant clashes of our magics. “Take Alianelle away from here!” 

I nearly missed Ilan’s following attack to give this order because, no matter how hard I tried, I would always be at a disadvantage if I had to constantly protect Alianelle or Paul.

Ilan knew it just as well as I did and redoubled his efforts to prevent this from happening.

Twice, Paul nearly lost his head while trying to reach Alianelle. Without my ice magic perfectly countering his water magic, one of them would have already lost their life. 

No matter how hard I tried, things weren’t looking great.

Paul wasn’t able to take Alianelle away and each minute of this confrontation gave me the disturbing impression that I wouldn’t be able to prevail.

Despite the advantage my sacred magic gave me, none of my magics were able to deal any significant damage no matter what kind of trick I used. Like an immovable mountain, Ilan stayed unwavering while my strength was progressively leaving me, once more overcome by the poison coursing through my veins.

Desperate to end things quickly, I threw caution to the wind and propelled myself toward him to tilt the battle in my favor with close combat as I had done so many times in the past before.

The small sneer at the corner of his lips, when I landed next to him was the only confirmation I needed that it was my time to have made a mistake.

I was agile, knew how to fight, and easily predicted my opponent's movements which was usually more than enough to overwhelm them despite my lack of strength. The hard punch that landed on my face after my kick failed to do the expected damage to his knee was a painful reminder that Ilan wasn’t the same as the others I had confronted in this world.

With wind magic, I was twirling around him while delivering as many blows as I could. Only avoiding when he was aiming at a critical part and countering with deadly accuracy, Ilan hammered at me just how important the difference in physical strength was between us.

Unable to gain any advantage, and even worse, progressively losing ground, I tried to gain some distance. However, this time Ilan had his entire focus on me and prevented me from disengaging.

I barely avoided a swipe of his leg only to be hit by a devastating right hook that almost knocked me out then and there. I tried to gain some distance once again, but Ilan caught my leg as I tried to fly away and dragged me back toward him.

And this time, nothing I did was able to shake him off.

Tackled on the ground, a few other punches landed on my face and stomach like boulders smashing onto me without mercy. Pain and blood filled my vision as the shadow of defeat loomed over me.

The flood of blows stopped just as quickly as it began, but I was too disoriented to immediately react or understand why. I gritted my teeth and awkwardly used my wind magic to fly away without knowing in which direction I had landed.

Out of breath, stunned by the blows and covered in blood, I struggled to open my right eye properly, having already given up on my left, swollen beyond any salvation. I blinked a few times to adjust my blurry vision and finally understood why Ilan had stopped.

Wild animals, drawn by Alianelle’s mana, had arrived and attacked him from behind. 

Their arrival had saved me for now, but Ilan didn't allow their fangs and claws to do their work without reacting. A whirlpool of attacks from his trusted glowing sword confronted this new threat suddenly appearing too few in number to truly stop him.
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Walmir and Ilan.

Meeting them was the best thing our group could have hoped for in our situation. We spent more than two months with them, but only a few days were necessary to realize that neither Jazor nor I would have been strong enough to escort our group through this chaotic land.

Of course, having allies we could truly trust would have been better, but hoping for something like that in our situation was incredibly unrealistic.

So, we settled for the second best thing after trust: fear.

The fear of mutual destruction.

It didn’t take us long to realize that Ilan and Jazor were evenly matched while I could also give Walmir a run for his money.

That’s why we were lucky to have met them.

If we had encountered another group more numerous or with even stronger individuals, things could have quickly taken a turn for the worse.

With equally skilled fighters in our respective groups, mutual destruction was almost assured if our two groups confronted one another.

However, this realization that reassured me for weeks throughout our journey was now making my resolve waver.

Jazor could match up against Ilan.

Not me.

Not in my condition.

Battered and almost defeated, I watched as Ilan brutally killed the animals encircling him one after the other without any difficulty. In a few seconds, Ilan had already killed five of these crazed animals even if one of them had left a nasty bite on his left arm.

Unfortunately, most of them were torn apart before I could try to gain any sort of advantage from their intervention, although I should probably feel lucky enough already as their arrival had prevented my complete defeat.

I shook my head to clear my thoughts, but it made things even worse as the world around me started to furiously spin. The breath of fresh air I desperately tried to take was also denied by all the blood in my mouth and nose caused by nasty cuts and broken bones all over my face.

I tried to use the healing aspect of the water element, but such fine control of my mana was already outside my reach with my mind dangerously hovering near unconsciousness, and my limbs barely strong enough to support my weight anymore.

With a violent scream, Ilan drove his axe through the head of the last animal, that had tried to force him to the ground, and finally turned his attention back toward me.

No, not toward me.

I looked around and finally noticed with horror that I had somewhat landed just a couple of meters away from the carriage. 

Paul, who had finally managed to carry Alianelle there, was doing his best to unravel the Vrapy and make them ready to leave once again. Unfortunately, he was far from over and the help from Himara and Seth, still shaken by the previous impact, wasn’t enough.

“Sillath?” Himara gasped with a hand hurriedly put in front of her mouth when I turned my face to look at her.

I spit blood and straightened my back while trying to ignore the common look of horror they gave me. If I had any doubt left about my current appearance, it was gone now.

“It’s over, Sillath. Even they know it!” squarely but softly declared Ilan with an absolute certainty I had trouble denying with this kind of wound.

“I can still fight!” I declared stubbornly while wiping the blood on my face with my sleeve as best as I could, something I immediately regretted as the cuts and bruises there suddenly burned like molted lave.

“I’m afraid not, Sillath,” he answered with unreserved sincerity.

The blood covering his clothes was probably for the most part not his, but he didn’t come out of our confrontation unharmed. He was pale, out of breath, had nasty cuts on his chest and right arm while the left side of his face was visibly swollen. A part of his right leg had also been frozen, but apparently not enough to truly hinder his movements as he started to slowly walk toward us with measured steps.

I exhaled a long breath and prepared to confront him once again with all the strength I could muster, but he stopped a few meters away from us. For long seconds, he stayed silent, simply towering over us from his entire height and imposing his presence like an insurmountable wall I was no longer able to overcome. 

It’s only in this instant that I truly realized.

I couldn’t win.

As if answering this sudden cruel truth laid bare in front of me, one of my knees finally gave out while a violent vertigo assaulted my head. Weapon in hand, Ilan didn’t let this moment of weakness go to waste. In an instant, his trusted sword was glowing and raised above his head to finally kill Paul, stumbling backward in fright.

However, Ilan’s magic never left his sword in the end despite my inability to stop him. Temples pulsating from sheer rage, he watched as Himara and Seth both put themselves in front of Paul to protect him, knowing perfectly that Ilan couldn’t let out this kind of attack against them.

“Stop hiding behind children, Paul!” suddenly shouted Ilan with more anger than I ever saw in him. These words of ridicule told with his weapon still raised and shaking from pure ire were more than necessary to understand just how much Ilan truly loathed him.

Was it this realization that finally made Paul ignore the shaking of his limbs to stand up?

I didn’t know, but even with my blurry sight, I was able to see something similar to resignation finally make its way onto his face.

“I will! If you promise you won’t kill my daughter!” he suddenly declared with as much firmness as when he had opened his heart to me and explained the reason for his betrayal. 

“Kill me! But don’t make my daughter pay for my mistakes!”

Surprised by his words and sudden acceptance from a man he always considered weak and cowardly, Ilan failed to immediately answer and made me remember a simple truth about Paul.

Everything Paul did, the best and worst, all of it was for Alianelle’s sake.

“You… You think I want to do that? To kill her?” he stammered bitterly. “Look around! Do you think you left me with any other choice?” he asked acidly.

With enough time to regain my breath and steady my thoughts, I was finally able to once more use my senses and immediately understood what he was talking about.

Alianelle was unconscious, unharmed, but releasing even more mana than before, and it continued to steadily rise without any end in sight.

“She will attract everything this cursed land has to throw at us!” he stormed in both outrage and frustration. “If you hadn’t betrayed us, we could have simply run away and confronted everything coming for us as we always did! However, I’m the only one left able to fight. If she continues like this, we will all die no matter what,” he concluded with absolute certainty.

None of us were able to deny his words, because the harsh truth was sadly on Ilan’s side.

Paul certainly couldn’t allow Alianelle’s true nature to become known. I didn’t doubt his words, but after the situation had degenerated to this point, he finally understood that if he had trusted us a little more, none of this would have happened.

However, it was too late for regrets.

All Paul could do was open and close his mouth as this bitter realization finally hit him.

“It’s all your fault!” finally exploded Ilan accusingly.

With a grasping motion, a gale of wind was summoned and violently dragged Seth and Himara, both powerless to resist, forward, face first and away from Paul. I gathered my strength and stood up at the same time as Ilan, weapon raised, used his magic to cross the dozen meters that separated him from Paul in a single monstrous jump.

Fist clenched, I fired three earth bullets to intercept him, but a single wave of his arm mid-air was enough to deviate my attacks and send me flying with an impact similar to a punch in my face.

Far from my agility when moving with wind magic, Ilan landed in a thunderous crash right next to a stunned Paul and mercilessly brought his sword down as if wanting to cut him in half. 

Blood splattered everywhere as the sword missed his head, but left a deep cut on Paul’s right shoulder.

More agile than I could have ever imagined, Paul had avoided a fatal strike, but Ilan didn’t let surprise slow his motion. With practiced ease, he followed with another side attack destined to cut Paul’s belly open. Too far to directly intervene, I could only stretch my hand forward in desperation.

This time the attack connected and sent Paul violently crashing several meters away as if he was hit by a train.

“Paul!” Himara screamed in horror before being forced to the ground once more by a single motion from Ilan.

“What the…?”

Far from the reaction anyone could have expected from a man who had finally accomplished his goal, Ilan blurted out these words of surprise as he stared at his sword as if it were the first time he had seen it.

Laboriously, Paul slowly lifted his face off the ground to look at his belly and witnessed, at the same time as Ilan, the collapse of the remnant of ice I summoned at the last moment to save his life. This hurriedly summoned protection had dulled Ilan’s attack but did nothing to soften the impact, something made clear as Paul, unable to stand up, started to cough blood.

“Sillath!” Ilan screamed in anger while turning his attention back to me. 

However, he was too late.

I had already landed next to him, prepared to use the only magic I had left able to stop him.

Having correctly anticipated his reaction, I ducked and avoided his sword strike, before extending my hand to touch his arm near my head.

That’s all I needed.

Just a single touch.

Bleeding, beaten, and as exhausted as I was, Ilan could have simply neglected this kind of desperate movement. However, we had spent too much time fighting side by side for that.

With a jolt, he interrupted his motion to retrieve his arm centimeters away from the tip of my fingers, before taking a heavy step back to truly get out of reach. I followed his motion, but a violent kick in my chest interrupted my attempt and took my breath away at the same time.

I had missed my chance.

Ilan will not allow me to get any closer anymore, and all the mana I had gathered couldn’t stay indefinitely ready to be unleashed, not in my condition. The harsh landing on my back was almost enough to make it disperse and, before I could rejoice that it hadn’t, I raised my head and was confronted with Ilan’s large palm directed at me.

Before I could react, before Ilan had the time to definitively take me out of this fight, a massive arm wrapped around his neck and made the impressive ball of compressed water deviate from its course.

*Boom*

The attack was strong enough to leave a significant mark on the ground just next to me, but I ignored it.

My eyes were rounded with shock as I realized that Paul had attacked Ilan from behind and was trying to restrain him with the brute strength he had cultivated along with his fields for years.

Probably the most foolish decision Paul took today.

In a violent motion, Ilan gave a headbutt with the back of his head that immediately crushed Paul’s nose judging by noise alone. The elbow strike that followed did even more damage and forced Paul to let him go. Sword in hand, Ilan only needed a single motion to end his life as he turned around.

That’s when my hand finally touched his back.

Gently, almost as if I was trying to apologize.

The torrent of the unrestrained mix of mana and cold that immediately followed was anything but gentle.

With my hand as a starting point, a devastating wave of ice was created, far faster and far more violently than any attack before. I watched, helpless to control what I had created, as Ilan was immediately engulfed in a coffin of ice freezing at the same time his expression of surprise and fear on his face.

Paul followed and was engulfed just as quickly in my attack, without any time to truly realize what was happening.

With a sound similar to the roar of the most ferocious beast, my magic continued its grim work dozens of meters beyond my unfortunate victims, engulfing anything on its path at the same time. The wave of sudden weakness that assailed me after all this mana had left me was almost enough to rob me of my consciousness.

However, the acute pain that quickly followed was sufficient to prevent it.

I barely repressed a scream as a horrible burning sensation assaulted me just before I realized that my right arm had been frozen up to my shoulder along with Ilan and Paul.

This was the price for my Sacred magic.

The price for a power I didn’t truly master or even deserved yet.

I gritted my teeth and pulled as hard as I could, almost not believing it when my frozen arm was finally separated from the rest of the ice.

When my attack had finally finished running its natural course, everything was deathly silent around me, with only Alianelle’s unrestrained release of mana staying the same.

I didn’t have the strength, the mana, or the will to immediately take care of that.

Almost as immobile as my two unfortunate victims, difficult to distinguish from one another anymore, I stayed petrified in front of my ruthless work for long seconds while images of Amanda trapped in the same kind of ice assaulted my mind. 

Breathless, lightheaded, and with my whole body in pain, I fell to my knees and tried to calm down, to gather my strength for what was to come.

“Sillath!” 

Himara’s shrill voice along with Seth’s gasp of shock when confronted with the scene I had created was more than enough to understand that we all shared the same feeling.

None of this felt like a victory.

  

    
        Chapter 97: The rift (Third Part)

    
    
    
    
  




“So this ice magic is your trump card?” asked Jazor while trying to put the pieces of his smoking pipe back together in one of our rare moments of peace.







An impossible endeavor for him considering the fine and fragile material this thing was made of, but he stubbornly refused to give up.

One week had passed since we met Ilan and Walmir. Things have gradually started to get worse, making us all realize just how essential for our survival this alliance truly was. The terrifying battle we had yesterday against a horde forced me to use my ice magic despite my desire to keep it a secret from our new travel companions.

“More or less.” I shrugged while extending my hand in surrender.

Too content to finally have someone with finer control of the earth element than him to take over his task, Jazor immediately gave me his pipe before adding in an absent-minded voice.

“It sure doesn’t feel like any of your other magic.”

“How so?” I asked with my entire focus on the mana building around the pipe in my hands.

“Well… How should I say it? It feels restrained, not controlled,” he slowly explained as my earth magic was finally summoned in a much more delicate way than him around his pipe.

He had developed many aspects of the earth element to an incredible degree, but pure control of the more basic form of this element stayed beyond him. This was the kind of man he was, the kind that didn’t bother with details. Nevertheless, when anything related to magic was concerned, he was unusually perceptive and accurate.

Restrained was certainly the perfect word to describe my current relationship with this magic.

Before knowing anything about the various aspects of each element, I slowly trained my magic in the most boorish way with Amanda. Against her, a brief moment of enlightenment had allowed me to unlock this magic and snatch victory at the cost of her death.

Understanding of the key concept of this element along with a special affinity granted to me by my abnormal soul were what had allowed this to happen.

However, nothing is free in this world.

Ice is usable by anyone with the water element willing to develop this particular aspect. However, it certainly demands tremendous work and refining to get anywhere, just like with any other aspect.

To have sudden access to an advanced aspect of an element without any prior work had another kind of price. I already paid it against Amanda and was ready to pay it one last time if things truly got desperate, but until then, I stubbornly continued to restrain its power while trying to slowly master it.

Jazor took my lack of answer for what it was: a silent confirmation.

However, he didn’t elaborate until a few minutes later when I handed him back his repaired pipe.

“The thing with Sacred magic, Sillath, is that they are destined,” he simply declared with a contented smile on his face.

“I never told you it was a Sacred magic,” I started before closing my mouth and acknowledging that his experience was more than enough to recognize the difference. “What do you mean by destined?” I asked, confused.

“Well, countless men with a Sacred mage as their mentor spent their lifetime trying to use one, but often without any success. Some call such men foolish for stubbornly persevering when so many aspects are open for them to develop.”

“And you, what do you think of them?”

“They are indeed foolish,” he replied simply while stuffing his pipe with peculiar herbs from one of the pouches on his belt. “The magic at our disposal is truly vast. Someone like you, able to use the four elements, knows it better than most people. Personally, if I had as many elements as you at my disposal, I wouldn’t know where to start and would probably end up developing only one.”

With a self-mocking smile on his face, he snapped his fingers and lit his pipe at the same time, demonstrating in the process the entirety of his abilities with the fire element.

“We all have our own way. Contrary to what most noble dumbasses think, the number of elements is not truly important. What is truly important is how far you go on each path of magic open to you. Sacred magic is an incredible shortcut on one of these paths, but wasting a lifetime to try to awaken one is stupid. If this path of magic is closed to you, it will remain so forever and no amount of effort will change it."

“I’m glad I didn’t spend any effort to acquire mine, then,” I concluded factually.

“Yeah, but you know Sillath,” he suddenly added in a serious voice that didn’t suit him at all. “Although these men, so desperate to acquire easy power, are indeed foolish, those who mock them are even more so, for only those who have not witnessed the true might of a Sacred magic can belittle it.”

“Because it is destined?” I asked back with my eyes fixed on his face.

“Precisely. It isn’t just a shortcut. It is also much more than that. It has a special affinity for its bearer and, as such, offers more power than any other mage who has spent a lifetime developing the same magic could ever hope to achieve. That’s why it has always stirred up desires and imaginations,” he concluded heavily.

Certainly, even restrained, this Sacred magic was an incredible ability that already saved my life many times. I thought that it was simply because my other magics weren’t developed enough yet that its power appeared so disproportionate.

However, it seemed that Sacred magic was even more dangerous than I initially thought, especially for someone like me able to feed it with an enormous amount of mana.

‘Your sin is your own existence.’

The words of the ancestor tree in the Great forest of the west once more assaulted my mind. A painful reminder that I wasn’t truly destined for this power. I simply cheated destiny with the souls of dozens of poor victims fused into mine when I reincarnated into this world.

This kind of power wasn’t natural.

And this reality scared me more than anything.

With such a soul that had already granted me the possibility to use every element and the access to a Sacred magic in my first real battle, I knew what could happen.

I could awaken other Sacred magic and simply skip all the hard work of slowly making my way toward the advanced aspects of the elements.

However, I knew that the cost of something like that would be too much for me to bear.

“So, what do you think I should do?”

I didn’t need to elaborate because I knew exactly why Jazor had started talking about my ice magic.

Despite our alliance, our situation became more desperate every day. In my current condition, I will soon have no other choice but to release the true power of my Sacred magic and I wasn’t sure to be truly ready for that anymore.

“Well, I’m not sure if it will work, but I thought of something,” he simply explained with a wide smile promising trouble.

--

“What have you done, Sillath?”

Seth’s shocking words didn’t call for any answer.

It was standing right in front of everyone’s eyes.

The statue of ice was reflecting the rays of the sun with a natural brilliance similar to a giant diamond if not for the fog of cold continuously emanating from it.

It wasn’t the time for explanation or excuses and I certainly wasn’t in a good enough shape for that.

Blood was continuously falling along my bruised face from more cuts than I could count. Even on my knees, without anything moving around me anymore, the world was furiously spinning as if wanting to drag me to the ground. A few of my ribs were also probably broken making it difficult to catch my breath.

My last attack didn’t help my condition.

I certainly wasn’t out of mana, as my monstrous soul wouldn’t allow it, but my young body had finally reached its limits.

With long measured breaths, I tried to calm down, to put the pain and weakness under control. However, the burning of the ring on my thumb interrupted my efforts.

“Get behind me!” I growled with an authority that neither Himara nor Seth dared to defy despite their respective shock or my current condition.

I gritted my teeth and cursed at my rotten luck.

I didn’t have the time for that.

The deviant that showed up all fangs out a few moments later was from a species I had confronted more times than I could remember on these lands. Seth and Himara had already seen me slay dozens of them along our journey. However, my current condition didn’t seem to assure them that I would be able to do the same.

Seth’s long, dark mane-like hair, began to stand up on his head as the tips became unnaturally pointy in a desperate attempt to compete with the beast’s claws and potential magic attacks.

However, contrary to their expectation, the deviant whose rationality should be all but gone didn’t come any closer. Alianelle was now releasing a torrent of mana behind me, but the deviant didn’t take a single step further.

I slowly raised my head covered with sweat and blood to simply stare at it with my only remaining open eye, awakening unpleasant memories at the same time as it was the same eye I had lost in my previous life. The maddened green eyes of the beast could only reflect a desire for blood and violence, but when it crossed mine, I saw another emotion make its way into them.

“Get lost,” I spat with barely contained anger at its sudden appearance.

Magic was mysterious, but animal instincts certainly were just as much so, for not even three seconds later, the deviant obeyed its call and turned its tail to run away.

Free from any interference, I fought against the pain and the spinning of my head to finally stand up under the stunned gaze of the children behind me still ready to dearly defend their lives.

With unsteady steps, I slowly approached the prison of ice I had created. In a deathly silence where only the furious beating of my heart could be heard, I finally managed to put my remaining hand on the ice, cold enough to burn the surface of my skin.

None of the potential animals lurking around to attack Alianelle, nor the children petrified behind, interrupted me this time.

After what seemed like an eternity, a noise finally broke this heavy silence.

A cracking sound I was desperate to hear.

Followed by a long breach, the normally indestructible ice trapping my friends to their death was breaking under the influence of my magic.

A magic that I had never truly tested and that I had developed for this sole purpose.

The vibrations I learned to summon thanks to Jazor, especially gifted with this aspect of the earth element, continued to grow stronger and do their work.

Finally, in a thunderous crash, the ice entrapping Ilan and Paul completely shattered. Their respective bodies collapsed in a similar way and heavily landed near my feet.

“Paul!”

Seth and Himara both rushed to join Paul, unconscious on the ground. Worry was written all over their faces for the man that took care and comforted them all along this arduous journey, something I was never able to do.

Himara was already crying beside his motionless body covered in frost and shattered ice while Seth, with reddened eyes, was gently trying to shake him awake.

I didn’t have the time or the strength to join them and simply noticed with relief that they were still breathing. A few seconds later, both of them quickly started to shiver, which was a good sign as it proved that their bodies were still fighting against the cold.

I put my hand on Ilan’s bare arm and noticed that his skin felt slightly warm to the touch. A sign that he had already started to develop superficial frostbite where his clothes didn’t cover his body, something that normally takes much longer to appear, another proof, if any was necessary, of the extreme cold this magic was able to summon. Fortunately, the ice didn’t have the time to inflict irreparable damage.

They definitely needed medical care, but I wasn’t in any condition to provide it to them. For now, I was simply relieved that this magic had worked. There was just no way of knowing how long it would take to free them or what kind of damage they would have to endure until then. I wasn’t even sure it would truly work as even fire magic had never been able to influence this ice.

“Don’t worry, he will survive,” I assured as gently as possible to compensate for my previous harshness.

“And him?” Seth immediately asked while pointing with his magical hair at Ilan, lying unconscious just next to Paul.

“He will survive,” I simply replied.

“You should kill him.” he immediately added in a pleading tone, unable to hide the hope in his heart.

Such merciless words hadn’t their place in the mouth of a young child, but I could understand him. All along our journey, Ilan had represented an insurmountable obstacle to their freedom and summoned despair in their heart with his presence alone, much more than Walmir ever did. With him defeated, they could finally be free.

I delayed my answer as I had finally managed to gather enough mana for another urgent matter. I put my left hand on my frozen right arm, and after a few seconds, finally freed my hand from its cold prison. The future blistered hand added itself to the long list of wounds that will certainly be difficult to heal in a short time even with healing magic.

My appearance probably reinforced Seth’s impression that we had to act now, while he was unconscious.

All I had to do was end his life to save us all trouble, and maybe a future confrontation when he wakes up.

Paul's sudden coughing fit interrupted my answer. He stirred and finally opened his eyes, clearly lost about what had happened to him. A few seconds was all it took for Himara to fill in the blanks in his memory with confusing explanations barely audible with her head deeply pushed into his chest.

“I see… You really won, Sillath.”

These first words told while gently patting Himara’s and Seth’s heads lacked the triumph I thought I would find in his voice.

He certainly seemed relieved, especially after noticing that Alianelle, a couple of meters behind, was safe.

However, he expressed neither elation nor any real satisfaction at Ilan’s defeat, beyond our survival.

He also avoided crossing my gaze and refused to even look at me directly, preferring to stubbornly stare at the top of Himara’s head still huddled against his chest.

Anyone could tell that his previous determination was already gone, replaced by doubts and remorses.

It was natural because the situation had gotten so far out of hand and almost led to his daughter’s death that it was impossible for him not to question his choices, even though he had no trouble justifying his betrayal to me not so long ago.

The truth is always painful to hear, no matter who says it, so if I had to guess, I would also bet that Ilan’s words had hit a little too close to home for comfort.

However, now wasn’t the time for explanations or apologies,

I still had another thing to do.

I had to prove him wrong.

He probably understood my intent as I walked with unsteady steps toward his daughter, but he didn’t try to interrupt me this time. My hand didn’t have to stay on her head for long. Barely ten seconds after I started to give her my mana to accelerate her natural regeneration, her own began to recede like a tsunami finally appeased.

The relief I felt in my heart when I realized that my intervention had the desired effect was difficult to put into words principally because I wouldn’t have been able to give her much more mana in my current condition. Not to mention the fact that we were all extremely vulnerable and certainly didn’t need any more deviants to show up because of her.

This thought made me realize that the invisible monster who had decimated the military camp and who forced us to run away, hadn’t appeared in the end. The natural conclusion that it had definitely given up on us was the most welcomed news of all.

Ilan’s sudden grunting along with the twitching of his body announced his imminent awakening and immediately chased away this comforting thought.

“Sillath…”

I turned my head so quickly that the whole world started spinning furiously again. However, despite my blurry sight, there was no confusion possible about the owner of that voice.

Familiar blue eyes entered my vision.

Beautiful, innocent eyes that I thought I would never see again.

Relief, shock, disbelief, and happiness all mixed together as I realized what was happening, and made me unable to answer.

How many times have I dreamed about this moment?

How much blood did I shed to make it happen?

Finally, there was no denying it.

This wasn’t a dream.

Alianelle had awakened.

Her endless sleep had finally come to an end and this was all that mattered. With clear eyes, rosy cheeks, and steady breathing, she straightened her back to look at her surroundings, visibly completely lost by our current situation.

“What happened to you?”

The worry in her voice when she noticed my grievous wounds was also the same as before. The same as when I went to train alone under the cold rain. And like many times before, all I did, all I could do with my voice choked with relief and repressed emotions was to say the same words that never appeared truer than in this moment.

“Don’t worry, it’s alright… Everything is alright.”
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I never lost hope.

I fought every day to keep it alive, despite the endless adversities and obstacles in our path, because I knew that the moment I let it go, everything around me would crumble.

Nothing can be done without hope. 

This simple truth helped me in my most desperate moments, but I couldn’t deny that after all this time without any reason to keep this hope alive, my determination and confidence had started to be shaken by the reality of our situation.

However, I persevered despite all this and was finally rewarded.

The time to explain everything to her would come, and the time for tears would certainly follow afterward, but that moment had not yet arrived.

“Dad!” 

The shock of my dreadful appearance, mostly digested, finally allowed Alianelle to notice that her father was also wounded and lying on his back a few meters away from her. She tried to get up, but her legs immediately gave way beneath her. I prevented another attempt with a hand firmly pressed on her shoulder while doing my best to reassure her.

In my current condition, I probably would have failed to physically restrain her in the end.

However, another grunt of pain from Ilan interrupted her and was the only warning we needed to all turn our attention toward him.

“Sillath! You have to do it, now!” exclaimed Seth with urgency.

Contrary to her brother, Himara stayed silent, but the hurried steps back she took to get away from Ilan and stand behind Paul and her brother were all I needed to realize that she wanted the same thing as her brother. 

“Who is he?” asked Alianelle with her head tilted and a frown on her face.

However, none had the heart to answer her in this situation. Not even her own father, strangely silent, as he wasn't joining Seth in his supplication for murder.

“Sillath!”

I stood up from beside Alianelle. A difficult endeavor that at least had the merit to make Seth go quiet.

Even in my current condition, nothing would be easier than killing Ilan.

I could do it quickly and painlessly.

This was a chance none of us had dared to hope for when I confronted Ilan. With him gone, Walmir will never be strong enough to oppose me and Jazor. We could take his carriage and finish our journey with Himara and Seth freed.

All I had to do was to kill this man while he was still unconscious.

I clenched my only valid hand into a fist covered with blood and ice under the attentive gaze of everyone around waiting for me to put a definitive end to this fight.

It didn’t take any of them long to realize that my choice was already made.

With a wave of my hand, I summoned a gust of wind that forced Seth a few steps back and prevented him from getting any closer to Ilan with his deadly hair prepared to pierce his throat.

“Why do you protect him, Sillath?” he asked with unrestrained fury when he realized that he was unable to take a single step forward.

Righteous anger born of unfair treatment and a desperate future for him and his sister. Nothing I could say would be enough to quench or appease it. Only the death of this man I couldn’t bring myself to kill would accomplish that.

“We spilled too much blood already,” I simply answered in an even voice almost devoid of emotion.

Seth protested and cursed, but I turned a deaf ear to his supplication.

Such was the fate of the weak.

Unable to make their voice heard or impose their will on others. 

Himara and Alianelle stayed completely silent, one probably too afraid to speak up and the other too confused to understand the situation.

When Ilan’s eyelids finally twitched, Seth finally put an end to his incessant pleas and attempts to approach, to rejoin everyone else in their mutual silence.

Immediately after, Ilan’s eyelids still covered with frost shot open and his whole body was propelled by a violent gust of wind that put him back on his feet faster than any of us could have predicted. Like me, he was wounded, but he appeared almost ready to resume our fight, something that my current appearance made impossible to hope for.

However, I stood my ground in front of him and stayed motionless with my lonely eye fixed on him.

I saw the confusion in Ilan’s eyes being quickly replaced by understanding. His whole body was still shivering, but it didn’t take long for him to put it under control and open his mouth to speak in a voice even rougher than usual.

“How am I still alive?”

Everything happened quickly, but I didn’t doubt that Ilan understood what had happened to him. What he wanted to know wasn’t how I extracted him from his prison of ice, but simply why I would go to such lengths to spare his life.

“Because I wanted to prove you wrong. To the both of you,” I simply answered while turning my gaze toward Paul and taking a step to the side to reveal who was hidden behind.

For the first time since I’ve known him, Ilan was truly speechless, his eyes round with shock and incomprehension. 

The girl who should have never woken up and that he tried to kill just a few moments ago, had her eyes stubbornly fixed on him as if she could tell what this man had almost done to her.

“I thought… How? She was supposed to be already dead…” 

These uncontrolled mumblings and the look on his face when he realized his previous mistake were the reason I hadn’t killed him. I had fought by his side and saw behind the mask of ruthlessness and violence he was forced to wear.

He was far from innocent or irreproachable, but for all his faults and despite his profession, I was sure Ilan was a good man.

Or at the very least, after everything we’ve been through together, after saving each other's lives more times than I could remember, he was someone I didn’t want to kill if I had any other choice.

I had no way to know what Paul, Seth, and Himara thought would happen after Ilan woke up, but their faces easily betrayed that they certainly didn’t think that he would be filled with remorse.

However, remorses alone weren't enough to guarantee that he would put his grudge against Paul behind. Praying that he wouldn’t force me to unleash my magic once again, I continued to watch him with bated breath.

I was so focused on his reaction and the choice he would make that I barely noticed when Paul stood up, and quietly rejoined his daughter. A much-deserved embrace between father and daughter finally reunited.

Nothing more natural.

Something neither I nor Ilan would have taken any note of, especially in our precarious situation if not for Alianelle’s scream of surprise. Paul’s large hand on her mouth wasn’t fast enough to cover it and his back wasn’t wide enough either to prevent any of us from seeing what he had noticed first and was desperately trying to hide.

Something had pierced her clothes on each side of her waist. Something solid enough to easily go through each layer of clothing, but also rather flexible as they were clearly influenced by the wind. This strangeness made it harder for me to immediately understand what these things were that had forced a scream out of Alianelle’s mouth.

However, a few more seconds was all it took for all of us to realize that they were in fact wings. 

Budding transparent wings on each side of her waist, clearly not made of conventional feathers. They appeared made of something similar to crystal but strangely didn’t reflect the rays of the sun in any way. On the contrary, it almost felt like these wings were absorbing the sun’s rays to enhance their natural radiance.

Certainly a beautiful and mysterious sight, but less impressive than the much more discreet gathering of mana around them. Despite my closeness and my natural sensibility to mana, I almost missed this particularity because, unlike before, this mana wasn’t unrestrained, but much more subdued. It was pulsating almost like a beating heart and circulating in a strange, but mesmerizing way, between these wings and her body in a peaceful and harmonious cycle.

Once the shock of the sudden appearance of magical wings on Alianelle passed, Paul’s previous words came back to me.

He told me that her true nature would be revealed when she woke up, and that was precisely what was happening. He was so desperate to prevent us, especially Ilan and Walmir, from finding this out that he poisoned his own daughter and betrayed us all, even if it meant sentencing us to death. On second thought, it had been years since he started poisoning her, so the person he was probably most afraid and ashamed would find out the truth was Alianelle herself.

However, now that his fears came true all at once, he hadn’t the leisure to care for Alianelle’s questions. His previous anger and courage were gone, replaced by resignation clear on his face as he did his best to hide his daughter from Ilan’s inquisitive gaze behind his back.

“Kill me if you want, but you don’t have to kill her. Please… She’s not a threat to you anymore, she doesn’t release mana as she used to so please look away.”

Paul's pleading continued as Alianelle appeared lost and frightened. She kept touching the tip of her left-wing with her fingertip and bending it easily, proving that these strange wings were indeed much more flexible than their outer appearance suggested.

Ilan's eyes, which I thought couldn't be rounder after discovering that Alianelle had woken up, proved me wrong when he started looking at us, in turn, to try to understand.

“So that’s why you betrayed us!” he finally exclaimed after a few seconds of this silent intense staring. “You didn’t want us to find out about her true nature? About your true nature?” he asked aggressively while taking a step forward.

Paul simply nodded with apprehension written all over his face, but without moving away from his daughter. He also stubbornly continued to look directly into Ilan’s eyes without backing down. 

Alone, he was powerless to resist him, we all knew that. 

His plan failed, he barely escaped with his life and he had to assist powerlessly as his lies were revealed one after the other. For a reason that only Paul and Ilan seemed to understand, the appearance of these wings was more than a little alarming and was definitely the last thing Paul was desperate to keep hidden. With even this revealed for all to see, Paul no longer tried to lie. He simply stubbornly stood before Alianelle while daring Ilan, with his eyes alone, to condemn him.

That look of defiance that he continued to stubbornly give him was enough to understand that even though the fear and shame that had driven him to do all those terrible things to his daughter and our group were gone, his determination to protect her was still as strong as before.

I didn’t know what the appearance of these wings meant contrary to Ilan, but it didn’t matter.

It didn’t change anything for me.

Just like Paul, I won’t back down.

I straightened my back and shielded Paul and Alianelle behind me again as best I could. My frail, blood-covered body was certainly not imposing enough to hide them completely, but still sufficient to announce my choice.

For what seemed like an eternity, we all waited for Ilan to say something or finally make his move against me. However, the seasoned warrior we all learned to fear and respect along our journey appeared torn by indecision.

His reaction to the appearance of those wings was even more significant than the previous revelation of Alianelle's awakening. 

“I told you that I couldn’t accept a traitor as a companion!” he suddenly started with an authoritative voice. “It has not changed and it never will.”

We all tensed after his words, realizing at the same time what he implied.

However, Ilan didn’t attack.

With a weary face still covered with frost, he slowly exhaled as if finally coming to terms with his own decision.

“However, you were never part of our group, I see that now. You lied about your and your daughter's true nature from the very beginning. I certainly understand why you would try to hide the truth from us at all costs. However, you have to understand something, Paul: to me, there is nothing nobler than a group of strangers putting their strengths together and their differences aside to accomplish a common goal. It’s the only way for those who hope to survive in this land. When Sillath and Jazor chose to ally with us, we became part of a group, and to me, there is almost nothing more sacred than that,” he concluded with a heavy voice.

Freed from my ice, Paul nevertheless appeared completely frozen by Ilan’s words, as we both understood what preceded his long speech.

Sure enough, with a much harsher voice and eyes blazed with renewed anger, he spoke again. 

“But you, Paul, you poisoned your allies and left them behind to assure your own survival, that’s something I will never accept!” 

Unable to contradict this accusation, Paul could only search for his daughter's eyes behind him, but the look of horror and disbelief that Alianelle gave him after hearing these words was enough for a blush to creep across his cheeks yet still affected by the cold of the ice. As if it was the first time she was seeing her father for what he truly was, she took a few steps back away from him with accusatory eyes.

The tears gathering in his eyes along with the look she gave him were enough proof that he probably would have preferred her to curse or even hit him.

“I had no choice,” he tried to awkwardly defend himself with a shaky voice.

“We always have the choice, Paul,” immediately contradicted Ilan with a firm voice leaving no room for any contradiction. “However, despite all your lies and your betrayal, Sillath still protected you. You couldn’t trust him with the truth, but he still risked his life once more for you, so… I will respect his choice. I owe him that much for sparing my life.”

This final declaration from Ilan let me release a huge breath and immediately dispersed the tension in the air between us. 

However, Paul didn’t appear to share my relief.

I first thought that it was because of Alianelle’s reaction after the revelation of his previous actions. However, I was wrong. Ilan also appeared to have noticed his strange behavior, but he apparently understood it better than I did.

“You’re worried I will leak the truth about your daughter, aren’t you? Don’t worry, I won’t.”

“How can I trust you with that?”

“Well, it’s the nature of trust, you can’t be sure,” he mocked. “However, I know you’re ‘a fallen’ so everything you did to hide this truth about you and your daughter couldn’t have been for your sake. It was for hers, and that’s something I can respect,” he explained with a much softer voice very much unlike him. “So be at ease, I won’t talk about your daughter’s true nature, not even to Walmir if you find a way to hide these wings.”

With these last words, he started to walk toward the Vrapy with steps much more unsteady than I would have thought.

We all looked in silence as he passed near us, not knowing what to say. Personally, I was too tired to think anymore. Now that the tension of battle was gone, my body was slowly failing me, either overcome by the poison or simply by my numerous wounds. 

I was so tired that I nearly missed Paul’s discreet words of thanks said with the tip of his lips and Alianelle’s hands holding my arm to support a part of my weight.

The last thing I remembered before darkness took a hold of me was her worried but healthy face, and that was all I needed to see.

  

    
        Chapter 99: Last days

    
    
    
    
  
The best way to find out if you can trust somebody is to trust them.

This quote from my old world appeared tailored-made for Paul as he was forced to trust Ilan, a man he always despised, with his deepest secret and the security of his daughter. The situation left him no real choice, but contrary to his fears, Ilan kept his word.

After our confrontation, we returned to the cave to wait for Walmir and Jazor to wake up. I was unconscious at the time, but apparently, Ilan lied to them as soon as they woke up. He fed them a story about an animal that poisoned them, leaving only Ilan and me to defend our group during an intense fight.

This questionable version wasn’t told with much gusto especially since Ilan left many details unexplained, like the marks on the carriage created during the chase or the origins of the frostbites on him and Paul. The simple observation of Paul, Himara, or Seth’s strange attitudes was probably enough to understand that something wasn’t right. 

However, Alianelle’s awakening had the effect of overshadowing everything else in an impressive way.

As it turned out, Ilan wasn’t the only one persuaded that Alianelle was more or less already dead and would never wake up, even if they never shared this belief with me. I would have been glad to see their surprised faces after proving them wrong, but unfortunately, I stayed unconscious long after this moment.

Despite Walmir’s healing, we had to stay two more days inside this cave after my awakening before my health allowed me to travel again. My physical wounds weren’t entirely to blame for that. Sure enough, the violent pummeling from Ilan had done its work, but my stubbornness to use my mana despite the paralytic poison coursing through my veins had done even more damage.

This poison, which Paul stole inside the devastated camp, was created by the Poison mage and was widely used by the soldiers around. Ilan had apparently crossed paths with this man on a few occasions and had even paid him to develop various resistances. Such a well-known poison was of course included in their deal. That’s why, Ilan was able to move around after being poisoned, which wasn’t the case for Jazor and Walmir who were rendered immediately unconscious and who stayed paralyzed for hours after their awakening.

Of course, resistance didn’t mean complete immunity. The poison didn’t have as much effect on Ilan as anticipated, but it had still done a part of its work. As I suspected, it was an aspect of the wind element amplified by his magical axe that allowed him to completely overcome this poison while costing him a good part of his mana.

This is how he was able to overcome the effects of the poison without any major setback later, which sadly wasn’t the case for me.

Fortunately, our cave proved to be a relatively safe haven, but it didn’t stay that way for long. The third attack that Jazor had to repel in two days was the only warning we needed to understand that things would soon deteriorate beyond our control.

Weakened and with bandages all over my body, I was forced to bear the pain caused by the constant shaking of a carriage moving at high speed on uneven ground. A necessary sacrifice for our safety despite Alianelle’s protests.

Unlike the rest of our group, she didn’t witness what horror this land could throw at us, and she will probably never have to because the following days made something clear.

We had already left the most dangerous part of the wilderness.

The number of daily attacks had clearly decreased and the few skirmishes we had on the way didn’t pose much of a challenge for Jazor.

Even more surprising than this and just as welcomed was the change in the relationship between Paul and Ilan. Far from harmonious, and just plain hostile sometimes before the incident, the situation between them had obviously undergone a massive amelioration. They were now cordially ignoring each other, which was really the best any of us could hope for from them.

I didn’t know if this kind of situation could last very long, but Ilan’s choice to keep Alianelle’s true nature a secret from Jazor and even from his friend Walmir had a real impact on Paul. This shared secret of Alianelle’s wings, whose implications only these two could truly understand, was apparently so terrible that even Ilan had reluctantly accepted Paul’s betrayal as understandable for their survival. 

As a result, Ilan didn’t try to take revenge in any way on Paul and in turn Paul didn’t stir up any other incident or slowed down our group with his searches for plants like before. He mostly stayed silent beside his daughter, probably hoping to not attract too much attention to her for the rest of our journey.

Fortunately, a tight bandage around Alianelle’s waist along with loose clothes was enough to hide the budding but clearly growing wings on each side of her waist. Despite this rudimentary cover-up, and although Ilan's version of the incident was far from foolproof, neither Jazor nor Walmir seemed to have noticed anything amiss with Alianelle. 

Wanting to keep it that way, I followed Paul’s example and chose to rest in silence far from them. 

Of course, I had many things I wanted to ask, but I was afraid that our conversation would be overheard. Moreover, each time I met Alianelle’s gaze, I was reminded that any question I may have would have to wait for hers to be answered.

She certainly did her best to hide her desire for answers and seemed to have quickly accepted her new body parts, but her growing restlessness couldn’t be ignored.

Despite missing many things during her more than two months of coma, she was far from stupid and had obviously already guessed that her father had hidden many things from her over the years. I could give her a few answers, but many details still eluded me, not to mention the fact that I was not a member of her family.

It wasn’t my role to tell her the truth.

This burden was for Paul alone to bear.

A heavy task for a man who was so afraid and ashamed of what he had done to his own daughter over the years that he chose to betray Jazor and me, despite everything we had already done to save them both and reunite them together.

No one could tell what would have happened if he had chosen to confess his past mistakes and explain the truth to Alianelle or if he had chosen to trust us with a part of the truth.

However, one thing was sure: lies call each other.

They followed one another, the next covering the old in a dense web of deceptions that progressively became too difficult for him to extract himself from.

For years, he lied to his daughter, everyone around him — friends and enemies alike — and probably even to himself. 

Now, Paul’s deceptions were exposed along with his acts and no more lies would be able to cover him this time.

The opportunity for them to talk presented itself a few days later when our group had to stop to finally let the Vrapy have some much-deserved rest. However, Paul didn’t seize it. I saw him push her away, surely pretending that the place wasn’t suitable for this kind of discussion.

The kind and shy girl I knew momentarily gave way to the stubbornness of youth. However, any protest or request on her part was met with a firm rejection. Disheartened, she walked away, choosing a few minutes later to teach a game with sticks and stones to Himara and Seth on the other side of the carriage.

I watched everything unfold while sitting on the hardwood floor of the open-air carriage. Walmir was strangely stretching his back, surely sore from all the time spent sitting on the coachman’s seat, with the support of a tree while Jazor and Ilan were both patrolling the area.

For a few minutes, I observed Himara and Seth do their best to chase away their gloom — constant since their failed escape — with this new game. Although my promise to free them had somewhat pacified them, I would be delusional if I didn't realize the little trust they both had in my words. They couldn’t be blamed for that as they had to give up on the freedom in front of their eyes for a distant hope.

However, until we reached the Advanced town, there was nothing I could do for them, which wasn’t the case for Alianelle, who was just as gloomy as they were while playing their game whose rules eluded me.

With a sigh and a grunt of pain, I forced my sore body to stand up. I immediately regretted it as dizziness was the only reward I got for my effort. Suppressing it as best I could, I took a few careful steps and finally got down from the carriage. 

The distance separating me from Paul, sitting against a tree, appeared disproportionally far away. It was certainly not the need to move my legs that made me decide to endure this discomfort. 

“Paul?” I asked tentatively while sitting heavily in front of him on the wet grass.

Clearly surprised to see me out of the carriage for the first time since our departure from the cave, Paul didn’t immediately answer.

“How are your wounds?” he finally asked awkwardly.

“Never felt better,” I grumbled.

“Sorry…”

Paul apparently took my frustration over the time I needed to recover as reproaches. He was certainly responsible, at least partially, but I wasn’t so petty as to remind him nearly a week later. I was certainly much more vindictive in my previous life, proof that I had matured somewhat after all.

“I'm not the one you should be apologizing to.”

Of all the blames I could have made, this one was the harshest. However, it was the hard cold truth, and Paul knew it.

“You were looking?” he uttered with a broken voice.

“I’m not here to judge you, Paul. I just wanted to remind you that you won’t be able to avoid her forever. She needs answers.”

“I know, it’s just that… I need time, and this is not the right place,” he slowly explained.

“There isn’t a right time or a right place for that. I know it’s harder to face your mistakes than to run away from them, but if you want Alianelle to forgive you one day, you don’t have a choice. Even if she never forgives you, it’s the only way for you to try to get rid of the regrets in your life,” I tried to explain as solemnly as possible.

“Are you really a child?” he mocked.

“Just turned ten a few months ago,” I smiled back.

“Then, what do you know about regrets?” he asked bitterly.

“More than you could possibly imagine.” 

I was tired, in pain, and not disposed to play the part of the naive child. After everything we went through on these lands, after everything I had to do to survive and protect our group, I doubted that Paul considered me a child anymore. Maybe my other companions had doubts about my true nature as well. 

However, I didn’t care anymore.

I was really too weary for that.

For that reason, I didn’t have the leisure to care about what he thought about me. He could think of me as a precocious child who had seen too much, a member of a different species, or anything else that made him comfortable. All I wanted at this moment was to say my part.

“I don’t know the whole truth, so maybe I’m not the best to say anything to you. However, remember that we all make mistakes. The important part is to be able to live with them. Delaying or running away never makes mistakes disappear, it only makes things worse, until it is too late… So, don’t make her wait anymore,” I concluded heavily.

Running away from his mistakes was the worst choice he could make.

I knew this better than anyone else as this was precisely the decision I made after my brother’s death. I never confronted my mother and our family and instead chose to run away. I did it to avoid giving an explanation to those who nevertheless deserved it, all because my guilt and shame were too strong for me to face. 

In the end, I will never be able to explain myself or make amends for what I did and I had to live with this everlasting regret.

Paul still had a chance to fix this. 

Unlike me, he didn’t have to bear this burden forever.

I desperately wanted to make him understand that.

However, I didn’t say another word to convince him.

This choice was his alone, and my role in this affair was over, whether he chose to follow my advice or not.

Without another word or another look at him, I simply walked back to the carriage to rest once again.

Later that day, I watched from afar, as Paul started to speak with Alianelle away from prying ears.

I witnessed her usually calm face slowly crumbling, tears gathering in her eyes before slowly sliding along her cheek reddened by emotions she had trouble controlling.

She shook, cried, screamed, and even hit Paul’s torso with her arms too weak to truly hurt him, but this wasn’t necessary for each time her small clenched fist collided with him, it was as if he was hit by a blade.

We were all too far away from them to clearly hear what they were saying and none of us made any effort to listen. 

We should have probably interrupted and warned them that they were making too much noise but no one intervened either. 

Ilan was the only one who understood Alianelle’s nature and the reason for Paul’s choice to betray us while I was the only one aware that Paul had poisoned his own daughter for years. We both held a part of the truth which wasn’t the case for Walmir or Jazor. However, we all chose from a common silent accord to stay away from them.

When Alianelle rejoined me later and cried on my shoulder, I didn’t say a single word either.

I simply accepted the weight of her body and tears while our carriage resumed its course.

--

“This is boring.”

“I know.”

“Are you really sure it’s the right way to learn?”

“As sure as I can be,” I assured her once more with a tired voice.

Ten days had passed since Paul and Alianelle spoke together. What Paul confessed to her, I didn’t exactly know, but Alianelle had asked me, immediately after calming down, to teach her magic. With my clothes still drenched with her tears, I didn’t dare to refuse or indicate that Jazor would probably be a better teacher. I simply accepted her request to learn how to defend herself.

An understandable demand considering what she had to go through.

Fortunately, she already had some basic magic training, meaning that I didn’t have to spend time teaching her how to sense her mana. 

Just remembering the time and effort it took for a reincarnated person like me to accomplish something so trivial for most people in this world made me want to scream in frustration. 

When she learned that contrary to her I had trouble sensing my own mana, Alianelle’s confidence skyrocketed. However, the next part of our training proved to be much more humbling for her. 

“It’s boring,” she complained once more.

“I know,” I repeated relentlessly.

Amanda made me summon my magic time and time again until my reserves of mana were completely depleted. A boorish training meant to develop my ability to handle my mana and certainly effective to make magic less awkward and more natural.

However, this wasn’t an experience I wanted her to have.

For once, carelessly summoning magic inside the wilderness wasn’t the brightest idea.

Moreover, there was something much more important that could be done in our situation.

Developing her ability to sense mana.

This ability had saved my life when I was blind on my own inside the wilderness, but this wasn’t why I wanted her to learn it. In addition to being an extremely useful skill to have during a battle, it was also a good way for her to familiarize herself with the nature of the wind and its secrets.

As the main, and probably only, element available to her was the wind, it would remain mostly useless if she developed it as the Dorell kingdom advised. You could change the speed and shape of your wind all you wanted with the best control in the world, but wind will still remain hardly usable in a real fight.

That’s why many people in the Dorell kingdom considered the wind element as the weakest element.

Of course, all those who said that didn't know anything about magic, but they still had a point.

Only understanding and developing an aspect of this element would allow her magic to become truly usable.

I could guide her and explain to her all I wanted, but in my opinion, the best way was still to feel and see for herself the true nature of this element. I was more than aware that grasping a part of an aspect that I used to move faster didn’t make me an expert of this element. What she will see and understand with this ability to sense mana will probably be completely different from what I had understood myself.

My role wasn’t to give her the few answers I had but to give her the tools and means to discover and forge her own path as a mage.

However, such training was indeed boring and probably far from what she imagined when she asked for my help.

“Thank you.”

Alianelle’s soft voice brought me back from my thoughts.

“Why?” I asked, baffled. “It’s still too early to know if this kind of training will be effective for you,” I explained helplessly, not understanding why words of complaint were replaced by sudden words of gratitude.

“Not for the training… For everything else,” she said softly, taking my hand not covered in bandages.

I wanted to say to her that it was still too early as we weren’t safe yet. However, it wasn’t true anymore. According to Walmir, we were almost there and nothing could possibly prevent us from reaching our goal. Not our tiredness and our injuries from our last confrontation, not the pitiful state of what was left of our carriage, and not even the exhaustion of the two Vrapy pushed to their limits.

“Really… Thank you, she breathed with a sad smile on her lips and tears in her eyes. 

Was it the lies of her father that made her eyes moistened or simply the realization of how close she came to death when she was slumbering?

I had no way to know, but such words told with so much emotion and gratitude strangely didn’t let me be insensitive. I was so flustered that all I could do was smile back and accept her gratitude in silence as we resumed her training.

For the first time since my reincarnation, I had the feeling that everything I went through wasn’t in vain.

I didn’t know the reason for this rebirth, but just saving this young girl from her cruel fate made it all worth it.

Even our impending separation in the first Advanced town didn’t appear as bitter as before for it would mean that I had truly succeeded.

A silent acknowledgment of her gratitude was all I could give her and apparently all she needed. Our training resumed in the same way as before, only disturbed by the bumpiness of the road we had to take to reach our destination.

We were now so close to that goal that has seemed unattainable for so long that Himara and Seth had to return inside their cage several days ago despite Alianelle’s protests. She quickly became close to the children making it all the more difficult for her to accept their treatment and by extension our alliance with slavers. Nevertheless, contrary to Paul, she never made her displeasure known, probably because she knew that as a hidden Beastman member herself, she had to stay as discreet as possible.

Having children behind bars just a few steps away from me seemed surreal just like knowing that they would soon be sold as mere objects.

Their sale will take place probably a few days after Walmir reported to his employer. My artifact, fortunately now inert on my thumb, would apparently be enough to buy their freedom. After that, I will still have to escort them as discreetly as possible to Tegralle, my birthplace. A small, peaceful town that had already accepted the presence of another Beastman member without discrimination was probably the best place for them to live until they became able to fend for themselves.

Seeing Gaya, another beast tribe member, living there safely will probably also help gain their trust.

I couldn’t repress a surge of nostalgia when the name of my little friend crossed my mind. Himara was very similar to her. Shy, frightened, and not cut out to confront the cruelty of this kingdom that had sentenced their whole kind to slavery.

I wondered what happened to her or if she even remembered me. We were pretty young when I was abducted after all.

I let my mind wander with more questions that will only be answered after my return when I noticed that Seth’s deep gaze was stubbornly fixed on me. His scrutiny, heavy with meaning, was difficult to bear as it reminded me of the commitment I had taken to them when I had chosen to spar Ilan.

A particularly difficult choice for Seth to accept. He was obviously still mad at me for not killing Ilan when I had the chance and couldn’t easily trust my promise to free them after that. He probably wanted to trust me, but was afraid to do so, preferring to expect another betrayal which was without a doubt the saddest thing about him.

The people of this world had made such a young child so distrustful, that even everything I did to protect them throughout our journey could not overcome this. To him, no matter what I had done for him and his sister before, I was still the one who had denied them freedom. I knew that no excuse could change that. So I didn't even bother to try to explain my choice to him, to try to make him understand that I didn't want the blood of a man I respected on my hands. I didn’t even try to explain to him the details of the contingency plans I had made in case my artifact wouldn’t be enough to buy them. Words didn't matter anymore. All I could do was do everything I could to keep that promise and give them the freedom they deserved.

My resolve was finally clear, I was prepared to do anything to free them, so I didn’t turn my gaze away from him. I was ready to bear this responsibility even if it meant delaying my long-awaited return to my family because that was the only way for me to truly live without regret. 

The only way for me to truly live this life to the fullest.

After long seconds, Seth finally seemed appeased and looked away to sit next to his sister who had her head buried in her arms. Just like no word could appease his worries, nothing Seth would say or do could reassure his frightened sister.

However, it was alright.

After miraculously crossing the wilderness together and after awakening Alianelle when all hope seemed lost, this last task appeared much more manageable. I also knew Jazor would help me because, just like me, he wouldn’t accept a bitter end to this journey.

  

    
        Bad news

    
    
    
    
  Hi, everyone.

Sorry for the false hope if you thought it was the new chapter, but it was the best way to give you this message.

I went to Greece, reason why I didn't publish a new chapter this week, and intended as notified in the last note to publish a new one on monday.

Sadly, it won't be possible as I have Covid.

Because of that, I wasn't able to go back to my country, and won't be able to publish a new chapter next week either.

Sorry about, but I really don't have any other choice as I'm quite sick on top of not having my computer with me to write.

Thank you for your understanding and patience.
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Chapter 100: First Advanced town (First Part)


In the same way as every journey has a start, a first step without which nothing would have been possible, every journey also has an end.

This end was finally right in front of my eyes.

Standing proudly on the other side of the vast plain we just entered was the first Advanced town: Humanity’s strongest bastion inside the wilderness. Even from far away, the wall of solid gray stones circling it and hiding any building inside was easily dwarfing the height of the wall around the Advanced town where Paul and Alianelle previously lived.

I didn’t let the sea of animals’ and deviants’ corpses, literally paving the way for us, dampen my relief at the sight of what was for a long time an impossible goal to reach. A single glance at the faces of my comrades near me was enough to know that I wasn’t the only one with this thought inside my head.

Even Himara and Seth probably felt some kind of relief as we were relentlessly pursued by a horde for the last two days. With their natural unfair advantage in stamina, our Vrapy were usually also fast enough to distance this kind of threat sooner or later. However, our eagerness to reach our destination as soon as possible had made us dangerously shorten the time allowed for these creatures to eat and rest.

We nearly paid dearly for this mistake.

We were forced to push the Vrapy so far beyond their limits to escape that even Walmir was starting to worry. Seeing the usually stoic reptilian animals standing weakly on their muscular legs with their head lowered, their large back arched and their breathing unsteady was proof enough that it was high time to arrive.

Even creatures deemed as tireless by many had their limits after all.

Aware of this reality just as much as I was, Walmir didn’t immediately urge the Vrapy at full speed. With a moderate pace, our faithful quadrupedal companions marched forward. Therefore, we had all the time to see up close the numerous traces of battles around the town.

Among the craters, trenches, and corpses rotting under the harsh rays of the sun, a few groups of soldiers could be seen patrolling and even sometimes making sure of the death of some animals with a spear in their head. Apparently, the lessening number of daily attacks from small groups of animals and deviants these past few days wasn’t entirely due to our growing distance from the central and most dangerous part of the wilderness.

Judging by the impressive traces of battles and the corpses of dozens of different species all around us, it was more than obvious that a fair number of the animals rampaging in this part of the wilderness had met a swift demise when they had tried to overrun this city. Like a normally unstoppable wave finally powerlessly crashing against walls too tall and too sturdy for them.

The numerous camps disseminated around to bear a part of the attacks probably also had a part to play in this success.

“Impressive, isn’t it?”

Ilan had mistaken my surprise at the number of cadavers around the city for plain awe at the certainly noteworthy walls surrounding it.

“Yeah. I’m just glad this town hasn’t fallen like all the others,” I replied matter-of-factly.

This answer wasn’t one he had expected as Ilan ceased to stroke his dense dark beard pensively to look at me with round eyes.

“Fall? The first Advanced town?” he asked dumbfounded.

“Told you not to trust his appearance. He may look like a noble’s child but he is as uneducated as you all sorry lot,” supplemented Jazor with a mocking laugh behind me.

“Because of course, you consider yourself educated?” I snapped sarcastically.

“Of course! I am from the Dwarven nobility after all,” was his immediate answer none of us believed.

“Seriously?”

“Seriously,” he confirmed with his faithful pipe in his mouth.

Both Ilan and I shared a glance enough to convey the same thought.

“Your clan is lost,” I concluded.

Undeterred by our mockery, Jazor let out a huge cloud of smoke from his mouth and, with a satisfied smile, replied calmly.

“Can’t really argue with that… Well, sissy, instead of trying to make me appear as a fool; do you want to know why you just said something really stupid out loud just a moment ago?”

I shrugged my shoulders, the only signal he apparently needed to share his infinite knowledge with a commoner like me.

“This city isn’t just protected by this big wall. There is magic at play here. Very powerful and very rare ever since the last war.”

“A Lost magic?” I blurted out.

“Exactly. You’re maybe not as helpless as I thought, after all,” he concluded sagely.

Tired of watching the corpses paraded before my eyes, and trying to distract myself from the pestilent odor assailing my nostrils, I patiently waited for him to continue his explanation.

I waited with bated breath for nothing as Jazor had apparently shared enough of his wisdom for today.

“Jazor?”

“Hum?”

“Damnit, finish what you were saying!” I finally blasted, exasperated.

With a small smile at the corner of his lips, which gave me the certainty that this scoundrel was doing this on purpose, Jazor let out another massive cloud of smoke — dispersing at the same time a strangely pleasant odor of hazelnuts — before finally resuming his explanation.

“Maybe even Ilan doesn’t know that, but do you know that it’s the Ryunno clan who founded this city?” he slowly asked with his back straighter than ever, probably to appear more dignified.

Even Ilan shook his head despite apparently being only mildly interested in what Jazor had to explain.

“Well, it was built around a massive site of elemental stones, as it turned out, the most important one of the entire continent found even till today. After the war, the Ryunno clan declared this resource as their exclusive right, but without enough manpower to directly develop and exploit it, they asked the Humans and the Dwarves to do it for them. This unprecedented close collaboration of these two races — notoriously unwelcomed inside the wilderness — created this town and started the conquest of the wilderness by the Dorell kingdom, a conquest, if I may add, that took one hell of a hit these past weeks. Aware that something like that may happen one day and to make sure this city will continue to stand, the Ryunno clan exceptionally allowed one powerful Lost magic — forbidden since the end of the war — to be taken directly from their archives and used on the walls of this town,” he finally concluded.

It was just like Jazor to dump a massive amount of information without a care in the world if his words were really understood just after making us specifically ask for explanations.

Fortunately, I already knew a few basic pieces of information about the Ryunno clan.

As the true victor of the last war, they exterminated the Ancient Human clan; chased the Shinawa people back into the sea, and condemned the Beastmen tribes to slavery, but they had also imposed several rules on their allies.

The main one being the only racial law of this world explicitly telling that it was strictly forbidden to harm a member of the Ryunno clan no matter the circumstances. A rule that the man in purple — that Alianelle described to us after I found her unconscious inside the Ryunno clan member’s carriage — splendidly ignored. Breaking this rule was the most likely reason for the rays of pure destruction that fell from the sky shortly after and for the wrath of the wilderness that followed.

Another rule, less known to the general public, that they imposed on their allies and co-victors of the war was the ban on all written magic.

Mysterious and complicated to use properly, this form of magic nonetheless offered far more possibilities than any other type of magic. They guided the mana in intricate patterns and were able to perform acts impossible for any sentient being to do on their own. It was without a doubt this kind of magic that was used to reincarnate me, although I had no clue how magic could have been possible in my old world.

One thing was sure, this written magic proved something that Walmir said to me not long ago.

Magic is endless but Humans are not.

You could perfectly understand an element and spend a lifetime developing a magic related to its aspects, but some things were simply impossible to do because of the amount of mana required or simply because of the complexity of the mana shaping needed to accomplish it.

Humans were the ones to invent this technique, but all the other races — except the elves — saw the importance and potential advantage such a magic could wield. As a result, each race involved in this worldwide conflict developed their own written magic and used it in one way or another during the war.

Only the Ryunno clan despised it, preferring to trust their natural unfair advantage with the more traditional types of magic.

However, one written magic developed by the Ancient Human clan had apparently threatened the very survival of the Ryunno clan during the war, making it impossible for them to ignore it any longer. So they simply destroyed all traces of this magic after the war: stealing, destroying and even killing if necessary to finally keep the research for them only in their famous archives.

Thus, it slowly disappeared, many of its applications forgotten until it was simply deemed as lost hence the now common but wrong name of ‘Lost magic’.

It wasn’t lost after all but stolen and forbidden.

The Ryunno clan still allowed the use of a few selected ones for very specific purposes. For example, I knew this was how artifacts were created: they had a magic circle drawn on them. However, the fact that the entire wall of the city slowly getting closer had benefited from a specific Lost magic was indeed surprising and something I could have never imagined.

“Damn, I really nailed you with that one!” laughed Jazor heartily.

Realizing that I had spent too much time in my thoughts, I quickly tried to find something to say to end his teasing and came up with the only question that crossed my mind at this instant.

“What do they need elemental stones for, anyway?”

“Your guess is as good as mine on this one. It can store mana in its most natural shape and is as a result necessary to use the most powerful and demanding Lost magic.A good chunk of the stones extracted from the mine here are used to power the Lost magic of the wall. However, given the quantity extracted each year solely for them, they could also use it for something else, but I have no idea what it could be. All I know is that it’s forbidden to own an elemental stone beyond a certain grade.”

The time for our conversation had lasted even longer than I had first thought, for by the time I returned my attention to our surroundings, our carriage had already left the muddy, blood-soaked path for a flat, dry scree a dozen meters away from the main gate.

I didn’t linger long in front of the impressive, seemingly impenetrable black steel gate, as three guards wearing a traditional gray hauberk clumsily covered by a dark-gray tunic were approaching us in long, determined strides with their mud-smeared boots.

We were forced to stop and wait for Walmir to talk to them and negotiate our entry. While one of them was talking to him in a voice too low for me to hear, his two companions circled our carriage and slowly watched us appreciatively one by one as if trying to decipher a hidden truth behind our exhausted faces.

The talking went on so long that I was starting to worry we would be denied entry when finally the voice of the leader of these men spoke loudly enough for us all to hear.

“Alright, you can go. Open the gate!”

The sigh of relief I let out was completely covered by the screeching noise of the massive gate opening unnaturally quickly in front of us. Walmir didn’t hesitate and made the two Vrapy growl in exasperation when he urged them forward much faster than when we crossed the plain as if he was afraid that the guard would change his mind.

If this worry was real, then it was unfound as the gate stayed open long enough for our pitiful carriage to pass through before closing in a massive slamming that made Alianelle jump in surprise behind me.

I crossed Paul’s gaze immediately after and swiftly understood what was on his mind behind his pensive face and wrinkled brows. The entry inside this city wasn’t as easy as he had imagined when he had stolen our carriage. Even with children and despite the exceptional nature of our situation, the short interaction Walmir had with the guards near the gates made it pretty clear that it wasn’t sure they would have let them enter without him.

Another checkpoint inside the town, a full search of the carriage and more armed guards than I could remember to escort us made it more than obvious how worried about the current state of the wilderness they truly were. Walmir made it clear that entering this town would be less easy than the others, but even he seemed surprised by the guards’ zealousness.

Another reminder, if I needed any, of how much effort Humans and Dwarves had to make to establish a lasting place inside the wilderness.

Elves and Beastmen tribes were tolerated and even accepted by the lifeforms around because of their proximity to nature. On the contrary, Humans and Dwarves because of their weak compatibility with the living beings here and their natural tendency of trying to reshape their environment — even if it meant disfiguring it — were clearly not welcomed.

Advanced towns could only exist because of their strong defenses and the combined efforts of the camps disseminated around to absorb the violence of the true residents of these indomitable lands. However, the wrath of the wilderness created by the beams of pure destruction raining down on it had completely upset the fragile balance the inhabitants of this fortified city had enjoyed for so long.

They were abruptly reminded of the only truth of this land that they had forgotten over the years.

They were tolerated, not accepted and they had certainly not conquered this territory.

No race could hope to conquer the wilderness because this kind of conflict would awaken untold horror in the deepest part of the wilderness no one was willing to confront. And now that the illusionary peace was broken, they were afraid of what this land had in store for them.

“What are you waiting for? Just go!”

The harsh voice of a plump guard armed with a long spear put an end to my thinking. Walmir apologized and quickly made the Vrapy accelerate without telling this rude man that he and his colleagues were the reason for our prolonged presence near the walls.

We passed under an impressive arcade hiding from view, but not from my senses, two guards probably armed with bows and certainly ready to take us down at the first sign of trouble. The road connecting the gate to the outskirts of the city we took afterward was well-maintained, but the same couldn’t be said about the wooden houses bordering it. Some of them had seen too many winters and no amount of planks awkwardly put together to fill the gaps was quite enough to give it a dignified appearance.

Soon after, the white smoke of furnaces working at full capacity obstructed my view of these dilapidated houses while noises unfamiliar for someone who had lived several months far from any civilization reached me. Nonetheless, it didn’t take me long to recognize the distinctive noise of anvils welcoming the familiar battering of hammers to create metal.

A few more minutes were necessary to reach what could be considered a more central part of the city. Gone were the wrecked wooden hut — barely decent enough to shelter people inside — replaced by solid houses of clay, bricks, and even stones while shops could be seen all around with their owners speaking to customers a little too few for the number of opened stores.

The displeasing odor of coal and sweat was a little too strong for my taste but it made it clear that we had finally rejoined civilization.

We were finally safe.

The numerous guards I saw on patrol all around with the same grey tunic over a badly adjusted chainmail were the best proof of that. With all these stores around and all these people — Humans or Dwarves — taking care of their daily business without a care in the world about what was happening beyond the wall, it was difficult to realize that we were still inside the wilderness.

“There are fewer guards than usual,” suddenly noticed Ilan sitting beside me.

“Really?” I asked back, not convinced that the number of guards we had seen was truly less than usual.

“They are numerous but look more carefully. How they walk, what they wear… They lack training, experience, and equipment.”

Certainly, another more thorough look at these guards patrolling along the paved streets made it clear that they were quite clumsy. Some looked scruffy with equipment a little too big for them while others had trouble walking smoothly with their spear held straight. Most of them were also quite young even if it was difficult to clearly see their faces with a helmet on their heads.

Apparently surviving the wrath of the wilderness had cost this city more than I initially thought.

The carriage finally stopped on the side of the main street leading probably deeper into the heart of the city. Walmir, who had come down from the coachman seat, appeared on the side of the carriage with a tired smile on his lips.

“This is it, I guess. Our collaboration ends now,” he abruptly declared.

These few words were enough for Jazor to immediately nod and get down from the carriage in an agile leap.

However, it wasn’t enough for me.

“You’re going to report to your employer, aren't you?” I asked with a serious voice.

“Yes, I am.”

“Can I come with you?”

“Definitely not,” was his immediate answer, leaving no room for any kind of negotiation.

Sensing my discomfort, Walmir hurriedly added a few more words.

“Don’t worry, I will keep you updated.”

“Will you?”

Finally, the time for our collaboration had come to an end. They didn’t need us anymore and they now had an obvious advantage against us inside the city. All the trust I had given them along our journey was shaken by this realization. Betraying us now was a possibility.

Sensing the doubt in my voice and the implication our next words would have on their futures, both Himara and Seth put their heads a little bit closer to the bars of their cage.

“Sillath, I promise you: I will warn you myself when the grand auction will take place. Until then, no harm will befall these children, you have my word.”

His outstretched hand immediately after his words showed that he wanted to reassure me; he wanted me to trust him.

I certainly wanted to believe him.

I wanted to believe that I had seen beyond Walmir’s job to truly understand what kind of man he truly was. We had fought side by side and had faced death together more times than any of us could remember. This has to count for something.

It certainly did for me, but was it really the same for him?

Did he lie to me all this time?

Was everything we’ve been through nothing more than an elaborate lie?

The voice of reason had made Jazor and I accept their help when our survival was at stake. However, now without any immediate menace, this voice had disappeared, replaced by voices of doubts continuously expressing their suspicions inside my head.

However, I chased these dangerous thoughts away to listen once more to the much more discreet voice of reason.

What I was offering for Himara’s and Seth’s freedom was more than what they were worth. Jazor was the one who had explained this reality to me so it should be accurate. This deal was advantageous for Walmir and his employer.

That was the truth no matter how much I doubted his true intentions.

After several seconds of thinking, I had reached an answer.

Did he intend to renege on his word?

I refused to believe it, not because of some misplaced trust but simply because it was the most rational thing to do.

So, I did the only thing I thought was sensible in our situation.

I decided to accept his words and give him my trust for now.

I shook his hand too big for mine while staring into his almond eyes, looking for any trace of deceit, any hint of discomfort, but I found none. The same reassuring and calm smile was plastered on his face as he unhurriedly shook my hand for long seconds.

“I trust you, Walmir.”

With these last words, I separated my hand from his and finally got down from the carriage along with Paul, Alianelle, and Ilan.

The carriage with the ominous black cage stubbornly attached to it resumed its course a few seconds later, serenely, with the same symphony of creaks and squeaks of the tortured wood.

Our travel on this dilapidated carriage was over, but I had one mission left before leaving this city.

One last promise to fulfill before my journey truly came to an end.
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Chapter 101: First Advanced town (Second Part)

We waited for Walmir’s carriage to disappear at a corner of a street before resuming our walk toward the closest inn of the town. Ilan, who had chosen to stay with us for the time being, guided us through small streets, steep flights of stairs, and bumpy paths none of us would have had the idea to go through without him.









After half an hour, we finally reached a solid-looking wooden inn with a slightly crooked sign telling in the simplest way: ‘inn’.

“The owner is a friend and the rooms here are cheap,” declared Ilan as our strange group — gathering a little too much attention for my comfort — approached the entrance.

“I certainly hope so, I’m a little tight on money right now,” sighed Jazor while peeking inside his meager leather purse.

“You would still have plenty in your pockets if you hadn’t wasted it all on brothels inside the previous Advanced town,” I remarked with a derisive snort.

“True, I used up a lot of money on alcohol, gambling, and women… The rest I just squandered,” he laughed gathering a few chuckles from Alianelle and Ilan.

Unwilling to grant him any kind of answer and hiding the amused smile on my face, I followed Ilan inside the inn.

The interior was well lit, and the pieces of furniture were made of simple wood, but clean enough to give a comfortable feeling to the hall welcoming the clients. On the left side of the counter, where a clerk was eyeing us with the same moderate surprise as everyone we had crossed paths with, was the opened door to what was obviously the dining room.

The pleasant odor of cooked fish immediately assaulted my nostrils and awakened my appetite when I came close enough. The crate of food we found inside the devastated camp had exempted us from looking for food and helped us significantly shorten the time needed to reach this town. However, dry food wasn’t exactly the best and we all craved something different.

However, we first had to pay for our room.

Something Ilan graciously did for all of us before excusing himself.

Jazor took the key to the room we were going to share together and quickly disappeared upstairs without a look in my direction. Alianelle took her own and patiently waited for her father to follow her. However, Paul had his eyes fixed on Ilan’s retreating back with undisguised suspicion.

It didn’t take a genius to understand what was on his mind, so without a word, I turned around and walked away. Paul was right to be wary. The comfortable bed and the warm meal would have to wait.

I closed my eyes and waited near the entrance for Ilan to walk away. When he was far enough, I exited the inn under the surprised gaze of the owner and Paul’s look of gratitude.

For long minutes, I patiently followed Ilan among the unfamiliar streets. My senses made such a task trivial and gave Ilan little possibility to notice he was being followed. Just like with Walmir, I wanted to have faith in him, but unlike with him, we didn’t have any kind of deal going on between us. Only the purest form of trust to make me believe he will continue to keep what he had learned to himself.

He had certainly kept his word to hide the truth about Alianelle from anyone so far.

However, now that we were inside the Advanced town, the spark of doubt that was turned off outside the walls once more lightened and made it impossible for me to completely trust him. I stayed out of range, only coming closer when I sensed him staying close to another lifeform for a little too long. However, over an hour of shadowing yielded little result.

Ilan had saluted a few guards, a few shopkeepers, and even a gorgeous-looking woman who had immediately embraced him when he approached her, but none of them warranted more than a passing, uninterested glance from me.

It was only when he crossed the door of an imposing building made of solid black stones that my suspicions once more flared up. Contrary to our inn, this building didn’t have any sign to indicate its function. The guards properly dressed and armed near the entrance didn’t obstruct him in the slightest when Ilan entered through the heavy-looking grey door.

Because of them, I couldn’t walk inside without being immediately spotted so I patiently waited at the corner of the street with my eyes closed. From so far away, I needed to seriously concentrate to understand what was going on inside. Ilan waited several minutes next to someone who was probably the clerk at the reception desk before someone else came from downstairs. With my magic sense alone, it was impossible to tell if this person was a man, a woman, or from what race he or she originated from.

All I could say was that Ilan followed this person upstairs and went even deeper into the building, nearly at the edge of my perception.

What was this building and what was Ilan doing inside?

I had no way to know by simply standing so far away.

However, something was already clear.

Ilan meeting someone of importance immediately after leaving us somewhere he knew was exactly what both Paul and I were worried about.

I had to know who he was seeing.

A quick look around and a soft propulsion from my wind magic were all it took to reach the roof of the closest building without anyone noticing me. A few more magical jumps across rooftops and several magics used as diversions were all it took for me to finally reach the roof of the building where Ilan was.

With my senses to guide me, I cautiously walked on the old roof tiles while being careful not to slip and staying attentive to avoid the most delicate-looking of them. Finally, after several minutes of this slow walk, I reached the edge of the rooftop directly above a window.

Ilan was inside with his mysterious interlocutor. My magic sense made it a certainty, but this ability couldn’t help me any further.

Regretting that I didn’t know any magic to enhance my hearing, I held my breath and concentrated as hard as I could to discern a few words.

“Are you sure?”

The voice was male, rough, and filled with surprise.

“Yeah. You didn’t see what I did,” was Ilan’s answer.

My blood immediately turned cold and a heavy feeling settled in my stomach as my imagination worked overdrive to make these few words match my fears.

I concentrated to hear more, but the few words I caught after that didn’t make any sense on their own.

Did Ilan really just sell out Alianelle, or was I simply too paranoid?

I ran my hand through my hair in a nervous movement, something I immediately regretted as my arm wasn’t completely healed from the wound inflicted by my own ice. Moving it around was still painful and nearly drew a cry of pain that would have immediately given away my presence.

The creaking of a moving chair I heard next was the only warning I needed to pull my head away from the edge of the roof. Immediately after, the window was forcefully opened without any delicacy making my heart skip a beat as I realized that I had apparently made some kind of noise after all.

For long seconds, I waited still as a statue, fearing that I would be discovered.

“Is something wrong?”

With the window opened, Ilan’s voice reached me more distinctly this time.

“No, I must be tired. If you don’t have anything else to tell me, I will take the necessary measures and contact you once again in two days,” the same unknown rough voice as before spoke words I had dreaded to hear.

“Alright. I…”

I didn’t hear anything more as the window was closed just as forcefully as it was opened.

However, I had heard enough this time.

--

Afraid that I would be discovered, it took me longer to leave the roof than to reach it. When I finally managed to get down in an inauspicious alley whose sole existence seemed to be to pile up waste, Ilan had already exited the building.

I didn’t know the entirety of the conversation he just had, nor did I know the full truth about Alianelle he immediately understood when he saw her wings. However, I still knew and heard enough to be left with more doubts than ever.

Did Ilan really go back on his words?

Did he sell Alianelle’s secret?

I didn’t want to believe it, but I couldn’t take any risk.

I resumed my tailing with the use of my magic sense. However, even after several minutes of waiting, Ilan didn’t move from the step where he was sitting. With his head resting on his right hand, his eyes were darting all around as if looking for something.

Or someone.

“I know you’re here! Show yourself!”

His forceful declaration made a few bystanders look at him strangely and swerve to pass further away from him. On my part, I shuffled back a step when these words told with such conviction left his mouth. I didn’t know how, but Ilan knew I was there.

I was sure of it.

Hiding and later lying was a possibility I seriously considered for a moment, but I needed answers even if this wasn’t how I initially intended to have them. So, with measured steps, I slowly emerged from the corner of the streets and made my way toward my former travel companion who indeed didn’t seem the least bit surprised to see me here.

“How long have you known?” I slowly asked with furrowed brows.

“What? That you were following me? I just found out inside Albert’s office. I may not have the same perception as you do, but after all this time by your side, I still picked up a few tricks. If anyone had told me that I would learn something from a kid like you, I would have never believed it. I have to admit that your mana trick to sense lifeforms is indeed neat, although I can’t use it as well or from as far away as you do,” he explained carefully while standing up from the step he had been sitting on.

His height and massive frame immediately appeared intimidating after he had stood up as it was a painful reminder of how our last physical confrontation went.

Sensing my discomfort, Ilan slowly raised his hands in mock surrender as a sign of appeasement.

“Don’t look at me like that, Sillath. I know we both had our differences, but remember that it’s not me who has betrayed our group,” he rightly pointed out.

“So now that we’re not an official group anymore, anything is fair game?” I asked back bitterly.

“You really are suspicious, kind of sad for a kid if you want my opinion…” he mumbled before taking a deep breath. His dark eyes, black as coal, looked straight into mine as if he was trying to convey his heartfelt feelings with this sole gaze.

“No, Sillath, I didn’t betray your friend’s secret,” he finally solemnly declared in his characteristic rough voice. “I’m many things but being a liar isn’t among them, and even if we’re not traveling together anymore, I will keep my word.”

“Then…” I started with suspicion written all over my face.

“Then,” he interrupted. “Who did I just meet? To answer your question, the man I just saw is the leader of the Mercenary guild in this city. Even if I have been chaining missions with Walmir for more than a year now, in the end, I’m still a mercenary. My presence here must be declared just as well as my departure. That’s why I met him.”

I recollected the few scattered words and sentences I had managed to glean through my amateurish spying, and indeed they could fit this explanation. Unable to hope to gain any other kind of information from these words alone, I turned my focus back to Ilan who was intently watching me in silence.

“You want to leave?” I finally asked after a few more seconds of thinking.

“There is nothing more to hope for on this land for a good while, now,” he confirmed with a firm nod. “The wrath of the wilderness will continue for several years making any kind of expedition suicidal. If I stay here, my only option will be to work as a guard, and I didn’t leave my hometown for this kind of work.”

His explanation made sense. I could definitely understand his reasoning and the idea that the wrath of the wilderness will last for several years at the very least was also shared by both Walmir and Jazor.

However, it wasn’t enough.

“How can I trust you?” I asked helplessly, knowing perfectly well how difficult it was to convince anyone that you were trustworthy.

“As I said, it’s really sad that you can’t simply trust me, and not just because you’re a kid. We fought side by side for so long now, that I had hoped you would have understood me better. But, if you want a reason to trust me…”

He walked a few steps left and right with his gaze directed at the blue sky as if pondering how he was going to say his next words until, after a few seconds of this pacing, he stopped and once more turned his eyes toward me.

“You and I fought against each other. It was… brutal, but I never tried to kill you no matter how stubborn you were. You know that,” he added in a forceful voice leaving no room for any kind of contestation. Ilan could have killed me if he had wanted to, this was a truth impossible for me to deny. “However, I did try to kill your girlfriend… I’m sorry about that, I was wrong,” he concluded in a voice softer than I’ve ever heard him use.

His apology coming from such a steel-like man I saw butchered dozens of animals with a single swing of his sword appeared horribly mismatched, but his words did seem genuine as far as I could tell.

However, he wasn’t finished yet.

“But, even if I was wrong about your girlfriend, I was not about Paul. He did betray us and intended to leave us to die on this land. He is not a good man, he is not someone you should risk everything to protect,” he declared vehemently.

“You don’t know him,” I objected. “He made mistakes, but when I was without a penny in my pockets and without a roof in an unknown town, he still helped me while nothing forced him to do so.”

“Don’t think he is a good man just because he gave you a few coins and a place to sleep for a few nights. First of all, are you sure it’s him and not his daughter that chose to help you?”

Even if I didn’t want to admit it, his question had hit the nail on the head. It was Alianelle who had insisted that her father help me. I didn’t need any reminder about how easy it was to read my emotions on my face as Ilan immediately made a derisive smile after his unanswered question. This embarrassed silence was the only answer he needed.

“Where are you going with this, Ilan?” I finally asked.

“Well, I know that Paul isn’t a good man and I’m also well aware that Himara and Seth hate me and they have a damn good reason for it. So, I know for sure that both he and this stinky kid Seth probably more than insisted on my execution after you made an ice cube out of me.”

Once more no confirmation was necessary.

The memory of a child begging for someone to be killed was unfortunately still fresh in my memories.

“However, you didn’t,” he declared with a grave voice. “You spared me when it would have been infinitely easier and safer to kill me. You were wounded, you had people probably screaming at you to end my life once and for all, but you didn’t kill me.”

“No, I didn’t…”

“And for that, you have my gratitude. I may not respect Paul enough to give a damn about his fate, I may not care about his daughter, but I care about what you did. You saved my life, and even if I don’t find it enough, if the only way to repay you is by keeping my mouth shut about his girl, then I will do it,” he declared in a solemn tone I didn’t have the heart to doubt.

Gratitude.

Was this really the reason for Ilan’s promise to keep Alianelle’s secret?

Could I believe that was enough?

Probably sensing my doubt, Ilan who had started to turn around, temporarily stopped to add a few more words.

“Moreover, you may not understand what this girl’s identity means, but trust me it spells trouble. Big time for anyone involved. I’m not going to risk my life for illusionary profit after just managing to survive against all odds, and if you were smart and probably a little bit more selfish you would do the same.”

With these last words, and without waiting for any answer from me, Ilan slowly turned tail and finally climbed the steep stairs he had been sitting on before our conversation.

I stayed rooted on the spot, not knowing what to do with him anymore, long after he disappeared from the corner of the street.
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I didn’t stay still for that long after Ilan’s departure.









His words were convincing, but I had to make sure of a few things before accepting his explanation.

First of all, I checked the nature of the imposing black building he had entered. It was easy enough to learn that it indeed belonged to the Mercenary guild. However, as I was almost totally clueless about how this kind of group operated inside an Advanced town, it took me much more effort and many questions from guards, sellers, and pedestrians to have a clearer picture.

The first thing I learned was that this Mercenary guild was independent, meaning the city was not directly responsible for it. The main role of this branch of the mercenary guild was to list and rank — according to their strength and experience — the mercenaries willing to work. The jobs from the Advanced town, from individuals, or sometimes directly from the Dorell Kingdom were also gathered in this building.

All in all, I didn’t need to learn all of that, but it still made something pretty clear.

The Mercenary guild was trying very hard to stay neutral and far away from any kind of interference.

Thus, it definitely wasn’t the best place to report Alianelle and try to get a reward for this information. Going straight for a slaver — and Ilan obviously knew at least a few in this city — or for administrative buildings made more sense if he wanted to denounce her. Of course, it could still be possible, but unlikely which was — along with Ilan’s explanations — reassuring.

Certainly reassuring enough to put a temporary end to my investigation.

I couldn’t do much more today anyway.

The zenith was long gone and soon the sun would set and if there was one thing I didn’t want in addition to going to bed without a meal, was to wander in an unknown town in the dark. So, after thanking the last merchant I had interrogated, I finally made my way back toward the inn.

Most of the numerous shopkeepers — a little too many for the number of customers going through their wares — were putting away and tidying up their stalls. Their day of labor was over, but not mine apparently as I had more trouble finding my way back to the inn than I would like to admit.

My poor sense of orientation wasn’t entirely to blame as my investigation had led me far from the mercenary building. All the unfamiliar streets looked the same to me and the few guards still patrolling them made this long forced stroll less than welcoming. Maybe it was because I was a child in an Advanced town where few children lived and where even fewer were out so late on their own, or maybe the novice guards, constantly staring at me as if I had stolen their grandmother’s purse, were wary of me simply because my distinguishable hair made it obvious that it was the first time they were seeing me.

Whatever the reason for their caution may have been, be it because of inborn prejudice or simply because of the current worrying state of the wilderness, their almost constant stubborn gaze fixed on my back made me long for my arrival even more than my empty stomach growling in rightful protestation.

Unfortunately, the city itself didn’t help me in this endeavor.

After several going back and forth and nearly an hour of wandering, I helplessly noticed that this city was strangely built.

For example, many streets and stairs led to dead ends while many buildings were built nearly on top of one another, sometimes even almost completely blocking perfectly usable roads. If I had to make a guess to explain this strange architecture, I would put my bet on the fact that the city had grown too much across the years without being able to expand beyond its impenetrable walls.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, I found my way back and returned exhausted to the inn.

The enticing odor of food I had smelt when I first entered this building was gone, but the noise coming from the door near the clerk's deck didn’t let any doubt that they were still serving meals. However, before I could make my way there, the stout man behind the counter beckoned me to come closer.

Not knowing what to expect, I relented and approached with heavy steps.

“You’re the one they call Sillath, is that right?” the man asked in a business-like, borderline uninterested, voice.

“Yes, I am,” I slowly replied with suspicion and worry starting to build up inside me.

“Paul gave me a message for you.”

“A message?”

“Yes. He has already left my establishment and has given me the strict order to deliver this message only to you.”

I gaped stupidly after hearing his explanation and seeing the small piece of paper he was holding in his hand.

Paul and Alianelle were gone.

Some could think that Paul had refused to use the room generously paid for by Ilan, but I knew better. For the same reason that pushed me to follow Ilan and interrogate half the city for the past few hours, Paul was also worried that Ilan would betray them and sell out his daughter’s secret. So he changed inn, probably hoping that it would prevent any sudden betrayal from taking them completely unprepared.

I couldn’t say I disagreed with his idea, although this kind of trick was a temporary solution at best.

The small folded paper he passed to me only contained a few words on it: ‘The end of the world.’

“You didn’t read this?” I asked with distrust as a small flame made the piece of paper immediately combust between my fingers.

“I certainly could have, but I didn’t,” snorted my interlocutor. “Your friend’s choice to leave is of little interest to me as I don’t do any refund, no matter the reason,” he explained while already turning his back on me as if his interest had already waned immediately after the end of his mission.

With a vacant room already paid for, he surely didn’t have anything to complain about.

Once more, wishing that I had created a magic able to tell the truth from lies, I exited the building after informing Jazor that I probably wouldn’t be back before dark or even until morning. Something my dwarven friend, slumped in his bed and already smelling of cheap alcohol, didn't seem that interested in.

However, just before I closed the door behind me, he still addressed me a few words in a serious and surprisingly sober tone: “Don’t get yourself into trouble.”

Hoping that I indeed wouldn’t, I finally left the inn behind.

—--

As I had feared, the night had already started to fall when I resumed my search. The numerous shops I saw previously hinted that the activity, and by extension the number of people, was normally more than honorable here in daytime. However, without a doubt because of the abnormal situation in the wilderness these past months, the number of actual customers and inhabitants was far less than what I had expected.

Such a situation was doomed to be even worse at night.

This realization only confirmed itself as I roamed the deserted streets in search of someone able to give me directions. Cursing the lack of night activities and seriously considering turning back to resume my search tomorrow, I finally met an old man walking as quickly as he could with his short legs and hunched back.

First unwilling to stop, it took a few minutes of a proficient kid-acting to call on his slumbering humanity for a lost kid and have him explain to me the way to this inn justly called ‘The end of the world’.

Definitely a fitting name.

Fortunately, this section of the city was a lot less messy than the part I had explored during the day. It took me less than half an hour to reach a decrepit wooden building with a twisted sign above the front door also made of wood.

It didn’t take me long to find Paul’s room, thanks once again to my lost-kid act. Not willing to underestimate my acting skills, I still had to admit that the fact that the employee didn’t care one bit about the privacy of his customers may have played the biggest part in my success.

After climbing stairs so dilapidated that I was starting to worry if I wouldn’t simply go through the floor, I reached the door of Alianelle’s and Paul’s rented room. Before I had the time to wonder if I had effectively found the right one, I heard familiar voices inside. My name was clearly quoted and made me want to wait a few more seconds to hear what they had to say about me, but I pushed down my curiosity and vigorously knocked three times on the door, ending the voices inside in an instant.

The cacophony of fumbled steps and murmurs that followed were impressively indiscreet.

“It’s me, open!” I declared after long seconds of patient waiting from someone who had spent his whole day roaming the streets on an empty stomach.

Once more, silence abruptly returned inside.

The eye that appeared at the door gap was Paul’s. Wary and trying to see to the other end of the corridor to know if I was truly alone.

“Let him in, dad,” came Alianelle’s exasperated voice inside.

With an embarrassed clearing of his throat, Paul finally completely opened the door and walked aside to let me enter their modest room. Alianelle strangely had the bed’s sheets messily wrapped around her, something she obviously found quite awkward if her reddening face and elusive gaze were any indications.

A single sweep of my eyes at their miserable room told me that they didn’t come out as winners in their inn’s exchange. Smaller and dirtier, than the room where Jazor was probably already snoring like a king on a big bed, this room had two small beds side by side next to a massive worn down carpet sufficiently old and dirty to convince me to keep my shoes on. The lone squared window on the right side of the beds was so dirty that I had trouble seeing outside while the two filthy buckets under it and a strong, constant, musty odor completed this wonderful picture.

“Lovely, don’t you think?” asked Alianelle with a voice literally dripping with sarcasm while continuing her fight to keep her slightly yellowed blanket properly wrapped around her.

I previously lived with her for a full month and knew for a fact that Alianelle wasn’t a very materialistic person. Their farm inside the previous Advanced town was modest, to say the least, but it certainly wasn’t that dirty, something the young girl apparently found difficult to easily accept.

“At least, it’s safe,” countered Paul with a tired voice that made it clear that it wasn’t the first time he was repeating this sentence. “Tomorrow, I will look for someone I used to know — who should still be leaving here if we’re lucky — and ask him to host us for long enough to organize our safe passage inside the Dorell Kingdom.”

“I know,” she replied just as exasperated, although it now appeared more due to her losing fight against her blanket than a complaint about their room.

“Can I take this off now, dad?” she asked pleadingly, confirming my assumptions.

Paul checked for the third time that the door was properly locked and inspected the rest of the bedroom with an attentive gaze as if he was expecting to find a new door or a window he had previously missed. Confronted with her father’s growing paranoia, Alianelle finally had enough.

With a huff of indignation and relief, she let go of the blanket, revealing at the same time why she had it on all this time.

Her crystal-looking wings on each side of her waist immediately unfolded themself as if stretching out after spending too much time-constrained by either this blanket or by tight bandages during the day. The motion was so lifelike from solid-looking wings that it made me wonder if Alianelle could really move them as she pleased.

Before I had the opportunity to ask her, I noticed that her wings had almost doubled in size since the last time I saw them. If Alianelle couldn’t move and fold them easily, we'd better find another way to hide them quickly as our little improvised trick of tight bandages and loose cloth would soon prove ineffective.

“Cover yourself better,” admonished Paul while I was lost in thought with my gaze fixed for a little too long on her.

“It’s alright like this, isn’t it? I don’t want to fold them if I don’t have to and I don’t want to ruin another shirt,” Alianelle immediately complained, clearly reluctant to restrain her wings once more or make holes in her shirt to allow them to pass through.

Indeed, her wings — located on the lower side of her waist — were lifting her white linen shirt, revealing at the same time a good part of her belly.

“I don’t mind, Paul,” I started.

“I’m sure you don’t,” immediately interrupted this overprotective father making me almost snort in response.

This body was too young for this kind of thing and my soul too old to have any kind of improper thought for her so I simply sighed tiredly and let his comment slide.

“Don’t we have something more important to talk about?” I finally pointed out.

Both Paul and Alianelle immediately forgot this clothing story and focused on me.

“Did you find anything?” cautiously asked Paul. “Anything suspicious?”

“Not really…” I began as I summarized the events of the day while glossing over the details of how laborious this investigation truly was.

Probably not totally convinced, but reassured for now, Paul heaved a sigh of relief he had apparently been holding this entire time and heavily sat down on the closest bed making its frame dangerously crack in protest.

Alianelle tried to hide it, but I noticed in the corner of my eyes that she was just as relieved as her father. Although she wasn’t as demonstrative, she understood just as much as him how vital it was for her true nature to remain a secret.

Apparently not enough for Paul as he spoke once more his worries out loud.

“You really should cover yourself, Alianelle,” he advised bossily.

“But, Sillath doesn’t mind. You don’t care about my wings, right?” she immediately replied, with a side glance at me probably afraid of what my answer would be.

Discrimination against Beastmen tribe members was widespread among the Human population of the Dorell Kingdom. Ever since her true nature had been revealed, she appeared concerned that my attitude toward her would change because of that even if she never spelled it out.

Of course, her worries were unfounded.

However, she also misunderstood her father’s concern if his face was any indication. He didn’t care too much about me seeing her slightly undressed, but the very presence of those wings appeared to make him uncomfortable.

“Don’t worry, I don’t mind,” I replied with a small smile. “And you shouldn’t either, Paul. It’s safe here, I made sure of that,” I added to reassure her father, still unnaturally distressed.

My magic sense was formal: no one was hiding on the roof, under the window, in the corridor, or even under one of the beds, too small to hide anyone anyway. In fact, the entire inn was almost completely deserted except for the old owner downstairs and a couple of clients occupying two adjacent rooms on the far end of the corridor, far from this room right next to the stairs.

Not really surprising considering the lessening number of travelers in the whole city and the more than questionable quality of the rooms available.

“Thank you, Sillath, but I can’t relax. Not yet. Not while we’re inside this city!” he reaffirmed. “The first Advanced town is the worst on the continent for our kind and I would have never set foot inside again if I wasn’t forced to.”

“Because there are many slaves here?” asked Alianelle, clearly influenced by Paul’s worries.

“Not only because of that,” he retorted. “No matter how many Dwarves or Humans roam the street bossily as if they own the entire place, this city is above all else a Ryunno clan city. It’s only because of them and their monstrous influence after the war that it was created decades ago and things haven't changed one bit ever since. This clan controls it in the shadows, so under no circumstance can we let Alianelle’s true nature be revealed.”

“Surely, you’re exaggerating,” nervously laughed Alianelle.

“Sadly, no. If anyone finds out, you can be sure that the Ryunno clan will quickly hear about it no matter what. No one would be crazy enough to try to hide this truth from them. Don’t forget both of you. Only Beastmen may have chains here, but Humans and Dwarves are the Ryunno clan’s slaves just as much as us.”

Paul made a small pause after these words as if wanting to let us properly digest his previous words.

“And you Alianelle, never forget: you’re hiding first and foremost from the Ryunno clan,” he concluded heavily with a severity difficult not to take seriously.

I listened to his admonishment to his daughter in uncomfortable silence as I had the disagreeable impression that I shouldn’t be here to observe this family matter. I even took a few steps back behind Alianelle to make my presence less known in this intricate room before finding the right moment to leave. However, Alianelle — who had sensed my motion — suddenly caught my harm with her soft hand.

Gently but firmly.

Our eyes met and I knew she wanted me to stay.

So, I complied and accepted to be pulled back to the center of the room just next to her.

“So it’s best if the both of you don’t linger here for too long?” I asked awkwardly, trying to disperse the heavy atmosphere.

My question didn’t ask for an answer as it was more a conclusion than anything else, but Paul still nodded his head in confirmation. However, even though he clearly understood the underlying meaning behind my sentence, he didn’t say a single word, leaving me no choice but to ask my true question out loud.

“So, what are your plans for leaving the city?”

Alianelle’s face was as readable as mine apparently as I had no trouble immediately understanding that this was a question she didn’t have an answer to.

“It’s best if you don’t know,” replied Paul smoothly. “Both of you,” he immediately added to put an end to his daughter’s expectant gaze on him.

This Advanced town was the end of our respective journey inside the wilderness.

We each had our respective plans.

Jazor intended to rejoin his hometown near the red mountain in the south while I intended to enter the Dorell Kingdom and rejoin Tegralle in the east. For this reason, we would part ways soon. I had already decided to take Seth and Himara with me after buying their freedom back at the grand auction that will normally take place in a few days.

However, I had no idea what Paul intended to do or where he wanted to seek shelter.

He was certainly right to want to keep his plan strictly to himself. I never intended to pry into his business until now. However, after careful consideration over the past few days, I decided that there was one thing I needed to propose to him.

“Would you like to come with me to my hometown?” I suddenly asked, clearly taking him by surprise.

Before the wrath of the wilderness forced us to flee for our lives, Alianelle and I both expected an impending and probably definitive separation. For better or for worse, this future never came to be. My parents weren’t able to reach the Advanced town in time before it was devastated.

I never asked them to accompany me before, mainly because I wasn’t sure what I would find when I returned or if my family was even safe. However, whatever plan Paul had before Alianelle woke up surely underwent a drastic complication with the need to hide her growing wings from now on.

“It’s a small peaceful town on the eastern side of the Dorell kingdom,” I supplemented, seeing Paul strangely silent.

“What is it called?”

“Tegralle.”

“I… I never heard about it, but if it’s on the eastern side then… Is it close to the capital?” he asked suspiciously.

“Yes, it is,” I confessed. “But, it’s a calm town outside of noble influence,” I quickly added before he could object automatically.

Both Paul and Alianelle stayed frozen. One because he probably didn’t know what to answer to this sudden proposal, and the other clearly waiting impatiently for her father’s response.

“Listen, Paul,” I spoke again to put an end to this uncomfortable silence. ”I left this city nearly five years ago so I have no way to know if everything is as I left it. I don’t know if it’s still safe and I don’t even know if my family is still alive or still living there. However, when I lived in this small town, there was a known Beastman young girl living there among the Humans without any trouble as far as I could tell. All I know is that I will take Seth and Himara with me and that you’re both welcome to tag along.”

“It's dangerous near the capital,” remarked Paul.

“Not in a small, inconspicuous town. My father is a former noble and he was able to hide in this city for years without any trouble from any other noble house. The area doesn’t have many natural exploitable resources, and is as a result peaceful and free from noble influence.”

“What if it’s not safe anymore?” he grumbled anxiously.

“Then, I will find another place,” I simply replied.

With my magical abilities, surviving on my own inside the wilderness was a real challenge, but settling and making a living incognito inside a calm hamlet of the Dorell kingdom was more than possible for me.

I didn’t know if my added explanation had any significant effect on Paul as he appeared as indecisive as before, but it certainly had on Alianelle. On the other hand, if Paul’s hesitation had any merit, it was that it confirmed my suspicions: his previous solution was no longer as feasible with Alianelle’s growing wings.

Something he confirmed with his next words.

“To be honest, I know a safe place on the Northern side of the Kingdom, but it’s far and difficult to reach. It would have been feasible before Alianelle’s wings started to grow back, but now I’m not sure anymore. They haven’t finished maturing. They will continue to grow and with them her quantity of mana and her ability to use it. As long as she has neither the control over this mana nor over the physical movements of her wings, it will be difficult to travel such a long distance with just the both of us.”

Paul’s confession didn’t seem to ease his decision as he took his time to think once again. Finally, after nearly a full minute of silent pondering, he gave me his answer.

“It’s kind of you to propose something like that. I don’t have much money and both Alianelle and I have little means to defend ourselves. But, you’re forgetting something. We would expose you to danger if we came with you.”

“I know.” I simply replied without flinching.

“No, you don’t,” immediately countered Paul. “We would expose you and the children to more danger than you can possibly imagine,” he deplored with fatalism.

Alianelle’s left wing, extended just behind me, was moving erratically and involuntarily rubbing against my back after my proposal. It made me wonder once more what these solid-looking feathers were made of to be so soft to the touch, but hard enough to pierce her clothes like daggers when they weren’t properly folded. However, this movement stopped as soon as Paul’s last words left his mouth as if she had finally realized what her presence along with the existence of these wings may mean for me and the children.

“To be honest, it would be a great help for us to travel with you. Even if in the end, your town can’t act as a shelter for us, Alianelle would still have had enough time traveling with you to perfect her control over her new abilities. Enough to better hide them for the rest of the trip anyway. However, I need to tell you the truth first.”

“The truth? You mean…”

“Yes. The whole truth. I have been lying for so long now that it became natural for me, almost like a second nature. I started lying to you the moment we met, Sillath. I’m sorry about that. I really am, but you gotta understand that I didn’t have any choice.”

“Did you?”

I was certainly surprised to hear such words of apology from Paul. However, the fact still remains that because of his lies and his betrayal to hide these lies, he nearly caused his own and his daughter's demise. No one can know what would have happened if he had chosen to tell a part of the truth to me or Alianelle sooner. However, the result could have only been better for it was a miracle that both of them were still alive and together to repair their relationship.

“You will be the judge of that I guess, together with Alianelle. You already know what I… what I did to her for years to hide her nature. I already confessed it to her, but just like Alianelle, you don’t know the full story.”

“Am I really supposed to hear this?” I asked, suddenly worried about this confession.

“I don’t know anyone else other than you more deserving of our trust, I see that now. I’m sorry it took me so long. Both Alianelle and I would be dead without a doubt without you, be it inside our Advanced town or inside the wilderness. I must thank the sky for the day Alianelle brought you back with her to sleep under our roof and share a meal.”

“I…”

Seeing my troubled, reddening face after being confronted with these kinds of words, Alianelle chuckled beside me while Paul also sketched out a smile.

The first one I had seen on his face in a long time.

“Don’t worry, this doesn’t commit you to anything. If after hearing our story, you decide to change your mind and prefer if we go our separate way, neither Alianelle nor I would hold it against you. You have already done too much for any kind of resentment to exist between us,” he finally declared what I could only describe as his heartfelt feelings.

I had risked my life for them to be safely reunited so many times across our journey, that seeing them perfectly fine here still appeared a little surreal to me. This was proof that everything I had gone through in my two lives wasn’t in vain.

It made me want to protect them for a little longer and make sure that they would truly be safe.

However, Paul was right. The true meaning of these wings escaped my understanding, and with it the full knowledge of what I would have to confront if they came with me. All I knew was that Paul had poisoned her for years to prevent these wings from growing back, but I didn’t know what they represented or what would happen if she was discovered.

To make my choice I needed to hear the truth about the secret behind those wings that Paul had hidden for so long.

So I simply nodded to Paul. It was the only signal he needed to take a deep breath and address Alianelle and me in a deep voice, already heavy with the truth he was about to unfold.

“Listen, Sillath… Alianelle... This is my story.”
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This is a world of wonders.









If any similar existed across the stars beyond anyone’s reach, then the chances for it to have nearly as many species roaming the earth under the rays of the same sun was slim to none. More astonishing even than the incredible diversity among plants and animals was the presence of several different sentient species existing together.

How could evolution lead to such drastic differences and resemblances at the same time between these species?

How were they born in the first place?

It wasn’t possible to tell.

The most plausible explanation that the few researchers interested in this subject had emitted could be summarized with a single word: mana.

The energy of life existing all around and present in each species, be it in the smallest plant or the biggest of animals, was the reason for these miracles.

It shaped, changed this world and offered each of the species lucky enough to live under its influence a chance to evolve.

Without counting the rare representatives of many non-cognitive species that managed to rise and gain intelligence on their own under the influence of the ambient mana, it was possible to differentiate no less than five sentient groups each with their own physical characteristics and cultures.

First, the Humans. The most numerous but also the most vulnerable, whether physically or magically, who owed their continued existence only to their perseverance and ingenuity.

The Shinawa people. The only among all the sentient species to be able to live under the rays of the sun or under the sea without any difference. Strong physically, they weren’t blessed with as much magical potential.

The Beastmen people with the most diverse characteristics among their own members, be it physical or magical.

The Dwarves, small and robust, born into the heart of mountains and destined to prosper there.

And finally, the Elves, without a doubt the most attuned to nature and by extension to mana among all these races. It was probably for this reason that they were also those with the longest lifespan and the most aptitude for magic.

These five races each with their own aptitudes, characteristics, and preferences co-existed together.

However, over the centuries, differences started to appear among individuals of these species. Important differences, impossible to overlook, that have developed among several of their members without any apparent cause. This phenomenon shouldn’t have been ignored, but it was rare and beneficial for the whole species so no one had any reason to be worried. And what was supposed to happen happened.

Their numbers grew beyond what could be qualified as marginal.

Unable to reconcile their strong and often growing differences, these exceptional individuals grouped together and ended up taking their independence from their original race.

They couldn’t be called a new race as they were too few and too similar to an existing one so they chose another name.

They became a clan.

Many tried to rise over the years, but only two endured long enough for their differences to survive and thrive.

The Ancient Human clan and the Ryunno clan.

These two exceptions were each derived from an existing race, but with fundamental differences.

For example, the Ancient Humans of course originated from Humans — as their names suggested — but they had a lifespan and magical abilities so disproportionately superior that it was impossible to consider the two as strictly belonging to the same species despite the near impossibility of differentiating them physically.

The Ryunno clan’s origins were less obvious. None of the sentient races shared any real distinctive similarity with these few individuals. Their appearances had a lot in common with Elves and Humans — already close to each other in this aspect — while their superior physical aptitude wasn’t dissimilar to the Shinawa people and their ability to make their limbs shrink or enlarge depending on their needs. Finally, they had magical aptitudes as impressive as the Ancien Human clan or the Elves but in a different way.

For a long time, their true origin eluded the other sentient races until the nature of their magical talent was finally discovered. They didn’t have as much mana as the Ancient Humans nor were their affinity with nature and mana as strong as the Elves, but they had one unfair edge from birth that they had always tried to hide. They were born with a complete understanding of one or sometimes several different aspects of an element. An incredible advantage to have, but each individual only enjoyed it with a single element and never more. This particularity was shared by only a single species loved by the world and born from the four primary elements: the Elemental Beings.

These strengths of nature almost fused with an element and roaming the world as they saw fit since the moment of their birth were certainly intelligent and powerful, but their ability and desire to communicate or exchange with the other races was severely lacking, reason for which they were never included among the sentient races.

The revelation of their shared-inborn prowesses, and by extension their origins, exposed that this clan had an advantage so enormous that, despite their lacking numbers, they were destined to rule the world.

Something they tried to do during the Great War.

Some say today that they always had this intention, that it was part of their nature to dominate and submit others. It wasn’t possible to know if this was the truth, but one thing was sure, before that their severely lacking numbers forced them to cohabitate with the other races for centuries with more or less success.

They collaborated quite well with the Dwarves and let the Elves and the Shinawa people keep their distance as they naturally tended to do. Their relations varied from one Beastman tribe to another while conflicts were more frequent with Humans and their protectors, the Ancient Humans clan.

This coexistence seemed to want to last forever until the Ryunno clan encountered a very peculiar Beastman tribe.

From the very beginning, the existence of the Beastmen as a race was more debatable as they were divided into numerous groups according to their resemblance and habits. In fact, there were so many different tribes with various physical and magical characteristics that it was impossible to know exactly how many have existed throughout history.

It’s for this reason that not a single new clan was found among them, contrary to the four other sentient races who all had at one point or another declared the existence of a clan, although most of them ended up disappearing or simply blending back into the mass of their original race.

In this aspect, the various tribes of Beastmen were all in some way clans with common, but now distant ancestors and origins.

However, if the definition of a clan included another particularity then things were very different.

If to be a clan, it was necessary not only to originate from a sentient species but also for its individuals to prove an obvious superiority over the rest of this race as a whole, then of all the different tribes of Beastmen in existence, a single one fit this criterion and could deserve the name of clan.

The ‘Aeslly tribe’ also called the Third Clan.

The encounter between this exceptional Beastman tribe, deserving to be called a clan, and the Ryunno clan sparked the start of the Great War. For the Ryunno clan, they were an opportunity to rise above all the others that they couldn’t pass up.

To finally dominate all the other races.

However, this would only be discovered long after the extermination of the Ancient Human clan and the defeat of their alliance with the Shinawa people and the Beastmen tribes.

Paul knew this story and tried to explain it to Sillath as best he could despite the child’s lacking historical culture. He explained in great detail how this Beastman clan was superior to the others, what made them so exceptional and so vulnerable at the same time.

He spoke to great length about their history and culture to teach his daughter listening to the same story, much more detailed than what she had already heard, but also to remind himself of the glorious days of his ancestors.

The Third clan was no more and only memories and stories remained.

Paul was born long after the end of the war and the declaration of all Beastmen as guilty of war crimes and target for slavery, so he never lived during the golden age of his tribe. Although some of the stories he had heard when he was a child could have been altered or even exaggerated, it was still the truth that his tribe was greatly superior to all the others.

What he didn’t tell Sillath and his daughter was the pride that such superiority had always conferred him since young.

Even when they were hiding in a desolate part of the wilderness without enough food to fill their bellies each day, this pride never left him.

It was the same for his peers fed up with this reality and preferring to relish in their glorious past long gone.

However, pride often leads to conceit and arrogance.

They became sloppy.

They weren’t careful enough.

So, when their small community was discovered, most of them captured, and when Paul was forced to run for his life, all this useless and dangerous pride disappeared.

He was forced to hide with a small number of his clansmen who had been as lucky as he was to escape and survive by mingling with a few other Beastmen tribes they encountered a week later. In his misfortune, Paul was still blessed that among the few of his clansmen who had escaped with him was the love of his life, his future wife and mother of his two children.

Their life was modest, their days tough but they were able to live together and that was the most important.

Until their cruel destiny once more caught up with them and struck even harder than before.

This time, no one escaped.

None of the more ordinary tribes living with them survived or were spared from slavery.

And the few members of their clans left didn’t escape their fate either.

It was at this moment, with his six years old son shaking in his arms and his two years old daughter crying in her mother’s embrace right next to him that he finally learned what the Ryunno clan wanted from them.

They wanted their wings.

So, like everything else in this world that they desired, they took it.

One by one.

Among the screams of pain and horror of his childhood friends and oldest mentors.

Paul watched them beg for death and mercy one by one as their precious wings, source of their magic and powers, were meticulously ripped off one after the other with a satisfaction none of these monsters in Human skin could hide.

When his turn came, Paul tried his best to be brave for his terrified son watching him with tears in his eyes, to stay silent as an agony worse than cutting his limbs off waited for him.

He was brave, but he couldn’t be silent.

Then came his wife, his gentle wife probably too beautiful and too good for someone like him. She was just as brave as him, but she was stronger as not a single sound escaped her stubbornly closed lips when her turn came.

Ridden of any value for now, the Ryunno clan left the care of the survivors to their Human allies, or more accurately their servants, to put their blood-soaked treasures to safety. This powerful group of Humans servants, all too happy to obey their masters, rounded up those like him and his wife who had survived this ordeal along with the few children who hadn't grown wings yet.

What they wanted to do with those without wings, Paul knew but didn’t tell his daughter looking at him with a deathly pale face as he unraveled this cruel past he never told her about. The only thing he confessed to her not so long ago was what he had done to her and to others to keep her true nature hidden and why.

This darker part of the truth, of his truth, he had always tried to hide it from her and didn’t find the strength to confess it the previous time.

To keep her safe, but also to forget.

Lies, especially to oneself, were more comforting.

However, Sillath was right.

She had the right to know her own story.

So, Paul clenched his fists and continued his grim tale for the children looking at him in grave silence. However, he still spared them a part of this sordid truth.

After all, how could he explain to such a gentle and innocent soul like his daughter that those with their wings already cut off were meant to reproduce like captive animals so that their children may one day share the same cruel fate?

Lying next to his wife in a pool of their blood mixed together, Paul didn’t have any strength left to resist this fate or protest as they were taken away and put into cages like the slaves they were meant to become.

They had lost their wings and they all knew that they wouldn’t come back.

They were gone forever.

Devoid of what made them special, they were now just a shadow of their past self, weakened, crippled even, and certainly incapable of using any magic anymore or offering any kind of resistance.

Their captors knew it.

So, when a roaring slice of wind sliced through the bars of the giant cage they were escorting and cut their heads off, none of the survivors among what was left of their clan or among their captors immediately reacted.

His wife, Eleanor, had summoned this terrifying magic when an opportunity presented itself. Used to run or hide instead of fighting, Paul and his brethren had never seen her use this kind of power before.

The surviving Humans didn’t have the time to wonder how something like that was possible whereas they saw her lying in a pool of her own blood after losing her wings less than an hour ago. They didn’t have the leisure to ponder how these crystal wings — spread wide on each side of her waist and shining brighter than ever before — could be back either.

They came to their senses, took out their weapons, and summoned their magic. Each of them was a seasoned warrior, an experienced mage chosen by the Ryunno clan to serve them. No matter what kind of sorcery was at play, they had nothing to fear.

More than a dozen men attacked her together with a thunderous roar promising blood and not a single one was left standing ten seconds later.

Such was the superiority of this tribe, different from all the others.

Humiliated and harassed for decades by groups ten times their numbers, the world had forgotten their true nature.

They were the Third clan and had earned this title with the blood of their enemies.

Their captors gone, Eleanor freed her surviving clansmen and their fellow Beastmen belonging to different tribes.

Like a born leader finally ridden of its shackles, Eleanor didn’t waste any time organizing their escape.

Many doomed Beastmen were able to safely escape that day thanks to her.

Paul, still barely able to stand on his own, watched her with a fascination he didn’t completely understand as she reanimated in front of his eyes the shattered pride of their clan he thought forever gone.

Alianelle had stars in her eyes when he described the prowesses of her mother.

How he would have loved to end his story there.

How he would have liked this glorious episode to be the final part of his tale.

However, all dreams must sooner or later come to an end.

Just like when the bright sun slowly gives way to the pale rays of the moon each night, the time for Eleanor’s brightness to disappear and for reality to return finally came.

Eleanor cleverly let the Beastmen she had saved leave in small groups that each went their own separate way. With so many troops, slavers, and possibly remaining Ryunno clan members in the area, it was the most logical choice until things calmed down and until they could meet again at a designated location.

However, when her own group consisting of her wingless clansmen, their children, and another close Beastman tribe had to leave, they were confronted with someone impossible for even Eleanor to defeat.

He alone barred their way with his hands behind his back. His proud posture was enough to announce that he was a member of the Ryunno clan although he wasn’t part of the previous group that had attacked them. Half a dozen Ryunno clan members were there when their wings were taken, but none of them had such memorable bright red hair reaching down their waist and apparently outside of the influence of the wind around.

Eleanor was strong enough to confront even a Ryunno clan member.

They had all seen her powers and had faith in her.

However, Paul knew his wife.

In an instant, she had lost her previous glorious brilliance and her confidence.

She was the first to feel that something was amiss, that something was different with this unnaturally tall man and his piercing blue eyes looking at them with derisive amusement and at her with unrestrained greed.

He introduced himself with a gentle voice — almost like a gentleman — but none believed him until he proved them wrong, until he showed them what true despair and terror were.

Eleanor fought bravely, fiercely, with more strength and courage than Paul had ever seen.

He watched their titanic battle powerless to help, only able to hold protectively in his arms their scared children as his wife fought with mad abandon to protect them all.

None of the people present could forget the deafening sound of their initial clash, of how the air rippled and their eardrums nearly burst when they first made contact.

They all felt the magic filling the air and watched in awe as it changed the color of the sky.

They smelled burnt flesh and even tasted the ashes of the charred trees around them.

They all saw how she stood up time and time again, seemingly impossible to kill no matter how grievous her wounds were. However, in the end, they also all realized the insurmountable difference in strength between them.

The Ancestor of the Ryunno clan couldn’t be defeated.

Like an almighty god declaring his implacable judgment to the helpless mortal they were, he defeated her and ripped off her wings once again.

This time Eleanor had screamed, but Paul lied to his crying daughter.

The last of a long series of inextricable lies and probably the only one he didn't regret telling her.
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Paul marked a long break after his last few words to let the children, and especially his daughter, digest what he had revealed. She had always been shy and discreet, but she was at her core a strong-willed girl who never complained about her condition or about the thankless job she had to do to help her father on his farm.









In the same way, she rarely cried.

However, after hearing what really happened to her mother, these rare tears kept pouring out of her eyes in an incessant heartbreaking flow.

She didn’t die of a cold when she was little as he had always pretended to spare her a truth she was too young to remember.

Her fate was far more cruel.

Sillath stayed silent, his hand had caught his daughter’s in silent support she gladly accepted.

“Did she… Did she die?” she finally muttered in a croaked voice, distorted by her sobbing.

For a moment, Paul wanted to lie to her.

He had done it for so long each time a difficult subject or event entered their life that it had almost become a reflex, a second nature for him. The truth could only harm her further and keep an impossible hope alive. The words were on the tip of his tongue, ready to leave his lips when he crossed Sillath’s gaze.

There weren't any tears in his eyes, but sadness for his friend standing by his side could still be seen in them. However, the emotion Paul saw in these blue gems wasn't what abruptly stopped him from answering with comforting lies.

He saw something else in them: judgment.

Not for what he did or didn’t do, but for what he was about to do.

Frozen by his sky-blue eyes seeing right through him as if he was able to peer directly into this soul, Paul’s lies stayed stuck in his throat, unable to leave his mouth as shame started to build up inside him once more.

Sillath had understood what he wanted to do and warned him against it.

How a child younger than his daughter could be so perceptive, Paul had no idea.

For him, Sillath was a mystery.

When he met him, he was just a lost child with an unknown, but certainly cruel past that needed their help to send a letter to his family. A magically talented child, willing to work for his meals and the roof above his head. In short, a good-natured kid who had seen too much, too soon.

Paul could never have imagined how wrong he was about him.

Just like the true nature of his wife escaped him all those years ago, Sillath’s real self also eluded him.

It wasn’t the shocking power unsuited — unnatural even — for someone his age that he showed time after time to save them across their journey nor his determination to risk his life for them that made the biggest impression on Paul. It was the apparent wisdom that at times radiated from him as if he had already seen and understood everything around him.

Maybe it was simply his instinct instead of an experience he shouldn’t have at his age, nonetheless, Sillath’s gaze in his instant was unambiguous.

Like when he had confronted him near the carriage before his attempt to steal it, Sillath had understood the truth and wanted Paul to know it.

Paul knew Sillath wouldn’t say anything if he chose to lie in the end.

However, he didn’t need to.

This single gaze was enough for him to remember what these past weeks had taught him.

Sooner or later, the truth will always catch up to you for there were no true immortal lies. Delaying the inevitable will only cost him more. This wasn’t something he was willing to risk especially after his daughter forgave him for his sins when he himself would have never done the same in the opposite situation.

Therefore, he steeled his determination to answer his daughter’s question, looking at him with her big eyes filled with expectations he was going to extinguish.

“No, he didn’t kill her. Even after her wings were ripped off and her body restrained, she continued to resist. To have her cooperation, he proposed to let us all go if she accepted to quietly come with him,” he slowly explained with a voice heavy with meaning. “She accepted and left with him. This was the last time I ever saw her,” he concluded.

As Paul had anticipated, Alianelle’s tears abruptly stopped when she heard that her mother may still be alive, but her face became deathly pale when she understood what Paul didn’t say out loud.

Sillath’s face also became somber when he realized the same thing.

With her otherworldly regenerative ability, Eleanor’s wings could continue to grow back almost endlessly no matter how many times they cut them off. Something that no other member of the Third clan was able to do.

For them, and for Paul, once their wings were lost, they were gone forever.

Whatever the reason the Ryunno clan had to be so desperate for those wings that they were willing to commit such atrocities, the fact remained that the number of healthy members of Paul’s tribe still hiding with their wings intact was almost negligible.

It was inevitable after decades of hunting and oppression.

Even their project to forcefully make them reproduce under captivity didn’t yield the desired results as Paul had learned a few years after this event.

That’s why someone with the unique ability to give them endlessly what they desired was a fatal attraction for the Ancestor of the Ryunno clan.

He wanted to have her submit to him for this single reason.

Paul knew he could have simply taken her when she was defeated. No one had the power to stop him. However, even with such strong natural regeneration, someone condemned to the repeated torture of having their wings regularly ripped off would die without a powerful motivation to hold on to life.

If allowing her this compromise by letting everyone around go was all it took to have what he so dearly wanted, then the choice was quick.

Paul knew he could be wrong, but he had repeated this scene so many times in his head that little doubt remained. The speed at which this so-called Ancestor accepted her plea for mercy for her companions was all he needed to draw this conclusion.

To him, and to probably everyone watching this terrible scene from afar, it was clear that this Ancestor didn’t care one bit if everyone around lived or died as long as she accepted her sordid fate.

And accept her fate she did, with her head held high and without a single look at her husband or her children to avoid this undefeatable monster to renege on his word and use them as hostages.

Shocked, but free for now, all the people present left in small groups. For almost a day, Eleanor had acted as their leader to guide them toward better days for their race. She had reignited lost hopes and distant dreams with abilities and a leadership Paul never suspected his wife had.

However, with her demise, all those rising hopes were mercilessly destroyed in an instant.

It was too much for many of them.

The largest of these groups, made up mostly of his wingless clansmen, eventually broke up a few weeks later, each going their separate way. It was the inevitable consequence after their cohesion was gone, replaced by despair and the implacable realization of the part of themself they had lost forever.

Paul did the same and left only with his two children. He hid in an important town near the border of the wilderness and acted as a Human refugee. Without his wings, his appearance was more than convincing. He worked there as a farmer and buried the events of that day so deeply that he never talked about it to anyone including his children.

They weren’t part of this cursed clan that was doomed to have everything taken away from them anymore.

He convinced his oldest son of that and, fully aware of what he was doing, chose to cut his half-grown wings that he had dissimulated until this day.

No father should have to harm their own child, but he did it without regret.

The terrifying events of that day were still fresh in their minds. Eleanor had been stronger than anyone they ever saw, but she was still mercilessly crushed in the end. There was no victory to hope against this kind of monster that had sworn to hunt their kind to the end of the world.

His old dream of taking back his tribe’s pride, of rising from the ash once again, was impossible from the start. This was and had always been a losing battle since the beginning, but they only understood it now that it was too late.

Eleanor was gone, but the rest of his family still had a chance to live and grow in peace.

Their mother had sacrificed more than her life for this chance, so they couldn’t throw it away for an illusory hope.

For them both, the time of dream, hope, and pride was gone.

These wings would never bring them enough power to overcome someone like the Ancestor of the Ryunno clan. They were once a symbol of their glorious past, a living sign of the superiority of their tribe among all the others, but in this instant, Paul and his son were sure that all these wings could bring them were horror and despair.

So, when the bud of his daughter’s wings started to appear a few years later, Paul didn’t hesitate. With his son’s help, he immediately cut it off. Unlike her older brother, Alianelle’s wings hadn’t started their growth spurt yet, so she suffered less than him. Another motivation to do it as soon as possible as the pain Paul had endured when his own were mercilessly ripped off still haunted his nights.

She didn’t remember what happened that day thanks to the drugs Paul had used to put her to sleep. She probably didn’t even realize that the strange asperities on each side of her waist were gone.

She simply accepted her brother’s story of an accident to explain the scars and the constant pain she had on each side of her waist.

Such was the beauty of children’s naivety and innocence.

Even if she had doubts or somewhat recalled a part of the truth, she was too young to properly remember her mother and unable to understand what Paul had stolen from her that day.

Because of her father, her entire magical potential was gone forever.

On the other hand, it would allow her to grow safely without the risk of being discovered and denounced by one of their Human neighbors. That's how Paul rationalized it, and for years he was persuaded to have made the right choice. Without their wings, they looked more like Humans than Beastmen after all so hiding among other Humans proved easy.

The only way for them to be discovered was to make a mistake, so he decided to keep the whole truth from Alianelle. Her mother, her story, her heritage: everything.

Days were tough in the ‘Magic Kingdom’ if you couldn’t use magic yourself, but they had enough food to fill their bellies and warm clothes to put on in winter. This was more than what Paul had when he was a kid relentlessly tracked inside the wilderness for what he was.

Time did its work to allow the opened wounds of the past to slowly close.

Until the worst happened.

Alianelle’s wings started to grow back.

Their entire lie they had to shed blood for was threatened as Paul immediately understood that she was just like her mother.

As a result, he was sure that no matter how many times he cut her wings off, they would always regenerate. Alianelle was eight years old at the time so definitely not young enough anymore to be fed the same lies he had told her the last time. Moreover, if she was like her mother, her healing abilities would continue to become more powerful as she became older. After all, it took Eleanor less than an hour to have her wings entirely grow back.

Sadly, this wasn’t the only thing Paul needed to consider.

There was a reason for the Ryunno clan’s Ancestor to have accepted Eleanor’s offer to let everyone leave. The kind of special and overwhelming ability she manifested was in extreme majority an isolated event. A miraculous anomaly that would never be replicated.

However, two individuals directly related by blood sharing such a powerful ability none of the members of their tribes ever possessed could only mean one thing.

Alianelle and Eleanor were both Progenitors.

Lesser people knew it these days as it had probably been decades since the last occurrence of a similar event, but this was how clans were formed.

One or several individuals who developed, or were born with, a new superior ability that they could pass on to their descendants. It happened that way with the Ancien Human clan. Years or even decades after the sudden appearance of their first member — their progenitor — with overwhelming abilities never seen before, and when the number of these exceptional individuals had risen enough, they were able to detach themselves from their initial race to become a clan in its own right.

Although a clan appearing within an already existing clan was unheard of, Paul was sure of himself and could only lament what their future might have been like if things had been different. However, there was something much more important and alarming than lost potential and wasted future.

This ability meant that just like her mother, Alianelle could share the same horrendous fate if the Ryunno clan learned of her existence.

They would submit his sweet, shy daughter to the worst of agony time and time again.

He couldn’t allow that.

Without anyone to ask for help, Paul looked for a solution on his own to find a way to get rid of her wings for good. Unfortunately, he found none, and time was playing against him as Alianelle had already noticed the strange bulges on each side of her waist. In his despair, Paul had no other choice but to put Alianelle in a prolonged sleep with the same drugs he had used years before to cut off her budding wings. No matter what, he couldn’t allow her to know she wasn’t Human and to understand that he and her brother had lied to her all this time.

Days succeeded one another without any appropriate solution.

His son, saddened to see his sister continuously asleep, was also starting to lose faith in him until Paul finally noticed something.

Her wings had stopped growing.

A few simple deductions were all it took for him to understand that her body had to fight against the drug in her system — whose doses he had to increase daily — before it could make her wings grow anymore. It took much more time and study with horribly expensive men more scholarly than him to find an alternative to the common drug he was using.

After using this new poison and cutting once more the buds of her wings — still under her skin — in her sleep, Paul finally allowed his daughter to wake up. She was confused but didn’t appear weakened despite the poison coursing through her veins. A lie about a disease and an operation to remove tumors on her waist was all it took for Alianelle to believe him and to accept to take a daily dose of poison.

However, the elation Paul felt after his unexpected success was short-lived.

Just like her mother who had appeared unstoppable even when her arms were cut off, or when half her body was burned to a crisp, Alianelle’s healing ability also couldn’t be so easily controlled. As he had feared, her power grew, forcing him to use more poison.

Always more poison.

So much so that she was starting to have trouble bearing the initial onslaught before her regeneration began to kick in. Paul didn’t have any other poison as effective, all he could do was continue to make her drink this poison each day while pretending it was medicine for a disease she never had.

He was forced to watch her having more and more trouble bearing the effects of the massive doses she was receiving. Anyone other than her would have long died, but Alianelle’s pale face, lessening strength and constantly fleeting consciousness told him that she would share the same fate if he didn’t find a solution soon.

Once more, Paul had the choice.

He could have accepted his failure, told Alianelle the truth, endured her scorn, and left his comfortable life behind before her true nature was revealed and things took a turn for the worse.

However, Paul had become weak.

His pride and strength were long gone, violently ripped off from him at the same time as his wings, leaving only a broken man behind. A man traumatized by what he had seen and experienced and who refused to return to those days of wandering, especially now that he was left without the means to defend himself and his children.

So weak had he become that Paul’s nightmares had changed from the events of this terrible day when he lost everything to the scene of his daughter finally discovering what he did to her. Each time he woke up panting, covered with sweat, and with the image of his daughter’s face filled with rage at his betrayal, Paul knew that he couldn’t tell her the truth no matter what. Not now and probably never for the rest of her life.

Despite the protests of his son, devastated to see his sister getting weaker every day, Paul wasn’t able to face his crimes and guilt. To protect his lies, he neglected each opportunity and rejected every pleading from his son for weeks until Alianelle’s body finally failed her.

She fell into a coma.

Finally realizing what he had done, Paul stopped giving her the poison. Her condition improved the next day, but with a terrible surprise. Her body started to release a massive, uncontrolled amount of mana to forcefully heal itself. So much so that even if they were living on the outskirts of the city, people were doomed to notice and investigate this anomaly.

Soon, their cover would be blown up and their identity questioned, something he definitely couldn’t afford.

Resigned, Paul didn’t have much choice and gave her the same poison again to put an end to her crisis. He had let things escalate to hide the truth and was left in a terrible situation without any solution in sight. He became desperate as none of the massive books he read in the small town’s library was offering any solution until, finally, he found the information he needed only a few days later.

The perfect plant to contain Alianelle’s regeneration without harming her more than necessary.

This blue plant was rare, had a name he had trouble reading but had the interesting property of absorbing mana. Not like an Elemental stone — furiously seek out by the Ryunno clan — but if ingested, this plant would prevent the correct use of mana making any magical ability impossible to use. Her regenerative power was directly linked to her mana and would as a result be greatly influenced by this plant, Paul was sure of that.

The torrent of mana emitted from her when her regeneration got the upper hand over the poison was already proof enough of this. For Paul, there wasn’t any doubt that her regenerative abilities grew alongside her mana capacity, increasing — like all children her age — as she got older.

If he was right, this would also mean that this plant wouldn’t create any accommodation phenomenon requiring to increase the doses regularly since it will be the power itself that will be targeted and not her body as a whole like before.

Fortunately, even if this plant was rare, if this modest town’s library had a book talking about it, then it wasn’t for nothing. It grew in the region, less than a day away from the town.

Paul went there, took as much as he could find and replaced the poison he had been continuously giving her, and as he had predicted and hoped, her crisis stopped. By slowly adjusting the amount of this blue poison, Paul was finally able to have Alianelle wake up peacefully, without any torrent of mana, a few days later.

She could barely use her mana anymore, was physically weakened, but her general condition had improved compared with the previous poison, and more importantly, her wings never started to grow again after this day.

Unfortunately, Paul’s unnatural spending and research over the past months had attracted unwanted attention from the authorities. After the efforts he had to make, Paul was still forced to leave the city with his children to find another safe haven. Another town very similar to the previous one they used to live in, but with one major difference that Paul didn’t foresee.

The blue plant didn’t grow there.

Without this daily decoction, Alianelle’s mana once more rampaged when her power took the upper hand to get rid of the poison in her body before Paul had the time to replenish his reserves. Unfortunately, while Paul was busy controlling his daughter’s sudden outburst, the authorities were quicker to react this time.

What later happened to his son while they were running away from this town, Alianelle already knew and Sillath didn’t need to learn about it. Paul didn’t want to be reminded of it either.

Several days after that, Paul was forced to reveal to her that she was originally from a Beastman tribe. He didn’t have a choice as this time she was awake when her sudden release of mana happened. However, Paul skipped over all the important details. Giving a part of the truth to bury the important information was the last trick Paul used on her. He was aware that this deception was only effective because the loss of her brother had driven away any questions she might have had, leaving only the absolute realization that, just as her father had said, she could never let anyone find out what she was.

With this half-truth revealed, they were able to rejoin an Advanced town inside the wilderness a few weeks later. Definitely not a peaceful place or somewhere fit to raise a young girl, but safer for now than all the other towns inside the Dorell kingdom.

Their story mostly completed, Paul finally closed his mouth and waited for the children’s reaction standing still as statues in front of him in the smelly and poorly lit room they had rented. In the dim light of the flickering candlelights, Paul had trouble seeing his daughter’s face distinctly. Or maybe, it was the tears gathering at the corner of his eyes that were responsible.

Tears of regret and shame he hid for too long.

Was he right?

Did he make the correct choice?

What could he have done differently?

Paul could answer none of these questions. All he could do in this instant was to wait for his daughter and their common savior to judge him. However, for the first time in years, he wasn’t afraid anymore.

The truth that had been pressing on his chest all this time was finally out, freeing him at the same time from this heavy lie.

What her daughter would choose to do after that, he didn’t know, but this was alright because, for the first time in her life, it would be her choice. A decision she could take with the entire truth, which was more than Paul had ever offered her.
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Chapter 105: Alianelle’s choice


He who does not understand your silence will probably not understand your words.









Paul had finally confessed the whole truth to his daughter, he had poured out all his repressed emotions and was expecting his daughter to do the same.

Unfortunately for him, ever since the end of his story, Alianelle had stayed completely silent without gracing her father with a single glance. The tears that had rolled down her cheeks as her hidden story was finally revealed had already dried. However, the sadness and pain in her eyes after realizing just how deep her father's lies ran hadn't gone away yet.

I stayed just as silent as her, burying any word of comfort I was tempted to offer deep within me, but Paul had obviously much more trouble respecting her need for quietness in this instant.

So, when she finally moved from the spot next to me, expectation couldn’t help but appear in his eyes.

“I need to get some fresh air,” she whispered calmly, apparently now devoid of all the emotions that had consumed her all along Paul’s tale.

Disappointment evident on his face, Paul still allowed her to prepare in a heavy silence. He watched unblinkingly as she slowly put her now-familiar robust bandages around her waist to help restrain her folded wings. The need to say something more to her was clear as day on his face, but he finally seemed to abandon the idea after she put on her loose dark fabric hiding at the same time what made her special to everyone’s eyes.

“Am I… Did I lose my daughter?” asked Paul in a trembling voice just a few seconds after Alianelle had closed the door to his rented room that had never appeared as gloomy as in this instant without her presence to make the yellowed walls and dirty floor appear a little bit more welcoming.

“I don’t know, Paul,” was all I could answer.

“It’s dangerous outside at night, especially for her. She…”

“She needs some time alone,” I interrupted. “You owe her that much and besides, she didn’t go out on the street,” I added while closing my eyes. “She’s on the roof, I think.”

I could easily follow the bright light of her existence inside the world of mana, so it wasn’t difficult for me to quickly realize that she chose to go upstairs and stopped with no one anywhere near her.

With this confirmation, Paul didn’t say anything else after that. We were left for what seemed like an eternity with just the two of us in an uncomfortable silence between us, waiting for Alianelle to be ready to confront her father.

I was trying to get some rest on one of the not-so-comfortable beds while Paul had been continuously pacing around the small room like an animal trapped in a cage. The constant rhythmic noise of his steps on the hard floor would have probably lulled me to sleep if I didn’t have to regularly check on Alianelle with my magic sense to see if she had moved from her spot or if she was still truly alone.

The hard and moldy piece of bread I had successfully negotiated at the reception, to not go to bed without having eaten anything, was also more difficult to digest than I first thought and stubbornly stayed like a brick on my stomach. Or maybe it was simply that I was more worried about Alianelle than I had admitted to Paul.

He was already nervous enough without me expressing my own concern, but I couldn’t deny that his story was a lot to digest even for me who wasn’t directly concerned.

The look Alianelle had cast him just before leaving the room was also so heavy with meaning and reproach that I could certainly understand why Paul was so nervous, even though his continuous pacing was starting to get on my nerves. Nothing would change what he did to her.

Not his regrets nor his nervousness.

He knew just as much as I did that by hiding the truth about her mother and by feeding her lies her entire life about her origins and about what she truly was, Paul had done more than simply lying to protect her.

He had also robbed her of her choice.

Even if their situation required it, even if it was the easiest way that had allowed him to protect her in her childhood, the truth remained that Paul had cut the root of her origins and power before feeding her poison for years to keep her in ignorance.

He had decided in her stead to let her live a life of submission and powerlessness where she would forever remain unable to change her future. Had she not been like her mother with the ability to regrow her wings, this choice would have been definitive, no matter if she later learned about the truth or not.

“Did I do the right thing by telling her the truth?”

Paul had asked me this question enough times during the past few hours to make me simply ignore him in the end. No matter how many times he asked me that, I didn’t have any comforting answer to give him.

For better or for worse, Paul had made his choice, it was now finally time for Alianelle to make hers.

When Paul asked me a similar question a few minutes later, I stood up from the bed and exited the room in a similar fashion as Alianelle did. Without truly knowing what I was doing, I surprised myself by climbing the dilapidated stairs of the inn before going through a small broken skylight to go outside on the roof.

With her lonely back turned toward me, she was sitting on the border of the flat wooden roof with her feet dangling over the edge and her gaze lost in the view of the city shrouded in relative darkness thanks to the bright round moon in the night sky, bathing our world with its gentle light. She was facing this moon appearing disproportionately big at this moment as if this celestial being was also concerned about her and wanted to appear more comforting.

In this instant, Alianelle appeared so fragile and so lonely that it made my heart sink in my chest and my mana unconsciously react as if my slumbering power wanted to manifest itself to right the wrongs done to this gentle soul.

Maybe, her training in sensing mana had finally borne some fruit after all as Alianelle seemed to have sensed this sudden disturbance in the surrounding mana, and turned her gaze toward me. Her long blond hair blown by the night’s wind and partially covering her face made it difficult for me to distinguish what kind of face she was making.

It didn’t matter.

Under her gaze hidden from my eyes, I slowly walked toward her, with slow but determined steps. I closed the distance separating us while expecting her to tell me to leave her alone at any moment. But her voice didn’t interrupt me.

She didn’t protest either when I sat down right next to her.

“Sorry if I worried you,” she mumbled with a barely audible voice despite the quietness of the night.

Across our journey, I had learned to like this kind of quietness, impossible to find during the day be it because of the rustling of the carriage or because of the roars of the beasts desperate to tear us apart. I didn’t think that I would also find it inside a town so imposing, but the soldiers patrolling the empty streets with torches held high in one hand did it in complete silence.

“You don’t have to be sorry,” I whispered back, trying not to completely break her moment of contemplation.

How long we stayed like this, without exchanging another word between us, I had no idea.

“Thank you, Sillath.”

When Alianelle finally opened her mouth again, it was to say such words to me.

“You’ve already thanked me for protecting you while you were unconscious,” I gently remarked.

“I know. It wasn’t for that this time. While being lost in my thoughts, I realized that I had never truly thanked you for coming to save me after this Ryunno clan member took me away,” she slowly explained.

I was slightly taken aback that she would bring that back now of all times.

Certainly, at the time, the relief we both felt at seeing each other again and the following events that sparked the wrath of the wilderness and her long coma had made any kind of long conversation impossible.

“Why did you save me?” she suddenly asked, catching me off-guard.

“What?” I replied dumbly while her beautiful moistened eyes were glued on me with such intensity that I had trouble maintaining eye contact.

“At the time, why did you take all these insane risks to save me?” she added with a voice choked with her suppressed emotion. “Jazor told me when I tried to thank him that even he had given up at first when I was taken away and that he even tried to stop you from coming to my rescue.”

“Alianelle…” I muttered, unable to find my words in front of her quick questions dictated by her rampant emotions.

“Even my father gave up on me. So why...”

Her voice broke as her tears fell along her cheeks.

“Even I had given up, so why?” she continued to ask with the same voice broken by her emotions.

Her sobs finally took over and prevented her from talking anymore.

It wasn’t hard to understand that Paul’s story had finally shed some light on the events of that day. She finally knew why this Ryunno clan member had suddenly singled her out among all the others to take her away. He had recognized her true nature, had detected the poison that prevented her wings from growing back, and wanted her to share the same fate as her mother.

The realization of what she had escaped from, if the man in purple hadn’t killed her kidnapper and if I had given up on her, was a lot for her to bear.

I watched her crying for long seconds, unable to give her a satisfactory answer while replaying in my mind the various choices that led me to this moment.

How I ran away after my brother’s death.

The years spent away from my family.

My death.

My reincarnation.

Amanda’s and my grandfather’s murders.

My encounter with Alianelle and everything I had to do and risk to keep her safe.

Various complicated emotions washed over me, but one was stronger than all the others.

Regret.

I had made so many mistakes along the way, I took so many wrong paths and chose the easy solution so many times.

That’s why I was sure that risking everything to save her wasn’t one of them.

It wasn’t among my long list of regrets that I will never have the opportunity to correct.

So, I chose my words carefully to try to give her the answer she wanted.

“I’m not as brave or as generous as you think. I didn’t realize the kind of risk I was taking when I tried to save you from this Ryunno clan member. When I learned the truth about the consequences of my reckless actions, I was so scared that I almost gave up.”

My self-mocking words helped her calm down. Her sobs receded and allowed her to speak with a slightly hoarse voice.

“But you didn’t… Why?”

“I could tell that I tried to save you because it was the right thing to do, but I’m not such a good person,” I confessed with a wry smile. “The truth is that I simply didn’t want to have any regrets. I didn’t want to remember the time we spent together while knowing that I had done nothing to save you in the end. Maybe that’s not what you wanted to hear, but it’s the truth. I was simply tired of having regrets, tired of the lies I had to tell myself to cover them up and escape my guilt.”

“...”

“I just didn’t want the time we spent together to become a lie,” I concluded with the same wry smile on my face to hide my embarrassment.

These few words said clumsily were my true heartfelt feelings.

I wasn’t a hero and never will be. The time I spent hesitating over whether I should save Himara and Seth from slavery was good enough proof of that.

However, this second life was a chance.

A chance to do better than in my previous and to at least live a life without regret. This was an opportunity that was given to me when I reincarnated, something I couldn’t discard no matter the risks I had to take.

I didn’t save Alianelle because it was the right thing to do, I just followed my heart and hoped that with time, all these risks and sacrifices would make all this suffering, all these hardships, and trials worth it.

That it would give some sense to this second life that was so abruptly gifted to me.

‘Your sin is your own existence!’

Maybe those words that the Ancestor Tree in the Great forest of the west once said to me were the truth.

Maybe I really wasn’t supposed to have been born into this world.

However, this second life was still mine, with the paths I chose and the choices I made along the way, my own.

I didn’t know if my answer was enough for Alianelle or not, but she had stopped crying.

For the first time since Paul’s truth was revealed to her, she appeared at peace with herself.

The new resolve burning in her blue eyes was all I needed to understand that she had cleared her mind and made her choice.

“I’m the same as you, Sillath. I’m tired of lies,” she suddenly declared. “That’s why I won’t make the same mistake as my father. I won’t live my life in fear while lying to everyone around, me included. I will become as strong as my mother, no… stronger than her,” she continued with her little fist closed in front of her as if she was trying to grasp the full moon.

“Alianelle…”

“I know… After all this time in this kind of captivity, she’s most likely already dead,” she confessed without hiding the anguish that such a realization had created in her.

I shared her pessimism. Eleanor’s regeneration may have been as impressive as Paul had described, but under this repeated torture, even this kind of power would never have been enough to allow her to survive for so long. That’s why I was afraid that Alianelle’s sole motivation was born from the absolute desire of saving her mother from her fate one day. A noble and fair intention, but most likely already beyond her reach.

As if to assuage my worries, Alianelle continued with a voice much firmer than before, that finally completely broke the ambient silence of the cold night.

“As long as there is still some hope, as long as her death has not been confirmed to me, I won’t completely give up on the idea to save her one day. However, I’m not doing it just to rescue my mother. I simply want to be able to stand on my own two legs in this world with my own strength. I don’t want to be a victim, someone to be rescued or protected anymore.”

Alianelle knew just like I did in the past, the shame of being powerless.

In one of our recent lessons, she confessed her feelings and described to me this shame burning her insides when Jazor had to carry her on his shoulder as I left them behind to save her father inside the Advanced town destined to be destroyed by the catastrophe in the angry sky.

Apparently, this episode where she was even unable to walk on her own anymore had left an even more important scar than I initially thought.

“One day, I will be strong enough to protect you!”

With these words as a promise made between us, and more importantly to herself, Alianelle confidently declared her will.

Her choice was made.

Paul had stolen this choice from her when he decided to mutilate and lie to her, but she could still accept what he had once chosen for her. She could make the same decision, cut her wings off once more and retake the blue poison to prevent them from growing back ever again. It would be a life of lies, of submission, but she would be safe.

However, Alianelle wasn’t like Paul.

Behind the facade of shyness born after years spent as a discreet farmer’s daughter without any ability, her stubbornness lay just beneath the surface. I had previewed it when she had forcibly taken my hand to get me to accept her offer for shelter when we first met and was finally able to witness it once again.

Alianelle wasn’t shy and she will be weak no more.

She had refused to live in denial and fear as her father had done.

She will fight to have a better life, as we all should.

“I promise, Sillath. One day, I will be as strong as you.”

“Probably stronger,” I remarked, completely aware of the miraculous power her wings will offer her someday.

“Maybe,” she confessed. “Magically at least, because I don’t see myself being as strong as you even if I do my best.”

“As strong?”

“As brave,” she corrected. “And as kind-hearted. I’m not sure that if the situation had been reversed between us that I would have risked my life and future the way you did.”

I smiled weakly at her compliment while knowing perfectly that she underestimated herself.

“It’s only because you have never been confronted with this kind of situation,” I countered. “When the time comes for you to prove your worth, to make a choice, and to truly discover what kind of person you are, then I’m sure you will do the same,” I proclaimed without an ounce of doubt in my voice.

Even if she hadn’t realized it herself yet, I had already seen her heart and was certain that time would prove me right.

Alianelle didn’t answer or contradict me.

With a gentle motion of her left hand, she simply brushed a strand of my hair a little bit too long for me and touched my left cheek in the most natural way with the same softness.

“You’re a good person, Sillath. You should start to realize it yourself,” she whispered softly with the same firmness and absolute certainty I had just shown her.

Taken aback by her words, I stayed still with my eyes deeply plunged into hers as her warm hand stayed on my cheek under the serene gaze of the moon.

In this peaceful moment so different from the violence and despair of these past months, I was certain.

Bitter days awaited her.

Moments of doubts, pain, and conflicts.

Moments when her will and the resolutions she just announced will be tested, just like I was and will be.

But, not tonight.

Tonight wasn’t the time for doubts and worries.

This moment will come.

However, for now, all was well in the world as my friend had finally found her path under the silver rays of the moon to witness her choice.
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Lying is easy.

It has always been and will always be easier than telling the full undiluted truth because this truth forced us to confront our mistakes and our guilt. However, after lying for so long Paul became trapped in his own lies and started to lie to himself which was without a doubt the worst kind of lie.

He convinced himself that he didn’t have a choice anymore until it was too late.

I did the same in my previous life when I ran away from my responsibilities after my brother’s death.

In the end, Paul and I both realized in a brutal way that we always have a choice and that each lie has consequences.

I didn’t know if what Paul did was right or wrong.

Was lying for a good reason the right thing to do or not?

I supposed that like everything else in any world: a little bit of both.

Paul had certainly spared his daughter a great deal of suffering with his lies when she was just a child.

However, he wasn’t able to confess them to her when the time had come, and hurt her even more to keep them hidden.

Whether all this was revealed too late to truly salvage their relationship wasn’t for me to decide.

So after spending the night inside their room sharing one of the narrow beds with Alianelle, I left them alone and decided to return to my own — much cleaner — inn to speak to Jazor who was probably still asleep.

I was forced to wait for Walmir’s message to know when the grand auction would happen, but in the meantime, I had a ton of things to prepare. First of all, I had to prepare our safe passage inside the Dorell kingdom.

If everything went well I would be accompanied by Himara and Seth but also with Alianelle and her father as she had clearly stated on this roof that if my offer still held, she would want to travel with me to my hometown. We both knew after Paul’s story just how risky her company could be if someone found out what she was.

She wouldn’t have any place left in the world if her true nature was revealed.

I knew the risks.

However, Tegralle had been a safe place when I was little. A place for me to grow up safely that would have remained secured if not for my grandfather specifically targeting me since my birth.

It was outside noble territory as it was on neutral ground not far from the capital without many resources for them to fight over. The leaders of this town and the more powerful mages were also all tightly affiliated with my parents as far as I could remember, in particular the Elven mage acting as a doctor for our town. He was the first one to use magic in front of me when I was a baby, but more importantly, he was also the one who had brought Gaya, a young Beast tribe member, to our town.

This girl was able to live peacefully there without any problem as far as I could remember.

The possibility for a defenseless child from a Beast tribe to live in peace inside Tegralle was certainly a part of the reason for me to have offered Alianelle to accompany there.

The other part was what Hirillë, the Elven Master mage of the Great forest of the west, had said to me after performing a Lost magic to devine my true nature. According to her, I wasn’t entirely Human, but I also wasn’t part Elf as my mother had always claimed.

Paul was from a noble family and as a result a pure Human without the shadow of a doubt.

This could only mean that Seledia, my mother in this life, had lied to me and to everyone else when she had claimed Elven's heritage. I certainly wanted to ask for answers if the chance was given, especially if my whole family was safe, but it also meant that my mother had successfully hidden her true nature for years inside Tegralle.

A safe place with tolerant inhabitants and the possibility to keep secrets.

For all these reasons, I couldn’t imagine a better place for Alianelle and her father to seek a temporary shelter until Alianelle became stronger and able to better hide her true nature.

I couldn’t wait to see my parents’ faces as I finally returned home with this kind of group. Explaining everything would certainly be a giant massive headache, and that was without even considering whether my family was truly safe or not. I quickly chased this thought away, as I always did when my mind wandered near the subject of their safety.

I couldn’t do anything anymore for them, and there was no use worrying about their fate for now especially when I barely had any idea how I would enter the Dorell kingdom safely with such a group.

Hoping that my Dwarven friend would have an answer or at least a lead, and wondering how long it would take me to drag his sorry drunk ass out of bed, I continued to make my way back to the inn.

The day had barely begun, but the merchants organizing their wares were already hard at work, despite the lacking number of customers I noticed the day before. As if possessed by a mechanical habit forcing them to repeat the same dull tasks day after day, they barely gave me a glance when I passed by them, too preoccupied with their work.

They also probably judged my wealth based on my damaged and inexpertly shortened clothes, and they wouldn’t have been wrong as I technically didn’t have a single coin in my purse.

Hell, I didn’t even have a purse!

A concerning problem to address that I would have to discuss with Jazor as well.

It took me longer than I thought to rejoin the inn as I was rudely stopped by a few patrolling guards, determined to know where I came from.

Magic was wondrous, could summon miracles, and could save my life, but apparently, it couldn’t help me get rid of these annoying guards a little too short and frail for the reinforced clothes on their back. Somewhat regretting the time when an earth bullet was all I needed to get rid of the obstacles on my way, I patiently waited for them to run out of patience with the boring answers I gave them.

When they finally let me go, the stalls were already open and the chance for me to find Jazor calmly staying in our inn, instead of wasting what little money he had left on cheap booze, was slimmer than ever.

That’s why it was an agreeable surprise to find Jazor inside the inn, leaning on a table in the dining room.

His meal was finished, not his mug, but that wasn’t what attracted my gaze as I entered the small room offering a pleasant odor of fresh bread awakening my appetite.

Jazor wasn’t sitting alone at his table.

A young man with shaggy dull-colored hair styled eccentrically in several long ponytails not done well enough to tame his mane, was in front of him attentively listening to whatever Jazor had to say. The man didn’t seem the least bit concerned by his appearance, by his neglected clothes that would have earned him the same kind of gaze as I did from the merchants, or by the rest of food on his modest blond beard.

Even Jazor was appearing more dignified than him with his nose held a bit too close to his mug. Probably the privilege of age as Jazor appeared to be at least two decades older than the man smiling from ear to ear after no doubt one of Jazor’s vulgar jokes.

The presence of a man I didn’t know — a Dwarf obviously as his feet barely touched the ground while he was sitting on his chair — made me hesitate whether I should approach Jazor now or wait for him to leave.

My friend took this choice away from me when he noticed me a few seconds later and motioned for me to join them.

I suppressed a sigh and silently resolved myself to have to deal with another Dwarf similar to Jazor.

“Let me guess, he’s the kid who traveled with you! The kid you saved and protected on your own against all the strongest creatures of the wilderness! Am I right? I’m right. Right?” immediately erratically asked the unknown Dwarf.

What a bad start, I thought while sensing a headache coming.

Like a kid hurried to gain the approval or at least the attention of someone of importance, the man kept alternating his slate-gray eyes between me and Jazor.

In no hurry to answer, Jazor took a big gulp of his mug and avoided at the same time my own interrogative gaze. Whatever Jazor had been telling him, it appeared obvious that he had more than a little altered the truth to depict himself more favorably.

As impressive as it was to drink such a quantity of alcohol so soon in the morning, Jazor’s thirst still ended up sated for now as he finally put his mug down with a violent, satisfactory slam on the wooden table, followed by a long burp just as loud that made a few of the customers, eating quietly at their respective tables, look at us with judgmental gazes.

“What?” he asked while wiping his beard, much denser than his compatriot, with his sleeve.

Not deterred to have been ignored, the man started to once more ask the same question as before with the exact same enthusiasm.

“Oh yeah, it’s him. I call him sissy, you can do the same. Sissy, this is Thaznec!”

“Thaznec Morbedsen, but you can call me Taz! Nice to meet you, sissy!” immediately replied Jazor’s young Dwarven friend.

I did my best to put off the sudden impulse I had to kick this rude pair of Dwarves and simply corrected Jazor in a neutral voice that even to me appeared extremely forced.

“Please, don’t call me that. That’s not my name.”

“Oh, it’s not?”

Sensing no genuine mockery or malicious intent from this man, I dropped the grudge I had suddenly developed against him and reserved the one I had against Jazor to add it to the long list I already had against him in hopes of one day paying him back.

“So, what’s your name?” he hurriedly asked without waiting for me to answer his previous question.

I hesitated for a few seconds before telling him my name. This was something I had carefully avoided doing previously when men searching for traces of my grandfather’s murderer were potentially lurking not far away from me. If the wrath of the wilderness had any positive effect, it was that Arthur Waldemar’s murder completely fade into the background making hiding my real name now pointless.

“It’s Sillath.”

My first name at the very least.

Before Thaznec had the time to say anything else, I turned my attention back toward Jazor, who had a satisfied smile on his smeared lips after his little harmless, but slightly repetitive, joke.

“I have something to ask you,” I started speaking as quickly as I could to get ahead of his friend who already had his mouth open.

“Let me guess… You want to know your options to enter the Dorell Kingdom,” he interrupted with a knowing look.

"I… Well, you could say it like that, yeah,” I stuttered.

“Admit it, you didn’t expect me to have guessed,” he noted with an insufferably arrogant smirk.

“It’s you who said to wait until we reach the town to discuss our options,” I remarked in faint outrage.

“Anyway, it’s good to see you here, I was starting to worry,” he resumed more seriously after ignoring my valid observation.

“You? Worry? Why?” I asked back incredulously.

“We’re still technically inside the wilderness, but the rules here are very different so I was afraid you’d do something stupid. You kind of have a knack for that…”

“Oh, it smells like a good story!” interrupted Taznec.

“Maybe another time Taz, they’re here.”

Before I had the time to wonder who Jazor was referring to, three Dwarves walked in with the discretion of an elephant herd. It didn’t take them long to notice us and make their way across the room to us with much less delicacy than I did. Their Dwarven frames, much more imposing than my own, didn't really help them in their endeavor, making their crossing of the room much less smooth than they obviously initially intended.

The whole dining room resumed their respective meal only when the trio had finally managed to reach our table.

“Jazor! You’re alive!”

The first man, who had squeezed at the front of his modest group, had a similar smile on his face as Taznec when he reached Jazor, but contrary to the man sitting in front of him, this time Jazor didn’t dismiss him. He stood up and embraced him in a bear-like hug. When their hug ended a few seconds later, the man turned toward me and offered me a gloved hand with an amiable smile that I immediately accepted.

Despite his generous crooked nose that had obviously been broken a few times already, his sizable ears and his smile that gave him a silly or even some could say a simple face, his pale-brown hair was properly cut and combed in an elegant fringe while his long beard was nicely trimmed and tressed into a single long braid reaching up to his navel.

If this man gave me the impression of a young noble devoid of malice and experience in equal measure — which was after some thought quite similar to Taz who had joined Jazor in this long public welcoming — his clothes told me a slightly different story. Just as elegant and clean as his hair and beard, his grey travel clothes adorned with a few strange sewed designs, his leather shoulder protections, and his long dandelion cape almost reaching his dark boots were practical and clearly made to last betraying that this man was probably not that inexperienced.

The following man with a beard woven into three long braids who offered me a much rougher handshake in total silence appeared just as prepared for the wilderness, but without his comrade’s elegance. His massive golden ring in his nose along with the numerous scar that I could immediately see on his face had probably a lot to do with that impression. The most impressive of these old wounds was a long scar running from his forehead across his right eye up to the middle of his cheek that cut his bushy eyebrows in two in the same way as his right eye staying desperately blank.

Trying my best to not make any morbid curiosity appear in my eyes after our hands separated, I still noticed that his right ear was half-chewed while his left was simply gone, leaving only behind an inelegant hole which only he could know if it still fulfilled its function. Without any blindfold to hide his eye and with his hair cut short, the man-made absolutely no effort to hide any of his wounds and was apparently used to people staring at him.

Indeed, despite my carefulness, the man seemed to notice my gaze staying on his left ear for a second too long and, out of the blue, gave me a long wink with his valid eye while revealing his irregular teeth. Taken aback by this sudden display of playfulness from such an austere-looking man, I could only weakly smile back with an embarrassed grin.

I would have probably spent more time concentrating on this man if the last member of this group wasn’t even more peculiar.

“You piece of shit! I knew you couldn’t be dead!” was the first words this person told just before a loud slap landed on Jazor’s forehead making my friend stumble in the process.

Jazor apparently expected something like that as he simply rubbed the reddening area of impact with a helpless smile on his face very different from what I was used to from him.

“You didn’t have to hit me, Zena…”

If the name didn’t give it away that easily as it was from a foreign race, the appearance of the third member of this group didn’t leave much doubt.

This person who had immediately slapped Jazor — something I often dreamed to do — was the first female Dwarf I had ever seen.

Contrary to my expectations, she didn’t have a beard or any other significant male trait. In fact, she wasn’t unpleasant to look at and would have been a real beauty without her slightly large nose and the scar at the corner of her lips. In my opinion, it didn’t make her ugly but gave her a less fragile kind of beauty that a sheltered flower couldn’t have. This impression was only amplified by her simple hairstyle: an unadorned ponytail, simply done with a single strand of her chestnut hair that fell in front of her left eye, though I didn’t know if that lock of hair that seemed to slightly impede her vision was there before she hit Jazor.

Jazor spent an awkward moment with his hands raised in defense in front of him while an unending flow of apologies left his mouth. Definitely, a scene I never expected to see one day. I personally doubted the sincerity of such excuses from Jazor — an opinion apparently shared by his past and probably future assailant — as she was obviously prepared to give him another piece of her mind.

However, before another slap had the time to land on Jazor’s face, her round green eyes finally landed on me and made her stop.

She lowered her gloved hand and faked a cough probably to try to disperse this awkward first impression if the reddening of her face was any indication.

“Sorry, kiddo. I didn’t notice you. I’m Zena, nice to meet you,” she declared with a clear, calm, and definitely much more dignified voice.

The gentle smile on her lips, slightly hindered by the scar at the corner of her lips, vanished not long after as she suspiciously altered her gaze between Jazor and me.

“Who is this kid, Jazor? What have you gotten yourself into this time?” she asked in an authoritative voice.

Apparently glad to have escaped any more physical punishment, but also concerned that this truce was only temporary, Jazor hurriedly straightened his back and answered with exaggerated obfuscation.

“What do you mean by that? I didn’t do anything wrong. He’s a kid I saved along the way and took under my care,” he declared proudly, but probably a little too loudly, as the whole room had obviously heard his words.

“Really?” immediately asked the elegant-looking dwarf with the same doubtful face as Jazor’s current interrogator.

“Don’t doubt me Kakuz! And you, Zena, you didn’t have to hit me!”

“Didn’t have to hit you?” she replied outraged while puffing up her not-so-modest chest in anger. “You should consider yourself lucky that I’m not kicking your ass over the Red mountain back to my mother for what you did.”

“Zena, I…”

“Don’t make excuses, damnit! How many times did we tell you that you should stop this kind of work? But no, the great Jazor doesn’t fear the wilderness! The great Jazor can take care of everything with a single strike of his mighty axe!” she proclaimed sarcastically, before stopping her speech to look around the table.

“By the way, where is your axe?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I… kind of… lost it…” mumbled Jazor, more uncomfortable than I ever saw him.

“You what!”

If she wasn’t discreet before, now she was so loud that the entire room started to send daggers with their eyes toward her. However, this time Zena didn’t seem to care.

“My mother gifted you this axe!”

“I know…” replied Jazor deflated.

“It was proof of your apprenticeship with her!” she continued, apparently not believing that Jazor had managed to lose something so precious.

“I know…”

Sensing Jazor’s discomfort, Zena finally stopped her outcry and softened her gaze.

“Were you really in that much danger this time?” she asked softly.

“Yeah.”

“Did you really almost die?” she demanded even lower than before, apparently not believing that this question could have an affirmative answer.

“Yeah,” replied Jazor with the same, even, almost emotionless voice making it impossible to doubt him.

“That’s why I told you not to leave this time,” she whispered helplessly while taking a few steps forward to come closer to Jazor.

Too close to misinterpret their true relationship.

“Sorry,” mumbled Jazor’s back with much more sincerity this time.

The whole room had been staring daggers at our group for disturbing their meal, but when Zena hugged Jazor with tears in her eyes, none had the heart to say anything anymore. They all turned their attention back to their meal as I observed another aspect of my friend that I would have never suspected even existed.

With a contented smile, he returned the hug gently with relief evident on his face.

We were still inside the wilderness and not even the impenetrable walls of the city were enough to make us truly relax yet after all this time spend with the threat of death as our closest companion.

I knew that underneath his seemingly relaxed demeanor, Jazor was the same as me.

However, in this instant, as I looked at my friend's satisfied face in silence, I realized that Jazor had finally reached his safe place.

For him, his journey was finally truly over.
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“Get a room, you two!”

We all respected this emotional meeting happening in front of our eyes until the stern dwarf covered in scars next to me suddenly broke this moment with a cavernous voice though not devoid of amusement.

Jazor immediately sent him an annoyed glance, but as if suddenly recalling where they were, Zena hurriedly separated from Jazor. My Dwarven friend was certainly not as embarrassed as his partner but conceded that this wasn’t the right place for this kind of thing. We all awkwardly looked at each other and scrambled in silence to each grab a seat to cram around the table that was now too small for our group.

I found myself stuck between the scarred Dwarf — whose name I didn’t know — and Kakuz: the most elegant among our mismatched group.

I waited in silence for the man responsible for this gathering to speak, but Jazor as usual betrayed my expectations as he was busy murmuring something into Zena’s ear. Whatever he had to say to her, it made the female dwarf blush and laugh in equal measure.

“So… I’m glad to see you in good health my dear Jazor, but you didn’t call all of us here just for our merry group to be reunited once again?” finally intervened Kakuz to my relief.

Being the only one who wasn’t a Dwarf made it difficult for me to say anything to this group of strangers, half of whom were still looking at me out of the corner of their eyes with interest.

“And maybe you can properly introduce this child while we’re at it,” added Zena who had regained her seriousness.

“You can call him sis…”

“Sillath,” I interrupted forcefully, knowing perfectly well what Jazor’s next words were going to be. “My name is Sillath, and Jazor indeed saved me while inside the wilderness. We traveled together with a small group after the fall of our Advanced town and finally managed to reach this city yesterday,” I explained succinctly, sparring Jazor from this task that could take a non-negligible amount of time with him as the narrator.

“Don’t say it like that, you’re ruining our adventures and my heroism!” complained Jazor, and giving me the confirmation I needed that he initially intended to make his tale unnecessarily long and incredibly partial toward his own accomplishment.

“I want to hear this story,” added Taz, who somehow ended up the farthest from the table where his half-finished meal still awaited him.

“Another time, Taz. We don’t have all day, our shift starts soon.”

Zena's words immediately dampened Taz's enthusiasm and caused the scarred dwarf to lower his hand — which he had raised to call a waiter — with regret.

“Alright, alright…” finally conceded Jazor before clearing his throat. “I called all of you because I can’t stay long in this city, and will need your help to leave,” he finally declared concisely.

“Why? You’ve just arrived somewhere safe,” immediately blurted out Kakuz on my left as he suddenly leaned closer to Jazor who was sitting just in front of him on the other side of the squared table. Something he regretted instantly as his long beard, carefully trimmed and braided, generously dipped into Taz’s mug of beer as a result. With a look of clear disgust, Kakuz backed away but maintained his eyes fixed on Jazor, waiting for his answer.

“Safe?” mocked Jazor with a small derisive laugh. “There is no such thing as ‘safe’ inside the wilderness. Not before and certainly not now,” he sneered in a somber tone uncharacteristic of him.

“I don’t know how bad it’s out there, but the situation is under control here,” persisted Kakuz while trying to dry his beard soaked with beer.

“Really? Then what about all these greenhorns patrolling the streets? Where are the real soldiers? Where are the true mages?” insisted Jazor.

“True, the initial rush surprised everyone and cost the lives of many good soldiers and powerful mages,” conceded Kakuz. “Many innocents died as well, but we are now well prepared and as long as the wall stands strong, the first Advanced town will not fall,” he declared assertively.

“I thought so too before coming back, but with so few proper mages, I’m starting to have doubts.”

Kakuz opened his mouth once again, but before he had the time to answer, Zena signaled him to let her do the talking. With a gracious sign of the head, Kakuz accepted. Zena looked around the table for a brief instant to see if anyone else objected, but the scarred dwarf was too busy devouring Taz’s leftover meal in front of his reproachful gaze to care.

“Nearly three months ago, the wrath of the wilderness happened without any prior sign, so everyone was caught unprepared, us included. We somehow managed to stand our ground thanks to the magical wall of the city, but the other camps and Advanced towns weren’t as lucky as us. We have lost contact so a few may still be standing, but I doubt that. Without all these relays across the wilderness, we are now mostly blind. As a result, the risk of an invasion of the Dorell Kingdom, our home the Red mountain, or of the Great forest of the North by creatures from the wilderness is a real possibility requiring the mobilization of as many competent mages and soldiers as possible.”

“That’s why more than half of our surviving troops were redeployed elsewhere along with most of the strongest mages of the city,” supplemented the scarred dwarf with his mouth half-full.

“What about this city?” I interrupted. “Things may be calm for now, but the mana continues to rise and rampage across the land making a near end of this wrath of the wilderness a pipe dream. With so few people to defend it, things could turn ugly pretty quickly.”

“For starters, we know that things are not that calm as we underwent a massive attack a few days ago. Many good people died that day. Second, we are also aware that things are not going to calm down anytime soon, but Kakuz is right. With the wall of this city, we don’t need that many soldiers to defend the town. Our defenses are now solid, probably much more than anywhere else on the continent. That’s why a large number of our soldiers and mages were redeployed including the true Saint mages. In fact, right now Jazor is probably the strongest mage inside the city or at least among the very best,” Zena concluded with a wry smile.

“I know I’m the best,” Jazor immediately replied with a laugh more nervous than he probably initially intended after the end of Zena’s explanation. “What about the three fortresses? They don’t have many soldiers, but the strongest mages are there and that’s without even talking about the council of Master mages gathered in them. Don’t tell me those old monsters are sitting on their arses?”

“Don’t talk like that, Jazor,” suddenly intervened the scarred Dwarf who had already finished eating. “Master mages should be respected. You of all people should know it,” he admonished with a severe face making his scars look even more profound.

“You’re talking about my future balls-breaker teacher?”

“Jazor!” Zena reproached. “You know what happened the last time you called her that!”

As if remembering a particularly unpleasant memory, Jazor shuddered, something he rarely did even in a life or death situation, which was enough to make me wonder who this Master mage was they were talking about. If I understood what I heard correctly, then she was Zena’s mother and Jazor’s master.

Apparently, Kakuz had noticed my confused look as he added in a whisper for me alone to hear.

“She’s the head of our tribe inside the Red mountain. One of the five Master mages of the Dwarven race and probably the most powerful among them all. Even the Ryunno clan owe her respect.”

I didn’t have the time to properly digest this information and try to guess what such a woman could look like or start to imagine what kind of demon possessed her to accept Jazor as her apprentice, because after a few more bickering, Zena finally answered Jazor’s rude but certainly justified question.

“And no, Jazor, they’re not doing nothing. I’m not aware of the details, but rumor has it that one or perhaps two Master mages have remained behind, inside one of the three fortresses, to protect this entrance to the Kingdom. The others have gone to reinforce the more exposed borders that the various sentient races have with the wilderness, including the King’s Valley, to prevent the multitude of crazed, mana-driven animals and deviants from devastating our civilized part of the continent.”

Less than a year ago, this kind of conversation would have gone right over my head. Fortunately, I wasn’t as hopelessly uneducated as before and knew that the wilderness was delimited by the land itself and its different natural obstacles. The different races settled on the rest of the Eastern continent according to these natural barriers. As a result, creatures from the wilderness could only pass through a few zones to enter their territory. For example, the Dorell kingdom ruled by the Human race of this continent only had two such significant entry points.

The King’s Valley, further north, was also the starting point for the Blueway: the magical road connecting the Dorell Kingdom and the Great forest of the West.

The three fortresses behind the first Advanced town on the southern part of the continent, where we currently were, was the second entry point.

“Even the war hero took action,” supplemented Kakuz, putting an end to my thinking.

“If even he's gone, then the situation is even shittier than I expected,” acknowledged Jazor helplessly, apparently shaken by this revelation and making me wonder who this man was to immediately inspire such respectful faces from even someone like Jazor.

“Even him was taken by surprise by the first attack. Without the wall and his intervention, we would all be dead without the shadow of a doubt,” supplemented Taz while finally noticing the rest of food he had on his modest blond beard.

“About this wall, is it not supposed to be indestructible? If that’s the case, can’t you let the waves of animals and deviants just crash helplessly into it while everyone else is safe inside? Why were there so many victims?” I couldn’t help but ask after hearing Taz mention once again this renowned wall.

“If only…” laughed Zena.

“We can’t do that for several reasons,” asserted Kakuz. “The magic of the wall prevents it from being broken in any way. It also prevents anything from going above it, be it attacks from the sky or flying animals. Like a dome of protection repelling anything harmful. However, this kind of absolute shelter has a cost. Like all Lost magic, it needs a regular supply of Elemental stones to work.”

“Aren't you supposed to extract these stones here in the mines?” I remarked confusedly.

“True. We also have more than enough reserves, but these stones are, before anything else, a property of the Ryunno clan. Once they lose the mana they accumulated over the years inside them, these stones lose all value. Considering the situation, the Ryunno clan will probably show more leniency than usual with their use to defend the city, but we still can’t just squander them to hide safely inside, especially without knowing how long such a situation could last. Extracting new Elemental stones from the mine isn’t that easy or that fast after all.”

“And these walls use an absurd amount of Elemental stones,” added the scarred dwarf. “Too much to resist a prolonged assault against this number of opponents. It can probably resist any attack from even a Master mage, but waves after waves of enemies can drain the reserves of Elemental stones too quickly for us to replenish. A Lost magic with enough energy, meaning Elemental stones, can function indefinitely, but as soon as it lacks the required basic quantity of energy, the Lost magic will immediately shut down. It will not decrease in power as many people think, but simply cease to function and stop providing the wall with its magical protection. To repair this protection, we will then need to cast the Lost magic once again.

“And?” I asked, confused. “Is it not possible?”

“Of course, it’s possible. However, the thing most difficult with a Lost magic isn’t the cost to maintain it, but its conditions of activation. It cannot be done in an instant with a thought or a flick of the finger but needs very specific conditions for the Lost magic to properly activate. An error with these conditions given by the Ryunno clan can even in some rare occasions trigger another completely different magic even if the magic circle drawn is the same.”

“You’re forgetting an important reason,” remarked Zena, not as baffled as me after his long explanation.

“I was going to explain it next, Zena. The other reason why we can’t just hide inside and let all the animals freely attack and roam the region is that this Advanced town must also serve as the first defensive barrier for the Dorell Kingdom.”

“I thought the three fortresses were beyond this town, encircling the only valley of the region from where it’s possible to enter the Dorell Kingdom,” I asked puzzledly.

“Yes, it’s true. However, unlike us, these fortresses don’t have a Lost magic to defend their walls, which in a normal situation isn’t serious as they are not inside the wilderness strictly speaking. However, now we’re confronted with gigantic unending waves of animals and deviants of all origins working together to tear us apart with a few particularly powerful mixed into them. With the majority of the Master mages and their soldiers deployed elsewhere, we can’t just expect them to be able to fend off all the attacks on their own. We have an overwhelming tactical advantage with this wall and can’t afford to sit on it in such troubled times.”

A heavy silence settled at our table after Zena’s last words. The other near tables may have heard her as well because they also stayed silent.

“One more reason to get the fuck out of here as soon as possible,” confirmed Jazor.

“One more reason to stay and fight with us,” countered Kakuz reproachfully.

“As if I would make any difference. Call the other less exposed Dwarven tribes or the Elves if you need help that badly,” crudely replied my friend.

“In fact, we already did.”

“Seriously?” asked Jazor, taken aback by Kakuz’s confirmation.

“The Great forest of the North refused to help defend anything other than their direct territory despite having strength to spare,” confirmed Zena.

“Not surprising with this old prune that they call their leader.”

This time Jazor’s insults toward a probable Master mage gathered a few laughs around the table. Even the scarred dwarf next to me, previously so reluctant to insult a Master mage, sketched a discreet smile this time that he immediately wiped clean from his face as soon as he noticed my eyes on him.

“Well, their matriarch indeed refused in a categoric way which wasn’t really a surprise, but even the leader of the Great forest of the West refused.”

My ears sharpened at the mention of this forest where I was lucky enough to enter after my grandfather’s and Amanda’s death. Without their leader Hirillë to give me the artifact on my thumb — that I now intended to sell to buy Himara’s and Seth’s freedom — and the precious regenerative potions, it was certain that my journey would have had a totally different end.

I never explicitly told my comrades where I had gotten my Elven potions, but if the look Jazor was giving me now was any indication, then he had already guessed where all this came from and by extension my connection to this place.

“What about this forest?” I asked, trying to appear only mildly curious.

“Well, their leaders usually have a good relationship with the Dorell Kingdom. That's why the Blueway was created in the first place. Almost all the Dwarven tribes also have a good relationship with them, so it came as a real surprise when the answer of their matriarch was the same as the one from the Great forest of the North. Can’t really blame them as much though as apparently all this mess has triggered an early wild wave.”

Kakuz’s words sadly confirmed what I was afraid of.

Hirillë wasn’t able to spare any elf to accompany me beyond their forest and help me cross the wilderness precisely because the wild wave was almost upon them.

This wave of powerful deviants, coming from the desert in the most southern part of the continent, crossed the only access through the Red mountain to reach the rest of the continent once their strength and number reached a certain threshold that the desert couldn’t sustain anymore. In search of more fertile lands and more prey, these bloodthirsty deviants, strangely unable to regain their sanity, have to go through the Great forest of the West to enter the rest of the continent.

That’s why each time this wild wave happens, the Elves of the Great forest of the West are the first to directly confront it, which may be why Hirillë as their leader chose to stay open to diplomacy with the other races.

I couldn’t help but worry for the Elves of this forest after this news, as this wave was already predicted to be particularly important, and because it started sooner than expected risking to have caught them off guard. However, there was nothing I could do to help them.

They were on their own.

Just like us apparently.

“To resume all this merry talk, we’re all more or less fucked,” concluded Jazor.

“Well, I wouldn’t say it like that, but yeah we are,” concurred Kakuz. “That’s why we need men as strong as you to help us make this city survive and do our duty to channel these creatures to prevent the three fortresses from being overrun. Even if this city has few chances of falling because of its walls, it would still spare many lives.”

“If I decided to stay here, even for a short while longer, I would take the risk of being completely surrounded by a sea of animals, cut off from anything else, and unable to rejoin the Red mountain until the wrath of the wilderness receded. Something totally unthinkable,” declared Jazor stubbornly.

“Why the sudden urge to go back, anyway? You’re always reluctant to go back to the Red Mountain,” suddenly asked Kakuz.

“Well, for once, this is not exactly what we could call a normal time, and second, this is my business,” firmly answered Jazor.

Jazor may have sounded rude to his friend with his reply, but I knew exactly why he couldn’t give an honest answer. He was afraid that his presence near the dead Ryunno clan member that sparked all this folly would be discovered and wanted to warn his master to prepare for the worst-case scenario.

“Alright, I know how much of a blockhead you can be so let’s stop talking about that,” intervened Zena after seeing that Kakuz was ready to try to convince Jazor to stay once more.

A reasonable choice from the female dwarf because even if I wasn’t aware of his reasons for wanting to go back to his hometown quickly, I knew just how stubborn Jazor could be under any circumstances.

“I understand why Taz is here,” she resumed while sparing a glance toward this strange looking-dwarf who had apparently stopped listening a while ago. “He is the one responsible for the admission to cross the frontier behind the Advanced town. One of the people you need to pass through to rejoin the Dorell kingdom and the Red mountain. However, why us?”

“I don’t understand either, we were all requisitioned to replace guards, but in the end, we’re just responsible for the mine,” added Kakuz. “I first thought that you would want to finally work with us at the mine and even prepared the necessary form for your admission once things start to calm down,” he explained while fanning a paper he took out from his inner pocket.

Working in the mine?

This sudden declaration pushed all the previous discussion — which gave me a lot to think about — to the back of my mind.

All the previous goodwill I had toward this band of dwarves immediately vanished when the possibility of them being related to the slavery in the mine crossed my mind.

“I’d rather die,” immediately answered Jazor to Kakuz’s proposal which was a relief in a way. “And you! Don’t make that kind of face,” suddenly added Jazor in my direction.

Slightly taken aback, I failed to properly answer, but Jazor didn’t need any confirmation about my thoughts as he obviously saw right through me.

“What’s the problem?” asked Zena with her head tilted toward me.

“Slaves,” simply answered Jazor as if it wasn’t an important problem.

“Oh…” immediately acknowledged Zena without showing much more concern.

Seeing my somber face, she still felt obligated to say something more.

“Listen, kid, the mine of this city produces an impressive amount of Elemental stones — that’s the reason for the birth of this town in the first place — but it’s not the only thing it produces. Many rare and precious metals can be found.”

“And what does it change?” I asked, confused.

“Well, in this city slaves are only used by the Dwarven tribe responsible for the extraction of Elemental stones. We wouldn’t be able to find or even accommodate more slaves otherwise. Our tribe isn’t in charge of that. The Ryunno clan chose a different Dwarven tribe to do this job despite our tribe’s expertise in mining, precisely because we rarely used slaves. They pay them quite well apparently, but I wouldn’t trade my place with them. Too much pressure with the Ryunno clan if you want my opinion.”

“Why are they using slaves and not you? I heard Dwarves didn’t really care about using slaves, especially from Beastmen tribes,” I insisted.

“Why does this particular tribe use slaves? They always did and completing the Ryunno clan’s objectives would be impossible to realize without them. Otherwise, it depends on the Dwarven tribe you’re talking about,” shrugged Kakuz helplessly. “Our tribe is known for being extremely proficient with earth magic and incredibly bad with fire magic whereas us Dwarves often can use these two elements. Maybe it’s because of that we’re particularly at ease inside mines without needing anyone else to do it for us, maybe it’s because of something else, I don’t know.”

“I personally think that us Dwarves have always been going into the heart of mountains and never needed slaves to take our place for that,” added Zena. “And the thing about hating the Beastmen because of the war is true, but it’s an old thing now. The dwarves here are too young to truly care about that, but I know many among the older generation that indeed think like that, I can’t deny it.”

I didn’t know what to think about this explanation, but they all seemed trustworthy enough to me, especially considering their close relationship with Jazor. Or maybe I simply didn’t want to associate him or any of his friends with this sordid business.

“Alright, I think we’ve talked enough about that! What I want to know is why did you call us three here if it’s not for working with us, then?” insisted Zena, confused. “Don’t tell me it’s to take care of this kid,” she suddenly shouted as if coming to a sudden understanding. “It’s not a good time for us to take care of orphans.”

“It’s precisely the right time to take care of orphans,” disagreed the scarred dwarf with a gentle smile directed at me, making me wonder if this man was someone willing to use slaves like his brethren.

“Zeniviz,” murmured Zena helplessly, giving me finally this dwarf’s name.

“Even with Jazor as a guard, it’s a miracle that a child was able to survive this calamity. So few adults made it to this city safely, so if you don’t want to take care of him, I will,” he declared with his hoarse voice, implacably, leaving no room for discussion.

So absolute were his words that none of his comrades dared to contradict him. Even Zena stayed silent, visibly ashamed of herself for not immediately showing the same generosity as him.

“Don’t trust his appearance Zeniviz, he can take care of himself, trust me. And he isn’t just an orphan that I saved on my way here. He is someone I would trust with my life.”

“What?”

“This kid?”

“I would have never thought to hear this kind of words from you one day.”

“Yeah, I even entrusted him with my hourglass,” confirmed Jazor with a smile.

“You did what!”

If everyone had been visibly surprised after Jazor's previous declaration, it was nothing compared to their reaction after hearing Jazor mention his hourglass. The most dramatic of them came from Zena who immediately stood up with a cry of outrage making her chair fall against the floor in a thunder-like noise. This had the effect of turning once again the whole dining room — that she had somewhat pacified with her previous display of public affection and emotion — against her.

“Calm down Zena,” hurriedly comforted Jazor while making evident efforts not to mock her. “I said ‘trust with’, not give. I will give it to you next summer for our union as promised.”

Somewhat reassured, Zena still looked at me with a strange gaze as if she was seeing me for the first time. If before she saw me as a harmless child who had been saved by Jazor along the way, now she obviously saw me in a whole new light, although I didn’t know if it was good or bad news.

“Alright, apart from what you do with your birthed hourglass, you still didn’t tell us why Zeniviz, Zena, and I are all reunited here if it’s not to take care of this child.”

“Simple, he needs to go back to the Dorell kingdom,” explained Jazor.

“On his own?”

“Well…” stuttered Jazor, not really sure what the current answer was as I didn’t have the time to keep him updated with Alianelle’s situation.

“I won’t be alone, but the others are mostly children and we all just arrived in this city,” I explained briefly.

“That’s what I was talking about with Jazor around a little mug before you all arrived,” intervened Taz, the first dwarf I saw with Jazor who had stayed mostly silent all along our conversation, and who was apparently glad that the time for him to talk had finally come.

“I was about to explain to him that given the current situation, it’s even more difficult than before to cross the border.”

“Why? Refugees can’t be that rare. Don’t tell me they all end up stuck in this city?” I asked, alarmed.

“Sadly, no, there are not that many refugees around here. Many more are near the King’s Valley which is why many mages went there as reinforcement. The cause for the wrath of the wilderness happened in the southern part of the wilderness, meaning closer to us, which would explain why this part was the first and the most severely affected and why so few people were able to arrive here.”

“To my knowledge, we only had a few refugees at the beginning and none came from as far away as you,” added Kakuz.

“That’s why we all came as fast as possible when we received your message. We all thought you were already dead, Jazor,” lamented Zena.

“Sorry about that...”

“You better be, because my mother won’t let you run away again anytime soon after that!”

The few strained laughers that followed weren’t able to disperse the awkward atmosphere at our table. Not after talking about the hundred, possibly thousands of victims who weren’t as lucky as us and who met their end in a very cruel way.

Despite her initial violence, Zena’s relief when she saw Jazor was almost palpable for everyone around, me included. It was almost possible for me to imagine the sleepless nights she spent looking at the horizon, hoping to see a familiar figure finally appear.

Day after day.

Until this hope slowly disappeared, replaced by a much crueler reality.

Was it what my family was currently feeling after receiving news of my presence inside an Advanced town only to discover afterward that the entire wilderness had gone crazy?

Were they already mourning my death, as Zena had done for Jazor?

I didn’t know, but I couldn’t make them wait any longer.

One way or another, I had to cross the border to finally return to the Dorell Kingdom.

“To return to our story,” awkwardly coughed Taznec. “The reason why the rare refugees we had the pleasure of temporary shelter weren’t all able to go back to the Dorell Kingdom despite the situation is because…”

Taznec, who had been more than willing to explain to us the situation suddenly stopped in his tracks, as if suddenly remembering where he was. He hurriedly closed his mouth in the middle of his sentence and nervously looked all around him for long seconds before ending his previous sentence in a whisper barely strong enough for our group around the table to hear.

“... because a Ryunno clan member has been killed,” he finally announced.

Jazor and I were certainly poor actors, but we did our best to mimic the shock this news sent to all the people present around us. Fortunately, they were all too surprised by this revelation to notice our forced expressions.

Contrary to me, when I recklessly decided to confront one to save Alianelle, they were all aware of what the death of this clan’s member represented. They had lived their whole lives fearing this clan and knew perfectly well what such news meant.

“You can’t be serious… Stop joking with this Taz!” admonished Zeniviz with trembling lips far from his normally stoic appearance.

“I wish I was. They’re controlling everyone trying to cross the border for that reason. Of course, keep that to yourself!” he ordered with a harsh tone far from his messy appearance and previously relaxed attitude.

Zena, Kakuz, and Zeniviz all immediately nodded while Jazor and I did the same, but only after exchanging a serious glance with each other.

We had hoped that the news of his death wouldn’t have traveled that far yet.

None of us had any way to know if something magical or not could connect us to the crime scene. Jazor had used his magic to get us there, I saw the suspended body — impaled by a spike of ice to his own carriage — while Alianelle had been traveling with him inside his carriage and had seen the true murderer.

We weren’t guilty, but we were on the crime scene while his murderer dressed from head to toe in purple had completely vanished after that. Everyone knew that it wasn’t in the Ryunno clan’s nature to make distinctions between witnesses and culprits.

Moreover, even if our presence there hadn’t been revealed yet if we had to go through something like a body search to enter the Kingdom, then we were in deep trouble.

My group would have Beastmen children which would certainly attract the covetousness of unscrupulous guards, but most of all Alianelle’s true nature would be revealed.

Her growing wings were already barely hidden with tight bandages around her waist and a loose robe above it all. It was definitely impossible to keep them hidden from a more thorough search.

Jazor wasn’t aware of Alianelle’s true nature, but he knew that I intended to free the children and take them to my hometown. His gaze was proof enough for me to understand that we agreed. Just making the children safely cross the border was going to be difficult.

“That’s why I gathered you all here.”

“What do you mean by that? It’s the first time in nearly fifty years that the Racial law has been broken,” asked Zena with a raised eyebrow.

“Of course, I didn’t know that, but I guessed that given the circumstances the passage would be impossible for someone without any backup like Sillath,” hurriedly explained Jazor. “In normal time, my hourglass would have done the trick to allow him to cross the border, but I can’t let him keep it and it’s probably not enough anymore anyway. Not to mention that I don’t trust the men charged with this kind of task especially since free Beastmen children will be among Sillath’s group. I need Taz to do the paperwork and I need you three to accompany this group safely on the other side of the border beyond the three fortresses.”

“Oh…” mumbled Kakuz unenthusiastically after understanding what Jazor wanted from them.

“Yeah, as you said. Piece of cake! You’re all among the top brass of our tribe inside the city. Unlike me, you all spent several years here so don’t try to make me believe that you don’t have a way to avoid all that!”

“It’s true, but…” started Kakuz in a hesitant voice.

“Jazor, it’s not that we don’t want to help, but we can’t leave like that. We’ve been requisitioned and you know it,” gently intervened Zena with a hand on his forearm to pacify him.

Not taken aback by her initial refusal, Jazor simply smiled at her before speaking again.

“Don’t worry, in return, I will take your place and assure the protection of the city while you’re gone,” he assured with a confident smile. “I’m more than enough to replace the three of you.”

“Really, Jazor?” asked Zena, visibly surprised. “I thought you wanted to return as fast as possible to our hometown.”

“Yeah, but that’s the only way for this little troublemaker to cross the border safely,” laughed Jazor. “And as a bonus, I will convince someone else to help with the town’s defense after I’m gone. Someone just a little bit weaker than me. So, how about that?”

The other four dwarves looked at each other for long seconds before finally nodding one after the other, sealing at the same time this deal and solving my problem without me needing to do anything.

“Alright, Jazor. We will do it,” confirmed Zena with a smile. “We will take care of that kid for you!”

These few words were enough to assure our safe passage inside the Dorell Kingdom. Something that had been weighing on my mind for weeks was so easily solved that it became somewhat difficult to immediately rejoice.

A few minutes later, when all the dwarves beside Jazor left to return to their busy schedule, it still felt somewhat surreal. With this obstacle gone, the possibility of returning to my hometown never felt as certain as in this instant. More real even than when our dilapidated carriage had finally reached this Advanced town.

All thanks once again to Jazor who chose to delay his own return to help me.

“Jazor…” I mumbled.

“Lost your tongue,” he mocked. “Don’t make that face, it’s not a big deal for me to stay here for a few more days and Zena is someone trustworthy.”

“Yeah,” I simply replied with my head lowered.”

“In addition, it means that I will soon be rid of you which is a massive bonus. No offense sissy, but you didn’t exactly bring me luck.”

“Yeah,” was once more the only word that could leave my mouth.

Jazor finally put his relaxed attitude to the side, cleared his throat, and offered me a small comforting smile.

“Don’t worry too much about it, we will see each other again. I’m sure of it.”

“I know, but…”

“No ‘but’, we will!” he interrupted with a firm voice. “You don’t have to try to find a way to thank or repay me either, there’s no need for that between us now.”

After all this time living together and fighting side by side, it was as if we had grown together. Just like me, Jazor didn’t need much effort to know what was on my mind. He knew how much I felt indebted to him and understood just as much as I did that there was no way for me to repay him for everything he did.

Especially after this last favor.

Thanks to him, the question of how my group would enter the Dorell kingdom was solved. All that was left was to buy Seth and Himara and take them with me.

Then, we will finally part ways.

“Don’t make that face,” he lamented with a helpless smile. “You should be smiling! That’s the end of the road for us. An end that none of us dared to imagine or even hope for a long time,” he exclaimed.

Of course, he was right.

We had succeeded.

However, I wanted to do anything but smile at this moment.

“So smile, Sillath!” he insisted.

The movement almost felt foreign after all this time, but I still forced a wide smile on my face not dissimilar to the one on Jazor’s face.

We fought side by side for so long now and overcame more danger than any of us could possibly remember.

However, in just a few days the time for goodbyes will come.

Not farewell.

Goodbyes.

Because we both knew and hoped that sooner or later our roads would cross again one way or another.
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Luck finally appeared to be on my side as all the problems weighing down on my mind for weeks were solved one after the other.







The most important of which being that thanks to Jazor, a safe passage toward the Dorell Kingdom would be assured for my future group by his friends. Not having guards controlling our identities at the border or simply conducting a body search was a relief impossible to deny considering the nature of our group’s members.

Therefore, immediately after the end of this gathering, I tried to pass on this good news to Paul and Alianelle. However, they had already left the dilapidated hotel where I had spent the night with them, and this time without leaving any note or indication behind about their future whereabouts.

I was starting to worry when Paul finally came to find me himself the following day. His search revealed that his friend, who could have offered them shelter for a few days, was already gone from the city. Without any other solution available, he settled with Alianelle in a third hotel, apparently barely better than the previous, but discreet and affordable for his meager savings.

He was certainly immensely relieved to hear about the solution found to safely cross the border with his daughter, but each day spent inside this city was an ordeal for him and Alianelle. A single mistake could condemn his daughter to insufferable torments for the rest of her life, like her mother before her. However, despite his eagerness and worries, we couldn't leave yet.

Just like me Paul also wanted to free Himara and Seth.

Something that couldn’t be done before the auction.

Walmir had affirmed to me that with his arrival, and his confirmation that all his other colleagues were dead, his employer would have no other choice but to start this auction quickly for the sake of the mines.

To avoid escape attempts, rebellions, and a lot more troubles that so many slaves could cause in such an isolated city, a unique tradition had been created by the Dwarves of the first Advanced town. Twice a year, they organized a release of slaves who had accomplished the desired amount of work which was decided when they started their labor. These newly freed slaves were replaced by others freshly captured that were sold in a grand auction.

An auction already severely delayed by the wrath of the wilderness, making the situation inside the mine tense because of the slaves who should have already been freed.

That’s what Walmir explained to me, probably to reassure me that this auction would soon be organized.

I had no idea when Walmir was going to inform me of the date, but in the meantime, Paul agreed to stay locked up inside his shabby hotel room with Alianelle to avoid any accident.

Fortunately, the fact that after a few days inside this city, Alianelle’s presence and true nature weren’t revealed yet seemed to prove that Ilan had indeed kept his word to not sell Alianelle’s secret to anyone.

Another most welcome news for both of us.

With this threat weighing constantly on him almost gone, Paul’s paranoia seemed to have somewhat lessened. Although, he hurriedly left to rejoin his daughter after the end of our short discussion.

How long he would have to stay inside this hotel room, I didn’t know, but we were both of the same opinion that the shorter the better.

Another future problem was being taken care of by Kakuz — the elegant dwarf — who accepted after a bit of convincing to act as my intermediary to meet the various merchants of the city with the help of a few of his friends. It was difficult to convince him to willingly spread a certain rumor, but it was absolutely necessary, of that I was sure. Unfortunately, even with his help, something like that was going to take a few days at the very least.

With this thought in mind, I patiently waited for Walmir’s message.

Doubt certainly bloomed faster than trust as each day spent waiting for Walmir to finally contact me, seemed to make my decision to leave the children into his hands waver.

Four days had passed since the meeting with Jazor’s friends, so only five since I let Walmir take Seth and Himara with him, but the worry gnawing constantly at my mind ever since couldn’t be easily ignored. At the very least, it was impossible to relax as Jazor did as he appeared determined to catch up on his sleep, lost while rushing to reach this Advanced town.

Fortunately, Zena took it upon herself to make him move from his bed because, on the morning of this fifth day in this town, she suddenly barged into our room to wake him up and make him finally do something useful. I wasn’t inside the hotel at the time, but the mess she made and the beating she gave him when he refused were apparently epic according to the hotel owner.

I deeply regretted having missed that, but I had other more important things to take care of.

Having finally run out of patience, I had decided to track down Walmir and his employer using the only person in my acquaintances who knew them both.

However, finding Ilan inside the city proved to be more difficult than I had anticipated. I was forced to once more wander the streets while interrogating unwilling passersby. When I finally found him near the Mercenary Guild, weary from a day of searching, the sun was already starting to set.

Nevertheless relieved, I approached him and immediately noticed his scowling face keeping everyone away from his path. Something I was the only one not to do, and almost regretted as Ilan quickly disappointed me when he informed me that I had wasted my time.

No matter how much I pleaded, he categorically refused to give me a single detail about Walmir’s employer besides warning me against trying to meet him without being invited first. Apparently, this chief of the slavers of the first Advanced town was an important and unscrupulous figure that it was better not to antagonize.

My previous encounter with Jazor’s Dwarven friends and my long collaboration with Walmir had put some things in perspective and challenged some of my preconceptions about slavery and the people related to it. However, according to Ilan’s description, this will not be something likely to happen with this man if the horrors about him that he briefly told me about were true.

Ilan’s unsavory description of this personage made it even more difficult than before to leave Himara and Seth into his hands for another day, but it also made it clear that it wouldn’t be smart to suddenly show up uninvited.

Before leaving him to return to my hotel, I learned why he was making such a face. He was the one that Jazor was talking about when he promised Zena to find another mage, slightly weaker than him according to him, to participate in the defense of the city. I didn’t know how Jazor had managed to convince him considering how unwilling Ilan appeared to fulfill this mission.

Fortunately, my long wait ended the following day when I finally received a letter from Walmir at the reception of our hotel, which Jazor was now paying the rent for both of us.

It’s with this paper in hand that I was currently roaming the narrow and poorly designed streets of the city. Despite asking for directions from guards, merchants, and regular inhabitants, my goal appeared desperately hard to find. Things would have been probably easier if the rare passersby, who were trying to go about their business as usual were more willing to help me. Despite their polite smiles and apparent relaxed attitude, at first sight, the truth was that it wasn’t possible for them to completely hide their nervousness about the reality of our current situation.

Behind this facade of calm that all the inhabitants still present were trying to maintain from a silent common agreement, it was impossible to deny that the city was under attack. Even the professional smiles of the merchants around, eager to answer the queries of their rare clients, seemed forced.

No one could blame them after nearly a full day and night of confrontation outside the wall by an unending wave of endless enemies. There was a reason for Zena to have come to get Jazor to help them.

This horde had appeared yesterday and immediately assaulted the wall with the same mad abandon as I had witnessed along my journey across the wilderness. No matter how many of them failed to break through the impenetrable defenses of the city or collapsed under one of the defender’s magic, they kept attacking without any regard for their lives.

Under the influence of mana, normal animals could undergo a long and difficult evolution to open the door to sentience and magic. To achieve this, they had to overcome a frenzied period. Before becoming a true magical beast, they had to become deviants and survive this period, more or less long, where their own safety and survival come after their bloodlust.

The wrath of the wilderness was created because of a significant rise in the ambient level of mana, so in a sense, those animals desperately trying to tear us apart despite their catastrophic losses were all already deviants on the hard path of evolution that few would cross.

Of course, for most of them, the rise in the level of mana of their environment was too sudden, too brutal for them to properly evolve as deviants. As a result, most of them didn’t show the same abnormal strength or resistance as a normal deviant, if there was such a thing as a ‘normal deviant’. However, few among the inexperienced defenders, forced to take the weapons to replace the soldiers and mages gone to salvage the situation elsewhere, were aware of it.

That’s probably why Zena had come herself to get Jazor out of his bed as soon as possible to make him uphold his promise to help defend the city. The addition of a strong true mage experienced enough to know this subtle difference was precious beyond measure in such troubled times.

Jazor was also aware of this, so despite his apparent reluctance when he left, he had done his best to defend the city and honor his part of the deal, which was the only way for Zena’s superiors to accept that several competent mages would have to leave for a few days to accompany my group beyond the border.

The brief conversation I had with Jazor when he came back to our room exhausted from his first day of combat was enough for me to understand that.

As I continued to walk on the paved road of the city, turning around regularly to find the right path, the streets appeared pretty calm, but even this far away from the walls and the ongoing battle, it was possible to hear the distant clash of weapons, the roars of the crazed beasts and the explosions similar to distant thunder in a clear sky.

In the same way, when the earth under my feet started to shake, I immediately recognized Jazor’s magic.

His most developed aspect of the earth element was linked with earthquakes.

By applying vibration to his weapon or fists, he could bypass any defense — even from the monstrous Krath — and defeat or downright destroy his opponents by directly attacking their inner organs. However, such a powerful application of this aspect of the earth element could only be used with direct physical contact. Something impossible to do, while standing far away from so many different opponents.

Fortunately, learning the secret of an aspect of an element could lead to the creation of a multitude of different magics. By using the same aspect of the earth element, Jazor could also create incredibly devastating earthquakes and lay waste to hordes of opponents.

I saw him do it more times than I could remember but also knew as a result how taxing this kind of ability was for him.

If Jazor was using it, now, the situation outside must be even direr than any of us, away from the battle, could imagine.

Even direr than the day before.

Unfortunately, despite this realization, I couldn’t do anything to change this situation to help my friend. The worst thing to do would be to draw everyone’s attention to me, something that was doomed to happen if a normally defenseless child suddenly showed magical prowess beyond anything humanly possible to defend the city.

Another earthquake, stronger than the previous, made all the buildings around me shake, and forced me to stop in my tracks. The carefully maintained stalls were thrown to the ground while the masks of calm and confidence worn by the inhabitants crumbled. How many were forced to stay, or didn’t have any other place to escape to, I didn’t know.

All I could do in this instant was pity them; not because I had found a way out of this battling town and not them, but because I knew Jazor whereas they didn’t, and wasn’t forced to pray for my safety unlike them.

I had faith in Jazor and knew that as long as he remained standing, we were all safe.

However, when a menacing flock of a dozen giant birds with silver wings suddenly appeared beyond the clear sky, I wasn’t able to show the same confidence. I had learned battle after battle to fear and hate these opponents and knew that Jazor’s magic had little effect on them.

Distant vibrations had caused the few people’s faces around me to turn pale and made their knees grow weak. With a direct threat to their lives, finally in front of their eyes, flying in the sky in a strange crossed formation, I thought that all hell would break loose, that the apparent courage and confidence of these people would completely disappear.

However, I was wrong.

Curiously, this time none showed any reaction of fear or panic.

They all raised their eyes to the sky to watch with mild curiosity these harbingers of death circling their city beyond their reach to prepare for their attack.

I soon understood why none of them feared them as they should.

It wasn’t that they weren’t aware of the lethality of their magic, or oblivious to the sharpness of their talons used with deadly accuracy and inhuman speed, but simply that no harm could befall them. No matter what tactic these cursed birds used, a translucent red layer prevented them from landing any attack on the defenseless population under it.

For the people watching calmly this scene of crazed birds attacking one after another with everything at their disposal, it was apparently one thing for the integrity of the wall to be threatened by earthquakes of unknown origins, and another entirely different to begin to imagine that the perseverance of these birds would be rewarded.

For them, the magic of the wall was absolute, for the defenses it summoned couldn’t be broken.

After a few minutes of this rampage, when even these crazed animals maddened by the ambient mana appeared to have understood this reality, flaming arrows split the sky, hit a few unlucky individuals of this massive flock, and forced the rest to hurriedly escape.

The burning bodies of the victims of these attacks from some unknown defender of the city continued to violently thrash around for long seconds under the eyes of the populace suddenly much more interested in this display of shining violence. When their ability to fly was finally taken away from them by the pain and the importance of their growing wounds, the birds didn’t immediately fall to the ground but continued to be strangely maintained, floating in the sky, by this barely visible red layer.

It’s only when their body completely stopped despite the flames still consuming them, that this layer of support disappeared. The birds hit the hard ground one after the other in a sickening noise of broken bones and crushed meat.

Satisfied that their attacker had met their just end, the few passersby and merchants who had stopped in their tracks, finally resumed their respective activities. This bloody sight I witnessed many times in many different forms didn’t summon any disgust from me anymore, but also certainly not the strange satisfaction all these people seemed to have felt when these unfortunate creatures met a fate too cruel for any decent being with empathy to accept.

If this scene was a little too visual and bloody to my taste and my nose, disturbed by this distinct and sadly now familiar odor of burnt flesh, at least it had the merit of showing me the might of the magic protecting all these inhabitants from the cruel madness beyond the wall.

A few more different species with wings tried their luck during the time it took me to reach my destination, but this time I didn’t stop to add images to the unwelcomed sounds in the background. So loud were the screams of these poor souls and so boisterous were the acclamations of the few people finding this spectacle welcomed and even entertaining that I failed to immediately notice just how desert the part of the city I had just entered truly was.

Before the order to make the crossing of the border much more difficult, many were wise enough to escape this city with only the clothes on their back. As a result, along with the fair number of people mobilized at the wall for the defense and the original defenders of this city gone to lend their strength elsewhere, the streets were all pretty deserted to the grief of the many merchants who had chosen to stay here in these troubled times. However, it was still possible to regularly cross paths with Dwarves and Humans alike or even see a few faces hidden behind their curtains.

Not here.

Not a single soul could be seen.

Many houses were present on each side of the road, in a joyous mess that I had learned to hate, but they were empty. My magic sense confirmed what my eyes and ears could only guess. The only building with living beings inside was standing in front of me.

A single paved and well-maintained road led to this impressive two-story building made of black stones as if to confirm to me that it was the only destination possible, the only place of interest in this deserted neighborhood. The massive wooden door at the front was tightly closed and appeared to shine under the rays of the sun as if it had been carefully polished. The glittering facade gave me the same impression of unnatural cleanness, even more striking compared with the modest houses around that had obviously been abandoned by their owner for quite some time.

An innocent soul walking by accident on this road would have certainly been drawn to this curiosity and a careless or downright naive person would have probably approached to admire the intricate golden patterns on the black walls.

However, I was done being careless and had lost my innocence a long time ago despite my youthful appearance.

This kind of outward elegance couldn’t hide the fact that no window could be seen on the glistening, immaculate black walls or that the number of people under this building was at least ten times superior to the people waiting for me beyond the closed door.

I didn’t need to reread Walmir’s instructions to know that I had finally reached the place where Seth and Himara were detained.

Unwillingly, a part of the monstrous mana I was keeping deep within me for my own safety resurfaced for a brief instant, as if this subconscious part of myself knew what kind of disposal this sordid place deserved. However, I quickly tamed this beast within me and forced the slumbering power down once more.

Now wasn’t the time to fight.

If I had a way of safely saving all these unfortunate souls along with Seth and Himara waiting behind these closed doors, I would have already done it. However, even in this half-deserted city, devoid of most of its strongest mages, I knew that I wasn’t strong enough for that.

Maybe one day I will be.

Maybe one day, after my body had grown up, the slumbering and unnatural power I had gained with my reincarnation would be within my grasp, free for me to use and able to get rid of anything in my way.

However, this time hadn’t come yet.

Aware of the risks for a lone child to enter this kind of building, I forced the door open and entered the dim interior while wondering what could be hiding beyond this darkness.
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Chapter 109: Slave dealers (Second Part)  


I advanced with careful steps wondering why only the light coming from the open door and from an opaque glass ceiling was used on such an imposing building.









The darkness obstructing my eyes, fortunately, didn’t have the same impact on my senses, so I wasn’t surprised when two men abruptly emerged from the shadow on my right, as if they had been waiting for that moment the entire day.

I took a discreet step back to subtly put myself out of their reach, and tried to observe their faces more closely.

“What are you doing here, kid?” asked the first one, a scrawny man with long dark hair reaching almost to his waist. His skin was unclean, his teeth yellowed, but his mane of hair was strangely well-maintained and looked almost shiny. However, even his perfumed hair wasn't able to mask the strong odor of liquor that appeared as soon as he opened his mouth.

“Fuck off,” simply muttered the other much younger man who appeared deeply displeased to have been forced to stand up for me. This man looked healthy and strong, much more than his more experienced colleague standing next to him, but he still gave me a strange impression.

I wasn’t able to put my finger on it until I crossed his gaze.

His round dark eyes should have betrayed a kind of naivety that men barely out of their adolescence like him should have, but all I saw as I crossed these two black pearls was indifference as if he had seen all that life could offer and wasn’t impressed by it.

Maybe that’s why he was in this sordid place at his age with a man visibly already consumed by his vices.

“I won’t say it again, kid. Get lost!” he grumbled. “Don’t you know what kind of place this is?” he asked helplessly with his hands raised to show me the rest of the building.

If even the exterior of the building appeared immaculate, it would have been surprising if the interior was much more different. However, behind this apparent cleanliness, it wasn’t hard to discern the true ugliness of this place that the young man in front of me was trying to show.

The marble floor was impeccable, but the cracks strangely placed were proof enough that this floor had welcomed more than willing feet. It certainly didn’t look like natural wear and tear, but more like something or someone had violently hit this floor to create these few cracks spreading like spiderwebs. Other discreet traces and crooks could be observed with an attentive eye on the otherwise impeccable walls painted in an elegant and sober dark blue, like a small stain on an otherwise immaculate picture.

The dim lighting also probably helped to hide a few more of these imperfections, like the discreet flight of stairs at a corner of the room leading downstairs.

“I know exactly where I am,” I simply answered after a quick look around.

The massive marble stairs leading to the second floor, the glistening chandelier hanging from the ceiling and oscillating in a regular, almost hypnotic movement along with the elegant furnitures all around me, including the wooden and polished desk behind my interlocutors, weren’t enough for me to forget where I was standing.

The loud, vulgar laugh from the other man, who was now looking at me with more interest than I was comfortable with, interrupted my next sentence.

“Want to stay a bit with us?” he asked while throwing his hair back, in a pitiful attempt to appear more dignified.

To me, this man didn’t appear much different from this building. He had spent an unhealthy amount of time combing and taking care of his hair, but he couldn’t make the consequences of his choices in life so easily disappear.

In the same way, the people responsible for this building had spent too much effort to make any visible stain disappear that it appeared forced and unnatural. Each remaining trace was like a blatant admission and no amount of polishing was able to completely hide this place’s true nature.

“What do you say girly,” he added once more in a guttural, insufferable voice that made my hand twitch in annoyance without even considering that he had confounded me with a girl, something Jazor also once did when we first met.

I didn’t want to waste more time than necessary on these people, but the vast hall was desperately empty for now, so I repressed my annoyance and didn’t bother to try to correct him and instead addressed the second man.

“I’m here to see Walmir, is he here?”

“Walmir?”

“Yeah.”

“How do you know him?”

“Eh! Don’t ignore me,” interrupted the senior of this strange pair.

“Shut up, man,” immediately countered his teammate, visibly annoyed by his very presence.

I relaxed slightly when I saw the two men start bickering with each other.

I couldn’t let their respective appearance fool me and make me drop my guard as there was no way to know their true strength before a confrontation.

My magic senses that had served me so well on so many occasions couldn’t help me with this task, because this was precisely the nature of the magic of this world that the people who had tried to classify mages with pompous titles hadn’t understood.

It was impossible to know just how far on the path of magic each person had gone. They could be limited to the Kingdom’s teaching, exhorting mages to master the speed, the form, and the control of each magic with barrier magic, or they could have already started to understand the true nature of the elements like I did myself.

The aspects of an element gave each mage the possibility to create a magic with this fundamental truth of this element as a base. However, what kind of magic was created, from which aspect, and to what extent it was mastered, was impossible to guess.

Fortunately, the reverse was also true.

In fact, the situation was considerably worse for them as not only was it strictly impossible for this pair to guess my true strength, but they were also probably severely underestimating it.

As members of the sordid business of slave trade, they had probably been used to dealing with many children of different races with their only common point being their inherent weakness imposed upon them by their growing bodies unable to demonstrate the natural physical strength of their race or their ability to manipulate mana regardless of their potential.

However, I wasn’t like all the other children they had seen.

Admittedly, it was still impossible for me to demonstrate safely my full potential, as my young growing body wouldn’t tolerate it, but I was sure that the powers I had at my disposal were unlike what they had seen in any other children. The abilities I had slowly developed, the magic I created and improved all along my journey through the deadly encounters and desperate battles I had fought made me completely different from any other defenseless child that these two men had previously encountered.

That’s why at this moment when they were still arguing between them and barely looking at me anymore, I realized with absolute certainty that I could kill these two men without breaking a sweat.

I would certainly rid the world of men who had probably done more bad than good in their lives, but I couldn’t be violent in this place, not in such a way. I didn’t want to start a conflict for once, but I also intended to keep the extent of my abilities hidden to continue enjoying the same kind of relaxed and careless attitude these two men were showing me.

Not to mention, that a child showing magical potential would be much more likely to attract unwanted attention, and potentially earn me a place among the other slaves in the basement.

“I told you to shut up!” screamed the youngest of these two men.

“And I told you to fuck off!” suddenly shouted the other man, visibly exasperated by his colleague's attempts to control his impulses and desires.

I didn’t care about vulgarities, about careless words, or insults. More than anything else, because I couldn’t afford to make a scene right now. However, when the long-haired man, obviously aggravated to have been ignored by me and shut down by his colleague, took a few abrupt steps forward and raised his hand to catch my arm, things became different.

With a quick motion he hadn’t anticipated, I slapped his hand away with a backhand. The loud slap that echoed through the empty hall seemed to have paralyzed the unsavory man in front of me, as he registered what had just happened.

“You little!” he growled, with his brows furrowed in surprise and anger.

“EDGAR!”

If a simple slap had made such an impressive noise, the echo of this scream of anger was obviously much more impressive and stopped him dead in his tracks, with his hand half-raised.

I knew this voice and didn’t need to search for the figure of its owner, approaching our small group with hurried steps from a distant door I hadn’t seen until now. The black-haired man, forced to abruptly interrupt his revenge, sent me a last murderous glance before plastering a much more amiable expression on his face.

The youngest of this unpleasant duo took a few discreet steps back as soon as he noticed that it was Walmir, dressed in an elegant red tunic very different from his usual travel-worn clothes, who was crossing the distance separating us in strong strides not impeded in the least by the abnormal dim interior.

“What do you think you’re doing you cursed idiot?”

“I…”

“It wasn’t a real question, dumbass! Get the hell out of my face!”

His face ashen, the reprimanded guard didn’t need Walmir to say anything more to swiftly get out of the building; his comrade had already left him alone to face Walmir with impressive discretion.

“Are you alright, Sillath?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s why I told you to bring Jazor with you in my letter. With him here, this moron would have not dared to act that way.”

“Jazor is busy elsewhere,” I replied helplessly. Considering the current state of the city, asking for one of its strongest defenders — one who had just arrived on top of that — to leave his new post for a personal request was completely out of the question.

However, even if Jazor had been free, I probably wouldn’t have chosen to ask him to come with me. It was my decision to rescue Himara and Seth, so I couldn’t expect him to pay for their freedom or solve all the problems that would arise because of this decision.

“So, why did you need me to come all the way here,” I finally asked after a few seconds of silence. “I thought you would have simply written the date of the auction in your letter.

With his fresh clothes, his shaven face, and carefully combed hair, Walmir was already completely ridden of the traces of our long and perilous journey. He easily looked ten years younger than before, and could almost pass as a distinguished gentleman in some circles. Something completely impossible for a born-warrior like Ilan who could bathe and sleep all day long and never lose the edge of violence and thirst for battle evident on his face.

However, the embarrassed and nervous expression he made immediately after my question was far from his new elegance and the commanding authority he had shown to the two guards.

“Is something wrong,” I asked slowly, sensing doubt and worry creep up within me. “Are Himara and Seth safe?”

“Yes, they are. Don’t worry,” he immediately confirmed, making me heave a sigh of relief. “However, my boss wants to meet you.”

“Meet me? Why?” I prudently asked.

“I’m not sure, but maybe it would be best if you came back with Jazor…”

Walmir’s sudden reluctance gave me a very bad feeling about this whole situation, but I couldn’t back down now.

“No, let’s go,” I assured him.

With the same conflicted expression on his face, Walmir turned away from the half-opened door and started to walk with measured steps across the vast hall. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one that the ambient darkness somewhat bothered. Something I couldn’t help but ask him about while we were both climbing the elegant marbled steps leading us to the second floor.

“It’s because of my boss,” he slowly explained. “I’m not completely aware of the details, but his eyes were injured many years ago and since then he doesn’t tolerate light very well.”

I didn’t have time to ask any more questions as the first door to the left of the stairs was our destination. Walmir barely had the time to knock a couple of times on it when the heavy-looking mahogany door was so abruptly opened that it forced him to quickly get out of the way.

The man who had opened with such tactless brutality had immediately taken a step forward as if he wanted to replace the very door he had just opened. An easy task for this mountain-like man easily towering over Walmir by more than two heads and making even someone like Ilan looks frail. The difference in height was of course even more exaggerated with me, to the point that I couldn’t help but take a reflexive step back.

Surely not the best way to show confidence, but a natural reaction when confronted with a man probably over seven feet tall who was forced to bend his head to prevent it from crashing into the doorframe especially since the rest of his stocky body, laden with impressively bulging muscles, was in accordance with his disproportionate height.

He looked to be over forty and already had a head full of disheveled gray hair along with a beard of the same color trimmed into a long braid not dissimilar to the way Dwarves styled their beards. The lighting was barely better on the second floor, but it was enough for me to notice with a glance his huge glaring brown eyes that measured me up with unpleasant, unsettling expressions in them.

“Who are you?” he asked with a menacing, metallic voice that sounded like a dog’s bark.

“It’s him that Sooreman wanted to see.”

Walmir’s hurried words didn’t immediately pacify the man, but instead seemed to make his vigilance rise and the inquisition in his eyes intensified.

With a twist of his body, he readjusted the sheepskin over his bare shoulders and rippled his long white fur cape at the same time. His loose grey shirt also opened slightly, revealing part of a massive and intriguing tattoo on the left side of his chiseled chest. My attention didn’t stay long on this curious tattoo despite the strange impression it gave me as I also caught a glimpse of a battleaxe, not too dissimilar to the one Jazor had lost, strapped to his back and almost reaching his ankles. An impressive weapon certainly impossible to use in a closed environment, which was certainly the reason why his left fist was clad in a massive golden glove going up to his elbow and obviously made more for offense than for defense.

“Let them in.”

The authoritative gaze heightened by the natural sharp features of the man blocking our way immediately softened when this slightly glum voice reached us.

More nimbly than I could have imagined from someone with such a massive frame, he got out of the way and let us into a dimly lit office whose only source of filtered light was a window with thick glass as opaque as the glass ceiling of the hall.

This peculiar lighting made the man sitting behind a large oak desk just in front of this window at the center of this room all the more noticeable.

“Don’t be shy, come closer.”

With the same uninterested voice, the man motioned for us to enter with his eyes fixed on a strange purple orb sitting in the very center of his desk crammed with volumes and piled with rolls of parchment unceremoniously put aside to give more space to the mysterious object levitating a few inches above the table with a soft, almost soothing hum. This strange but peaceful melody made me forget for an instant why I had entered this office in the first place. It took a considerable and worrying amount of effort to finally tear my eyes away from it and even more effort to put the questions about this magical object to the back of my mind.

The owner of this building and boss of the mountain of muscle standing behind me and Walmir with his massive arms crossed was, for his part, in no hurry to put the object aside or even look in our direction.

His head stayed stubbornly lowered with his long ashen-grey hair covering most of his face as if he had already forgotten our arrival.

A few minutes in this relative silence, made me start to wonder if I had to make a sound to get his attention, but a single serious glance from Walmir confirmed to me that it would be a terrible idea.

When my eyes finally adjusted to the ambient darkness, it allowed me to notice a few more details around me as my gaze wandered to make this forced waiting more bearable. Like the massive pulpit in a corner of the room literally covered with pills of books, vellum, great sheets of paper, bottles of ink, bunches of quills, and innumerable utensils much less mysterious than the purple orb. A single candle, for the time being, extinguished, was used for this pulpit to enlighten the office otherwise too dark for any kind of comfortable reading.

I also understood why among the strong odor of fresh parchment and ink, I was also able to discern the peculiar odor of mold and fresh earth.

Despite the poor lighting, I noticed multicolored lupin, something similar to an agave in the corner of the room along with half a dozen potted plants of unknown nature put in every corner of the wide squared room. Even an ivy blue plant that looked poisonous no matter how much I looked at it was calmly growing all along the wall on my right.

The presence of so many plants in an office almost devoid of natural light raised a few questions about their origin and needs, but also about their owner that I would have never imagined as a nature’s lover. One of these questions was immediately answered when Walmir’s boss finally tore his eyes away from the purple orb with a satisfied smile on his lips and raised his head.

I barely noticed the piercing blue eyes of the man, his high forehead, narrow nose, and thin lips giving him an elegance and natural beauty I rarely saw among men in the course of my two lives. I also mostly ignored the left side of his face covered by dense hair just like I ignored his healthy pale skin covered with reddish tattoos on his chest and neck similar and with the same strange appeal as the one on his subordinate, but more elegant and refined.

My entire focus was on his ears. One of them was clipped but the other was pointing beyond the mass of his grey hair near a thin plait braid at his temple.

It was an elven ear.

As soon as I crossed his gaze, and saw mirth in his blue eyes along with an impudent smile on his lips, I realized that he was perfectly aware of the numerous questions crossing my mind at this instant.

However, I wasn’t here to know this man’s story; to learn how an elf would choose to do this kind of work or how he could end up in this city dominated by Humans and Dwarves.

His chin resting on his long crossed fingers and with an insufferable provocative smile plastered on his face, the man had his entire attention devoted to me with the same intensity as when he was looking at the purple orb now pushed aside to let his elbows rest on his desk. With deliberate slowness, he turned his eyes to his right as if this side of the room stuffed with potted plants had something of interest to show him.

I soon understood that it wasn’t the case as his gaze was still on me the whole time, but the movement made his long hair slide from his face and revealed its left side mostly hidden before. A single word crossed my mind as I did my best to control and hide any reaction of revulsion.

Ravaged.

I didn’t know what had rendered this side of his face so mutilated, so deeply deformed but I was suddenly even less comfortable than before just imagining the kind of pain this man had to endure. The sight of his previously hidden face was certainly surprising and displeasing, but this wasn’t all.

After the initial shock, I realized that among the claw marks all around his left eye and cheek, were scars of burns, but not of the common kind. More like as if the skin had dried up instead of being simply burned. I had seen this kind of wound before.

“Have you seen enough, boy?”

My realization was cut short when the man finally had enough of my staring.

I awkwardly swallowed and put any stray thought to the back of my head.

I didn’t know what he hoped to accomplish by showing me his wound, but it certainly wasn’t for intimidation as his guard standing still and towering over us from behind was more than enough for this purpose.

“Walmir didn’t lie. You’re not ordinary. Your reaction was far from what I usually get when children see my whole face. The kids Walmir brought gave me a much more… satisfying reaction,” he chuckled.

“Are they alright?” I hurriedly asked after hearing him mention Seth and Himara.

Another similar smile made me realize that I had already made a mistake.

The simplest mistake done in any kind of negotiation.

I showed obvious interest.

“Don’t worry, your little friends are well-fed and resting in a warm place which is more than many of their kind could hope for in such troubled times.”

I nodded slowly and swallowed hard. I had trouble focusing correctly with most of my attention dedicated to the mountain of muscle behind me, and this man knew it. With a satisfied smile on his lips, he watched me for long seconds before suddenly slapping his forehead in an exaggerated movement as if he had suddenly remembered something

“Where are my manners? I totally forgot to properly introduce myself. I suppose this kind of thing can happen when you get distracted by ancient artifacts. My name is Sooreman and I’m the owner of this modest place.”

With an amiable expression on his face, whose mutilated half was once more covered by his hair longer on his left side, he clearly waited for me to do the same despite obviously knowing the answer already.

“I’m Sillath,” I mumbled.

“Nice to meet you, Sillath. How do you like our city?” he asked with the same amiable expression.

I didn’t know where this man was going with this kind of attitude and useless talk. It was as if he was trying to gauge my reactions. Almost like he wanted to know me better, something I definitely didn’t want to do with someone like him for I understood the moment I stepped into this dimly lit room that Ilan was right.

This man was dangerous.

Maybe more than his bodyguard.

His nature as an elf made him naturally a threat that I couldn’t ignore, not to mention that even from this distance, I had trouble sensing his existence.

I wanted to limit our interactions to the strict minimum, but I couldn’t do that if I truly wanted to free Seth and Himara. Therefore, I pushed the questions about this sudden summon and played his game.

“It’s alright, I guess. Certainly much better than outside the walls considering what’s happening,” I replied with a detached voice while shrugging my shoulders.

“Yes, I witnessed the ambient madness of all these animals during the first assault on the city. It’s hard to imagine that anyone could have survived for months in these conditions especially since you had two powerless children in your group.”

“Three,” I corrected.

A precision that immediately made him narrow his eyes at me.

“Yes, three… Of course three,” he consented slowly.

Children could never, no matter their species and ascendence, match the physical and magical strength of an adult. They could show talent, promises, and a strong affinity to various elements, but they were in the end powerless to truly defend themself. Something that this man only knew too well.

This almost universal truth broken by my unnatural existence couldn’t be revealed.

Not if I wanted this man’s interest in me to fade away.

I didn’t know what Walmir had told him, but it was obvious that he had suspicions about my true nature and origins.

How much did he know?

Was he aware of my strength, of my Sacred magic I was forced to reveal to Walmir across our journey?

If not, why was he so interested in me?

I couldn’t know and certainly hoped that my former travel companion had held his tongue, but I finally understood why this man deliberately took the time to see me in person.

He wanted to gauge me and understand what kind of child searched to bypass the auction to buy other children's freedom with a rare elven artifact.

I had caught his attention and maybe his interest, and that was precisely why it took me so long to decide to save Seth and Himara.

Under his attentive scrutiny, I knew that things could go very wrong, but the time for hesitation was already over.

Seth and Himara will be freed.

One way or another.
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After months of wandering through hostile lands, returning to civilization was more than welcome. Not just because we were finally safe from an ambush in our sleep by bloodthirsty animals, but also because I enjoyed the comfort that such a city could give me.

A warm bed; a dry place to sleep and a roof above my head for example.

However, with four people in the same small office, I was starting to miss the vast expanses of the wilderness. The presence of two potentially hostile individuals in such a narrow place certainly had a lot to do with this sudden desire for open air, especially considering the tower-like man behind me who was enough on his own to make the whole room feel cramped.

“Would you like to sit down, dear Sillath?”

Sooreman’s falsely sweet voice was probably another reason for wanting to be out of this office as soon as possible. I repressed this craving, for now impossible, and sat down on the modest black chair in front of his messy desk.

“Sadly, I don’t have anything to offer to drink. I’m quite short on staff at the moment and the few people currently in this building are better employed far away from any kind of kitchen.”

“I understand. I’m not thirsty anyway.”

“That’s good, but honestly I’m still a little sad to receive you in such a fashion. You should have seen this building before an auction in peaceful times. Bustling with people busy running everywhere to make my modest business prosper. The same for the city. A glorious town that had allowed the Dorell Kingdom to start its expansion in the wilderness. Now, sadly, the majority of the people have run away after the first attack three months ago.”

I certainly couldn’t refute his words. Even for someone like me who had never visited this town, the streets felt desperately empty, just like this building obviously too big for the few people working there.

“Will the auction still take place?” I cautiously asked.

“Well, the scale will of course be considerably reduced, but yes the auction will indeed take place. In three days if we’re not all dead by then.”

For the first time since the start of our meeting, the smile on his lips faded away to give place to a much more truthful concern that he quickly made disappear to show the same confidence as before.

Even so deep within the city and so far away from the main place of battle where Jazor, Ilan, and many others were currently fighting to defend this city, it was impossible to deny the distant tremors and screams. The first Advanced town was fighting for its survival, but instead of them joining the common effort, they stayed far behind, preparing to do their sordid business as they have done for years.

“If the auction will take place as planned, then why am I here?” I finally asked.

“Well, how should I put it…” he started. “We are living difficult times. The wrath of the wilderness made me lose many competent workers who, like our common friend Walmir here, have dedicated themselves to bringing me... merchandise from deep within the wilderness. As a result, we have far fewer potential laborers for the mine than usual and far too few than what would be necessary to help extract enough elemental stones to replace the ones constantly consumed by the Lost magic of the wall sheltering the whole city. But, you already knew that I presume.”

I simply nodded, aware of the origin of the apparent invulnerability of the wall, but without liking in the slightest where his speech was going.

“Fewer workers and more work mean that the value of my products has significantly risen. However, the stingy dwarves from the mines buying me the bulk of my merchandise will never accept such a rise in prices. With many of my other noble buyers already gone, and with the sad prospect that these dwarves will remain my main customers in the optimistic hypothesis of this town’s survival, I sadly don’t have much of a choice. With the town surrounded, I can’t even threaten them to take my merchandise with me and leave. If nothing is done, the Dwarves will buy my entire stock at a ridiculous price to work in the mines despite the presence of truly marvelous pieces among them. In fact, I could just as well skip the auction and sell my whole stock to them. Truly difficult times for an honest business…” he concluded with a heavy voice.

I repressed a snort and buried the growing fury in my guts. His way of speaking about all the souls in the basement of this building, most of them probably children, as mere objects; merchandise ready to be sold was revolting and difficult for me to bear. His constant avoidance of the word slave, as if not using that word made his whole business more respectable, also made my desire to settle this physically all the more appealing.

An unreasonable envy that I immediately buried deep within me.

If cautiousness was a principle I usually tried to employ in all circumstances, it became an absolute necessity now that I knew who I was dealing with.

It wasn’t possible to guess the true strength of mages simply by looking at them. However, contrary to the two men near the entrance who could have been strong mages despite their appearance, Sooreman and his silent bodyguard in their respective way each radiated a kind of strength, of confidence impossible to hide or miss.

I didn’t know which element they could use, I had no idea which aspect of these elements they had chosen to develop, but I knew that they were dangerous.

“I… sympathize with your difficulties,” I spat with a forced smile as if these words were burning my tongue. “So, if you don’t have a choice anyway, why not just do that? Why maintain the auction?”

“Because, my young friend, the auction is a tradition and a spectacle.”

“A spectacle,” I asked, confused.

“Of course,” he confirmed with a toothy smile illuminating his face, at least the intact and only visible part. “At the end of this auction, the slaves that have paid off their debt of work will be released in front of everyone with the promise that they are free to leave and that they will not be recaptured… in a near future at the very least. It’s a spectacle invented by the Dwarves to prove their good faith to the new unfortunate slaves chosen to work in their mine and make them docile.”

“And does it work? More than a whip?”

“I was as confused as you when I arrived in this city. I never heard of such a system before and didn’t see the need for anything else than convincing threats along with a touch of measured violence. However, even if it’s the closest Advanced town from the Dorell Kingdom, it still is a town inside the wilderness, surrounded by creatures willing to pay their share of blood and flesh to make this town fall. Such a city in the middle of savage lands far from the iron hand of the kingdom is a fatal appeal for many slaves condemned to a lifetime of work in a mine. Attempts to escape were more numerous than anywhere else, and despite exemplary punishments, new fearless individuals always tried their luck again until a few decades ago when someone succeeded.”

“Someone really escaped?” I asked dumbfounded.

“It’s a story of another time, but yes. A young man awakened a Sacred magic inside the heart of the mine and used it to gain his freedom in the bloodiest way possible. A miracle impossible to replicate, but that inspired thousands of slaves. He became infamous instantly, and was hunted down but managed to survive and escape for decades before a group of Master mages managed to put him down and end his bloody legend. Have you never heard of this story?”

I shook my head in denial.

“His nickname was well-known, by everyone, children included, but I guess that it was a little too long ago. I’m getting older. Anyway, after that to pacify the slaves this system was created and stabilized the situation. Now to answer your question, no matter the circumstances, this auction and the ceremony of release afterward must take place in one form or another. Otherwise, the entire trust built over years under this system will instantly crumble. You can call it the other side of the coin tossed by the Dwarves. They used distant hope of freedom to pacify the laborers in the mines, but at the slightest sign of betrayal; of a significant delay, or any sign that would suggest that their long-desired freedom is threatened, then everything will implode and no one wants that in our current situation.”

“So, you have no choice but to make the auction happen to somewhat replenish the number of slaves that the Dwarves are forced to free,” I resumed while doing my best to not let my eyes be attracted by the strange purple orb resting on the desk, now inert, but still emitting a gentle hypnotizing light.

“Exactly. Be it financially or because of more practical reasons, I’m not a personal fan of this kind of auction. Of course, I can’t deny that the regular supply of new slaves, even if sold at low cost, is still welcomed by an honest merchant like myself. There is strength and value in quantity and regularity after all. However, even if I have an engagement I must uphold toward them, what they don’t know cannot fail them. As long as all the parties involved hold their tongue, I don’t have any problem if a few of my products miss this auction.”

I finally understood why Sooreman took the time to explain all this to me. He knew my relation with the Dwarves and wanted me to keep mum about this whole transaction to not get him into trouble.

An understandable fear and a justifiable demand that I had no reason to refuse.

“I don’t have any problem with that,” I confirmed with a small nod.

“Glad to hear it. It’s not every day that I have the opportunity to put my hands on an Elven artifact. Of course, only if the so-called artifact is indeed of Elven's creation as you so boldly claimed to Walmir.”

“It is genuine. I can promise you that,” I assured with the firmest voice I could muster.

However, Sooreman didn’t seem to take my words at face value, and simply once more rested his chin on his crossed fingers with his piercing blue eyes fixed on me.

I immediately understood what he wanted from me.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I scoffed. “Do you really think I would take it with me?”

It was the pure truth.

The ring of calamity that I had worn on my right thumb ever since Hirïlle — the Queen of the Great Forest of the West — gifted it to me, was carefully hidden. I couldn’t risk that my only possible payment for Seth’s and Himara’s freedom could be taken by force by these unscrupulous men.

The forced smile on my Elven interlocutor and the sudden shifting of the silent tower of a man behind me confirmed that it was indeed a wise choice.

“Prudent. A rare quality nowadays especially from someone so young. Childhood is without a doubt the pinnacle time in life for careless decisions and recklessness. A natural default you seem deprived of. I like it, but recklessness can take many forms. You better not try to trick me. It would be a huge mistake - the definitive kind.”

“I’m not—”

“I’m sure you’re not,” he interrupted. “However, just as a safe and friendly reminder, you have to be absolutely certain of yourself. A few bold sellers have tried over the years to do something similar, thinking that claiming a rare and precious origin, difficult to check, would raise the value of their goods. My dear Ravanor here, took it upon himself to make sure that this kind of practice would not flourish in my establishment like only the men of Vilfam know-how.

Vilfam…

I had heard this word before.

Distant memories belonging to another, simpler time made of reading and peaceful days among my family slowly resurfaced and gave me the answer to this sudden question.

It was one of the two Human Kingdoms located on the Western continent.

With a side glance, I looked once more at this Ravanor who seemed, to my surprise, utterly bored by this conversation. He was carelessly pricking his ear with his pinky finger and didn’t seem to have noticed that his boss had just mentioned his name.

The whole conversation, his presence behind my back was enough to make me nervous and imagine that he had the same frightening expression as when he had opened the door. However, apparently, as soon as his employer allowed us in and confirmed that we were indeed expected, the man relaxed completely.

Maybe it was because I was a child, so he didn’t consider me as a threat, or maybe he was simply that confident in his abilities.

“I thought his clothes would give him away, but I suppose even such a precocious young man can’t know everything,” he laughed. “I sincerely hope that your expertise in artifacts is much more reliable,” he continued without any laughter this time. “It’s incredibly easy for neophytes to get the origin and nature of such rare and precious objects wrong and, as a result, overestimate the value of said artifact. I, myself, am an elf, as you can see, and more than competent to estimate and confirm its true origin.”

“I’m sure you are competent and that my expertise is wholly inadequate compared to yours, but I maintain my words. The artifact is not here and you don’t need to see it. The artifact is genuine and of Elven origin.”

“Now, I’m curious. How could you know something like that or how you could come into possession of such an object?”

“Sadly for you, telling stories and revealing secrets is not part of the deal.”

“Disappointing, but true. Let’s continue then and put into formal words what we both know you want.”

“You made the situation very clear, so let me do the same. The price of slaves may have gone up, the situation may be peculiar, but such an artifact is still more than enough to buy the freedom of two young children that will otherwise be sold at the mines for a ridiculous price considering their ages and physical strength will be taken into account when the Dwarves fixed what price they are willing to give for them. My artifact for Seth’s and Himara’s freedom, that’s what I want,” I declared.

I waited with bated breath for Sooreman’s answer while scrutinizing his face for any indication of a potential response, positive or negative. However, the crafty elf had been doing this for much longer than I have.

He simply remained impassive while caressing with the tip of his finger the purple orb next to him, making it strangely buzz in response.

“That’s where, I fear, that our opinions differ, Sillath,” he finally declared implacably after a long silence like a bolt of thunder in a clear sky.

“Why?” I stuttered; trying to remain composed even though my old concern about the value of my artifact was coming back with a vengeance.

“You are certainly precocious and maybe well-learned, but even if it’s true that you miraculously stumbled upon a genuine Elven artifact, you are still totally unaware of its worth. Oh, you obviously know that it’s precious, but can you put a price on it?”

Silence was the only answer I could give him, and Sooreman knew it, so he didn’t wait long before resuming his speech.

“Well then, can you put a price on your friends’ life? And don’t give me the usual crap of priceless. I’m a man of fair trades and emotionless numbers.”

I furrowed my brows, but no matter how much I wanted to deny Sooreman’s words or offer a smart answer that would make him close his mouth, the truth was sadly on his side. I was an old soul in a young body, but I wasn’t well-learned and desperately lacked experience in this kind of transaction in this world. It was thus impossible for me to announce any kind of price.

A shameful but wise silence was the best I could offer.

“Let me enlighten you, then. As you so justly pointed out, the price for children sent to the mines to do a physical job is not very appealing to me, especially for females. And that’s the whole problem. I can accept a moderate loss when I sell male children to the mine instead of other more, let’s say, profitable locations, but the acceptable loss is much less reasonable for young females. That’s why I’m reluctant to sell them to the mines and prefer to keep them safely hidden here for as long as this folly in the wilderness may last. And that’s also why I can’t accept this offer from you either. The artifact can buy you Seth’s freedom, it can even buy you the freedom of any other male slave here at the same time, but certainly not the freedom of a young virgin girl. That’s the tough law of the market!” he concluded with a heavy voice, before suddenly adding a hurriedly asked question that seemed more like pure mockery to my ears. “You know what virgin means?”

Livid, I did my best to calm my breathing and ignore the throbbing of my temples. The sufficient and satisfied smile plastered on Sooreman’s face was the only proof I needed to understand that I was failing quite miserably at hiding my emotions.

“I do,” I mumbled through clenched teeth.

“Marvelous. So what do you propose, Sillath? What more can you offer me to make me change my mind?” he asked after dropping his annoying smile, visibly interested in my answer.

I took a deep breath and organized my thoughts before answering in an even, much more controlled voice.

“Let’s see… I understand that Himara’s value as a young virgin Beastman girl is more important than Seth's, whose value also has considerably risen because of our current situation. Truly difficult times. I browsed through various stalls and talked with numerous merchants and they all said the same thing. They should have left when they had the opportunity. Getting supplies and fresh food has become difficult making the price steeply rise. You know what else has significantly risen?” I paused for a few seconds, but Sooreman didn’t grace me with an answer and continued to simply look at me with furrowed brows, probably wondering where I was going.

“No? Military supplies. Even an uneducated child such as myself almost screamed in outrage when I saw the prices of the best weapons and the few magical artifacts still available for sale. No one would pay such a price for this kind of barely enchanted good, I declared to the merchant who justly answered with a single sentence. ‘You would be surprised what people are ready to pay to save their lives.’ In — what were your words again — such troubled times, I can’t think of anything truer than this.”

The repressed anger had changed sides, something I was glad to see, but angering him wasn’t what I wanted to accomplish, though it was inevitable considering what I was going to confess.

“Moreover, a strange rumor — propagated these past days by an anonymous source — stated that the Ryunno clan risked forbidding the creation of new artifacts and any kind of lesser magical weapon or accessory in the foreseeable future because of the attack on one of their kind. An unfounded rumor, I’m certain, but that rumor still had the strange effect of making the elevated price for Dwarven-crafted weapons and magical equipment skyrocket. You know how it is. That’s the tough law of the market!” I concluded with an impassive face that was difficult to maintain seeing that it was his turn to lose his temper.

However, contrary to what I did, he didn’t try to put this anger under control. He let it grow, fester and take control of him, deforming his elegant traits and making the visible right side of his face almost as hideous as his hidden left side.

“You really are a surprising child,” he declared while wriggling in his comfortable-looking armchair.

I could thank Kakuz for helping me with this trick that would have been otherwise impossible for a lone child to do. Seeing him annoyed because I tempered with the market to make my artifact more valuable was satisfactory, but I certainly didn’t like one bit the new glint in his eyes.

“My artifact for Seth’s and Himara’s freedom,” I repeated forcefully. “If you find the right buyer, an artifact able to detect the presence of natural deviants will prove extremely easy to sell at an exorbitant price.”

“Maybe…” he consented. “But, that’s not how things work here,” he spat.

“I have a pretty good idea how things work here,” I replied coldly, finally dropping the forced amiable expression on my face.

“Sillath…” mumbled Walmir in a hurried voice from a corner of the room. The first words he had uttered ever since entering this office and the only one I needed to understand that I was walking on thin ice. Ravanor’s relaxed demeanor behind me had also finally vanished. His muscles were tensed and his face contorted as his eyes once more landed on me with unnatural intensity.

“Really? Then maybe I will just refuse your offer and keep Himara safely hidden with me until things calm down, until the right buyer with… the right taste chooses her and pays the right price for her.”

“You could do that,” I relented, “but you better not have the authorities find out you keep a slave hidden from the auction,” I immediately countered with the same calm voice, contrasting sharply with the twisted face of my interlocutor.

“Are you threatening me, kid?” he growled while thumping his fist on his desk making the purple orb strangely oscillate on the other end of the table.

“Just stating a fact,” I shrugged. “You said it yourself, with the wall needing a constant supply of elemental stones, the mine desperately needs more slaves. Hiding a single slave girl may not matter, but I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t want them to come here and search your basement after the auction.”

Whether he wanted it or not, the Dwarven community of this town was important and had responsibilities that had only increased since the beginning of this crisis. With this kind of business in a city with such a unique rule for slavery, it was almost certain that the Dwarves and Sooreman already had a few disagreements. The Dwarves will probably be more than willing to pressure him if they have a valid reason, and hiding a potential slave for the mines when the town was under attack was exactly one of such casus beli.

For long seconds, Sooreman clenched and unclenched his fist with his eyes fixed on me, apparently pondering my words. I had good hope that his reason would triumph over his greed.

I was wrong.

His traits didn’t soften in acceptance but turned even more savage.

“Listen, kid, I made you an honest proposal with the tacit accord that our deal would remain strictly confidential. You’re smart, so I’m sure you understand the consequences of a refusal or what would happen if you run your mouth to the authorities.”

“Not sure you do, though,” I retorted harshly.

This was the last straw.

He leaped to his feet, making his chair fall in a loud noise that echoed in his office, before pointing a long accusatory finger directly to my face.

“You know what, little bastard? You stand in front of me, in my office, playing the smartass without the slightest idea what I did to get here, what I had to sacrifice to have this place in a town owned by Humans and Dwarves. How could you? You still have your mother’s milk all over your face, so let me give you a lesson. There is something much more important than — what were your words again — the law of the market.”

“And what, if I may ask?”

“The law of the strongest.”

In an instant, as if he had been waiting for this moment the entire time, the giant behind me took a step toward me with impressive agility. His outstretched hand, as wide as a plate, tried to grab me, but I was prepared. I ducked under his hand and quickly got away from the desk with nimble steps to stand with the ivy plant growing on the wall behind me.

Walmir tried to hold Ravanor’s arm and calm the situation with a piercing scream, but the Vilfam warrior shoved him aside with a wave of his powerful arm, making him fall heavily to the ground.

Magic and blood would soon fill this office, no need for heightened senses to know it.

However, instead of gathering my mana, I went for my inside pocket.

“Hold!” I shouted with my hand raised above my head.

No mana was used, but magic still happened as Ravanor stopped in his tracks as if frozen in a similar fashion as Sooreman’s face.

“Where did you get that?” he asked with a gasp.

Walmir knew the answer but chose to get back to his feet and let me enlighten them about how a kid could have a Dwarf's birthed hourglass in his hand.

“A friend and a protector gave me this, especially for this meeting. He couldn’t come himself because he is busy leading the defense of the town — something the both of you should also be doing — so he gave this to me knowing full well what this meant. Do you?” I asked challengingly while eyeing them one after the other, and slowly gathering my mana.

As Jazor explained to me, this object was sacred to Dwarves. It was forged at their birth and was destined to always accompany them until their death unless they gave it to someone dear to them. Having a Dwarf entrust someone from another race with his personal hourglass was more than a proof of friendship.

It was proof of brotherhood.

Each hourglass was unique, each part had its own meaning quite obscure to me except for the silver sand proof of noble birth, as I learned recently. Ravanor and Sooreman both obviously knew this, and probably much more, so they also knew what would happen if they raised their hands against me.

Fortunately, after long seconds of a tense silence, Sooreman finally proved that I had been right and motioned for Ravanor to stand down. The giant executed himself by lowering his trunk-like arm and letting the mana inside him disperse, but without taking his eyes off me for a second. Gone was his previous relaxed attitude. My evasion had shattered the impression of complete powerlessness that a child evoked inside him. As silent as ever, he was ready, with his muscles tensed and his mana bubbling just under the surface, to attack me once again should Sooreman give him the order.

“You’re full of surprises, Sillath. And, you certainly came prepared. Maybe Walmir gave you a few pieces of advice, seeing how he tried to defend you.”

“I…” Walmir stammered, not really sure how to defend himself, but fortunately, Sooreman didn’t seem interested in pressing this issue any further.

“No matter. You are protected, but so what? This doesn’t change our business. If you don’t have anything else to offer, you will go back empty-handed and will never see either Seth or Himara even if you denounce me to your Dwarven friend.”

“Don’t be so greedy and petty! My artifact is more than enough to buy Seth and Himara. You will never have nearly as much money even if you hid them away for a year and sold them to one of your noble friends,” I exclaimed, exasperated by his constant refusal.

“Do you take me for a fool? I don’t know if what you said about the rise in prices for artifacts is true, and in the hypothesis that it indeed is, I certainly don’t know how a child manages to pull this off, but I’m not fooled and everyone else will not be blind for long. A lie can raise the price of the market, but by the time I get my hands on this artifact, the truth would have been revealed and its price would have already crumbled back to its previous level.”

Before his last words, I didn’t immediately understand why Sooreman stubbornly refused my proposal. I spent an unhealthy amount of time roaming the streets of this city for one reason or another these past days and didn’t waste my time when I crossed paths with a merchant, so I knew for a fact that my offer was more than worth it with my little trick to raise the prices. However, now I understood that he simply didn’t believe what I had told him and considered this kind of move as a way to cheat him.

“I certainly lied to the merchants about the future interdiction of Dwarven weapons and magical accessories, but the death of the Ryunno clan member is genuine. It will eventually be confirmed and when it does, this rumor would instantly become much more believable. The prices will continue to rise, of that I am sure.”

“Are you, though?” he asked with a pensive look while scratching his mutilated cheek with a finger. “Alright let’s make a deal, then. The auction is in three days, if the prices continue to rise and if I’m able to confirm the death of this Ryunno clan member through my own sources then I will sell you Himara and Seth for the artifact. If not, I will only give you Seth and you will swear to not tell anything about Himara to the authorities. How’s that?”

I pondered his words for a bit before slowly nodding. I wouldn’t get anything more from him, and even if I couldn’t confess it, I was just as reluctant as him to speak about Himara to the authorities. In a normal situation, the auction would be fair and I would have a chance to buy her along with Seth. But, in the current dire circumstances of the city, the Dwarves responsible for the mining of elemental stones will probably pressure me and prevent me from buying her or any other slave.

This deal was the only chance I had to free the children, we both knew it.

“Alright, but I have a condition.”

“What now?” he mumbled exasperated.

“I want the exchange to happen near the place for the auction.”

“W-What?” he spluttered, clearly taken aback by my words. “Did you hit your head while I wasn’t looking? I don’t want to be discovered by the Dwarves doing this kind of trade, and you want me to put her directly under their noses during the auction!”

“Don’t be stupid, we will meet before the auction and all you will have to do to hide them is to set up a tent and keep it closed for anyone besides us. The rise in the artifact's value will be confirmed and I will be able to take my friend away safely in exchange for the artifact.”

“Oh, so that’s why. You don’t trust me one bit, do you?”

“Can you blame me?”

“Not really,” he chuckled, finally relaxing his expression and softening his traits and stretched scars. “I wouldn’t trust me either if I was in your shoes. Quite a smart way to guarantee your security during the exchange and make sure that I wouldn’t simply try to take it away from you. In the very center of the city, with so many dwarves all around, even I wouldn’t be able to pull off any kind of trouble… Very well, let’s do it like this. You can go now. Walmir will show you the way.”

I was unceremonially pushed out of the office with Walmir behind me as soon as these last words left his mouth. The door closed immediately, finally allowing me to relax and release the breath I had been unconsciously holding.

With an agreement finally reached between us, I didn’t want to spend another second inside this office.

Walmir didn’t seem to share my enthusiasm, for as soon as we walked down the stairs, he grabbed me by the arm and shook me vigorously.

“What were you thinking? Are you crazy?”

“What?”

“You shouldn’t have provoked them, they are dangerous.”

The worry was evident in his voice, just behind the anger. For the first time since our arrival inside this Advanced town, my trust in him had been restored. Without any mutual benefit to gain once our group broke up, the temporary trust I had in him considerably weakened. However, it was restored after seeing him put himself on the line to help me against Ravanor, something I wouldn’t have dared to expect and certainly a good enough reason to truthfully answer him.

“I didn’t provoke them,” I countered. “I made sure to secure an appropriate deal with them.”

“Even so, you should have proposed to add money to buy Himara instead of doing this kind of manipulation of the price of the whole city. Now, if you’re wrong and your lie is discovered, you won’t have any other opportunity to buy Himara,” he hurriedly explained.

“Sadly, I don't have that kind of money, but don’t worry, the price will continue to rise. I’m certain.”

“I certainly hope so, for your sake. Sooreman is a dangerous man to upset. If this whole deal is a waste of time for him, he will not let it go quietly, especially with your threat to denounce him to the authorities if he chose to keep Himara away from the auction.”

“I know.”

“And what’s with this idea to do this trade at the place of the auction? I get it that you want some public place as a protection for the exchange, but taking Jazor with you anywhere else would have been enough.”

“It’s because it’s an opportunity,” I finally answered after a few seconds of hesitation.

“What do you mean?” he asked, baffled, clearly not expecting this answer.

“We will do our little business just before the auction, away from prying eyes, then Sooreman will want us to leave as quickly and as discreetly as possible to avoid the Dwarves responsible for the auction from suddenly finding two free Beastmen children roaming around him. Afterward, he will be busy with the auction and we will be free to leave the city in the meantime.”

“Oh, so that’s why. You want to make sure that Sooreman is stuck at the auction to leave the city. Clever,” remarked Walmir.

“I didn’t have much of a choice because I absolutely don’t trust them to keep their word. Even if they accept to make the exchange, I can’t be sure that they wouldn’t try to recapture Himara, Seth, and probably me at the same time as soon as we try to leave this city.”

“He wouldn’t dare. The roads to the Dorell Kingdom are under surveillance, he can’t just attack anyone he wants.”

“He doesn’t dare hurt me with Jazor’s indirect protection for now, but this will only last until the auction. I’m pretty sure he intends to leave afterward,” I explained with a bitter smile.

Opportunities can be found in dire situations.

That was one of the merchants’ favorite creeds in both worlds, and the probable reason for him to have stayed here after the first devastating attack on the city when so many others left. However, like many other merchants of this town, he probably already realized that this bet was already lost. There was no opportunity left to hope from this town anymore, only restrictions and danger. With his last obligation toward the Dwarves in the form of their auction taken care of, he will surely try to leave the city for good.

A man fearful of the influence of the Dwarves on their territory couldn’t touch me, but someone who was going to leave could attack me. Jazor’s hourglass protected me this time, but it wouldn’t continue after the auction, I could bet my hand on it.

As we slowly made our way through the somber and deserted hall toward the entrance now devoid of any guardian, I noticed once more the same discreet flight of stairs in a corner of the room almost completely hidden in darkness.

“Is that where all the future slaves are kept?” I asked while showing him the downward stairs.

“Yes, it leads directly to the basement.”

“Are Himara and Seth, there?” I asked, doing my best to control my voice.

“Yes, they are.”

“Can I… see them?” I slowly asked, knowing the answer before this question even left my mouth.

A gentle glance and a firm hand on my shoulder was the only answer Walmir needed to give me.

“Then, you go and tell them that I didn’t forget about them. I will free them and take them with me to a safe place. A place where they will not have to hide and fear for their life. A place without bars. Please, Walmir, tell them that,” I pleaded, letting go of my repressed emotions as images of the two innocent children promised to such a cruel fate assaulted my mind.

“I will, but I maintain what I once said to you, Sillath.”

He turned me around with the hand on my shoulder to make me look at him directly in his amber eyes.

“They are not yours to save.”

“They are now,” I stubbornly answered.

“I know, but it’s a mistake.”

“Maybe,” I relented. “I understand what you meant that night: the world is not completely black or white, I see it now more than ever thanks to you."

“But?”

“But this doesn’t mean that I can’t be part of the good of this world,” I declared with my eyes still plunged into his.

A few seconds passed before he released me.

“You really are naive… That’s the only part about you who is childlike,” he replied with a small helpless smile on his face.

“I will take that as a compliment,” I answered with a similar smile while my steps finally led me out of the building into the sun.
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Everything was ready.

All I had to do was wait for the day of the auction to finalize my deal with Sooreman and finally free Seth and Himara from their chains and their terrible fates. Guided by Zena — along with Jazor’s other dwarven friends — we will take advantage of the auction to leave the city and finally rejoin the relative safety of the Dorell Kingdom together with Alianelle and Paul to put the rising madness of these lands behind us once and for all.

All obstacles were gone.

In a few days, our desperate journey inside the wilderness will have an end that none of us dared to hope for.

However, none of my calculations and plannings took into account the most basic truth that this land had demonstrated time after time to our group often in the bloodiest way possible.

Everything was possible inside the wilderness.

If these words were true before, then the wrath of the wilderness made them even more absolute.

The following day after my encounter with Sooreman, I was reminded of this hard reality.

Contrary to what everyone thought, the battle around the city was still ongoing. The wave of true deviants and crazed animals crashing with mad abandon against the wall of the city didn’t lessen in intensity even after several days of slaughter but continued without any end in sight.

For three months since the beginning of this madness, the first Advanced town had surmounted many crises and resisted many attacks but none that lasted this long. If the constant noise of battle beyond the impenetrable wall was a mere disturbance before, now that the confidence in this wall and its defenders were shaken by this unusually long battle, this constant clamor was becoming difficultly bearable for the inhabitants of this town, doomed if the normally indestructible wall surrounding it fell.

A possibility impossible to even consider for all those who had witnessed the strength of the Lost magic powering this wall, but frighteningly becoming more and more real as the relaxed attitude of the Dwarves from the mines — responsible to power it continuously with elemental stones — was becoming more and more frantic.

I prided myself in not being as delusional as all these sheltered inhabitants of this city who didn’t have to cross the wilderness and face what this land had the worst to offer. However, for me too, the realization that the wall may very well fall before the auction even takes place was a terrible reality difficult to swallow.

Jazor was there with Ilan, leading the fight.

They couldn’t fail.

This reassuring thought that helped me calm down the whole day wasn’t enough to dissipate the growing anxiety gnawing at my heart but still stopped me from rushing to fight with all the brave Humans and Dwarves putting their lives on the line to protect their loved ones inside the city.

When the night started to fall without the battle having diminished in intensity, this thought and the belief I had in my companions weren’t enough anymore.

I stayed away from the battlefield to hide my real abilities, but staying hidden and protecting my secret would be meaningless if the city fell.

No matter the consequences, no matter the risks, I couldn’t stay idle.

I couldn’t simply wait for my friends to sacrifice their lives.

It’s Alianelle who convinced me to stay away from the wall and the fighting. If anyone else other than her had asked this of me, I would have been convinced that it was done for a selfish reason; that this person simply wanted to have a guardian, someone able to fight to protect their life near them.

However, I knew her.

I knew what her desperate gaze meant when she held my arm with her entire strength.

She wasn’t afraid for herself.

She feared for my life if I set foot on a battlefield making the whole city shake in fear with its noise alone.

I wasn’t as weak as before, I had developed several magics that served me well all along our journey. However, her reluctance to let me go made me hesitate and gave me enough time to clear my head and calmly analyze my abilities.

I could certainly join the fighting without being a burden, but my powers didn’t give me the same overwhelming abilities as Jazor to confront hordes of opponents. Most of my efforts in developing my aspects of the elements were devoted to help me become faster, more resistant, and deadlier against single opponents.

With allies near me, the use of my most destructive magic — my sacred magic — able to have a real impact against such a horde was impossible. The risk of losing control and hitting my allies was too great to ignore.

This lack of control over my strongest magic was my greatest weakness. The kind that couldn’t be overlooked and enough to finally convince me to stay behind with Alianelle and Paul.

I wanted to fight, but without the possibility to safely use my sacred magic, I would be going to the frontline to be another mage unable to have any real impact on the battlefield. If I was alone, it wouldn’t matter, but this realization made it impossible to leave Alianelle behind without any protection.

So, after long seconds of hesitation, I accepted her plea.

I buried my desire to fight along with the shame for not shedding blood with the brave defenders of the city to stay with Paul and Alianelle and assure their protection if everything fell apart.

After that, the three of us rejoined the room in a modest inn that Paul had rented and tried to catch some sleep. However, even inside this building so distant from the place of confrontation, it was still possible to hear explosions and the roars of the beasts desperate to destroy anything that Human and Dwarven hands had one day constructed on their territory.

The fighting noises lessened a few hours after we all went to bed, and reignited the hope of a victory long enough for sleep to claim me.

However, this hope quickly disappeared the next morning when the three of us were all awakened by the thunderous sound of a bell imposing its majestic but urgent melody to the entire city.

“What’s that?” asked Alianelle with a trembling voice, having obviously already guessed the answer just like the rest of us despite the sudden awakening.

“An alarm,” whispered Paul with a deathly pale face while rising from his bed.

“Let’s go!” I forcefully exclaimed to remind them that we weren’t safe in their modest room.

Already clothed and without any real luggage, it didn’t take us long to exit the deserted inn just after its owner who quickly disappeared into the crooked streets without a single look toward us or his establishment.

The day was young, the weather clear and slightly cold but none of us felt refreshed when we stepped out onto the main street. The oppressive atmosphere dictated by the constant ringing noise of the bell was reinforced by all the people exiting their home one after the other with hurried steps and frightened expressions.

Together with Alianelle and Paul, we followed the flow of people toward the center of the city and only stopped when we joined a still-growing crowd of people on a large plaza, the place where the auction for the slaves was originally going to happen in two days.

“Mommy, what’s happening?”

A young boy a few years younger than me asked his mother, hugging him with her entire strength while shaking.

“Honey!!!”

“Dad!”

Various screams resonated all around us as the crowd on the town’s square continued to grow at an alarming pace.

Fear and apprehension soon turned into a barely contained panic as more and more explosions beyond the wall were able to overpower the constant ringing noise of the giant bell summoning all the inhabitants of the city to this place.

Through the various frightened whispers and comments around us, I was able to learn that it was only the second time in the long history of this city that this bell had been rung. Apparently, the previous time was more than a hundred years ago. Even when the first devastating wave of crazed animals threatened this unprepared city three months ago, this bell hadn’t been used.

“Is the wall going to fall?”

This question uttered by a few people around me was on everyone’s mind, mine included as this bell continued to ring its deathly melody announcing to everyone how desperate the situation had become.

For long minutes, we did our best to withstand the constant flow of people and not be overwhelmed by the growing anxiety of the place. The majority of the people present around us were women, children, and elderly people unfit to fight anymore, but there were also a few dwarves in shabby-looking armor who were apparently here to maintain a semblance of order. The shaking limbs and young faces of these few dwarves away from the battlefield didn’t inspire the slightest confidence in me or anyone else around.

Even if they didn’t appear as desperately overwhelmed by the current situation, their task was impossible to accomplish anyway if the crowd of desperate people present had any place to escape to. However, encircled by a horde inside the wilderness, there was no escape to hope for if the wall fell for these ordinary and powerless people. The situation was barely better for me as my wind magic could offer me a way out, but certainly not if I had to take Paul and Alianelle with me.

While I was doing my best to come up with a realistic idea to save my small group and go rescue the children still prisoners of Sooreman, an earthquake far stronger than all the others magically created before made many people around stumble and scream in fear and surprise. A few of the armored dwarves around fell because of the sudden shaking, confirming what we all knew: none of these improvised guards will be of any use if the defenders of the wall failed.

The battle had slightly calmed down during the night, but after this new quake, the intensity of the confrontation reached new frightening heights. Paul did his best to keep an impassive face and steady hands on his daughter’s shoulders, but each time an explosion stronger than the other reached us, he couldn’t repress a tremor of fear from coursing through his body

I now knew that Paul wasn’t always powerless. Before he had lost his wings, he had been strong, he may even have been brave. However, without any ability left to defend himself and his daughter, fear gripped his heart more strongly than ever, explaining the relieved expression on his face when I decided to stay with them.

I couldn’t blame him.

My rapid increase in strength had made the memories of when I was completely powerless distant. If you could fight and defend yourself, then fear had less influence over you. However, in this place, at this moment I didn’t feel much different from Paul or from all the people gathered who were praying for their salvation and the victory of their defenders.

These prayers grew more frantic and desperate as the clear sky above our head suddenly darkened by the appearance of a gigantic flock of birds. It was impossible to know how many species formed this cloud of wings and feathers obscuring the sun, but we all knew their goal. They roamed for long minutes all around to find a way inside the city.

After a few minutes of fruitless search, the silver-winged bird species I only knew too well separated themselves from the others and gathered just above our heads. A few seconds later, along with their shrill cries sending chills down my spine, they started to send continuous attacks of grey light against the semi-transparent membrane created by the lost magic of this town, the only thing preventing them from entering the city and laying waste to everything and everyone inside.

If a few dozen of these birds had barely gathered a few derisive laughs and sneers when they were consumed by the attacks of the defenders a few days ago, this time numbering in the hundreds, no one had any desire to laugh or underestimate the threat they represented.

However, despite their number and the help of dozens of different species each with their own means of attack, the red protection created by the magic of the wall was still standing strong without showing any sign of weakness.

This didn’t discourage our attackers but still made the fearsome dark cloud of densely packed birds disperse and spread all around the sky of the city.

“Sillath…”

Alianelle’s face was paler than ever when she reached with her hand to grab and tightly squeezed my own. I wanted to reassure her, to announce that I would protect them no matter what, but this scene of hundreds, if not thousands of birds attacking together had made something desperately clear to me.

I had underestimated the threat of this horde threatening to overrun the city or perhaps I had overestimated my abilities. I thought that I had an advantage compared to the other people whose only choice left was to pray, but the sight of this gigantic flock of birds desperate to tear every inhabitant of this city apart made me realize how wrong I had been

I was no different from them.

My magic made no difference.

Confronted with this kind of overwhelming number, there was nothing that I could do to save myself, not even talking about protecting others.

I still squeezed Alianelle’s hand back in silent support even if I knew that I couldn’t give her the comfort that she sought.

“This can’t be happening…”

I wasn’t the only one that this sight had profoundly disturbed.

More and more people realized that even gathered together, there was nothing to hope for.

No escape and no last stand possible.

All around us, cries, screams, and sentences filled with disbelief and terror became more and more pronounced and continued to reach us despite the constant ringing of the bell.

“This city is going to fall,” someone screamed just behind us.

For many people around, these words told with such desperate conviction were the last straw.

The crowd slowly descended into a panic that would soon sweep us away too.

“No matter what, stay near me!” I declared to Alianelle and Paul with all the confidence I could muster as we were struggling to not get carried away or separated by the crowd.

“Attention!!!”

A rough scream suddenly overpowered the ringing of the bell, the attack noise of the silver birds above our heads along with the worried cries of the people gathered. The panicking crowd of people stopped to raise their heads toward the owner of this authoritarian voice.

I did the same, and quickly noticed the owner standing on a wooden platform where various crates were stocked. From this elevated position, the broad-shoulder dwarf wearing impressive golden pauldrons making him appear disproportionately massive was dominating the entire plaza and easily captured the attention of everyone on him. Even without his impressive equipment, it was impossible to confound him with the other dwarven guards as he was much older than them and holding a massive axe drenched in blood just like the rest of his dark tunic and armor.

His reassuring presence would have been enough to appease the ambient panic if he wasn’t heavily leaning on the handle of this axe or if the blood on his face wasn’t from a nasty wound on his left eye. When he started to walk a few steps forward to stand at the edge of the platform, everyone was able to notice that he was using his weapon as a support because of a large wound on his still bleeding left leg.

His wounds portrayed perfectly what everyone had been fearing and reignited the ambient panic. However, the dwarf didn’t let the situation escape him. He ignored the blood obstructing the left part of his face and stood tall. With the same commanding voice that made everyone naturally silent, he opened his mouth once more.

“I’m Zinovitz, the commander of this city’s garrison! My men are dying to protect you, to prevent the horde of the wilderness from entering this glorious city as they have done for more than a hundred years! However, today they need help. Your help!”

A worried whisper coursed through the crowd.

“I don’t know any battle magic…”

“Me neither.”

“I don’t want to die!”

“Silence!!!”

The various comments were silenced at once by the same overpowered voice that I suspected was amplified with an aspect of the wind magic.

“I don’t expect any of you to stand side by side with the brave men currently fighting, or to have the courage to lay down your lives as I swore to do, but there's still something all of you can do, something that you all must do!”

Ever since coming to this plaza and realizing how overwhelmed the city truly was, I didn’t fully understand the reason for the bell to have been rung. Warning and gathering everyone certainly, but for what purpose? Without any way to escape or any chance to offer any kind of final resistance, all of this was in the end meaningless.

I was wrong.

Zinovitz had a very specific work for us to do.

Hopefully, something that could make a difference.
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Sometimes honesty is more useful than hope, especially if this hope is misplaced.

After understanding just how desperate the situation had become near the wall, a wave of panic started to spread among the population of non-combatants on the plaza. Several hundred people gathered together were slowly being deprived of any hope of survival with each new explosion and earthquake announcing the impending fall of the wall and their inevitable doom.

Desperate people couldn’t help but do desperate things.

They created their own fantasized hope and took absurd risks leading often to disaster for themselves and everyone around.

There was no hope to have anymore so it was just a matter of time before some of them started to look for one, no matter how absurd and dangerous it may be.

Fortunately, Zinovitz — the wounded dwarf commander — was brutally honest. With a few words, he extinguished all of their potential plans.

Even if the fiercest fighting was happening on the western part of the wall, the entire city was surrounded.

If the wall fell, there would be no escape possible for anyone; not a single chance to hide and survive.

Expecting any kind of reinforcement was also a fantasy.

After his harsh words devoid of any kind of possible salvation, many people started to shed tears while others simply fell to their knees.

Such was the power of true despair.

I had already realized before the arrival of this dwarf that any escape attempt would have been almost impossible to pull off even on my own. However, I also understood that there was a reason for this commander to be standing here before us instead of receiving treatment, just like there was a reason for using the giant bell of this city to gather us together.

And it was certainly not so we could all die together without resisting.

So I listened with rapt attention to the words that followed.

“None of you can fight, none of you can help with the defense of the wall, but that doesn’t mean that there is nothing you can do!”

“How?” muttered several persons among the crowd of people who all had their eyes fixed on Zinovitz’s imposing figure despite his short stature as a Dwarf, commanding respect even when covered with blood.

“The elemental stones powering the Lost magic of the wall are used up too quickly because of the continuous attacks. Our stocks are almost depleted so we need all of you to help with their extraction inside the mine!”

Such was his simple answer.

Hard labor instead of direct fighting and sweat instead of blood.

More than half of the gathered crowd showed determined expressions after his words. They were ready to help in any way possible if it meant having a chance of survival. Paul, Alianelle, and I were among them. However, many others didn’t show the same determination. They exchanged worried gazes between themselves, apparently dubious that they could truly accomplish this task.

A chance to actively help the city was plainly presented to them, but they didn’t immediately react.

Such a reaction was difficult for many to understand, me included until I remembered that for these sheltered people, working in the mine had always been a dangerous work done by disposable slaves and robust dwarves.

“Women, elderly, children, it doesn’t matter! As long as you have two hands, you can help save this city!” Zinovitz screamed with authority and barely contained anger after realizing that some people were still hesitating.

This time, his words were enough and, in less than half an hour we were all gathered at the northern part of the city, where the mines were located. The paved road of the city had already led to a rutted path where various carts passed daily to transport the various extracted minerals before distributing them to warehouses. These carts were currently desperately empty and if not for the constant noise coming from inside the mines a few hundred meters in front of us, I would have thought that the entire place had been deserted.

Zinovitz had already left us, replaced by the inexperienced dwarves — previously in charge of monitoring the entire plaza — probably to finally get some much-needed treatment before returning to the battlefield. With him gone, the anxiousness of the crowd guided by these few inexperienced people was starting to come back.

However, we weren’t powerlessly waiting for our death anymore.

We had work to do; a task to accomplish.

So, when we finally reached the dark and narrow entrance to the mine, the people at the forefront of the crowd didn’t hesitate.

With careful but determined steps, they entered the elemental stone mine.

Followed by Paul and Alianelle, I imitated them and entered without hesitation when my turn came.

An almost absolute darkness and a strong odor of sulfur were the first things to greet me. I ignored these inconveniences and concentrated on my steps to avoid falling on the uneven rocky ground.

I hesitated to summon a small flame to brighten the way when, after turning a corner, a dim light finally replaced the heavy darkness. Distant and weak, it was still enough to slightly illuminate our surroundings and make our steps more secure. Not secure enough apparently as many of the inexperienced people entering this mine regularly stumbled and even fell while sometimes dragging other people with them to the ground in a chorus of complaints amplified by the echo of the tunnel.

Fortunately, although the width of the path wasn’t very important — barely enough to let two people walk side by side — and although the low height forced many men, Paul included, to constantly tilt their heads and be vigilant to avoid any rock protruding from the ceiling, the entire path wasn’t too difficult to tread even for neophytes. Otherwise, all these physically weak people wouldn’t have been able to even reach the site of excavation.

We walked in such a fashion for long minutes, following this path into the heart of the mine while being only guided by the slightly reddish light at the end of a lone tunnel whose total length none of us were able to guess. We were so deep underground that the almost constant explosions — signs that the fight for the town’s survival was still furiously ongoing — were now impossible to hear. Personally, I didn’t like this fact very much as this new heavy silence gave me the disturbing impression that the fight was over and that the city had already fallen.

I didn’t know if this worry was shared, but considering the urgency of the situation, this tunnel appeared desperately long.

It’s only after around ten minutes that the slope started to become more abrupt and the height of the tunnel lower, forcing the adults to crouch and tread more carefully. Alianelle and I didn’t have as much trouble, but we soon noticed another change that children weren’t immune to.

The temperature was abruptly rising.

As if a bonfire had just been lit next to us, the already heavy atmosphere started to turn smothering and barely bearable.

Unfortunately, the feeling didn’t lessen but continued to amplify until we finally reached the end of the tunnel where it culminated.

It didn’t take me long to understand why.

The vast cave where we ended up was entirely lightened up by a vast pool of lava just a few dozen meters away from us, explaining at the same time the overwhelming odor of sulfur making it hard to breathe.

“Hurry!” shouted one of the young dwarven guards waiting at the end of the tunnel to make sure that no one was obstructing the narrow entrance for too long.

Together with Paul and Alianelle, we followed the long line of people walking carefully, most of them with their hands in front of their noses while regularly casting fearful glances at the bubbling pool of lava extending beyond sight.

A new group of guards dressed much more lightly than the ones who had accompanied us here, but with protection in front of their noses and mouths, welcomed us a dozen meters later and oriented us to different parts of the giant cave at least ten meters tall. I was no expert in mining, but I still had difficulty believing that such a vast expanse could exist underground.

I didn’t have much leisure to have any more interrogation as I was concerned with not being separated from Paul and Alianelle.

Oriented together by a guard, the three of us carefully followed a new trail much more difficult to tread and finally reached a more remote part of the cave where another guard gave us various tools to do our important task without any other explanation. Paul had been given a solid-looking pickaxe while I and Alianelle had long metal rods ill-suited for any kind of digging, but apparently the only kind of material they could spare for children.

“Go over there! And start to dig. Anything you find, bring it to me!” he finally exclaimed after seeing our confused faces.

With this lonely command that we hurriedly executed, we quickly rejoined our new workplace.

A vast expanse with dozens, if not hundreds of people, all working to the rhythm of the pickaxes and shovels, welcomed us. The absence of the lava pool to lighten this new giant cave with the same reddish light made this place much dimmer, but strangely did nothing to appease the incredible heat still bearing down on us and slowing down our steps.

The unfamiliar environment along with the massive and constant flow of people just as lost as us made finding a place to work challenging especially because I wanted a place away from prying eyes. For long minutes, the three of us wandered with our tools in hand while looking around before finding such a place.

The small cavity where we ended up was barely large enough for all of us to move comfortably and was much more obscure than the passage we used to rejoin it. Here, the heat was much more bearable, but the light was even more sparse. The only lighting was assured by a torch fixed on the left wall above our heads giving a much more feeble light to this discreet cavern.

Because of that, I didn’t immediately notice that we weren’t alone as I initially thought.

A man was already there with his crouched back turned toward us. I didn’t know if he was too focused on his work or simply didn’t care, but the man didn’t grace us with a single glance. He had long grey and dirty hair reaching under his shoulders and wore tattered clothes barely enough to cover his privacy. However, it wasn’t his outward appearance, his lack of shoes, or his complete disregard for our venue that caught my interest, but the large collar around his neck glowing with a faint but ominous green light.

“Hello,” I tried.

However, the man stayed silent, with only his dirty gaunt back clearly visible. I took a few delicate steps forward but stopped when I noticed a disturbing detail.

The man was using his bare hands to dig against the wall of the cave.

Even with poor lighting, it wasn’t difficult to notice that the walls and the soil weren't made of soft dirt and were thus impossible to dig using only his hands. I exchanged a perplexed glance with Paul and Alianelle, and after a few seconds of tense silence with questions about this man’s sanity in the back of my head, we decided from a silent common accord to leave him alone for now.

Even if we couldn’t hear the noise of the battle anymore, the city was still fighting for its survival and we had a role to play to help it surmount this crisis.

Paul was apparently of the same mind as he didn’t waste any more time and started to furiously use his pickaxe in the opposite corner of the small cave while Alianelle and I looked awkwardly at the metal rods in our hands. Tentatively, I tried to use it to dig, but the metallic noise and painful rebound in my hands was the only answer I needed to know that it wouldn’t be very effective.

Alianelle also tried but didn’t have much more success. Surprisingly, weak physical abilities and wrong tools didn’t mix well. A few more pathetic tries were all I needed to understand so I wouldn’t be of much help in this important search unless I replaced this rod with something much more effective.

I threw away the metallic rod and cast an inquisitive gaze at the old slave still working in the same monotonic and disturbing fashion. Judging that his presence wouldn’t be a problem with this kind of attitude, I closed my eyes to make sure that no one else was close, especially the last guard we crossed paths with.

A few seconds was more than enough to conclude that he had indeed gone further away, but something else caught my attention.

A strange feeling, I had trouble explaining.

I didn’t notice it without closing my eyes and focusing entirely on the flux of mana around, but now it was impossible to ignore.

It was familiar and disturbing at the same time.

“Are you alright?” asked Alianelle right next to me with a voice barely strong enough to overcome the constant noise of Paul’s pickaxe furiously working without any visible success for now.

“Yeah,” I replied while relaxing my brows.

Without any explanation coming to mind, I repressed this feeling and put my hand on the closest wall to use the only thing that could help me in this situation.

Earth magic.

Children could use magic, but certainly not as well as I could. Catching the interest of the guards with magical prowess I shouldn’t be able to have was the last thing I wanted to do in our situation. Alianelle was clearly aware of this fact just as much as I was because she kept casting worried glances toward the entrance of the cave after I started using my magic.

I purposefully led our group to this remote place for this reason. However, it soon started to prove that my efforts and carefulness were in vain.

Indeed, for long seconds, I concentrated to soften the rock, but sadly without much success.

I changed tactics several times to make the wall crumble or to extract a piece of it. I also raised the amount of mana I was using for this task. However, even after several minutes of effort, the place that should have been greatly influenced by my magic barely showed any difference.

Earth was part of a cohesive whole, making it the least practical of the four elements to be directly influenced by mana.

I could easily use the water from an external source, control it and add it to my own magic to power my abilities. I did it several times across my journey. Fire was harder to dompt and I was less adept with this element, but it was also possible.

Earth was more problematic in this regard because the downside of being naturally more solid was of course that it was much less malleable. Unless the earth was already partially destroyed or softened, extracting a portion of earth from this cohesive whole was often too costly in mana compared to directly creating more earth.

In a cave, with such a wall made mostly of hard rock and minerals, I didn’t expect the work to be easy or the amount of mana to influence this earth to be negligible.

However, I was already too experienced to misinterpret my poor results.

Something was clearly wrong.

“Ah ah ah!”

A burst of raucous laughter suddenly rang out and echoed with strength in our small cavern, interrupting at the same time my train of thought.

Alianelle and I both abruptly turned around toward the owner of such a laugh.

The old man with the glowing collar around his neck had stopped digging with his hands; he had stopped ignoring us and was looking at me with laughter in his black eyes reflecting the flickering flame on the wall. His face was pale, emaciated, and sickly, just like the rest of his gaunt body and weak legs, with the surprising exception of his arms which were much more muscular. It was almost as if his entire body had aged and suffered while his arms had stayed strong across the years, becoming the best proof that at one point in his life, this old man ravaged by years of slavery had been impressive physically.

However, this time was certainly long past as, once he had put his laughter under control with a feeble cough, he tried to stand up, failing a few times in the process.

“Something funny?” I prudently asked, not really sure what this man thought hilarious with my previous failure.

“You, kiddo,” he answered with a smile splitting his face in two in a disturbing way.

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one that his sudden intervention made uncomfortable because Paul had already taken a few steps toward Alianelle to put her behind him while being prepared to use his axe against something much more fragile than the walls of this cave.

The man didn’t seem to have noticed the sudden tension that his intervention had provoked or simply didn’t care.

“Never seen a kid use magic?” I countered.

“I haven’t seen much in a long time, and kids using magic down here is certainly one the thing I never saw, but it’s not because of that. No, I’m laughing simply because you’re spectacularly losing your time!”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you think that if it was so easy to influence the walls with earth magic then we wouldn’t need to use such crude tools?” he noted with another laugher while designing with a movement of his head the pickaxe in Paul’s tightly clenched hands.

His words made sense.

I hadn’t really tried to feel my surroundings when I entered this place, but I was pretty sure that I would have immediately sensed if any kind of magic was used. Of all the other slaves scattered around the excavation site, none of them was using magic.

“Isn’t it because the collar around your neck prevents you from using magic?” I asked dubiously.

“Collars like that exist,” he admitted, “but they are awfully expensive so the dwarves responsible for the mines had to be a little creative. Didn’t you see the green circle engraved at the entrance of the mine?”

Alianelle and Paul both shared a glance beside me, showing that I wasn’t the only one who missed such a detail.

“It’s another Lost magic. If I go beyond its area of influence with this collar on, then the consequences will be… quite a headache! Ah ah ah.”

Once more his regular, unnatural laughter echoed, appearing even more forced than before.

“So, why aren’t any of them using magic to dig or to get rid of these collars?” asked Paul with the same protective posture in front of Alianelle.

His appearance and attitude were unnerving, but so far the old slave hadn’t done anything to justify this kind of hostility from Paul. I tried to attract Paul’s gaze to tell him to relax, but his eyes stayed stubbornly fixed on him as if he was afraid to blink for a second.

“Getting rid of the collars? None of us can do something like that. Even with magic, it’s not something that just anybody can do and if any of the slaves present here had this kind of ability, we would have been given a very different kind of collar. And to answer the other part of your question, we can’t use magic to directly dig because this cave is special. I don’t expect someone like you or the missy to feel it, but I’m sure you can, can’t you?” he finished while turning his dark eyes toward me.

I didn’t answer, but the strange feeling I had when I closed my eyes finally started to make sense.

The man didn’t wait for my answer and continued as if eager to confirm my suspicion.

“Elemental stones aren’t created just anywhere. They need special conditions in an environment very rich and dense with mana. Sadly for us workers, this mana doesn’t just influence these few stones. Everything else is influenced by the density of mana. That’s why the walls are so insensitive to the use of magic and need a more brutal, and often cruder, method to be destroyed,” he concluded while pointing at Paul’s pickaxe.

“Thanks for the explanation…” I started before finally noticing something very unexpected with his hands.

They weren’t covered with blood or wounds from having dug the hard earth without any protection as I had expected. His long fingers were of a disturbing black luster, seemingly absorbing the meager light of the torch, and had sharp ends as if they weren't fingers but sharpened claws.

“You like my hands, kiddo?” he asked with a mocking laugh while putting his finger near his face under the direct light of the torch on the wall, making Paul take a step back to better cover his daughter with his own body.

“I thought magic didn’t have any effect on these walls?” asked Paul, who had deduced quicker than I did that this peculiar physical feature wasn’t from a Beastman heritage, but simply from a magic.

“So you’re a mage?” Asked Alianelle from behind her father’s back before he forced her to step back once more.

“Is this not the case for everyone in this kingdom?” he asked back with a contemptuous laugh.

“Not everyone can use this kind of magic,” I remarked before turning to Paul to answer his question myself.

“He’s not using magic to directly influence the wall as I have tried to do. He’s using an aspect of the earth element that enhances his physical abilities. It hardens his flesh while conserving the natural flexibility of his fingers.”

I was able to quickly identify the specificity of his magic simply because it was similar to a magic I was trying to develop myself. As a matter of fact, our respective magic were both probably based on the same aspect of the earth element related to its peculiar hardness and resistance.

By covering my body with the densest earth I could, I was aiming to improve my defensive abilities.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have the same kind of breakthrough with this aspect as I had with my wind and water magic yet. The protection I could summon was rough and temporary. More like an incomplete earthen shell while his magic appeared like a complete, almost permanent fusion offering much more advantages and a protection far more impressive judging by the deep marks in the wall he had been digging before.

“Oh, you know your piece young man! It’s surprising to see a kid your age recognize good magic. What tribe are you from?”

“Tribe? I’m Human!” I quickly answered, taken aback by his remark.

“Really? They put human children down here, now? I thought that only Beast tribe members had this privilege.”

“We’re not slaves!” exclaimed Alianelle. “Don’t you see that we don’t have collars?”

“It doesn’t mean anything. Most of the slaves, especially if they are children, or if they can’t use magic, don’t have one. It’s an unnecessary expense because even if they succeed in leaving the mine by a stroke of luck, it’s impossible to cross the wall of the city without magical abilities. If you’re not slaves, then why are you here in this forsaken place?”

It took more time than I was comfortable with to explain the situation to him. Not even Paul was using his pickaxe to work anymore. So, when the only answer we got after my detailed explanation wasn’t advice to accelerate our search, but long and uncontrolled laughter, I couldn’t help but get seriously annoyed.

I didn’t have to ask why he was laughing from all his heart this time, as he quickly spoke again between fits of crazed laughs.

“I… never thought that… this city would go down like that!”

“You find this situation funny?” asked Paul in a harsh voice that didn’t hide his disbelief in the slightest. “You’re going to die too if the deviants enter the city!”

His words of rebuke immediately ended this man’s burst of laughter. His face darkened, his expression hardened while his black eyes lost in an instant all traces of amusement in them and became cold enough to make me take the same posture as Paul.

It was as if the mask he had been wearing had suddenly fallen to reveal his true self hidden behind.

“And why wouldn’t I find it funny? I spent more than twenty years working here, without being able to see the light of the sun and I know that I will die here. I laughed and I smiled because some justice is still left in this world after all!”

His declaration was overwhelming and muffled any kind of answer I could offer.

Spending twenty years in this place.

I couldn’t even imagine it.

“We didn’t enslave you!” answered Paul. “You’re Human, aren’t you? If you’ve been here for such a long time, then it means you have committed a crime… A very serious crime…”

“So you know about that? That’s why you have been threatening me with your stick while trying to hide the young girl behind your back?”

At this mention, I became more uncomfortable, especially now that we knew that this man could use magic and was certainly not as powerless as he initially appeared to be.

However, the man had more to say.

“I’m a Human criminal, you’re right,” he confessed. “I’m not going to deny or tell you my story, it doesn’t concern any of you.”

I agreed.

I didn’t care about this man’s story.

If he couldn’t offer us any help in our search, then all I wanted was for him to go back to his work so that I could figure out a solution to our problem.

But, when I saw the same disturbing smile appear on his lips splitting his face in two, I knew that he wasn’t done.

“There is something that I can tell you, though… Even if you try to hide her behind you, I know…”

He let his words linger, deliberately letting the uncomfortable silence that followed set in before finishing his sentence which made my entire body turn cold and my mana burning stronger than ever.

“I know exactly what she is!”
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“W- What did you say?” Paul asked with a shaking voice while hiding Alianelle who had suddenly become much paler.

“You heard me,” he replied with a mocking smile on his face. “I know what she is. Even if she tries to hide it, I know that she is a—”

*BAM*

The impact of my earth bullet against the wall just beside his head interrupted his sentence.

Paul and Alianelle both abruptly turned to look at me with surprise, but I didn’t lower my hand and kept my eyes fixed on this old man. My magic didn’t leave a single mark on the hardened wall of the mine, but it wouldn’t have been the same if it had landed in his head. Aware of this fact, the old man was now looking at me and at my raised hand, ready to summon a new magic, with the same cautious and calculating gaze that I had while looking at his twitching hands by his side.

His frail appearance was already ruined by his blackened hands, sharp and resistant enough to easily tear through rocks. In such a narrow cave, I couldn’t afford for him to close the distance.

“Don’t move and don’t say another word,” I threatened with my open palm still directed at him, ready to kill him this time if he made the slightest suspicious movement.

He didn’t have the time to react to my previous attack, we both knew it.

If I had wanted it, he would be dead already.

To be safe, I focused behind me, but the noise of my magic didn’t attract anyone’s attention. As I had anticipated, this kind of impact was difficult to differentiate from the noise made by a working individual.

“Easy now…” he started. “It wasn’t a threat. I just want to make a deal with you all.”

“A deal?” I asked, slightly taken aback.

“You don’t want me to say it out loud, fine. However, if I’m not wrong, then she has something I desperately need.”

He slowly raised his hands in surrender and made a motion with his head for me to relax so he could continue with his explanation.

I complied and slightly lowered my hand, but kept my magic ready.

“Thank you,” he sighed once he wasn’t under direct threat anymore. “Human… my ass,” he mumbled.

I ignored his complaints, too busy wondering how a man we just met could have so easily guessed Alianelle’s true nature. A single sideways glance was enough for me to confirm that her loose clothes didn’t leave any kind of clue about what was hidden under them, thanks to the bandages tightly wrapped around her waist.

Without having glimpsed at her wings, there was only a single possibility to explain his confident words leaving little doubt as to his certainty.

“How did you know?” I still asked in a cold voice to confirm my suspicions.

“How? Because she doesn’t know how to properly hide herself. I’m not as strong or as adept with magic as I once was, but my senses have not become so dulled yet to miss one of her kind just in front of my eyes. You must be either insane or desperate to have dared let someone of her kind into this city, let alone this mine,” he explained. “If the Ryunno clan learned about her existence then they would trample anything and anyone on their way to get her, which may be the only way left to save this city all things considered,” he chuckled.

The first Advanced town was created by the Ryunno clan to mine Elemental stones. Considering our current situation and the peril this city was currently in, I found it hard to guess why they hadn’t intervened yet. Their power would be more than welcome to save us all, but if what this man said was true then it would also condemn Alianelle without the shadow of a doubt as they wouldn’t have any trouble identifying her for what she truly was.

I had been suspicious of this point before as a Ryunno clan member had been able to sense her true nature when her wings hadn’t grown back yet, at a time when Alianelle herself had been unaware of her origin. Paul was reluctant to talk about it, but if there was a way to sense Alianelle’s true nature, then it made sense why he stubbornly kept her locked in her room at all times ever since coming to this city.

“If you just had any common sense, you would both take her as far away from this place as possible,” he continued in a grave voice as if trying to hammer this truth into us.

“As if that’s not what we’re trying to do” screamed Paul in anger.

“Doesn’t seem like it to me,” he mocked back. “Do you truly understand what the Ryunno clan would do for one of her kind? If you’re her real father, then you’re a wingless; a fallen. If that’s the case, then surely you must realize that what they did to trigger the wrath of the wilderness is nothing compared to what they would do to catch her.”

“Wait a minute,” I interrupted. “How can you know what triggered the wrath of the wilderness? You said you hadn’t seen the sky outside for twenty years,” I noted without hiding the suspicion in my voice.

“Guards speak and I have seen the world, boy. Rumors of the death of a Ryunno clan member have just started to spread here, but I have suspected it for weeks. Only the Ryunno clan can trigger such a land-changing phenomenon and they would only use it if the only racial law of this world had been broken,” he explained with a grave voice.

The racial law.

I didn’t know anything about it until Jazor forcefully explained it to me when I tried to rescue Alianelle on my own after her kidnapping by a Ryunno clan member.

The only law binding all the races together.

An absolute order to not harm a Ryunno clan member under any circumstances.

Because this taboo was broken, our Advanced town was wiped out and the wrath of the wilderness was triggered.

“The world is changing,” he continued gravely. “The last time they demonstrated their power was just after the end of the great war. Ever since that day, all the races have submitted to their rule. However, now that the racial law has been broken, everything will change.”

“Nothing will change,” countered Paul. “The Ryunno clan can’t be challenged,” he declared with an absolute certainty born without a doubt by his encounter with the Ancestor of this clan, the man who had taken his wife away from him in front of his eyes after a display of absolute power.

“Someone just did. They answered the death of their brethren with their usual ferociousness and cruelty yet the culprit still eludes them. If not they wouldn’t be controlling everyone willing to enter the Dorell Kingdom. Trust me, even if I haven’t seen the light of the day for years, even if I’m nothing more than a slave waiting to die down here, I know. They are afraid.”

“Them? Afraid? Impossible!” once more denied Paul.

“Of course they are. Like all the rulers throughout history, they are afraid to lose their power. They know that the time to once more fight for their dominance will soon come. That’s why I said you’re severely underestimating the risks you’ve been putting your daughter through. Her feathers have the same influence on the surrounding mana as the Elemental stones, they absorb, purify and magnify it. In short, just like high-grade elemental stones, they are a fatal attraction for the Ryunno clan, now more than ever.”

A heavy silence settled after his words. If he intended to frighten us to make us more willing to listen to him then it was certainly effective as Alianelle had her arms tightly wrapped around her waist while Paul had nothing more to say to counter him.

“What do you want?” I finally asked after a few seconds of this uncomfortable silence.

“One of her feathers,” he simply answered without any laugh or taunt this time.

Despite his previous explanation, neither I nor Alianelle really understood the true value of what he was asking, but Paul clearly did if his reddened face and his clenched fists were any indications.

“Why do you need that?” I asked genuinely curious before Paul could intervene.

“For the same reason as the Ryunno clan; for the same reason that caused the great war and the extermination of the third clan decades ago,” he started. “I need it to help me mature this,” he declared while rummaging through his dilapidated clothes that apparently had some pockets left.

As soon as he took it out and showed it to us, I immediately wondered how the magical senses I was so proud of could have missed the presence of such an object.

“What is that?” asked Alianelle while poking her head from behind her father’s back.

“An Elemental stone,” answered the old man.

The small piece of rock easily fit into the palm of his hand and didn’t appear special in any way except maybe for the slight bluish light it gave under the flickering light of the torch on the wall. However, for anyone able to sense mana, this rock was anything but ordinary. The vast amount of mana it constantly emanated would make it shine like a beacon in the middle of the sea if I closed my eyes to focus on my magical sense.

Moreover, it wasn’t just about the quantity of mana it emanated.

I also felt a strange attraction toward this stone, as if it was calling me.

It was as if everything I had been through in this life was for this moment as if this stone was destined for me.

I just had to reach out with my hand and it would become mine.

Neither Paul nor Alianelle would object and the current owner of this miraculous stone didn’t have the strength to stop me.

All I had to do was reach out.

My mana started to burst forth just as the old man clenched his hand and put back the elemental stones inside his tattered clothes with a swift movement. He was done in an instant and immediately after, the continuous almost hypnotizing wave of mana disappeared.

“Sillath?”

Alianelle’s voice brought me back and made me realize that I had half-raised one of my hands. Whether it was to take the stone or kill its owner, even I didn’t know.

“Are you alright?”

I hurriedly nodded and lowered my hand while doing my best to ignore the curious and slightly frightened gazes that everyone around was giving me. Apparently, even the owner of this stone hadn’t anticipated this kind of reaction and didn’t seem to have any more idea than I did to explain it.

“This is an Elemental stone of the first grade,” he awkwardly resumed his explanation. “We mostly mine third and second grades here, but a few years ago, I was lucky enough to find it while I was on my own.”

“No one sensed its presence,” curiously asked Alianelle who despite her inexperience was apparently also able to sense the incredible mana that this stone was constantly releasing.

“They definitely would have if I didn’t have a little trick up my sleeve to hide its existence.”

I was also curious about this point and dearly wanted to know what he had used to completely disrupt my magical senses, however, it was obvious that he didn’t want to explain it any further.

“So you want to use one of my feathers to make it evolve, is that right?” asked Alianelle, perplexed and clearly not convinced that her feathers had this kind of ability.

“Yes, I do,” he genuinely answered. Probably the most truthful words that came out of his mouth ever since our encounter. “The difference in grade between Elemental stones becomes more exaggerated the higher the grade. A first-grade stone is a miracle, but the grade beyond that — the grade at the pinnacle of Elemental stones — probably can’t be found in nature anymore.”

“The grade beyond?”

“A Primordial stone…” mumbled Paul somberly in response to Alianelle’s query.

“Is that what you want to create? Why?”

“That’s not something I wish to discuss,” he simply answered.

“And why should Alianelle help you, if you’re able to tell us that much,” I asked, annoyed and not completely beyond the strange sensation that assaulted me as soon as his Elemental stone was within reach.

“Because I can help you in your search for Elemental stones.”

“You want us to believe that you have a way to find Elemental stones that no one is aware of?” Paul scoffed at him.

“You would be surprised what twenty years of the same task can help you develop. I’m certainly not the only one to have discovered this method, but I’m definitely the only one willing to share it as all the other slaves lucky or competent enough to have found a way to find more elemental stones, and thus shorten their time spent here, would never disclose it to anyone out of fear that the Dwarves will lengthen their sentence.”

He had a point.

“Moreover, if all the Elemental stones you find aren’t enough to prevent this town’s downfall, the power of a Primordial stone will be the only way for you to survive,” he concluded before we could comment on his previous proposal.

I knew Paul didn’t like the idea of helping this man with one of Alianelle’s feathers, but his proposal certainly had merits even if I had my doubts.

“I agree.”

Before Paul or I could speak, Alianelle took a step forward from behind her father’s back and accepted the deal without any hesitation or fear.

“Alianelle…” started Paul, apparently to try to dissuade or at least warn her.

But Alianelle didn’t let him finish.

“We have lost too much time already. If our only other alternative is to blindly search for Elemental stones while hoping to get lucky like all the other people that came down here with us, then it’s worth it.”

Paul didn’t have anything to say to contradict her anymore.

“Moreover, if this man can sense what I am, then maybe others can. The sooner I’m out of this mine the better.”

I opened my mouth, but before a single word could come out of it, I met her eyes.

I knew what this single gaze meant.

I didn’t need her to say anything, proof of just how much we had learned to know each other.

“No one is near,” I simply said after checking once more the entrance of our small cavern with my senses.

That’s the only signal she wanted to raise her clothes just under her breasts and to unravel the white bandages covering her stomach. A few seconds later, her wings were set free and spread on each side of her waist. They had grown once again compared to the last time I saw them and no longer had anything to do with their previous growing form. Of a sparkling white, they now clearly emitted a soft glow making the flame on the wall appear desperately dull. They clearly hadn’t reached their full length, but they were now nearly enough to touch each side of the cave if they were completely spread.

Even the insolent old man who had constantly been belittling us and rejoicing at our misfortune now had a solemn look as he was bathed by the new radiance of these majestic wings.

With a gentle touch, Alianelle stroked her right wing, the feathers bending under her slim fingers despite their crystalline appearance. She finally settled on one and with a resigned look, she pulled on it. The expression of pain flashing on her face lasted just an instant, but I didn’t miss it. If the old man had seen the pain that pulling out this single feather had provoked, he clearly didn’t care as his gaze was completely transfixed on the hard-looking feather that Alianelle was handing out to him with her outstretched arm.

He carefully took it and hid it in his dilapidated clothes just like he did for his Elemental stone.

In the meantime, Paul and Alianelle busied themself with properly folding her wings around her slim waist and constraining them once more. They rushed their movements, but not enough for me to miss what they had obviously been trying to hide from the old man, too preoccupied with the feather in his possession to notice anything.

The feather that Alianelle took out was already growing back, and I suspected that by the time Alianelle lowered her loose clothes, it was already back as if nothing had ever happened.

“Now, your turn,” finally harshly declared Alianelle without flinching.

Thanks to her, the old man we found deep within this mine became our ally in our search.

Whether his help would change anything for us and for this city remained to be seen.
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Ten years.

That’s the time I have spent in this new world after my death.

This didn’t represent that long of a time all things considered, but although I’ve been able to use magic for an even fewer number of years, it was difficult for me to imagine going back to a magicless life. Summoning the elements and using a part of their power to make it mine was certainly a feeling hard to describe and even harder to give up. However, more than these growing abilities to bend the elements to my rule, the other capacity I would have the most trouble renouncing was my ability to sense mana.

Whether it was to feel the presence of others or to take a glimpse at the mysterious world of mana invisible to the naked eye, I could no longer consider living without this ability that already saved my life more times than I could remember.

Even so, I became painfully aware across my journey that this power wasn’t foolproof and needed more refining.

Difficult to forget how I was totally unable to sense the invisible monster that decimated the camp near the first Advanced town after all.

Ever since this moment, I became more careful with this ability, not always taking anything I sensed for absolute while trying to find ways to improve it.

However, I never would have thought that this old man would show me another weakness of my senses, a flaw that I was completely unaware of and which explained the strange feeling I had when I closed my eyes to focus inside this small cavern.

Unlike normal lifeforms, the elemental stones released a constant flow of mana disrupting my sensorial abilities. The combination of the elemental stones disseminated around and spreading their respective mana in a confusing entanglement along with the strange mana-enriched walls of the cave made it impossible for me to naturally feel their otherwise overwhelming presence.

The old man had noticed this point and slowly developed the ability to read the flow of peculiar mana that these stones emanated. It took him years, but through hard work and perseverance, he learned to interpret these results which allowed him to meet his monthly quota while sparring a great deal of effort and fruitless digging.

However, it was still a long and tedious work that didn’t reward us with a single elemental stone yet.

We amassed quite a lot of incomplete ones though. Not fully formed, they had little value on their own but apparently could still be of some use for the nourishment of the Lost magic triggering the wall and by extension for our survival.

There was another kind of quality in quantity after all.

Maybe it was to gather an overwhelming number of these incomplete stones that Zinovitz — the wounded dwarf commander — gathered so many inexperienced people for this task. However, I quickly dismissed this thought. I had trouble believing that these lackluster stones could play a decisive role in our survival no matter the quantity after all. Alianelle agreed if her disappointed face each time one of these stones was dug was any indication. It certainly reinforced her initial statement when she spoke about all the other people that came down with us to help the city survive: if they were all blindly searching around, then we couldn’t hope for any success on their part.

That’s why we desperately needed this old man’s help.

To be more precise, all we could do was watch him anxiously work while doing our best to get rid of the crumbling rocks so that none got in his way.

When Zinovitz had proposed this solution to go into the mine to help find new elemental stones, I was relieved as it offered me a way to be useful to the defense of the city without having to go to the frontline while leaving Alianelle and Paul behind completely defenseless.

Now, I was starting to seriously regret my decision.

Even if I wasn’t as strong as Jazor or Ilan; even if I couldn’t use my sacred magic with allies nearby and thus couldn’t change the course of the battle alone, I would have still been much more useful than down here.

It was too late to regret now, but I wasn’t used to hoping others would save me.

Moreover, the digging of elemental stones didn’t go as I had imagined.

At first, I was confident when I saw the old man’s magically created claws dig through the reinforced wall — almost impervious to pickaxes — as if he was tunneling through soft dirt. However, after half an hour of furious digging under our attentive and expectant gazes, the old man interrupted his work and started to dig in another direction altogether.

Apparently, even for someone as experienced as him, reading the flows of mana despite the mana-enriched walls made acute analysis difficult and required constant correcting.

As a result, he had to constantly adjust his digging as he went along to correct his trajectory.

How long would it take him to find an elemental stone in these conditions?

Even he didn’t know, but it was dubious that we could get a single elemental stone of a high enough rank today even with his help.

And that wasn’t something I could accept.

So, I abandoned my passive role, and after much effort, I convinced him to stop his digging and tutor me on how to correctly read these flows of mana. Even after accepting and carefully describing the tricks and clues he used to guess the correct location of the stones, the expression on his face said it all about what he thought of my demand. For him, I couldn’t be of any help.

Maybe he was right.

Maybe I was wasting his time.

However, I couldn’t just let him dig on his own or wait for anyone else in the mine to get lucky.

If I did that, I would leave my fate, and that of the people I cared about, to chance— something I would never be able to accept ever again.

Moreover, my confidence didn’t come from nowhere.

There was a reason why I was able to discover and develop this ability to sense the surrounding mana on my own. Amanda didn’t talk about it at all during her four years of magical tutoring while Hirillë — the queen of the Great Forest of the West — had simply made me understand just how important this ability was to become a full-fledged mage.

The reason for my successful reliance on this single ability to cross the wilderness when I was completely blind was simply because I was naturally overwhelmingly more adept at it than others.

Of course, there were major differences between races with the Elves being the more proficient and the Humans hovering at the very end of the ranking which certainly explained a part of their often massive differences in magical abilities. My abnormal ease to sense mana in detail was one of the reasons why Hirillë believed that I wasn’t completely Human.

However, whether this ability came from my reincarnation or from a secret that my parents had kept from me didn’t matter. All I knew was that my capacity to sense and differentiate the various kinds of mana particles around me was far superior to what any Human could do, probably even superior to the majority of the Elves. This power that Amanda ignored had proven invaluable to my survival and the development of my current magical abilities.

So, for long minutes after the end of his explanation, I tried to put this latent potential to use.

Surprisingly, Alianelle didn’t seem much more optimistic about my chances to prove useful in this search than the old man. In retrospect, she had spent the majority of our journey asleep and never really saw the extent of my abilities. Paul did, which explained his more relaxed attitude during the long minutes I spent with my eyes closed, carefully feeling the variation of mana all around me.

I soon understood why it took so long and so much effort for the old man to invent and improve this method. The swirling wave of mana was dizzying and difficult to understand. Fortunately, the precise instructions he gave me made this puzzling mess much more manageable and in less than an hour, I was able to have an actual idea of where we should dig.

“Maybe try more to the right,” I tried tentatively.

The old man who was using his magical clawed hand to dig faster than any of us could, stopped and turned to look at me with a raised eyebrow. Paul and Alianelle who were helping with pulling out stones and taking out the accumulating rubbles also turned around.

“What?”

“I think you’re slightly off course, try a little more to the right,” I repeated.

I could almost hear the dozen of criticism, insults, and mockery crossing his mind, but a discreet sideways glance at Alianelle was all it took for him to swallow them and follow my suggestion. Just like Paul, he knew just how lucky he got with our trade. One of Alianelle’s feathers was incredibly valuable and irreplaceable for whatever he planned to do with a newly evolved Primordial stone.

So for another hour, he followed my clumsy instructions without complaint, but with obviously growing doubts until finally his efforts were rewarded. A pan of the wall gave way under his magical claws and revealed a dense wave of pure mana that hit me in the face without warning once its owner was freed from the rock and exposed to the air of the cave.

“This…”

“Did you find one?” asked Alianelle excitedly.

The old man rummaged through the rubbles with practiced ease and took out a stone smaller than the nail of my pinky finger and held it out under the flickering light of the cave so we could all see what he had found.

“Another elemental stone?” asked Alianelle without hiding the doubt in her voice.

I had the same opinion.

Compared to the stone the old man showed us, this one was smaller, didn’t have any luster and appeared almost too ordinary. If not for the constant, but discreet wave of mana surrounding it, I would have probably missed it.

“Yes, it’s an elemental stone,” confirmed the old man. “Probably of the third grade,” he added after another look.

Third grade.

Compared to the elemental stone that he showed us, this stone certainly appeared lacking, but we weren’t in any position to be anything but elated at our discovery after the mountain of rumbles and half-formed elemental stones we extracted from the magically hardened wall in front of us.

Whether it was enough to have any real impact on this town’s defense and survival remained to be seen though.

However, I was still so relieved with our finding and the confirmation of my senses’ effectiveness, that I nearly missed the look of pure shock that the old man — who stubbornly refused to share his name with us — gave me.

“You…” he stared, before being interrupted by a violent earthquake that made me stumble forward.

Alianelle couldn’t repress a scream as she was caught by Paul just in time to prevent her from falling. Even the old man was caught completely unprepared by the violent tremor that made me wonder with fear if the whole cave wouldn’t simply collapse on us. When the vibration finally stopped, I couldn’t repress a sigh of relief from escaping my mouth. A solace apparently not shared by the whole underground mine, as a sudden wind of panic started to spread. Screams and worried whispers distorted by the ambient underground reached our isolated abode and echoed all around making it appear as if hundreds of people were screaming one after the other — which in retrospect may very well be the case.

Few knew who was responsible for this magically created earthquake, but I had seen and felt this ability too many times to mistake it for anything else.

“Jazor…” I muttered while taking out his birthed hourglass from an inner pocket.

I barely repressed a sigh of relief when I noticed that the artefact that he entrusted to me was still intact. Created at his birth by the most skilled artisan of his dwarven clan, it was magically linked with him making it an object with great significance in his culture. It was also extremely useful to know its owner's current health.

Apparently, if he was seriously wounded, or worse, the artefact would crack and then destroy itself.

The fact that it was still intact meant that for now, Jazor was still alive and relatively healthy, but this sudden earthquake also served as a reminder of the true urgency of our situation, slightly dulled by this new morose environment completely cut off from any other outside interference.

Sharing the same sudden realization, Alianelle and Paul both joined me to urge the old man to quickly return to his promised task. Something he did without completely wiping the nasty smile at the corner of his lips. For him, this earthquake didn’t spell urgency or fear like the rest of us. His will to live and survive was mostly gone, replaced by a deep-seated resentment nurtured by years of labor underground without seeing the light of the day.

For him, this earthquake that threatened to make the whole mine collapse on us was probably the first real proof he had that this town’s survival was currently at stake. I could understand why his heart was devoured by hatred, or why he wouldn’t view this situation in the same way as we did, however, we needed him more than anything right now.

Fortunately, he was still able to put his feelings aside to hold his word and resume his work with the same efficiency as before.

A working speed that now appeared desperately too slow.

Unable to bear it anymore, I covered my hands with the hardest earth I could create to mimic him and assist in digging while Alianelle and Paul both carried the rumble out of the way.

Furiously.

Almost desperately.

We worked with the impending doom of this city almost upon us, because we knew that we were running out of time.

It was nerve-wracking, not exactly the best frame of mind to be in for such a difficult and sensible task, but the superiority of my senses didn’t betray me this time.

After our initial success, three more elemental stones of the third grade followed in a little less than half an hour. If everyone — me included — was surprised and elated in equal measure at our success, the old man was completely stunned. When he found the fourth stone, he froze and slowly turned his head to look at me with a barely hidden scowl and another thing much less welcome plain for all to see.

Fear.

“Just… what are you?” he asked a little louder than necessary.

Alianelle also turned around to look at me as if seeing me for the first time. I had shown prowess a child my age should have never been able to accomplish when we escaped the Advanced town. However, it’s probably only in this instant that she truly realized how abnormal my abilities truly were.

I did my best to ignore her questioning gaze and simply stared back at the old man in silence.

Even if I could answer their question, I wouldn’t.

Nothing is more frightening than ignorance and mystery. That’s why even the bravest men feared what was hidden behind the impervious veil of the dark. And I needed him frightened — or at least wary of me— if I wanted to leave Alianelle and Paul behind alone with a semblance of peace of mind in case he suddenly decided that a single feather wasn’t enough for him.

Because there was no doubt that leaving them behind was my only choice left.

I could sense that we had already exhausted this small cave with our successive discoveries. There was no more elemental stone of a significant grade to hope to find here. It was now time to get these stones where they could be of some use,

Better not have Alianelle anywhere near these elemental stones when I gave them to the man in charge of collecting our harvest.

When I turned around to declare my intent to my companions, a raspy voice preceded me.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” interrupted the old man with a serious expression very different from his usual arrogance and mirth at this city’s predicament.

“What?” I asked while turning back to face him once more.

The fear he had shown for a brief moment was gone, but the concern was plain for all of us to see.

“You intend to give these stones to a guard, don’t you?”

“So what?” I asked back, annoyed. “It’s not like I intend to give them to the guard immediately next to this place,” I retorted.

The mockery was back on his face as soon as these words left my mouth.

“And you think this will be enough to avoid any unnecessary questions or keep them away from the missy? You’re dreaming, boy! The guards here — all the guards — are more than aware of the rarity of elemental stones, even of the lowest grade. Even if they don’t try to find out where you got all these elemental stones, don’t you think that they would question how you could find four elemental stones of the third grade in such a short time frame?” he finally asked as if this question was so obvious that he didn’t need to say it aloud.

Of course, I was aware of this.

If elemental stones were as rare as he declared, suddenly discovering four would be beyond suspicious, and attracting attention was the last thing we wanted to do for Alianelle’s sake. However, we couldn’t withhold the stones either. This city along with our survival depended on it.

“You care about her, it’s plain for all to see, but you should also worry about yourself!” he declared with the same hoarse voice no doubt birthed by years spent inhaling dust in the forsaken place. “Her very nature puts her in danger more than anyone else here, but showing a talent for locating elemental stones is just as bad unless you’re eager to join me underground for the rest of your life.”

For the first time, I didn’t have anything to answer his biting words.

The old man was right, and now that he had finished explaining his point, I felt terribly stupid for not thinking about it sooner.

No, that’s wrong.

I did think about it, but I was so focused on Alianelle’s security and on the ongoing battle that I neglected this aspect of the problem. Once everything is over, it will become urgent to reconstitute the depleted reserves of elemental stones for the Ryunno clan. In this situation, I doubted that the Dwarven clan responsible for the mining of elemental stones would be reluctant to force me into slavery if I proved to be an asset even with Jazor’s backing.

“Don’t make this face, there is a way.”

The old man’s words brought me back from my thoughts.

“What way?” I immediately asked, all too eager to find a solution to this frustrating predicament. We had already accomplished the most difficult part of our work for this town’s survival after all. The four elemental stones were tightly clenched in my hand, ready to be used to replenish the Lost magic powering the assailed wall of the city.

“Look at your feet— all the rumbles and half-formed elemental stones mixed together. The Dwarves are many things, but they are not desperate fools. They are pragmatic. If all was lost, they would have all gathered together to die with their brothers and sisters weapons in hands. They also know the scarcity of elemental stones more than anyone else and certainly didn’t hope for any of the civilians to get lucky or for a freak of nature like yourself to make the balance tilt in their favor. The fact that they let all of you underground was to gather as many incomplete elemental stones as possible. If I’m right, they will soon ask everybody down here — slave or not — to gather the rumbles and carry it above ground. Use this moment to get the stones where they will be used,” he explained.

“Are you sure of that,” I asked without hiding the doubt in my voice.

His words made sense, but I wasn’t really comfortable with the idea of waiting any longer than necessary, not when the potential survival of the entire city was literally in my hand.

“I am as sure as anyone else can be… All I’m saying is that Dwarves are rational beings— much more than Humans. They prefer a slow and tiresome but certain solution instead of an easy but elusive one. They don’t count on chance and certainly didn’t count on any of you all to get lucky and find an elemental stone. You realized it too, haven’t you? How weird it was for them to make you all dig with these crude tools without any sort of explanation or advice.”

I cast a furtive glance at the bent metal rod that they gave us to dig on our own and realized that his words were a perfect reflection of my thoughts when they gave us this task more than a little unrealistic without experience or proper material.

“We rarely use this method as most of the incomplete elemental stones are invisible to the naked eye and stuck among other rocks. To transport, and do the two refinements necessary for these pieces of crap to become useful is a logistical nightmare, so we usually gather all of the rumbles away without giving it any more thought. However, once in a while — mostly when we are lacking for our monthly quota of elemental stones for the Ryunno clan — the Dwarves make use of these inert stones.”

“Why are you telling him this?” suddenly interrupted Paul.

Paul was of the silent kind and rarely spoke up like this unless it was for Alianelle’s sake, but this time he didn’t intend to stay silent.

“You don’t care about this town’s survival, you made that point clear and you already obtained what you asked for. So why would you go out of your way to prevent Sillath from getting into trouble?”

Paul’s observation was reasonable and made enough sense for the three of us to focus our attention on the old man and wait for his explanation.

“You think of me so spiteful that I would deliberately let a child be captured if I could do anything about it?” he laughed, but without any trace of amusement in his eyes.

Maybe.

I barely repressed this word from crossing my lips, when the old man continued his explanation — apparently not expecting any kind of answer from us.

“I don’t have any obligation to answer to you ‘fallen’, but if you want a reason… It's because today, thanks to your daughter, and for the first time in decades, I have found my hope back no matter how tenuous it may be! You’re right to not trust me, and I don’t really care what happens to you, but whether we like it or not, we all found these stones together and I would prefer if no one took notice of me after finding out who exactly dug them for you. Nothing good ever happens to slaves who get the attention of their captors.”

This time Paul didn’t have anything to oppose the old man’s words.

On my end, there was only a single thing that I was curious about.

“Then, if they intended for us to simply carry stones outside, why didn’t they start the moment we entered the mine?”

“Two possibilities,” he started to enumerate with two of his blackened fingers — closer in appearance to sharp claws — raised.

“As I said, this operation is a nightmare to organize for many reasons, including the material necessary for the refining and the manpower needed for the efficient transportation of these stones to the surface. They once tried to expand the tunnel leading to this cave to allow for wagons’ safe passage, but digging the magically reinforced walls proved too much work for dubious results. If my memory serves me right, the last time we did this operation, they did the first refining — consisting of roughly separating the incomplete elemental stones from their rocky envelope — inside the mine to save as much manpower as necessary. If I’m right, then this is just what they are currently doing, and when this is done, they will gather everyone to carry all this stuff above ground.”

“And the second possibility?” added Alianelle.

“The second?” he asked back apparently surprised by her question

“You said that there were two possibilities to explain why they didn’t immediately order us to carry these rocks to the surface,” she repeated, exasperated.

“Oh yeah,” he exclaimed as if suddenly remembering his previous words. “The alternative is that I’m completely wrong and they don’t plan to make any use of the half-formed elemental stones at all.”

“Wh…” I sputtered, nearly strangling myself in the process.

I had a dozen rebukes ready in my mind, but none that would change the reality of our situation.

I could wait here for their call and use the crowd to get unhindered to the surface. This was certainly the safest path to avoid any danger and unwanted attention for me and Alianelle, but it also meant taking the risk that the old man was completely wrong about that. At the very least, it would make us deliberately lose time which was something we all knew we cruelly lacked.

“We can’t afford to wait,” I finally declared after a few seconds of thinking. “I will carry it myself to the surface.”

“And how exactly? You will simply hope that everyone is blind and that none will feel you carry four elemental stones in your pockets,” sneered the old man. “Your ability to sense mana may be well beyond what I ever saw in my life, but don’t expect that the experienced guards will miss elemental stones just under their noses.”

“And yet, they did, probably for a long time,” I smiled back at him, my eyes insistent and enough for him to understand what I meant after a few seconds of silence.

“Oh, so you want to know how I do it, don’t you?” he sneered.

“Exactly,” I confirmed, remembering the overwhelming amount of mana that emanated from his elemental stone that immediately disappeared when he willed it.

“And what if I don’t want to tell you,” he asked with a provocative smile on his lips while clenching and unclenching his razor-sharp hands. The grating noise of metal echoed around us as the tension suddenly heightened.

I didn’t expect the old man to care so much about his method to hide elemental stones. Was it simply because he was afraid that if I got caught his method would become useless or was there something else here that I was missing?

“Two more.”

I didn’t have much more time to ponder the question or try to think of a non-violent way to change his mind when Alianelle’s delicate voice put an end to our standoff.

“What?” asked the old man dumbly as he turned at the same time as me to look at her in incomprehension.

“I will give you two more feathers if you accept,” she simply stated, obviously not wanting to beat around the bush anymore.

The old man’s eyes became round as soon as he understood what she was proposing. He stayed silent for a few seconds, apparently unable to believe what he was hearing.

“Are… Are you serious?” he asked with a voice a far cry from his previous arrogance.

“I am,” she declared calmly.

When the old man hurriedly accepted with a shaking voice, I finally understood why asking for one of her feathers was such a big deal. They were certainly beyond precious in more ways than I could imagine, but more of all, they were finite.

Once taken out, they wouldn’t grow back and would thus definitely weaken Alianelle’s magical abilities for the rest of her life.

Or that’s what would normally happen for a normal member of the third clan.

However, Alianelle was like her mother.

Even if her wings were completely ripped off, they would eventually grow back. Losing a few feathers was nothing to her. However, when Paul and I exchanged a glance, I immediately understood his meaning.

No matter what happened, this secret could never be known.

No matter what.

—--

It didn’t take me as much time as I initially thought to retrace my steps on my own across the cave.

The few guards I crossed paths with simply shook their heads in disapproval, apparently not believing that someone — even a child — could choose to get out of the mine given the city’s current circumstances simply because they couldn’t bear the environment. Their gazes filled with contempt for my apparent weakness and naivety pierced me like sharp blades, but even outside of their field of view, I didn’t relax my small kid act, not until I finally reached the entrance to the tunnel.

The last guard in front of the dark entrance looked at me for long seconds before finally allowing me to return to the surface on my own. Except for the same contempt, he didn’t seem worried that I was a slave trying to escape. I first thought that he knew all of their faces, which was a possibility, but the small green circle I found near the entrance — and that I had missed on my first passage — with a round stone embedded in its center was more likely the answer to his easygoingness.

This was the Lost magic that the old man told us about.

The one preventing him and all the other slaves from leaving the mine.

Few slaves wore a collar to restrain their magical abilities and prevent their escape, but their chains were still very real.

Fortunately, that wasn’t my case so I was able to cross the threshold and once more enter the dark upward tunnel that would lead me to the surface.

I finally released the breath I had been holding ever since I left our small isolated cave with the elemental stones, worried that the old man’s method would fail or that a guard would simply refuse to allow my departure.

Both proved to be needless worries.

Not bothering to feign weakness and fear anymore, I picked up the pace and traced my steps back as quickly as possible, until finally, a few minutes later, I was greeted by the warm rays of the sun offering me a very different kind of heat from the one underground.

It took me a while to adapt to the sudden brightness, but when I did, I noticed with dismay that no one was around. Compared to when all the civilians entered together in a long frantic column, the place appeared now completely deserted. If not for the not-so-distant noises of battle, I could almost believe that everyone else had already evacuated the city.

I looked around, but no one was there to show me the way to the Lost magic powering the wall — the only place where the stones I had snuck out could be of any use.

Not believing that I could truly find no one around, I was ready to close my eyes to spread my magical sense as far as possible when a sharp pain in my left hand prevented me from doing that. I hurriedly looked down at my hurriedly bandaged hand still stained with blood.

The pain disappeared just as fast, but it still made me realize that I would be wiser to retrieve the elemental stones first when no one was around. I unwrapped my hand and opened my palm to look at the long vertical cut that I had done to myself. As soon as I opened my hand, the pain immediately returned with a vengeance. A sharp and blazing pain as if a white-hot metal rod was going through my hand.

Definitely not the kind of pain one could expect from a fresh, but not so deep cut.

Unfortunately, this time the pain didn’t subside and forced me to clench my teeth to bear it while I was awkwardly splitting the cut apart with my free hand to retrieve what the old man told me to put there.

One elemental stone at a time was pulled out from the wound. They were small but not small enough to completely fit inside. This didn’t matter as long as it was thoroughly covered with blood. An explanation I would have trouble believing if I didn't witness its efficacy for myself. When the finger-sized stones were completely detached from my hand, they immediately released a violent wave of pure mana that I had no trouble sensing now that they were exposed to the fresh air.

This bloody method was the one the old man was willing to share with me after Alianelle promised him two more of her feathers. By hiding it in our own body — even partially — it was possible to block everyone else from sensing the constant waves of mana emanating from the stone. This crude method was possible with stones this small, but seeing how painful it was and how his elemental stone wasn’t covered with any blood when he took it out, I had my doubt that he had another — less bloody — method that he didn’t share with me.

Nonetheless, this technique had worked and allowed me to cross the mine unimpeded which was all I could ask for. I still cursed the old man in my mind for conveniently forgetting to talk to me about the painful reaction this method would produce.

However, now that the pain in my hand had finally lessened, I was ready to resume my search.

“What the,” I exclaimed, unable to restrain these words from escaping my mouth.

I couldn’t find the fourth stone.

No matter how wide I spread apart the cut, I couldn’t sense anything more hidden inside.

I had bandaged my hand immediately after putting the stones there and was sure that there were four. It wasn’t possible to be wrong for something like that.

However, it was gone.

Long seconds elapsed as I stood petrified in front of my bloody hand, my mind working overdrive to understand what had happened as I was sure that I couldn’t have lost it, not with my hand bandaged so tightly; not with the quantity of mana these stones release on their own when directly exposed.

If I hadn’t lost it on my way, there was only a single possibility left. When this idea finally crossed my mind, it was so ridiculous that I immediately dismissed it.

However, like most uncomfortable ideas, they were the most difficult to forget, but also the most probable to prove true no matter how eccentric they may seem at first glance. I felt my blood turn cold as a hypothesis started to form in my mind.

Like a scattered puzzle that finally found its last piece back, the whole picture I could never totally understand was finally laid bare in front of me.

Impossible.

Even then, I denied it.

As strongly as I could.

There were probably other possible explanations, but I had a disturbing feeling that this possibility was the most probable.

If I was right, my parents were hiding more than one secret.

If I was right, this meant that I was…

“Lost in thought?”

A voice that I only heard on one occasion echoed much closer than I was comfortable with. Any thought swirling in my confused head disappeared as my heart skipped a beat in fright. Like a waking beast taken by surprise for the first time in a long time, my mana awoke ready to be unleashed at a moment’s notice to defend my life while I raised my head to look at my interlocutor just a few feet away from me.

Half of his face was hidden by hair that couldn’t dissimulate his long pointy ears.

Sooreman was standing in front of me with a nasty smile on his face.
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How did he come so close?

This question immediately popped into my head when I realized that he had come almost within arm’s reach without me noticing.

The disappearance of the fourth stone and the terrible thoughts that followed certainly made me less reactive than before, but not to the point of missing him entirely. At the very least, I was sure that my magical senses were now too developed to make this kind of oversight.

No matter how I thought about it, it was as if he had suddenly appeared from nowhere.

Was it an aspect of an element I didn’t know?

Did he have another way unknown to me to bypass my magical sense?

Maybe it was something else entirely, but no matter the answer, this ability was deeply unsettling for someone like me used to constantly sensing the mana around to detect the position of my opponent.

His sudden appearance was more than unsettling, it also confirmed what I had immediately suspected when I first saw him.

This man was dangerous.

With this single certitude in mind, I focused once more. I didn’t know what ability or secret he was hiding, but I knew that I didn’t have the leisure of spending any more time pondering these questions.

I breathed out to once again control my heartbeats and forced my raging mana — that had surged in a reactive response — to calm down.

Sooreman observed everything I did, probably guessing every thought that went through my head with disturbing delight and amusement. His provocative smile was still fixed on his lips as I finally succeeded in calling back my mana, letting it just bubble under my skin; controlled and hidden but ready to be used at a moment’s notice.

“Sorry, did I scare you, boy wonder?” he sneered with mock shock while feigning an apology with his left hand to his chest.

I didn’t want to grace him with an immediate answer, but I had to find a way to distract him from what I was awkwardly holding into my clenched bloody left fist.

“What are you doing here? Everyone able to fight should be at the frontline defending the wall,” I exclaimed while trying to sound as accusatory as I could to make him oblivious to my attempt to hide my left hand and what it was holding.

“Then why aren’t you there yourself?” he asked back.

“I’m a child,” I answered defensively while taking a step back.

“You sure are,” he consented while giving me a gaze too deep and too insistent to ignore the hidden meaning behind it.

He knew I was different.

It was almost certain ever since my scene at his office; no normal child could have escaped from his giant henchman’s tackle after all. However, I had hoped that the city’s situation would have been enough to distract him from me and would have given me the time to leave him and this city behind forever. However, this single gaze didn’t leave any room for doubt anymore.

He knew.

Unwavering by the tension and the distant explosions, he smiled once more and took a leisurely look to his right, as if he was able to see beyond the line of buildings as if the distant fighting of the wall for this city’s survival was happening just in front of his eyes.

With detached eyes, he looked toward the battlefield beyond my sight and magic senses for long seconds in relative silence constantly disturbed by the not-so-distant explosions telling a tale of a violent and probably desperate fight for the survival of this city. A situation that didn’t seem to worry him that much. It was almost like all the bloodshed to protect the wall didn’t matter to him. It wasn’t surprising that this kind of man wouldn’t have any feelings for any of the inhabitants of this city even if his men were fighting on the frontline themselves.

However, it wasn’t just that.

For a few seconds, I had trouble putting my finger on what was truly disturbing me until another earthquake made the ground under my feet shake, not enough to make me fall, but enough to remind me of the urgency of the situation and more than enough to make me look harder than ever for a way to bring the elemental stones to the Lost magic powering the wall as quickly as possible.

That’s when I understood what was truly bothering me about him.

He was too calm.

However, how could such a thing be possible?

Even if he didn’t care about anyone besides himself, he was still trapped inside the town just like the rest of us, and his survival was also tied to the continued existence of this town.

Unless…

“Don’t look at me like that boy-wonder, you will hurt my feelings,” he laughed while turning back to look at me once more. “I sent Ravanor in my stead to defend the city so you can’t say I didn’t do anything,” he explained with the same insufferable calm expression on his face.

Ravanor.

The image of this foreign giant warrior battling madly on the frontline with a smile on his lips that crossed my mind at the mention of his name was both unsettling and reassuring at the same time considering the desperate state of the battle for the wall.

“I guess your Dwarven protector is fighting there too,” Sooreman asked with the same detachment as when he was looking toward the city wall. He was merely stating a fact, not fishing for an answer, but I would be a fool to miss the hidden meaning behind his words.

I was alone with him.

No one could help me.

I reflexively took a step back and didn’t miss his hungry gaze looking at my clenched hands. However, it wasn’t my bloody left hand awkwardly hiding the three remaining elemental stones, but my right one that attracted his full undivided attention.

For a second, I was almost relieved that he didn’t seem to have noticed what I was hiding until I realized what had attracted his gaze and what was fuelling the smile on his lips.

The ‘ring of calamity’ on my right thumb.

The priceless elven artefact Hirillë gave me that saved my life too many times to count across my journey and that was promised to him in exchange for Seth and Himara’s freedom was now just in front of his eyes, almost within arm’s reach.

I didn’t wear it when I entered his office, so it was the first time he saw it, but it was enough. He obviously only needed a single glance to understand that this artefact was the real deal and a single look at his round eyes and frozen face was enough to understand that he desired it deeply.

Too deeply.

This kind of hungry gaze made me uncomfortable and forced me to hide my right hand to escape it. Under my sleeve, the ring left his field of view, but his undisguised greed didn’t go away. It transformed and made his delicate features uglier than the scars on the left part of his face with a kind of hunger that didn’t go away like an everlasting fire ready to consume everything just to be satisfied for an instant.

Confronted with such eyes, my discomfort only got worse.

I always had trouble dealing with such men, maybe because I never truly understood their drive. I saw many vain men when I fought for my life in my old world. In a sense, I became one of them when I started risking my life for money. Despite this, I knew deep down that across my lives I never experienced the kind of hunger that drove men like him and constantly pushed them toward the abyss. Of course, there were many things I wanted, but I could say with absolute certainty that I never desired an object so deeply, so wholly, that I would do anything to get my hands on it.

That just wasn’t the kind of man I was.

However, Sooreman was.

He didn’t try to hide it. He simply let his emotions show on his face for as long as he wanted, as if nothing else mattered to him in this instant — neither this town’s nor his own survival — as long as he could get his hands on the artefact on my thumb.

“I guess it’s time to renegotiate,” he suddenly added with a satisfaction he didn’t try to hide.

“What do you mean?” I asked while feeling my entire blood turn cold at the realization of what such words implied.

“You know what I mean…” he simply whispered back.

The bubbling mana under my skin started to leak as I took another not-so-subtle step back to stay out of his reach. A probably futile endeavor considering I was totally ignorant about the nature and the extent of his magical abilities, but a habit I had cultivated in my previous life that had already saved me more times than I could remember. In a similar way, his posture also changed.

This movement that a less experienced person would have entirely missed was all I needed to clench my fists harder than ever and sharpen my focus to not miss anything he would do. Any movement, any mana used, and any expression on his face were laid bare before me as I waited for one of them to give me the signal I dreaded and expected in equal measure.

“I’m willing to honor the terms of our previous accord despite your… unfortunate current situation,” he suddenly spoke while relaxing his posture and making the disturbingly greedy expression disappear from his face in an instant, as if everything I had seen had never truly happened and was simply the fruit of my imagination.

However, I knew better.

Even hidden, the greed was still there, just beneath the surface simply hidden by a mask of decency he carefully crafted over the years.

“And why would you do such a thing?” I immediately asked, not believing for a second his act of generosity while straightening my back and looking directly into his eyes without blinking away.

This kind of man only understood strength and only compromised or negotiated for things he couldn’t get this way. I didn’t know what would make him suddenly stop his hand and temporarily renounce to physically take what he wanted. All I knew was that whatever held him back would probably disappear in an instant if I showed any weakness now.

“Because there is something I want even more than this ring on your finger…” he answered after long seconds of silent observation.

My defiant attitude only seemed to have amused him and certainly made the greed come back on his face long enough for me to finally understand why he had restrained himself previously and what he truly wanted at the same time.

“Come with me, boy-wonder!” he exclaimed with a wide but deformed smile on his mutilated face immediately after this terrible realization crossed my mind.

My right hand slightly raised and ready to react to a sudden attack unconsciously lowered after his abrupt invitation.

“What?” I croaked.

“Come with me,” he repeated with an outstretched hand this time. “I can leave this city safely and take you with me. Of course, I’m willing to take your whole group with me except for your Dwarven protector. Someone becoming one of the main pillars for the city’s defense as soon as he arrived and who makes the whole region shake with his magic would be a little… troublesome to deal with,” he admitted after a few seconds of hesitation.

The confirmation that Jazor’s strength made even this man wary enough to hesitate eclipsed for a second his baffling invitation. It also would have been welcomed news if his offer didn’t imply something else.

In his mind there was no doubt: Jazor could contend against him.

Not me.

“What about Ravanor?” I asked in an obvious attempt to delay my answer, an act that didn’t go unnoticed if the knowing smile he displayed after my words was any indication.

“Don’t worry about him, boy-wonder. He doesn’t need any of us. If he was the kind of man who needed saving then I would have never paid what I did to make him come all the way from the other side of the Human world to become my personal guard. When things start to really fall apart, he will use everyone else around as a distraction to escape and survive. That’s the kind of man he is. The same kind as us,” he declared heavily.

“Us?” I asked baffled. “What do you mean by ‘us’? Don’t talk like you know me!” I shouted, letting my anger take the better of my cautiousness for a second.

“Don’t I?” he mocked back, unfazed. “Walmir told me everything about your journey across the wilderness together; how you risked your life again and again for a girl everyone thought dead, for her useless and backstabbing father, and for slaves you had just encountered. Why would a child in such a situation do something like that? Why would he risk everything for people he barely knew? Can you answer that, Sillath?” he asked in an admonishing voice.

Silence and a disturbed gaze were all I had to offer, something he quickly realized as he didn’t waste much time to give me the answer to his own question.

“Because that’s what everyone expected of you,” he hammered with a firm voice. “Because of your power, your so-called companions force the mantle of savior upon your shoulder time and time again, expecting you to take it, and you did so while preparing yourself for the price such a role would undoubtedly cost you,” he concluded cheerlessly.

“You’re… you’re wrong!”

“Don’t lie to yourself! he barked. “Even you should have started to feel it… How you’re struggling to be everything they want from you; how your own objectives started to become secondary to theirs. You could have left this city on your own a long time ago, but you stayed. Maybe you never truly realize it until now, but I can see it on your face, you know I’m telling the truth, your truth— our truth.”

Before I could offer any kind of answer, he parted the long hair obstructing the left side of his face giving me a full unaltered view of the horror hiding behind.

“If you’re still blind, then take a good look. I was once like you and never saw the truth until it was too late; until the comrades I had sworn to protect abandoned me without any hesitation when I couldn’t fulfill my role anymore. Take a good long look boy-wonder for this is your destiny!”

For an instant, it was not his face I saw horribly mangled and disfigured, but my own. Like a promised fate staring directly at me in its raw ugliness. I chased this image from my mind before roaring as loudly as I could as if trying to convince myself.

“Nobody forced me to do anything, my choices are my own!”

Shaken and strangely out of breath, I stared back at him as if I was daring him to contradict me. However, for the first time I didn’t see mockery in his eyes, neither did I see greed.

All I could see was pity.

I felt my cheeks growing hotter and my mana leaking as my emotions started to take the better of me.

“I’m not like you!” I exclaimed through gritted teeth while cursing Walmir in my mind for telling him so much about our group and our journey together.

“Will you attack me to prove your point?” he ridiculed with a small laugh as if daring me to let go of my restraint.

It took me a few seconds, but I managed to put my mana and my breathing once more under control, something he apparently expected.

“Whether you like it or not, you’re different from the rest of the people here waiting to die, praying for the wall to stand strong so that their pathetic lives can last one more day. You don’t pray, you don’t leave your fate to chance just like Ravanor and me.”

“I…” I mumbled, unable to offer any kind of denial this time.

“You’re just like us: a survivor!” he declared with his gaze plunged into mine.

For a reason I couldn’t explain, this word resonated deep within me.

No matter how much I wanted to chase it, it refused to go away and stayed printed in my mind like a burning brand on raw skin.

I wanted to have nothing in common with this man, but deep within myself I immediately understood that there could be no more fitting word for someone like me who had transcended death before.

A survivor.

That’s who I was.

Who I have always been.

Even when I was lost on my own inside the wilderness; even when my sight was robbed from me, I never gave up and desperately clung to this new life with my entire strength.

When did it change?

I struggled so hard when I was on my own, I bled and shed tears just to live another day, so when did I start to feel as if this life was disposable?

The answer was simple.

When I met Alianelle.

I risked everything to save her time and time again starting from the moment she was kidnapped by a Ryunno clan member. I took absurd risks to reunite her with her father, but also to assure their safety and lead them to the first Advanced town.

At first, it was to repay my debt to them.

At first.

So, when did it change?

When did I start to feel as if her life was more important than my own?

On the day of the fall of their Advanced town, on the hill surrounded on all sides by deviants and animals all desperate to tear us apart, there was no doubt that I could have escaped by myself. There was nothing anyone could have expected from me in this situation, so why did I turn around when everything was lost for them?

I had my own life, my own goals, and desires, but I was ready to throw everything away just to save them.

If the beast of harmony hadn’t intervened, I would have used my strongest magic to save them— and would have lost everything else in the process.

“You’ve started to realize it, don’t you?” spoke Sooreman once more.

“Who I choose to protect is my own business,” I finally spit through gritted teeth. “It has nothing to do with you!”

“And yet, my words struck a chord, did they not? No matter who says it, a truth is still a truth,” he chuckled. “I understand why you would want to save kids from slavery, I understand why you would risk your life to save your friend. If half of what Walmir told me is true then you did admirably and can be proud of yourself, but when will it be enough? When will you have shed enough blood for their sake?”

“I…”

“You don’t have to feel guilty for wanting to live; you don’t have to sacrifice yourself for their sake— they wouldn’t do it for you. Just tell me: do you truly not care if you live or die as long as they are safe?”

Once more, the violent words of rebuke I wanted to throw to his face stayed stuck in my throat, because the answer to his question was limpid.

I didn’t want to die.

The image of the family I had left behind appeared in a flash in my head reigniting the desire I had to see them again. Their love saved me from my guilt and the darkness of my past life. I killed, bled, and suffered for their sake so that one day I could return to them, so why did I risk everything so many times?

‘Your own objectives started to become secondary to theirs…’

“If you refuse my offer and the walls of the city are broken, then no matter if you’re a boy-wonder, you will definitely die. Do you want to bet your future on the small incomplete stone you’re hiding in your left hand or do you want to take my hand right now to save yourself and your friends?”

I barely reacted at the mention of the stone I had been hiding since his appearance. Somehow, I knew that he didn’t care for these incomplete stones much more than he cared about the survival of the city.

“Will you free Himara and Seth?” I finally asked after a few seconds of tense silence.

“I will not,” he simply answered.

Then I can’t accept.

That’s what I wanted to immediately answer and somewhat expected to say, but these words didn’t leave my mouth.

I wanted to say them; I wanted to proudly reject his offer, but all along our conversation the explosions— testimony of a never-ending battle for the survival of this town, had grown even stronger. If this man truly had a way out of this situation, then it was worth considering accepting his offer even if it meant renouncing to free Seth and Himara.

But, I had promised to free them.

However, there was no doubt that if the wall fell, I wouldn't have the power to save Alianelle and Paul.

‘You’re struggling to be everything they want from you.’

Once more the image of my family crossed my head as if to remind me where my true duty was. Maybe they needed me; maybe they were putting themself in danger to look for me across the wilderness; maybe each day spent in this town trying to fulfill everyone else’s wishes had already robbed me of my last opportunity to reunite with them.

“Don’t let them use you as a disposable servant,” added Sooreman in a forceful voice. “Wake up before it’s too late! Take my hand and live, Sillath. Survive!”

No matter how hard I tried to deny it in my head and heart, Sooreman was right: his words had struck a chord deep within me.

I couldn’t do everything and if I tried, I would pay the price for it.

If I took his outstretched hand, I would give up on my promise to free Seth and Himara but I would save Paul and Alianelle.

If I was strong enough, I could save them all, but I wasn’t.

Despite my reincarnation, despite my abnormal soul, I wasn’t strong enough yet.

When this thought crossed my head, the answer I was looking for suddenly hit me. I finally understood the reason why despite common sense, I risked my life time and time again to save them at the cost of my own desires.

Whether it was Seth, Himara, or Alianelle they were all innocent and all deserved to survive and live their life to the fullest.

Much more than I did.

‘Your sin is your own existence.’

These words had haunted me— much more than I cared to acknowledge — because they were right. I could see it now. The stronger I became, the more I started to realize the true unfairness and irregularity of my nature. In an equal world, I should have never been born.

However, I did.

I was born, lived, and struggled as hard as I could. The ancestor called me a monster when Sooreman called me a boy-wonder, but the truth was that I was neither. I was just a man who had done his best to avoid repeating the mistakes of a past life flawed with regrets— a life that ended with tears and shame.

However, now that I was so close to my goal, so close to reuniting with my family and accomplishing my only true desire in this life, the idea to give it up was unbearable.

“Let me help you, boy-wonder!”

If the wall fell, this choice would be gone. Now was my chance to at least save Alianelle. I could free Seth and Himara later.

Now was my last chance.

Slowly, I raised my hand in a motion almost too slow to call it voluntary, as if my arm wasn’t my own anymore.

I had done enough.

I kept repeating these words in my head when another quake— stronger than all the others before — stopped my motion and made me stumble forward.

“Come with me, Sillath. This city won’t last much longer!”

Once more, Sooreman opened his mouth to convince me, but this time his words appeared much more distant and much less appealing than before.

As if waking up from a dream, I realized that I had forgotten the most important thing.

I wasn’t alone.

This burden, this duty to save them all wasn’t for me alone to bear.

Jazor was still fighting. He was still putting his life on the line to save us all. I wasn’t the only one who could have left on his own nearly at any moment to save myself. Jazor could have done the same with his magic, but he didn’t.

He stayed behind and fought so that our group could have a chance of survival.

He fought to keep his word.

Didn’t I promise to do the same?

Didn’t I promise that we would go back together?

To help each other and do together what we couldn’t do on our own— that was our vow.

This way, we became like brothers.

For an instant, the fear of losing everything I had fought for in this life had made me forget it. However, now it was impossible for anything to be more important to me.

Sooreman clenched my right hand to help me to my feet, but I didn’t let him.

As if his skin had burned me, I shook it away violently.

I saw the incomprehension on his face just before disappointment and wrath took its place.

No other word was necessary.

I had made my choice.

And will have to pay the price for it.
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Sometimes silence is the worst answer.

In this instant, Sooreman embodied this quote better than anyone else could possibly have. His mask of genuine worry and kindness had crumbled to reveal his true nature. Anger once more painted his face after my rejection, twisting his otherwise elegant traits on the right side of his face.

I waited with bated breath as he struggled to keep his calm— ready to defend myself. I waited for his last resistance to yield, but it did not.

Contrary to my expectations, Sooreman didn’t immediately attack me.

If eyes could kill, I would certainly be dead ten times over, but his acts didn’t follow his thoughts, and strangely this made me even more worried than a plain frontal confrontation because I knew that Sooreman wasn’t the kind of man to take no for an answer.

“I see,” he finally muttered after long seconds of relative silence considering the surrounding explosions and screams of battle. “That’s… unfortunate.”

I didn’t have time to answer anything as he abruptly turned around.

He didn’t try to punish me for rejecting his offer, he didn’t even try to take the ring he desired by force. The whole place was still deserted. Nothing prevented him from attacking me, so why?

I should probably feel fortunate and prayed for our paths to never cross again, but I couldn’t stay silent.

“Does our deal still stand?” I tentatively asked, not forgetting the greed he had shown when my ring had entered his eyes.

“This city will fall, you fool!” he stated with absolute certainty without even turning around or slowing his steps. “When the wall will fall, no one will have any deal anymore,” he declared with a heavy voice, answering my question at the same time.

Slightly panicked after having my fears confirmed, I screamed the first thing that crossed my mind to make him stop.

“You’re right!”

His steps indeed halted after hearing me. He turned to look above his shoulder, a questioning gaze on his face.

“You’re right about me… I’m,”

“—It doesn’t matter,” he interrupted, making anything I had to say die in my throat. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” he continued in a more leveled voice while completely turning around. “I thought you could see the fate of this city and understood what it meant for you… I was wrong. You’re just a kid, blinded to reality by his own hopes.”

“I know the situation is grim, but with these elemental stones, we could change the tide of the battle. The wall could hold,” I screamed, trying to convince him.

“Maybe,” he consented. “Or maybe you’re simply delusional and refuse to accept the situation. Maybe you just threw away your last chance of survival for you and your girlfriend because of your absurd promise to free these children from slavery, but either way, you’re not listening— you refuse to listen; you don’t realize,” he enumerated with a strangely defeated look. “Whether this city truly falls this time or not, it doesn’t matter. I know how your story will end.”

Once more I was put on the wrong foot by his cryptic words and the look on his face.

Was it sadness I saw for an instant?

I shook away this strange thought and searched for any way to convince him to change his mind.

However, I couldn’t find anything.

I thought I had him figure out.

I thought I understood everything there was to know about him.

However, his acts proved me wrong.

“If you’re so sure I will die, then why don’t you try to snatch my ring before it happens,” I finally asked, not able to hold back this question that made me doubt everything I thought I knew about him.

For a few seconds, I thought Sooreman would simply ignore me, but he straightened his long strand of hair hiding the left part of his face, and gave me a strange self-mocking smile as incomprehensible to me as his reaction to my rejection.

“Because even if you refused to join me, I’m still curious to see if you will surmount the coming storm or be devoured by it. Horde or not, I can leave whenever I want. Getting your artifact from your mangled corpse will be slightly troublesome but manageable. Who knows? Maybe you will survive. Maybe when you confront true despair, you will finally embrace your nature as a survivor and regret rejecting my offer. If you do, I will offer you my hand once more, and this time I have no doubt that you will take it. So do try to survive my little boy-wonder. Struggle and remember what you truly are, before it’s too late.”

With these last words as a parting gift, he turned around. I watched him walk away for long seconds without being able to say anything. He had given me my answer and for an instant, I didn’t know what to do anymore. Until I finally understood what I had missed in our first encounter.

Everything he had said to me came back and it all became clear.

For an instant, I finally truly glimpsed behind the mask.

If I was right, I still had a chance.

“If you’re so sure, then why not bet on it?” I finally screamed to stop his steps once more.

“What?” he immediately asked in an awkward voice, unable to understand what I meant.

I quickly walked the distance separating us to stand just in front of him, with my eyes staring directly at his own. He was double my height, but for an instant, I could have sworn I saw him shrink under my gaze. Not because he was afraid, not because he was intimidated, but because he had understood the moment our eyes met. He had said too much, given too many hints, and now the mask he had crafted years ago had started to slip from his face to reveal his true self.

“If the wall falls, I will accept to join you, but if it holds then our deal still stands. We will meet to exchange my ring for Seth and Himara’s freedom,” I declared brazenly.

“You’re still thinking about the animal brats? They’re nothing to you, you didn’t even know them a few months ago. So why would you go to such lengths to save them?”

He knew the answer or certainly expected it.

Like me with him, he had seen behind my lies and excuses. He had understood why I couldn’t take his hand but still needed to hear it.

“Because that’s not the kind of person I am and certainly not the kind of person I want to be. I know that I won’t be able to look at myself in the mirror if I just abandon them. This is who I am, who I became. It’s that simple.”

A long silence followed my words. For an instant, his eyes became distant as if he was lost in thought, then in a whisper, he asked the question I had been struggling with.

“Is it worth dying for?”

“I don’t know,” I simply answered.

Sooreman's slightly surprised face was all I needed to know that he hadn’t expected this answer.

“You’re right about me, I am a survivor,” I continued. “Another less flattering way to say it would be to say that I’m afraid of dying. I have stared at death directly and felt its breath down my neck more closely than many people will ever do in their life so I understand just how fearsome it is. I don’t want to die, and certainly don’t want to put my life on the line for things like honor or glory. However, this doesn’t mean that I have to live this life in fear.”

My last sentence apparently struck a bit too close for comfort if his rounded eyes were any indication.

“—And I certainly don’t want to live it with regrets. That’s why I will keep my promise. I will free Seth and Himara and together with my other companions, we will survive. That’s the promise I made and the only end to my story that I will accept!”

Sometimes silence is the best answer.

For long minutes, Sooreman didn’t have anything to answer to my declaration — to my promise — but his face told me everything I needed to know.

When finally a smile cracked his lips and deformed his appearance into the most pleasant face I had seen him do until now, I saw for an instant the cruel and greedy slave dealer disappears, replaced by a young elf smiling at the absurd words of a strange youngster.

Soon after, a long raspy but genuine laughter broke this silence between us.

How many years had it been for him to laugh like that? I had no way to know, but when I heard it I immediately realized his answer.

“You want me to save you if you fail despite refusing my initial offer? You want the best of both worlds… You’re a greedy one, aren’t you Sillath?” he asked while putting his laughter under control, but without letting the wide smile splitting his face in two leave his lips. “I like it, but your determination and pretty words won’t change the cost of this decision. As surely as the sun rises each day, sooner or later your path will end in blood and despair as it did for me. Your determination to protect them and constantly put your life on the line for their sake will be your downfall. If the wall falls, you will join me and accept your failure to save your companions on your own. Seth and Himara will remain slaves, you will have regrets, you will be bitter, but you will be alive! And that’s all that matters in the end. There is no greater winner than a survivor!”

He and I were the same, or more precisely, he had trended this pathway before me and declared the lessons he had learned from this with the same conviction as I previously did with mine.

“I suppose we will see which one of us is right…” I concluded.

“We will, boy-wonder. This is a certainty. Show me your way, show me your determination and when you fall, when you realize the price of this folly, I will be here. If despite all this you survive, I will hold my hand to you one last time— you better take it then.”

We didn’t shake hands or exchange another word after that.

Long minutes after I had started to run across the deserted street of the city, even after I had encountered a dwarven soldier to entrust the three elemental stones, our conversation still replayed in my mind.

Was he right?

Will I really become like him if I stubbornly continue to put my life at risk for others?

Were sacrificing myself for my companions or giving them up for myself my only choices?

I didn’t regret my decision, for I knew the weight of regrets and guilt only too well, but even when I flew into the sky to fight against the horde of silver birds constantly attacking the reddish dome of light protecting the city, I still had these questions in a corner of my mind.

Bird after bird fell under my magic and blows.

I used my wind magic to move with an agility that no wings could give and offered a much-needed respite to the Lost magic constantly under assault by these otherwise unchallenged enemies.

I didn’t know if someone could see me fighting in the sky, I didn’t know if my efforts would be rewarded, or if the city would fall despite everything I did, but it didn’t matter.

I may be a fraud who had gotten this second life by chance, I may never be worthy of my brother’s sacrifice no matter how much I struggled and risked this new life, but this was the path I had chosen.

The path that I believed would give me the least regrets.

And for now, that was enough.
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The day was young when we entered the mine and midday had passed when I emerged on my own from its depth.

Now the sun was starting to set.

That’s the only marker I had to approximately know for how long I had been fighting the silver birds hiding a part of the sky with their number and constantly chipping at the Lost magic’s protection with their incessant attacks. I couldn’t be the only one able to fly among all the mages of the city, but none had spared their energy or attention to confront this flying horde until now.

After delivering the elemental stones, I could have returned inside the mine to rejoin Paul and Alianelle, but the shadow all these birds were projecting on the ground and the constant attacks landing on the city's red dome made me change my plan and fly into the sky to challenge them on my own.

Probably the most reckless thing I had done in a while, but the only solution I had to disrupt their unending assault. A few tries quickly revealed that the barrier stopped any magic coming from outside, but also from inside. This massive downside that I hadn’t anticipated prevented me from attacking with my magic behind the absolute protection of the red dome. It also explained why only normal arrows had been used against this flying horde until now.

However, I was neither suicidal nor a complete fool and didn’t simply rushed to my death.

I didn’t forget to use the only advantage sentient races had against this kind of species deeply influenced by the ambient mana and assailing us with unending numbers.

In their current state, they lacked intelligence and were mostly controlled by their instinct.

So, I didn’t try to directly attack them, but instead used my superior agility — gained with my wind magic — to circle them in the sky and move between them as soon as I exited the absolute protection of the city’s Lost magic.

Among this deadly swirling dance in the sky, I didn’t have the time to land any hits, but their uncontrolled bloodthirst did it for me. The instinctive attacks that missed me landed on their brethren and made dozens of these silver birds fall from the sky in a disturbing rain of blood and feathers.

They were so tightly packed together to attack the dome of red light when I attracted their attention that it wasn’t rare for one of these destructive silver beams of lights they produced to touch several of them at the same time.

However, although my mana was virtually endless, my stamina wasn’t. My young body was too frail and had more and more trouble bearing the burden of such continuous use of mana imposed on me. I persevered, but my growing tiredness made me slow down and make mistakes— some of which could have been fatal.

Humbled and frightened by an attack that nearly pierced a hole in my head, I used my wind magic to hurriedly propel myself once more under the protection of the Lost magic. Several of the closest birds crashed into the magical barrier after trying to follow me while many other magical attacks landed powerlessly into it immediately after.

Fortunately for me, although the barrier didn’t make any distinction for magic and stopped them on both sides, it was possible for me — and probably for all the other sentient species — to physically cross the barrier unlike those birds for whom the red dome was as solid as a wall.

Once I was safe on the other side, I stopped moving and focused to force my wind magic to stabilize my floating form — something that was strangely harder to do than simply using my created wind to propel me everywhere.

The sight that greeted me once this was done was not encouraging.

After several hours of indirect fighting, the silver birds were more spread out than before making my previous tactic less effective, but more importantly despite my efforts and the risks taken, their overall number didn’t seem to have truly lessened as if an unending number of these silver birds, that already caused me so much trouble on my journey, were waiting beyond my sight to replace their fallen brethren. A few seconds after I stopped moving and like a single minded entity, they all spread their wings and turned their heads toward my now immobile floating form to launch their magic at the same time.

The impact that followed was easily ten times louder than all the others before it, and made me reflexively put my arms in front of my head, but fortunately the Lost magic didn’t fail me. It held on, but the realization that followed the scattering of the resulting smoke sent shivers down my spine.

The dome’s red luster was dimmer than before.

Undeterred by this new failure and probably unaware that their combined assault had resulted in more damage than what appears at first glance, they all resumed their attacks and tried to penetrate the alleged absolute protection of this magic that for now prevented them from magically or physically entering this city.

This scene of their crazed attacks against the semi-transparent protection of the city that could shatter at any moment left me breathless.

I intervened to spare the Lost magic from using so much energy and mana to defend against their unending assault, but in the end despite fighting and putting my life on the line for several hours, they simply resumed their attack with the same intensity as before. Moreover, there was no denying the fading luster of the Lost magic that kept these crazed birds from laying waste to the city under us.

How long will this protection last?

Probably not long if they continue their relentless assault.

This was the fifth time I had to stop behind the protection of the Lost magic to catch my breath. However, even faced with this grim realization, I was now not as eager as before to enter the fray and resume the fight.

This time, I not only had to catch my breath and find my bearings, I also had to push back the fear that gripped my heart after coming so close to death. The last attack I narrowly avoided was certainly the closest I've come to a fatal wound since I began my solitary battle with this flying horde.

I couldn’t let them continue to attack the Lost magic unchallenged, but I had also come to the sour realization that my previous tactic had already lost much of its effectiveness. When they were tightly gathered together, using my wind magic to move among them and let them attack each other was effective enough, but now if I wanted to have any kind of impact, I would have to attack them myself.

I would have to go on the other side of the dome once more to directly face too many opponents for me to count.

That’s when I was forced to accept the simple truth I had tried to bury with my tricks and my recklessness.

No matter what I did, there were simply too many of them.

A wave of helplessness nearly submerged me after being confronted with this reality.

That’s when I heard a distant scream. It wasn’t coming from where Jazor was fighting— a place too far away to properly distinguish the cacophony of mixed screams, explosions and roars of dozens of different species. Even from up high, I couldn’t discern much more than a dense screen of rising smoke hiding the grim and unending battle happening on the other side.

No, it wasn’t coming from there.

Once more another distant scream reached me, barely strong enough to overcome the tonitruous noise of the silver rays of magics continuously crashing against the now lackluster red dome near me.

It took me a few more seconds until I finally took my eyes off the frightening spectacle of my enemies rampaging unchallenged against the Lost magic to look down.

That’s when I noticed dozens of meters under me, a long line of people coming out of the mine.

From up here, I couldn’t discern their faces and thus know if Alianelle and Paul were among them, but I could still make out several people pointing fingers in my direction. More and more unintelligible screams reached me as a growing number of people started to look toward the sky, probably attracted by the earlier combined and deafening attack of the flying horde.

Many were looking in my direction, but few halted their steps— pushed forward by a growing number of hurried people. I had to focus to notice that they were carrying bags while others behind them were filling carts near the mine’s entrance. In a few minutes, they started to push these carts in a long uninterrupted line deeper into the city.

It didn’t take much effort to guess where they were going or what they were carrying.

The old slave was right after all.

These people had been gathered inside the mine to dig and carry as many incomplete elemental stones as possible and were now tasked with bringing them where the Lost magic was carved. The Dwarves’ commander Zinovitz had chosen to replace quality with quantity and guided these sheltered people — usually always protected by the impenetrable wall of the city — underground for this single task.

None of them could fight.

None of them would be able to escape if the wall fell or if the red dome disappeared.

Just raising their eyes to the sky darkened by the form of all these crazed silver birds desperate to break the last protection of this city and eager to slaughter them all was probably enough to fill their hearts with fear and with the same helplessness that I was currently feeling.

All the other defendants on the land — Jazor included — had also already experienced it.

They were still probably feeling this despair at this very moment.

However, none of them gave up.

The soldiers on the land continued to fight while the civilians continued to dig and carry the fruit of their work to maintain the Lost magic.

Because this was the only way for them to live.

Dwarves or Humans.

Soldiers or civilians.

Men, women or children.

Today none of that mattered.

To triumph together or to fall divided.

This was our only choice left.

This realization pushed the despair and my fear away and roused my mana. The summoning of the source of my power was already hurting as if molten lava was coursing through my veins, but I didn’t stop. I embraced the sensation and accepted the pain that came with it.

Today we all had the same goal and if we wanted to survive, no one could ignore their duty.

This was the only way for us all to survive.

I clenched my hands tightly and turned around to look once more beyond the dome where my duty was waiting for me.

Jazor was the only one who could stop this unending wave on land and for now I was the only one who could confront it in the sky.

“Ahhhhhh!”

I pushed away my fears with a scream similar to the roars of the beasts assailing us on the ground and released in a massive push the gathered mana threatening to burst open my body. The invisible wave that exploded outward finally made the relentless assault of the silver birds stop. Once again they acted like a single minded beast and turned their attention toward me as I wanted.

All these animals deeply influenced by the rising ambient level of mana of the land had more or less embarked upon the path of deviants. Like true deviants, they had lost their rationality during this transitory evolution into an intelligent magic beast, and followed only their growing bloodthirst.

However, contrary to my expectation, they didn’t immediately attack me after my outburst.

Instead, most of them were now intently watching me with something more in their normally hollow gaze previously blinded by their desire for destruction.

Maybe their rationality wasn’t completely gone after all.

Or perhaps their instincts were warning them of my true nature— of what was truly hiding beyond my childish form.

Either way, the new glint in their beady black eyes was definitely something closer to fear or wariness than pure rage.

Perhaps I could use that.

Not intending to waste this moment, I gathered my mana once more before using my wind magic to the limit.

‘Walk of the wind: second step!’

This physically taxing magic I created recently while chasing Ilan allowed me to enhance my speed beyond anything I would have thought possible.

I vanished in a burst of wind leaving behind an unpleasant whistling noise.

I disappeared from their collective sight only for a brief instant, but it was enough to go beyond the massive crowd of still hesitating birds. My sudden movement pulled most of them away from their torpor and reignited their previous fighting spirit.

This is what I wanted because instead of directing their wrath toward the weakening red dome above the city, most of their focus turned to me.

They flapped their wings and let out cries of outrage as if they were angry at themself for hesitating and stopping their onslaught for an instant. The image of hundreds of these silver birds, each taller than I was, turning their rage toward me was enough to make my heartbeat accelerate and my mana sluggish.

I would have liked to show the people looking at the sky an impressive fight filled with blinding magic radiating with power as I confronted this flying horde head on. I would have also preferred for my magical abilities to make my opponents hesitate to confront me directly.

However, I didn’t have this kind of power.

Unlike Jazor, I didn’t have a magic that could take out a large number of enemies at the same time.

My sacred magic was too hard to control without a direct contact and thus was only useful against single opponents. I could certainly fire many earth bullets in a short amount of time, but without the proper preparation, these small projectiles lacked the necessary impulse to cause enough damage to these massive birds.

Without any proper way to thin out the crowd staring daggers at me as they flew toward me and already preparing their usual attacks, I was left with little choice. I fired three earthbullets in rapid succession and managed to hit a different bird each time. Given their number, it was hard to miss as they made out a literal wall of feathers hiding a large part of the red dome behind them. However, a single bird flinched because of my attack and faltered for a few seconds before being drowned by a wave of its kind eager to enter the fray and hiding its fate from my eyes at the same time. With the confirmation that earthbullets wouldn’t be enough, I switched to more massive earthballs and fired them as fast as I could while constantly retreating backward.

Focusing on my wind magic while firing these earthballs had considerably slowed me. I knew it wouldn’t take long for them to catch up and to force me to change tactics. However, what I hadn’t anticipated was that other species of birds would come from behind. I just had the time to feel their presence before a long spike of earth nearly skewered me.

I turned around with a jerk and canceled my attacks to solely focus on avoiding the incoming wave of elemental attacks and the silver rays coming from all around me.

However, no matter how good I had become at moving through the sky, it would never be enough against this many opponents.

Despite the burden on my body, I was forced to use my ‘Second step’ wind magic once more to escape from the tightening encirclement, but I wasn’t able to put the crowd of birds completely behind me this time. There were too many of them for that.

I avoided blows after blows while delivering mine when I saw an opportunity, but there was a reason why I had solely focused on dodging their magic and physical attacks without attacking when I first entered the fray. Each counter-attack slowed me down and made me vulnerable.

I was aware of that and was as careful as possible, but I couldn’t see everything at the same time.

A wing strangely hard as metal came too fast for me to react and hit my right arm hard enough to make me fear that the blow had broken my bone. The pain and the strength of the impact forced me to retreat, but my rhythm was broken and more attacks were coming.

Forsaking my offensive magic, I focused solely on dodging to get me out of this bad step, but other attacks were successful. Each mistake, each blow — as insignificant as it could be — made me lose control of my wind magic for long seconds and made me spiral downward.

I was forced to use my ‘Second step’ magic a third time when the biggest part of the horde — the horde of silver birds — reached me and prepared their deadly rays of magic.

I disappeared in a whistling noise immediately followed by cries of outrage from the silver birds who had suddenly lost their target.

Once again, I had put enough distance with my opponents, but the dizziness that followed and the sudden urge to throw up that accompanied it told me that it was the last time I could use this magic.

My body wouldn’t bear another use.

I wanted to return under the protection of the red dome, to take my breath back. However, although the previous exchange appeared extremely long, I knew it didn’t buy that much time. For a few seconds, I hesitated until I noticed something that forced me to make the riskiest choice.

The now almost transparent red dome of light had shrunk.

I didn’t know when it happened, but the distance between the light and the tallest building near the mine didn’t leave much place for doubt.

I knew nothing about how the Lost magic powering this shield worked, but it was easy to guess that the magic was reaching its limit.

One more combined attack from the silver birds will definitely break it, and once it breaks all the people gathered together to transport the incomplete elemental stones will become their targets.

And everyone will die.

The image of all these people being slaughtered because I failed to keep the horde away made my mana boil under my skin. With a scream I flew higher and drew the whole horde after me— away from the weakening magic.

I couldn’t attack and avoid at the same time; the previous exchange made that clear.

I couldn’t triumph.

I knew it, but it didn’t matter.

All I had to do was to keep them focused solely on me.

If I flew too far or too fast, they would switch targets, but if they managed to encircle me I would die.

No more ‘Second step’ magic to save me this time.

How long did I struggle in such an insane way into the sky?

I had no way to know, but each time an attack grazed me, each time I was barely able to avoid a fatal strike, I was reminded that it wasn’t enough.

I could do more.

I had to.

Or Alianelle, Paul and everyone inside the city would die.

This single thought was enough to keep me going. I was out of breath, my head hurt and my whole body was screaming in protest with each new magic summoned or blow received.

But, I persevered and chased away the natural temptation to go rest under the protection of the weakening Lost magic.

As if possessed, I ignored my mounting fatigue and my accumulating wounds time and time again to defy their supremacy in the sky as if I was trying to make up for the time spent away from the battlefield.

I continued to do everything I could to keep the horde focused on me, and quickly noticed that most of these birds weren’t as mindless as I initially thought them to be. At the very least, they were learning, forcing me to always try to stay creative in my evasions.

I also quickly learned that all the species constituting this horde of birds didn’t mix together. The most notable thing was that all the others stayed away from the bigger and more numerous silver birds who had the welcomed habit of ignoring anything in their way, allies or brethren to try to attack me.

What I didn’t immediately notice was that they had the ability to combine their attacks to make it more destructive, and more importantly, faster.

A much faster than expected silver blast took me by surprise and nearly went through me. I twisted in the sky to hurriedly evade, but was left wide open to the furious retaliation from the others.

Like so many times before, I didn’t try to avoid each attack as it would simply put me in the line of fire of other birds awkwardly trying to get enough space or get the right angle to attack me.

Instead, I stopped using my wing magic altogether.

No new step of wind was created to welcome my weight and to allow me to stay in the sky so I immediately plummeted to the ground. The attack that would have been difficult to avoid otherwise passed just above my head.

However, dozens of others followed my falling form. The more distant birds that had managed to get a clear view of me after I had slowed down, launched their assault with an instinctive sense bordering on human intelligence.

The beams of silver light were destructive enough to tear me apart if they landed on my frail body, but another burst of wind allowed me to avoid easily enough and end my fall.

The others that immediately followed weren’t so easy to dodge.

As I frantically avoided attack after attack without being able to increase the distance with the circling horde, I realized with horror that I had overexerted myself and got completely surrounded.

I was nimble and had learned to move in the sky with surprising ease.

However, I wasn’t that nimble.

No one was.

I had managed to avoid several waves of attack, but the continuous rain of magic that followed hit true. A few silver rays grazed me, drawing blood at the same time, but a shockwave I noticed too late hit me directly in my back. The impact knocked the air out of my lungs and forced a scream of pain out of my mouth. Ironically, the violence of the blow propelled me out of the path of most of the other attacks.

However, the damage was done.

Like a broken doll, I spiraled uncontrollably in the sky, too stunned by the force of the blow and the pain to properly use my wind magic again.

Everything was a blur of blood, feathers and pain. My ears were ringing, although I couldn’t tell if it was from the blow or because of the whistling wind as I fell faster and faster toward the ground whose distance I was completely unable to tell.

Clear screams of horror reached me and made me understand that I was closer to the ground than I thought. Those screams tore me out of my torpor and helped me force the summoning of my wind magic. With my dizzied head and my body swirling uncontrollably, I couldn’t properly distinguish where the ground was. I summoned erratic gusts of winds to try to stabilize me and slow my fall.

However, I failed to stop.

When another burst of wind hit my back, I thought that another attack from the same kind of bird had managed to hit me, but the blow was different. It was softer and didn’t force my body into another uncontrollable spiral. Instead, it helped stabilize me and gave me the opportunity to finally properly use my magic.

My free fall finally started to slow down, but my feet still touched the ground much quicker than I anticipated, and the desperate roll I reflexively made to soften the impact was barely enough to avoid a serious injury. Two strong hands abruptly caught me and immediately stopped my ongoing uncontrolled roll.

It took me a few seconds to shake off the pain and nausea threatening to overwhelm me and to finally see the face of the man holding me.

As soon as I noticed his young face half-hidden by his messy and poorly braided blond beard, I immediately recognized my helper.

"Thaznec!"
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“Thaznec!” I exclaimed in surprise while putting another wave of nausea under control.

“I told you to call me Taz!” immediately replied the young Dwarf with the same hurried voice I had heard him use a few days ago. At the time, he had been having breakfast with Jazor and didn’t make that good of an impression as he had appeared like an immature dwarf a bit too eager to prove his value to Jazor.

Now, as I understood that it was his magic that had stopped my uncontrollable fall from the sky before he physically prevented me from falling off the roof of the five-story building where I had unknowingly landed, I wanted nothing more than to sing his praise to Jazor and everyone willing or not to hear.

“Thank y—”

“—You crazy bastard!” he interrupted as he vigorously shook my body either to make sure I was conscious or to simply end my life once and for all.

“Easy, I’m hurt,” I managed to mutter as the pain in my back and arm flared once again.

“No kidding!?!” he snorted. “You just fought a whole flying horde by yourself! If you want to commit suicide, do it when I’m not responsible for your safety!” he immediately rebuked with genuine anger and apparently pent-up frustration, but thankfully also while stopping his shaking.

“What do you mean?” I asked, baffled.

“Jazor asked me to keep an eye on you while he was away. When I saw you enter the mine with everyone else, I thought that nothing could happen to you specifically. How was I supposed to know that you would suddenly go out on your own to fly into the sky like a suicidal maniac!”

His erratic speech delivered at bullet speed would have made it difficult for me to understand his words a few years ago when I was still learning this world’s language. However, the message he delivered was more than just heartwarming.

Even in this situation; even when going to the frontline himself, Jazor had asked his friend to take care of me. This decision had just saved my life for I knew I would have never been able to stop my fall on my own.

Still shaken by my near-death experience, it took me a few more seconds to clear my thoughts.

“Sorry, and thank you Taz.” I offered while turning to look him square in the eyes. This finally seemed to somewhat pacify this erratic Dwarf who hadn’t let go of my body as I rested on the rooftop, for now, unable to stand on my own.

“I can’t even fly myself, so how can a kid like you move like that? Were you a bird in your previous life? You were, weren’t you? You have to be!” he complained after only a few seconds of silence.

The headache that had lessened started to come back with a vengeance as Thaznec continued to bombard me with his griefs growing more and more distant from me as he went on. I was ready to interrupt him to remind him of the seriousness of our situation, but after catching my breath and clearing my mind for a bit, I realized that we weren’t alone on this rooftop.

A quick glance around showed that several dozen dwarves, armed with bows, were positioned on several rooftops all around us. They weren’t idly looking at the approaching horde but fired unnaturally-fast arrows that passed unimpeded through the now almost translucent barrier. The horde was still quite far, but the arrows fired had little trouble reaching them and started to thin out the incoming crowd of birds, apparently furious to have failed to finish me off.

The giant shadow that this quickly approaching wall of feathers projected was finally enough to make Taz shut up and focus his attention on the sky.

The shrunken barrier was almost within arm’s reach of our building— among the tallest, proof if we needed one that the situation was still critical. Taz’s somber face and sudden silence as he picked his own bow were also proof enough that we definitely weren’t out of the woods yet.

“Get down and join the others, Sillath,” he ordered in a harsh voice, very different from his usual tone. “If the dome breaks, go seek refuge inside the mine!”

“Inside the mine? Don’t treat me like a kid, I know just as well as you do that if the magic disappears, we’re all dead, and hiding inside the mine will not change that!” I countered.

Taz started firing incredibly powerful and quick arrows instead of answering me, but his silence and the resigned look on his face was the only answer I needed.

“Don’t you have anything better than normal arrows?” I asked, my frustration mounting as I scanned the area for anything that could make the situation tilt in our favor.

“If I did, I would have used it already!” he screamed over the sound of the now familiar dreadful silver rays raining down on the almost translucent barrier. “The Lost magic stops any magical attack on both sides and none of us can fly as well as you do.”

Of course, I knew that as well.

We also both knew that the arrows they were all firing weren’t enough to stop the horde. Numerous birds fell victim to the apparently magically powered shot, but there was simply no end to them. Sooner or later, the rain of arrows distracting them would thin out and their attacks on the dome would resume at full strength. How long the fading shield of light would last at that moment, I couldn’t know but definitely not long enough to change our fate.

The only other way to fight this horde was to leave the Lost magic’s protection and confront them directly in the sky as I did for as long as I could. If a mage strong enough and sufficiently proficient in flying existed inside this city, I seriously doubted that he or she would have waited this long to act and defend the city.

No, the frightening truth was that we were on our own and despite Taz's best efforts, despite the welcome support and respite he and his comrades offered, it didn't change what was ultimately awaiting us all.

We were all going to die.

For an instant, Sooreman’s warning crossed my mind. His promise of doom taunting me as if he had foreseen the growing despair that would grip my heart in its cold vice. His voice swirled in my head as I watched helplessly as the rain of arrows slowly but surely started to dwindle— unable to contain the endless wave that flew through the sky with cries of madness begging for blood and violence.

Perhaps with more men to shoot them down the situation would have been different, but the town’s defenses were stretched too thin for too long to have this kind of hope.

Maybe if I had intervened earlier, things could have been different.

Various scenarios born out of guilt and growing despair flashed through my mind as the reality of our situation settled in front of my eyes.

We were on our own and arrows were our last defense.

When they finally ran out, our fate would be certain.

The onslaught of bolts continued for long minutes with the screams of the men shooting them unable to cover the almost constant screeching noise of the birds. It could have been my imagination playing tricks on my tired mind but I could have sworn that their shrieks were growing in intensity as if they could realize that victory was finally close at hand.

However, that shouldn’t be possible.

The ambient mana was supposed to have completely stripped them of any form of intellect. That’s why they attacked the city in the first place. As doubt started to grow in my mind, I remembered how the birds had hesitated to attack a few times during our confrontation, how on several occasions they hadn’t completely disregarded their safety to attack as a deviant should have done. Even now, with the dwindling number of arrows, the horde didn’t press forward as if they were waiting for our supplies to run out before finally committing on destroying the Lost magic.

As I came to a realization, my eyes widened and my heart skipped a beat.

If I was right, we still had a chance.

The thought compelled my body to awkwardly stand up on the broken tiles of the roof, but the sharp pain in my right knee and the visible swelling indicated that my fall had done more damage than I initially thought. The vicious pain in my back that doubled in intensity when I tried to straighten was even more worrying, but none of that mattered in that instant.

As I focused on gathering my mana, Taz halted his firing for an instant to turn his attention back to me.

“What are you doing? You can’t fire magic from inside the city!” he started before drawing his own conclusion. “Don’t, you idiot!”

I didn’t have the time to explain what I planned to do, nor was I sure something like that could be explained. However, I knew with absolute certainty that I couldn’t fight in the sky as I did before. All I had was a theory, a belief, and the distant hope that it would help us buy time.

I closed my eyes and turned my focus inward, trying to ignore the nerve-wracking spectacle threatening to overwhelm us all.

I couldn’t let doubt cloud my mind.

I couldn’t let fear and apprehension destroy this slim chance of survival I had found.

For it to work, I only had one try.

“You made me do this!” I suddenly screamed from the top of my lungs.

I caught Taz’s expression, from surprise at my sudden outburst to shock at the growing wave of mana that I summoned at the same time.

With a violent clap, I crossed my forearms in front of my chest and unleashed my slumbering mana as I did that day when Alianelle fell into slumber. Like a ravenous beast waking up after being suppressed for too long, it immediately escaped my control and rampaged throughout my body like a raging inferno devouring everything in its path.

This power wasn’t natural, nor was it gifted or earned.

It was taken from dozens of innocent people who had the unfortunate fate to cross paths with my master in my previous life. I ended up with this power, but never tried to use it, for I knew the price to pay.

I hadn’t summoned any magic yet, but the raw mana coursing through my veins threatened to tear me apart from the inside out. My muscles strained and my bones ached as the growing wave of mana slowly awakened from deep within me.

I struggled to keep this power from consuming me, knowing what would happen if I let go. Taz's faint voice barely reached my ears amidst the chaos. The relentless screeching of the birds, their silver rays pounding against the magical barrier with a deafening force, mixed with the frenzied screams of the people around as they fired arrows in all directions along with my own screams of pain made it difficult to understand his words.

"What’s happening?" I finally managed to hear.

I wanted to explain to him what I wanted to do, but I couldn’t.

I certainly couldn’t spare the effort in this instant, but I could have before. All it would have taken from me would have been a few words.

However, I couldn’t risk the birds hearing me.

Deviants were devoid of intelligence and would disregard their own safety to satisfy even for an instant their thirst for blood and violence.

True deviants that is.

I had met such monsters not that long ago, so I could say without any doubt that the birds of this flying horde desperate to tear us apart and driven to attack this city weren’t true deviants.

No matter how ferocious they were or how violent the ambient mana had made them, they never truly let go of this last strand of sanity they kept within themselves, just like I didn’t let go of my last strand of control over my raging mana.

And that made all the difference.

Through my blurry vision, I saw the insurmountable wall of feathers waiting beyond the arrow's reach for the right moment to attack began to clear. A single ray of light managed to pass through this dense clutch of feathers, and when it did, the whole crowd began to disperse, reigniting our hopes of survival once again.

True deviants wouldn’t let go of their bloodthirst nor would they stop their attack.

They wouldn’t let other emotions or any semblance of sanity overcome their wrath.

There was no doubt in my mind anymore.

No matter how much the ambient mana influenced their actions, it hadn’t made all these birds forget the one thing all living beings had deep within them from the moment of their birth.

Their survival instinct.

I couldn't confirm the accuracy of my theory, and I lacked the means to seek Taz's opinion. The possibility that some of them may have been intelligent enough to comprehend my words prevented me from directly asking. Above all else, I knew I would only get a single chance to instill doubt and fear in their hearts clouded by their fury and madness so I took it.

It wasn’t just a bluff.

It was a gamble.

All this mana that continued to gather and radiate from within me in a torrent of pain and power wasn't yet shaped. Once I did, there would be no turning back for me and potentially for them. If they decided to attack, despite the crushing amount of mana I had managed to summon, I would lose.

However, I knew probably more than anyone else what the cost of hesitation was. Once it took hold of you, it was like a disease that continued to grow and spread. Their newfound hesitation was clear for all to see, and without exchanging a single word with anyone around I knew they had reached the same conclusion as I did.

For the first time, fear had changed sides.

The oppressive shadows they were projecting on us were full of luminous holes now. However, they weren’t all gone yet. They had retreated and eyed me warily, probably waiting for a sign of weakness. It wasn’t over but for now, this respite was enough.

We had been given a chance, a glimmer of light in a world of darkness. I could feel the hope rising in the hearts of my allies, as they looked up at me in awe and wonder.

It was not over yet, but we finally had a fighting chance.
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It’s been a little over ten years since my reincarnation in this world, but I understood the nature of my monstrous soul and what it truly implies much later. Unaware of the enormous power lying dormant inside me, I never knew that releasing such a tremendous amount of mana for so long could be this draining and harmful. Mana was the source of our magical power, but it was supposed to be shaped, not gathered for such an extended period. I realized this when I came up with the idea to use my amassed mana as a deterrent against the flying horde and thought I could handle it, but I was wrong.

After pouring out so much mana, I had managed to make the flock of birds attacking the city retreat further away, but I couldn't make them flee completely. Some certainly did, but the majority of the horde was still there, waiting for the right moment to attack again.

More mana would probably make them go away once and for all, but I couldn't do it.

The mana was there, just beneath the surface, begging for me to release it, but I knew that once I did, there wouldn't be any coming back from this. I had reached my limit, and it wasn't long before the challenging screeches from the horde reached me, proving to me that they had realized it as well.

Even so, they stayed far away, too distant for me to reach them if I decided to attack, and more importantly, too far for them to reach the Lost Magic. And that was what I wanted, what we desperately needed.

A respite for the Lost Magic to recover and some time for the people who stayed behind to get the incomplete elemental stones to where the Lost Magic was drawn. How long it would take for this to be turned into raw energy for the Lost Magic, I didn’t know, but I certainly hoped it wouldn’t take too long because I knew I wouldn't be able to hold on forever.

Maybe the strain and the pain it entailed were showing on my face because none of the people sharing my rooftop came to ask me how I could release so much mana. Even Taz, usually a true chatterbox, didn't say a word. Even if he didn't know how I could do something like that, he knew just as well as me that every second earned in this way was critical for the Lost Magic to recover and for the city’s survival.

The seconds felt like hours as I forced myself to keep going. It was excruciating to keep this up for so long, and I could feel my body giving out under the strain. But I had to keep going. The lives of everyone in this city depended on it.

I tried to focus on my breathing and control the flow of mana, to bend it to my will, but it was like trying to stop a waterfall with my bare hands. Once again, after these fruitless attempts, I realized just how wrong my existence truly was. No one was supposed to hold so much mana, and a child's body was obviously too weak to even try to use it.

All I could do was continually summon my mana without attempting to shape it.

So I let it course through my body, spreading pain everywhere and making my whole body burn in protest as a result.

I would have liked to say that I held on for hours, but the truth is that I had no idea how long I managed to keep up this crazy effort. All I knew was that after what felt like an eternity, I had reached my limit, and if I tried any longer, there would be no going back for me.

With great effort, I ceased drawing mana and subdued the beast. The pain I experienced was akin to the one I felt before dying in my past life. As soon as the mana stopped flowing, my body started to tremble uncontrollably, and my vision became hazy, while my ears rang. I collapsed on my knees, barely hanging onto my consciousness.

My body, which once had been full of power, was now left weakened and on the brink of unconsciousness. I was gasping for air, unable to stand on my own, with a body still scarred by what I had imposed on it. I did my best to hold on, staggering even on my knees, with my mind growing worryingly distant at times.

When my ears finally stopped ringing, the first thing I heard was the distant cries of birds, assuring me that they were still here and that my previous demonstration of power hadn’t managed to scare them off. However, I also heard the sound of people near me, their voices a mix of incoherent words that my exhausted mind couldn’t properly process. I managed to identify the sound of bows being drawn.

The attack of the horde was going to resume against the crumbling lost magic.

I had failed.

It was all in vain.

When this despairing thought crossed my mind, I tried to get up, but I immediately understood that I wouldn’t succeed. Like a puppet with half of its strings cut off, I lacked the strength for this task. I wanted to try again.

I had to.

I didn't want to die on my knees, unable to face or even see what would put an end to this second life.

A grunt of pain that I barely registered as my own escaped my lips when strong hands abruptly landed on me and immediately stopped my efforts. These hands were like steel, but they were also gentle, supporting my upright body and finally preventing any kind of wobbling.

“You did well.”

Everything around me was still a blur, and my ears still weren’t functioning properly, but I managed to catch these words and immediately understood who whispered them in my ear and who was holding me.

“Taz,” I croaked, my voice coming out in an unnatural and uncomfortable rasp.

“You did well, kid,” he said. “Real damn well.”

His voice was muffled as if coming from a great distance, but I heard him properly this time. I wanted to ask him to help me get on my feet. I wanted to say that I needed to join the others to fight, but I didn’t manage to articulate these words before Taz started to lift me off the ground.

He probably did it as delicately as possible, but not delicately enough for my aching body, if the pain coursing through my whole body in response to the movement was any indication. My vision started to finally clear at the same time as the fog clouding my thoughts until now. I saw Taz’s allies firing their unnaturally fast arrows, catching a glimpse of the approaching horde flying at full speed toward the Lost magic to resume their assault, as if all my efforts had been for nothing.

However, before the knot in my stomach at this realization made me despair, I caught a glimpse of something else.

I saw red.

The lost magic surrounding us was almost transparent and devoid of any color before. However, now it had regained some of its natural color, as if declaring to the incoming horde and to its defender that it was ready to face the assault.

When I realized this I ceased struggling and allowed Taz to carry me, uncertain of where we were headed.

It became clear that his intention was to transport me down from the rooftop when my feet landed on the ground and immediately buckled beneath me. Taz prevented me from collapsing and helped me settle down properly.

My mind was clearer now, and my body ached less, but a sudden shock from behind that followed was nearly enough to make me cry out in protest.

Following the violent onslaught and before I could utter a word, someone wrapped their arms around me in an abrupt and forceful embrace.

"Easy there, Alianelle. You're going to finish me off," I joked, though it seemed to fall flat.

Nevertheless, the hug grew gentler and less urgent than before.

"You fool," she muttered.

I could sense her emotions through her few words, her relief and fury blending together in a challenging equilibrium. She didn’t say another word but simply let her head rest against my neck for a long time until hurried footsteps interrupted the moment. Alianelle released me, allowing me to turn and observe Paul coming to a halt near us with a frantic expression on his face.

Relief was evident, but anger and disbelief appeared to have triumphed over relief in his case.

"Why did you do something so reckless? You were supposed to return as soon as you obtained the stone! When you didn't return, we assumed something had gone wrong. We thought—"

"—I know," I interrupted.

I realized it the moment I chose to confront the flying horde on my own. I thought of them when I saw the growing crowd eyeing me while I fought for my life in the sky. Alianelle's scowl and tear-streaked face conveyed her agreement, even though she didn't say anything else.

I wished to explain to them that I hadn't had a choice, that if I hadn't flown to fight, the Lost magic would have been destroyed, but before I could open my mouth to voice apologies and explanations, an explosion boomed overhead.

I didn't need to lift my head to know that the silver birds had once again pooled their strength to unleash their magic against the shield protecting us. I raised my head just enough to confirm that the shield still glowed red. How long it would last, I couldn't predict.

Feeling slightly better, I attempted to stand up, but Taz's unnaturally heavy hands immediately pressed down on my shoulders.

He was gentle, but his action had a decisiveness that I found difficult to contest, considering how effortlessly he had forced me back to the ground.

"You're done, Sillath," he stated. "Thanks to you, we have a chance, but you cannot fight any longer."

It didn't matter what I could or couldn't do.

A part of me wanted to rebuke with these words, but Alianelle beat me to it.

“Stay here!” she said with a forcefulness I had seen too rarely in her.

“Listen to the missy, Sillath,” added Taz. “Now, it’s your time to watch us fight!”

With these final words, he kicked the ground and shouted at incredible speed to land on the same rooftop as before. It was only five stories tall, and I had fought for a long time at much greater heights, but in that instant, my whole body was screaming at me that it was too high for me.

That’s when I finally accepted the harsh reality.

I had hit my limit.

“Can you stand?” asked Paul.

I tried to stand up, but I was still weak and dizzy from using so much mana. Alianelle came to my aid and finally allowed me to stand awkwardly on my feet. The pain in my knee flared as soon as I put weight on it, but it now seemed irrelevant compared to the rest of my aching body. My back and arm, which were directly hit, weren't any better, but the pain was manageable. And the fact that I could move was the best proof I needed that nothing was broken.

“Let’s get away from here and rejoin the chain.”

“The chain?” I asked.

To answer my question, Paul simply pointed his finger to his right. I followed it and finally saw what he meant.

It was a Human chain, disproportionate and stretching from near the entrance of the mine all the way to the farthest buildings I could see from here. I had seen the number of people emerging from the mine and even noticed a few carts when I was fighting in the sky, but I hadn’t noticed that the people had chosen this kind of organization to carry the bags of incomplete elemental stones stacked in a mountain near the entrance of the mine. When my gaze landed on this incredible amount of incomplete elemental stones, I noticed that another chain was supplying this mountain of white bags from deep within the mine.

After this realization, I opened and closed my mouth, unable to truly voice the words coming to my mind.

“There is another kind of fight going on here,” said Alianelle. “Even now, all these people are fighting. Come, we need to do our part.”

She took my arm and helped me walk the distance. I ignored the curious and strange gazes directed at me when I approached. My fight in the sky had not gone unnoticed, but now wasn’t the time for questions.

I also ignored Paul’s words telling me that I could rest, saying I deserved it.

He was wrong.

It wasn’t about merit or anything of the sort anymore.

I silently took a spot near Alianelle and the both of us used our combined strength to carry it a dozen feet away before giving it to a bulky man I didn’t know. The man only had a single arm, but he still carried it expertly to the next person before returning to his previous spot as Alianelle and I both did.

In an endless loop, we continued our work as fast as our weak bodies allowed us to.

After fighting in the sky and challenging a whole horde on my own like a battle god, it felt strange to be back on the ground to work with all these ordinary people who could only look at the sky in awe and fear just a few minutes ago.

However, I didn’t really dislike this change.

I was no longer alone in the sky, fighting a battle that seemed impossible to win. Instead, I was part of a community that fought together in their own way to survive. In this chain made of flesh and combined will, I was but another link struggling to do its part like all the others.

We were all working together, carrying bags of various sizes and giving them to the closest person, knowing full well that they would continue their path where they were desperately needed. We all had the distant hope that our labor would make a difference. It wasn’t much different from when I was directly fighting the horde in the sky or when I was keeping it at bay with my raw mana. I did what I could, knowing full well that I wouldn’t be strong enough to change this city’s fate on my own.

Would our efforts be rewarded in the end, or were we vainly struggling as Sooreman had declared?

I had no way of knowing, but I certainly did not intend to be the first to give up.

So, I kept my place among the chain, with Alianelle and Paul next to me, and did my part.

We all did.

Despite the numerous explosions and screams above our heads, we continued to work, ignoring the light of the Lost magic regularly alternating between a bright red and a fragile white. We just kept working, with the flame of hope burning in our hearts that our efforts would be rewarded in the end.

Despite the insufficient light, we persevered, taking turns to rest and using hastily put torches that barely illuminated the path made of people around us. With only the glowing light of the Lost magic above our heads as a reminder, we worked on, feeling slightly relieved when it turned red and frantic when it became dimmer and transparent.

The exhaustion was palpable, and my entire body ached. At one point, I fell, and when I opened my eyes, I was lying on my side, not knowing how I had ended up there. With a groan, I wiped the blood, sweat, and dirt off my face and forced my tired body to get back up and continued with the task at hand. The sun had risen while I was unconscious, but the spectacle the light of the new day offered me wasn't much different.

More people rested on the side, their faces definitely paler and laden with exhaustion, but the urgency and will to survive burning in their eyes remained the same. People still worked together to survive, and that was the most important thing at that moment.

"What's this?" asked Paul near me.

I didn't immediately understand what he was talking about, but after his words, I immediately realized.

The bell of the city was once more ringing.

The last time was still clear in my head. It was yesterday when we finally understood that the wave of crazed animals crashing against the magically powered walls of the city represented a true menace to this reputedly impregnable city. The bell was used to gather everyone in a time of great peril. So, I was certainly not the only one who was startled and even slightly afraid when this sound reached my ears once again.

However, this time, the melody was different. One after the other, the men and women around me started to notice this strange melody, which sharply contrasted with the gloom of our desperate situation. No matter how I heard it, the melody didn’t seem as urgent as before.

"It's over," someone near me finally said.

We all looked at each other, not understanding. I crossed eyes with Alianelle and saw the same tiredness and incomprehension in her eyes.

"It's over…" repeated another person a little closer to me.

I suddenly realized why the sun now felt warm enough to drive away the chill of the morning. The giant shadow this flying horde constantly projected on the ground was gone. Then, slowly, we all came to the same realization. The bell; the lack of explosions and the vibrant red color of the Lost magic above our heads.

We all looked at each other, uncertain of what to do next. But then, a distant cry filled the air, different from the screams of battle, pain, and fear we had heard until now.

This time, it was distant screams of triumph and joy from the men on the roofs.

One after the other, the people around started to echo this scream. When I did along with Paul and Alianelle, it finally settled what I hadn’t dared to say before.

We had survived.

We had won.

Once more I screamed as hard as I could with Alianelle’s hand tightly clenched into mine and raised toward the sky. I doubted anyone stayed silent in this instant as the combined scream of all the people gathered made my ears ache.

I even suspected that our combined voices had finally driven away the last of the attackers.

When I finally stopped — my voice hoarse from so much screaming — I turned to Alianelle, who smiled at me through tear-filled eyes. She hugged me once more, before Paul put his arms around the both of us.

All around us, people were shedding tears and embracing each other in a heartwarming scene growing more chaotic by the second.

I don’t know who had the idea first, but like a single mind, we stopped our early celebration and hurried together towards the main gate of the city, where most of the soldiers had gathered and where the fighting had been the fiercest and the longest.

We were far away from the gate and as we hurried there, a heavy silence fell upon us. The initial relief at the horde's disappearance had mostly faded, replaced by worry for the people who had fought in the most dangerous place. It took us more than ten minutes to hurry over the bustling main street, situated right behind the main gate. Eventually, I came to a halt behind a wall of people who seemed to have reached the same conclusion as me- that we couldn't go any further.

All present were relieved beyond belief for their survival, but now they were anxious and fearful. Their loved ones had been fighting, be it a lover, a family member, or, like me, a friend, and we all anxiously waited for their return. Despite the Lost magic's protection, given the length and violence of the confrontation, the number of people present doomed to despair just after this godsent relief was sure to be high. However, unlike all the fearful people around me, a quick, frightful glance at the hourglass in my pocket was enough to tell me all I needed to know.

I couldn’t see anything from where I was standing behind the dense, anxious crowd, but a collective scream told me that the main defenders had finally started to emerge from the battlefield. Dozens of people rushed forward at the same time, while others continued to anxiously wait. I witnessed couples and family members reunited, some covered with dirt, others with blood and wounds, but all relieved to be finally reunited. I also saw a few people scream in horror and agony as the cruel truth about their loved ones was given to them.

All these scenes mixed together in a mess until it was our turn. Covered in dirt and guts, Jazor slowly emerged from beyond the crowd. He had a nasty cut on his left arm, while Ilan was limping and leaning against him, but they were both alive.

“You look like shit, sissy," he said as a greeting when he saw me.

Before I could answer, Alianelle rushed forward and embraced Jazor while Paul nodded towards Ilan.

“Welcome back,” was all I could say. The hourglass had told me that he was still alive, but seeing him and Ilan together, injured but alive, was very different.

The chaotic reunion lasted for a long time and continued long after we all agreed to leave this place behind. Numerous lives were lost that day, but the city had held on. I couldn't be sure if my recklessness had paid off, but it probably did among each person's effort. This realization was enough for me to feel satisfied, an emotion I rarely felt. Maybe it was simply the relief and the tiredness speaking. However, even with my wounded and exhausted body, it had been a long time since I felt this good. I would never forget this moment as Paul, Alianelle, Jazor, and Ilan all walked beside me to get some much-needed rest.

This was the taste of victory.

  
